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The Silent Woman
 
 
The barstool tumbled end over end before slamming into a painted mirror. Glass and metal transformed the air into a dazzling kaleidoscope. Underneath, Lydia ducked her head as another bottle shattered against the mirror’s frame. 
Glass in her hair. Wasn’t the first time this month, but hopefully it’d be the last for years ahead. She shook her head and brushed shards off her shoulders and arms—more than a bit clumsy—tiny cuts spotted freckled skin. Should have worn the jacket. Her legs wanted to stand, but it probably wasn’t the best idea right now. She stayed seated on the floor and tried to blink some focus in her eyes. 
Not a chance.
Lydia slapped a palm over her left eye and squinted. Her double vision solidified from blobby blurs to hazy blurs. She smiled as a stout trio surrounded a bloodied fourth, the brute swinging wildly at, and missing, all comers. Idiot. Near the jukebox, a half-dozen regulars surrounded a figure on the floor, taking turns with boot-shoves and kicks. That one, on the ground, was the one that shoved her.
“You ok, Lyds?” Yontz called from behind the bar, a tiny black box pressed to his ear. 
Her brain formed words, but the sounds didn’t make much sense. She settled on a thumbs up, then let her heavy arm fall on Ethan’s unconscious ass. Her almost-ex slept as a newborn, his eye already swelling from the punch that laid him out. She almost felt guilty; he'd come to her defense in a rare good-guy moment. Lydia had already forgotten what started it all.
Her head throbbed from its bump against the wall, the wall that kept her upright. Good wall, but a bit of an asshole. Trade-offs happened in relationships though, and it really wasn’t the wall’s fault, though she could make a case that it should’ve been more sympathetic when she'd been tossed into it. She wouldn’t hold anything against it. Lydia wanted to leave on a good note. 
Yontz’ jaw tightened as he dropped the box and reached under the counter. The blaring country music cut out, replaced by a droning ‘bloop-bloop-bloop.’ The chubby bar owner shouted, “They got a call! Five minutes!”
The mob roared, some with curses, others with laughter. The one-on-three jerk snapped his gaze between the front door and his fallen buddy. A blindside strike to the head with a sparkling gauntlet dropped him to the floor. He now joined her boy in dreamland; so much for that decision. The trio took him by the boots and hands, dragging him towards the back door. The scene repeated at the larger group. The people who weren't moving bodies rushed for brooms and dustpans, all prepared for use, a moment’s stride from The Silent Woman’s main floor.
“Better get up,” Cameron said. The pretty blonde stood fists to hips, one of them gripping a gun-shaped device with a bottle in its butt. “Party’s over.”
Lydia giggled, hand still pressed against her eye. The barmaid sneered and leaned in with the pressure syringe. Lydia waved it away, she'd already settled her tab. 
“When Yontz said tonight was on the house, he meant everything.” Slapping aside a drunken hand, Cameron pushed the gun against bare skin. Lydia was a little surprised the barmaid hadn't taken a cheap shot, slapping her once or twice, 'Oh, I was just trying to clear your head.'
She felt a tingle from head to toe as her brain-bubbles dissolved. The light’s sudden brilliance and punch of the clamor overwhelmed her renewed clarity. Hot damn. Sob-rite’s nanobots might have metabolized the booze, but they weren’t too friendly about it. 
Lydia’s last beer-buzz on Earth stolen, reality taunted her. Knuckles to broken glass, she rolled away as Cameron attended to her almost-exclusive boyfriend. Ethan grumbled after the injection, still knocked out by measure of trauma. His face didn’t look broken, but anyone would be damned if he went to the hospital for a concussion. It probably wasn’t that bad; Lydia herself had given him worse. 
After she stood and Ethan was carried behind the bar, the push brooms went to work. She fumbled for the mirror frame but was shuffled by the shoulders to the piano, a snub-nosed baby grand known as Dorothy. Steady hands set her down. Her protests were only mumbles compared to the shouts, and the whine of approaching sirens. 
“Play.” The man patted her twice on the arm before scrambling to the bar. 
Play what? Lydia didn't bother asking over the din. She wiped her hands on blue silk, leaving dark trails down her belly. 
Fingers to ivory, she pounded a chord. No. She tried again. Yes. Twice more, she got the feel of the familiar keys, inching closer to a coherent melody as her sobriety returned. By the time it did, it didn’t matter. The song took over. The bustle of the bar aside, she opened her mouth. Starting small, the four-bar introduction was slow and somber:
 
Oaken casket, golden bars, born on Venus, lived on Mars, 

Drunken fall, a rocky cliff, carried now, on Charon’s skiff.
 
A change in tempo built cadence. The murmurs in the bar fell silent, as did the tinkling of shattered glass, all of it piled in the liquor closet. All ears on her and the sirens, one block away.
 
We loved you dearly, our boozer friend, a fifth of whiskey was your end.

 
Yontz joined her in the first line of the chorus, his tenor adding a practiced depth to her airy timbre—Dorothy was his, after all. By the time the sirens’ wail ended and the police lights filtered through the tar-stained windows, the rest of the patrons had joined in, mugs raised and entirely off-key: 
 
The time has come to say goodbye, tearstained cheeks and bloodshot eyes.
We’ll pop a cork and tap a keg, to carry on your fatal plague.
Through the night and unto dawn, we sing this morn, the mourning
song.
 
Into the second verse, Lydia felt a rush of sweaty, swamp-town air. She dropped the beat, but picked it back up after The Silent Woman continued their favorite song a cappella, ignoring the shadows darkening their doorstep. The thousand-year-old drinking ballad continued its terse celebration of two more tragedies before Yontz interrupted with another ‘bloop, bloop.’
“Let’s have another warm welcome for Officer Hovnanian and company!”
A rousing cheer stopped Lydia’s fingers on the keys; she looked behind to the uniformed men. As usual, the paddy wagon was their streetside backdrop, doors open, but as usual, they’d be hard-pressed to find anyone worth taking in. After all, this wasn’t some seedy, misogynistic, brutally-cliquish slum-bar, this was a drinking establishment of class, character, and renown, never mind the aforementioned reputation.
Even if Downtown Vancouver would claim better, Lowtown's bulbous commercial sub-district could offer just as much in its Jazz bars, Irish pubs, nightclubs, and other dens of debauchery. The Silent Woman was rather low on the pay-for-license hierarchy, so it had to keep a level head, an easy target for extortion. The regulars knew the score, as did Lydia, though she was merely hours way from not needing to care. Still:
She wanted to leave on a good note.
Lydia played a ‘dun-dun, dundun’ dirge before straddling the piano bench sideways, fingers trailing away in a low-tone scale. Boisterous laughter answered from the bartop. The hint of her smile was cut short by Hovnanian’s scowl.
“Third call this month, Yontz,” the wannabe body-builder said, his uniform at least two inches too small at the chest. “Where are they?”
She couldn’t help herself. One-handed, she ran a familiar line: a navigation software’s jingle. The regulars called-back, ‘Where is who, where are you, Gran-dia In-corp-or-ated!”
Now it was the bar owner that shot her a sideways glare, but quickly replaced it with his standard warm mask. “Must have been another prank, Officer. And don’t mind Lydia, this is her send-off party. She’s off to the stars.”
“Glad to hear it,” Hovnanian pointed straight at her. “One less cock-sucking sycophant to cover your ass.”
That drew a half-dozen chair squeaks from the bar; the men were likely still hot-blooded from the brawl. She appreciated the gesture. The cops snapped their hands to their stunners.
Bait.
Lydia twisted her body and pounded on Dorothy; the chord filled the bar. Not letting the resonance fade, she continued The Mourning Song’s coda, not letting a single moment of silence to break the melody. Seven bars along, the song should have ended, but she kept it going in a run-over improvisational-outro, ignoring whatever happened out of sight. Not a lyric was sung by her or The Silent Woman’s patrons.
The police were hell-bent on trapping Yontz into the legalities and bribes allowing the bar to operate beyond its four-calls-a-month limit on ‘public disturbance.’ For Hovnanian, it had become a grudge that the Silent Woman always had three confirmed, but never four. If the bar was cliquish, it was only because newbies weren’t trusted to keep the ‘peace.’ It’d taken months for Lydia to break into the circle, and even then…
A hand on her shoulder. Her head snapped around to see Ethan, his eye red, but not puffy, his other brow raised. The front door was closed, the police lights gone. Half the patrons had vanished, the other half in casual conversation or cheeks to the bar, asleep. Lydia’s fingers settled light on the keys—she wasn’t even sure what she’d been playing.
“Time to go,” his expression some mix between care and irritation. “You should get some sleep before tomorrow.”
Her fingertips felt bruised. It was the Opal—the rush in her veins had faded—just another vice she wanted to leave behind. The booze was one thing, Ethan and Cameron another, but 'OPL' was a brain-burn totally unto itself.
Nice send-off, Lydia. Real nice. How many had wished her well or said goodbye? Probably the last time she’d ever see their faces or would hear their voices. She couldn’t remember, nor would she tomorrow.
Apparently, Hovnanian had taken Yontz in for some non-handcuffed ‘discussion.’ His bouncers were closing The Silent Woman, none of whom she was tight with. Lydia tried to bid farewell to some of the sleepers, but they were too far-gone to remember as well. Typical. For all the pomp and promise of her last night on Earth, it all dissolved into blurs and bubbles. Maybe that was ok. The end was the same as she lived it. At least the cut was clean, good notes or not.
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A good note
 
 
Blue light. It never stopped. Instead, it blinked, blinked, blinked—she should’ve been sleeping the night off. There was no way to escape the light. She’d already packed her curtains.
Five AM. Her shuttle left at noon. Lydia stretched her legs beneath the sheets, knocking knees and heels with the couple around her. She spooned Cameron, and herself was spooned by Ethan. They’d been at this for four months, and while every night damn-near ended the same, every morning started just as awkward. The soon-to-be-twosome might not care, glad to be rid of her, but Lydia also considered it another discomfort gratefully left behind.
Cameron’s feet were frigid, and if she woke before Lydia left, the girl’s attitude would probably be just as cold. Sliding out with the care of a cat burglar, she suppressed the desire to suffocate both her lovers with pillows. Ethan would turn it into another brawl, but the fantasy summoned a smile in the dark. She danced across the hardwood floor and exited to a short hallway, morbidly amused by the thought of one final fight.
Her living room, her home. It was only an apartment, but it had once been hers and hers alone. She sidestepped her upright piano, a worn antique she had constantly retuned herself. Against the far wall was the spot her main monitor used to hang—she'd sold it for rent months ago. A dingy, blue couch had been her turf; the ugly, green recliner was his. To the left was the kitchen, trashed to the point of biohazard. The room-sized compost-heap contained carryout remnants in various states of rot that had the potential to gain sentience in her absence, if they hadn’t already. Lydia glanced to the door, a threshold she only needed to cross one more time. She hated how they had infected the place. She hated leaving it all to Ethan and Cameron. It was an unfair reward for a man who deserved to be homeless, and a girl who’d done nothing but undermine her confidence.
Lydia exhaled, hand to forehead, already sticky in the morning humidity.
One more loose end.
Shuffling to a desk framed by a pair of open, kitchen windows, Vancouver’s morning was blanketed in fog. It rolled straight out of the bay and settled where it pleased, and while muzzle flashes and police lights spotted through, the mist always clung to those alleys: ones she knew better than to tread until daylight. Lydia had seen the same view a thousand times before, and she wished it could have felt more special. Memories from off-center photos would have to be enough.
To the point, Lydia rested both palms on a thin, black rod. Her desktop computer's holo-screen flared to life, bathing her salt-and-pepper workstation in blue. Launch-time confirmed: January 5, 4126 12:04 PM.
A simple ‘tap-tap’ shut it down; the wireless, two-foot stick again faded to silence, which she slid into her carry-on backpack. Shipment status for her belongings: already confirmed. However, packing her dad's old computer, the instrument of her exodus, felt more symbolic than any other tie she’d cut.
Except for that one loose end.
 
* * *
 
Seven AM. Lydia tugged white-cotton down to her hips, the blouse and knee-length black skirt not unfashionable, but based more on comfort for the busy day to come. Sandy red hair clung to her neck and cascaded in waves down her back, still damp from the short shower—more of a rinse, just to get last night’s scent off her. Burying yesterday’s outfit into her backpack, she scanned the living room for anything that screamed, ‘rescue me!’ There was nothing, save for Samuel, a foot-and-a-half-tall honey bear. His fate as a beer coaster, and the apartment’s mascot, would likely come to an end as soon as Ethan’s lazy ass could be bothered to toss him out.
Her cheeks puffed as she clapped her hands twice, evoking a discordant grinding and buzzing from Samuel. The translucent-yellow bear slowly waved an arm as he rotated at his waist, the spin only half-complete before he ticked to a stop, facing backwards. His other, open palm held an overfilled ashtray. Lydia set it on her desk and hoisted Samuel from under his arms. With a grunt, she lifted and slid the twenty-pound robot on top of Marvin, her piano. The walnut Steinway hovered one-foot off the floor, making Samuel’s rescue all the more a stretch, just above eye level for the woman.
The gravity dolly bobbed and hummed under the extra weight. The carrier may have been good for eighty tons when it was new, but the dented, faded blue rings didn’t exactly inspire confidence, not when Lydia had a thirty minute hike ahead of her.
“What, not saying goodbye?” Ethan said from the hall, the furry beanpole’s eyes narrowed. She couldn't tell if the expression was sleepy or angry; it was probably both.
Lydia massaged her wrists. Over the shoulder, she said, “No. Last night was goodbye. This is me leaving.”
“Taking Sam, too?” He brushed past her and strolled into the kitchen, navigating a pizza-box tower on to the faucet. Though his glass may have been in its twentieth unwashed use, the water was clean, at least. Ethan tipped it back.
“He's for the shelter.”
“Won't last a day.” Ethan wiped his lips before glaring at Samuel as if the robot were made of dismembered puppies. “Should let us keep him—better than being kicked to bits.”
“What is it about him?” She wanted to be one foot out the door, but the grav dolly’s antiquated navigation rendered it blind in tight spots. Lydia put her back to Marvin and steered him into the open threshold. “I mean, I'm not sure about the gearing, but it’s not like I screwed up the design. I just put the kit together, I didn’t mold him.”
“That’s the thing with you, Lyds. Just because your ugly robot is creepy, it don’t mean anything on you. You’re too fucking defensive, like everyone's out to get you.” Despite the words, his tone was actually warm. But it was the mask of constant annoyance he wore that always set her off.
And she struggled at the threshold. Samuel click-clicked back around, yellow jaws facing the couple.
“Want to help me with this, or what?” Lydia could feel the red in her cheeks.
“I thought you were on some kind of independence kick.” He smirked, already on his third glass of water. The fourth drink would probably be his first beer. She sure wanted one about now.
“Never mind.” She pressed with her knee and shoved with her arms. The dolly’s AG core flared purple. Marvin bounced into the apartment building’s hallway, landing heavy on the rings before vibrating back to its one-foot hover. Every string inside the piano protested in unison, filling the air with an off-key thrum.
Fantastic. Now she’d have to retune it again, or at least teach the shelter’s director how. And with a mere five hours to exodus, it’d likely end up as a third compromise, a ‘read-and-learn’ link to a network how-to guide.
“You really up for this?” Ethan didn’t hide his mirth, not one bit, his grin was ear-to-ear. “It’s never too late.”
“Because that makes a lot of sense. Enjoy your monogamy.” Lydia stomped into the hall, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. She added a suitcase atop Marvin, and flung the door shut behind her. Ethan’s hand kept it open.
“Fine, I’m coming,” he said, behind the wood. “Let me throw some pants on.”
Alone in the corridor with Marvin and Samuel, Lydia revised her decision on what constituted a good note.
Goodbye, apartment 223.
 
* * *
 
“I’ll tell you what makes a lot of sense,” Ethan cracked open his beer, the rest of the six-pack leaving water rings on walnut; if Marvin were in better condition, Lydia would have slapped the cans to pavement. Instead, she stole one, tipping it back. “—you ask for my help, then you run away in the minute it takes me to get ready.”
“Minute? You’re like an old man. By the time I hit the street you were probably still locking windows, looking for your wallet, and making sure your soaps were recording. By the way, what did you tell Cammy?”
“Nothing.”
The couple walked Laindire, crossing Third Street and the unofficial border between the Bay and Lowtown Vancouver. In open space, floating Marvin had little trouble pausing and keeping pace, all the while with Samuel spinning and clicking atop—once activated, he often went on for hours. 
Brick-and-mortar buildings appeared to be held together by moss, lichen, and ivy in the humidity. Half the Emerald City owned a greenish appearance, by design or not. Disruptive anti-biological construction may have kept the city’s heart clean and silver, but out here, nature intruded in a near-welcome state of parasitism. Most of the locals had long-since adapted to the smell. Even when being polite, the best any tourist could say about Lowtown was, ‘charmingly quaint, great music, but is this safe to breathe?’ And that was truth, that was Vancouver, the division between the rich and poor, wealth versus art, silver and green, security and crime. The swampy bay wasn't something Lydia really cared about overcoming, but being from Lowtown meant a lot more than the quality of air.
Her entire twenty-six years alive, this was home. This was who she was and where she came from. She’d been dealing with uppity Downtowners all through her schooling, but as of yet, she’d taken very little criticism to heart, other than the comments on her clothes, jokes about her housing, gossip about her sex life, and all of it tied to the fact she was a gray-race mutt from a government-assisted family, motherless since she was nine, now fatherless, and yes, forced to eat from the soup kitchen she volunteered at.
Some people just didn’t get it. Hell, she didn’t always understand it: equal opportunity, financial aid, free food. All Lydia knew was that those handouts existed for a reason, and they existed to compensate for a bad start to get better, or, in her case, when a good start turned bad. She wanted to believe she was worth that much, that her future was worth a helping hand, but on the cusp of—
“Don’t look behind you,” Ethan said, stepping away to get some distance. As much as she hated him, she felt furious that was his first instinct. No, this was why she hated him. “We got a tail.”
“Cammy?”
“Sorry.”
“What. Did. You. Tell. Her?” Words bitten, Lydia kicked the grav dolly’s rings, honestly expecting the critical malfunction that would send the piano into a neutral-gravity flight into space at a hundred miles a second.
“I said I was seeing you off.” He ran a hand through his short, black hair. “What do you wanna—?”
Lydia snatched his wrist and yanked him close. Lips to lips, tongue to tongue, she answered, more for the holier-than-thou, jealous nymphomaniac, than the waste of a man in her arms. As soon as she tasted him: old sex, new booze, she wished she could take it back. Oh well. It was worth it: venom for Cameron, or at least in her own imagination.
It took a couple seconds, but Ethan awoke from his girl-flesh stupor, if just to stare into her eyes and stammer, fist clenched. “F-Fuckin’ bit—”
“Now, that was goodbye. Have fun,” Lydia said, backpedaling, wondering if she’d be leaving Canada with a black eye. She almost invited it. After everything, maybe that would be the badge she carried with her—a conversation starter for Anatali Immigration. She turned back to Marvin, the piano’s progress halted, out of range from the comm-unit in her backpack.
A hand on her elbow spun her around to Ethan. “Still playing games?” he said. Lydia never had, or at least, she never wanted to. His fist still clenched, she squinted, but that was all the flinch he would get. They'd never once went at it sober, and he knew Lydia could give as good as she took. He stayed tense, scowling. “What do you want from me?”
“Let me go.”
He released her elbow.
It wasn’t enough.
Exhaling, Lydia rested a palm on his chest, again stepping close. Marvin scooted backward, half into and out of the next crosswalk—a newer dolly would have responded to the street signal. A row of cars honked before swapping to manual-drive and circumventing the obstacle.
“Treat her better than you did me,” Lydia swallowed what little emotion she had left, “and leave us here. I can take it from here. You can do better. Promise me you’ll try.”
His jaw tightened, his eyes narrowed. Ethan grabbed his booze, turned on a heel, and walked back up Laindire. To his real girlfriend. Vision misted, Lydia turned to Marvin and pushed—it was more of a lean—floating the piano deeper into Lowtown.
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The Parting Glass
 
 
Lydia pushed Marvin into the underpass. The piano glided a good four paces before losing momentum. A pair of rough-looking men stood and approached, dressed in faded thrift-store denim and flannel. Their faces lit into broad grins. One waved his arm over his head and shouted, competing with the passing traffic, “Lydia!”
“Robb,” she smiled back, a bit winded, guiding Marvin against the concrete wall. 
The shelter's back door was midway in the massive underpass, a sixty foot arch containing a double-wide thoroughfare below, and a major highway above. Her sidewalk was a good ten feet wide. The panhandlers outside were mostly transient, moving along daily, as often as the cops could be bothered to hurry them along. These men were regulars, working the median. Across the divide, a police cruiser blinked its hazards on the opposite sidewalk, its cab empty.
“A going away present,” she said.
“Bullshit.” Robb helped her ease the piano into place. “You're putting it here?”
“Someone going to sell it,” Elam said, the other man's thick lips set in a concerned way that assured her he wasn't thinking about doing it himself.
“Not for us,” Lydia looked upstreet, “for them.” A pair of children ran circles around each other just beyond the underpass, Sue and Terry, playing half in the street, half out, the way they normally did. “It'll be safe here, right?”
“Safe. Right...” Elam raised an eyebrow at Samuel, the bear still doing turns atop the piano.
The shelter's back door glided open on a pneumatic hinge. A lone policeman strode out, tall, muscular with near-ebony skin and sharp, hazel eyes. The twinkling Christmas lights adorning the corridor were quickly obscured as the door shut. The officer took quick appraisal and nodded to the trio:
“Sirs, Lydia, how goes it? Finally off?”
“Just a few hours, Jim.” Lydia smiled through her sweat, trying to wipe herself off before accepting a handshake. After breaking his gentle grip, she fumbled for her wallet, “I have a permit for this.”
“I know,” Jim smiled, pocketing it without a glance. “Mrs. Colbert said it might get more use inside, though. Might last longer, too.”
“My bequest.” She looked straight through the concrete, through her memories, to the shelter itself, a converted hurricane-bunker turned den-of-hope. At ground level was the soup kitchen and rec-center she helped maintain, a level above, the highway, and a level below, the sprawling cots and dormitories for Vancouver's true down-and-outs. Social services being what they were in the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate, the shelter would never actually close, but its funding was strictly dependent on numbers, donations, and 'results.' Lydia had been helping with those results for half a decade, lifting some people back into working-poor status, and comforting others that would simply die in their cots. Now, as she was about to step away from it all, she couldn't imagine facing anyone after the tearful farewell party they'd thrown for her two days ago. She blinked away some water and met Jim's penetrating eyes with a slim smile. “This is for Lowtown, not just the shelter.”
The cop smiled, not an odd look on him, he'd seemed friendly enough over the years, but it'd always had a skeptical edge to it that made it seem insincere. Cop-face, as she called it. This time there was a glint of resignation in his eyes, the way he looked when he'd bring vagrant number 54003-746 or some such to the shelter, knowing that the alcoholic man, battered woman, or runaway child didn't have much of a chance, even with the state's help. That was the foundation of their interactions, and she'd seen that look so many times...was this expression for Marvin or for her?
“Guys?” she said, looking to her hobo friends. Both shook their heads, palms raised. By this time, the kids took notice of the adult conversation, and came running, laughing.
“Lydia!” Sue called. The small brown-haired girl hugged her around the thighs. Lydia patted the kid's head, who turned to Marvin, pointing. “What is it?”
“It's a piano, like in the movies. It makes songs, but not like a comm-unit. You like to sing, right, Sue?”
The child nodded shyly. Five minutes into second-guessing herself, Lydia looked to the men to see if this was an affirmation of her decision. All wore kind, if bemused expressions, hands on hips and all that jazz. Jim's radio cut in and out from his dispatcher, he mumbled something to his shoulder, apparently nothing important. The little boy, Terry, stared up at the robo-bear with blank confusion.
Lydia bit her lip and dethroned the bench from Marvin, placing it on the ground, then flipped the piano's fallboard open, exposing eighty-eight keys. Sue gawked as if the instrument were made of moon-cheese. The woman tapped an 'E' and sang a brief “ah” before working a short scale, slowly, vocalizing the notes softly. The tuning was still pretty close to correct. The small girl reached up and tapped the same 'E,' too weak to resonate. Lydia smiled and removed her suitcase and Samuel-the-bear from their perch. Opening the standup's lid, she climbed on the bench and lifted Sue to her hip, both peering inside. At a whine from Terry, Robb did the same from the side, laughing.
“See, it's full of strings. When you press a key, a hammer hits the string and it makes sound. Hit some, Elam?”
The man shrugged and tapped some off the bass clef, filling the underpass with random notes. Sue's eyes went wide. Terry giggled and squirmed down from Robb, soon pounding on the keys with fingers, then hand slaps.
“Gentle, gentle. But yes, Sue, you do have to press them hard enough to make the string vibrate.” Lydia eased Sue back down into a seat on the bench. Behind her, she noticed Officer Jim texting rapidly on his comm-unit, the free-floating screen opaque from behind. “What's up?” she asked, trying not to sound paranoid.
“You're on stage,” Jim closed down his holo-screen and smiled.
 
* * *
 
The first thing she noticed was the two extra squad cars, one at the underpass's north, the other at its south. Lights blinking and swirling, they didn't need to block the lanes, Vancouver's nav-system showed red X's, diverting traffic from the shelter, and onto minor detours up to the highway or circumventing it a few blocks over. The cops stepping out looked curious, if a bit bored.
The second thing was the shelter's back door opening and a steady stream of residents and workers filing onto the sidewalk, then the street. She saw Freddie Meyer, a guy her age, leading little Karen Krichauff by the hand. In a burst, a trio of children rushed the exit, exploding with laughter. Mr. Feldt guided a wheel-chair procession into open space, twenty deep, their gravity assisted vehicles not needing much guidance other than his consent. About fifty more wandered out, almost all of them people she'd said good-bye to, days ago.
Lydia shot Jim a look motivated somewhere between severe annoyance and outright betrayal—for all her barroom antics with the local drunks, she was no public performer, and had no idea why Jim assumed she was. It must have been stories from last night, Hovnanian, some final way to screw her over before she left as repayment for some police station embarrassment she'd never intended. Thank you, Vancouver PD. As important as Marvin was, this was just something she played at, a hobby. A dedicated hobby, but this was private, something she only did on her terms. Her memories of Officer Jim just swapped from friendly to manipulative.
The third thing she noticed was a small crowd gathering from up and down Laindire, likely wondering what the squad cars and fuss was about.
The final thing was Mrs. Shelly Colbert walking out from the exit, eyes wide, but expression light. The woman, ageless at something like five hundred years old but still looking thirty, had maintained the shelter as long as it existed. She was pretty much Lydia's mentor and surrogate mother, and after a few years ago, her father as well, driving the girl to better herself in studies. Trying to keep herself from pacing, the redhead forced a smile as a two hundred eyes focused on her.
Jim's cruiser now 'bloop-blooped' its speaker as it drove over the median up closer to the sidewalk, parting the mass. The cop stepped from the vehicle and patted the hood and roof to the children too short to see, who climbed like miniature rioters, arms raised in victory. He held a wireless walky in his hand.
“I hear you had a send-off to Lydia Stamos two days ago,” he said over the car's loudspeaker. Most of the crowd cheered. Those who didn't looked quite confused. “And now, here she is again, this time sending herself off with a gift to Lowtown. Miss Lydia?”
The smirk on the cop's face revealed far more mischief than she'd ever seen from the man. His piercing eyes sparkled. What a dick. He held out his walky to a teenaged boy who delivered it, damn-near sprinting to the head of the crowd, tripping once. He fumbled the device as he handed it over, Lydia with a weak smile in the exchange.
“H-Hello?” Nothing. Jim pointed a finger down to his palm a couple times. She found the button, “Hello?”
The loudspeaker squeaked in feedback, making everyone wince, including her. She saw Jim laugh as he reached a hand in to twiddle with something.
“Hello. Hello. Ok. Um...” She'd never even talked into a microphone. Hearing her own voice projected back at her sounded as weird as it felt. She was never sober at the bar, and in front of all these people she knew exactly what Jim wanted. It was either this humiliation, or ruining her 'good note,' everything she had left, by running away. “M-My name is Lydia—“
Applause erupted from many familiar, smiling faces, at once calming her down, and revving her up. She straightened her back and forced another smile.
“I know most of you, and am happy to see those I don't. I'm not exactly sure how this happened, though I can guess,” obligatory glare at Jim, which evoked laughter from most, “but I am leaving Vancouver today, and our dear Earth, as many of you know.”
A mixed chorus of 'boos' and 'atta girl's.'
“I-I know it's not much, but I'm leaving this piano to the shelter.” Polite applause. “But not inside it.” a cricket’s chirp could be heard if there was one. “It was my mother's.”
At this point, Lydia imagined one-hundred-percent of the crowd wondering why Jim had sent out a message to the entirety of the shelter, much less random Lowtowners. More people arrived from up and down the street, lunch hour workers included.
“I had this idea, it's silly...” She paused a little too long. Robb whispered for her to keep going. “I had this idea that since music is important to Lowtown, that I didn't want Marvin, this piano, to stay hidden inside the shelter. I wanted him here, on the street, where everyone could hear the music. Our voices are important, and this shelter isn't a tomb, and Lowtown isn't a prison. We should all use our voices outside these walls.” Lydia paused, awkward. “You have no idea how good the acoustics are, here in the tunnel.”
“Play something!” A voice shouted out. Her heart dropped. Again, another yell, “Yeah, song!”
The mixed enthusiasm reached Lydia's ears, a grand portion coming from her family from the shelter, who clapped and cheered in scattered pockets. None of them had never heard her sing, much less play. Lydia's mind instantly went blank. Completely blank as to what was appropriate, what full songs she knew other than the 'colorful' stuff she played at home, or, quite trashed, at The Silent Woman. Irish folk? American ragtime? Murder ballads from Finland?
She fumbled with the walky before saying, “Uh, okay then. Here's one you might know.” Lydia set the device in the teenager's hand, and waved it away when he held it near her face. The woman slid her hair back with both hands and sat down on the bench. Lydia had no idea what to play. Where was Opal when you needed her?
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A blue note
 
 
“So how'd that feel?” Jim said, driving north along International Ninety-Nine at something like a zillion miles an hour. Lydia sat in the back of the squad car. Despite her sketchy history, it was her first time, and she passingly considered how cramped it was. Yay, claustrophobia. Guess you couldn't have the recently arrested flailing around with kicking space no matter how strong the windows were, not to mention the completely transparent force barrier between them.
“Why'd you do that to me?” Lydia wiped her cheek on her sleeve, tears still trickling out despite her attempts to regain composure. She didn't want to show any more weakness, she didn't feel like sharing how she felt. Being in this car suddenly became suffocating, and she wished she hadn't accepted his ride to the spaceport. At the time, she'd been too shocked to argue.
“I didn't do anything 'to you,'” he smiled over his shoulder. “Your piano wouldn't have lasted a week on the street. I get that you wanted the gift to be more or less anonymous, especially in the delivery, but I don't think you understood, as well-liked as you are at the shelter, the greater Lowtown community and transients wouldn't bat an eyelash if it just disappeared two days later, sold for booze or bread, not to mention the vandals.”
She nodded, eyes to her lap, and hugged her ridiculous robot. Ethan had been right, the bear certainly wouldn't have lasted long against the apathy of the downtrodden, or the bored destructive nature of kids. Lydia had been so embarrassed by Samuel, she snatched him up moments before entering the car. She had no idea what she'd do with him now.
“So how'd that feel?” Jim tapped two buttons and the squad car slowed from it's frantic manual-driven pace, to an easy auto-glide. He turned in his seat, back to the windshield, and bent his head down, trying to meet her eyes.
“Do you really think they liked it?” she glanced up, searching his expression for honesty.
His dark eyebrows raised so high they almost looked cartoonish, “Did you hear them? Three encores and four ovations, were you paying attention? That flash festival is still going. Shelly's brought half of Lowtown inside for lunch and mingling. The locals are playing your piano as we speak. This is going to be a record day for donations. I'm sure half of those folks didn't even realize the shelter existed. Who knows what could happen now. You've probably helped a whole lot of people with just four songs, and now the cause has a symbol that people will actually look after. I'm chaining him down, no question. Marvin, was it?”
Lydia nodded, finally blinking away the emotion to stare out the window. She wasn't buying it. If helping the shelter had been that easy, she would have donated Marvin years ago and played every Sunday. Ok, that was a lie, she'd never have volunteered for something with that level of publicity, at least not sober. If something good had happened today it was thanks to Jim for bringing it together and Shelly for seizing the opportunity.
When her silence continued, Jim took a sip from his paper-cup coffee and said, “You were right about the acoustics. Then again, you have a golden voice.” She shot him a look, still not sure if he was making fun of her; her voice had been cracking constantly due to last night's binge. “What was that second song? Was it Greek?”
“Yeah, 'Aphrodite's Soldier.' Written during that Venus war,” she paused, he didn't interject. “It's about a boy dying so that his sister will have a Europa to come back to.”
“It was beautiful. I think you made a couple of them cry.” he crossed his arms under his chin, the position looking very boyish for such a large man. His brown cheeks lifted whenever he smiled, which seemed often. If he wasn't another police-jerk, she would have a bit of trouble reconciling her opinion of Vancouver's finest, which was low, to say the least. Despite being on first-name basis with the man, she'd never had a real conversation with him, and that was mostly due to her general discomfort around authority. He was probably taking it all in, judging her as he went, nice-cop or not.
“And the last one? Your a cappella?”
“The Parting Glass.” The fact that he knew the word for an unaccompanied song was definitely different from the crowd she ran with at The Silent Woman, Ethan and Cameron included—they probably thought a cappella was a mixed drink from Peru. Lydia had started with The Minstrel Boy, went quickly into an awkward rendition of Aphrodite's Soldier, confidently into The Mourning Song, and when she ran out of steady-fingers, finished with The Parting Glass, butchering the shit out of it in her rising emotion, her third and final encore. After that, the cheering and the faces of her friends had gotten the better of her. She'd collapsed into sobs and hugs before Jim eventually dragged her away, likely to keep her from embarrassing herself further.
“I have to admit, Lydia,” here it came, the criticism she'd been waiting for, telling her how her pitch was off, how her cadence broke, how her vibrato was annoying, how her everything was sloppy, “I shed some tears for that one. I've lost people...and a brother. I could hear it in your voice that you have too.” He blinked back some water in his big, brown-green eyes, still smiling as if he was glad to feel the way he did. Jim reached through the barrier, all of it shimmering for a second before patting her shoulder. “Thank you.”
The cop quickly turned and re-engaged manual drive, the squad car immediately racing to almost twice it's cruising speed, effortlessly weaving through traffic. Stunned, Lydia leaned back in the cramped seats and watched her hometown whiz by at a zillion miles an hour, Samuel quite heavy in her lap.
 
* * * 
 
 The squad car pulled into the concourse—the sparse morning traffic gave them a wide berth. Lydia fumbled in her purse (the backpack) for her passport even though Jim placated her, 'it's all in the system.' She'd never flown before, much less taken an orbital shuttle, so it had to be understandable if she was a little nervous about the protocol. She still had no idea what to do with Samuel.
The cop stepped out and opened her door, “I'll help you until the gate,” he said, a large hand on her back.
“Why?” The word slipped out. Lydia had this exodus covered with two hours to spare if anything confusing happened. She couldn't shake there was something condescending in his misplaced chivalry—head-pats for the dimwit-emotional-wierdo. She squirted out the backseat with her backpack over one shoulder and Samuel tucked under the other. He hefted her suitcase.
“Because I want to.”
Lydia shrugged his hand off, and looked him dead in the eyes, reaching for her suitcase. “Thank you for the ride.”
Jim's thick lips pursed as he pulled back, eyes appraising her every motion as she dug in with her heels. “Can I at least get your ID?”
“Why?”
“Christ, Lydia, you're not used to having fans, are you?” He laughed, but didn't move from his spot beside the car. “It'll be more than just me wondering how you're doing on Anatali. Cut us some slack here. And even if we're a couple trillion miles away, you can always use the support, right?”
“Not really, no.” She'd never considered 'fans.' Lydia wasn't one of those attention whores you'd see on the network, and she didn't want to be that 'out there' anyway. For her, music was something to share with friends, and the family she no longer had. “I'm sure people aren't that interested, I'm not a real musician anyway.”
 Jim laughed again, this time raising a comm-unit screen. While the device might be anywhere on his body, the hologram floated between them. The search engine keyed into 'Lydia Stamos,' A short list of videos from the mess at the shelter had already been uploaded, a mere fifteen minutes later. Several hundred views on each, the things were automatically tagged on enthusiasm and buzz, apparently there was enough to put her four songs on the local 'Hot List.' Crushing embarrassment washed over her. She knew how those comments went for female musicians: that she butchered the songs, was a tone-deaf-retard, and a hideous-fatfuck-whore to boot.
“Pretty sure you can't escape that distinction, even if you're only putting fingers to keys in empty barrooms, or singing in the shower. It doesn't matter who your audience is, you're definitely a talented voice, and I get the feeling you couldn't stop if you wanted to.”
“I could,” she said, combative. She dragged the collapsed grav-dolly out, preparing to return it—she needed that deposit money. Suitcase and all, she'd get a cart. “I'm letting all of this go. I'm a student now. No more bars, no more stupid boys, no more...”
Jim's eyes again had that utterly annoying knowing look about them. He didn't respond, other than, “Let me get that.” Lydia allowed him that much. The heavy set of rails weighed what felt like fifty pounds each. The cop threw it over his shoulder without a grunt.
“I get the feeling you're not trusting—”
“Jim, please.” Damn, she needed a drink, what time was it? Five after ten? No bars? She was revising that resolution on-the-fly.
“Would it make any difference at all if I told you I know how you feel? Opal I believe?” They'd moved though the sliding glass doors into the organized chaos of the concourse itself. There was only one outgoing carrier, Anatali Orbital, and the line wasn't as long as she imagined with literally thirty-six million people ascending to the station over the last few years. The incoming to the spaceport seemed a lot busier, accepting busses and shuttles from all over the north coast. She glanced at a screen, seeing her liftoff was right on time, conditions: excellent. If she dropped her current baggage: the nosy cop, grav dolly, and Samuel, she might believe that 'excellent' report.
“I don't want to talk about it, okay?” This time, she didn't try to hold back the glare.
He stopped still. His voice dropped to flat, and serious, “Your ID, Stamos.”
Ok, that was sketchy as fuck. She met his hazel eyes long enough to see something she didn't like before scanning around the massive expanse of people coming and going. Rather than anyone paying attention to them, people kept their distance, looking elsewhere. Apparently, Vacouver PD's reputation was notorious enough to keep even casual eyes averted.
“Is that an order?” Lydia tried to keep her nerve, but anxiety crept into her voice. Her dad had always warned her about cops. The demand wasn't legal, in any case.
“A suggestion, Lydia, for your own good. At least if you want to make your launch.” Icy, she could see his laugh lines for the first time, since he wasn't joking.
What the hell did a beat cop from Lowtown want her network ID for? Once the station launched she'd be traveling near light-speed towards Alpha Centauri and beyond. And while Anatali Corp and the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate were allies, she'd be out of his jurisdiction. Did he want to monitor her private messages? Her network traffic? It wasn't like he could hurt her, or could he? Her brain went into paranoia-panic mode, imagining extradition requests from some fake crime she never committed: battery, drug-trafficking, that's if he didn't simply say her robot was a bomb, and get her locked up indefinitely in some Nova Scotian political prison before she got off the ground.
Jumping to conclusions? Not with these corrupt assholes, like Hovnanian.
“Lydsgetsthepartygoing.CCC.” She spat the words, nodding when he showed his screen to her for confirmation.
A short moment later he nodded, satisfied, not an ounce of mirth left on his features. “Keep your nose clean up there, Stamos, I'm rooting for you. I'll have the dolly deposit credited to your account by the time you're there.”
“What's this is about? I don't even—”
He tipped a make-believe hat and walked away towards a row of rental counters a quarter-mile out. Lydia watched him go, seething, on the verge of tears. Again.
So much for a fresh start. She hadn't even made it up there and apparently a lot more of her baggage was coming with; she couldn't even leave Samuel behind, much less the rest of it.
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Captain's lounge - Hexed
 
 
Lydia sat at the bar, fists clenched, constantly a half-breath from either sobs or blind-rage, and she could cause some damage—it must be that Finnish in her blood, or the Honduran, or Korean. Maybe the Greek, who knew. Was there an ethnicity that didn't have a temper?
The bartender, a slim, well-groomed man looking in his younger forties, placed her beer and shot down on coasters. Her shaking hands slammed the latter, and chased with a sip from the former, some crappy lager from Brazil. This was supposed to be the most exciting day of her life, and so far it was a disaster. Maybe her shuttle would blow up on launch, ending it all in a glorious fireball of fail. The bartender, name-tagged 'Ted,' didn't bat an eyelash before moving on to his only other customer, a dark-haired woman of bronze complexion, Lydia's age, five seats down. At least she wasn't the only person tying one on before noon.
The Latina stared at Lydia as if she were some sort of painting in a museum she couldn't figure out. For fuck's sake, couldn't she be left alone?
“What is it?” the girl called over, nodding to Samuel, who occupied one of many empty seats next to the redhead. With a thick accent, Lydia placed the girl from the far West Americas. 
“A bear.” She drank deeply, though the bubbles held her back. She wished she could afford the smoother ales on tap. “Uh, el robo orso?”
“Oso is bear, and you say it is stolen. You mean robot?”
“It's a bear.” Lydia said, nodding for another draught when Ted met her eyes. She'd nurse this next one. “Long story.”
“Ninety minutes. I have a time,” the girl smiled and moved over a couple seats, sitting next to Samuel, who sat next to Lydia. The girl was unbelievably pretty: silken hair to light makeup, designer clothes, sharp features, model-thin, making her feel frumpy and uglier by the second. If she hadn't just left her rotten relationship this morning, she would have felt even more awkward around the beauty—rebound-mode could wait. The girl extended a slender hand with perfectly manicured nails. “Cassie.”
“Lydia.” She took the girl's hand, and tried to stow away some of her recent angst, as present and legitimate as it was. She had no idea if a damn swat team was going to snatch her at customs or what. Cassie's demeanor was so relaxed, it calmed her somewhat. “Ninety minutes, Launch Three?
The girl smiled and nodded. “Same one?”
“Looks like it.” Lydia exhaled a deep breath and allowed herself to dig into some small-talk. A welcome distraction. “Where are you from?”
“Santiago.” The word rolled off Cassie's tongue like honey. Chile explained the looks and the accent. With a minor flash of concentration, she said, “We are going to the Anatali together. I will go to Academy there.”
An eyebrow raiser. “I'm going to the Academy too, the agriculture program.”
Cassie clapped twice, sending Samuel into a grinding rotation. The woman's face lit up even more. She pointed at her modest chest. “Me too! We are classmates!” Her English became more confident, as if it was something she knew, had practiced, but rarely had occasion to use.
Still, it was a little weird. Anatali Academy's first class would have tens-of-thousands of students, but only a couple thousand from Agriculture, so the odds of meeting an actual classmate among the thirty-six million going up were on the teeny-tiny scale, especially in Vancouver—the corporation was based out of (and literally owned) independent Alaska.
“Let us enjoy be friends, Lydia.”
Yes. Let us enjoy be.
She downed her second shitty beer. So much for nursing.
 
* * *
 
Cassie stepped between two handsome, black-suited men and Lydia, waving her palms open. “Do not want, do not!”
The men tried some manner of salesman spiel about affordable housing on Anatali, but her new friend quickly digressed into quick, angry-sounding Spanish and dragged her away by the elbow, the trailing part of her rant coming out as curses. Lydia had attempted to fake 'No pabla engles' her way into an apology, which sort of worked until one of the men fired back in fluent Spanish, almost getting physical with Cassie before a security guard took notice of the conversation. The men backed off, and the women kept moving.
“They are parasite,” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “They buy bad land up there and sell it for much.” Lydia had been warned of sharks like that on the network, but didn't realize how hard it would be to discern the legit realtors from the would-be slum lords. It seemed like there were lots of both types around, and how could anyone tell the difference? Apparently Cassie was the 'ere on caution' type, with the more aggressive salesmen being the most suspect. 
They passed row after row of colorful kiosks with graphics and brochure-waving auctioneers, and Lydia again felt a little nervous, big surprise, about finding a decent apartment. She just hoped there were as many opportunities above.
“Where are you staying?” she asked her new friend. Lydia wasn't that tall, but was eye-to-eye with the bronze-skinned beauty, who seemed to be enjoying this gauntlet like it was some walk through a street market. Chile being one of the top-five economies still on Earth, Lydia assumed it had to be cultural, not a day-to-day thing, especially with the woman's aristocratic poise.
“I will stay in Academy dormitory, but I look at you and think you are off the campus.”
Lydia gritted her teeth. She was certain Cassie didn't mean any offense, but that was pretty presumptuous, and offensive, not to mention she was completely correct. Only rich people got to live in the dorms, which from video tours were spartan enough only to be worth a quarter of their price. A real apartment was likely better as far as comfort and amenities, but the whole commute and status thing...
“You want to be my room sister?”
“We can try.” She decided to be diplomatic, and damn if Cassie wasn't to-die-for attractive. But Lydia hated sharing space with anyone, that mess with Ethan and Cameron a three-hour-ago memory in her mind. “I do want to see what the districts look like. I'm curious.”
Cassie seemed to pick up on the wishy-washy and shrugged. “We are good friends, no matter.”
And there they were, in line for the launch gate. Cassie again looked at Samuel and laughed to herself. Lydia could have abandoned him in some fern-covered corner, but she was too paranoid he'd be rightfully be flagged 'suspicious' and that Jim would be right, and she'd get dragged off and interrogated. Now with the robot in her arms, they could scan it, deem it harmless, and stow it for twenty credits, pound for price, a week's worth of food.
And here it came, the moment of truth if good-cop-bad-cop Jim had flagged her as a terrorist or something. Lydia placed her suitcase, backpack, and Samuel on the conveyor. All Cassie had to check was a stylish handbag, a clutch, tiny enough for a wallet and comm-unit. The Latina went first through the body-scanner, pausing when they told her to, spinning twice before bowing, flipping her hair back and strutting beyond when they gave her the ok. The bored security guards smiled and handed her purse back with a warm chuckle. There was nothing so sinister in the tech such as naked-X-ray-scanners, so it was natural charm that turned them onto the woman.
Lydia appreciated the levity as they ran Samuel forwards, then backwards into the scanner and elbowed each other. Her backpack full of computers, snacks, travel clothes, and a jar full of Canadian soil were apparently just peachy, sitting at the end of the conveyor. She stood in the middle of the scanner, waiting for instruction. There was none. A middle-aged man eventually waved her through, but followed with a one-fingered summons to his station. She obeyed, too nervous to put on a miffed front.
“You going to activate this guy or what?” the man said, his eyes were young with crows' feet wrinkles, bushy eyebrows, a natural man, not some three-hundred-year-old that looked sixty. It was hard for her to parse her thoughts, but with lifespan treatments, there were ageless young adults that looked far more jaded. This man still had the spark of someone that hadn't been around a century or two. Not that she was inviting the hundredth criticism of the day. He grinned in a tease, “Disgraceful. He says he was finished three years ago. He's a Honeywell 509-BB, right? I assume you know about this model's reputation or you wouldn't own him; he's a serious collector's piece. Want to sell him, fair price?”
“No, and I'm working on it,” Lydia moved to collect Samuel. She had no idea what the man meant by reputation, or activation: Sam had been a kit her father had never put together, and up until a minute ago, she'd been ready to abandon him at any opportunity. In any case, she was really tired of this shit, and just wanted to avoid any more conversations with the authorities.
“You'll have to check him into baggage with the suitcase,” the man said, letting her near Samuel, but all the same letting her know he'd be in custody for a while. “Vancouver PD says they're paying the bill, so he's not something you can claim until jurisdiction is crossed.” The guard leaned closer, “I can help with the OS, and calibrating the nose. I uploaded my ID into your compy, Clamdriver201.”
Yeah, Like she'd remember that, but she did nod and again offer her ardent thanks. So Jim was paying this bill, and robot-enthusiasts didn't even need to ask before hacking your comm-unit? If Lydia had thought her privacy could be raped so easily, she would have listened to the network conspiracy theorists and stayed on the damn ground, off the grid.
Meeting Cassie on the other side, Lydia's hands and arms were spread on either side, absolutely incredulous. Seriously. What the hell. “You might want to run for it now.”
“What do you mean?” Cassie said, head cocked to the side. It looked good on her, the woman's hair hanging long down her body. Lydia could only shake her red mane and collect her backpack, half-bowing a farewell to security. Now through check-in, it appeared she'd be allowed to ascend.
“Looks like I'm hexed.” Her new friend met the unfamiliar word with blinks. Lydia kept moving, lest her momentum fail and something else get in her way. “I've just been getting hassled all morning. I'm bad luck.”
Cassie glanced back towards the security post, nodding, then holding up a pretty finger, “If a man scares you, scare the man. They are only animals. And I am lucky much for two.”
While the proverb didn't seem relevant as far as Mr. Clamdriver went, annoying but harmless, she could have followed that advice a bit better with Ethan and Jim, and stood up for herself. Just as well, she was almost off this rock, and it looked like the worst her shelter-police-stalker could do was put her on some small-time watchlist after she got up there, typical intimidation. Not that she was intending on breaking any laws anyway. With this many people going up at one time, whatever Jim wrote would probably be filed away as unimportant. A bit of her anxiety fled with a deep sigh. There was nothing else getting in the way. Time to rise.
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Exodus
 
 
The women had the option of boarding early, which they did. Lydia was relieved her friend seemed as much a boozer as herself, but from Santiago, it wasn't that big of a surprise. The flight attendants offered another round of fun-sized bottles, their third. A complimentary pill form of sob-rite was promised at the end of their trip, as long as they settled their double-priced tabs before they exited.
The redhead belched away the hiccups before settling a loose hand on her friend's arm. “You sure I can have the window seat? It was yours.”
“I have spaced before, Lydia. I enjoy it, always, but it is your only time.” Cassie smiled thinly, nodding. She then paused, opened her mouth, then shut it again, hesitant in the silence. “My family is WALcos, so it has been many times for me.”
Lydia's jaw fell. Sure, most of Chile were haves and only a minority were the have-nots, but the WALcos produce corporation owned their country the way Anatali owned Alaska and the CCC owned Canada, distributing much-needed food all across the Sol System, federation nations or not—huge business with its hands in almost every planet or moon. Why the woman didn't have an entourage or bodyguard was confusing, and people like these had private shuttles, or simply never left ground unless on business. Maybe it made sense, a young heiress, an agriculture student learning the family business and sowing her oats.
“Bonita, please do not look at me that way.” Cassie's lips turned down, not a good look on her, as if her confession didn't just cause pain, but regret. She took a quick swig of her bottle. “I would rather never had say it, but that is like lying, no?”
“Sorry, Cassie.” Lydia forced a weak smile, suddenly feeling a million times more inferior next to this extremely beautiful, extremely wealthy, and quite classy young woman. She also realized that comparison was something Cassie had expected, and wanted to avoid. “I'm a scholarship girl from Lowtown, Vancouver. I'd say I'm leaving Earth for my parents, but I'm doing it for myself. I'm just too tired of being hungry.”
“I am hungry for something too.” The Latina grinned. “But agriculture. We will make the food.” She was apparently practiced at this, bridging socio-economic gaps: there wasn't an ounce of pity in her eyes. Her smile was honest, warm, as was her hand on Lydia's. “Let us toast.”
They drank together, downing their bottles before ordering a round of beers—hopefully these wouldn't be mini-sized. They sat in silence as more passengers filtered in, stowing their bags and taking their seats, talking in excited whispers. Some looked the girls' age, but most were older, normal people with normal jobs and normal families, not would-be students, not a corporate heiress and an orphan.
Restless as the countdown continued, Lydia toyed with the monitor behind the headrest of the seat in front of her. She typed in her name: 'The Parting Glass,' nine hundred views. Cassie tap-tapped through some mail on hers, but cast curious, sideways glances towards the girl's screen. The singer brought it up, earbuds in, and watched herself as she stood, face-forward, the camera held by one of the kids on Jim's police cruiser. The sound was actually pretty good. When the kid panned, she could see just how many people had been there. A lot. Jim hadn't lied when he suggested the flash festival might be good for the shelter.
An excited tap on her shoulder. Cassie said, “You are a singer? Let me hear!”
Her friend literally ripped one earbud out of Lydia's head. Setting it in, Cassie leaned far closer than what was necessary, shoulder-to-shoulder, almost cheek-to-cheek. Lydia was torn between her need to turn the video off—now—and her sudden, half-drunk arousal and not-so-subconscious desire to impress the heiress. But damn, she hadn't even heard it herself yet, and she distinctly remembered messing it up in her emotional state. She stuttered an apology, for what, she didn't know, but Cassie held up a palm.
 
But since it falls unto my lot, that I should rise and you should not,
I gently rise and softly call, good night and joy be with you all.
 
Lydia grimaced as the video cut-out a minute into the ovation, during her sobs into Mrs. Colbert's shoulder, dozens of people waiting for their turn to say a real goodbye. The scene was striking, with worn Marvin under the overpass with so many people around him, around her, supporting her, seeing her off. Cassie's face betrayed a deep sense of shock and wonder. Lydia again felt the tears welling in her eyes. 
“This happened two hours ago. Now you are here?' Cassie tapped for another song, The Mourning Song, but as curious as Lydia was, she removed her earbud and broke into a silent cry, face-to-sleeve. Goddamn it, she should be done by now. Her friend lowered her eyes towards hers, searching, a smirk twisting her cheek. “I was crying too, this morning. It is ok.”
Lydia nodded, sucking it up. She felt like she'd cried more today than she had in the years since her parents died. Cassie wrapped two arms around her in a perfumed hug that could be misconstrued in any number of ways in intensity and length. She could hear her song next to the woman's ear. Marvin had never been heard in public, in-tune or not. He sounded beautiful.
“You are so much loved, Lydia,” Cassie said, a subtle sadness in her voice, in her eyes. “It must be hard to be leaving.”
It hadn't seemed that way yesterday, no. 
The countdown continued.
 
* * *
 
 There was a soft whir from the back of the shuttle. Both the girls' monitors displayed multiple camera angles, from cockpit view to the tower, allowing you to touch-screen between them, a sort of consolation prize for those who didn't have a window seat. The spacecraft, a wingless cylinder with a classic nose cone, rose on its rear, unassisted as the AG units at the head erected it slowly in phallic hilarity. Lydia couldn't feel a thing as far as a gravity change went: down still felt down at her feet, quite disorienting as the landscape shifted from a horizontal line to a vertical one. There were about a dozen ways to get into space, but vertical Anti-Grav 'rockets' were the cheapest.
Cassie offered a hand to hold as Lydia's head swiveled between window to video, the countdown at two minutes. In an odd sort of everything-to-see-here transparency, a small box appeared on the monitor rapidly scrolling down about a thousand green-lighted system checks. A single red line flickered to green, denoting that a quadruple redundancy in the wind-o-meter had gone online.
“Hello! This is Captain Flandergast,” said a man in jovial tone, an on-screen pop-up offered his photo and credentials, this being his one-thousand-seven-hundred-and-eighteenth launch, “and we are set and ready for a beautiful trip towards E.S.S. Anatali; conditions pristine above the mist. We hope you enjoy your launch, ETA forty-eight minutes to rendezvous. As always, you may offer live feedback and drink orders into your flight-consoles. We launch in T-minus sixty. Thank you for choosing Anatali Orbital, and we hope you enjoy your journey to the stars.”
As the countdown reached single digits, the whir revved up to a soft climax. Lydia squeezed Cassie's hand, eyes forward, staring at the soft-blue glow emanating from the grav-drive's engine. The pulsing light rapidly went from a few beats per second, to immeasurably fast. 
Four-three-two-one...
In a weird, fizzling pop, the glow flared, then went dark. Confused, Lydia glanced out the window to see nothing but blue skies and the rounded curve of the horizon. There was no sensation inside the cabin, no rattling, or hint of gravity, even as the console’s altimeter showed them a few miles up in just a few seconds.
 Cassie squeezed her hand, making the girl realize just how hard her grip had been. Lydia relaxed and stared; she simply stared out the window as the world fell away from them, the blue rivers, brown farms, darker mountains, awkward-looking cities, and green ocean all meaningless. Her eyes, her brain simply couldn't comprehend the geography as it shrank, as they passed through a small, gray cloud bank, and rose even higher, the entire cabin silent. Not a voice spoke. A quarter of the screen changed to an animated graphic depicting their ascent, the shuttle taking a cartoon arc into the heavens. Twenty-seconds, they'd entered the mesosphere.
Cassie quickly typed some words into the console. Another window opened, depicting cabin-chat. User 'Cassandra Fitzgerald' had typed, “Congratulations, Spacers.”
A polite applause came from the cabin's rear, soon repeated, and grew in fervor. In seconds there was a shout, and the shuttle erupted in what Lydia could only describe as a sports-level cheer as if Vancouver had just won the Mars Cup on the final play of the championship. Were most of these people regular spacers, like Cassie? It suddenly didn't seem that way. For most of them, it would be a one-way trip to a new home. The enthusiasm spread, instantly viral, and Lydia added a deafening yell, fists up.
Goodbye Earth. The boarding party had begun.
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Anatali
 
 
The shuttle cruised along, engines silent, as it glided towards its destination. From her window, Lydia couldn't see all that much other than the curvature of Earth at night: beneath them was tropical Antarctica, the city lights below looking like spider-webs of yellow surrounded by storm clouds that often lit up in blue flashes. Her screen showed a nose-forward view of their approach, and a split-screen graphic design of what they were looking at, though most passengers were likely well aware of their new home's layout.
Exodus-Class Star Station Anatali had grown in perspective from a fat, door-knobbed hourglass, to a larger-than-life feat of engineering. The top and bottom were both covered by clear domes, though a soft light revealed their outlines as they met the flat disks of the main cities, Districts A and H, on either end. Dozens of miles in diameter, the bulbs slowly began to shrink, first dissected into pancake stacks at B and G. These middle-of-the-doorknob districts housed the less-than-wealthy. Beneath them would be C and F, sleeping industrial cities awaiting their arrival near someplace with resources. Finally, the bottleneck itself was the smaller receiving districts, D and E. That relatively narrow middle was a massive spaceport divided by a thin, purple ring. On either side, gravity would be reversed, eighteen-million on either end, and Lydia was a little late to the party. She heard it had taken the Anatali Corporation forty years to build the exodus station, and it was absolutely, easily, the first of its kind in size and purpose.
Seeing it this close, and getting closer, was humbling, nothing like Lydia had expected to feel, even after all the pictures. It just kept getting bigger the closer they went, and within the month, it would leave orbit and head straight out towards interstellar space, thirty-six million souls leaving the Sol System for greener pastures.
It wasn't too late to freakout and go back to Vancouver, ever, but the expense of taking a Faster-Than-Light-Speed trip back to Earth would be incredibly prohibitive in a year. Still, not all terrestrial people were expected to adapt to station life the same, so that six-month FTLS 'abandon ship' discount was in effect. It was a standard policy, rather than forcing suddenly mentally unstable people to cope with space travel. Lydia hoped she wouldn't be that weak, but seeing Earth so big, yet small, and just looking at Anatali Station gave her those claustrophobic vibes. Hopefully, she'd feel better when feet touched ground—er, poly-carbon floor.
The shuttle slowly rotated sideways, easing closer to the no-walls, wide-open receiving ring, Lydia and Cassie getting a perfect view. Small, globular workcrafts ducked in and out of the receiving bays. Only one other shuttle was docking in view, this one was bright silver and butterfly-winged, one of those corporate interplanetary spacecraft you'd see in photo-ops. The security escort suggested a visit from an outer-system moon: the mostly friendly Jupiter system, or super-capitalist Uranus. 
“Now, docking,” Captain Flandergast said, always cheerful. “Anatali Immigration Agency can assist you upon your departure. Unregistered realtors are prohibited in District E, so please always ask for documentation and report those who cannot produce permits to any security agent. Anatali Orbital offers our best wishes to those finding new homes on this station, and welcomes those who will soon be returning to Earth. This shuttle's staff thanks you for the pleasant flight.”
Over the purple ring, their ship soon glided into a receiving bay. The console revealed their relative speed slowing to a crawl, then a lock-down stop. A yellow light denoting terminal contact blinked over and over as a fifty-foot-long snake wheeled its way towards their exit. A pair of glass-cabbed loaders had already attacked the cargo space, shoving their prongs into the shuttle, lifting cubes out, as other loaders replaced them with likely near-empty cubes for the shuttle's return trip. The flight attendants stood near the single exit as the door opened.
 Men, women, and children all stood, flexing legs and retrieved their overhead cargo. Lydia felt the arrival rather surreal. There were there. It hadn't taken an hour. Her return to sobriety was a bit jarring, her second such transformation in the last twelve hours. Cassie seemed no worse for wear, handing Lydia her heavy backpack. 
“Is this a goodbye?” the heiress said, lip bitten. “I should want to know soon.”
“I hope not.” Lydia felt a new rush, the energy of a new start, the semi-surreal dividing line being somewhere during their ascent into the exosphere. “What are you doing this evening?”
“Absolutely nothing.” Cassie placed a light hand on her elbow and stepped down the isle, both of them receiving very friendly farewell's from the shuttle's staff. The Latina had insisted on paying their combined tab, and Lydia got the impression from the stewards that the tip was more than customary.
 
* * *
 
Anatali Immigration Agency's receiving zone was pandemonium, the floor like a real-time stock exchange, except with children and luggage. With the station being just a month from launch, they'd had the time to perfect this, and this was the best they could come up within the last forty years of preparation. Yay for the free market. Pockets of business folks and families all debated among each other, all accented by those same realtors calling over the family's heads to other realtors, shouting in thick jargon.
 Dumbfounded people, like Lydia, stood stock-still, most of them quickly approached by agents showing their credentials on comm-units, all saying they operated at a regulated cost. Like the captain said, there would be no scams being ran against those who hadn't purchased a home via visual tour, or on the ground, though the chaos was a step up from what Lydia had been expecting upon arrival. If Cassie had a stick, she would have beaten several agents off with it, but instead used harsh language, driving forward with Lydia in tandem in a march towards the 'safe-zone' of luggage retrieval, where they weren't allowed to sell. The savvy woman broke into an explanation that it was just as easy to find a place later; maximum occupancy on launch was only seventy percent, leaving room for population growth down the line, and with slow birthrates on star stations, and people exiting to future ground colonies, it was very unlikely to ever even reach basic capacity, much less require the second density level.
Lydia had struck true gold by meeting Cassie when she did, and let the woman know with a hard squeeze of her hand and a smile as they broke loose from the arrival floor. While the grand majority of cargo would be delivered once a person established a residence, objects like Samuel needed collection soon. Cassie said most of her possessions were already in District A, at the Academy dorms. Together, they rounded the receiving concourse to a long row of closet-sized dividers, each blinking the name of an arriving individual, or family. A seated security guard took Lydia's ticket, waved a pen light over it, and pointed far down the line. Cassie collected a tiny roller-bag on the way.
A short walk later, Lydia waved her ticket in front of a reader and a plexiglass door swished open, allowing her to collect her suitcase, and then her robot under an arm. Samuel was motionless, though upright. She now carried all she owned until she found a place to live, be it apartment or dorms, where it would then be delivered in a less than a day.
“Where to?” she said, the exit a short walk away. Lydia hated being this passive upon arrival to her new, independent life in space, but everything was happening so fast. If she'd been alone, she might have entertained the realtors and their fast talk, and she had a certain bit of trust that Cassie, somehow, knew how this was all supposed to go down, the best-case scenario.
Instead, her friend just shrugged, smiled, and pointed towards the exit, sliding glass doors like you'd see in any travel port. “You want to see districts, let us see the districts.”
Two steps out, swish-swish, they both stopped short at the pedestrian conveyors.
Three officers knelt, four more were staggered at their shoulders, all with lethal-looking pistols raised, seven red dots circled Lydia's chest. The women froze. The shouting began, as did the orders to slowly put Samuel to the ground and for both to lay face-first to the turf. Terrified and baffled, Lydia obeyed, looking over to Cassie, seeing the woman lower herself to concrete with some completely inappropriate expression that almost looked amused.
Well, she tried to warn her. Hexed. Goddamn it all.
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How to lose friends and not learn anything
 
 
Lydia lifted her chin off the sidewalk, still feeling the firm pressure of the cop's hand on her back, still feeling the stunner pressed against her bare thigh, ready to discharge. Her hands and ankles had been bound. They'd told her not to speak, and she felt ashamed that she didn't know enough about her rights to resist, even as furious as she felt. If Vancouver PD had somehow flagged her as a terrorist, and the word had come up too slow to intercept her before launch, there was nothing she could say or do. It was off to jail, hopefully an honest trial, and hopefully not extradition to the Nova Scotian gulag. However, Anatali Station would be leaving orbit a month, and these things had a way of dragging out, so said the news, and if she missed 'launch,' she certainly wouldn't be able to afford the longer shuttle-trip to catch up, innocent or not.
Lydia looked over to see Cassie in the same position, albeit more upbeat, la-la'ing softly to herself, 'The Minstrel Boy,' toes tapping the ground from her belly-down pose. The cop over her passed her ID to what appeared to be the strike force commander.
The singer tried to imagine just what she had done in the last twenty-six years to piss these guys off so badly. Her mom went missing, presumed dead when she was young. Her dad was a common 'don't-get-in-trouble' steel fabricator. After he died, Lydia was a student and volunteer at Lowtown's shelter. On the sinner-side, she had purchased Opal—often. But a lot of people did, and she certainly never trafficked. She also hung out at the Silent Woman, pretty much performing for her bar tab, and even if the place resisted police extortion, Lydia was never a target or ringleader in that cause. A glorified mascot, nothing more. So this attention in the last few hours made no sense, whatsoever. And now she'd pay for 'something' with her entire future.
The squad commander barked an order, closed down his comm-unit, and in a flash, Cassie was released, two men gently helping her to her feet. She rubbed her wrists, wiped the ground off her designer skirt and blouse, and followed the commander on a short walk to the side. Lydia thought she heard something like fast Spanish between them, offered and returned. A few glances were shot her way before Cassie pointed quite emphatically and started shouting. Very Spanish. Very angry Spanish. The commander raised his palms and turned away, talking into his shoulder. The heiress revealed nothing in her expression, even when the girls' eyes met. 
Nothing like getting thrown under the bus, not that Lydia could blame her. Her new buddy had deep connections, a glorious future, and was completely innocent of whatever this was about.
She heard a 'tick' behind her, and was sure this was it. Instead, Lydia felt the stunner leave her thigh, and the pressure on her wrists and ankles loosen. She didn't dare move. Jerked to her feet quite roughly, the cop at her shoulder was all narrow eyes and a look of abject annoyance. Lydia braced for a shove, or some more 'roughing up,' but the man simply turned and walked to his squad, who quickly entered their cars. The commander damn-near bowed to Cassie before calmly striding away, as if a world peace accord had been struck. The Latina waved bye and called after him in some cheerful farewell.
In moments, the squad cars were gone.
Stunned, Lydia eyed her 'friend' with what must have been obvious suspicion. Cassie returned the expression with a shrug, “It was, what you say, a mistaken identity.”
“Seven cops, shoot-to-kill is a 'mistaken identity?'” 
“It seems so, yes. They had a tip. Expected a north-coast red-hair who has many dangers, who is pretty, like you. She uses other names. You no match DNA profile for them, so now they are disappoint.”
“But how did you fix that so fast?” She didn't want to ask, but she had to, “It wasn't a payoff, was it?” Still clinging to standard Vancouver Modus Operandi. 
Cassie looked insulted, hurt, the reaction she expected. Goddamn, Lydia felt like a triple piece of shit at the moment. The heiress said, slowly, clearly “I am my own woman. I thought you are too, beyond judging. I told them how it is, and they had no law for the arrest or detainment. I do not need money to do that. Not for me, and not to help you.”
“Sorry, Cassie,” Lydia collected Samuel and as many bags as she could shoulder. Her friend waved two palms and took the heaviest bag, Lydia's suitcase, almost ripping it out of her hands.
“It seems you still do not understand friendship. I will teach you.”
“But why? We just met,” she said, completely knowing this was a great time to break up this friendship, or romance, before someone got hurt. “For all you knew I was that crazy redhead.”
“Your songs.” Cassie didn't even grace her with a sideways glance as they approached a fat cylinder of gray steel. “No bad person can do that, with naturals and children. You make people happy, and I want to hear that, myself. Maybe if you fail, I turn you in, killer.” There was that completely disarming, gorgeous smile.
With a nervous laugh, Lydia nodded stopped short at district elevator. This giant beer can would take them from district to district, up through the star station. “I take it you haven't met many hack musicians. There's no magic, at least for me.”
“We will see,” she said, entering their beer can and setting Lydia's bag down. The girl followed, taking a quick seat beside her, waiting another launch, T-minus ten minutes. Cassie still hummed the same song and stared out the glass windows.
 
* * *
 
Rapidly 'ascending' out of District E to it's mirror, D, there wasn't much to see. The receiving cities were tall but narrow compared to the rest of the station, and wide-angle vistas were non-existent. A graphic of their position, and ETA of each stop updated in a free-floating rotation in the transport's middle. It wasn't quite shoulder-to-shoulder in the beer can, but all seats were taken in a radius around it, from Lydia's level in the triple-decker to two more above it; and there were standers. The cylinder was stuffed with carry-on luggage and children, who laughed or cried at whims. Cassie played the tour guide, dropping nuggets of unrequested insight in low tones. By now, every self-respecting adult, including Lydia, had read all the material about the station's design and layout, so ninety-percent of the information wasn't new. Insight about the districts' current statuses were quite welcome though.
The gravity flip between the shipping districts felt like nothing. The windows blanked out into a static gray to save people the visual nausea as the can rotated a lazy 180-spin before settling on what would be 'up' for the remainder of their journey. By the time the windows became transparent, one's perception was none-the-wiser. 
Passing through another disk of 'roof-and-floor' they entered the pancake known as District C. Quite a scale larger than the shipping-receiving bottleneck, this industrial city would one day be a chaotic metropolis devoted to the processing of mined ore, and converting raw elements into compound elements—alchemy factories. At the moment, almost the entire city was asleep, looking like an endless night-shift warehouse, dimly lit and with almost zero activity. She saw a solitary power loader racing down a main thoroughfare, seeming unconcerned about traffic or pedestrians. The scope of it, however, was quite intimidating. Lydia couldn't even see the hull, however many miles away, just a gradual dimming into black.
Another pass into a ceiling encased them in gray. That's when Cassie got excited, standing. “We make our stop here, to B.”
Lydia nodded, setting Samuel in her friend's place, ready to grab him and go. District B was her original destination this morning, before she'd even met her friend. Over half of the can prepared to disembark as well, calling in their children and shouldering their bags. The remainder would be ascending to the final stop, District A, the wealthiest city on the station, even compared to its counterpart down 'south,' District H. Not that you could tell from the clothing or attitude of those who remained. It seemed everyone was dressed for travel today, disregarding a few who were drastically under-or-over dressed in either sweats or evening gowns.
As the transport slowed, it made a weird wub-wub-wub grinding vibration. After a curious glance, Cassie explained it was more for the benefit of sensation than a physical need the gravator had. They settled to a stop at a ground level, nothing-to-see-here concourse, with a short line of bored looking residents waiting just to the left.
The doors wooshed open, and a few dozen faces that had shared flight 'Vancouver, Launch Three' started filing out.
It was twilight in the district. The ceiling’s ambient lights were dim. The illusion of the coming night was important for circadian rhythms or something, but Lydia had the selfish feeling they should have compromised the millions of other 'B' residents for the benefit of the new arrivals. From noon to late evening in an hour, this jetlag was going to be a bitch.
Most businesses would be closed; did a space station even have hotels? Cassie said, why yes they did, mostly near the transports. That was great, but what about wide-awake newbies who had nothing but anxiety and the desperate need for a drink?
“Let's hit a bar,” Lydia said, fumbling with most of their combined possessions.
“Fine with me,” Cassie smiled, hefting her friend's suitcase of bricks, nodding to a waiting taxi.
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The driver
 
 
“Where to, ladies?” The cabbie said. All they could see was the back of his short-haired blond head and the side of his fair-skinned face. He looked a bit too young, and his accent sounded...off, though Lydia couldn't place it.
“I do not know,” Cassie shrugged. “My first time in B.”
It was to be expected. Even if her friend had traveled to the station before, on business or otherwise, her destination would have been the wealthy, domed districts, A or H. The Academy was in A, after all. Lydia got the impression Cassie was only too happy to explore. Herself, she just wanted to decompress a bit, not continue her day's journey into overtime weird shit. All she knew about B was that it sounded a bit too much like Vancouver, from the testimonials.
“Uh, Mister, can you take us someplace normal, for like, a drink. Nothing seedy, nothing ritzy.”
“Sure,” he said with a laugh, “we don't have ritzy, and barely got upscale. You partial to a spoke?” The car revved up, rose a few inches over the street, and exited the row of taxis in a smooth drift. “We've got the Hen line, the Maid, and the Piper leading to night-life. The rest lead to residential and commercial stuff.”
“Do you know a place with a piano?” Cassie said in a sing-song tone.
“Wait, no—“
“Sure do.” The driver eased into some pretty active traffic, leaving the transport's area. “And it's Wednesday!” 
“Cassie, no.” Lydia said, low, stern, trying to find her friend's eyes. All she got was a sideways smirk and a pat on her hand. “Anything but that, not now. Let me get my feet under me. I'm not even sure I'm up to it. My voice feels cracky.”
“You misunderstand,” the Latina said, nodding out to the darkening cityscape. All around them, free-standing buildings started to rise up off the district's floor, some miniature skyscrapers, others squat apartment buildings with balconies, more yet, one story businesses, just like you'd find on a terrestrial colony on Earth, Mars, or some outer-system moon. Concrete, glass, plastic, and even red brick structures housed and employed millions in this sprawling, supposedly sustainable, megatropolis. “If we are to look for your new home, and it is not to be with me, we must see if any place is suitable.”
The car glided onto a major roadway, likely one of those spokes—chickens or beavers—merging effortlessly among tight congestion, freight trucks and a swarm of other cabs and personal transportation swirling around them. The concept of a 'taxi' on a space station seemed a bit odd, but Lydia had been educated they tried to keep the experiences as close to terrestrial as possible, from those varied buildings to user's choice of transit. It wasn't bad for individual economy either. If it all worked out, there'd be far less prevalence of dementia among the spacer population than in old-school orbital colonies. The whole 'pack them in corridors of plastics' approach to urban design had become undesirable ages ago, terrible on about six different levels from employment rates to recruiting colonists.
But, speaking of taxis, she elbowed Cassie and nodded to the driver's console. The fare wasn't running. Her friend gave a brief shrug and continued staring out the window at city lights. Lydia wasn't sure if she should say something to the young guy driving—any way to save a credit, but at the same time, that paranoia was creeping back into her mind. 
“Curious, how long?” she said.
“Twenty minutes,” he called back, never really showing his face. The rear view mirror was aimed at just the right angle to totally avoid his eyes—he couldn't see theirs either. “The Goat is closer to the hull. You Earth girls are going to dig it.”
His accent slipped, pitching a little lower, a little too much 'U' in his 'goat' and 'hull.' Lydia again looked to Cassie, only to find the girl totally involved in rubbernecking the road.
“Curious, can I see your license?” Even though she'd been warned to do that before closing the door; it just hadn't occurred to her. It wasn't like she'd ever taken a cab in Vancouver, it was always the bus, bike, or boot.
“Yeah...” the word trailed off long, more anxious than annoyed, “sort of forgot it. Don't worry though.”
“Mind letting us out here?” Lydia pinched Cassie to get her attention, making all sorts of weird faces and head nods towards the man, trying like hell to get her friend invested in the conversation. Cassie placed a pacifying, bracing hand on her shoulder, and leaned between the front seats, reaching for the mirror. With a lean and a twist, she aimed it so that Lydia could meet the driver's eyes and settled back into her street-gazing.
Ok, maybe Cassie was good at the business-class spacer stuff, dealing with marketplace shills, and standing up to armed police via attitude and political clout, but Lydia was sure her friend wasn't en guard versus the worst rumors of B, that she, herself had ignored as hearsay: human trafficking, organ harvesting, rapists, serial killers, etc, etc. Her heart leapt into her chest as she peered into the suddenly panicked too-brown eyes of their driver. He might just be the transporter, the kidnapper, but he was leading them into death, two healthy, pretty, natural girls, ready to be plucked like fruit from the tree.
The words escaped her mouth before she had a moment to think:
“It's a fucking bomb!” Lydia raised Samuel-the-bear roughly, shaking him. “Pull over, now!”
That got Cassie's attention, albeit not the way she'd hoped. It was sort of a jaw-drop, what-the-hell-is-wrong-with-you expression. The Latina snapped out with both hands, one catching the driver around the cheeks, twisting his head and smooshing his lips into a pucker as she dragged his head towards Lydia, whose chin she cupped with upward force, keeping her mouth shut. 
“Communicate, you both!” Cassie said. The car was on auto on the highway, and there were minutes to go. “You want kidneys?” the baby-faced driver shook his head no. “You have bomb?” Lydia, pissed as all hell, nodded yes. Cassie squeezed. The singer relented and dropped Samuel back on the seat, cursing in mumbles.
Released, she and the driver stared at each other for the first time.
Oh, goddamn it.
Not as young as he appeared from the side, the man had a bit of scruff on his chin. Blond there with high eyebrows and very long lashes, his eyes sucked her in, those brown eyes again, a pure, bright copper. Pert nose and luscious lips, the features weren't feminine so much as exotic, unearthly. The innocence of his expression was even elevated by a gritting of his perfect white teeth, like his hand had been caught in the cookie jar. Of course he was gorgeous, why wouldn't he be?
“He is like a snake, Lydia, more afraid of you than you are of him.”
“Hey now,” the driver said, “I'm no snake.”
“You're also not a cabbie,” she said, wishing she had something more substantial than an obvious bluff. Nothing had changed. He was still driving, they were still passengers.
“Leo,” he said, turning and falling back into the driver's seat, resigned. “I'm Leo. And you're going to turn me in, or kill me.”
“Leo,” Cassie crooned, still staring out the window. “I assume you have done this driving before.”
“Milk money. It's my dad's cab. It's just for beer, picking up random newbie fares who don't ask questions. You don't really have a bomb?”
“Want to find out?” Lydia pinched Cassie again, urging her to silence. “Keep it going.”
“Fuck me...” Leo said, hands off as the car kept pace with traffic down the spoke.
 
* * *
 
The cab eased to a stop, right where Leo said it would, within sight of the Bronze Goat, a corner bar on a busy strip. The street had a weekend feel, even for a Wednesday. 
“See, we made a friend already,” Cassie chirped. “Not so bad.”
“Right...” Lydia clutched Samuel in her lap, the inert robot feeling as heavy as a bomb. “What do we owe you?”
“Go. Just go,” Leo shook his head, though he had regained some color in his cheeks.
Lydia happily reached to open the door, but Cassie said, “No,” turning both their faces to hers. She grinned, looking quite devious. “Leo, you are off a clock, correct?”
“Yeah...sort of not my taxi.”
“You want to sleep?” she said with a long smirk.
“With you?”
Lydia literally face-palmed when she saw the beautiful boy swallow deeply, blushing. She couldn't help but feel a little annoyed as the prettiest people she'd seen in months did something resembling flirting two feet in front of her. She choked that down fast though, the memory of her last love triangle being how she started her day. “She means, 'Are you tired?' I think.” 
“Yes, yes,” Cassie shot Lydia a sly glance that made her think the word-choice wasn't a complete accident. She stared at his flustered face, and said, “We women are very up. Our day is early. We are in a new territory, but what do we do now, not knowing where to go, or the people?”
“I dunno, what?” Leo said, then sighed. Apparently, everyone in the taxi knew where this was going.
“We double your fare and pay your bar tab. You keep us from trouble, and maybe a bonus.”
Lydia rattled Samuel at him, feeling half-out-of-her-mind, having to remind herself she really wasn't a terrorist that really wanted a beer. Looking outside the cab to the congested city streets, renting a proper tour-guide wasn't a terrible plan, the way her day was going. Man, had she lucked out at that spaceport bar, finding Cassie.
Leo turned the car off, mumbling something about cute girls and money.
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Bronze Goat
 
 
When Lydia stepped into the bar, she expected a reaction like from an old-west saloon, dozens of eyes snapping to the new arrivals. That's the way it went at The Silent Woman, which was hilariously cloistered around its regulars. Thankfully there was none of that, just a nod from a smiling bartender. The place was hopping, not shoulder-to-shoulder, but definitely active. A large garage door to their left was open to a railed-in patio so everyone could enjoy the open air of a damn space station—she didn't get it, but whatever. With bare floors, art on the walls, and not a table in sight, it had a blue-collar style, while most of the people looked like they had a bit of money, loosened ties to trendy scarves. Yuppie crap, the kind of joints in Vancouver that usually had 'Jazz night.'
Tonight, however, she heard the heavy left hand of a blues pianist, the upright against the far wall, some black guy seated at it with smoke rising from his ashtray. She couldn't hear a word of his voice over the din, if he was even singing, and didn't see many paying attention. Next to him was a dirty chalk board with a list of names and times. 'Open mic battle.' The list was filled.
Lydia smiled and exhaled, ready to decompress a bit. 
But while their initial entrance might not have caught much attention, the trio did as they approached the bar. Men ate Cassie up with their eyes, and the cougars pursed their lips appreciatively at Leo. Lydia was grateful she left Samuel in the car, feeling awkward enough as a pair of guys simply broke conversation to bend their heads and check out the redhead's ass. Not really the sort of confidence boost she needed at the moment.
“Is this a goddamn swinger's bar or something?” she said harshly to Leo, loud enough for Cassie to hear. The Latina seemed to soak in the attention, a flower to sun.
“You'll get over it,” he seemed a little more confident now that he was in a crowd. “It's no meat market, so just think of it like dogs sniffing each other's butts. Most of the people here have only been on Anatali a few weeks.”
She'd rather not sniff or be sniffed.
“Leo!” said the bartender, reaching for a handshake. With bright eyes and a warm smile, he exuded a comforting family man vibe, the kind of bartender you would really talk to. Black polo-shirt and denim, he looked business-casual enough for this crowd. There was no condescension as he said, “Another welcome party?
Their tour guide accepted his grip and looked to the women. “Cassie and Lydia, out of Vancouver. They asked for a piano bar, but even if they hadn't, Doug, I'd have brought them here anyway.”
“Good to hear! You getting a Dragonfish?” Doug said, already putting glass to tap. There were over a dozen craft-brews to pick from. Yummy. Leo nodded. “And what can I get you, Cassie, Lydia?”
They settled on some Europan IPA's along with some celebratory shots, one for the driver included. Cassie lingered a bit, whispering something into Doug's ear, likely about the tab. Lydia wasn't against having her bill picked up, not today, anyway. The staredowns from the other patrons gradually stopped as they took a spot by the wall. Leo still eyed Lydia with open distrust, mixed with too-obvious glances at her legs, skirt, and face. Yeah, she felt it too, taking in his eyes and lips for the twentieth time in twenty minutes. Cassie broke it up on her arrival by lighting a cigarillo, chuckling in her first few puffs, but the energy between the trio was unavoidable, and all too familiar.
No. Not again, not this fast.
“So how long you been here?” Lydia asked, not exactly cordial, already halfway through her beer. Strong stuff, she could feel it fast.
“Nineteen years.” Leo met the pair of raised eyebrows with a shrug. “I was born here, dual citizenship. We might not have launched yet, but construction crews have been up here for decades, pouring this concrete, plastering these walls,” he tapped his foot on the bare floor for emphasis. “My mom had me in the hospital just up the spoke. I was one of the first.”
“You are not even legal age,” Cassie laughed, tipping her head back to the bartender. “You must have very good connections by now.” Leo nodded and sipped his beer. “How do you feel about millions of us entering your home after things being so quiet, so long?”
Lydia rocked on her heels; an incredibly insightful question there. It must have been quite a shock for the kid, the vacant metropolis had probably felt like a very small town up until boarding started a few years ago, first as a trickle, now as a flood. Lydia may be seven years his senior, but after all her experience at the shelter, she could commiserate with what it must be like to see so many new faces every week, for money or not.
“To be honest, it's sort of scary.” He looked both the girls in the eye without any shyness or hesitation. “I mean, I know that stupid bear isn't a bomb, right?” Lydia frowned, unsure if she was more displeased at being called-out, or having Samuel insulted for the umpteenth time. “I know that in my head, but I have no idea how to react to all you Earthlings, much less the Martians, Jovians, and those weirdos from Titania. You're all just really intense. Everyone is just swarming into my home town like they own the place, and I get it, you're buying it piece by piece, you earned it elsewhere, but it was my own space first. That's never coming back. You girls strong-arming me was just another nail in that coffin. Every time I do this is another nail in the coffin. I feel like sell-out trash, but I guess this was the way it was supposed to be all along.”
Cassie leaned back, letting out a long puff. Rather than saying anything, she bobbed her head at Lydia. The singer rolled her eyes, not at his speech, but at what she was being forced to confess.
“Of course there's no bomb. But you sketched me out the same as I did to you—you have no idea what they say about District B, 'hide your kids, hide your wife.' You had no credentials. I was scared too. Are we cool?”
Leo met her eyes, solid, and nodded twice, finally finding a smile. It looked good on him. Really good. “Anything else?”
“Nope,” Lydia said, returning the smile with one of her own. She liked the way that felt. Cassie watched with an approving smirk. 
The Latina tugged on Lydia's shirt and pointed at the empty piano bench. Wait, what? No.
The MC said aloud, unassisted, to the audience, “Let's have another round for Marcus White.” He was very good, but only a dozen applauded. Despite her shock and suspicion, Lydia clapped heartily. “I'll be dropping my second set, because we have a special guest!” That turned a head or two, but when she looked to the chalkboard, and she wasn't magically on it, thank god. “From Vancouver, I hear she's a local celebrity down there, let's welcome a brand new arrival just off the boat, The Redhead!”
Oh, what the hell...
A long moment later, she inched forward, glaring daggers at Cassie, who hooted in a Spanish yi-yi-yi-thing and whistled, fingers in her mouth. The moment Lydia took a step, she had the attention of the room. Even the patio shut up, peeking their heads into the room, reacting to the sudden hush. Be it her introduction, or the fact they'd all been checking out the newbies, or that they'd entered with Leo...well, the hell if she knew why, but she claimed the attention Marcus didn't. She had the man's attention too, his arms crossed. Leo summoned Doug over and engaged in a back-and-forth whisper war.
Lydia tried to remember what it'd been like just a few hours ago at the shelter, without Opal, but that was among friends, more or less. True, she could just bolt out of the damn room, or politely decline with no repercussions; she didn't even have a reputation, and she didn't necessarily like this yuppie bar, but there was this niggling sense of vanity from earlier in the day. She still wanted to impress Cassie, and maybe Leo, and maybe the sixty people there who had never seen or heard of her. Maybe she could get off on a better foot than she thought. Lydia might have been paranoid, but she got the feeling via their stares that something had been confirmed, that she had been expected. 
After her second step, some kid in a flannel shirt and a ball-cap touched his ear and bolted—simply ran out the bar. Weird.
She wanted to say something shitty, say anything, to Cassie, but the woman waved her on with a backhand. Approaching the bench, she wanted to ask what exactly they'd like to hear: blues, jazz, or her own barroom-folk interpretations. Singer-and-piano was wonderful for about five genres, all of them 'classic' in some way, but she didn't do the fancy stuff. It was way easier (and sounded better) if she was either playing, or singing, not both at the same time. She normally had a couple dozen drunks backing her up. Lydia whispered to the MC, “Lounge or bar?”
“Lounge,” he said in a hush and a smile. It seemed genuine enough.
Fuck.
Not bothering to reintroduce herself, Lydia sat at the bench, over her shoulder seeing Cassie already recording. Bitch. Bitch. What-a-bitch. Why was she so hot? How could she get back at her new friend? By validating this? Nope. She would have to suck ass to prove Cassie wrong, which was the total opposite of what Lydia wanted to do. All eyes on her, she focused on the one person in the room she was performing for, and put fingers to keys in a long build-up. For whatever reason, the room stayed quiet. Lydia began to sing, softy, then built some steam, really laying into the story of a lounge singer who falls in love with a member of her audience.
About seven minutes later, 'Eyes On Me' ended in a ill-practiced fadeout. That song could go on for hours, and with Opal, it had before. She braced herself.
Cassie whooped a cheer, soon followed by applause from the room. Lydia glanced over to see Marcus smile and nod. The MC urged her into another song, fingers wiggling. She only knew two lounge songs with vocals, the second being 'That Girl From Callisto,' a complete parody of itself, a comedy, really. The yuppies ate it up, laughing after every verse as she made fun of the elitists she was singing to, every one of them probably certain she was roasting a different class of snob. She'd added to it with dramatic pauses over her shoulder and call-backs, stagecraft on-the-fly. That's what she did at The Silent Woman, and it felt comfortable.
She wanted to stop there, but an open-mic set was almost always three songs, and they were calling for an encore anyway, the patio now empty, all bodies inside.
Keep it fun, keep it fun, keep it fun.
But she was empty at lounge. Cassie yelled out, “The dead person song!” which got some weird looks, and didn't help Lydia out at all. All four of the songs she played at the shelter, seven hours ago, had all been about dead soldiers or old men, all four of them.
“Ok, then,” Lydia ran a cute scale on the treble clef, grimacing openly to Marcus, who'd went from arms-crossed to hands-on-hips. “The Mourning Song!”
And by the end of it, the entire bar sang the slow wind-down of the chorus, applauding. Lydia let them cheer for a few moments before invoking her Opal gimmick and pounding another round of the chorus. The Bronze Goat erupted in the coda like a night before, but this time she didn't drag on for five hours. This time they all finished together, dun-dun-dunnn. Perfect.
The MC, Rob, called over the applause, inviting the next guy up, a popular guitarist, but all the while Lydia was bathed in shoulder-pats, handshakes, and come-again's. Cassie just stared and smiled. Bartender Doug whispered something in the Latina's ear, who nodded quickly in reply.
Leo's attention was at the door. Lydia heard the distinct rumble of petrol-powered motorcycles.
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The Redhead
 
 
When the men walked into the Bronze Goat, no one was paying attention other than Lydia, Leo, and Doug, who again nodded and smiled.
“Why don't I like this?” she said, clutching Leo's elbow.
Bartender already had another round for the trio. Cassie came to collect hers and left to chat up Marcus. Leo patted her hand and said, “Seems like half The Kettle was tipped off you'd be coming today. 'The Redhead.' That wasn't Cassie; they heard about you somewhere else. You must have been something down on the ground, eh?”
What the hell? No, unless...
“Oh no...” Lydia's eyes grew saucer-wide as she took a hearty drink from her IPA. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”
Leo raised an eyebrow before stepping back, letting the bikers pass: padded leather jackets, jingling buckles, heavy boots, the works. On their shoulders were patches, one a green lightning bolt against a gold circle, the other wore a silver-against-black skull. Subtle, man. Both were tall, lean, clean-shaven, looking rather ageless in that thirty-to-three-hundred sort of way. Doug greeted them and poured some whiskeys, double shots in rocks-glasses. They never even glanced her way, but she felt something, a rising anxiety.
“We should go,” Lydia said in a hard whisper.
“What? Why? We just got here.” He took her aside, back towards their wall. “Not sure what it's like down there, but there's nothing scary about bikers. Don't get to worked up about the 'gang' thing, Lydia, all that means is they ride together, a club.”
“No, it's what you said a minute ago. They think I'm—”
“So, you're finally here,” said a cheerful male voice. Lydia turned slowly to see both the bikers smiling down at her. Mr. Lightning Bolt checked her out; he'd have taken a circling walk around her if he could. “We thought you'd be taller,” he said with a laugh. His buddy looked absolutely mirthless.
“Uh, yeah. Hi.” She tried to stay composed, to imagine she was still on stage, but she was scared as hell, and had no idea what this latest 'set-up' was about, or how it had followed her to a random-ass bar in a random part of the district. “I-I think you've got the wrong girl.” 
“Oh no, it's definitely you. The Redhead, right?”
“Well, I have red hair, if that's what you mean, but no, I don't go by that. I can't be the only one on this damn station.” That was good, get annoyed. The rising anger helped steady her words and thoughts. She just hoped she wouldn't get tossed into a wall two nights in a row.
“What's your name?” he asked, not dropping the smiles. Mr. Skull hadn't budged. Leo seemed more confused than anything, likely wondering what the hell was up with his fare.
“Lydia,” she considered lying, but the truth will set you free, and hopefully that would be enough to end this weird encounter. Whoever that vigilante was, impersonating her seemed deadly on five different levels.
“Well, Lydia, we're not here to start anything. We just wanted to get a look at you before Saturday.” All with that smile. 
“Dude, I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about, and what happens Saturday?” she said as much to Leo as to the bikers. The cabbie set his jaw as recognition lit his eyes.
“Fine, fine. Just remember, we're not looking for trouble, so think about that, Lydia, before you do something you'll regret.” The man and his buddy finished their whiskeys and made for the door, never once acknowledging Leo. Mr. Lightning Bolt waved a farewell hand over his shoulder as they exited. She could have pressed the issue, dug at them for some information, but Lydia was just happy they were gone.
“Guess it's time to dye my hair,” she mumbled. “Who the hell were they?”
“The Boys. Like I said, a bike club.” Leo again viewed Lydia with suspicion. “Seriously, what is up with you?”
“Nothing good.” Lydia rubber-necked the room for Cassie, and found her exchanging contacts with Marcus, both their comm-units blinking in unison. Come on, girl. She definitely felt on edge, but knew she couldn't blame Cassie for that. They were all just trying to have a good time, and the Latina was apparently footing the bill for the entire night.
Still, Lydia wanted to bounce, like, right now.
The kid in the flannel from before suddenly burst into the Goat. Just as quickly, he thrust a legal-sized manila envelope into Lydia's hands before she could react, then ran straight out of the pub. Doug didn't even have the chance to smile. “And who the fuck is that?” she said aloud, to anyone.
“Just Sammy,” some stranger said over his shoulder, uninvested.
“A courier,” Leo crossed his arms, staring at the rather puffy envelope as if it was made of TNT, gold, or both. “He just delivers shit, if you know what I mean. Good kid, but he doesn't ask questions.”
“Not so loud, dumbass.” Lydia offered a fake smile-and-thanks to another pair of well-wishers who were leaving. No, she didn't have a studio recording. Yes, she'd come back next week (unlikely, at best).
“Yeah...I'm starting to think getting out of here is a good idea,” Leo nodded, as if it had been his idea all along. Apparently the dozens of people expecting her, 'The Boys,' and her own skittish behavior hadn't rattled him much, but a fifteen-year-old with an envelope was too much to take. 
Lydia rolled her eyes and went to collect Cassie, who was laughing over her comm-unit, shoulder-to-shoulder with a very stylish woman of Indian descent, Ganymede likely, the type that stood out in a place like this: heels, power-suit, gaudy jewelry framing a hundred-credit haircut. Admittedly, her paranoia was rocking, but she swore she heard one of her songs from the shelter wafting out of the unit's holo-screen. Leo was already out the door. 
Patience long gone, Lydia took Cassie's arm, stuttered a hello-apology-farewell to the woman and literally dragged her friend away. The Latina laughed and chugged the remaining three-quarters of her strong IPA en route to the bar. “We go now,” Cassie called to Doug, leaning into the singer's grip.
After a final wave, and no bar-tab paid, they finally escaped the Goat.
 
* * *
 
“I'm starting to think you're hiding something from me,” Leo said at their approach, jerking his thumb towards the taxi. On the rear driver's-side window were cherry red words, plain as day:
'Bienvenidos a casa'
“Fans!” Cassie patted Lydia's back, grinning ear to ear.
The sight of it struck Lydia right in the chest as if she'd been hit by a bullet. This was some seriously creepy shit, and all of it, the last few hours, felt like it happened all at once. She couldn't even sort out the timeline of her day, and the two IPA's she'd downed weren't helping. The Boys didn't seem like the type to carry lipstick for such occasions.
“Party car?” Cassie pantomimed a drinking motion, still oblivious to the tension surrounding Lydia and Leo.
Sure. Why the hell not.
The Bronze Goat was supposed to have been her moment to step away from the weirdness of the morning—or evening at this point. But all that had happened was getting her even deeper into whatever this was. Whatever Officer Jim had started with that unfair, irrational network mail he'd sent up here.
“Sure, why the hell not.”
“The envelope first,” Leo said, making no motion towards the car door. Fine. They could hire another taxi, another teenaged tour guild babysitter, but the look in his eyes had real concern in them, and she wasn't sure all it was just for himself. If this case of mistaken identity meant real trouble, Lydia couldn't afford to burn those types of bridges, especially since the boy had connections, local knowledge. Cassie finally paid some legit attention after whatever she'd been up to the last half hour.
Under streetlights and on the taxi's hood, Lydia unwound the string from the envelope's clasp. Flipping the lip open, she slid out a short stack of paper. Well, that was fast. She had to choke back the panic and bile rising in her throat. A blown-up glossy eight-by-ten of Lydia's full-body passport photo, a security pic of her and Cassie at the spaceport bar in Vancouver, and one more of them in baggage claim on Anatali. Beneath all that was a four-by-three inch snapshot of her and Leo standing together inside the Goat.
A final 'gift' made her blood run cold. The vacuum-sealed cellophane made crinkling noises at the edges. Perfectly visible were over two-hundred tiny blue pyramids, side-by-side in a perfect sheet, each gel-cap worth a couple hour's wage. This much Opal would last even an avid user like Lydia almost a year. For sale, six months' rent in a penthouse.
Cassie reacted to the photos with amusement; she didn't even recognize the Opal. Leo, however, lost a shade of pink in his cheeks. His expression hardened into something resembling deep thought—those gears were turning. She had thought this would be his best opportunity to dump them, so when he said, “Yeah, party car,” Lydia braced herself for another level of 'weird' tonight. Screw it. This hadn't gotten out of hand yet, and by god she wouldn't let it. Between the three of them, maybe they could figure out everything if she was candid enough. She repackaged it all back into the envelope, damn-near ripping the photos out of Cassie's hands, and the Opal from Leo's gaze, and climbed into the backseat, clutching the 'gift' against her chest.
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Party car
 
 
Good to know they were all cut from the same cloth, mostly. Open containers abound, the trio ran a lazy loop around one of the ring-highways that linked all the spokes, this loop quite wide, the last before District B's hull. Cassie played bartender with the convenience-store microbrews, yet another expense she happily paid for. It must be nice having deep pockets, and not having to work a day to earn them...Lydia shook her head, that was a bitch thing to think. Her friend couldn't help being rich anymore than she could being poor, and right now they were in the same exact place together. Still, Lydia would rather be independent, rather than constantly expressing gratitude, or feeling guilt, for her friend’s generosity, even if it just had been a shuttle's bar tab, a tour guide, and a case of strong beer. The pattern was already forming, and she didn't like the precedent this set, no matter Cassie's insistence.
“Explain the Opal, Lydia,” Leo said after what seemed like a half hour of pensive silence.
“Not sure it's any of your business.” No, she wasn't proud of her addiction, or whatever it was. The opiate derivative had a strong upper component, which left you feeling a strong body-buzz, yet with relaxed thoughts. She often lost time when on it. Sellers and science alike claimed it wasn't physically addictive, but some people, Lydia included, had a real weakness for the way it made her feel. The escape it offered that left her wanting more. Despite no pharmaceutical distribution, Opal wasn't hard to find, being pretty easy to synthesize if you had just the right equipment (expensive set-up capital). And with the lack of short or long-term side effects, it was 'safe,' as much as anything was. In youth circles where use was casual, Opal was among the most popular recreational drugs out there. Really, no big deal, like underaged drinking and pot, except for prudes like Jim, and junkies, like her, apparently.
The implications of the gift weren't lost on her. While she'd never been arrested on Earth, Jim had called her out on it, which meant the knowledge was floating around with the pictures in some dossier, from whichever Big Brother agency had taken those snapshots. It felt like a trap to get her using, or even selling, or just being caught in a few hours with 'possession with intent to traffic.' But if entrapment was the goal, why would law enforcement include the photos at all—Lydia's brain hurt. She should have just thrown it out the window, but there was so much...seemed like a waste of perfectly good Opal. Maybe she could hide it. There was already temptation, but it wasn't the kind of drug you took unless someone had your back, and you could be sure you weren't going anywhere.
“Story time in party car?” Cassie said, sipping her beer. “Friends help anxiety.”
Lydia sighed and shook her head. “I never had much trouble with cops on Earth, but my home bar did. I must have been on their radar and not realized it. Vancouver cops are corrupt as hell.” She could feel the anger rising already. They'd been known to stop-and-frisk random girls, plant hard drugs in their purses via slight of hand, then exchange sex for their release before the terrified kids got to the station. Rape in the alleys. The horror had never happened to Lydia, but it'd been just another reason she embraced The Silent Woman's defiance of the payoffs, regardless of what came after. Half the reason Ethan and Cameron had went from after-party acquaintances to a live-in open-relationship was the threatening culture around their late night lifestyle. Cops only picked on you when you were alone, like Jim had. “I let one give me a ride to the spaceport this morning. He seemed like a good one. Before he let me go, he got my private network ID by threatening my launch. He typed something into his comm-unit, told me to stay clean.”
“What's that got to do with the package?” Leo said, he hadn't touched the wheel in a long time. Cassie listened intently, though reached a hand for Lydia's, a soft, warm grip.
“Nothing? Everything? After I met Cassie everything was fine till we arrived on station and left the concourse. Then we had security guns in our face. Cassie sorted it out. She said they were looking for a dangerous redhead with my description that uses fake names. They had her a DNA profile and mine didn't match. Then we met you right after.”
“So that's why you were acting so weird.” A long drink later, he said, “And then we get to The Kettle, and everyone's looking for a redhead too.”
“What's The Kettle, anyway?” Lydia asked, finally downing her beer and returning it to Cassie for a replacement.
“Sort of the 'in-the-know' part of District B, mostly bars, boutiques, restaurants, and parks. It's a mixing pot for artists, poor kids, popular before the arrivals, and even more so, now. Like I said, we don't do ritzy on this level, but I was trying to impress you girls. Show we had some culture too. I live in walking distance. It's not blue collar or white, just, I don't know, cool. I know everyone worth knowing there, but I don't know anyone who trafficks that heavy. I'm sorry. I'm still trying to feel you ladies out. Those pictures gave me the creeps: I'm in one of them, you know.”
“Yeah, Leo. I honestly don't know what's going on. But, at least station security isn't after me, I don't think. But if some street gang thinks I'm something I'm not...keeping the Opal is like saying 'Yup, I'm your girl.' They'll be convinced I'm their 'Redhead', if they aren't already.”
“Do not worry. Academy dormitory is open,” Cassie said. “You can stay with me.”
“You have a double?” She rubbed her forehead, already seeing where the pattern was taking them, the same as it had with Ethan and Cameron, security and convenience, impossible to refuse.
“No. But I can have one, easy.” 
“That's like a thousand a month,” knowing exactly what the woman meant, but still resisting in whispers. “I can't afford that, Cassie.”
“I respect you for this attitude.” Her friend searched Lydia with her deep-brown eyes. “But I found you good work, if you would have it.” Leo finally turned his attention to the road, faux-privacy, though looked back in the mirror with open interest.
“Work?” Lydia raised an eyebrow.
“I pimp you at that bar.” 
Leo choked on his beer. Lydia squinted hard, quick to grimace. She reached forward to pat the driver's back. She explained what the word meant to a confused Cassie.
“Ah, no! I sold you, your songs, if you would sing them. They are very impressed.”
“Paying gigs?” Lydia said, skeptical. She was no professional, and in her own estimation, barely a musician. Were they that hard up for live music with millions on the station? Leo explained they indeed were. If you made the cut at an open mic, as she had, it would cover a modest bar tab, incentive to perform. In a battle-of-the-bands style evening, like at the Bronze Goat tonight, Lydia might find a hundred credits in her bank account by morning. And Cassie had wandered the bar as the girl's music manager upon their arrival, selling the singer as a pro. In the Goat tonight, patrons could vote for their favorites on-the-fly, a network applause-meter that many bars offered as a way to get people excited, a live talent show. With exodus being what it was, Anatali's online-billboards were blowing up with requests for all kinds of musician openings, every instrument and genre, people trying to throw together full bands to play for a seriously bored populous who awaited launch. The field was wide open, with an entire nascent market on the line.
“Piano Marcus would have you guest soloist with his band, or at least meet his promoter. The pretty woman later,” she tap-tapped her comm-unit, “Chandy Manali, big time from Ganymede, was looking for no-vocal pianiast for this weekend, in District A. She says many rich clubs come to that Kettle looking for artist talent. Like Leo says, it is a hot spot for music, like your Vancouver. You may not think so high of yourself, or your Lowtown, but the pedigree impresses them.”
“That easy, huh.” Lydia didn't know whether to cheer, scream, or sob. For half a decade, she had squeaked by via the barest of financial assistance, and volunteering, and eating out of the shelter. But now, three songs later, she could half-ass be a professional and sing for her supper as a day job? If every stupid open mic was an audition for that sort of thing, flashes of fantasy filled her head. She'd studied hard, so hard, to get that Academy scholarship, and worked just as hard at the shelter to earn enough community service shares to cover the ticket up and a couple week's worth of living expenses. Money that would dry up fast unless she found a job.
“Cassie, I can't let you—“
“I think I understand Lydia now,” her friend said, again reaching for her hand and giving it a squeeze. “Hire me to pimp you.”
“Manage, Cassie,” Leo corrected, now with a laugh, “Last thing she needs is you introducing yourself as her pimp.”
“Ah, yes, manage sounded worse to me, as if you could not manage yourself. You pay me a percent and no reason to feel bad. You are not a charity; you are good friend, not a product. Respect.”
She was an angel. But how did being this public fit in with avoiding The Boys, the lipstick bitch, or anyone else looking for 'The Redhead,' whoever that was. Maybe if she returned the Opal, there'd be no problems. Whoever got those surveillance photos had to know the cops checked her out already via DNA. If the real Redhead was into heavy-shit enough to warrant this attention, the steps required to get those pictures should have revealed Lydia's innocence—that she really was just a random girl from Vancouver. Something was off, but she felt well on the way to drunk, and there wasn’t much more thinking she could pour into it. 
“Fine, book me.” She and Cassie finally linked up comm-units as they finished their loop back towards The Kettle. Two new appointments flashed for confirmation: a meet-and-greet with Marcus' band Sunday afternoon, and a solo-gig Sunday night in District A.
“Who's hungry?” Leo said, seemingly satisfied again that his fares weren't going to get him killed. They might get arrested, but he was safe.
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Sleeping arrangements
 
 
Their stop at The Kettle's Pancake House was pleasantly uneventful, Cassie and Leo doing most of the talking, the women on one side of the booth, him on the other. An antique robot acted as their server, mostly humanoid, except for a four-wheeled base. Complete with a blinking-light robo-mouth and crab-claw hands, it was more out of fiction than reality—a diner gimmick. Lydia had the waffles and toast, Cassie, blueberry pancakes, and Leo, the steak and eggs.
Lydia knew she shouldn't be feeling so insecure, she was the star of the night and all that crap, but their banter about politics and the changing world around them was so effortless, and she had nothing to say. Totally flirting. She didn't even know who's attention she wanted. She often nodded, smiled, then stared at her food. Talking about people and events they experienced was one thing, but digging into Anatali Corp's growing divide with the Sol Union was simply not on her plate—Canadian citizen and all. 
“Tired?” Cassie asked, snapping Lydia from her daze.
“Yeah, a bit, sorry.”
“It is getting late,” Leo swallowed hard, “You're welcome to crash at my place.”
Smooth. Lydia couldn't help but smirk, but with no intention of saying yes.
“Is it a normal home for District B?” Cassie asked.
“Yeah, with a roomate. We got a fold-out couch if you two don't mind.”
The Latina raised a devious eyebrow at her, shrugging. Stomach full, Lydia didn't feel like repeating the half-hour-plus drive to the hotels, yet the thought of Cassie sneaking off for some alone time with Leo just pissed her off. Was she really getting jealous? The booze wasn't helping. She had almost fallen asleep in her waffle. At this point she just wanted the night to end as it was, and not lose either of them, yet not get entangled in the same weird shit that started her day. Goddamn it all.
“Fine,” she said, resigned that tonight would end weird no matter what.
She could swear she saw Leo blush. Oh god, no. All things being equal, Cassie covered the food bill, since Lydia had covered the Goat; her bank account had already declared her the winner. She was too far gone to feel anything other than relief. This time there was no lipstick on the windows when they climbed back into the Party Car. She cracked open another drink, really tempted to take a dose of Opal to perk herself back up.
 
* * *
 
Lydia finished her beer by the time they arrived, and yes, now she was drunk-drunk. Leo had a hand around her arm as they climbed a single flight of stairs, the apartment building looking a lot like a roadside motel with three doors on top and three underneath. She could hear the thumpy beats of loud hip-hop music pouring out a downstairs window, and it wasn't even midnight on the station yet, so they weren't 'sneaking in' by any measure. Cassie followed with most of their combined possessions, Lydia's backpack and Samuel included. The pretty heiress huffed a bit up the stairs, but otherwise soldiered on.
Great first impression, Lydia. Solid first night for your reinvention.
She giggled. Fuck it. Fuck-fuckitty-fuck it.
Leo stood her against the wall, pausing, his face close before searching for keys. Catching up, Cassie dropped the backpack, exhaled, and placed a hand on Lydia's neck. “Bonita.” Lydia leaned in first, eyes closed, and the sensation of warm, soft lips on hers exploded across her body, reaching deep down to someplace private and primal. If she wasn't lost before, she was gone now. Cassie broke it off with a half-eyelid smile, that one hand behind her head. Hormones or whatever, Lydia sobered up pretty damn fast, or woke up at the very least. Wow.
Guided inside, Cassie piled their bags near the threshold, and snaked those perfect fingers down Leo's chest and stomach on the way into the dim apartment, the curtains drawn, allowing streetlight in. He hot-stepped off and poked his head into a room before closing the door. “He went out,” the boy said, voice breathy and rattling. When he turned around, he paused in stride.
Cassie had the cushions off the green-and-gold weaved couch and hefted the pull-away mattress, springs groaning and creaking, as if she'd done it a hundred times before. Lydia and Leo exchanged raised eyebrows as the heiress flopped onto the bed and rolled onto her side. She half-sang, “Buena noche,” as her eyes closed, a happy smile linking her cheeks.
Lydia couldn't help but chuckle, kicking her shoes off. She noticed Leo staring with a doe-eyed expression that was completely adorable. She could see him swallow. The drunk girl gave a small shake of her head with a smile she hoped looked apologetic. His shoulders sagged a bit, but he walked off to a different room, soon returning with a pair of pillows and a worn comforter that leaked feathers around the duct-tapped edges. A few minutes later, she had the Latina's shoes off, a pillow under her head, and the comforter around her shoulders. Her friend snuggled into it before continuing a soft snore. “Gracias,” Lydia whispered in her ear, patting her arm.
Leo stood at the door, barefoot, dress-shirt untucked and down an extra button. Whatever lust had been in his eye when they arrived, and disappointment on his face a few minutes ago, were gone, all replaced with a knowing 'I figured it'd end this way' twinkle. Lydia decided he was a good kid. She lightly padded towards him and reached for his full beer; they had to be in their last six-pack. “Any left?” she asked.
He nodded and dipped into his room. She followed, taking a deep drink.
 Even for a bachelor's room, it certainly looked 'lived-in,' wall-to-wall with dressers, bookshelves, girly posters, an entertainment center, desk and computer, mini-fridge, and crap all over the floor. Clutter would be an understatement. How he planned of fitting the three of them on his twin-sized bed was anyone's guess, but when you're nineteen and two twenty-something women agree to come home with you, she reckoned those details could wait. Too young to be self-conscious, he grabbed another of Cassie's beers from his fridge and sat on the edge of his bed. In a moment, it all made sense to Lydia. Lightbulb.
“We going to be trouble when your dad gets home?” she said. He fidgeted a bit—gotcha.
“It's not like that,” Leo sipped then settled back on his elbows, “and I do have friends that come over, you know.”
“Girlfriends?” She offered a sly grin. It wasn't nice to tease the boy, but in a way, he had it coming. Drunk-Lydia was kind of a jerk anyway. She laughed to herself, then hiccuped.
“Sometimes. Not right now.” He stared towards his computer, the holo-screen doing a hypnotic imploding pac-man thing where each disc got smaller until a giant one ate it then shrunk, endlessly repeating. “You leave anyone behind, Lydia? Boyfriend? Girlfriend?”
“Both.” That got the look she was expecting, somewhere between mild confusion, and judgment. “Wish I could say it was good terms.”
“I've been playing part-time cabbie since I could drive. Seems like a common story, to be honest, well, the bad-terms part.”
“And what, you're the rebound guy?'
“Something like that,” he said. “Look, I just don't invite random people home. I just didn't want the night to end, is all. I like you. And Cassie.”
“Nothing wrong with that.” She wondered if this sort of personal candor was a spacer thing, or something that was just 'Leo.' On Earth, her town, you played your cards close, and Lydia was known to duck into back alleys and side-streets just avoid a casual conversation. Maybe up here, he just hadn't had the same level of heartbreak and drama shoved in his face over and over. His innocence was extraordinary. Before she knew it, she was half on top of him, kissing him.
The moment he touched her, just her arm, Lydia broke off, heaving a breath. “I shouldn't have done that. I can't. I'm sorry.”
“Don't be.” He grinned, a little cocky. That worked too.
She downed her beer, grabbed another out of his fridge and waved a few fingers goodnight before leaving his room. If that blue-balls thing was true, and Ethan had sworn up-and-down that it was, she'd have to remember to make it up to him if there ever was a 'next time.' For now, it was all she could take, sober or not.
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Daylight drew her out of her dreamless sleep. Lydia's eyes snapped open, sober-ish, but quite disoriented, 'where was she again?' Right. In space, in a sexy teenager's apartment, sharing a fold-out bed with a gorgeous WALcos heiress, ten thousand credits of Opal within reach, with two paying gigs set for the weekend, and god-knows-how-many targets on her back. Ask her this question yesterday morning and see if she expected that's how her second day would begin. Sadly, that woman might have shrugged and said, 'Not bad, Lyds—wait, how much Opal?'
She always was a 'glass is half-full' kind of girl.
Lydia rolled off her belly to sit up, and stared father-Leo straight in the eyes. The man, almost a dead-match for his son, couldn't have looked any more awkward than she felt as he sat on a chair, lacing his work boots. After a moment's hesitation, he said, “Good morning.”
“Hi.” She offered a closed-mouth smile, quite conscious of her teeth and breath and eyes and hair. Not a morning person. Lydia really wanted to flop back over and die a little more, an hour or two. “Thanks,” was all she could think of. What time was it?
“Make yourself at home,” he said, this time warmly, before lifting a small duffel bag, nodding, and sliding out the front door, shutting it soft behind him.
Well, that could have went worse.
“Cassie?” She patted beside her. Eyes focusing, there was nothing. Alone in the bed, Lydia jumped, and god damn her for doing it, felt under the bed for her envelope. Right where she left it, she peeked inside and saw the sheet of blue pyramids, but that wasn't enough, she pulled it all the way out before returning it. Junkie, junkie, junkie.
Some duct-tapped paper had flapped on Samuel's head when father-Leo left. With a scurry, she stared at the note, eyes narrowed as if were written in moon-runes, elegant hand-written Spanish with a heart and smiley-face after. Meaningless.
The clock on the wall said quarter-to-noon. The apartment in it's midday glory looked a lot worse than it did twelve hours ago, not judging, but she would know. Shit-brown curtains, pizza boxes, bags of beer cans in the kitchen area, cigarette holes on the carpet, and dents in the 'wood' paneling, it was something she'd just stepped out of. Cardboard over broken windows? Never mind, they fit the stereotype better than she ever had.
Lydia went for her comm-unit to try and translate. The pinger-thing went back and forth, trying to connect. She took that opportunity to recover the unopened beer from her shoe and pop it open on the bed-spring. What was the goddamn network port for Anatali? Wasn't this universal?
Lydia pounded on Leo's door, thump-thump, stopping short of letting herself in. She heard some groans and mumbles before the door opened inward and Leo appeared in checkered boxers and nothing else. She was far too distracted to be impressed or not; just another slightly furry boy like Ethan. He stared at her as he didn't even recognize she was human. Not-morning-people times two. She waved the note, “You pabla expanyol?”
“What?”
“Any Spanish, at all?” Lydia waltzed right into his room and opened his mini-fridge. Five left. She grabbed one to chase her other. He now held the note, making all sorts of weird faces, trying to focus his eyes.
“'Wine run. See you soon.' She hearts you. Why are you freaking out?”
“My comm-unit won't connect to the network. Did she give you her ID?”
“I don't even know her last name, or yours.” Leo walked into a pair of denim, hopping as it covered his butt. His eyes searched the room before he grabbed a green T-shirt.
 “That's the problem; she actually has a name worth knowing.” Paranoia seemed a legitimate reaction to everything the last twenty-four hours, and maybe if it wasn't constantly reinforced, she'd second-guess it. “She shouldn't be wandering around alone.”
“Great, more shit you girls haven't told me.”
Well, if he'd put two and two together, he'd know: “Cassie said her family is WALcos. It was on the down-low, so really none of my business to be telling every person we've met.”
“Chile?” By this point Leo was running his hands through his shaggy hair and trying to slap some feeling into his face. A quick dig through his sock drawer and search under his bed for sneakers had him fully dressed. At least he seemed to understand Lydia would be dragging him all over the station, if need be. “There's lots of people like that up here now. Relax.”
This coming from the guy who debated Sol Union and Anatali politics, half-drunk, hours ago at the Pancake House. “I thought you'd know better than that.”
“Wait, what?” He reacted to her histrionic accusation with less anger, and more confusion than she expected. She had to remind herself, hungover as she was, that Leo wasn't her recently abandoned ex who she could bait into glorious rages, or brow-beat into sulking at a whim. He snatched her unopened beer with a fast hand. “Listen, Lydia, you're talking in half sentences. You're not making sense. Let me make some coffee for Christ's sake.”
The coffee, to her surprise, was some yuppy fair trade from Venezuela, not cheap by any means. It wasn't like Leo went into barista-mode, but he did sleepwalk through the grinding and brewing process with near coffee-house precision, the machine itself looking like it cost as much as the couch. Lydia inhaled the fresh brew, some of it penetrating her last-night haze, and her first beer of the day. Her host said they’d be better off waiting for Cassie's eventual return, rather than flipping out when nothing was wrong.
“Mind if I poke?” She warmed her hands around the tall mug, nodding around the apartment. “I met your dad. He seemed nice.”
“My dad? No, that was my brother, Clint.” The honesty act was again working for him, though she could tell he wasn't completely comfortable. “He's in his fifties. Foreman for a factory being raised in District C.”
He reacted to her confused expression with an answer to a question she hadn't asked, “My family came from The Gloria Colonies, you know them right?” Lydia nodded, Gloria Heavy Industries weren't the most cutting-edge corporation in the system, but certainly among the hardest working, often outsourced for major colony projects, including the first exodus-class star station. The corp owned the system's largest fleet of orbital colonies, based way the hell out there over Uranus. “Dad's like one-fifty, Mom is one-twenty-something. Clint was a teenager when they came over here, thirty years ago. We commute sometimes to visit family.”
“So you park your dad's cab here?” she said, sipping the coffee. It was rich, but pure, and a lot more intense than she was used to. Coffee snobs would call it a blonde roast.
“They own this building now. They moved downstairs years ago.”
“So this?” Lydia waved a hand around the apparent squalor of the bachelor pad, all the trash and bad decorating, “This is all yours?”
Leo gritted his teeth, eyes narrowing, “We weren't expecting guests. You're welcome for the hospitality.”
“Was just asking, shesh. It just looks a whole hell like my apartment, that's all.” The silence after lingered.
“Sixteen tons,” he said into his mug.
“What do you get?” Lydia sipped, the coffee finally a drinkable temperature.
“Another day older, deeper in debt.” He glanced up, the hint of a smirk on his lips. She smiled back. “Sing that song in a fancy District A gig, and I'll be your fan for life.”
“Consider it done. But what is your brother the foreman of? Sorry if I'm being dense, but I thought construction was done two years ago.”
“God no, that's just when big-wave boarding started. There's enough projects to keep the worker bees busy for another decade or two. By then they'll be cross-trained for star-fishing or terraforming. My mom's a pilot, my dad was a cabbie, but now they do immigration for the corp.”
“And you?” Lydia pointed at her cup and mimed a 'tip-tip' motion, smiling.
Leo rolled his eyes and disappeared under the counter-top, “And me what? What are you trying to say?” He reappeared with a half-empty bottle of chocolate liqueur. Not as strong as she'd had in mind, but good enough.
“Well, you're nineteen right? You in the family business or what?” She finished her cup and started from scratch, this time with the booze. Mixed with the fancy coffee, it smelled fantastic.
“Just graduated prep a week ago,” Leo shrugged, eyes downcast. “I didn't even want to, but the family insisted.”
“I hear family is good at that.” He and Cassie had that in common too. Lydia was old enough not to be bitter about that sort of thing, or acknowledge being bitter, anyway. “Pick a uni yet? You seem like a bright enough guy.”
“I don't know.” He sighed. This was obviously the sort of conversation he had with parents, relatives, the whole 'what are you going to do with your life' interrogation. Lydia immediately felt like crap. She waved her hands and shook her head:
“Sorry, sorry. You've got all the time in the world; heaven knows I took my time. I just wanted to know what you're about.”
“But you're an Academy girl right? Girls like you don't slum around with guys like me.” The last part came out a bit mumbled. Lydia stared at him, dumbstruck. And while the whole insecurity thing might be a turn-off for some women, all it did for her was make this cute spacer kid all the more intriguing.
She reached a hand across the counter top and took his, staring into those copper eyes under thick lashes. “Listen, Leo, I'm not sure what you think I am, but we're all the same up here. Anyone that makes you feel any different is scum. It doesn't matter how many millionaire yuppies you drive around, I can't even see them as real people. They're as alien to me as they are to you.”
“And Cassie?” he said, bringing back that sincere smile, stroking her hand with his thumb. This rebound was too fast, way too fast.
“Well, she's an odd one isn't she?” Lydia laughed and gave his hand a small squeeze before returning it to her mocha-booze. “But I am worried about her. I'm a Lowtown girl; drop me off in the middle of this city and I could take care of myself. But I don't think she's suspicious enough.”
Leo looked to the clock: twelve-thirty. “And she has my fare...”
“Well, I want to go for a walk. Is it cool if we leave our stuff here?”
“Of course; as long as you need. Mi Casa, and stuff.” He stood and finished his cup. “I'll go downstairs for a shower, feel free to use ours. She'll probably be back before we're ready.”
Here's hoping. Lydia began unloading her backpack in a heap next to Samuel. The moment Leo left, the envelope with the Opal went right back in.
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Lydia's shower was another rinse; she didn't bother washing her hair, shaving, or any of that. Even three days' stubble were invisible on her legs, a redhead bonus. By the time she was done washing, she finally finished her first beer, and felt a little more like a human and not a traveler. Her backpack, containing their remaining booze and the Opal, was never more than three feet away. She padded around the apartment sans towel, air drying. A brief check of her comm-unit still showed it pinging. Lydia set up her desktop computer on the kitchen counter, furrowing her brow after pawing at the holo-screen. It wouldn't connect without her comm-unit. Fuck you, integrated identity. She went to Leo's but found it password protected.
Annoyed, she shuffled into a calf-length skirt: a top-down blend of green, to gold, to a deep red; a drill-spiral of dyed lace encircled her legs from hip to hem. Panties might have been a good idea in principle, but she rarely wore them, or socks, or bras. Her B-cup chest didn't seem in danger of sagging anytime soon, so whatever. Lydia donned a forest-green halter, no shoulders and open deep down her back, nothing under the armpits—reason two for no bra. These tops were her favorite: they breathed well and let her play piano for hours without irritation, or sweat stains. Ribbons of sparkling emerald-green crossed her chest, and the cut was flattering enough to give her the illusion of a larger bust and slim waist. Years of raiding the local 'free-boxes' and thrift stores for the season-before's trends had blown up her wardrobe to a crazy six-suitcases-worth of clothes she'd had to divide. Lydia had sent a chosen three to Anatali and donated the rest.
Beaded anklet, and a wrought-copper necklace, and she was dressed in about three minutes, one of those spent in the bathroom mirror, checking if her ass looked fat. As usual, it did. Lydia piled her hair behind her head and bound it with a simple clamp. She only wore eye makeup, mostly so people could see that she, indeed, had lashes and eyebrows. Blessed with a decent complexion, no more fuss, she looked ready to go. A squirt of body-spray later and she felt ready.
She remembered to pack some sandals over her beers, and thieved a go-cup from Leo's kitchen so she could 'open-container' in the streets.
Lydia stepped barefoot out onto the balcony to find Leo waiting at the bottom of the stairs, hair damp, but still dressed in the same green shirt and denim. His mouth dropped a little when he looked up at her. She felt a small flush in her cheeks—her smile came in reflex.
“Lock it up?” Lydia said, snapping him from his ogling. He reached into his pocket and she heard a click from the door. He'd already left a note with his network ID taped to the wood in case Cassie came back. Good enough. “You're staring,” she teased, but really, she wasn't used to this sort of reaction. The only guys that paid her any attention were old creepers.
“Is that the style in Vancouver?”
“Gets pretty hot on the coast, so we do what we can.” Jerk. She wasn't sure if she should feel self-conscious or not. She hadn't planned on sticking out. “Most wear less. We ready?”
He nodded with a doe-eyed expression that was so earnest she considered sending him upstairs for a jacket and ditching him in a sprint. Lydia was scared to death he'd want to hold hands or something, but to say she hadn't tried to catch his eye would be an outright lie. God, was she messed up in the head. She took a deep swig from her go-cup, smiled, and descended.
Taking a left after the parking lot, she saw a neat row of businesses line a double-laned road, one traffic light nearly a mile down the street. It resembled the fun part of Lowtown if each bar, club, deli, and novelty shop were smashed together without drive-through alleyways. All the buildings were one to two-stories tall, many with metal or canvas awnings, and most with colorful murals depicting jungle scenes or savannas, and others with friendly faces and abstract art. Small openings between shops welcomed walkers into well-maintained courtyards with zig-zag sculptures that made zero sense to her. The foot traffic was heavy, the bicycle traffic was moderate, the car traffic was slow, and light. It didn't take thirty steps to get in front of a pub, open for lunch, and a dozen paces more to pass a classic neon sign advertizing 'spoon rings.' The smells of fresh-baked bread growled her stomach, and while she was trying to mind her wallet, with some decent income promised this weekend, maybe she could afford to feed herself for once. If the Kettle had a fish-n-chips, she'd be in a coma by dark.
“Wine store?” she said aloud, elbowing her escort.
“Emporium,” he removed a hand from his pocket to point to a storefront twenty feet up. 
“Well, shit, if it's that close...that's a five minute round trip. She'd be back an hour ago.”
“Hey, I got that tourist vibe off her too. Cassie's probably checking stuff out.” Leo tapped her on the shoulder and pointed to the spoon ring shop. “You brought the pictures, right?”
Damn straight she did, though from the edge in his voice—he knew she'd brought everything in the envelope. She said, “Just don't let me get jumped, ok?”
“Alright, Redhead, just let me do the talking, ok? I know all the owners on the strip, even the new ones.”
“Not the Redhead.” Lydia dropped her bag and dug out the concourse picture, a decent enough shot of Cassie, a three-quarter profile, probably the same outfit she was wearing now, unless the girl had a really early start no one had noticed.
The spoon ring dealer was a perky teenager, lime-green hair, with striped leggings under a mini skirt. Leo addressed her by name, flashed the picture, and the girl shrugged. The Emporium landed them a few nods, Cassie was rather striking, but they said she window-shopped a few minutes before buying a bread roll and moving on, all within the last hour. Lydia used the last of her cash to restock on beer, a four pack of fancy ones; now she was broke until she could get her comm-unit online. Another jewelry shop, some clothing boutiques, and an antique store later, and nothing.
Almost halfway up the strip, Leo paused in front of a walk-in supermarket. A steel drum player had his case open, some spare change and paper cash dotted the bottom. Lydia wasn't in the mood to listen to buskers, but Leo seemed set. After the man's song, he nodded to the pair. Her guide gave him a slapping handshake, a bit of paper barely visible in the exchange before the busker pocketed it, smiling. They exchanged whispers, until Leo waved a goodbye and continued up the sidewalk. Lydia nearly pounced him as he passed, “And that was?”
“Give me a minute,” he laughed and casually took her hand, firm but gentle. His grip sent a spike through her brain; she barely stopped herself from ripping her arm away. “Relax. We're being watched.”
“Those statements don't go together.” Her shoulders cramped from the effort it took not to rubberneck.
He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, never breaking their stroll. If he kept this crap up, her knuckles would be meeting his mouth again in about three minutes. Leo guided her into an alley, this one with a lattice-enclosure of ivy, pointing to a barber pole at the end. Time for a dye job? Past the ivy, and under a steel staircase, Leo walked her against a brick wall, leaning his head close to her ear, his knee touching her outer thigh, “You've got your comm-unit, right?”
I'm going to slap the shit out of you, kid.
“Where. Is. Cassie?”
“Up. We're going up,” he nodded above to the top of the staircase. “Look happy.”
Maybe this was the moment when Leo lured her into his final trap, kidnapped her into sexual slavery, or organ harvesting, or jacked her for the ten-grand of Opal that had magically fallen into his lap. Shit, shit, shit. He half-dragged her back towards the ivy, and up the stairs. Lydia whined pathetically, a strained smile from ear-to-ear. So stupid.
All the windows in what appeared to be an upstairs apartment were curtained, blinded, or displayed posters of random druggie bands both modern and ancient. Without knocking, or looking behind, Leo turned a brass knob and pulled her in behind him.
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“Business or pleasure?” asked a girl. She couldn't have been older than thirteen, dressed in a white dress shirt and bee-striped tie. All that was missing was a school crest on her blue blazer. She sat behind a desk made of cardboard boxes with planks of mismatched wood atop. The girl hadn't looked up from her computer, its dual opaque holo-screens not revealing a single clue about what this place was.
“Is he in?” Leo said, finally releasing Lydia's now-numb hand.
“He's on delivery. Want a room or not?” The girl typed away on crystal keypads at a blinding, unrelenting pace that didn't seem to bother her one bit. Where was the gum chewing and disinterested bubble-pop?
“Janice?” He circled the desk, and waved a hand. She finally paused, looked up, and blinked with exaggerated dry-eye effort.
“Oh, yeah. Hi, Leo. Go ahead.” Janice leaned around the monitors and sized up Lydia, her eyes betraying neither recognition nor judgment. She went back to typing.
White walls and faux wood paneling abound, a hallway to the left led to the rear of the apartment. The reception area was the living room, filled floor-to-ceiling with stacked boxes. A full-sized bathroom was wide open behind Janice, and a pristine kitchen occupied the right. Leo walked towards a door in the reception area's corner, between the bathroom and kitchen.
Following, Lydia stole a glance back at the screen, expecting to see a video game or social stream. A massive spreadsheet o' tiny-text filled one screen, and what looked like pop-up-hell filled the other. Using some miracle of ambidexterity on both keypads, Janice's eyes danced between screens, knocking down pop-ups and filling spreadsheet cells without pause.
Leo tugged at Lydia's top and guided her into the corner room, er, office. With mini-blinds shuttered, tall torch lamps lit another wood-on-cardboard desk and a pair of plastic deck chairs in front of it. A sagging brown couch hugged one wall, a bookshelf and mini-fridge lined the other. The contents of the shelves were a mystifying mix of law books, computer manuals, erotica chips, and martial arts movies. A framed diploma had been nailed slightly crooked against the back wall. Lydia gawked as it clearly stated: 'Anatali University, Juneau, International Law,' the rest of the document too intricate to read at ten paces.
“What the fuck is going on, Leo? What is this? The station's worst whorehouse or something?”
“Slow down, slow down.” He put a hand on her shoulder, and reached for her backpack. Lydia jerked her body sideways and clenched a fist. He raised his hands and stepped back. “Beer, beer! A drink. Please.” 
Not letting her guard down, she dropped the bag on the couch and pulled out two bottles. Lydia chugged the mostly flat remnants of her go-cup and used the corner of the 'desk' to pop open her new one. After a pleading look from Leo, she did the same to his.
“Remember that courier last night, Sammy? This is headquarters.”
“So what's with that 'business or pleasure' shit?” Lydia was too grossed out to sit down. What if this was a porn director's 'casting room' or something?
“Hook-up spot for the kids.” Leo rolled his eyes at her knee-jerk revulsion. “I'm sure you've got a lot of room to judge.”
“It's still...yucky.” She had no better way to phrase it.
“She was just asking if we were here to party, or for business—meaning dropping something off, or picking something up. There's no money changing hands if you just want a place to smoke some dope, drink some beers, or...you know. Plus, if shit gets heavy at home, they let kids crash here a day or two. A glorified clubhouse, no adults allowed.”
Damn. Lydia felt old. She hadn't had that sort of privacy until she rented her own place. And then, when she could explore her personal debauchery, it was like she was making up for lost time. A safe place to do the same stuff every kid did made sense, so she backed off the issue with a shake of her head.
“So, obviously, it's a good place to talk. We had an owl watching us, or rather, you.”
“Owl? And what was with the money?”
“Owls are small time informants. They hang out the windows, and record video and audio—nosy old people. Matt just gave me a heads-up that one was focused on you,” Leo inhaled, then sighed. “And, that Cassie's not here.”
Lydia's eyes narrowed as she backed towards the couch, and slowly lifted her backpack. She passed her bottle from hand to hand, now gripping it by the neck, a miniature club. Paranoia justified? Proven. Leo showed both palms, raised to his hips, slowly side-stepping towards the door, “Lydia...”
“Small time informant? Ok, mister innocent, no trouble on Anatali. Was that a slip of the tongue or what?”
“I never said—”
Lydia chucked the full bottle with all the practice that years of Silent Woman bar fights had given. The sturdy bottom popped Leo square in his chest. His eyes, full-moon wide, winced as she barreled into him with her shoulder. Not a large guy, the impact slammed him into the wall as she reached for the knob, the door half-open.
She never saw it coming.
The door flew wide open, cracked her square in the forehead, and knocked her on her ass. Seeing stars, she fumbled blindly for a weapon, or something to help her stand up. Omigod, I'm gunna die. Omigod, omigod.
“What the hell is this?”
“Hey, Marshall,” Leo coughed. “Ow. Goddamn, Lydia.”
She blinked some focus back into her eyes and saw the cabbie getting to his feet, his shirt soaked in microbrew down to his denim. Above her was a man—a boy—a guy a bit shorter and smaller than Leo, scratching his head. “You ok, Miss?”
Backpack gripped by the straps, she prepared to slug either of them, or both with the remainder of the bottles. Leo pointed with one hand, his other clutched what had to be a bruised sternum. He coughed again, “Redhead.”
“I can see that.”
“Not a step closer,” she said, again on her feet, trembling head to toe.
“The fuck did you do to her, Leo? She's terrified.”
“Nothing. She's batshit, like they said.”
Fuck you too. How was she going to get her stuff back? Like it mattered with the value of her package. Wait, wait: one thing at a time. A less hazy view of Marshall, and he fit in with the underage courier and receptionist. Maybe a year or two younger than Leo, he was the gangly spacer stereotype, skeletal wrists, long fingers, no shoulders or chest under his cream-striped, short-sleeve Oxford shirt. Slacks and sneakers, he looked like tech support for the local high school. His hawkish nose and bad haircut didn't help either. The whole picture was just awkwardness laid upon 'who did he steal that diploma from?'
“Miss, this is a business,” Marshall said, joining Leo, and moving him away from the door. “Go ahead and walk.” Lydia rattled her backpack and crept for the door, never turning her back. “But...”
Of course.
“But what?” She said, now with a clear path to the main exit. Janice still tapped away with both hands, oblivious to the ruckus.
“You have a problem, Lydia Stamos, and while it's not your fault, it's going to follow you to every corner of this station. And unless you buy a one-way ticket back to Canada, you'll be looking over your shoulder every day, every minute.”
Hexed.
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“Lift up your shirt,” Lydia said, leaning over Leo. Seated on the couch, he flushed, but complied. Blond hair went from neck to happy-trail, not thick, but more than boyish. A red welt rose center between his nipples—a damn fine shot, girl. She poked it. He grimaced. Lydia prodded around it and told him to breathe deep. Not much of a reaction that time. “You're fine, you baby.”
“EMT?” Marshall said, typing on his own desktop.
“Let's just say I had to stitch up the ex more than once.”
“Abusive, batshit cra—” Lydia dug in her thumb until Leo shut up.
Flipping open the backpack, she again lightened its load with a replacement beer. She might have been a drunk, sobbing mess yesterday, but those were special circumstances. Today was only two hours old, and today was the first day of the rest of her life. And you never put Lydia in a corner—she was a Lowtown girl, damn it. She nodded smugly at her own pep talk.
“Where's Cassie?” she asked Leo. “You said she's not here. What's that mean?”
“Matt said she hopped in a passing cab. God knows where. We had an owl, you're the Redhead, like it or not, and you pretty much told me you had the stuff on you, so I tried to get you off the street before you started freaking out. Coming to Marshall kills like five birds with one stone.” He took another deep breath, and shouted, “And then you flipped the fuck out on me!”
Ok, maybe she deserved that. Maybe. Maybe not.
“You lied to me, Leo.” She pointed a finger right back at him; her blood felt hot. In a hyper condescending tone: “'The Boys are a bike club. Just trying to feel you girls out. No one trafficks that heavy. Redhead what?' And you slipped. What gang are you in, Leo? And what happens Saturday, Leo? Don't think I forgot. You reacted when they said that!”
“You sure you two don't want a room?” Marshall chuckled to himself. Lydia glared, but her anger evaporated instantly. Now double-sided, his monitor displayed an ultra-sharp image of Cassie, a passport photo. “Is this person your friend?”
“What do you know?” Lydia's voice caught in her throat, “S-She's not the Red—?”
“Of course not. You read too many spy novels. But she's not here, in any case.”
“Huh?” Her expression probably couldn't have looked dumber. Even Leo seemed to have cooled off, brow-furrowed.
“She's crazy unlisted, and there's no recent record of her in the boarding manifests, entering or exiting.”
“So the Cassie we met is the real Redhead,” Leo said in awe. “Like a super spy. Changed her face and DNA.”
Marshall slapped his palm to his face. “My bad. My bad. I'm saying she's legit, but invisible. Big wigs do this all the time. For all we know, she pops up here every other day, but since talented people like me can view manifests at will, it cuts down on potential problems if they can keep their movements off the record.”
“Anti-kidnapping?” Lydia sipped.
“Yeah, or whatever. I'm sure she's fine. Leo said you can't contact her because your comm-unit was hacked to hell and your account is in limbo. Can I see it?”
Incredulous, she leaned over and slugged him in the arm. Hard. “Asshole! Again! You didn't tell me that!”
“Fucking stop it!” He scampered to a corner, then off the couch, and walked a wide circle to the other side of the office. “Information gathering, ok. I don't know what's wrong with your shitty handheld.”
“Sorry, Leo,” Marshall said, again laughing. The man-child seemed to be having way too much fun with this situation, but lucky for him, Lydia's anger was aimed at the cowering blond in the corner. “Yeah, Lydia, don't hold that against him. Almost no one knows how this stuff works anymore. Black box technology and everything. You've got to be a talented guy—”
“That really is your diploma on the wall. I get it. Just fix it already.” Lydia dug into a side pouch and tossed him her comm-unit. There were fancy gun-shaped ones, simple billiard-ball ones, and others the size of poker chips. Hers was a nasty, scratched-up slate, the palm-sized rectangle slightly smaller than 'ancient.' It had been her dad's, but had never once given her a problem from hardware to software. “I gave this sketchy cop my ID yesterday, and this weirdo from spaceport security said he uploaded his address in my unit. Did they do it? I just thought I had the wrong default network port or something.”
“Maybe.” Marshall activated the unit's holo-screen and gently inserted a needle into a seam in the plastic. “That should reset the pinger, and...”
“And?”
“And, this isn't my bag, apparently,” he handed it back to her. “I'm just a lawyer. I've got nothing.”
“That's it?” Lydia said, anxiety rising, again. “So much for 'talented guy.' Can I borrow your desktop?”
“Oh, hell no.” Marshall shook his head. “You try to log in here, you might crash me and Janice. Most of our deliveries are legit, and if we go down, there's going to be some five-year-old that won't get his antibiotics. And I'm sorry, but if I can't communicate with your box, I can't partition and diagnose it, much less fix it. You need a hardware person for this, someone who can disable the power supply and reboot it from scratch, bypass the problem during startup, then decode it. I don't even know where to start.”
“Whatever. We're getting sidetracked. What exactly is this problem of mine, and how the hell did any of this even start? Those cops?”
Marshall looked over his shoulder to Leo, “Sensing a persecution complex here. Wanna help?”
“I don't know what we're dealing with,” the cabbie said, “this is a first for me.”
“Well, I know a guy...” the man-child pointed at her with a pen, “but he's not where we should start. I take it you haven't touched the Academy yet?”
“I just got here.” Lydia didn't appreciate the evasion-in-progress. “Sorry if it comes off a little selfish, but you're going to have to elaborate a little bit on Owls, redheads, and Saturday before I can take a step out of your office to talk to anyone.”
She caught a subtle shake of Leo's head. Rather than shouting at him or hitting him again, she just scowled, then glared back at Marshall. The boy offered Leo a resigned, if blase, shrug.
“The owls aren't ours, and the Opal isn't from The Boys.”
“You told him about the Opal?” Lydia gasped, jaw-slack.
“Yesterday,” Marshall continued, rising from his chair, “a rather notorious vigilante from the American north coast based out of Anchorage was supposed to have smuggled herself aboard Anatali Station. No one knows where she is ascending from, specifically, but she did kill five in Vancouver a few years back, and I'm sure you can guess what her defining characteristic is.”
“The real Redhead is a singer?”
“How would they know? It's all just gossip.” Marshall rounded his desk to steer Leo back towards the couch before taking a seat on his mottled wood. “And she's not, but I only know because I know the real Redhead.”
Lydia couldn't help a gasp. “Then you can help! Just tell them I'm not her! What's the problem?”
“Tell who? The entire station? Broadcast an open announcement that 'Lydia Stamos is not The Redhead you're looking for?' Don't you think that might arouse some suspicion, and at the same time it would compromise myself, and anything I might be able to do to help. Keep in mind, when the real Redhead does arrive, she's going to be there Saturday. It's a summit of newbie gangsters trying to sort out the turf conflicts in the station. Kind of a big deal.”
“Is that what the Opal is for, a bribe to keep her quiet until then, or get some favor?”
“Yeah, I don't know. Leo says Sammy gave you that envelope, and all Janice has on the delivery order is District B anonymous. We operate like that, sorry, but it's not really what The Boys are into, in any case. Sometimes they do event security, bouncers. They're not bad guys. They were probably just trying to make sure you didn't confuse them with actual gangsters.”
“And I'll just take your word for all this,” Lydia said.
“You sort of have to, right? And it wasn't addressed to The Redhead, it was addressed to 'that redheaded singing girl in the Bronze Goat,' meaning you.”
“Fuck my life...What do I do?”
“You want good advice or real advice?” Marshall pointed to Lydia's backpack and nodded to her drinks. She slowly produced one of their last bottles. He opened it on the corner of his desk, the same way she had. “Good advice would be to sell me the Opal in bulk. I don't trade in illicits, but I can get rid of it fast. Then you hide in Cassie's room at the Academy all weekend until the Redhead makes her appearance and you've got a clean slate.”
“But that's not the real advice,” Lydia took a deep drink, and summoned Leo closer, rolling her eyes when he hesitated. She petted his arm as he sat, a rather clumsy 'we're good.' He had the composure of a whipped dog.
“No, my real advice is to keep the Opal on you in case whoever sent it to you wants something back for it, a lot better than I'd pay, and get your comm-unit back up before Saturday so you can have your identity back and find Cassandra.”
“I thought you said Cassie was okay.” Lydia's fear for her crush was having a head-to-head race with her own survival instincts.
“And she probably is, but realistically, you don't believe that, do you? The real advice is how to make it all right, and to do that you need to take care of your drugs, your friend, and make it to Saturday without getting hit by a random gang in the meantime, as unlikely as any of those bad-endings are.”
“Fine. Where do I start?”
“I know a girl...”
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Science!
 
 
“God, my last boyfriend didn't whine this much.” Lydia said, walking deeper into District A, her current non-boyfriend trailing behind. “I already said I was sorry, and it's not like you don't understand why I got mad.”
“You threw a full beer bottle at my chest like some drunk ninja. That was pretty fucked up,” Leo had kept his distance as much as he could during their ascent into the station's wealthiest pancake, this being one with blue skies, even if they were sunless and cloudless. It was just a trick of the material whenever the Sol's light hit the dome, and they had ways of replicating the effect in the future, when there was no sun.
“You got a debt to Marshall or something? Why are you even here if you're just going to complain?”
“I have my reasons.”
“Your fare, right. I can pay you back after my gigs. And I'm a Lowtown girl, I don't need an escort.”
“Talking to her, you really do,” he said, his voice low. 
“What was that?”
“Nothing. The Egg is up ahead.”
District A was like a different planet, though when it came to pancakes, it was less than a mile away, above District B. Everything was clean. No red brick here, it was all glimmering steel and shiny plastics, all the cars were spotless and the traffic was light. They'd exited a beercan and after a modest hike, entered what Leo had called 'Empyrean,' the central neighborhood of the entire station where all the administrative and government offices were. The building before them, however, was more than a bit odd, and apparently it was what Lydia had been working her entire life for.
Anatali Academy was an egg. No exaggeration. It just kind of sat there, it's bottom nested in the District's floor, featureless, pure matte-white with no visible windows. That being said, it was the biggest piece of architecture she'd ever seen, as if you took the system's largest stadium, set one beside it, and that might not be the radius. She couldn't guess at its height. All the material she'd read over the years showed pristine lecture halls, the dorms, and an open-sky commons. She now reckoned that was just another illusion inside, like the blue skies above them.
“Well, isn't this the stupidest place I've ever seen,” she said, very embarrassed as they approached.
“Welcome to space, or something,” Leo's mood hadn't gotten better.
Lydia tried very hard to wind down her complaints and sarcasm. “Awesome, thanks. I assume there's normal entrances?”
“Never been inside, but it looks like the slide-walks end at those courtyards. That's probably a main gate.”
She followed him without another word.
 
* * *
 
“Hello, hi! Newly admitting? You're a few days late but not really late.” A petite white-haired, or rather, platinum blonde, creature strode up the corridor, chattering away. Marshall had told them to meet their contact in Block One, and that she'd be waiting. Incredibly button-nosed-cute, she wore a pleated black skirt, white blouse, with the Academy's red and black tie. White thigh-highs and an intricate silver crest embroidered on her breast, she looked like a fanboy's wet dream. This better not be the girl they— “Lillian Anatali, I'm a Residential Adviser.”
“Anatali?” Lydia raised not one, but two eyebrows.
“That's right. Can I see your room assignment?” The girl looked barely post-pubescent, maybe four-foot-four in short heels, Janice's age. She was confident and casual enough, to 'feel' like an RA, but the Academy was for serious graduate studies and adult, high-level vocational training, from reactor maintenance, to terraforming management, to commercial piloting. It wasn't a grammar school, much less a high school. Still, if this child was their contact...
“Uh, look, Miss, our friend Cassie Fitzgerald got lost this morning and we're trying to see if she's checked into her dorm. Concerned friends, and I mean that, so don't give us the bureaucratic run-a—”
“What she means, Lily, is our friend might be in danger in District B. Marshall said you'd be expecting us.”
“Password?” The girl's demeanor changed ever so slightly. She still smiled cheerfully. The boy raised a finger, mouth opening. “No, not you, Leo. Her.”
“You know each other?” Neither of them reacted. Lydia mumbled the 'password' Marshall gave her, cheeks flushed.
“Sorry, what?” The blonde said, hand to her ear.
“Now you're just messing with me,” Lydia said before whispering the password again in an enunciated hiss.
Lillian set her fists to her hips and shook her head, lips twisting in a frown. “Say it like you care about your friend.”
“Muffins! Alright? Muffins!”
“Muffins?” the girl said, turning to Leo, “Is that the password he told you for the week?”
“I didn't get one this week. I guess it's muffins.”
Lydia glared daggers at them both.
“Why were you here again?” Lillian asked, checking a pen-and-paper clipboard against a two-foot tall large projection that suddenly popped into existence beside her. Damn thing was half as tall she was. Before Lydia could say something passive-aggressive, she said, ”Oh right, the WALcos lady. Follow me.”
Lydia whispered, “What's her deal? And is Anatali a common name around here?”
“Just try not to throw a bottle at her, ok?” he fired back. “That would be bad.”
The tiny RA opened a new screen off to her right, this one a map with a yellow arrow and a blinking red dot some distance away. “Huh. Ok, you're in the wrong block. You need B02-S4-101.” She pointed through a wall, through the floor, in what seemed to be a random direction. 
“Are you kidding me?”
“No, it's down there, you just have to...” Lillian finally looked away from her screens to see the two staring blankly back at her. “Oh, right. Sorry. Want me to show you?”
A pair of slow nods.
“Ok, just let me check in with the roommate first.” A slow stroll began up the hall, quite possibly the most disorientatingly plain corridors Lydia had ever walked, all gray on gray. A short distance away, she stopped at a nondescript door which swished open without prompt. Apparently, the rooms knew their owners. “Hey, Mr. Calvin, it looks like I'll be gone a while, ok?”
“Whatever,” was the adult, male callback from the room. The door swished shut, and they continued up the hall.
Lydia long-stepped to the girl's side. “You're like ten years old and your university roommate is a man?” 
“I'm fourteen, and the system said he was a girl during the lottery.” She shrugged, walking. “So far, we get along ok, and room assignments are tight, so there's no sense in waiting five weeks for a reassignment. I just tell him when I'll be gone so he can have his boy-time alone.”
“O-kay...” Lydia shot Leo an incredulous stare. “Guess there's a lot of kinks in all this technology, to be sorted out.”
“Human error, what can you do.” She guided them to one of the hyper-lifts, where they sank in an instant, the door closing, then reopening with no sensation of travel. “Here we go. Your room is just up the hall.”
“My room?” Lydia said, thinking she just misphrased 'the room you're looking for.'
About forty feet up the featureless corridor, Lillian stopped in front of a shallow spot in the wall, another door. She extended her hand without looking up from yet another screen. “Comm-unit?”
“Oh, this isn't my room. We're checking if Cassie has been here the last day.”
Lillian raised an eyebrow at her, the first break in what had been a tour-de-force of ditzy naivety.
“It doesn't work right now...”
The girl wiggled some fingers and softly cleared her throat. Lydia sighed and dug her comm-unit out of her backpack. She extended her arm and put it in the tiny girl's hand.
Who promptly dropped her arm, spiking the device to the composite-plastic floor, where it shattered into four pieces.
Lydia's eyes bugged out of her head. “What the f—”
“I am so sorry! I am so clumsy!” Lillian looked aghast, and it took Leo's restraining hand on Lydia's shoulder to keep her from falling to her knees to gather the broken bits of her father's only usable bequeathment, hacked or not. “I'm so sorry, oh my gosh, I hope it's not broken!” 
Lillian squatted down and picked up the bits in shaking hands, dropping the thickest part more than once while collecting it all. A small silver rectangle eventually tumbled out before spinning in a slow rotation on the floor. The girl finally stopped fumbling with the comm-unit, and collapsed on her butt. A sudden smile spread across her face.
“There we go! All better!”
“What do you mean, all better? It's totally wrecked!” Lydia shouted.
“Oh, it's not wrecked yet, Lydia, for that I'd need kerosene, and a drill, and—”
“She knows my name? I am so tired of being left in the dark!” Furious, she tried to snatch the unit from the girl, who scooted back, her hands raised in submission.
“Just wait a minute.” Leo wasn't all that strong, but his touch steadied her, enough to keep her from strangling the little runt. Fine.
Like a child snapping together blocks, Lillian reassembled the slate comm-unit as if was a toy, up until the silver rectangle, which she licked twice, then stuck under her armpit. Lydia hadn't seen the device she'd been using to bring up all those windows until now, but now she saw the girl remove her rather sturdy-sized hairclip and lay it next to her slate. She then closed her eyes and winced as she pinched into that mane of platinum hair and yanked. She sized up one super long strand, nodding.
She picked up her hairclip and began to tie a knot, and said, offhand. “Lydia, I'm going to need some blood.”
“Is this some kind of ritual sacrifice to the techno-gods?” She had never seen nor heard of anything like this, not even once. “The hell is going on?”
“No silly, it's chemistry.” Lillian produced a common hairpin from behind her ear and stripped off the plastic dot on the end. She offered her palm up to the woman, obviously asking for a finger prick.
“Uh, no, not the hands, I have gigs...” Not to mention that wasn't exactly a needle, it'd be like being stabbed with a pencil. Lydia's eyes shifted back and forth between the baby-doll student and Leo, who watched with marked interest, but not shock. She rumbled in her throat and dug into her backpack for their final beer. “Why should I do this?”
“You came to me for help, Lydia,” Lillian said, still working on the knot, still bubbly, but decidedly less ditzy. “I don't even know why you're really here, but if Marshall tells me I should help you, I'll help you. He let me know you were coming, and that your comm-unit was going to need, like, fifteen hundred credits worth of work. There's no way to intentionally reboot the core outside of the manufacturer's lab, but if you can just shock the little bugger, you can trick older models into thinking it was relativity dissonance from a ground launch, and if you disable the power source before it's done saying 'hello, I'm back,' you can get a fresh boot. The passive-audio status report should be rather benign, don't you think?”
“Fifteen hundred credits? And I'm here for my friend, really, by the way. I still don't know why you need blood. That's all kinds of creepy.” Lydia said that, and yet she began to saw at her forearm with the bottlecap. She wasn't a cutter, and was kind of a wimp when it came to pain. It didn't feel good, though she knew it'd only take a minute to get 'something.' She'd seen emo-Ethan do it enough times.
“You're a good friend, then,” Lillian said, licking the power source again and sticking it back under her arm. “This is the only way to change a user when a comm-unit goes on the black market. It's not usually done with body-heat and hair, but it's worth a shot. The programming is the tricky part, and we can only do that after your blood sample. That's how the core recognizes you as the user and remaps your magnetic blueprint. You ever wonder how it always knows where 'eye-level' is, even when you set it on a chair, in your pocket, or on a kitchen counter? Without that map, it won't work at all. To be honest, this can go for like ten thousand credits if you were like a terrorist or something.” She shot a look to Leo. “She's not a terrorist, right?”
“No, no.” He cleared his throat. “It's all mistaken identity.”
You're really not helping, buddy.
Lillian shrugged and reached for Lydia's arm. Tiny beads of red now spotted halfway up her forearm. She really hoped that wouldn't scar. The girl stared at it and wrinkled her mouth.
“I forget what to do now.”
“Wipe it on something?” Lydia said. She had no idea computers were these vampiric little demons. She imagined microscopic gold devils with tiny crystal pitchforks clamoring for her blood. And she'd had that in her pocket for a decade.
“Oh! I have an idea. Can you drink that beer for me?”
Why yes, yes I can.
It was a thirty second chug. She could have done it faster but the IPA was pretty strong.
“Great, now spit on your blood and let it drain off onto that black part of the unit.”
Science!
Having long-since given up, Lydia worked up some slimy saliva, puckered up and let the big fat spitball drop on top of her self-inflicted wound. Did she mention how much she respected science at the moment?
The newly pink spitball dripped off her wrist and splat onto her comm-unit with an audible 'ploink.' Lillian sprang into motion, coiling the extra eighteen inches of loose hair into a small divot, then quickly removed the silver rectangle from under her armpit and jammed it in.
A new two-foot square popped into existence, this one surprising Lydia, sending her backwards with a girlish squeak. Pitch black, it looked completely solid, thus the shock. A single cursor ran across the screen, line by line, crawling downward, looking nothing like any pinger Lydia had ever seen. Lillian mumbled to herself, “Wait for it, wait for it...”
The cursor hung for a barest second before another hologram flared into existence with similar opaque realism, except this time it was a rainbow-shelled fiddler crab, about six-inches wide. It floated in mid-air as if it was really there, offset from the flat screen. The crab sort of wiggled in space before snapping out with it's big claw, grabbing the cursor inside the image.
Lydia risked a glance up and down the hall, wondering what some random student would think if they walked in on their RA directing a floating crab to attack a holo-screen hovering over a cracked-open comm-unit with bloody-spit and hair inside it. Then again, maybe this was normal. She wasn't a techie.
And after a tense twenty seconds that felt like ten minutes, the crab still hung there motionless. Lydia said, “More spit?”
“Just a moment. It's deciding if it's in orbit or not. Hopefully, it lets me in.”
“If it doesn't?”
“You'll have an interesting time explaining this to the service techs.”
An earbleeding screech erupted from the black screen until Lillian cupped the hermit crab in her palm and moved its claw, and cursor, to the top left corner. She exhaled slowly, and a third screen appeared, this one far more conventional, a simple code writer. A holographic keyboard appeared under it, hovering in open air. Lillian shimmied under it and sat cross legged.
She one-finger typed “lobster-party.efx” her finger hung over the 'enter' button. She turned to them both and smiled. It looked like a genuine one, mixing relief and satisfaction. “Yeah. This looks good. It might be an hour, and I sort of need my privacy. This isn't exactly the most legal thing in the world.”
“But the corridor?” Lydia said, taking some relief as well, but she certainly didn't want Lillian to get in trouble over helping, especially if this was actually going to work.
“Oh, I locked it down before we got here. RA privileges, nothing hackerish. I do it every time a loader comes in, so no one will be suspicious. You remember the address?”
“No, not really,” Lydia laughed.
“B02-S4-101,” Lillian said. She paused for a second, then raised a finger. “Boys have two testicles, squids have four stomachs, anatomy one-oh-one.” That was completely creepy, and oddly memorable. She'd say Lillian was a 'special' kind of girl, but Lydia knew she was one to talk.
As they entered the lift, she whispered, “Do squids really have four stomachs?”
Leo shrugged.
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Liquid lunch
 
 
“Should I even ask?” Lydia said. They sat next to each other at a bartop, this one still in District A. Somehow, young-looking Leo was still spared being ID'd, and Lydia had been. She just felt lucky her paper boarding pass was good enough for these guys, their lunchtime bartender being an Academy-aged girl of the chummy sort, leaning across the bar to take your order and whatnot. Lydia told him she'd get him back on the tab as soon as Lillian had her comm-unit back up. “I thought Marshall said he knew a hardware guy, not some jailbait with the same name as the colony.”
“She's just small for her age.” Leo sipped slowly from his draught. “And the guy he was talking about, if we're thinking about the same one, might know something about your police problem and the Redhead. Lillian was the techie.”
“Still having trouble believing that.” Lydia watched one of four holo-screens over the bar, this one being a mixed-sex field hockey broadcast from Titania. She knew jack about sports, but if she'd known the outer-moons did all their sports in boy-shorts and boxer-briefs, she might watch more often. She should probably slow down on the booze, or she'd be hammered by three, jetlag included. “I doubt it's a secret, is she related to the corporation or not?”
“Well, considering our trust issues—” 
“Keeping things from me is why they're not getting better.”
“Yeah, she's the youngest daughter.” He actually cut himself off, drinking deep.
“Youngest daughter of who? The colony manager, the Academy headmaster?”
“The CEO,” Leo said. Well, sure she was. Lydia took another drink. “People call her 'princess,' and you've met her, that's not even ironic. They brought the core family up last month. When they call this an Exodus-Class Star Station, they meant it. If it ever comes to war, Alaska is gone. They're taking their entire family and as many valuable people as they can, from any nation.”
“My scholarship...” she didn't know whether to feel proud that she was selected, or furious at being economically kidnapped. Anatali wasn't her country. Yet, with the looming threat of being caught with a couple hundred caps of Opal, among her other problems, she couldn't even figure out if she wanted to stay or go. She could drop the drugs with Marshall and walk away today. But at least here she had some opportunity for a real future, exploited or not. Hurray for the options of the poor. “Is she cool, or am I about to get arrested by station security? I swear to god every conversation I've had in this place is loaded.”
“She's the one breaking the law, Lydia,” Leo started at a whisper, but got louder and louder, impassioned. “There's something happening here, in my home, that's got nothing to do with you, your friend, princess Anatali, or some redheaded vigilante from Anchorage. To be perfectly honest, this is annoying the shit out of me. It's just a distraction. If someone doesn't lock down District B, it's going to a warzone before we even launch. ASA doesn't care that this Saturday there are going to be more than twenty violent gangs at that summit. And those thugs aren't talking, or fighting about how best to protect people, or promote the arts, or any bohemian bullshit you care about. They're meeting to cut my hometown into pie-slices of drug-pushing, extortion, and slavery.”
Lydia tried to bite her tongue. Never mind she just got here, and had nothing to do with any of this, and that Vancouver was probably worse than the cry-me-a-river he was prognosticating. At least here she didn't think the fucking cops would rape you. This was one-hundred percent none of her business, from the Opal in her bag, to the color of her hair. And while she could feel for this guy's situation, all Lydia wanted was the get the hell out of District B, to get out of Vancouver, once and for all. Listening to him, it was sounding like she'd rode a space rocket from a terrible situation to a slightly less terrible situation. Unacceptable.
And the alcohol was kicking in. “I like how we switched gears from, 'Naw, man, District B is chill, I'm really shocked at the aggressive behavior from you Earth girls.' Two-faced spacer bullshit. You might have some sort of opinion about me, but I can see what you are. You're being manipulative, just like everyone else. Liar.”
His face got beet red. Now that was a bit more like Ethan, except Leo's body language never got aggressive. “It was fine until all you Earthlings showed up! And it's not smart to provoke a guy when you have ten grand's worth of—”
“Just stop it!” Lydia slapped a palm on the bar-top, startling the bartender who was some fifteen feet away and quite out of earshot. “I'm the adult, and you know none of this is my fault. Not the package, not your hometown. Do not follow me, Leo. Throw my shit out on the street, but let's cut this off right here. It's not working out.”
“Fine, you crazy bitch!” He threw ten credits on the polished wood and stormed out of the bar.
Well, that could have went better.
The friendly bartender hurried over and asked if Lydia was ok. She said it was a breakup long overdue and finished her beer. She'd had worse public fights on Earth in the last ten days. Whatever.
When the bartender offered her a free drink, Lydia didn't say no.
 
* * *
 
As Lydia exited the bar, completely steady, but definitely buzzed, she reckoned there were some misconceptions about the lifestyle of an actual alcoholic, meaning the way a person found an equilibrium, not just day to day in succession, but during the day itself. 
Now, it would be quite difficult to function if you were blitzed within the first hour of every day, so you have ignore the trope of the old dude that chugs a fifth of vodka just to take off the shakes when he wakes up. After all, there's a huge difference in morbidity in any addiction and addiction itself. Lydia liked being conscious, especially at the moment, so free beer aside, she waved goodbye to the sympathetic bartender and made her way back up the street. 
Considering it further, she'd rather not make excuses for herself, but chasing last night's escapade with a morning beer just made sense. And normally it was just the fresh drink on the way to work or school—you always chug that first one to ride out whatever remains on the brain-fog. Chase that with enough coffee and she was normally 'right' somewhere between the forth and fifth hour of the day. Then she could start drinking again after her afternoon classes or her volunteer shift. Then you close the bar later, and it was easy: wash, rinse, repeat.
The point being, it was habitual, and cyclical, and manageable. These things existed on a spectrum, and Lydia was in the middle. Was it a bad thing over time? Well, that was up to time. 
She hadn't been on the station but twenty-four hours though, and her cycle was all messed up. 
Lydia had convinced herself that fight in the bar was Leo's fault, and she'd placed a pretty big bet that princess Lillian Anatali would fix her comm-unit via spit-blood-and-hair techno-magic so she'd have access to her bank account again. That might not have been the best basket to put all her eggs in, but the way Leo's angst level had been rising, she doubted he'd have been much help for much longer. It was probably better for them both if he didn't get attached.
So at about two-thirds drunk, and without the cash to buy a hot dog to settle her stomach, it was time to progress-check with the tiny heiress, and Lydia knew it'd be a drag. And she wished she had a tall beer if this lobster-party took longer than expected.
From the shelter back on Vancouver, Lydia heard you could make upwards of thirty-credits-an-hour if you panhandled the right corners with signs, but she felt empowered after the last day. She was a musician now, or something resembling one. She was a busker, and had never been a beggar.
No street pianos in District A though. 
Lydia picked a corner near a pharmacy, dug her sandals out of her backpack, set them in an outward 'V' and dropped all her loose change in front of it. She had 1.76 credits. She needed about 3.50.
She actually owned a harmonica, but didn't have it with her, so unless she wanted to tap-dance (she wasn't a dancer) it was all up to the a cappella. Her back straight, one hand to her chest, the other arm sweeping outward, she mimicked a video she saw of an opera singer and began a very colorful adaptation of a Greek anthem, which could be best translated as: The Things Your Father Did To Me Before He Even Knew My Name, Part Three.
A handful of professional types scurried past, ignoring her. An ASA squad car actually pulled up to the curb, giving her pause, before they smiled, waved, and cruised onward. After the fourth verse of the second-most obscene song she’d ever heard, a group of six snow-white tourists stuck around to listen, eventually clapping along. Lydia gave it one more chorus and went into full-out belting-mode, hoping to impress them. They cheered and congratulated her in something that was either Danish or Norwegian, all the while pantomiming playing with long hair. Big smiles.
Just when they were about to walk away, Lydia crossed her chest with her hands, made a praying clasp with her palms and motioned to the hobo-collection of coins at her feet before repeating the chest-pat and bowing. In very poor Finnish she said something resembling, “I am love you, I run away from vagina excretion. You very good, thank you. Please.” One of the women pestered her husband into opening up his wallet, which he was a good sport about.
Twenty credits, awesome. This district must be even more loaded than she thought. Lydia considered hanging out, seeing if she could get another big score, but she knew she was getting distracted. Take the money, buy the booze, return to Lillian, get the rest of her money. Ok! That was an actual plan.
And it was off to the liquor store.
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Meltdown
 
 
“Boys have two balls, block two. Squids have four stomachs, section four.” Lydia traced her finger over a map in the lobby. “Wow, that really was easy.” Armed with a new six-pack, a tall guy, and a tummy full of fresh peaches, she rode the lifts back to that corridor only to find Lillian curled in a ball on the floor, screens unmoving over her. “Hey! Hey, you ok?”
The blonde groaned and raised her head, wiping her eyes. “G'morning,” she said.
Lydia dropped to a crouch beside the girl, letting her heart-rate drop. Yeah, she'd love a time when she didn't feel on edge. And the door swished open.
Wait, what?
She couldn't see much inside other than a dim corridor leading to a curved, windowed wall, and some cream-brown furniture along it all, most of it with boxes and bags on it. And her luggage as well; she recognized her dad's old duffel bag, even from twenty feet away. Lillian said, “Welcome home. Here's your comm-unit, Miss Lydia.”
Lydia took the black slate back without a word, brow still furrowed in confusion. “How did—?”
“Where's Leo? He coming?”
“No, I don't think so,” she said. “And I'm not registered for the dorms, Lillian.”
The girl climbed to her feet, yawning, grabbed the older woman by the elbow, and guided her inside. “Well, if Leo's not coming, that makes this easy. Let's take a look.”
The room took her breath away. A double, there were two twin-sized beds, just like a hotel, but it was all clean with muted colors that made it seem a lot more friendly than some sanitary hospital room, despite all the white. Lillian pressed some buttons near the door, closing it, turning on the lights, and changing the window glass from a translucent white to a crystal-clear view of District A, and the blue 'sky' that met the horizon of the disk's edge. There was a private bathroom (welcome news to her bladder) and a kitchenette complete with a compiler: a food machine. This was the most wealthy residence Lydia had ever stepped foot in, by measure of the science, or décor, much less the view. This was a penthouse view of a shimmering silver city that only existed in stories to her. It wasn't the moss-covered Lowtown, or even the slightly claustrophobic brick and steel District B. To her, this was science fiction. This was a utopia that she never actually believed existed anywhere.
And there was all the stuff she'd sent up to the station. Her three bags containing all her worldly possessions, including her wardrobe, everything except her suitcase, her computer, and Samuel, all still at Leo's (or on the street by now). The stuff in this room was only supposed to be delivered when she personally gave confirmation of a residence.
Lillian called up that massive list she'd been checking when they met and stuck it to a bare wall. She sat on the edge of the window-side bed and invited Lydia to do the same. Side-by-side, she was a full head taller than the heiress, and no one had ever called Lydia a tall woman.
It was time for that drink. Same trick she used at Marshall's, she popped one open on a desk. Lillian reached for it with a smile. Lydia shrugged and opened another. The underage girl smelled it and closed her eyes, but didn't drink. Lydia wasn't familiar with the brand. It was Ionian, a very odd thing to find on a Sol Union allied station, it was a mead called Firebelly.
Lillian called up another smaller screen, a network browser, which she placed in front of Lydia.
“Any questions?” Lillian said, suddenly perky.
“I don't even know where to start.”
“Ok. Well, for starters, welcome to the Anatali Academy! Congratulations on your scholarship! That's hard for a non-national. You must be very bright.”
“Thanks,” Lydia said, sipping. Not many people thought she was bright, and for that matter, neither did she. Maybe there were quotas, she'd always thought that's how she got accepted, but after what Leo said about an exodus, maybe that wasn't the case. Shelly Colbert had taken care of her application and references. “I told them I was living off-campus. I can't afford...anything like this.” 
“It's nicer than my room. You get a window!” And there was no jealousy on her face or in her voice. She honestly sounded excited for her. “Well, this is, indeed, your room now. Want to guess who your roommate is?” Lillian made a rolling motion with her hand, encouraging her, “Cassandra Fitzgerald,” they said in unison.
“Good!”
“But she said she had a single, and then you said reassignment took like a month.”
“Well, isn't that interesting,” she pointed at the smaller screen in front of Lydia. “There's the formal transfer request. It was sent this morning. And there,” she pointed on the main listing, “is the assignment manifest. Looks like the request was applied retroactively as of two years ago. You've been assigned to this room, with her, before either of you even applied to the Academy. To say she's well-connected would be an understatement.”
“Isn't that illegal?”
“Who makes the laws?” Oh right, her family does. “And keep in mind you're financially stuck with the lease now. Transfer requests to another room or off-campus residences take five weeks.”
“Five weeks, right.” Lydia said, resigned. “Has she been here today? Where is she?”
“Well, Marshall told you she travels outside of the boarding manifest, but we have your comm-unit back. Can you bring it up? Maybe we can contact her.”
Another holo-screen popped up, Lydia's, and this one looked nothing like what she'd been using the past decade. There was a little pink fish in the corner waving its fins, for one thing, the rest of the color scheme and general 'modernness' of the design was way higher than she was used to. “What is this? What happened to it anyway?”
“I'm not exactly sure what happened. Does Honeywell-Clamdriver.ggt mean anything to you? The program was completely incompatible and apparently went supernova on your operating system after it finished its download around midnight. If you have a desktop, it probably couldn't ping the relay either; it had nothing to do with your account.”
“That creep!” Lydia glared at her slate as if it were a pocket rapist now. She'd been violated. “Is it ok now?”
“Oh, there was nothing wrong with the Clamdriver app, that's actually really good independent coding, a kind of robotics controller you probably don't need. Your software was just so old it crashed-out trying to find the robot it was meant to control. Nothing you should have.”
Lydia didn't know whether to be offended or not. It wasn't her fault she was poor. “I don't know, is it important? This weirdo collector wanted to buy my honey bear, but when I said no, he said he could help activate him.”
“You have a 502-BB?” Lillian asked, eyebrows up, shoulders back. “That's what this is controller is for, the 500-series.” 
“I think he said he was a 509. I just put the kit together, I didn't buy him. He was my dad's. Is this important?”
“Yeah, it might be just a little important! You have a 509-BB!”
“I just...I don't know what that means,” Lydia said. “Can we get back to Cassie?”
“Well, now we can!” Lillian shouted, pure joy on her face. “I already gave you a new homebrew OS. Is the robot here? It can show us where she is in twenty minutes!”
“On the whole station?” It might be a bit late to start now, but Lydia checked her mail and address book, no new messages. She began to text Cassie, hoping to get a response before this got any more weird.
“Ok. So you might find it somewhat relevant that the Honeywell 500-series is the most successful multi-platform tracking module ever created in the post artificial-lifeform era. They used to design living bloodhounds, but ever since artificial humanoids were regulated, no one bothers with dogs anymore either. This series was the replacement, like ten times more sensitive than a real hound, with the processing and networking ability to give enough proper exclusions to—” 
“Ok, ok!” Lydia waved down with both palms, a tingle running down her arms to her fingertips. “Thanks, I get it. Why isn't he illegal? I mean, they let me onto the station with him.”
“Well, the rarity for one. Those are so expensive, it was a short run. The robotics lobby has been protecting individual ownership of the 500-series, let alone the 509, for decades. And you don't mess with the robotics lobby.”
“Rarity...” Lydia said, starting to feel peach-flavored vomit crawling up her throat. “H-How much is he worth?” 
“At auction?” she saw Lillian do a little head-math. “Not too much for what you can do with it, about sixty-five-thousand.”
Lydia lurched from the bed, ran through the holo-screens and began to empty her guts into the toilet. The tears followed right after. Behind, Lillian scurried around the compiler, eventually coming with a wet washtowel and a glass of water. Lydia choked out, “Sixty-five-thousand credits?”
She'd been an orphan for six years, working her ass off, studying her brain into jelly, eating out of that soup kitchen for her two-meals a day. How many times had she cried over the decision not to sell her piano, Marvin, just to able to buy underwear or a pair of shoes that weren't falling apart. Her entire collection of 'wow, that girl has such an individual style' clothing, were rags she picked up outside of shelters and dime-store thrift shops when she could splurge. Her comm-unit was a relic people laughed at, her computer was a simple hold over from better days, a device she needed to study, to crawl out from poverty. Just months ago, she'd considered actual prostitution just to buy the ticket away from Vancouver, up to this station. And all along her apartment's fucking beer coaster was worth five years of her student's income? And to think all along she could be making a hundred credits a night playing shitty music, or twenty credits in ten minutes on a street corner singing in naughty Greek? All that suffering, all that anxiety, just to be told she'd had the fucking answers all along and had just been born in the wrong part of the universe?
It didn't feel like her ship had come in. It felt like she'd been lied to for her entire life, that all her suffering had been for nothing. That her strife was fake, and even her attempts at 'integrity' were completely meaningless. How did her dad even get Samuel, and had he been hiding its value? What the hell did he need the 'best tracking module ever...'
“You ok?” A daughter of the Sol System's most powerful nation was now on her knees on a bathroom floor beside her. Their Rome-esque history went back two thousand years. That history's living heir was smoothing her hair away from her ugly face so she wouldn't get puke on it. The girl rubbed and patted her back. Lydia felt shame. It was the deepest shame she'd ever felt. She felt everything.
She finally collapsed in a ball, into dry heaves and sobs. “Mom...momma...”
Lillian sat flat beside her and began to sing softly.
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Lights
 
 
Lydia woke up to echoes of rapid-fire gunshots and a nice comfy mattress under her. It felt and sounded like any morning where Ethan had woken up before her. Bleary eyed, she propped herself up on an elbow to see princess Anatali sitting cross-legged on her bed, totally manhandling a virtual keyboard. Her not-awake brain couldn't comprehend the video game on the free floating screen, but that was fine. The sound was barely audible.
It was dark outside the dorm window. Lydia hadn't remembered falling asleep, much less how she got into bed. Next to her was a glass of water and the remnants of her mead. She drank deep out of both. Lillian must have felt her move, as she said over her shoulder, “G'morning!”
“What the hell, Lillian, you some kind of saint?” Why was she still here? Not that Lydia minded.
“We're friends now, right?” A massive explosion actually shook the screen, making the border wiggle. “I'm kind of new here too. Is it ok if I hang out with you for a while?”
“Well, yeah.” Lydia's mind was blown by that, but she wasn't exactly operating yet. She climbed out of bed and hit the bathroom. Her stomach felt better, but she was pretty hungry now. And she felt like she was forgetting something...
“Samuel!” A sixty-five-thousand credit heirloom was now sitting on some street corner, either smashed with a ball-bat or stolen by now. She burst off the toilet and ran to her comm-unit, the slate sitting peacefully on the nightstand. She just hoped she could contact Leo before he did something angry, before he did just what she told him to. Maybe he really was a nice guy who—
“Huh, Lydia?” said a male voice from the other bed. Then came a yawn. In the dimness of the nighttime room, she could just see the boy's form outlined by the dim light from Lillian's screen.
“Yeah, I called Leo and had him bring your guys' stuff,” Lillian said. “I let him in, hope that was ok—he was pretty tired.”
“I was?” he said to himself, before turning in the bed, sitting up. She didn't say a word, she couldn't think of anything to say. Just when things were getting really awkward: “Lydia, I'm really sorry.”
Ok...
“I shouldn't have taken that out on you.”
Well, it always felt nice to have the moral high ground, but it was way too early to reignite an argument. No more fighting. “You're fine, Leo. We're cool.” It was the sort of automatic conversation she was used to starting most days with, but this time with a gift she was perfectly happy to exploit. Never cede the high ground.
She asked him to hit the bathroom, then promptly dropped her skirt to a naked butt and dug around in her bags for something she hoped was clean. Lydia found some actual pants this time, and yay, panties, clean ones. She picked out a random top to go with the denim, this one a yellow off-the-shoulder number that went with just about everything. Still no bra. She finished getting dressed and asked Lillian how to turn on the lights.
“Say 'Lights' like you mean it.”
“Lights!” and they came on slow like a movie theater. She said, “I like lights,” in a casual tone, and nothing happened. “Lights.” she said again softly, but as if she were talking to them, and they dimmed. “Lights!” She could do this for hours.
“You done changing?” Leo called from the bathroom.
“Yeah, thanks!” Lydia went for her backpack with the drinks, checked if her Opal was intact (it was), only to look over and see Lillian still hadn't drank anything off her mead. “You done with that Lil?”
“No, but thank you.” And more boom-boom-pow flashed across the screen. “I'm almost done with this dungeon if you guys want to get going soon.” 
“I'd really like some food, first.” Lydia walked over to the compiler, the machine something completely foreign to her. She'd only heard that they existed on DETH stations, ones that utilized dark energy as a power source, and knew nothing specific about how they worked. Something about composite organic matter streams. She pressed a red button and hoped it worked like the lights. Lydia shouted, “Pancakes!”
And nothing happened.
“Waffles!”
“You have to buy the recipe books piecemeal, Lyds.” Lillian said. The sound of running water drifted out the bathroom. “You can build a menu on your comm-unit under Academy utilities.”
“Oh, ok.” The woman sat back on the bed and poked around until she found what Lillian was talking about. This new OS would take a little time to figure out, but damn it was fast. Then she noticed the numbers in the corner, denoting her credits. “What the hell is this? Money?”
“Hmm?” Lillian's character, looking like some tough dude made of metal, was punching his way through a steel door. “Too much, or too little?”
“It says I have seven thousand credits! My life's saving were only fifteen hundred! What the hell are you and Cassie doing to me?” And this wasn't an 'I don't want handouts' outrage. Nothing is for free, certainly not dorm rooms and six-months wages, so the money was coming from somewhere, meaning she had no doubt she'd be paying every credit back, in financial debt, emotional servitude, or real-life favors. “There's a reason I didn't apply for student loans, just stop this!”
“Oh, that has nothing to do with your loans or education. Anatali Corp has a half-billion yearly stipend to invest in the arts. That grant is tiny. Most would consider it insulting, but maybe that auction price for the 509 won't be so...” her metal man faced off against an extremely large beetle, “tempting.”
“I just don't even understand.” Lydia knew better to wave her hand in front of the screen to get the girl's full attention. Gamers tended not to like that. But damn she wanted to. “You pretty much just admitted this was a bribe to get me to keep Samuel—”
“Oh, that's a cute name.”
“Yeah, but you want me to use him to see if Cassie is on the station.” She tried to stay calm and speak plainly, express how she was feeling, and be honest like Leo. “Look, I feel manipulated, and I don't like that. It feels bad. It makes me think I'm in danger and it scares me. Get it? If you want something from me, ask. Don't force consent with guilt. That scares me.”
The beetle exploded in a gush of green and gore, coating metal-Lillian from head-to-toe. She finally removed her hands from the holographic keyboard and killed the screen, nodding to herself. The heiress scooted around on her butt, until she faced Lydia, still cross-legged. She patted the bed, and offered a small hand. Lydia heaved a sigh and sat.
“It's not a bribe. It's a no-strings-attached arts grant. I watched your videos and sent in an application. They accepted without any wriggling from me. If it was a bribe, I'd have asked first. I was hoping they'd say yes since while we were just introduced, I can see you deserve it, the way you served your community and the emotions you expressed. And, yes, there is another layer. Lots of layers. Some of us, and you only know two of us—Marshall and myself—we need your help to find Cassie. And Cassie needs your help. If your financial security can help keep her safe, it was worth a shot, getting that grant.”
“No. What's going on?” Lydia sprang again to her feet. “Yes, I like Cassie, a lot. And sure, I randomly met her a day ago, and I'm the one that caused trouble for her because the cops confused me with...”
Lillian was nodding, spurring her on.
Lydia's brain exploded.
There were no tears this time, but all of a sudden it all made sense.
“So these corporate royalty types are moving around just before this big Exodus launch, and security being an issue, it's better for women like Cassie to stay off the manifests, under the radar. Is she kind of a big deal? Like more than normal?” Lydia paused. Lillian nodded. “But at the same time there's this redhead coming up from Earth that's either a terrorist in ASA's eyes, or a vigilante, who's supposed to make a splash at this twenty-gang summit happening this weekend.”
Leo walked in from the bathroom brushing his teeth. Whose toothbrush was that? No matter.
“With Cassie already on the radar as a person-to-protect, us meeting was a huge red flag to security, so they kept an eye on me, and we eventually land here.” The princess was cheering her on, all in fist-pumps. “And what, after that big thing with all the guns; that registered as a formal incident?”
“There's people that have, um, certain access, to the security feeds. We've been waiting for the Redhead as a friend, and yeah, you arriving with a potentially high-profile kidnapping target sort of got our attention, even though we knew instantly you weren't her.” Lillian scooted off the bed to stand and pace. “Marshall sent Leo to pick you guys up and report back if anything happened. He's just a driver though, for real. He didn't know why we asked. We all could have been old friends for all Leo knew.” 
“And if I'd picked another cab?”
“We have a network. Common trade courtesy, “ Leo said. “I already told them you would be my fare. They'd have sent you to me.”
“Lots of people can hack security feeds. So a girl with red hair arriving with confirmed WALcos heiress Cassandra Fitzgerald, flagged her as a bargaining chip, if they could grab her. You two looked awful friendly, you know.”
“If who could grab her?” Lydia finally stole the girl's mead, taking a deep swig.
“One of twenty gangs coming to that summit on Saturday who are looking for a way to gain turf. The Redhead is sort of their boogeyman at the moment, and they're trying to neutralize her. If gangs don't show up because of her, they'll appear weak and lose turf. If they do show up they run the risk of her bombing the whole thing. And yeah, she can be like that.”
“But that's not me, and Cassie has nothing to do with this! Are you telling me she really has been kidnapped?” 
“We don't know, but you convinced Marshall it'd be a good idea to find her. And most of them don't know whether you're the real Redhead or not. All they know is ASA let you on the ship, were a person of interest, and after they outed Cassie it didn't matter if she was on the boarding manifest or not, they knew she was on board and 'loose.' Leo could have taken you to a safehouse like Marshall's, but you probably wouldn't have agreed to come. Then you all get seen in the Kettle and now you have a time-bomb of drugs and we still don't know if the Redhead even made it onto the station yet. She was supposed to contact Trent yesterday.”
“Who the fuck is Trent?”
“Her boyfriend,” the pair said in unison. Lillian continued, “He's 'that guy' Marshall said had the bottom line.”
“So what do you want me to do?” Lydia said, so angry she could punch a kitten. Sure, she had the only things she'd ever wanted in this entire existence, money and opportunity, but there was still a catch, there was always a catch. “Do I need to worry about the police?”
“Persecution complex?” Lillian whispered to Leo. The teen nodded.
“I'm leaving the drugs, taking Sam, and going back to Earth.” Lydia started to fumble and fail, looking around for her valuable robot before remembering she hadn't even seen him yet. “Where is he?”
“My trunk. He's safe.” Leo said, jingling keys. “No one is looking for your bear so just chill out.”
“Give. Me,” she said through clenched teeth, quite done with being a pawn in whatever this was. If Cassie really was in trouble, Lydia was sure that the daughter of the station's CEO, a know-it-all lawyer, and the street-smart cabbie could handle it. And that wasn't mentioning the infamous Redhead, and whoever the hell her boyfriend was. It really did cause her pain to think about Cassie like that, but Lydia had been on her own her entire adult life. She had to take care of herself, or die. She didn't imagine these gang-bangers were fucking around. “You've all spent way too much effort roping me into this.”
“In case you didn't notice, Lydia,” Lillian said, watching the woman try to jam clothes into her backpack, “we're the good guys.”
“Good guys in what! I have no idea what this is all about!”
“We'll, it can be about a new home, if you're interested,” the princess said. “I just got here and I'm fighting for it.”
“But why?” Lydia said, pausing, tears of frustration again filling her eyes. “It's a stupid space station. It's a made-up home. It's not even real.”
The girl winced, and it was Leo who spoke up, quite softly, “It's my home.”
“Yeah. And sometimes you have to make your home,” Lillian walked over to hug Leo. Lydia felt tempted for the universe's biggest eyeroll, but something stuck there, and they weren't wrong. And she'd already heard how the boy felt about was happening in his 'fake' home...
“I'm sorry, Leo,” Lydia said, digging a clenched fist into her leg. “I-I just don't deserve this. Not the good things that are happening, and I really don't deserved this gang war bullshit!” Yeah that was a shout. “I walked into all this somehow, just because I never dyed my hair. Can either of you comprehend how stupid all of this is to me? You don't know where I came from. I just wanted to go to school. I just wanted not to have to...”
And, oh god, the waterworks again. She couldn't help it, then felt bad about it, which made her want to cry even more.
Leo stood, then sat at the edge of her bed, putting a hand to her shoulder, “Hey. Hey. I get it.”
She buried her head into his shoulder, completing the cry she started on the bathroom floor.
He didn't let go.
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Panty sniffing - Samuel awakened
 
 
It was night in District A, just before midnight. The purest ocean of stars Lydia had ever seen floated overhead. She could spend weeks just gawking in wonderment. This part of the city was quiet, except for the occasional transport rolling by. She turned her attention from the sky to ground. Cassie wasn't returning her calls, even the ones that said they were coming to find her. The trio now stood in the Academy parking lot, all hand on their hips, all staring at the bear. The robot still sat on his butt, little bear-legs hunched beside him in a squat. Both arms were against his chest like cat paws. Lydia clapped her hands.
The swivel began.
He'd never looked like much. A translucent honey-bear yellow, and this rotation at the waist, the click-click-click was about the most embarrassing thing, nothing resembling fluid robotic motion. She'd always thought she'd somehow messed up the gearing, but all Lydia had done was painstakingly follow the instructions. It'd taken the girl three years, and this is what she'd gotten for all the effort, completed three years ago. Anytime she went over the schematics, she never once found a flaw: this is simply how he was meant to be. When it came to activation, she had no idea. She'd followed the instructions, and had assumed he was just suppose to, like, work, or something. The software she had was pretty useless, and she knew jack-shit about programming.
Lillian paced one circle around him before nodding appreciatively, “Good work. Solid kit.”
“Is that sarcasm? I don't need—”
“You do realize this is perfect, right?” the princess said, squatting down. She pointed at his hips, “Most hobbyists just quit here and never go for the cross-articulation. It's good work. Did you have to customize the jaw?” Her head bent around as she inspected it on hands and knees, once moving his mouth up and down with a finger, saying, “Rawr!”
“You mean the alignment?” Lydia said, trying to remember back to when she was twenty-one, huddled over him in all his seven thousand pieces on the kitchen table. “It didn't fit right, so the network dorks told me to file it down. I was worried I ruined him.”
“Oh, no, that's good. He should work fine. If he doesn't 'breathe' properly, the olfactory instruments have a greater margin of error. It's pretty common with the 509 since they packaged the 504 jaw, but used the 506 skull. The 509 was the dying breath of the series, and while the instruments were above and beyond spectacular, they just used every leftover frame part from the earlier models, and there were a lot of mechanical problems.”
“I take it you're an enthusiast?” She tried to find a nice word for it.
“No, not really. My friend is though. He builds custom monkeys. Sort of picked some things up. I like this stuff.”
“Uh huh,” Lydia said. This girl was a damn encyclopedia. “So, it's ok to turn on the Clamdriver program?”
“Uh. Maybe? Anyone need to use the restroom? Anyone hungry?” Lillian stood and stretched her legs and shoulders like a swimmer. “You can pace him down, but even then it's not going to be easy.”
“I'm almost positive you're exaggerating. I'm good.” Lydia ignored her grumbling stomach, and pressed the icon on her holo-screen which brought up about four hundred options on everything from joint coordination to nose-sensitivity. The somewhat useful commands were larger on the screen. She pressed the 'Get Scent!' option and was a little startled when Samuel stopped his rotation and snapped back to front. His mouth opened, revealing those needle sharp teeth she hadn’t seen in years. He panted like a dog. Seeing his statuesque honey-bear face this animated was surreal. It was like seeing your coffee pot smile.
“Uh, ok, Lillian, go ahead.”
The princess wrinkled her nose and opened a plastic bag, one which contained a balled up wad of cotton, a pair of Cassie's panties. There was a long discussion about whether this was necessary as they sorted through the woman's belongings for a solid scent marker, but after some sniffing between the girls, armpits on dresses included, they both decided this probably was the best idea. Leo offered to help, but they both said no.
Samuel leaned his head into the bag and huffed before his head snapped up in robotic-stillness. A new window popped up saying there was a ninety-seven percent chance this scent-bouquet and pheromone set belonged to a post-adolescent, pre-menopausal woman of genetic Chilean origins, who had never had penetrative sex, was ovulating, and belonged to a top one-percent income strata and consumed zucchini more often than other vegetables. Probabilities from ninety-five percent on downward dropped down in a never ending stream of statistical analysis. Eighty-percent chance she didn't bathe daily (that made two of them). Sixty percent chance she liked skydiving. Only fifty-two percent that she chewed on pens. How about that.
“How do you smell Chilean?” Lydia said, pressing 'accept' on the holo-screen. Instantly, the 'Detect' command popped up, which she also affirmed. And apparently model-beautiful Cassie was either a virgin, or simply never went for boys at all. Lydia felt like she was violating her friend's privacy and yet was oddly jealous it wasn't her getting sniffed. She wondered what her robo-horoscope would read like. Maybe later.
The pinger opened and shut down instantly, 'target detected.' After another acceptance, a tiny map popped up, showing the comm-unit's position in the station, and Samuel's, they obviously overlapped at the moment. A command flashed at the top, 'Chase.'
“Ready guys? He's got her.”
Lillian said, “I could use a jacket.”
“Maybe I should call for help.”
Oh, screw this. Lydia gets cold feet upstairs and they use her crush's safety and 'defend your new home' as ammunition. It was time to start this. She hit 'Chase.'
Samuel, the Honeywell 509-BB, her father's kit that he might have worked himself to death for, and probably purchased to find her missing, presumed-dead mother, the kit she put together alone after he died, lurched upward. With fluid motion, as if there was no stiffness, the beer coaster palm stretched out, as did the ashtray arm. It's little legs, forever hunched, extended up, giving it that classic two-legged bear stance. It mew'd into the night air with a baby roar. It'd be adorable, but Lydia was is a sudden state of shock. Now it was more like seeing your coffee pot join a cartoon musical number.
As he landed on all fours, his pitiful translucent-yellow skin flared polar-bear white before it took the color of the surrounding asphalt and simply shimmered out of sight.
“He has fucking invisibility?” Lydia stared at her screen bug-eyed, already seeing the dot denoting Samuel walking away.
“Sixty-five-thousand credits,” Lillian said, craning her head to look at the screen, “you can disable it if you want, there,” she pointed, “but I'd just let him walk. He'll understand pedestrians and traffic.”
“Casual stroll?” Leo started off in a random direction.
“This way, genius.” Lydia pointed before whispering to Lillian. The princess directed the woman's wrist to three different spots on the screen until all that was transparent was a yellow arrow marking the direction to Samuel, the hologram hovering in front of her like a real life video game. Lillian even dragged it closer and made it a dull gold so that it was less obvious, the distance away for Samuel a barely visible countdown of meters. Apparently, savvy tourists had this sort of navigation up all the time: no big deal.
At a leisurely pace of three meters back, they waited for Samuel to traverse crosswalks out of Empyrean, District A's center. As they got paced with the bear, Lydia up'd the invisible bear's walking speed, until the pace was brisk. “We're going back to B, aren't we?”
“Looks like it,” Lillian said with the high elbow march of a power walker. “The Districts may have transport terminals around the core, but he's taking us straight towards a rim one.”
The first point of new anxiety was at an Empyrean checkpoint, a gap in a high wall. Samuel was getting very close to walking past a pair of visored cops. “Put him back in standby, I don't think they'd like a stealth robot walking though their checkpoint,” Lillian said before introducing herself to the police. Out of sight, he again took his honey-bear form before Lydia hoisted him and turned the corner, carrying him under her arm. The guard barely glanced at her.
“This is the second time that Honeywell was sighted in six hours,” the guard said to Lillian, pointing, angry, like really mad. “Are you using this guy or what?”
Do you know who she is?
 Lydia had no choice, she stepped up, saying, “Academy Inaugural Science Fair. We're, um, calibrating him.”
“Well, obviously,” the guard said. “You're screwing up your data. Just keep him running and stop messing with his progress. I thought you kids were supposed to be smart. Actually, no. Go back to where you started and reset. I'm not going to have this come back on us, like we weren't doing our jobs. Don't turn him off again, got it?”
Lillian began to protest, but Lydia dragged her off.
“Fucking silver spoons,” the guard said, almost out of earshot.
 
* * *
 
And even though they probably didn't need to, the trio walked all the way back to the Egg, that parking lot, with minor bickering about what the plan was. If anything that setback was a benefit, since they hadn't thought much about what they were actually doing.
What if Samuel took them to an apartment building? Would they knock on the door? What if he took them to some vacant warehouse in District C? Would they storm the fortress unarmed and get shot to death?
No matter what, this was reconnaissance, and whether it took Lillian and Marshall's unnamed 'friends,' the Anatali Security Agency, or some private army from WALcos, they'd get Cassie back. As worried as Lydia was about the woman, her intuition wasn't screaming panic. She really had no idea what was going on, but the fact this woman wasn't returning her calls after all that flirting and the kiss at the door, it still felt like something was wrong. But if the heiress was a big deal, then her severed head wasn't in a box and she wasn't getting raped to death like some poor child you saw on the news. Lydia was trying really hard not to let her thoughts get away from her, but she was trembling, imagining everything from a formal tea party to the worst possible sodomy and drain-cleaner-in-the-eyes death, and yeah, she had that imagination.
Keep it steady, girl.
This time they let Samuel go at a normal walk, no fist-pumping strides from tiny Lillian. And when they approached the same Empyrean gate, Lydia kept him in stealth mode. The bear tried to advance, but stayed still, maybe sitting. The main guard walked the three of them over to the guard house, where Samuel was completely visible, walking in place, on some sort of military-grade imaging screen. He said this was what would happen if they tried to do it for real, explaining it in technical detail, but Lillian was the only one who reacted, nodding and asking more questions. 
“This is important, Lydia, can you boost his run? They're going to let him go,” she said as the guard grabbed a rifle and twirled three different dials.
“I'm not sure I'm comfortable with—”
Leo elbowed her and nodded at the guard, who was already aiming at a distant spot up the street.
Lydia hesitated but knew this was the price of moving freely in any district. They get through this and the Empyrean guardhouse would vouch for them anywhere. She counted down. Sam began to lumber forward. “Five, four, three...” She maxed his movement, really hoping he'd get away from whatever this was. The bear must have been in a sprint because the distance away climbed from two to fifteen meters within moments.
The cop said an 'A-ha!' then fired off an arcing shot, which looked like nothing really, just a shimmery slime blob, until the energy-burst splashed where Samuel was. The bear was instantly visible, still running, still running, until he ran out of sight behind a street corner.
“Yeah, you might want to call him back,” the cop said before going back over to Lillian, pointing at the screen. “The active energy field disrupts its transmission harmonics for at least thirty seconds, until the static field reasserts...”
The only part that didn't work out, was that Samuel was still running.
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The chase
 
 
By the time they'd said their diplomatic farewells to the gate-cops, Samuel was already at the closest District A-to-B beercan, and whatever that shot had done to his invisibility, it had done even worse to the command controls. They could see him fine on screen, but no matter if it was Lydia pressing buttons, or the far more knowledgeable Lillian, he was running full-speed, tracking the scent on his own.
And while he was only the size of a fat Papillon, he ran just as fast, easily outpacing their pursuit. Lydia just hoped no one saw him, recognized his value, and snagged him. Well, that and Samuel getting run over by a bus.
Only about half the distance to the transfer tube, Samuel was already moving down to District B. Hands on her knees, Lydia called to her friends, “Stop! Stop. He's too fast.”
Leo took to nodding and coughing, glancing over with a 'thank you' in his eyes. Lillian seemed she could keep her pace up forever, it was just a shame she wasn't remotely quick on her feet as she caught up from far, far behind, arms forever-pumping.
“It's like fifteen minutes back to the cab, even at a jog,” Leo said. “What do we do now?”
Well, it wasn't like they couldn't afford a cab. Lydia had just 'made' six months of her poverty-level wage in a single day. Lillian called out and touched her hairclip, “Wait, wait, I've got this. Let's just catch our breath a few minutes, we'll catch up. Lydia, try seeing if there's a conversational protocol with his AI, maybe we can figure out what he's doing.”
“I...don't know.” Yeah, she was more of a hands-on girl, hardware and stuff. She re-accessed those four hundred commands looking for a magic button. “Enable Syntax Interface?”
Lillian nodded dismissively, having a conversation to the open air, hand on her ear.
A small section of 'chat window' opened up under the rest of the commands. Blinking cursor. Lydia texted, 'Samuel, what are you doing? Please slow down.'
In a split-second, the reply came, 'Unable to comply, Asimov1. Target is under duress.'
Well, fuck.
Lydia showed the message to Lillian, who winced and wrapped up her conversation.
“I was afraid of that. We'll need to hurry. I set up a rendezvous with some friends.” Lillian pointed up the street, farther away from the transport.
“Who still uses Asimovian protocols?” Lydia said. “Does this mean Samuel—”
“Yeah, seems like Clamdriver is a purist. Samuel likely smelled anxiety-endorphins, so won't stop: Law One is to allow no human come to harm. He might even break Law Three and kill himself to try and save her, blowing our cover.”
Considering that Asimov's third law was self-preservation unless a human was in danger, she wasn't sure if that was breaking or obeying. That shit was always complicated, and basic AI was crap at understanding probability around such structured 'morality,' so people had quit programming those laws ages ago, if they ever bothered in the first place. Killing a bad guy to save many lives, or letting a human remain hostage and wait for back-up were things beep-boop robots couldn't do. Modern AI always waited for back-up if it needed it, or took the shot if it didn't.
As they waited for their ride, Lydia tried to reason with the AI. Now that her beer coaster had a mind of its own, it occurred to her that they were meeting for the first time. She might have anthropomorphized him over the years, and during his assembly, but had he ever talked back? Nope. She'd always imagined him as a jolly fat bear that liked holding her beer. A happy sidekick when she was playing piano on his best friend, Marvin. Lydia was a little offended by his cold tone, lacking any personality or gratitude.
'You listen here, you ingrate, I put you together and dragged your heavy ass up here, so you'll do what I say. You're supposed to find the targe—'
Crap, ran out of characters: send and...
'—Find the target and wait for back-up. If you're interested in obeying your protocol, you will not reveal your position, go it? You'll get he—'
—her killed.'
Lydia chewed her lip as a petrol-powered truck with rubber tires slowed to the curb, two bodies visible in the cab from the back-lighting. It appeared to be a shiny midnight blue, but it was hard to tell.
He still hadn't replied, so she continued berating him like she would a wayward boyfriend, or in this case: 'I brought you into this world, and I can take you out of it, I swear to god. I'll send the self-destruct command and you'll save no one.' Lydia was pretty sure there was no self-destruct command, but maybe he didn't know that.
'Acceptable weight has been measured. The situation will be evaluated and relayed. Please stand by.'
Lydia was about to text something back about, 'Call me Mommy or Master,' but it was time to get in the truck's bed with Leo and Lillian. She hadn't met the drivers yet, but a glance down the rear window showed the middle seat was quite occupied by a baby-seat. It was her first time in a pick-up truck and she didn't know whether to sit, kneel, or squat, so she just followed Lillian's lead, a demure, knees-together seat, with a white-knuckle grip on the railing. The princess reached to knock on the window twice, and Lydia learned the reason behind the grip. The tires squealed as the truck peeled off deeper into the district.
 
* * *
 
Their first stop hadn't been a car elevator, though Lydia assumed those existed. From a main-rim highway, they hit an offramp that first spiraled down to ground level, then into it, taking them into District A's floor, and District B's ceiling. It was lit like a concrete tunnel, and neither the descending grade, nor the curve was that dramatic. Wind in her hair, Lydia aimed her comm-unit sideways so her friends could see on the map, where Samuel was as he continued to move around. He'd just made his way to, and had left the Kettle, which was miles away from the core's main transport hub, but not the ones near the hull. They all had the feeling he was tracking the scent farther down, to District C or below.
“You should tell them,” Lillian shouted over the wind. “Introduce yourself.”
“Yeah!” Lydia yelled back, feeling very awkward, but knowing Lillian's friends were going way out of their way to help them out, and with petrol prices being so high on Earth...she owed them a case of beer. Speaking of which, she dug out a few bottles of Mead, offering one to Lillian, who smiled and shook her head no, and then to Leo who accepted gladly. Was this a bad time to be drinking, bouncing along at seventy miles an hour? No, this was the exact correct time.
Lillian even slid the rear window open and asked first. Her young friend waved her in. Lydia took a good solid swig first. “Uh, hi!”
Inside the truck's cab were two heavily tattooed and pierced young adults about her age, a man and a woman, the lady being the driver. Just below Lydia was their wide-awake baby, maybe a year old, who seemed happy, thank god. She liked kids and all, but most of her experiences at the shelter were obviously stressful. The woman's hair was a beaded and dreadlocked tangle that hung low past where her back met the seat. The guy was far more hipster with short hair, a gray-dyed goatee and movie-star sunglasses, even in the tunnel. Both wore gold wedding rings on their left hands.
The woman glanced over her shoulder and offered a fist to bump. It seemed this petrol-truck only had manual drive, which was just a little impressive. You had to be a great driver to get that license. “Helena.”
Lydia returned the bump and shook the man's hand, who turned and smiled warmly before cooing the child, “I'm Georgie, and this,” he made a silly face and tickled the baby, before raising a tiny hand for Lydia to shake, “this is Ruby.”
“Lydia. A pleasure to meet you three,” she melted at shaking the baby-hand, unsure what to say. Their appearance was a non-issue; they looked like half of the Silent Woman's patrons, even if Lydia, herself didn't have any ink. Tattoo people usually meant 'good people' in her book, free spirits that didn't put on airs. And the father-daughter thing definitely put her at ease. “We can't thank you enough for the ride. My friend is in real trouble...maybe.”
“Any friend of Lillian's,” Helena said, not cold, so much as casual, keeping her eyes on the road, passing a slower car.
The princess must make quite the impression on people, if she'd just 'got here' by her own words. “You guys know each other from Earth? I just met her today.”
“Yeah, that sounds like Lily,” Georgie tossed his head back towards the truck-bed. “We just met this week. She's our Academy dorm RA. When we applied for a double last year, we didn't know about little Ruby yet. Fucking corporate hacks were going to put us on the street when we showed up, but she went straight to the top for us. Even got us a discount for parents attending classes.”
“Yeah, that sounds like Lily,” Lydia looked back, seeing the heiress squeeze her eyes and hide her head against the wind, her long, platinum hair blowing behind her like a flag. “Um, Helena, you know we're following a tracking robot?”
“Yup. Where is it?”
“He's heading to District C, or lower, it looks like,” she said, feeling more anxious about taking a favor and wasting these people's time. Cassie might be worth any and all of it, but Lydia was bad at accepting help. “Sorry for putting you guys out. I can pay for gas.”
That got a laugh from the driver. “It's half-a-credit a gallon here. They synthesize their petrol from random carbon. Buy me a candy bar and we're good.”
“Good to know...sorry for apologizing.” Lydia said, teeth clenched at how that sounded. Husband and wife looked at each other and shook their heads, chuckling.
Yeah, that felt a lot more like Earth.



 
 
~ 24 ~
 
Stake out
 
 
The never ending circle down from A, through B, down to C, and now to D had taken half-an-hour. Lydia would have lamented the time wasted as they could have just walked fifteen minutes to a beercan transport, but Leo knew how transportation worked best, and assured her mobility was the most important thing. Sure, they could've gotten to any district within five minutes, but then what? And Samuel wasn't taking a straight line, he was running around backtracking, losing scents, and re-establishing them.
The truck pulled into a District D parking lot, a ghost town by any standard. There was barely a building other than a corridor of drive-in storage units. Samuel was searching the shipping and receiving district, and they were within five minutes of his arrival. Georgie was donning a chest-baby-harness thing, while Helena unstrapped their child from her seat.
“No, no, no,” Lydia said, flashing palms, “This could be dangerous.”
Helena raised a bar-belled eyebrow, “You think we came to give you a ride?”
Yeah, she kind of did. Instead, she had nothing to say, especially when the woman removed what looked like a rifle-bag from behind her seat. Now Lydia wasn't even sure she want to be involved. Bar fights, small time drug use and, yeah, ten grand of Opal aside, she was scared to hell of actual crime, much less violent crime. She hadn't come this far to get arrested for being associated with an armed...person. “I think this is going too fast,” she said, her voice shaking.
“Look,” Helena said, setting the case down on the ground and unzipping it. There was a telescope, four different lenses, a tripod, and some sort of collapsible metal fan. “I'm a journalism major. And I've got my damn kid with me. Relax.”
Daddy Georgie had Ruby in his belly harness, and that might be the most easy-going child ever, because she went from giggles, to stares of wonderment, to randomly passing out. If Lydia ever had kids, she'd have to ask them for tips.
“Where's he going, the shipping containers?” Lillian was furiously brushing her windblown mane, as Leo just sort of stood around with his hands in his pockets. “Is she off-station already? We might have to call the Chilean embassy. They can have black-ops up here in an hour.”
“Not sure, I'll ask. It's like he can't get close, but still thinks he can.” 
She typed, 'We're here Samuel, like a team. What's going on?'
'Code: 7001XTKH-01776J, Location: DD-Q3-S7-P445, Request Code: 667991056. Query?'
“Well, okie dokie, then. You want a shot at this, Lily?”
She took the briefest glace at it. “He wants bolt cutters right....there,” she pointed at a nearby spot on the map. “Ask him to come back, tell him operation complete and that he's supposed to act as observational support or something.”
Lydia shook her in disbelief and texted exactly that. The bear replied 'GG' and she saw its marker on the map break away on a path to returning. “Ok, we've got Sam again, but like, we don't have bolt cutters, and don't you think calling for more help would attract some attention?”
“Well, if it's attention from ASA, it's not like that's a bad thing,” Lillian said.
“And if you're worried about us, don't be,” Helena said. Georgie was holding a handheld device against the open air, taking a reading, over and over. Ruby was fast asleep. “Median interference?”
“Fifty lumens, give or take. The level won't change until pre-dawn. We have five hours.”
“Ok, set up the screen, 900nm for the cancel. Lydia, stand over there by the coupe.” The mother pointed to the only other car, about a hundred feet away. Lydia walked over, meeting Samuel halfway. The bear was completely visible. Thank god for small favors, whatever had stopped his progress here, though she wondered how many odd looks and reports there'd been about his trip down three districts. Samuel now shadowed her like a baby duck.
“Welcome back, you little jerk.”
She watched Georgie assemble a large square made of fabric with a plastic frame; it only took a minute. He held it aloft by a handle in the crux of the 'X.' She could see him and Helena behind the translucent screen until the man pressed a button on his belt and they (and the screen) faded from view, just like Samuel, only slower. The woman said, “Ask your bot about his optics. Can he see us?”
After a short Q and A, “Nope, he can smell you, but can't pick up the heat.”
“Good. Lily, keep a channel open. Have the bot trail us, Lydia.”
And just like that, they were visible again, this time from behind as they turned and walked towards Samuel's stall point. Georgie still held the screen, and apparently it was enough to keep anyone, or any camera, from seeing them front-on. They'd need to keep their distance for sure. Lydia wasn't sure how to command Samuel to follow people via a button, so she just texted what she wanted him to do. He obeyed without issue, fading again from sight. Helena shouldered her tripod and telescope as if she'd taken this walk a hundred times before. 
“It's a chainlink fence,” the mother said after five minutes, her voice coming somewhat ethereally around Lillian. “There's four shuttles parked inside, all of them Brazilian. No cameras except for the gate.”
“Why would they be parked out there, Lillian? The port is almost a mile away,” Lydia said, studying Samuel's position. And Brazil and Chile were hardly rivals, they had a 'special relationship,' like Anatali and Canada. What would they have to gain by kidnapping a WALcos heiress? And had visible-Sam been noticed by those gate cameras?
“A lot of nations have private craft in 'embassy hangars,' just in case they need them. They're likely unoccupied by official staff. There's no telling what's going on here, but it doesn't look like they're trying to leave the station. They'd need an Immigration Agency taxi to take the ship out for a legal exit, not that smugglers don't sneak past.”
“So, what do we do?” And that was about the best question she could come up with. They could try and sneak in, call a government agency, summon more vigilante-esque help, or approach for a parlay.
“We watch,” Lillian said, hopping up on the tailgate. “We'll know a lot more if or when Helena's stakeout produces something. It's a patience game now.”
“There's light in the cockpit window of the third shuttle away. Unless it's a dim lantern, it's coming from the inner cabin,” the woman's voice was completely neutral. They heard a giggle from Ruby, but the baby seemed placid.
“Audio?” Lillian said as much to the air as she did to Lydia, nodding at the woman's comm-unit. She asked Samuel for a status report. The bear repeated its earlier request for bolt cutters, all in numerical code. Everyone in surveillance said the site was silent. “This might take a while. Leo, want to try and find some bolt cutters for us?”
“K. But with what money?” He yawned, sharing the tailgate, body draped over the rail. Lydia could criticize, but twenty minutes in, it was pretty boring.
“I'll transfer whatever you need; we can settle up for real later.” She pulled him off the truck by his T-Shirt. “Just get moving. And grab us some beer and donuts or something.”
“Just be careful, ok?” he said. Before she noticed, or could even react, Leo leaned in and pecked her right on the lips. He began a light jog up the parking lot, towards the core. It might take him eight minutes, but Lillian said he would be in the pedestrian transport network soon, with twenty-four hour rail-shuttles, beercans, and moving walkways to move him onward.
Lillian watched him go before turning to Lydia with a shy smile. “That was very sweet.”
“Was it? I have no idea where that came from.” And she really didn't. She touched her lips with her fingertips. They hadn't got along when they met, had some weird drunk interactions since, fought a lot more, and now a kiss. 
“Did you mind it?” Lillian said, inviting her back onto the tailgate. It turned out they were in full-on stakeout mode now. There was nothing else that could be done.
“No. Not really.” Lydia joined her, reaching back on the bed for her half-full mead. This felt like a life she'd never lived. Some rural fantasy, hanging out in a pick-up truck with your friend at one AM, talking about boys. “You ever have a boyfriend Lily? Where'd you even grow up?”
“No. I never have,” the princess looked at her hands. Lydia could hear the blush, even if she couldn't see it in the dim light. The girl was just a washed-out outline with a Rembrandt triangle on her cheek. “I'm from Fairbanks. It's where we all come from. This is my first time away from home,” her voice trailed off. “What's it like, having a boyfriend?”
Lydia wanted to be honest, but honesty might scare the poor girl off romance forever. Her reality had been constant manipulations, fights about money, watching them play video games, and if she could bother to get them interested in sex, they always wanted to put it in her ass, then cum on her face. The 'good times' all revolved around the rare occasions they weren't actually living their lives, but stepping away into a picnic on the beach, or a vacation up the coast to what remained of Seattle. Day to day, she wouldn't wish a relationship on anyone, especially not a nice girl like Lillian. How could she tell this innocent thing that a relationship was one long, sexual degradation punctuated by mind-numbing boredom?
“It's complicated. But when you like a guy, you're supposed to support each other, I think.” Christ, Lydia, was this the best you could do? Lillian stared at her wide-eyed, nodding slightly. She wracked her brain, “Getting a boyfriend is like learning a new song. It's really exciting at first, because you really like the music. So you work to figure out all the notes, and the rhythm, and the cadence to every word. It's challenging, but if you're really meant to sing the song, and if it's a good song, the music helps you out. The song meets you halfway. And if that happens, it can become something really beautiful.”
Yeah. That was total bullshit. And embarrassing. And she just as easily described sex. She sighed and turned again to see the princess's lips set, eyes sparkling with mist. Oh, what the hell.
“D-Do you want to be a mommy? Like Helena?”
Hmmm, nope. Not ever. “I really don't think about things like that yet. I'm only twenty-six and this is sort a transition for me: the station, and the Academy, music, and everything.” Not to mention she had enough problems staying sober for ten minutes. Raising a child? Yeah, right! She couldn't even keep her own laundry clean. It was a shame Lillian hadn't granted her ten grand, that way she could break off a dose of Opal with no repercussions. Junkie, junkie, junkie.
“But someday...” Lillian looked up into the air. It certainly wasn't sky. “I want to feel everything. Love. And a baby.”
“Well, if that's what you want, you'll find it. A girl like you shouldn't have any trouble getting the pick of the litter. Just make sure he's a nice one. I mean we all like the ones that are rough around the edges, just make sure he treats you right, you know?”
“Do I...” the girl's eyes went back to hands; she fiddled with her fingers, “I mean, I know I'm not a woman yet, but...am I pretty?” Lydia saw a tear roll down her perfect porcelain cheek.
“Oh, sweetie,” she wrapped an arm around the girl and set her head to her chest. The princess began a soft cry, burying her head in a hug. It was hard growing up. It wasn't easy as an adult, sure, but Lydia wouldn't change places with the teen, not for a day. 
Well, maybe today.
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Black Velvet Band
 
 
When she saw the blond boy enter the glow of the streetlamp, Lydia forced her voice into a rousing shout of the chorus, rocking back and forth with Lillian, who stepped it up as well:
 
Her eyes, they shone like the diamonds, you'd think she was queen of the land,
And her hair hung over her shoulder, tied up with a black velvet band.
 
Leo paused in-step before rushing forward, hushing them. His hands were full, a boxed eighteen-pack of cans in one hand, and a grocery sack in the other. Lydia jumped off the tailgate, spiking her empty mead into the pavement with a burst of glass. Lillian reared back with a cheer. The woman ran towards Leo, who'd set the drinks and bag to the ground, aghast. She didn't stop. Just like in the movies, she leapt at him, linking her legs around his waist and wrapping her arms around. He caught her as she kissed him, opening her mouth. They spun once, twice, before he began to fall backward. She caught them both by dropping her legs, but fell to her butt, then her back, dragging him on top. She kissed him again as Lillian spurred them on, hollering her head off.
It might be an act, but to say she didn't like it would be a lie.
Breaking off the kiss—he was into it too, yum—she nibbled on his ear and whispered, sing-song, “We've got an owl, stay into it.”
“Where's my beer?” Lillian shouted, pounding an empty bottle on the tailgate. That actually might be a problem, since the fourteen-year-old was forced to actually drink a bottle just to keep up appearances.
“Since when?” Leo whispered, swallowing hard, smoothing strands of hair off her face. He was between her legs and she could feel him...respond. Unconsciously, she grinded up.
“It's a bot. Lily said it just got here.” Lydia felt all sorts of turned-on, which probably wasn't the best thing at the moment, though it was great for the 'acting.' She squirmed away and went for the cans. “Got it! Woo!”
“So we're just some drunk kids tail-gating in D, right?” Leo said between clenched teeth, grinning. Great, now she blue-balled him twice in one day.
“That's right!” Lydia shouted. “Hit that radio, Lil!”
The princess touched her hairclip in exaggerated shock. “Oh, no. It's my dad! Quiet, quiet.”
Lydia put a finger to her lips, leaning in girlishly for another kiss. Leo wet his lips and played along, poor boy. As little as Lydia felt about romance, this was pretty nice, actually. The fact it was fake probably helped. The only way it ever worked is when people acted like romance was a good thing, each playing their parts.
“Hey, Dad. Yeah, it's me. Yeah, I know what time it is. No, I'm not alone. I'm with Ariandella and Hammond, it's fine, I'm sure there's cameras everywhere.” The girl didn't cast a glance at the globe hovering just above the light radius, though they'd both seen it just a minute ago. “Well, if you want to wait up, I'll be there in twenty-three minutes, ok? Just chill out, and stay put.” She turned to them and shrugged. “Can you drive me back, Hammond? He'll be super-mad.”
Lydia was a bit confused about how she could pass for an Ariandella, but whatever, the princess had done a fine job relaying the situation to Helena. They'd leave and circle back. She slammed up the tailgate before Leo could say anything and stuck her head inside the cab. Fuck. The baby-seat was clogging the middle. That didn't really fit in with their narrative, if the bot really had just shown up. There was no way to tell who was watching them, but it was just as easily the Brazilians.
And the keys weren't in the ignition.
She dragged Lillian into the car and set her on the baby-seat. As small as she was, it still wasn't like the teenager could fit. When they were all inside, Lydia cranked the radio (noisy dance trax) and made with the texting:
'What do we do now, throw bottles at it?' she said.
Lillian had twisted her body so she was sitting on her hip, leaning on Lydia's shoulder. 'Did you get the bolt cutters?'
'Yeah, a cheapo laser, and 18 donuts, and beer. Think we can keep partying and it'll get bored?'
'That might be our best bet, or really bad...' Lillian shuffled in place, a small whine escaping her lips. 'If it leaves us, it might find them.'
'Maybe we should try talking to it,' Lydia said, just throwing shit out there. 'Like drunk kids, I mean.'
'That's not a half bad idea, considering we're sort of stuck.' So the princess agreed, and Leo still looked a bit lost.
The trio piled back out of the truck, laughing, Lydia helping unseat her petite friend. Leo passed around a couple cans and went for it, cracking one open and toasting up in the air before taking a drink. The girls soon did the same. In a row, they sat back on the tailgate, Lydia in the middle. All things being equal, she attacked the donuts as if they were an actual meal. She was starving.
“Got a problem?” Lillian shouted into the open air. “This is public (hiccup) parking. We know our rights!” There was a tiny zip in the air, and they noticed a shadow shift, forty feet above. “I know you're up there, pervert! You trying to see some kids get physical?”
Another zip, and quite suddenly, the eight-inch globe dropped to face level. Made of mirror-polished steel, it just hovered without a hum, and with no other features. A glowing red eyeball would have been helpful. Looking as it did, Lydia honestly didn't know what to make of it, other than it was definitely surveillance. She chewed on her second donut, waving with her free fingers. Mouth full, she said, “Hi. Want a beer?”
“You should leave.” The voice was human, male, with a completely neutral accent, and undistorted. The globe didn't bounce or weave. 
“I'm sorry, who did you say you were?” Lydia continued, shoveling in her third donut. She pointed down with exaggerated drunkenness, “This is the exact correct spot for kids to drink in public, and we don't tolerate bullies, no sir.”
“The authorities have been notified of your loitering. Please leave.”
“What a bluff,” Lillian said, chugging half a can in a gulp. Yeah, it might be a good idea not to feed the fourteen-year-old booze. “Please send them here, so they can 'disperse' us, or drive us home to mommy and daddy. This ain't trespassing, and we ain't scared of you, buster.”
Lydia had no idea how much of this was acting, but hey, while they were traveling this path:
“Yeah, Roberto! You can't boss us around with your fancy floaty-ball. What, are we sitting on your secret paramilitary outpost?” The trio laughed together.
“Something like that.”
A single gunshot pierced the night, shattering the right turn signal, the one next to Lillian. The princess screeched and jumped into the bed. Leo and Lydia scrambled to follow. Heavy-breaths and 'omigods' they stared at each other. Lillian lifted a bloody hand, shocked, before clasping it back on her thigh, screaming in pain. Lydia tore off Leo's old T-shirt, he didn't resist, and she began to apply hard pressure, still keeping her head down. 
“You crazy fucks! You fucking shot her!”
“Go. Away. Now.”
Another gunshot split the air, pinging the opposite turn signal, rocking the truck with its impact. The mirror-globe floated into the bed, far too close, entirely intimidating, inches from their faces. Lillian was crying, but tried to choke it back.
“Neither of those missed. The next one won't either.” The voice was unaffected, resolute.
“We're here for the fucking ransom! Hold your fire, you complete assholes!”
And there was silence, the echo of the gunshot still filling her ears. Lydia was already texting the station's medical channel with the coordinates Samuel had given her.
“Do not send that message!” The ball shouted.
Lydia's finger hovered over the button. “Or what, you'll kill us? We came for our friend and you fucking shot us!” She screamed at the globe, “This is not how you do this!” And she didn't know what stayed her hand. Maybe it was Lillian chanting over-and-over that it was just a cut, maybe it was their teammates still out there with their baby. Maybe it was Cassie holed up in that third shuttle, but Lydia hesitated. And it might be their death. She was absolutely terrified.
“We did not intend to harm the young woman.” The voice sounded rattled now. “Drop your comm-units and slide them away and we will have medical attention there in under two minutes.”
“Fuck you,” Leo said, keeping pressure on Lillian's leg, her bloodied hands over his. “Is he coming alone? What's to keep you from sending a squad to finish us off? We're keeping our comm-units, if you really want to talk. Send someone or we'll bring the entire station down on this fucking spot!”
“Why don't we?” Lydia whispered. And they really should. They were unarmed and who-knows what was happening. “They should know she's—”
“She's fine,” Leo said, with the briefest shake of his head. 
And Lydia understood. The only thing worse than them having Cassie from WALcos, would be them having princess-fucking-Anatali on top. She and Leo would both die in the capture, even if they didn't resist. The girl had to be priceless, a full billion credits with an escape off the station guaranteed.
“Make the deal, if you can,” Lillian said, loud enough for the globe to hear. She sat upright, her head far above shelter. “If they don't play nice, the quadrant will be swarmed before they can move. They didn't mean to hit me, but a medic would be a show of faith!” The last part with angry emphasis.
“Our medical officer is on the way. Stand down.”
“You stand down,” Lydia mumbled, discovering she'd honest-to-god peed her pants sometime in the conflict. Well, that was attractive. She was a half-breath away from collapsing into shuddering sobs, but no, she was probably the oldest, including the family still on reconnaissance. She had that feeling, and she knew if she didn't stand up for herself, for everyone, all of this would avalanche down upon them. She just hoped they could keep Lillian awake long enough to help.
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“No painkillers. Let her read the labels.” Lydia stood, arms crossed, as a guy in a long white coat, white pants, shoes, gloves and a full-face white respirator that looked like a gasmask inspected the princess.
Lillian had agreed to this, but cried though every poke and prod. Lydia felt like a sadist, denying the girl relief, but without the heiress, she knew she couldn't navigate this alone. The masked medic spoke in perfect English, maybe the same voice as the globe, it was hard to tell, muffled, “It's a five inch cut above the knee. No muscle damage. It's shallow. I'm using a foam stitch, and there won't be a scar.”
He took the care of a practiced surgeon with her treatment, if a little slow, but spoke with a 'stop being a baby' arrogance that was quite frustrating in combination.
“Brazil?” Leo just came out and asked as the medic was closing his box of supplies.
“Lunar.”
Lydia swallowed hard at that, not knowing what to think. Earth's Moon was known system-wide, Sol Union or not (they had no affiliations), for the best medicine in humanity. They were never mercenary, but at the same time, they didn't strictly obey the oath of 'do no harm.' Their reputation was closer to the mad-scientist caliber when it came to experimental medicine. Citizens of Canada and Anatali didn't like them at all, and the feeling was mutual from the isolationist nation. But at least she trusted Lillian's immediate care would be flawless, the princess resting on her back, catching her breath.
Lydia reached out and snatched his arm. She couldn't even see his eyes as his gas-masked head looked down at the grip. She actually dug in a little harder, frustrated, trying to get a reaction. “Is the girl you have ok?”
The mask stared her straight in face; he never moved his arm. “We thought you were here to collect the remains.”
Remains...
“But when...I don't understand. What did you do?” Lydia charged forward. This time the doctor backed off as Leo grabbed her fist. “You fucking monsters! She's my friend!”
“She died of mysterious, non-violent causes. She was cold when we received her.” He continued his backpedal, hands raised. “We assumed you were Neptunian vultures, looking for tissue, that's why we fired. We don't know about a ransom—we just need you to leave. Who are you?”
“We're here for Cassandra Fitzgerald,” Lillian said, struggling up to her elbows. “And you're organ harvesters.”
“That's ridiculously simplistic,” the man said. “That woman might save millions by donating her body to science, and no, that's not the name she gave us.”
“Let us see her.” Lydia said, both hoping and not believing a word of it.
“We can make this fast with a photograph,” Doctor Gasmask said. Lillian offered a scan of that docking photo Lydia had been given. He shook his head. “That's not her.”
“Like we'd believe you!” Lydia shouted.
“Like we let people into our operation. If you're not here to secure the remains, we need you out of this area before you attract the real vultures!”
“We tracked our friend's scent here,” Lillian said, getting real. “We're not leaving without confirmation, and we don't want this poor girl's tissue, if that's not her. If you're Lunarian, your not going to have us shot for no good reason, so just let us in. It'll be a lot less trouble than the alternative.”
She heard him curse, “Goddamn it,” and whisper into his wrist, not just once, but in a five minute long conversation. All the while, Lillian talked to herself, likely to Helena and Georgie. The pain had stiffened her leg, but she'd been standing for minutes now, trying to walk it off.
“Drop your surveillance and we'll let two of you identify the body,” the doctor didn't present this as an option. It was a this-or-that statement. And it sounded fair. Lydia guessed their journalists hadn't been that secret after all.
“Our robot comes with, everyone else stays with the truck,” Lillian said, waving off assistance from Leo. “Frisk us. We're connected, but we're unarmed, and we're not going in without some insurance. You're not going to get us out of here unless you meet us in the middle.”
“I'll hold you to that. Call your friends back,” the way he said it made it Lydia think he had no idea who or how many were out there, and maybe they just confirmed something that he didn't even know. “Then I'm doing a weapons scan. Then we walk.”
In minutes, Helena, with husband and baby, entered the dim circle of light, backs straight, seemingly unconcerned with the sniper they all knew was out there. The woman actually pointed to the storage units with her tripod, not looking, before dropping her arm. “I'm not as diplomatic as these kids,” the woman said to the doctor. “We're tagged. If there's a blood pressure drop in me, my husband, or my child, this entire area goes up in the biggest fucking firestorm outside of Venus. I'll even show you, if you want, but have fun disarming it. We are otherwise unarmed. Do not fuck with me.”
The doctor didn't relay a word. He raised a hand and shook his head, “It's not like that, but understood, ma'am.”
Lydia whispered something to Georgie. The man, with sleeping baby, took a few slow steps around Lillian before guiding the injured girl back to the truck. The princess turned her head and glared at her with the most anger she'd ever seen from the girl. Something like betrayal. Lillian then resisted. “You know I'm coming, you can't do this!” The princess shrugged the man away and hobbled back to the confrontation, wincing with every step. “You'll let me come with.”
Lydia turned to the doctor in a shrug. “She's right, you know. She's the smart one. We need the boy to piggy-back her, and it's not like he's much use on his own.” When Leo opened his mouth to protest, she stumbled, no subtlety, grinding her heel into his foot. And while she hadn't seen, nor heard from Samuel in over an hour, he 'popped' into perfect visibility before fading back out, right at her side. At least he understood his role, if not theatrics.
“Watch them,” the doctor said to the ball, casting a glance at the storage units. She didn't blame his hesitation. Helena had pretty much turned the tables with the bomb, bluff or not, and with everyone's lives on the line it was one big mutually-assured-destruction if anyone blinked away from the script. And did Lydia think Cassie's gutted corpse was inside this fenced-off hangar? She had the hopeful feeling it wasn't. This was something else now. So why were they continuing?
If they just finished this out and looked at the corpse, they'd be allowed to leave and no one would die. Any break in this dance would be dangerous. She had no idea where Cassie was, but this was one step closer.
She texted the bot, 'Still have a scent?'
'Affirmative. The target is here.'
Lydia's heart dropped. This had to be a mistake.
 
* * *
 
“This isn't right,” Lydia hissed as they walked down the lonely drive. She shouldered her backpack of Opal and beer, still unwilling to trust her package with anyone in this universe. “Did we bring a second sample or not?”
“You're going to have to relax, Lydia.” Lillian said, head hanging low, using Leo as her pony, legs under his arms. “A girl died. I'm sure it's not your Cassie.”
“Not 'my' Cassie?” No, she couldn't keep her voice down. The labcoat walked ahead, unflinching at the outburst. “The way I'm starting to see it, you're the bad guys, with redheads and conspiracies, and this asshole is Mr. Doctors-without-borders.”
“You know you don't mean that.” Lillian directed Leo over so she could place a rather firm hand on her arm. “I said 'your' because I can tell how you feel about her, even if you're scared. We're identifying a corpse, Lydia. I know it's not going to be your friend. Let's get this over with.”
There was next to nothing to see as they approached the gated chainlink fence, coils of prison grade razor-wire lining the top. Just beyond was a wide expanse where the no-frills, no-winged AG-rockets lined up in a row, all green with yellow trim. A pair of soldiers in forest fatigues and combat-masks stood guard at the open gate. “Leave it open,” the doctor said. The men nodded an affirmation as they passed into the 'hangar.' Even with that statement, this was starting to feel like a very, very bad idea. Thank god for Helena. Thank god for Lillian.
“We're moving the body to a different shuttle for storage. You can view the remains outside. We are not letting you on board.”
“Fine by us,” Lydia said, her anxiety rising.
Rounding past two nose cones, another gas-masked doctor, this one female, stood on the other side of a hovering stretcher. A white-draped body lay atop. She couldn't see a light source, but the entire area around the stretcher was bathed in an even, white glow; unfamiliar technology. And Lydia knew she was avoiding looking at the corpse.
Doctor Gasmask walked to the body and waited. He didn't speak.
Leo and Lillian stood at the head. She saw the boy swallow, and Lillian bury her head in his back, in obvious pain. Blinking away tears, the girl nodded to the doctors, “We're ready.”
Without ceremony, they flipped the shroud down past the head and shoulders. There was no reaction from her friends. Lydia's feet took her forward on auto. Just a few feet away, she paused in stride. She knew instantly:
“That's not her...” Lydia said flatly, mouth dry. The corpse's eyes were sunken, as was the body's, or rather, the girl's neck. She appeared to be a bit younger than Lydia or Cassie, but was still Hispanic. The rest of the girl's features, and her beauty if she was still alive, it was all lost on her, but there would be no way to mistake this poor woman for Cassie. Lydia began the sign of the cross over her chest and head as a reflex, but stopped halfway in. Pointless.
“Satisfied?” The doctor said, leaving the body uncovered, likely so it'd sink in. “I trust your intentions were pure, but your robot has obviously malfunctioned, experienced a margin-of-error, or your tracking sample was corrupted. I again apologize for your injury, young lady, but security is of the highest concern when it comes to independent medicine. Most who would try and exploit this only respond to a show of force. We merely attempted to scare you off.”
“I'll be ok,” The princess began to cry against Leo's back.
“Can we please give her something for the pain now, Lydia?” Leo said. “Lydia!”
“Oh, right, sorry,” she said, blinking away her focus on the corpse. She'd identified a body before. This was triggering some very unhappy memories, as if she were reliving them at the very moment. That body had been her father's. “I'm so sorry. Yes, please, can you help her now?”
“Of course.” The doctor nodded to his female associate, who covered the corpse's face. He lowered his box to the ground and assembled a pressure syringe. He showed the bottle first to Lillian, then Lydia. “It's just morphine. It'll take the edge off, ok? It works with the foam to create a local anesthetic, though you'll want something over-the-counter in a few hours.”
The princess sighed as the medicine rushed through her veins.
“So, she's not like, a body-double, or the 'real' Cassie?” Lydia was still stunned. “I just don't understand...Samuel, show yourself.”
The bear popped back into view, already sitting on his haunches, staring straight at the female in the gasmask. His face articulated; his little mouth opened, and that tiny mewing roar erupted, the same one as when she activated him.
Lydia's eyes grew wide. She simply froze.
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“You should leave now. You realize his calibration is off.” The doctor said, voice steady.
“Cassie?” Lydia completely ignored the man, circling the corpse over to Samuel, and the woman.
The female gasmask backed away, keeping the body between them. Leo's eyes shifted back and forth, but he was already setting Lillian's feet to the ground. “It's ok, Cassie,” he said. “We came here looking for you. We thought something bad happened. We thought the bad guys got you.”
The woman whispered something in muffled Spanish and tapped the doctor on his shoulder. The man shook his head, shoulders slumping. Cassie's voice, “I told you this would not work.”
“Blame it on the bomb,” Leo said. “At least no one got dead.”
“Not yet.” The doctor reached behind his head and pulled off the mask. The woman mirrored him. It was indeed Cassie Fitzgerald with a bad case of helmet-hair, but appearing completely healthy otherwise. She wasn't smiling. She looked afraid, not of the doctor, not of them, eyes shifting to the night air.
The Lunarian doctor was a black man of that unknowable forty-to-four-hundred age. His jaw was stern, his eyes were stern, he was almost statuesque in his 'stern'-ness. Clean-shaven and with short curls, he wasn't model-attractive so much as pleasant looking, despite all the stern. Avuncular. Sympathetic eyes. He probably had a decent bedside manner, in a different situation.
“Hiding behind a random body? What's all this about?” Lydia stopped her slow-motion chase of her friend, her crush, completely baffled as the white-coats backed towards the third shuttle. “We're not going to hurt you. You don't need to be scared.”
“This has taken too long,” the doctor said, not staring at them, but past them into the open air. “You're not the only ones who've been watching. We have incoming, confirmed. We're closing the gate. Tell your friends in the truck to evacuate.”
“What, who?” Lydia said as she was more or less shoved out of the way as the pair began to load the body onto the second shuttle's cargo bay. “We're not leaving.”
“No. You're not,” the doctor said. “But if your friends don't leave the area immediately, they'll be as happy killing them and the infant.” He snapped his head around and pounded a fist on the stretcher. “I mean it, they need to leave now! Tell them!”
Lillian's eyes were hooded, drugged, as she steadied herself by Leo's arm. Fuck. Lydia relayed the command vocally to Helena, “This is no bullshit. We found Cassie, but I guess those Neptunian guys are coming, and they'll take baby-Ruby with the rest of you if they can. Get clear, like back to B. We'll keep contact open, ok?”
“What about the bomb?” In the night silence, Lydia heard the truck's ignition start, and tires peel, much as they had earlier.
“Christ, there's really a bomb?”
“Well, yeah. I never bluff.”
“Fuck it, keep it up.” Lydia was trying to help load the body, not knowing a bit what she was doing—in a morbid realization, her anti-gravity piano moving yesterday was her only frame of reference. “If this doctor kills us you can blow him up.”
“Unnecessary,” the doctor said. “Close it up and get inside!” he shouted back at the other shuttle, where Leo was carrying Lillian like a bride. “Lights off, everyone quiet, I mean it!”
Lydia only got the barest glimpse what was inside of Shuttle three. It was set up like an infirmary from cockpit to the rear lavatory, six tables, three of which had bodies on them. There was no other staff in the shuttle, not even a pilot. The already dim lights cut out immediately. The cabin door slammed shut, but the guards hadn't followed, and neither had...
“Sam!” Lydia hissed aloud, mashing the button on her holo-unit that commanded him invisible.
The woman was on her hands and knees, not knowing if she needed to be, and crawled over to Leo and Lillian. The girl was a mumble-box, but squeezed her hand back when Lydia gripped it. The woman cooed a soft, “Shhh, shhh,” smoothing back the girl's platinum hair, feeling about a million times worse about what she'd got her friends into, much less the things she'd said. There was a prayer on her lips when she kissed the girl's forehead.
A blinding light filled the cabin through the front window. Lydia's breath caught in her throat as she pressed her body on Lillian's, and Leo pressed his over them both, shielding them all. They trembled, but stayed as still as those corpses on those slabs. She could hear, and feel, the steady thrum of several air-pressure engines. The hovering 'bikes' were always single or double-rider, unarmed like a dirt-motorcycle, but that didn't mean the person flying tandem didn't have a rifle. There was either two, or maybe twenty, Lydia had no idea.
A booming gunshot rattled the shuttle, hitting about half-way up the hull. Lydia pressed her body up, to run away to the aft, but Leo grabbed on to Lillian, sandwiching her, pressing down with about a hundred tensed muscles. It was all she could do not to scream. This was only the third time she'd ever been shot at, and the first two times had happened in the last hour.
Again, a shot struck near the same spot before another bike opened up with a fucking machine gun against the cockpit window. Every bullet bounced harmlessly off the micro-meteor-proof 'glass,' but it was shredding her nerves like so much cheese. And she knew somewhere in her dormant logic-brain that the vultures were trying to flush them out of the thicket like rabbits or ducks, the universe's oldest hunting tactic, but her flight instinct had complete taken over.
Just when she hit her breaking point, Lillian began to sing, a whispered, half-stoned rendition of some lullaby Lydia couldn't quite remember:
 
Your momma knows, but its always new, every joy that came from you.
Your tiny hands, your naked feet, you're my peace when I'm complete.
 
It's silly, but it worked. Even when the second volley crashed over the window and the hull. Even as they attacked the other shuttles. She'd come back to her senses, or at least had calmed down enough to check her comm-unit to monitor Samuel, who was obeying Law Three like a champ, and had climbed up a landing gear to deep inside Shuttle Four. Lydia texted Helena, 'Inside, but under fire. Do NOT return.'
'Best wishes. Currently parked at Central Immigration D. Tell us when to recover, or send security.' And after a minute, 'It would take a missile turret to pierce that armor. Hang in there.'
Well, in that case...
'Blow the bomb. We're getting hammered!'
The reply came after a tense moment, 'Serious?'
'Yeah, Serious. Lillian and Cassie can sort out the politics. I trust you.'
'Well, ok. Whisper a ten count to your shuttle, in...' a long pause. 'mark.'
“She's popping the bomb in seven, six...” Lydia said aloud, hugging Lillian with real sisterly protection and not just adrenaline.
“No! Stop!” the doctor choked out the most hysterical command she'd ever heard.
Uh. Too late. Three...Two...
With nothing but the anticipation as a warning, the air around the shuttle more or less exploded, all at once, god knows how wide of a radius. She instantly felt the shuttle move, not with a rumble, but scooting backwards in hops until sliding forward. If those lights from the bike had been bright, this was the shine of about a dozen suns all focused though that one window. Lydia felt and heard about a thousand debris impacts on the shuttle, some shaking it so hard she thought they actually might penetrate and pierce her own body.
The entire shuttle system flared into activity with a wailing siren and bright green light. “Radiation incident. Radiation incident,” said a monotone male voice. “Unable to stabilize. Unable to stabilize. Please engage manual flight. System Failure. Emergency. All systems collapsing.”
The ground beneath them jerked again and slid sharply downwards. In moments, they tipped from an uncomfortable thirty-five degrees, leaning back, to a rapid nose-first grind into what she assumed was a crater. Her mind was too broken to decipher the sensations as the shuttle rolled on its side, flipping them all against the hull, corpses included. She'd broken the fall for Leo and Lillian—it totally knocked the wind out of her, and she suddenly felt as if she was suffocating. She tried to suck some breath into her sturdy singing-lungs, but could only gasp in a panic.
The shuttle shifted again, even more dramatically, but things started to feel weird. Lydia had never experienced zero-gravity, or even low-G's, her first experience with anything space-like being yesterday, but as the shuttle dropped in what was apparently a crater of molten metal and poly-plastics, there was a lot of bounce and hang-time, especially when Cassie, the doctor, and corpses finally floated over. They must have been sucked down to the station's purple ring, the gravity flip-point between the bulbs. After about a minute of this, they were literally suspended in mid-air, and it was sickening to her stomach—the stress of the explosion hadn't helped.
The doctor yanked and swam to the cockpit. Without a word from the man, she heard the same revving she'd heard yesterday morning, an anti-grav drive booting up.
“Wait, wait!” she shouted, totally disoriented. There was that same fizzing pop, and down became down again, the entire mess of them collapsing on their backs. She smacked her head on the floor right before a corpse crashed into her from six feet above. Lydia tried to roll and cough before choking on vomit, this time donuts and mead spreading over her in a spray. She heard Lillian cry out and then scream. Twisting on her hip, she looked over to see Leo had been knocked motionless, and Cassie was nowhere in sight.
The body was still on top of her, leaking something cold and hideous against her chest. She couldn't catch her breath, much less crawl to help Lillian.
A pair of hands gripped her under her shoulders, and yanked hard. Enough weight shifted from the corpse where Lydia could sit up, spitting out the rest of her dinner. She desperately gasped for a clean breath, but could only hack and cough.
“Push, fast!” Cassie said from above her, scampering to grab the body's arms.
Tying to help, Lydia bucked and shoved, and squirmed out from under the thing. Sucking in air, she switched gears to stretch out Leo, who might be dead for all she knew. A glance to the cockpit showed them floating backwards, up to District D 'ground level' again. The entire hangar area had been decimated, all of it in a molten ground fire. Simply nothing remained other than the three other shuttles lying on their sides. The fence was gone. Zero trace of their attackers, whatever they actually looked like. Their shuttle bobbed a moment before the doctor set it on a arrow-shot out of the wall-less District D. It was maybe one second (probably less) before they were in open space, outside of Anatali Station.
“Holy shit!” she shouted to the cockpit, then realized she'd failed to find a pulse on Leo. She suddenly turned to him, panicked, straddling him, palms set for a clumsy attempt at CPR. On all fours, Cassie lunged and shoved her away.
“Calm down!” The Latina shouted, pointing. “You stay!”
She set two fingers to his neck, whispering, then nodded, settling down on her butt. The boy was starting to come around, moaning. Cassie turned a stare over to Lydia with an expression combining lip-bitten frustration and a huff of relief.
“That was bad idea,” the WALcos heiress said.
Ya think?
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Lydia couldn't tell if it was a zip or a float in open space. She couldn't see Anatali Station, Earth, or whatever they were aiming towards.
“It's on autopilot,” the doctor said, over the shoulder, a bit less than calm. “Do any of you know how to monitor this? I need to be back there!”
“My mom,” Leo rasped, barely audible, on his feet. “I can read a red-line.”
The doctor paused a brief second to plant two hands on Leo's shoulders, stare him in the eyes, searching, then shake him ever so slightly. He then sent him to the pilot's chair with a pat on the back. Whatever that was seemed to work. Leo went from stumbles to a more solid stride, to collapsing in the chair with wide-eyed interest of the controls.
“What's our twenty?” the cabbie said between coughs.
“Don't worry about it,” The doctor appraised the cabin, “Just watch it, the course is set. I don't know if the mine hurt us or not.” He looked pointedly at Lydia and Cassie before turning his attention to Lillian. The princess was on her knees, refusing any care, trying to stand up.
He didn't skip a beat, walking to a rail of pharmaceuticals. He loaded a gun, pressed it to her shoulder, and dropped her like an animal.
“What'd you do?” Lydia shouted, soaked in vomit and piss, still trying to stand. He walked over to her, and without a word, injected her with the same gun. She swatted at him, about a minute too slow.
It all fell to black.
 
* * *
 
“Lydia?” It was Helena's voice, sounding concerned but without urgency. “Lydia, come in.”
“I'm alive.” She said, as much to herself as to the comm-unit. She briefly took stock of her limbs and organs (oh, my liver), a little surprised she wasn't on one of those slabs. Instead, she and Lillian appeared to be in the rear cabin. There were four bunks crammed together, and they occupied the bottom ones. The princess lay sleeping, a blanket up to her neck. Lydia had been cleaned up, and now wore white hospital scrubs. She wasn't the modest type when it came to her body, so was just happy she didn't reek of urine anymore. Her backpack was right next to her bunk.
“You there, Lydia?”
“Yeah. I'm here.” Her comm-unit's new OS said it was an FTLS call (she'd never received a Faster Than Light Speed message before), encryption-level seven, whatever that meant. “Lillian's here with me. Any idea where we are?”
“Not a clue. I was making sure you weren't still on the station, but sort of got the feeling that you weren't. Those AG shuttles can't FTLS dive, so you're probably still local, relatively.”
“Good to know.” Lydia sat up in bed and walked over to check on her friend. The girl was completely zonked out, which was good to see, except that Lydia could really use the girl's intelligence right now. “What was that, anyway? I wasn't expecting that at all.”
“Low-yield fusion mine.” Helena said matter-of-factly. “Not even half a kiloton.”
“You set off a nuclear bomb inside a space station? Are you fucking nuts?” The question was more of a croak than some fierce admonishment.
“Hey, you told me you needed it. And I never bluff. When I said biggest firestorm outside Venus, I meant it. And it's not like it was salted. No lingering radiation, you know.”
Lydia shook her head, still in disbelief. She cracked open a beer from her pack just to get the taste out of her mouth. “How'd you get that on board? Where'd you even get it?
“Oh, the small ones are really hard to detect, almost no signature. I either picked them up on Triton or Proteus. I forget.”
“Them? You forgot where you got multiple fusion bombs?” Not to mention she felt about a million times less safe in space. Not to mention the woman just admitted to being affiliated with real, actual terrorists. Deep drink. “What kind of journalism student are you? Never mind, I don't want to know.”
“I'm in the doctorate program, hon. That was a during my Master's studies. You learn to cover your ass sooner or later in this universe. Anyway, you should keep this channel open until you get back. If something happens to you guys, I'll have a record.”
Or a doctorate dissertation about two high-profile corporate heiresses and black-market organ trafficking, sure.
“Just stay out of trouble till then, please. We might need the help.”
“Yeah, about that,” Helena said, “if you're going where I think you're going, make sure you're not smuggling any, um, questionable substances. Even as an independent asylum state, their customs are the strictest in the system. No way I'd get away with bringing my mines up there.”
“Up where?”
“That doctor's probably taking you home. You know, to The Moon.”
Lydia fell to a seat on her bunk. The Moon...she was going to the fucking Moon. Just a day ago she'd never even been off the coast, and now she was flying to The Moon on a shuttle full of harvested eyeballs and lungs, with two princesses and enough Opal to get her locked up for a lifetime, all after ordering a nuclear strike on a space station.
Well, don't that beat all.
And it's not like she'd forgot, but she'd been avoiding it. Lydia asked, her voice small but so loud in her own ears, “I killed those people, didn't I?”
“No...” Helena said with a sigh. “I did, and I could have said no. I knew what would happen. It was pretty obvious that you didn't. To be honest, I was about to do it anyway. Even if the shuttle could have taken that barrage for a while, you guys were in a tough spot, diplomatically. I know a lot about Triton, and it would have taken 'something' to chase those fuckers off. I knew Lillian and that Cassie girl didn't need the attention, and I'm also sure that doctor didn't want the military or ASA snooping around. They might bitch and moan, but it was the only real option.”
That made Lydia feel better, even if somewhere in her mind she knew she was allowing those words to make her feel better. She'd never hurt anyone in her life, except for boyfriends who either started it or fought back just as hard, and she didn't fancy herself a killer. She honestly thought there'd be a boom and some fireworks. She thought it would scare them and no one would get hurt on either side. It was hard to reconcile her expectations with the results. Lydia had anyways felt like she was a justice-minded woman, a good person despite all the vice-laws she considered trivial. But she wouldn't be shedding many tears over due process and the lives of the vultures that were trying to kill them, take their body-parts, and maybe even hunt down Helena's baby for fresh stem-cells, just for money. 
It was almost too easy to move forward.
“So, Helena, about the 'questionable substances.' I have this problem...”
 
* * *
 
The cabin door wasn't locked, and before any conversations or reunions, Lydia went straight for the bathroom. She was spotting now, and hoped someone on board had some feminine products stowed away (most women carried a spare evacuant). Maybe one of those bandages...well, anyway, it was on her mind. She'd ask Cassie. 
Into the main cabin, she walked past those three bodies again, they'd all been reset on their slabs, and damn did they creep her out. There was no one else in the room, and there was zero reason for Lydia to linger, alone, with the corpses. She went straight to the cockpit, where she heard voices. Now she lingered outside the door, eavesdropping:
“So if I sellout on the yaw control, I can spin the bird on a dime?” Leo's voice.
“Absolutely,” the doctor said, “ignore all the warnings since you're above the G-cone. That's just a redundancy to keep people from wrecking into random debris. It's a bit more tricky with the pitch though, since the stabilizers become less responsive when you—”
Lydia knocked, evenly, but gently, knowing she probably didn't have to.
“Please. Enter.”
She swallowed down a hefty lump of social anxiety. The doctor was probably angry as murder with her for calling up that bomb. Cassie probably hated her for interrupting her humanitarian project, whatever it was, and Leo probably despised her for dragging him into all this. Lydia stepped back, her heart pounding, ready to run. She'd already turned her back when the door swished open.
“Bonita...”
Lydia slowly turned to see Cassie in similar scrubs, pink, but otherwise looking much like when they'd all been eating dinner at the Pancake House. Her skin and hair were flawless. There was one change though. The heiress looked to the floor, eyes shifting, lips turned in a frown.
“I am saying, I am sorry.”
“You're sorry!” Lydia's face lit up as she threw herself forward into a tight hug with her one-day crush. Maybe it really was the hormones, or just everything about the last day, but Lydia felt such absolute relief it was almost impossible to comprehend. And Cassie pressed back in the hug. And that felt so completely right.
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Part of Your World
 
 
 “I missed you so much, you have no idea,” Lydia said, talking into her friend's shoulder. “I thought they got you. Goddamn, I don't know who I thought got you, but I thought someone did, and that it was all...that it was my...” And, yeah. She started crying again. For all the things two-days-ago-Lydia might have been upset with, this crybaby streak might have been the most egregious. It was like she couldn't turn it off.
“Leo has told me what you have said, and what you did,” Cassie said, holding her close, “and I feel so bad in my heart for your worry. I never thought you would worry so.”
Tears still on her cheeks, Lydia leaned back and looked Cassie in the eyes, those perfect brown eyes. Before she knew what she was doing, they kissed. Quite a bit less than her fake-makeout session with Leo just a bit ago, but unmistakably electric, Cassie returned it, hand pressed to the small of her back. The heiress smiled one of the happiest, most earnest smiles Lydia had ever seen. She took her hand, nodding to her, then to the front of the cockpit.
Leo had an odd smirk on his lips, he was spun around in his pilot’s chair. The doctor watched blandly, not as an emotionless robot, not annoyed, but simply as if he was watching two strangers kiss at an airport, a big 'whatever.'
“Ahem,” Lydia cleared her throat, wishing she'd brought another beer for the hoarseness, “getting lessons, Leo?”
“Something like that. The doctor, here, is a great teacher.”
“Don't you have a name?” Lydia said, casting a sideways glance at Cassie.
“Not for you,” he said, a bit too blunt. “It's safer that way, for everyone, trust me.”
“Yeah, I guess. Um...” Lydia could have beat around the bush more, but as awkward as she felt, she simply had nothing else to say other than being upfront. “I hate coming across this way, but I should probably know if you're really mad at me or not. We should, like, know where we stand.”
“Top quality medical care, washing your bodies, I'm personally doing your laundry, giving your friend piloting lessons, all the while overlooking that rather substantial amount of Opiate Peltrovic Lithium in your possession in order to give you a day's asylum at the risk of my own reputation. And all this after you discharged a nuclear device mere feet from a life-saving research operation, and somehow you're suggesting I'm holding a grudge?”
“I mean, it's possible.” Lydia would. She was waiting for the other foot to fall.
The doctor looked at Leo, expression blank, “Persecution complex?”
“I'll just be jumping out the airlock, now.”
“No, no, no, Bonita,” Cassie gripped onto her arm, laughing. Leo's hand covered his mouth as his shoulders shook—little asshole. “We joked him about you. This is him having fun. It is dry humor.”
Lydia felt trapped that anything she might say would just make the joke funnier, all at her expense. She wanted a drink. It was time to wake up Lillian anyway.
 
* * *
 
After a brief detour back to the lavatory, she finished her fifteen-minute menstrual period, thank you Cassie, thank you science, and entered the aft cabin. The princess was already awake, sitting cross-legged, head bobbing, singing to some barely-audible music. This girl didn't get shy with an audience, she smiled, then stared back to her screen. Lillian was a pitch-perfect match for Ariel when she soft-sang the finale to 'Part of Your World.'
At least that explained the crabs and lobsters.
“You've got a gorgeous voice,” Lydia said, utterly intimidated by the purity of her tone. She, herself, was more of a belter, but fourteen-year-old Lillian Anatali had an angel voice, in the mezzo-soprano range. Ask Lydia if this mattered two days ago, and she'd have signed herself up as a Lillian fan. And she still would. But as this little mermaid continued to la-de-dah and hum her way though an ancient song collection, there really was something special about her voice, and Lydia was still trying to figure out her new musical identity. It was more insecurity than competition.
“I've got nothing on you, Lyds. I've seen it. That stage presence; you connect with people.” And, as usual, there was no halfheartedness or fake-modesty. Lillian was perfect, as usual. She stretched her leg with a grimace and reached for a hug.
Easily returned.
“I'm so sorry.” Lydia's voice shook. “This shouldn't have happened to you.”
“Hey, now,” the princess broke off the hug, but not the grip, looking her dead in the eyes, “we all make decisions, and I made mine. I got us into this as much as anyone, and I know darn well what I'm doing. I'll be fine.”
“Yeah, sorry. I just care about you. We're real friends now, ok?”
“We have been.” The girl smiled. She pulled up the sheets, revealing her feet. She flexed her tiny toes before kicking out her left leg. She winced, “Going to hurt to walk for a while.”
“I think they've got medicine for that, Lily.”
“No, you weren't wrong, when you stopped him by the truck. I think we're going to The Moon, and if that happens, I need to be sober. Their double-talk can trap you into all sorts of things you didn't intend.”
“Well, that's the reputation, anyway,” Lydia helped her to her feet. “You really think they're that dangerous? The Lunarians?”
“I was raised that way, we all were, but who would know better?” Lillian let a soft squeak escape when she put weight on her leg. For a 'shallow' slice, it certainly seemed painful. She plopped back on the bunk. “They're as bad as the Iapitans, hiding under their domes. We could have easily been dissected if that doctor decided it was legal, or for the greater good of those millions he mentioned. At least robots have morals. These guys are just scary.”
“You sure know a lot for a youngster.” And saying the word 'youngster' made Lydia feel about a hundred years older than twenty-six. “So, what, we've been kidnapped? Should we be worried?”
“No, it's not like that. We just need to be carefu—”
There was a knock on the cabin door. After a quick, 'why are you knocking?' Cassie entered, shoulders up, but still adorably demure in whatever shyness she was experiencing, or expressing. Lydia shamelessly took her hand, with warmth. Standing together, it felt nice, until the woman became rigid beside her. 
“Cassie, it's ok. She's heard of you, obviously. This is Lillian Anatali.”
The woman bowed at the waist, stiff, and said quite clearly, “I do not know why friends have done this things. I was in no danger. But I apologize so much for the many hurt and disruption to you, and pleasure to make your meeting, honored daughter of Alaska. Please do not have a bad viewing of WALcos, Chile, Brazil, or the United Lunar Colonies. This is my responsibility, alone, and hold me to that fire. Please accept this words. I cry for your injury.” The woman raised her head with a fleeting grimace, her jaw set.
Lillian, despite pleas to stay seated, stood gingerly and repeated the bow. Her leg trembled, though her voice was steady. “I came in care and friendship, and sincerely apologize for putting you in this position where you feel any guilt or responsibility. On my family's station I caused you great trouble. I was wrong to intrude on the sovereignty of an embassy hangar. I misunderstood the situation and made a mistake. I thank you for your care, but I do not desire further conversations with your family reputation, I desire conversations with you, as a friend, Cassandra.”
“If it is within my voice, I will say it to you, as a friend, Lillian.” There was a relieved smile shared, replete with understanding nods and a handshake. Both girls relaxed. Lydia didn't get it, but since they'd never met before now, who knows what they'd been fearing about each other, or what sort of jerks they'd met in the past. It seemed pretty ok from the cheap seats though, both heiresses being awesome people.
And maybe something was changing. Pre-launch-Lydia would have been hyperventilating, hanging out with two princesses from Earth's top-five economies. Thinking about it in those terms seemed so ridiculous she still couldn't process it, objectifying them. But as people, as women, it felt like she'd known them a long time. It was easy. And she looked at Cassie, standing there in her pink scrubs, jaw-droppingly gorgeous, showing her vulnerability, courage, and charisma in the same minute. Lydia's heart fluttered. It was a crush, yes. But was it more? Falling in love? Was this love? 
She had said the words before to boys, like Ethan, and she had been with girls, like Cameron. 
Her boy-relationships had been these aggressive tumultuous clusterfucks accented by domestic violence, that aforementioned boredom, and that not so comfortable sex. If they weren't shouting and throwing things at each other, they were barely spending time together, or engaging in the lewdest acts she could imagine, and a few she hadn't. And she knew it wasn't fair to lay all that on an entire gender, it was just the way things had played out. None of it had ever felt nice, or romantic, in tone or otherwise. Boys didn't just want 'one thing' from a girl, they wanted everything, and it was always whenever they decided they wanted it. Even a nice guy like Leo would probably just whimsically flip her onto her stomach after playing his video game, the opening screen playing on a loop, and that would be their best 'intimacy' or 'date-night.' The problem was, she'd probably kiss him after he was done, and be the first to say she loved him. He'd smack her ass, wipe his dick on her leg, and pass out (This might be fine for a Tuesday night, just not as a lifestyle).
Lydia had one real monogamous girlfriend, and it wasn't like Cameron's icy jealousy and emotional domination. She'd just turned twenty-one, and the woman had been, like forty. Now that was a candles and flower-petal gigglefest she, herself, hadn't taken seriously, and she was more ashamed by that relationship than any other. That wasn't romance either, that was a sexual manipulation where Lydia had just been happy to have been 'liked,' and was physically exploited in exchange for food, clothes, and trinkets. Her sugar-momma had been nearly as poor as she was, but give it a week, and she'd get that shirt, or robot-part, or textbook, all it took was Lydia sexually performing like a champ, and puffing up the woman's insecurities. Eventually, she felt like a prostitute, and vowed never to feel that way again.
She had no idea what 'healthy' love was supposed to feel like, but she was terrified of what romance would do to her and her new friends. Lydia faked a cough and gently removed her hand from Cassie's. Whatever this could be, it would most likely be bad, given time. She suddenly felt paralyzed in her own skin, playing it off as if she just didn't feel well. She said 'she didn't like space,' whatever that meant.
Her non-girlfriend future-roommate completely switched gears from the meet-and-greet between heiresses and set her down on the bunk, promising water and a snack. Her touch was tender. Her eyes were a mess of concern. A new layer of guilt. Now she was a liar on top of it all. “You stay, Lydia. I will take care of you.”
And, with that—goddamn it, she was lost. If she didn't say something, Cassie might vanish again, in the politics, in whatever her project was. Sometimes you just have to say things.
Lydia swallowed the lump in her throat. There was no going back now. 
As Cassie left the cabin, she blurted out, “You can't just go away like that.” She turned her face away, ignoring the wistful smile of the platinum princess. The door didn't shut. “You can't just kiss me like that and disappear.”
That moment hung in the air, agonizing.
“Bonita...” the woman said, her tone hesitant. “I did not wish to go, but there were reasons.” She didn't leave the cabin, she came back, taking Lydia's hand as she sat beside her, her expression serious, careful. “And I do not well understand my feelings. From that monitor, I saw you with Leo, enjoying each other.”
Lydia's expression fell. Somewhere far off in the peanut gallery, she heard Lillian gasp. And like a psycho, her brain immediately went into damage control. No, no, no.
“It made me hurt, and I didn't know I could feel such a pain.” And even just saying it, the Latina balled up a fist.
“It was just an act, Cassie. I promise.” Which was half a lie, but never in her mind, her wildest dreams, had she imagined something like this could have happened. “I am so sorry. That's just what acting looks like. I'd never hurt you. There's nothing going on with Leo. We don't even like each other.”
“You say this, but jealousy is so ugly. I have never felt it, but I have seen it. I have caused it. And why am I jealous?” Cassie's voice was shaking. “I am young in these things. My family does not allow it, so it has never been for me with a man, or woman. And I see you in the bar with your oso, looking sad, and I must talk to you. You with your red hair. And the way your family looked at you in that video, after you sang so many beautiful songs. So many jealousies. All I could think is how I wanted you to like me.” Quiet tears fell down her cheeks, and she didn't try to stop them; she just stared forward. Lydia squeezed her hand. “I know how to be desired, how to tease. Manipulate and lie. I do not know how to be as loved as you are. But the way you look at me makes me so happy. And I am selfish. I do not want you looking at anyone this way. And I force you to be my room sister. We are not even together and I am jealous for Leo. I would lie to my family to be close to you, and disrespect you in doing so. I am sick.” Now she put her face in her hands. Silent.
Lydia gathered her in a tight embrace. “You're an angel, Cassie. And I'm the one who's selfish, because I actually am sick, a Lowtown, lowlife, druggie. I want to be closer to you, you're amazing. But how can I put you through that, dealing with me every day? You deserve so much better. I've hurt people. I'm a total bitch. I just don't know if I can hurt you like that. I'm really scared of it.”
“Estupido,” Cassie pulled back and met Lydia's eyes, the barest hint of a smirk crossing her lips. “Then don't hurt me like that. And you do not get to tell me what I deserve. You are not who you were yesterday. I very much am not, and that is your fault. Had you come to that bar five minutes later, we would not have met. Maybe we are meant to teach each other. I am wanting to try. But I am selfish for you, if you would try with me.”
Lydia choked something out, a laugh, as she wrapped Cassie around the shoulders, pulling her close. Across from them, she saw Lillian, mist in her eyes, applauding. The smile back was easy.
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Mortality Shock
 
 
“So what's the situation?” Lydia said, sharing a collapsible bench with Cassie. They were against the back wall of the cockpit, and across from them Lillian had her leg propped up on another bench. Leo still piloted the craft; he hadn't moved from the chair since she'd woken up, and still seemed thrilled. A clock on the counter said it was early morning, Anatali-time, they'd been in space about seven hours. “Are we being followed by Immigration or something?”
“No, no,” the doctor said, tapping on an overhead screen until a graphic showing their trip sprang up. It looked like the AG rocket took a lazy sling-shot the long away around Earth, and was half-way to the Moon, unpowered. “The Brazilian embassy already took care of the mess, and didn't even have to mention terrorism. Equipment failure during routine maintenance. Anatali is annoyed, but we're good. We're organizing the repair funds.”
“That easy?” She said, looking to Lillian.
“Well it's not like this sort of thing happens a lot,” the princess said, still getting comfortable. “It does the colony zero good to spin it in a bad way.”
“But the other ships, the bodies? Won't there be an investigation?”
“The minor radiation signature supports an AG-drive failure,” the doctor said, “so unless your journalist goes into whistle-blower mode, outing herself, we're fine with an investigation. Our guards made it into one of the ships, and our cargo is protected by diplomatic immunity. Our attackers were disintegrated.”
The doctor sounded almost too casual now, as if they actually had done him a favor by killing those people. But if that was so, at least he wasn't mad, and if Cassie had been working with him...
“You know, I realize we're on your boat, but I have zero problem asking just what the hell you guys are up to. I'm sure you realize 'organ harvesting for research' sounds like a line, and while I trust Cassie, I need to know what kind of shitstorm I got my friends into.”
“Of course.” The doctor motioned for them to stand, and directed them back into the main cabin. It wasn't like Lillian's leg was broken, but she still winced at the effort. Leo didn't join them as the quartet surrounded the bodies in a loose semicircle. Cassie had Lydia's arm, patting her. The doctor lifted a clipboard at the first corpse's feet before flipping the sheet off the body's face. “This was Jelmedia Delgado, from Chilean Argentina. Care to guess her age?”
“No clue.“
“Four hundred,” Lillian said, mouth wrinkled as if it was a game show. Her eyes said she recognized this had been an actual person, but she was obviously trying to move the conversation along. Lydia's guess would have been twenty-two years old for a natural.
“Six-hundred-and-sixty-five,” he said, moving to the next body.
“No.” Lillian pointed at the woman. “We will be talking about Jelmedia, ok?” The heiress' body language became so firm, so adult, Lydia suddenly wondered if this teenager wasn't six hundred years old, despite all evidence to her youth. Unbothered, the doctor went back to the corpse.
“That's fine,” he replaced the physical clipboard, and with a few taps to his pocket, a princess-sized screen popped up in mid-air. The medical records were a giant spider-web. “Her obstetrician, in 3460, flagged her for heart disease in the womb. She was monitored, received lifespan treatments, and had her heart replaced when she was one-hundred-and-thirty. Jelmedia lived the last five hundred years without a major medical incident. She died, quite suddenly yesterday.”
“And I take it, it wasn't because of old age,” Lydia said, trying to process the information while wondering what any of this had to do with agriculture-student Cassie.
“Actually, this isn't even new. Mysterious, yes, but it is exactly her age, why she died.”
“Oh, so that's what you're doing,” Lillian said, her expression relaxing. “You're researching Mortality Shock.”
“And we have been, unsuccessfully, for a century.”
“What are they talking about, Cassie?” Lydia was certain she'd heard the term before, but with over thirty billion humans alive, the condition was as much on her radar as rectal cancer, as far as popular medicine went. Only poor people died from any cancer, and even then, you had to be really, really poor and just ignore all the symptoms. They took care of that for free almost everywhere. This condition only affected the wealthy, from what she remembered.
The Latina said plainly, “No human has ever lived past a six-hundred-and-sixty-fifth year. They all die, every one of them. It is called Mortality Shock.”
“Which drives the scientists and theologians nuts, both ends of the spectrum,” Lillian continued, “like God won't allow it. It started with tens, to hundreds, but now a million are approaching that age.”
The doctor snorted. “We believe it's either a subconscious-psychosomatic trigger, which is why we need the brain matter, or, more likely, a self-replicating nanobot virus spread via terrorism or Sol Union conspiracy for population control. We're probably all infected with it, to a man, woman, or newborn. Various human organs collect and process disabled nanobots. We are confident we'll be able to cure it if we keep collecting data, and can identify the cause.”
Lydia wasn't sure how much she cared about rich people becoming truly immortal, but it wasn't like she, herself, would avoid lifespan treatments if or when she could afford them. She was now at the right age to suspend her aging, if she chose. Not a lot of room to judge. All she knew is it was damn hard to find a decent job when no one ever retired, and no one ever died. Maybe this music thing had actual legs if she could build a career out of it. Until the other day, she'd been fighting for an education so she could compete with a couple hundred million people that knew her field, and had done it longer. But, apparently, there's some reaper out there saying enough is enough, and she had no doubt that a lot of well-off people were interested in stopping it.
“Please continue on Jelmedia's case, sir,” Lillian said, motioning for help to sit on an unoccupied slab. Lydia gave the girl a boost, so she could rest her leg in a lazy swing.
“Her cause of death is unknown, which is impossible. It wasn't heart failure, asphyxiation from lung failure, or any neurological incident. The woman was aware of Mortality Shock, as is everyone near that age, and signed up to be collected if she succumbed to it. She was delivered to our group privately, and has been in our care since. Her family was scheduled to collect the remains tomorrow, Anatali-time. They'll have to wait.”
“So we're taking it all back to The Moon?” Lydia asked.
“Yes. We were due to depart anyway, this weekend. We may as well. Our researchers have been waiting for new collections.”
“What's any of this have to do with you, Cassie,” she half-whispered it, “you're not really six-hundred or something?”
That got a brief grin from the heiress before her expression fell to grave. She patted the singer’s hand. “I am twenty-five,” she said, “but many in WALcos are near that Mortality age. First my mother and father died decades before I was born. I had many sisters and brothers, and now they die too. Aunts. Uncles. My cousins are next. I am very young for my family, I have far older ancestors that I am a great-great-great-aunt to in bloodline. It is complicated. It gives me a headache, this family tree. But it has become more common for these frozen eggs to be used to birth a new heir. I am a modified woman, and am involved as Lunar ambassador for the West American Alliance, for my Chile, Brazil, and Peru. Venezuela and Columbia support it too, but they smell of fish. It is a new, small diplomacy, all this spacing to our Moon; we are their only almost-friend. These Lunarians are closest to find the cure. And I do assist as a monitor, a nurse, cooperation. The farming will be my second degree, family business.”
That was pretty heavy to comprehend, even on a basic level. And she mused that they were both orphans, but at least Lydia had actual parents. Most people in her income bracket lost their parents at some point, they weren't immortal, it just usually didn't happen as young as it had for her. But she wondered who actually raised the 'modified' heiress? Tutors? A kindhearted but severe butler? A hateful grand-niece? Given her pristine grooming and inability to date, she assumed it was the latter. This was way over her head.
“And when Anatali launches this month?” Lydia said, squeezing her new girlfriend's hand.
“It is a job change then,” Cassie smiled, pecking her on the lips. “My seven-times-great-grand nephew's responsibility. He will be grown up this month. It has been almost four years for me. I just monitor from the Anatali then, and continue with this station team, and FTLS shuttles. That was my deal for doing such work. They birthed me to be CEO, but that is not for many, many decades, and only if I am good for it. I must be educated in many things.” Wow, just like a princess.
“So, the operation's not top secret,” Lillian said, “but it's nice to keep the radar low?”
“Science is public, but there's layers.” The doctor covered Jelmedia's face and walked towards the rear cabin. “We've got a couple hours. If anyone is tired, you should rest.”
“What are you planning on doing with us?” Lydia said.
“Nothing. You'll be public guests of an official ambassador, meaning me. We'll have an issue with everyone's dress, as I'm going to introduce you to my warren's mayor, but I'll be returning, with you, to Anatali Station come Saturday.”
Well, that didn't sound so bad.
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The AG rocket penetrated the dome with near-sexual visualization, first inserting the cone, (the doctor said that was for a scan) backing out, then sliding all the way in. The doctor took care of the piloting, Leo sitting at his side, asking questions every ten seconds. Lydia couldn't help but giggle at the graphic displayed on-screen. “Seriously?”
Lillian's face was a beet-red blush.
Cassie was already into her third beer from the backpack in an hour, and it wasn't like Lydia was trying hard to keep up, but she was a bit concerned why the West Amercian Alliance's ambassador to The Moon was tying one on in earnest. Through Lydia hadn't helped, asking way too much of a diplomat, much less her girlfriend.
The rocket completed its penetration into the hangar-sized dome. A video feed showed a large door sliding shut behind them. The dome had been a glowing translucent blob from the outside, but inside it was completely transparent, as if the floor started and ended at the barren lunar wastelands.
The doctor asked the four of them into the cabin to await processing. Lydia stared anxiously at her envelope of Opal laying in plain sight, on the nearest unoccupied slab. A short statement was stretched over it, magic marker on medical tape, supposedly stating in Spanish, 'Private property of the West American Alliance. Highly-volatile biological specimens. Do not open.'
The cabin door depressurized and flipped down. Quickly, eight children entered the shuttle, all wearing oversized, green zip-up sweatshirts, hoods up. Half of them were boys in trainers and jogging pants. The female half wore thigh-high leggings and track-shorts, their hoodies falling down to hem length. Lydia guessed their ages between nine and twelve years old. There was a lot of untanned, spacer-white skin, but there were a few children of color as well. All wore thigh-holsters for what looked like hand-carved wooden ray guns. Seriously. They formed a row across the cabin wall as one more girl entered, followed by an adult male dressed in a full gym-class jogging suit.
The girl, maybe Lillian's age, or a little older, strode into the cabin, ignoring the corpses, but pointed at the package. She had straight orange hair, gray-race brown skin, and steel-gray eyes. Her face had similar exotic features related to outer-system bloodlines, like Leo. The girl spoke in some language Lydia had never heard before, and the singer was a hobby-linguaphile, knowing basics in about twelve (but only fluent in English and Korean). If she had to venture a guess, the hooded girl's speech was from Saturn, but it seemed mixed up with some other syntax.
A boy ran forward, hands in his hoodie, withdrawing a long silver wire. A snap of his wrist and it became a solid hoop. Lydia watched intently. Cassie finished her beer. The boy circled the envelope with the hoop, and for an instant, a globe of pink light surrounded the package, above and below, undeterred by the table. “Secured, Ma'am,” the boy said with a pubescent squeak.
They'd been told there would be a training exercise.
“Welcome, visitors. You are under detainment.” The squad leader's English was bizarre, lots of 'E's. Was that what a Swiss accent sounded like? It was a dead language now, but Lydia had seen video. The girl barked a few more commands in the original language.
All eight of squad snapped forward, wooden guns drawn. Lydia and Leo hopped back instinctively, hands raised. The hell? Lillian shifted her weight before plopping to a seat on the floor, too much pain to keep it up. Cassie squatted down to grab another beer, now offering one to Lydia and Leo. “This might take a while.”
“One of our party is injured. We request time, allowances, and medical assistance,” the doctor said, hands behind his head, his tone completely serious. He then waved and smiled to the adult, mouthing, 'Hi!'
The lead girl wrinkled her weird razor-lips and shouted another order. In unison, all the children mimicked recoil of their weapons, saying, 'pew pew!' or 'pow!' The girl instantly went into smugface-mode, smirking over her shoulder at the adult.
His palm was flat on his face, head shaking. After a dumbstruck moment, Lydia and Leo joined the princess on the floor, tipping one back. Cassie head-patted a short, hooded girl on her way to the bathroom. Lillian began texting on a holo-screen. 
“Miss Alicia,” the man said with a neutral accent, like the doctor, “You just killed five million civilians, and now we've been annexed to the Sol Union. You, your mother, father, and brother are now dead, your squad is dead. The nation as we know it is dead. You get it?”
“No,” Alicia said, annoyed, pointing at Lillian. “She's a direct threat to the colony. Those bodies are obviously diseased, and they are all dressed as patients. The girl succumbed to it. The secret package was the clue. Their asylum beacon said nothing about biohazard, meaning they were desperate, hiding something, and willing to jeopardize our world to receive care. Our protocol on living biohazards is quite clear.” Her accent might be odd, but she knew all the words and grammar.
“We're dead, cheers!” She clinked cans with Leo as Cassie returned, joining them on the floor. For someone that had trouble being around the bodies just hours ago, she congratulated herself. The doctor checked on Lillian, but she just swatted him away.
“That's not your call,” the instructor ordered the squad to reset against the back wall. “You can't just be married to the aggressive, reactive side of protocol, you have to use broader judgment to obey the legalities that protect our neutrality, and the spirit behind it. Call for a bio team and order your squad quarantined, if that's your observation. If we shot every suspected sick person that sought asylum here, we'd be no better than the Earthlings. Summary execution is the worst possible decision, in any situation, for a lot of reasons.
“This girl here,” the instructor smiled and waved at Lillian, who wasn't being that good of a sport, she seemed grumpy, “has more political weight than our entire arsenal.” Alicia opened her mouth to interject. “No, if you want to kill people, go join them. We're never going to be a military power. Ever. If you want to protect the United Lunar Colonies, you must be a vehicle of our law. Our law is what protects us, not our guns.”
One of the boys stepped forward, hand raised, “Sir.”
“Yes, Cadet Shipley?”
“Is it correct to disobey a fire order from my squad leader if it is this level of error?” And this was an actual child, on the young edge. The other cadets looked at him as if he just blew their minds, eyes wide. Heads snapped to the instructor. Alicia glared at him with absolute teenage death.
“Well, let's ask the people you killed, who are formal guests of our nation, as stated in the arrival report.” The instructor nodded first to the doctor.
“I am a citizen of Dome-Tycho, and your elected ambassador to the West American Alliance. Our position on Anatali Station came under fire by a foreign black-ops unit, and we were forced to evacuate here during an official medical mission you do not have clearance to know about. We are unarmed and the ship is unarmed. You are in direct violation of pretty much every international law surrounding asylum, laws our nation ratified and actually helped draft. You should all be court-martialed and sent to the gallows.” As he turned his back on the petrified children, she caught him wink at the instructor.
“I'm just the pilot,” Leo said, shrugging to the doctor. The way that phrase naturally came out of his mouth made Lydia think he might finally know what he'd be going to school for. That made her smile.
She hid that mirth as she stood, beer in hand, taking tips from Lillian and Cassie's meeting—formal talk. Lydia pointed at the Opal, “I came in friendship as a share-holding citizen of the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate to help deliver samples that could save thousands.” Well, as long as they were making a point, they might as well browbeat these little assholes before they really do start another system-wide apocalypse. And all citizens of Canada were share-holders, so that part was true. “I sought asylum with your ambassador, which was received, giving me protection and forming a hopeful bond with your nation. Then you killed me because my friend stumbled. I am dead and unhappy.”
Cassie laughed and pointed at her girlfriend, still on the floor, “It is as she said, Miss Alicia. My country has a military, and our meetings with The Moon are still unsteady. I am thinking my death will be worth retaliatory nuclear strikes. But maybe only one, for me. But Brazil would match us with one more. Peru, another. Venezuela and Columbia, another two from the fish-farmers. So five nuclear missiles for your domes. And we are WALcos, we grow the food. You do not grow much food on your Moon. We refuse to sell, and starve your entire world to the death. Your mothers, your fathers, your babies, we starve you. It is easy, and legal.” She finished that beer and threw the crushed can at Alicia’s feet.
And, wow, that was pretty fucking scary.
The teenaged soldier stood stock-still, razor-lips in a line. There were tears in her eyes, and Lydia felt the vibe that they were far more out of anger and frustration, than shame. She still thought she was right: that she, and her nation, were just being bullied. That amount of pride and dignity was notable, even if misplaced.
The only one who hadn't spoken was Lillian. In the day Lydia had known the heiress, she had never once played the 'do you know who I am' card, even though that was a pretty impressive card. And for some reason, being pew-pew'd by wooden guns had her steaming mad. Maybe she just hated The Moon. She had seemed pretty hardcore skeptical of the doctor this entire time. Being shot in that truck might have something to do with it.
Lydia suddenly considered maybe this was why Lillian had wanted to find Cassie all along. Maybe she had something on the United Lunar Colonies and was following a breadcrumb trail. She certainly insisted on using Samuel, and being piggy-backed to the Brazilian hangar. If the princess said any of this was official Anatali business, maybe it would be. Maybe this was what war looked like before it started. 
Cassie reached for Lydia's hand, shooting a look that screamed, 'Hush.'
The princess stood, hobbling over to the doctor for his arm. She looked pointedly at the instructor, not Alicia.
“My name is Lillian Markova Anatali, the second daughter and legal heir of Alexander Vitaly Anatali, CEO of Anatali Corporation and its subsidiaries. We govern the sovereign nation-state of Alaska, Earth; the sovereign nation-state of Zukov, Mars; the sovereign nation-state of Aphrodite, Venus; twenty-six Asteroid Belt territories, and ninety-eight Kuiper Belt territories; famed Mobile Fortress: The Mission;” she continued in an even tone, seemingly just fine with being long-winded, “the Exodus Star Station Anatali; fourteen stellar class mobile colonies, and thirty-one galaxy class orbital colonies. We are a charter member of the Sol Union Federation, a primary member of the East American Alliance, lead arbiter of the Inner System War Crimes Tribunal, and permanent member of the Sol Union Security Council. I exist and speak in full, absolute authority of my nation as a whole, with documentation.
“I am completely and utterly outraged by this insult by your nation, and your grievous inability to offer me, as an individual, immediate, humane assistance. Instead you make a joke of my injury, aggravating it. Their are twelve interplanetary codes of asylum that even Io respects. I would have received better care there. I have summoned a flotilla of military vessels to secure my release from this mockery, whether you intended it as an exercise for your children or not. They will use full military force without provocation to secure me. That is already decided. Your personnel should evacuate this hangar immediately. Financial sanctions have already been applied, and every minute you hold me hostage on this pitiful excuse for a world, it will cost your nation billions.”
The instructor's eyes were saucer wide, absolute shock. Lydia saw him swallow. He didn't speak.
“Reparations cannot be met. This farce is inexcusable. Yet, harm one cell on me or my party and the entire Moon will be lifeless once again. This is not an idle threat. I will turn this globe to glass.”
Lillian stood up straight. She patted the doctor's arm and stepped forward, no limp, no effort on that leg. It was a slow, deliberate march up to Alicia. The girl had pretty much turned as green as her hoodie. The instructor was more or less frozen in place, stammering until Lillian raised a finger, shutting him up. The princess stopped, and stared Alicia down. For thirty seconds, the girl's eyes shifted pretty much everywhere until she finally collapsed into an actual kowtow, knees together, hands in front of her head on the floor. Lillian never touched her.
“P-Please, don't...” In the quiet space, everyone could hear her cry.
The silence hung in the air, like a fog.
“Even when no one gets hurt, this is what can happen.”
The princess turned back, no smile, no smugface, no real emotion other than a subtle sadness. Her limp returned with clenched teeth as she entered the cockpit and closed it behind her. Lydia crawled to follow until she reached the door. She heard a soft sob. The nobody from Vancouver decided to guard the girl capable of destroying a nation, her back against the door.
Cassie and Leo joined her.
Lydia hummed a lullaby.
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“So...” Lydia still sat, her back to the door. “That was pretty fucked up.”
“Yup.” Leo drank his beer. They'd need more soon. The trio sat in a row, ankles crossed.
The doctor said he would return. The children exited first, sniffling. Alicia seemed rattled, but composed. The men followed her out of the shuttle. The cabin's door remained open. The bodies still laid on their slabs, as did her package.
She lifted Cassie's hand and kissed her knuckles. The smile they shared wasn't awkward, even though they could all hear Lillian crying inside the cockpit. They told good-guy Leo to give the princess a minute. They'd rush in with 'rah-rah' support soon enough, but when it came to something like this, you had to give a girl some space, let her cry it out a bit first.
“I mean, that little bitch wanted to kill us,” Lydia said. “Those kids didn't even know they had a choice. If that was a live-fire exercise, we'd all be dead.”
“We would be, yup.” Leo took another sip. “And she was proud of it, like a cat coming home with a mouse. Congratulations.”
“So why do I feel so bad, and why is Lillian bawling her eyes out?”
“It is because we are not sociopaths.” Cassie nodded, then pounded her elbow twice to the door. “Friend Lillian! You come rest your back with us. It is ok if this is on the other side.” It took a moment, but the crying stopped, and Lydia felt the thump of a body hit the other side.
“Diplomacy is not a nice thing, I know this from myself,” Cassie said, loud and clear, but nowhere near shouting, “but would you trust that student to be a gatekeeper for millions of children, if it was real? We came unarmed in peace and distress. Imagine us as a Proteus shuttle with a body and an injured Rahrig heir who cannot stand, even as a game to train the children. There would be no lesson, only insult, then deaths.”
“Well, darn.” Lillian said through the door, her voice perking up.
“You girls...” Leo rolled his eyes and tossed his can, looking for another. The couple agreed to partake in their last round. “No, I get this smart-girl, rich-girl guilt from laying that chick out, because that was the meanest beatdown I've ever seen. She was in way over her head. But that was words. That was logic and debate, and it wasn't just about us, it was about the future, for her, her colony, and maybe the whole Sol System if one girl is capable of starting a war because she doesn't understand the nuance of asylum. It's an education.”
Lydia picked it up. “Sometimes it takes a low-yield fusion mine to make people realize how they're supposed to change, like with fly-boy here. And Lillian, you're the best low-yield fusion mine I've ever seen. Your heart was in the right place, because if you were a bad guy, this event would have been real. You were awesome.”
“You guys don't think I'm ugly now?” Her voice was muffled. “I-I'm not like that. I promise.” Lydia got them all to sit up and opened the door. Their princess was sitting cross-legged, face in her hands. They all nodded and swarmed her with the lamest care-bear group-hug that ever happened in the history of humanity.
And Lillian laughed. They all laughed.
Now, could they actually get off The Moon without staring a war?
 
* * *
 
The quartet was starting to get antsy, so agreed to check out the moon-hangar. The corpses weren't going anywhere, and neither was the Opal. All four of them were still in their hospital scrubs, Leo's to replace his torn bandage-shirt. They hoped they wouldn't be running into anyone—they did look a bit like disease patients. They descended the shuttle's open stairwell. The gravity and quality of air were completely Earth-like.
Lydia's first order of business was to gawk at the lunar landscape, hands pressed against the glass. It was night, but the glow from the dome and earthshine had the moonscape dimly lit. And there was that blue marble, looking so perfect, so complete. That was home. Her heart literally raced. She never thought she'd see anything close to this in her entire existence: it was completely desolate, and soul-destroyingly beautiful. A lot of dust, little rocks, bigger rocks, and some actual dips and peaks in the distance. It looked like her imagination. She was completely stunned.
Cassie walked up from behind and wrapped her arms around her belly. She could feel the Latina tremble in the grasp. If her girlfriend had never been in love, maybe she really was starting from scratch, a real, honest to god virgin. Lydia crossed the woman's arms with her own and pressed her back into the embrace, snuggling in.
“Bonita,” Cassie whispered.
“Luna. Yeah, she is.” Lydia knew exactly what she meant. She just wanted to hear it. 
“No, no. You.”
If possible, her heart beat twice as hard. Lydia dipped her shoulder, meeting in a kiss.
And then she started to laugh. She couldn't stop it. She just got giggly. Cassie's arms tensed, then relaxed away. Lydia felt bad for ruining the moment, but goddamn. She turned to her girl, seeing the concern in her eyes. But then Cassie saw the shimmer in hers.
Lydia went in for the kill, circling her waist and opening her mouth for the sweetest, most sensual, most intense kiss she'd ever experienced in her life. She'd been around the block once or twice, and not one moment ever compared to this. It crushed her chest, her mind, and she was left a heartbeat away from marching the heiress back to the bunks. But she was dizzy. She'd also lost the feeling in her toes.
“Wow.” Cassie leaned back, dumbfounded.
“I know, right! I think I just came a little,” Lydia laughed, giddy. “This is my girlfriend. My fucking girlfriend!” She broke off and jumped, eyes closed, shouting, “Can you believe this is my girlfriend!”
Cassie grinned as Lydia caught her breath. She had this cute moment of nervousness before balling her fists and shouting every bit as loud, “Me encanta esta chica!” When she finished, that was probably the happiest Lydia had ever seen anyone, ever, the purity of her smile, the light in her eyes. She looked back to Lydia as if she was surprised, an 'I just did that' moment.
Was this a mistake? Probably. Damned if Lydia cared. This was the most hopeful she'd ever felt in her miserable life. This was really it. And for the moment, what she was experiencing had finally overwhelmed all her memories, her sadness, her real mistakes. She felt redeemed. She felt invincible. As long as this woman was with her, she could actually be a real person and not some drunk, half-starved troll of a monster.
As far as how Cassie felt, well, she couldn't guess. And sure, it occurred to her they didn't know each other very well: favorite foods, games, flowers, how the well-groomed heiress felt about being attached to a low-life. But she pushed that out of her mind, that's not how these things work anyway, that was all noise and bullshit you learn over time. No one falls on the tenth date, you know if the spark is there or not. Between the captain's lounge, the rocket, almost getting arrested by immigration, another bar, party cars, a Pancake House, and innumerable moments in between, they knew enough about each other to confirm the chemistry, and that was before being reunited in space over the remains of god-knows how many corpses they had in that shuttle. Everything felt so right. And they confessed their intentions on a mountain of medical carnage after a nuclear strike. That had to count for something.
Lydia was scared of getting hurt, but she imagined Cassie was just as afraid. They'd have to be brave together. Also, trust that learning Spanish was at the top of her list. If they ever made it back. She looked back to her girlfriend, hoping she'd soon be able to call her a lover.
“Just wait till I get you alone.” She bit her lip. “It's wonderful standing here, like this, but let's get the hell out of here as soon as possible.”
“Agreed,” Lillian said, pleasantly. She and Leo approached from a red-crossed station nearby. They'd found the princess a wheelchair. Apparently, the hangar was deserted. “I don't think we'll be getting out of this meeting with the warren mayor though. For all the talk we just made about insults, snubbing him would be even worse.”
“Yeah, I could see that.” They were holding hands again. “So, Cassie, does this place have a duty-free, or a thrift store? That doctor mentioned clothes, and I don't want to go out in public like this anyway.”
“Uh...yes, about that.”
“Oh, are they nudists?” Lydia said. “I really don't care, but that's kind of weird.”
“No, no, Bonita, it is only that the dress here is a bit...unique, so the fitting will need to be professional.”
“I'm not wearing jogging pants,” Leo said, a firm statement.
“No, it is all very formal. And you will be separated from us for the fitting. To a boy-store.” Cassie reached for his hand, and patted it. “You are safe though. By my word. Just go with that flow.”
If he felt any disappointment for being left out of this romance, by either woman, he didn't show it. Spacer Leo was just as easy going as ever, even after Lydia had blue-balled him twice. She still felt guilty about the kisses. No more of that! She was down with monogamy, even though he was yummy. But being a teenager, maybe this wasn't so rare for him, the sort-of-hook-up with a fizzle after. And while Cassie was definitely a flirt, that seemed cultural, and despite some sultry stares and fingertips, maybe she hadn't been that interested in the first place. Leo seemed to accept their new relationship as if he'd seen it coming a mile away, no questions. For the sake of them navigating The Moon as a group, thank goodness. His mind was probably just filled with the amazement of being off-station for the first time, and all the adventure and piloting that had come with it. His feet had never been on a terrestrial world before, in nineteen years. That concept blew her mind, heaven knows what it was doing to his.
From the opposite end of the hangar, they heard a loud 'ding.' A very large upside-down 'U' lit up, breaking the dome's transparency. The tunnel was tall and wide enough to taxi their shuttle. The massive single-hinged door was closed, though a square in the middle popped inward. A power-lifter rolled in, yellow lights on top in a strobe. The lifter rolled straight up to the shuttle and jerked to a stop. The jump-suited man driving it had a mess of carrot-shaded curls framing another outer-system face. He appeared to be their age, though that meant nothing.
“Mr. Humpy!” Her girlfriend ran towards him, arms stretched for a hug. Lydia glanced at Leo, horrified. That was either the most unfortunate surname ever, or the system's most obvious molester. Lydia very much wanted to keep her lady away from Mr. Humpy, but she was far too slow.
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By the time they caught up, Cassie was signing a holo-screen with her finger and unloading a wooden crate off the loader. Mr. Humpy helped, following her up into the shuttle. There were two more. Not wanting to look like an asshole, Lydia grabbed one; it was a bit heavy, but nothing difficult. Leo grabbed the last. Inside the cabin, they stacked them away from the bodies in a corner by the cockpit.
Cassie held a hand out to the load-operator, who gave her a flathead screwdriver from his pocket. She licked her lips, prying open the top of a crate with palm-slaps and wriggles. With a final nail-in-wood squeak, the lip popped off, revealing twelve tall green wine-bottles, surrounded by straw. With brisk confidence, she lifted one out, inspecting the label. She returned it and checked out a different one. It was the joy of a holiday gift-unwrapping.
“For you, Mr. Humpy, an Imbrium '02.” The fourth bottle she checked was handed backwards to the loader, whose face lit up in stuttering appreciation. Apparently satisfied, Cassie ignored the other cases and handed him back his screwdriver. They all returned to the hangar, where Lillian sat, messing with her comm-unit. Mr. Humpy cradled the bottle like an infant.
She shook his hand and hugged him again, speaking in very fast Spanish. He smiled, laying the bottle on his seat, and nodded along, returning questions. It felt exactly like watching two chefs talk about food, or architects discuss interior design, except all in an alien language. 
Just when Lydia started to feel really threatened, or ignored, Cassie swept her hand back to the party and the shuttle, saying words like 'amigas' then miming a rifle. The Latina reached back for Lydia's hand, not even looking, and sort of dragged her into the conversation before wrapping a hand around her waist, pointing, then pressing a hand against her chest. Mr. Humpy's eyes lit up and he smiled, reaching out for a two-handed handshake.
“Hello! I'm, Bob Humphries, I'm the loading coordinator for Dome-Tycho. I'm so happy to meet you.” And wouldn't you know it, that accent sounded familiar.
Leo tapped her on the shoulder and said, “Me voy para vino.”
Thanks genius, I get that.
“Mr. Humpy has been by best Moon-friend for...” She nodded at him in a thinking-frown.
“Yeah, it's been about three years now,” he said before doing a loud hand-beside-the-mouth whisper. “But I've never seen her this happy before. She was always so sad. A woman in love is beautiful.”
“Ha, now you embarrass me. I don't place another order, and no more Imbrium for you!”
“No!” he said with exaggerated shock. “The missus will murder me!”
They shared a laugh, and Lydia simmered down, smiling, making small-talk. Bob said there was an election today, and he apologized they hadn't rolled out the red carpet. And no, the mayor wasn't up for grabs, but they had so few visitors on The Moon that most of the government employees were off at the polling stations. She gathered they kept the government small up here, which was a far cry from the way the Sol Union nations operated.
Cassie left them to chat, re-appropriating the screwdriver and returning to the shuttle. Lillian began to speak up, asking about their labor party, to which Bob responded with general, non-partisan opinion. She asked about which party he belonged to, and he smiled with pride. He said he was an elected representative of a growing progressive party that lobbied for more trade and tourism, an anti-isolationist movement.
“But tell me,” he said, friendly, but serious, “does that do anything for you?” He pointed to the dome wall and the expanse of gray and stars surrounding them, their beautiful home planet hanging in perfect visibility.
“To my core,” Lillian said. “But it's hard to enjoy it. Do you know what we think about you, as a culture, a nation?”
“I might.” Bob nodded, and smiled as Cassie returned with his screwdriver, two bottles in hand. She said these were of the thirty-credit variety and they should drink up. They found a couple plastic boxes for seats and Bob actually power-lifted a five-ton spool of copper wire to use as a table. There were plastic cups at the medical station. They didn't have a corkscrew handy, so Lydia did the alcoholic trick of pushing the cork into the bottles with her thumb.
“We don't think you're snobs,” Lillian said, as they settled in, “but many of us, most of the system thinks you hate us, all of us. That you'd cut your own noses off if it meant you'd never have to interact with us. And yet,” she smelled the wine, then pointed at it, “this is what you do with your agriculture. You're dependent on us and resentful at the same time. Earth's petulant little sister.”
“Yeah, that sounds about right,” Bob raised his cup in a toast. The quartet joined, and even Lillian sipped. It was a sweet red with lots of unique mineral notes, and utterly delicious. Cassie lit a cigarillo from her clutch. “And we know we'd just be another notch in your political bedpost. You don't need us. You don't like us, or want us, but you'd be thrilled for about a week if we joined your Sol Union. We'd get nothing out of it, and you would get nothing out of it. My interest in getting more of you up here is personal, because I love this world with every breath in my body, and need to share it with my fellow man. Just because we're neutral doesn't mean we need to be isolated.”
“I'm sure you represent your party well, Mr. Humphries,” Lillian reached for another plastic-clink and tipped half her cup back. “If there were more like you, our nations would be better friends.”
“I appreciate that, Miss Anatali. But,” his tone remained neutral, “I'm sure you understand how the rhetoric can get a little too hot, on either side. Something about turning this globe into glass.”
Lydia scooted forward to the girl's defense, but Cassie's hand on her arm stopped her short.
“Mister Mayor, I am a child. And children must be raised with consequence.” The princess finished her cup and smiled as Cassie began to pour another round. Lydia's eyes shifted, as this was feeling less and less like a girl's tea party with stuffed honey-bears and moon-bunnies. “I did not presume to discipline your student—”
“My daughter.”
“Of course, your daughter.” She sipped again, this time just a taste on the lips. “You are quite capable of raising and educating your own. However, speaking as a sheltered child, and I'm experiencing it now, there is nothing more important than being unsupervised by your parents.”
He leaned forward on his crate. “So you admit you are too inexperienced in diplomacy to be speaking for your nation, let alone to be humiliating my daughter. What you did was cruel, childish, and mean-spirited.”
Now, Cassie clenched a white-knuckled hand around Lydia's wrist as the singer stood. Bob looked at her, ready to listen. No way. Lillian had warned her about traps. This was serious time. She slowly sat back down, literally biting her tongue.
Lillian continued, “Your ambassador sent our full manifest, including the pharmaceuticals, with our recommendations. We have this on record, and relayed it back to private sources for archive. It was your request to make it a game, to send your daughter into this situation, rather than a formal boarding squad, and it's my opinion that it was to temper her judgment, or even to trap us if we acted poorly in response to her...youth. Had we denied your request, the slight would have been leveraged against us. We were the party who were inconvenienced, and even still, we performed a favor, in good faith, at the cost of our personal good spirits. We did not enjoy that. I did not enjoy that. If you truly wish to alter the system's attitude to The Moon, for trade and tourism, it starts now by playing it straight with my generation. I am not my father.”
Lillian sipped her wine, staring skyward. “Someday, it might be me talking to Alicia Humphries as official heads of state, rather than representative voices. When that time comes, I pray she doesn't order to execute me without speaking a word to me, after I seek medical asylum because an illegal sniper from your clandestine operation injures me on my own colony twelve-hours prior. Now that would be childish, mean-spirited, and more than a little humiliating. That might actually start a conflict between our nations. I'd rather be friends.”
Lydia's jaw dropped. The princess offered an in-air toast to the mayor and tipped it back, licking her lips. Lydia could tell she was way happier when she was picking on someone her own size.
Mayor Humpy tipped back on his crate, sipping on the wine. “I might have found someone from your fascist nation worth talking to.”
“Same to you, you republican weirdo.”
And they laughed, reaching across the copper coil to shake hands.
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The Moon was an odd place, even for a terrestrial colony. It was the first ground-based off-Earth community, founded in 2687 A.D., helping signal humanity's rise from The Dark Days, The Second Dark Age that had erased six hundred years of recorded human history. The Moon had kept many traditions other colonies abandoned long ago. If this was Callisto, the entire world would be surrounded by a giant satellite-energy-sphere, making it one continuous open-air territory. Some bodies of the outer-system actually supported unassisted open-air colonies, even if they required a respirator or a snow suit. They had options. Lady Luna was a teasing goddess; she was way closer to the sun, but she wouldn't be taken advantage of.
As the group exited the U-tunnel, Lydia had been expecting something more like Anatali's District A when it came to Dome-Tycho: tall buildings, flying cars, the height of a millennium of isolationism, but the view was so counter-intuitive, she was in a state of shock. Not that this was stone-age, but it was in stone, the entire colony went down instead of up.
All dressed in scrubs with one mayor in a jump suit, they stared down a tiered pit so deep she wasn't sure where the bottom was. It was all well-lit, but as every concentric circle got smaller, the bottom was either a mile, or ten miles deep. Shuttles zipped around the circles. The steel-and-glass buildings were clean, but modest, never rising up beyond the next level. The odd car flew across, or dove down deeper. A checkered gray-and-black car ascended up to them from some imperceptible distance below. 
Anyone from Earth could see that the domes didn't sprawl across the world, they were in scattered pockets, but no one could see inside. Bob said the domes were doorways, and rather than each containing a rising Earth-like metropolis, they all went deep, not just as rings, but spiderwebing into the land like mineshafts. Living on this world was a lot like regular spacer life, expect there weren't windows in the mines. He explained that moonquakes had a lot to do with the depth, which terrified Lydia. Tidal forces, and even when the surface thawed in the sun, The Moon was always rocking, but mostly shallow, near the surface. She was scared of any quake, let alone ones that might crack the glass and eject her into the frozen black. As confident as she was about his assurances (she believed it that they'd never once been compromised), she was just a wimp when it came down to it. Really good survival instincts.
“We must get you dressed,” Bob dipped his head to the window, waving to the driver. A bit of paper money changed hands, and he handed Nurse-Cassie a small plastic bottle and another roll of bandages. “You'll be heading to Circle One. You'll be assisted when you arrive. I'll see you at the electoral gala, on my word.”
Lillian tried to appear unimpressed, but her head was on an absolute swivel, taking it all in. Cassie asked her to hike up the leg of her pants. The expensive nano-dust, restorative tissue-synthesizing medicine, was a gift and an unspoken apology. The heiress would be able to walk, painless, in an hour. She had still traded the wheelchair for crutches, insisting she wouldn't be wheeled around in public.
It didn't sound like a debate, but Bob and the driver seemed to be parsing more details in that odd speech his daughter, Alicia, had used. How had Lydia never heard about this language?
“When we arrived it was all like 'meet the mayor,' which we did,” Lydia whispered to Cassie, who finished the change of bandage. Their princess was now well on the way to full-health. “Is this gala thing really necessary?”
“No, Bonita, it is not. They will unload the specimens after the elections and we can leave.” Cassie smiled and snuggled close. Lydia liked snuggles. “But it is an honor to be invited. The new warren representatives will be there, and it is my duty to meet them anyway. It did not need to be tonight, but it is better for my mandate and alliance if this is so. You would call it 'shmooze?' And with Lillian here, maybe The Moon can finally make a friend that is not West American. I like what is happening with our sisters talking to each other, so it is important to me, as a person. I will never force you anything like this, but I ask you to stand beside me in pride.” The heiress leaned in towards her neck, but hesitated, and pecked her on the cheek. So innocent, this one: the sex-appeal of Aphrodite, but the experience of—Lydia would correct that as soon as possible. She was completely adorable, all her nervous energy. She could feel the tension, and it was delicious. “I want to show you off. And you have never seen a party like this. It will be much fun.”
“Fun, yeah. I'm just nervous. This is a lot to take in,” she rubbed her girlfriend's arm before they entered the cab. Bob handed the driver more paper money and shook her hand. Leo was in the front seat, already jabbering questions. The girls went three-wide in the back. The cabbie was a friendly looking middle-aged lady who responded to Leo in halting Hindi. The boy laughed with a thumbs-up and responded with carefully chosen words before breaking it off. Lydia could spend her life tracking down every language and still be on the outside, it seemed. The flying car began a slow diagonal hover down to what she mused was Circle One.
“I can't believe they went there,” Lillian said, shaking her head with a smirk.
The statement begged a response. She wasn't sure she'd get it, but Lydia would toss the princess an, “Oh? What's that?”
“Well, it's not even clever. See, here we go.” The descending cab entered a swirling mass of airborne traffic, and they shot off in typical AG speed. This was Lydia's first time in an actual flying car. They were considered rather obnoxious and pointless on Earth (hop a train, you yuppie). It didn't take long for them to approach and bypass the first toll-booth. 
“Tolls are a pretty good model for taxes.” Leo watched the cabbie's controls with passive interest. “I read a lot about that.”
“I think she means these circles,” Cassie said, looking over. Lillian responded with a half-nod. “Dome-Tycho was Catholic when they dug this out. The reasoning gets muddled as to why, but we are in Hell.”
“I'm sure that attracted a lot of colonists,” Lydia said, looking up from the window as they circled the pit. It sounded like this was Acheron, where Charon took his tolls. “Plus, Hell is in the center of the Earth, not The Moon. The Moon was in the heavens. How'd they twist all that up?” Lydia was happy that she could contribute to an educated conversation. She knew her literature. They might side-step her on a lot of things, but bad linguistics, old literature, and music, these weren't studies to her, they were off-time hobbies and passions. This was the crap she poked the network for when she was getting drunk.
“It's a gimmick,” Lillian traced a circle in her palm. “And it just supports why everyone hates The Moon. They tried to 'fix' the Divine Comedy, the moral lesson, by making each level cute, like they were above sin. And this is their capital.”
“I didn't think The Moon had a capital,” Lydia said as they passed into a toll-booth and swooped down a level. She must have meant cultural, or unofficial.
“This is design,” Cassie said, poking a finger into Lillian's arm, smiling, “and very old fashioned, 1400 years ago. But yes, with those sins, their 'promiscuity' level becomes entertainment, Circle Two. Wrath is security, and greed is their banking. We go down all the way to their administration, political and moral betrayal, Circle Nine. And they have done well avoiding these prophecies. Their security is fair and legal. Their entertainment is chaste. It is a zoning design, but everyone is aware of it as a culture and cannot be blind to corruption because of that. A food-hoarder in their farms, Circle Three, would never be accepted because everyone is looking for a glutton. No corruptions are tolerated.” Cassie perked up as they slowed in a featureless tunnel. “You may not believe it, but it is their way, and it is the way that works for them. They are the most lawful nation I have met. Sometimes this is even scary, and a large part of why people do not engage in diplomacy.”
“Well, sure. They call us fascists, but they're the authoritarians. It's easy to look peaceful if you restrict basic freedoms and raise people to police each other. They're hypocrites.” Lillian seemed personally offended by it, and while Earth was pretty liberal, it wasn't like any of their nations were saintly. “And this design is a symptom of that, a gimmick, and it rings false. They appropriated someone else's culture, and butchered it.”
“Lillian,” Cassie sang, “During the New Age you Siberians married Britain’s boat-people or you would be writing in Cyrillic. Lydia's Canada borrowed Rome. Leo's Gloria was based in Korea, and they adored Ankor, in Cambodia. And my Chile, we were huge borrowers, ignoring our continent's Inca or Nazca and going straight for old Europe: Norman for my Fitzgerald. Spain, Italy, and Greece, and all of those were wonderful sponges, taking bits from Persia, who learned from the old-East. Everyone borrows from everyone, the best parts. It is an evolution, an honor and appreciation, and more of a marriage of cultures than a hijack. You like unique? Io is unique.”
And that pretty much said it all. The hyper-aggressive independent moon of Jupiter owed no culture to anyone, and no real national or ethnic foundation either. Io just sort of happened, and no one liked the result, not any Union-nation, and not The Moon. When it came down to who was the fascist or base authoritarian, well, the truth was in the middle on both sides, but like the Mayor said, the rhetoric could get a bit hot.
Lillian huffed a princess-shrug before sitting up in the taxi, as it slowed to halt. The doctor was waiting on the curb, waving to the cabbie, dressed in a very mild-mannered sweater-vest and slacks. They piled out, the mood quiet, but comfortable. The 'street' was just another tunnel, with a deep canal cut into it. It seemed like it was air-cars or walking in Tycho, though the empty sidewalk wasn't claustrophobic, plenty of pedestrian space. Just then, a train blasted through the canal with the speed of a literal bullet, but somehow didn't create so much as a breeze. Even Leo jumped, gawking, the train already long gone. In most nations, inner city transports were elevated and not so in your face, or as fast. After the doctor leaned into the cab and patted the roof, the taxi U-turned and sped off back to the pit.
He turned to them and said, “Cassie, we don't have anyone available. Can you guide the ladies to Olivia's? I organized a discount, and they'll take you right away. I'll chaperone my friend here, Mr. Carpenter. You've all been registered as official guests, so don't mind any questions from security. I apologize for the inconvenience, but we're short-staffed.”
“It is my pleasure, Ambassador,” Cassie bowed with exaggerated formality, sharing a smile. “I insist that I pay for these clothes with my private accounts, a gift to my good friends.”
The doctor accepted graciously, but both Lydia and Lillian spoke up, saying they were quite capable of paying their own ways. Poor Leo, though, still hadn't been paid his fare from the other night. It turned into a brief debate about who would pay for his outfit, which embarrassed the teen into a deep-red flush. The doctor left before the conversation ended, guiding his protege away. Apparently, the United Lunar Colonies kept their budgets as tight as their government work force, so didn't have the discretionary cash to drop on random people wandering in to their electoral galas.
“This is official diplomacy,” Cassie said, raising her hands to speak alone. “You three are as much my guests as you are The Moon's. The compromise will be me paying for Leo. You can buy your own dresses, if you insist, but they are not cheap for these things. After dress, shoes, accessories, and the stylist, two thousand credits is likely. You sure you want to?”
Two thousand credits! She was expecting two hundred for a fancy party. Lydia's recent grant hadn't diminished the value, or memory, of how much that was worth, or what that could buy for herself, or the shelter back in Vancouver. If she would be staying with Cassie in the Academy dorms, she'd need that money for rent and living expenses. But if she accepted a handout for the dress, she might as well be accepting two month's free rent for that penthouse, and she wasn't going to live like that. Friends shouldn't argue over money anyway.
“I've got mine. Sounds like a deal,” she said, swallowing it down, it was more than her life-savings. Lillian gave up as well.
Cassie led the girls past billboards and benches, nothing interesting, and nodded to what looked like the only major exit from the 'street.' Lydia didn't know what to expect, but when they rounded the corner into the underground shopping center, she felt more than a little disappointed.
Vancouver had a mall. She'd been to the mall. It sucked.
They saw their first Lunarians other than the doctor, mayor, and cabbie: groups of teenaged shoppers, all of whom looked at the trio, snickering more often than not. The local fashion wasn't alien, but the plain denim and tops, junk skirts and bad shoes, it reminded Lydia of podunk Alberta. If this was the coast, it'd be everyone laughing at the frumpy kids. “I'm a little uncomfortable,” she said. And she doubted there was any place here to get a drink.
“Nurses are not so odd to be walking a mall at lunch time. They are just teenage.” But between the model-beautiful Latina, super-cute princess Anatali, and her own mane of red hair, they turned a lot of heads.
Lillian laughed, saying super-loud, “Oh my gawd! What are they wearing?” and shot dirty looks back at a gaggle of mean-girl blondes. The crutches hadn't dulled her spirit. Her endurance seemed as good as ever.
A little bit farther, the catcalls started near the food court. “Hey, sexy! Want to operate on me?” one said. “How about a sponge bath!” from another. Cassie raised her arms and spun in place mid-stride, continuing without a glance. The five boys hooted and laughed, apparently satisfied with the street-harassment. Lydia held herself back, and it wouldn't be the first time she picked an actual fight with some ignorant-fuck kids. Just not here. Not now.
The gauntlet continued when two men, about their age, well-dressed and rather attractive, stopped them and asked them what hospital they were from. One had his eyes smoothly locked on Lydia's face, even though the V-neck of her gown wasn't exactly modest, nor was the fact she wasn't wearing a bra. She locked arms with Cassie and said they were busy, sorry. After an, 'Oh, ok then,' they walked on.
“Fucking dykes,” the one said, loud, still in earshot. Lydia now held Cassie back from running them down.



 
 
~ 35 ~
 
Olivia's cancer-box
 
 
After a much longer walk than Lydia expected, Cassie finally pointed at a corner boutique, near a dead-end department store. A couple of dated, prom-caliber ball gowns adorned robotic mannequins, switching their poses every few moments. It certainly didn't look like what an adult would wear. Lillian maybe, but poofy skirts and the garish colors didn't scream 'take me seriously!'
“Are you sure? This doesn't look like two thousand credits.”
“Ha! No, my Lydia, trust me. Inside.”
Entering, Cassie reached to hug an impeccably well-groomed woman who had been flipping through a magazine. Two bored shop girls snapped to attention, honest smiles on their faces, striding forward. The woman brightly introduced herself as Olivia, and would have fit right in with cutting edge Callisto...five years ago. At least she wore it well, though high waist lines had been a passing fad, as was her short-haired, big-curl perm. The girls knew Cassie by name, but were polite with their obvious adoration. After a minute, Olivia cast a wide arm at the pink scrubs, “What is this?”
“A blank canvas, for you. To make me beautiful. My old dress will not work tonight, if you know what I mean. We must be favoloso, and you are the only one I trust.”
“Of course!” She clapped. Her English was fine, with an Italian emphasis on the consonants, a very attractive accent.
Lillian looked about as if the store was filled with ugly Halloween costumes. The princess seemed to prefer her Academy uniform above anything else—even the racks of harmless casual clothes didn't catch her eye. Unfortunately for her, the only store that had sold blazers, thigh-highs, and pleated skirts was a fetish and lingerie store, tucked to the side five minutes ago. Here, that look was a Halloween costume.
Cassie raised her hands to her friends. “They will need to map you for the fitting. Are you comfortable to undress?”
“Sort of didn't get underwear with my bath,” Lydia said. “I don't care if they don't.”
“No. Thank you.” Lillian blushed deeply, apparently experiencing the same issue.
“I see. It is ok, we are in no rush.” Cassie whispered to Olivia in Italian, something about injury and an apology, who nodded with a very sympathetic frown before sizing them up, hand spread in an 'L', one eye closed. She sent one of the girls away; Lydia watched her jog into the neighboring department store. The gopher soon returned, breathless, with a shopping bag.
From it, Cassie handed her a red one-piece swimsuit, her skin taking on a flush. She whispered, her breath hot in her ear. “Your body is only for me to see now. Please, Bonita.” Possessive? Sure, but that was hot. She might be an immodest 'hippy girl' but if Cassie didn't like it, she'd quit changing around random people, for example. It's not like she was an exhibitionist, it was just that this stuff didn't bother her. She took the swimsuit and kissed Cassie with a giddy smile. There was a blue, junior-sized one for Lillian, who snatched it with a sigh, dropping her crutches—thud—on her way to a changing room.
The girls soon emerged, ready for the high school swim meet, and Olivia had guessed their sizes perfectly, just with that glance. Lillian's leg was still bandaged, but she seemed far less pained on her own power. In the center between all the changing rooms was a solid ceiling-to-floor door. One of the shop girls opened it, sweeping her hand inside, looking at Lydia. Wall-to-wall pink. There was no knob on the inside, which triggered her claustrophobia before she even got close.
“Should I have goggles or something?” Lydia hesitated.
“Oh! Yes! You've done this before.” As if she simply forgot, Olivia reached behind the register for a pair of black-lensed sunbathing shades.
“Thanks...” The hell were they doing? A basic 3D map of a human wasn't something complicated, but it suddenly occurred to her they might be using some very old technology. She just hoped she wouldn't be getting a flash-burn tan, or random melanoma. She was at risk enough from her lifestyle. Maybe they could cure cancer, but it didn't sound pleasant in the meantime. She wished she had a tequila shot, and actually asked if anyone did.
One of the girls, excited, produced a silver flask from behind the register. Well, that was good service. Olivia didn't seem to mind, busy with a holo-screen. Lydia sipped a shot—oh, whiskey! The bite was hard, but just that flavor gave her courage. Take a shot, and get in the cancer-box, now it felt right. There was a rhythm to it, like a dare. She stepped inside, squinted her shades into place, and yelled through her casket door, “Hit me!”
Instantly, it sounded like a hundred shopkeeper elves pounded on the walls with hammers, with real force. Scared the box was going to explode, she dropped to the floor in the fetal position. Bird chirps and rhythmic bass soon replaced the hammers, only slightly less terrifying. The most mild sensation of warmth touched her skin, which was the 'yay cancer' part of the experience, though she imagined if they were using x-ray, she wouldn't have felt anything. An oven-timer 'ding' silenced all other sounds in a hush; there was zero wind-down. She lifted her head and tried to compose herself, scrambling to her feet. The door opened, and Cassie peered in, happy.
“Muy bueno, Bonita!”
“Thanks,” she accepted the flask with shaking hands when the shop girl offered it without prompt. Lydia would remember to tip this girl, for sure.
Lillian approached the cancer-box, far more blase, entering with her arms crossed, unimpressed-face, and thirty seconds later, after all the noise, the door reopened and she hadn't moved a muscle. She limped straight to the pile of scrubs and put some pants back on. She ignored the crutches, but finally relaxed.
“Ok,” Olivia said, “we already have Cassandra's scan, so now it is time to start the fun. Should we order lunch?” The boutique's entrance flashed gray. It wasn't an energy field, but a hologram. Reading in backwards letters, Lydia slowly picked out the phrase anyone outside would see: 'Private Fitting, Appointments Only.' The shop girls had assembled a bench for them, so they could sit in a row.
Other than beer, wine, some donuts, and a light breakfast of nasty rations on the shuttle, her last actual meal had been the Pancake House, and before that, shelter-soup back on Earth. Yes, she was very hungry. Yes, please order all the food, she didn't care what, all of it. If this was going to cost two thousand, she could splurge fifteen credits for a full stomach and to get the night off to a good start, fat ass or not.
Olivia and one assistant were compiling data on their screens. Their gopher jogged through the hologram for the food-court. When she returned with eight clam-shell boxes of Thai, Lydia and Cassie attacked two each. She might be used to being hungry, but thank god for shitty mall food.
“Ladies, we are ready.” Olivia wiped her mouth with a napkin, while typing with a finger. “Honored guests of our community, this is the custom collection of Olivia's Boutique, and we will be able to deliver on time, for tonight, no question. It's a pleasure for us, and I hope you each find a dress in our collection that will make you feel as beautiful as you all are. Make no mistake, we take pride as the best in the Sol System and hold ourselves to that standard.”
A hologram of Cassie popped into existence. Full-depth, smiling, but changing expressions as she changed posture, hands over head, to sitting. She didn't rotate in air, she walked around among them with a familiar Cassie-strut. The individualized musculature was very impressive—go cancer-box. There wasn't a single flicker making holo-Cassie appear less real. She looked completely natural, solid, cloned in full-size right before them. But the outfit...
“This is the formal wear?” Lydia spoke to no one, jaw open. Lillian's eyebrows raised.
“Please, friends, Lydia,” Cassie said, grabbing their hands, “it is very flattering style. You will be beautiful. Please do not—”
“Are you kidding?” She was on her feet, geeking-out. “I love this stuff!”
The shop girls looked to each other, laughing. Olivia smiled, already changing to a different outfit on the Cassie-doll. Even Lillian smiled, leaning forward on the bench, whispering something about the hair. The Latina's flowing silk was instantly bound up in a bun with two tresses framing her face. The hologram smoothed one side behind her ear. The dress changed color in a rainbow fade from one shade into another.
For two thousand credits each, you better believe they'd have fun with this doll-show. No hurry at all. Lydia asked the gopher if she could go on a beer-run. The girl nodded with pursed lips, a 'hell yes, I can.' The singer offered her a fist-bump and a sincere, “Thank you.”
Fashion, food, friends, and booze? This might be the best day of her life.
She loved the mall.
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A song from Earth
 
 
Surrounded by ivy, driven by ponies, the pumpkin-carriage rolled up the boulevard in a slow procession behind a Willy Wonka monstrosity that tooted pipe-organ calliope music, followed from behind by a literal flying-cookie space-saucer that lobbed fist-sized chocolate chips at the crowd. Lydia watched from the carriage as rows upon rows of Lunarians cheered the parade, children on shoulders, people in lawn chairs waving checkered flags. Circle Nine, it seemed like the entire Moon was down here in a celebration.
“Make friends, wave to them!” Cassie yelled back into the carriage. “They want to like us. They are a nation too lonely.” Half her body was out the side door, blowing kisses to every little boy she saw. They stared back, so shy, smiling before they buried their heads into their daddies' legs. Lydia considered that she had no business being here, in a parade, but that didn't matter to the audience, they just wanted a show. Plus, they couldn't be the off-world jerks in the pumpkin that were too good to be friendly. She reached for the large canvas sack of candies, the only thing (other than their ride) provided by the government. Lydia grabbed a fistful and shouted, tossing it into the crowd, where the children scrambled, pure joy on their cherub-faces. Lillian laughed, grabbing some and catching individual attention, underhanding throws to the elders with blankets on their laps; she pointed to them and patted her chest. They loved it, grinning to their spouses, nodding along to the ambient music wafting through the air.
Far behind, there was a loud “Oooo” as a dragon lit the air with a roar of fire that crackled into fireworks. Far ahead, a giant beep-boop-robot halted the procession long enough to dance, four people riding its shoulders, throwing their own candy to a cheering crowd. Lydia heard the distinct bass of a marching band, drums echoing before the horns took over. Against the walls on both street-sides, holo-screens displayed the parsed video feed—there was a broadcast and live commentary being sent out. Nectaris High School was rocking their music break.
Lydia decided, in that moment, that parades were severely underrated. They were riding a featureless, hovering bowl, but the float projected a wonderful display. She'd always thought parades were boring on screen, but in person (this was her first, ever), it was interactive entertainment of the highest level, and not a single person was having a bad time. And she'd been in a stadium, and had been bored during a lacrosse halftime show. The infectious energy as each float, or band, or firefighter union passed by was something else. Yes, more candy for the kids. Yes, more music breaks.
Caught up in the moment, she asked Cassie if they could stop for a display. Her girlfriend said anyone could, and lifted a baton-sized rod lying on the floor. The parade was organic, barely-regulated, and everyone only had their own reputations at stake. There were two buttons, one was 'contact,' the other was 'live.' Holding the rod, Lydia hesitated, until quite privately, in their pumpkin, Cassie kissed her and laid a hand on her cheek. She grinned with an obvious, 'go for it.'
Lydia pressed the contact button.
“Hello, Pumpkin,” a friendly, male voice spoke from the baton, “is this the singer from Canada?”
“Uh...yes?”
“Accepted for broadcast, Pumpkin. How long?”
“It's a song.” Lydia said into the baton, not knowing where the microphone was. The parade continued on. “Three minutes?”
“Accepted. You can sing normally, pretend it's not there, it won't affect your tone. There's no cameras you can see, so pretend they're not there.”
“Okay.” She seriously began to second guess her judgment, but with all the fireworks and pauses for student bands, she really wanted to get in there. It was impulsive. It felt right.
“Please stand, we're cross-shotting,” the baton said as the pumpkin slowed to a stop and the top-half melted away, transparent. Far-off, she saw herself on the biggest screen she'd ever seen, Lillian and Cassie reaching to touch fingers and shake hands with the crowd, the heiresses' names in individual graphics underneath. She was standing, and Olivia hadn't lied, they all looked beautiful.
Her Victorian dress was a stunning green and black taffeta; the almost metallic fabric shimmered in the light. Ending at the elbows, her arms and hands were covered in sheer black silk gloves. The rest was neck-to-feet fancy, her emerald skirt ending in a floor-length black dress, with a flexible, rubber-framed bustle behind her, her rear sticking out an extra twelve inches. Lines of lighter, clover-shaded inlay wound around her arms and torso, quite in-fashion, reminiscent of the grape warrens on the surface domes. Oh, the trim. Oh, the frills. Her friends had different cuts, but of similar style: Lillian's was a harvest gold; Cassie wore a midnight purple.
“We're set. Three, two, one...” The man might have said it was unnecessary, but she held the baton against her chest, a shield. She straightened her back and closed her eyes.
Exhale.
“I am so happy to have met you,” she said, hearing her voice bounce back at her in a sudden hush. No cheers from the crowd. Lydia was too terrified to open her eyes, certain there was some graphic stating 'random bitch from Canada, the Earth nation that really, seriously hates you' on the broadcast. It didn't matter, she was suddenly overwhelmed with emotion. It needed to be expressed.
“I love you.”
Deep breath.
“This is a song from Earth.”
Alone, she sang, and sang it as a love song. She sang it to Cassie, just like she had in the Bronze Goat. She didn't care who was watching:
 
Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me,
I once was lost but now am found, was blind, but now, I see.
 
T'was grace that taught my heart to fear. And grace, my fears relieved.
How precious did that grace appear, the hour I first believed.
 
Through many dangers, toils, and snares, I have already come;
Tis grace that brought me safe thus far, And grace will lead me home. 

 
She kept her nerves as what began as an a cappella was suddenly supported by a swell of strings, then bagpipes and a full chorus. Way to go, producers. There wasn't a single peep from the crowd. Eyes open up the pit, Lydia didn't back down, she got into it, not with vocal ornamentation, but taking that hauntingly simple tone and putting her weight behind it. At the climax, she was using the baton as a microphone. It just felt right. And then it was over.
And silence.
She forced a pageant smile and saw Cassie looking up at her, her jaw open in 'did that just really happen' shock. The cute, old people with blankets were all standing, hands on their hearts, before the entire street, up and down, erupted into applause and a deafening cheer. For all she knew, every person watching the broadcast at home were throwing their slippers at the screen, but they seemed to like it here. Lydia half-bowed, crossed her chest, and waved. The pumpkin’s lid didn’t reappear, it seemed they were stuck being visible. Lillian reached over and pinched her leg, bringing her down for a hug. Cassie piled in, and pointed at the screen. Faces in a row, blonde, brunette, and redhead, they smiled and waved, hollered and cheered. Now, the graphic underneath simply said, 'Earth.' The crowd was going insane.
“Interesting choice, Pumpkin, but well done,” the man said from the baton. “Be aware you ladies will now be on screen for reaction shots at random times. Big smiles. No nose-picking.”
Super. Great. Thanks.
 
* * *
 
It look a few minutes before her comm-unit started blowing up, beeping and vibrating like crazy. Confused, Lydia reached into her new purse and made it silent. No one ever called her. Helena had been her only call in a week, and it had taken a nuclear explosion to start that conversation. Plus, she wasn't done with her waving and candy-throwing yet. Cassie had gone into giggle-mode, and when asked, she said, “It is fine, Bonita, keep going!” Lillian had acted a bit stunned, suddenly thoughtful, but still seemed into it, spurring her on.
The parade ended at the Lunar Palace, which sounded majestic, but was just a bunch of stone steps leading into a seamless rough-hewn wall that rose a thousand feet or more until it met Circle Eight. The modest entry had an single grape-ivy wreath hanging over it, but was otherwise undecorated. No door, just a rectangular hole cut into the wall. She had heard a booming voice from far away, and now it was beginning to make sense at their approach:
“Dual Citizen of Exodus Star Station Anatali and The Gloria Colonies, our handsome guest and phoenix-rider, Leonard Robert Carpenter!” And there was real applause as a bird made of fire spiraled upward before exploding, creating a miniature sun. Lydia hoped he was having fun. She found a screen, seeing the fake-cab-driver and would-be pilot waving around like a goofy bastard, completely adorable, dressed in a stunning brown suit, nearly bespoke, the style upscale old-westy, sans the bowler hat. He wore it well, and she had no doubt that a thousand teenaged Lunarian girls were fanning themselves over the foreign boy on the broadcast. The reaction shot of a quartet of screaming brunettes confirmed it. She clearly lipread him saying, 'Hi Mom!'
Wait, what?
Float, by float, groups exited their rides and were formally announced, each to massive fanfare. Maybe no one cared who the new twelfth-representative of Dome-Copernicus was, but everyone loved his cute family and giant robot. Lydia loved that robot.
When it was their turn, Lillian stood comfortably under her own power. “Second daughter of Alexander Vitaly Anatali, daughter of Alaska and third heir to the Anatali Corporation, the first representative of their nation to ever visit the United Lunar Colonies, Lillian Markova Anatali!” Lydia braced herself for the cricket chirps, or boos against the system's most powerful nation, but they were very gracious, cheering just as loud, and in pockets, even louder than for some of their own politicians. An old man from the crowd hobbled forward to hand her a single daisy. She bent to peck him on the lips and raised it overhead in a double-armed wave, followed by a rousing shout from the crowd. That was on the big-screens. Maybe some of the population really were tired of isolationism. This wasn't exactly a planned diplomatic mission, and Lydia wondered what the girl's family would think, especially if a fourteen-year-old was the first ever, smooching old people. They had to know where she was by now, if they hadn't all along.
“Honored daughter of Chile and the WALcos Corporation, and official ambassador of the West American Alliance, our good friend, Cassandra Cadenza Santiago Francesca Garcia La Serena Fitzgerald!” The roar from the streets was surprisingly intense. And holy shit, that was her full name? Lydia laughed, never having felt so proud to know anyone, and this was her girlfriend, at least until the heiress came to her senses. A walking embodiment of charisma in real-life, and on-screen, the Latina blew kisses and waved, stepping down the set of stairs, bunching her skirt up for her shoes.
And Lydia was the only one left on the boat, feeling quite self-conscious just about the song's quality, let alone it being broadcasted. No, she was not a professional. Yes, she kept doing this to herself. Vanity run-amok. She blamed the booze.
“After that stirring rendition of our national anthem, we welcome our new favorite songstress, citizen and share-holder of the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate, recording artist, Lydia Eelin Stamos!”
National anthem?
The realization blinded her like the fusion-mine-burst of a hundred suns.
Ooooooh, fuck.
She hoped the incredulity of that introduction didn't register on her face. Lydia smiled, much as she had by the shelter two days ago, faking it, hoping that her awkwardness came off as excitement, or being caught in the moment. The cheers for her easily equaled those for Lillian and Cassie, as if she were also a visiting representative of state. 'Aphrodite's Soldier,' swelled behind her, modest, in a backdrop. Lydia had also had never been recorded doing anything before those kids at the shelter got her two days ago. Not much of a recording artist, no. She'd lost feeling in her legs, but managed to stay upright, down the stairs, until Cassie took her arm. This had to be a national broadcast with like ten thousand annoyed people watching. The Moon had millions, but she assumed most had better things to do.
The pumpkin and the bowl faded, giving way for the next float. Apparently, there was a car race or something after all this was over, when everyone was inside the electoral gala and all the marching bands were done.
Leo hadn't entered, he stood with the doctor (she hadn't caught his official introduction) at the entrance, waiting on them. The doctor applauded, “Quite beautiful, ladies. You represent your nations well. Who knew a fusion mine would be such a lucky accident.”
Dead people—so casually lucky.
“Lydia, are you insane?” Leo shook his head, his smile ear-to-ear. “I knew you were brave, but did you just, like, decide to do that?”
“Yeah,” she grimaced. “I didn't know. I really didn't know...”
And how could she, was it in her subconscious? The isolationist United Lunar Colonies' anthem wasn't in the goddamn encyclopedia, and Amazing Grace? Really? The randomness was like learning Cotton Eye Joe was the anthem of the Sedna Colony. Maybe she had heard that before. To Lydia, it was just a sweet a cappella, an 'appropriate' love song that the religious dome might appreciate. Sometimes you heard the instrumental played at funerals, and dead-people songs were sort of her forte.
“Didn't know what?” Leo joined Cassie with a wrap around Lydia's other shoulder, walking her to the door. “What a mark of friendship. This might actually change something, for both worlds. They host their first Anatali representative and the Canadian says 'this is a song from Earth,' sings their anthem like she means it, linking the cultures, and makes everyone cry? Are you fucking kidding me? That's going to make every political feed, nightly news, and sportscast in the system. You planned that, didn't you?”
The doctor, hands-on-backs, gently pushed them through the door. They were starting to hold up the line.
“Sportscast? You mean the race? I really don't know what this is. It's an election parade, right? Yay, independence day?”
Leo stared at her as if she'd grown an extra head. “The Lunar Cup?”
Tick...tick...tick...tick...
“That's what this is?” Lydia shouted. “No. No way. I didn't just do that.” Inside the stone vestibule, she crouched down and buried her face in her hands, not in tears, but in shock. “How the fuck was I supposed to know!”
“Well, they liked it, Bonita. I am thinking this is good as your pimp—”
“—manager.” Leo said, shaking his head at Lillian's raised eyebrow. “I didn't think we'd be in the actual parade. That was awesome!”
“Yes, it is best visibility. Leo, the ratings had seven, the last Lunar Cup?”
“I don't know, Cassie, that seems a bit low. I'm thinking it was nine, five years ago. I know my family is watching right now. They always have a party for it.”
“Nine million?” The singer stayed in her Lydia-ball as dignified politicians passed by, paying them no mind, these wacky off-worlders.
“Oh, no,” Cassie squatted beside her, “this is the only broadcast The Moon ever shows the system, once every five years, no advertising or endorsements. They are mysterious, and we are curious. It would be nine billion viewers. A very good race show. Very exciting. It will be my first and only time in the parade.”
Billion.
No. She hadn't subconsciously known and forgotten that.
“Someone could have warned me!” Lydia honestly thought it was a closed-Lunar-network, and that no one cared about this crap. But The Lunar Cup was this insane flying-AG-car space race they only held every so often, nothing she was into, but yes, she'd heard about it. She had no idea it coincided with elections, or parades, or...“Oh my fucking god, I'm an idiot.”
Cassie cupped her cheeks and kissed her lips. “You realize five hundred million people just searched the network for that beautiful red-haired singer from Canada who loves The Moon. A bridge between sisters, and that is now you, forever.”
“I know, I know.” She hid her face. “Oh my god, they're going to kill me. I am so dead.” Lydia snapped her head up, glaring at Cassie and a smirking Lillian. “You knew I didn’t 'get it.' You let me do that!”
Cassie shrugged, laughing. “I don't think there is a way to stop you from music. And you like it, you are just playing modest. You check your messages, I heard them ring, and see what I see in you.”
“You might as well have fun with it, Lyds,” Lillian said, standing strong, offering her a hand. “You might have just done in three minutes what a thousand years couldn't. Matthew C. Perry in Japan, with a song instead of cannons.”
As Lydia stood, trying to shake it off, she heard Lillian prattle on to the WALcos heiress, “Canada will be forced to make a statement now, official rep or not, but how will ULC react? Anatali will just be passive, we've been open for negotiations, our main issue is getting them to ratify the Mindanao Treaty, but at least we know where the West Americas stand...”
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Like a boat on the current, Cassie had put two hands to Lillian, and sent her adrift. The princess might distrust or even hate The Moon, but a little change in the wind, and she was introducing herself, unassisted, to anyone that called her over or approached, and she was gathering a lot of interest. At a glance, it was easily to tell, she was born for this.
Casting a sideways glance at the people not-so-subtly waiting to meet them, Cassie leaned in for a kiss, pressing close in a hug. “You do not understand how proud I am to know you, right now.”
This coming from the most popular non-national girl on The Moon. It wasn't just any place in the Sol System, but that big silver disk rising over her horizon, night after night. It's independent history was decades older than the Sol Union's capital, the Martian super-city, Gratis. These people really liked her. And these people were all dressed in what seemed to be the official formal wear, Victorian dresses and suits, and it seemed many were in-character of the attitude and speech of those times, or a caricature of it. 'Good day, sir!' Maybe they were always like this, she couldn't guess.
Inside, the main hall of the Lunar Palace wasn't much to look at either. The rough, gray-walled chamber looked like someone had carved it out with some crazy rock-chewing machine in a day and had left it as-is forever after. No windows, no fireplace, just some doors leading elsewhere. That same weird light from the body-identification lit the hall without a source. Their expenses seemed spartan to the end, hologram parade or not—she reckoned it was a national identity thing.
But there were tables with alcoholic refreshments, snacks, and punch, and music as well, wafting over the heads of the politicians, a minstrel song, 'Old Dan Tucker' played with the live hands of a pianist. Lydia knew where she'd feel comfortable. There wasn't much flourish to it, which was very comforting. Between the old-timey garb and the music, she had a solid hope that the informality of the decoration, and music, would be matched in the conversion.
She felt Cassie's eyes on her as she tip-toed, looking for the source. “Music again, you love it more than me. You want piano, don't you?” Lydia double-raised her eyebrows, smiling, wondering if she was getting greedy. There were no video cameras in here. However, she remembered who she was here with, so wouldn't leave her side without permission. The heiress was having trouble deflecting the men and women approaching them. She sighed, “I hear this is what it is like bringing a bored husband or child to these places. This is fine, go play, but remember who is yours.”
Lydia kissed her again with many thanks, and reminded her, “No one else is going to sing a love song in front of nine billion viewers.” She promptly cut through the line past the open-bar, snatching one of the many champagne glasses filled and set in long rows. The purse hung heavy on her wrist, not for any real weight, but what was likely happening on the network just fingertips away. That could wait till later. The anxiety was enough to keep her away from it until she was alone, drunk, in her bunk.
Taking a page from her Vancouver life just days behind, she navigated this social gauntlet a lot easier than her dive into the immigration marketplace or the Circle One mall. She powered right though it like a president, briefly acknowledging people for a second, long enough to blow them off with a, 'Hi, yeah, thanks.'
And now the pianist was playing Joplin. Not that blues lady, but Scott Joplin, the man whose compositions taught her mother, two thousand years removed, and in effect, Lydia. The crowd around the piano wasn't tight, but it was substantial as 'Bethena' ran along, joyless, but still human, with minor missed notes and embellishments. Lydia, bar-room style, shouldered her way though to see a mop of orange hair atop a gorgeously cut copper dress, the girl's bustle hanging over the back of the bench in a natural puff. Lydia was forced to shake hands and be nice until Alicia's song was over. She might have dissolved an inner-system security treaty for all she knew. Spanish and Saturnian were easier to understand than the jargon being tossed her way.
She asked one elderly man if he could bring her a real drink, separating two palms, up and down, asking for a big one since she was about to play. Maybe get her two? He might have been the king of the Lunar Palace for all she knew. He smiled and walked away towards the bar-table with a stately woman, they both chuckled.
Polite applause and 'good show' were being tossed around as the mayor's daughter had her back turned, shaking hands, still on the bench. The smile looked weird on her razor-lips, as if she were secretly chewing glass. Lydia tipped back the champagne, set her nerves, and sat down beside the girl without introduction.
Alicia hopped in her seat, casting about fifteen nervous glances over to Lydia as she continued to play nice with the politicians. 
Lydia ran a scale on the low end. Alicia ignored her. She did a run. Alicia ignored her, at least until she tried to stand up. Lydia played a few measures, one-handed, heavy with the left, and dragged the girl down by the bustle with her right. A singing whisper, “You know this, don't you? I'm not doing this alone. Play with me.”
The teenager glared at her with such an absolute, supreme level of hate, Lydia had no choice but to laugh and repeat the run, two-handed. The audience had finally caught on, and pleaded, 'Mrr hrm, Miss Humphries, quite exquisite and what not, most excellent, play a song with this Canadian amateur who mocked our nation,' though that's not the words they used.
The man from before soon returned with three beverages, all set beside her on the floor, laughing about how this reminded him of the stadium on Mars when he was a young man, 'oh these Earthlings, and their bon vivant charm.' And no, she didn't plan on singing a line, she could drink up. Lydia stood and thanked the old couple warmly before taking long drink and sitting back down. “I'm going to count it off, and you're going to play the top or look like an asshole. I'm no diplomat, but I think this is what it looks like. The only person that won't be happy is you.”
And 'bam' she pounded the introduction of 'Elite Syncopations,' willing to go it alone if she needed to, but was quite happy to see and hear Alicia respond with the angriest, most spirited ragtime she'd ever heard. Lydia kept her half of the duet light, forcing the rhythm and normalizing the girl over time, offering head-nod cues between pauses. By the end, they got it together, Alicia doing most of the work in the duet. From what Lydia could tell, the girl had just been lazy up till now.
The rousing applause from behind them didn't satisfy Lydia, she finished the first glass and shouldered her partner, starting a mellow song, Joplin's Fig Leaf, very down-tempo. Alicia Humphries played along, locked-in.
“You're pretty good,” Lydia said, going with her own weird style that favored the off-beat, ragtime-reggae.
“You're drunk.” The teenager glanced over.
Lydia stuttered the bass clef in a jazz-run, tongue out, letting the girl carry the tune as she improvised on the deep end, the singer's right hand super-heavy. The audience 'Ho ho ho'd' as they reunited in the melody. And, no, she couldn't do this if she was drunk. Lydia might be a goddess on Opal, but now she didn't even want it. She could do this herself.
“Maybe you don't like me.” Lydia said, “But I'm on your side in this, and sometimes it's possible that people who don't like each other can do good things together. You ever meet a boy you always wanted to be around, but just couldn't stand?”
“No, I just can't stand you.”
But it really was hard to take the conversation seriously while playing rags. It was just so fun.
“We're definitely doing a medley now. You knew this was coming.”
“I'm stopping once you let me. I'm not losing to you, Canadian...” The girl turned her head and whispered, as if it was the first time she ever said it out loud, “Bitch.” She garbled, like, three chords in nonsense.
“That's so cute, you're like a puppy chewing my shoe.” Lydia liked her. She liked messing with her even more. She rocked Alicia gently with her shoulder. And she wasn't out to embarrass the girl, just challenge her. “Time for your punishment.”
“Which is?”
Lydia abandoned half the keys for a minute, sipping on her beer. 
“Maple, we're doing Maple Leaf, fast.”
“How fast?” The girl almost froze up. “I-I can't do that.”
“Allegro-stride, and remember, I'm on your side. Let's go!”
Lydia married the tunes and switched over. Biting her lip, Alicia didn't miss a beat, hitting the melody hard. The stride, a left-hand rhythm technique, Lydia covered on the bottom, though the tempo was ridiculous, and she was getting faster. There were hoots from their audience as she shifted into fourth gear. Alicia's eyes were on her hands, keeping up.
“Ready?” she said, pounding the last measures before shit got crazy.
Alicia couldn't even talk.
“Show me your stuff,” her voice was overwhelmed by the piano. “Come on, moon girl, here we go!” She heard a droning whine from the teenager. Nope.
Lydia went into bruised-fingers mode, whooping, as the performance hit the climax. Alicia shifted her gaze between hands as she kept up in flawless synchronicity. Lydia repeated one more round. She heard the girl laugh, playing with the most joie de vivre she'd heard from her. Alicia had hit her own fifth gear, and seemed to be exalting in it.  
“Closing...” Lydia said.
She cut it off with hand-slapping flourish. Rock-and-roll, baby. She jammed her foot on the pedal. The strings sustained on in a thrum. She tipped her head back in a 'whooo!' Alicia, breathing heavy, turned her head with an open-mouth smile. It was creepy, but yay, good for her. Lydia leaned over for a brief frenemy-hug, whispering 'that was fun,' as the old people golf-clapped 'splendid,' 'glorious,' and whatever.
Lydia finished her second beer and grabbed her third, ready to get back to Cassie before the girlfriend got annoyed. She felt a tug on her bustle as she stood.
“Hey,” Alicia said. Lydia sat back down, not a smirk on her face, not even looking at her. She'd been around enough teenagers, shelter kids, to know when to shut up and listen, when they were trying to reach out. “That stride. We're not supposed to do that.”
That innocent? Really?
“You're probably not supposed to talk to Earth-girls either, but here we are.” Lydia put her fingers back on the keys and moved forward in time, in what was an eye blink to their species, but after half a century, past its birth into maturity, you had this culture. Jazz. This wasn't Camptown Races. She started some Ellington and Strayhorn: Lotus Blossom. The song was quite mellow and lounge, and had no lyrics that she knew of. The audience murmured, and she heard some appreciative applause. “You're not in trouble. Everyone likes you, I can tell. You're this serious type-A personality with an artists' heart. But you should really be asking yourself why you even play if it's not fun. I realize I can do what I want here, because there's nothing on the line, but, listen to me, don't let anyone ever tell you how to play. They can tell you what to play for an event, sure, that's just being professional, but you're an adult now. You have your own voice, calling people 'bitch' and stuff, so add that spirit into your hands, into the keys. No one gets to tell you how to play.” Lydia indulged in a rather complicated run, “This song would have never been written unless people expressed themselves.”
Alicia looked over her shoulder, eyes searching, before touching the high end, joining in. Lydia had never heard a duet of Lotus Blossom before, but there was a little jazz in this teenager, and a bit of it in herself. Together, they kept it mellow and played on another ten minutes in vocal silence, ignoring everything behind them. She almost felt like she was cheating on Cassie, the arm-to-arm intimacy and vibe they shared. Razor-lips smirked a real smile, the first normal one Lydia had seen from this daughter of The Moon's cultural and unofficial capital.
Lydia didn't understand what all these nations were doing to their daughters: talented Alicia was artistically muzzled, perfect Lillian was this 'I'm so ugly' xenophobe, and Cassie seemed so repressed by her family, she was scared if it would actually work between them. It's not like being a poverty-stricken alcoholic was the best background ever, but she felt real pity for these women of privilege, and liked them all; there was real empathy. Lydia had experienced hard times, sure, but she was just now starting to understand she might be better off for it all.
That was when five-days-ago-Lydia started throwing ninja-bottles at her, and she was super-pissed. 'Are you fucking kidding me? I haven't had a decent meal in a month, and I'm exhausted, trying to cry softer in my pillow so I won't wake up these assholes I invited into my bed for protection and human company. Now you're kissing ass and making out with rich bitches who never skipped a meal in their lives, let alone faced street violence, the constant threat of rape, and that soul-crushing realization that shit will never get better. Sure, it's fine for you, you dumb cunt, but what about Cameron and every other girl in this swamp-town who doesn't get thirty lucky breaks in forty-eight hours? You're a soulless, sell-out, gold-digging whore, pure and simple. I hate you and your Cinderella bullshit. I hate you. Fuck you, Lydia. Eat a dick-cake. If I met you on the street, I'd spit in your face.'
She lost her place in the song, bending over for her drink.
Well, ok then. You couldn't be everything to everyone, it seemed, not even to yourself. She had no idea which Lydia was the wiser one: the one from five days ago, consumed by pain and resentment, or the one who put herself through school for five years, currently performing cunnilingus on Lady Luna and other national representatives of the Sol System. She tried to convince herself it wasn't that simple, and getting here wasn't her choice alone. She was dealing with opportunity as it came. It was like she told Alicia, they can tell you what to play, but never how to play it.
Outside, she heard the cheers and zooms of what had to be a fantastic anti-gravity car race. For her, everything interesting was inside. She just felt glad she had a beer-buzz or the gravity would be far too much to handle.
A conclusion? No one should ever have to grow up the way she did, and it was terrible to project that on people who had been spared, rich or poor. It was also terrible to project it on people who had suffered, as if they should remain motionless, suffering forever. She accepted no guilt for experiencing the bit of happiness she now enjoyed.
She might have a persecution complex, but she was no martyr.
Fuck you too, old Lydia. Go eat a dick-cake.



 
 
~ 38 ~
 
In line for a beer
 
 
“Remember,” Lillian stared up at her, really serious, “if you ever feel the least bit of hesitation, or they make you uncomfortable, excuse yourself and find me or Cassie. Promise me. If they trap you, conversations can make a lot of waves.”
Lydia stepped forward in the beer line, the situation feeling a lot like a college kegger. There were no staff servers for this fancy party, just some volunteer bartenders. Cassie's diplomatic struggle seemed incredibly binding, her girlfriend being unable to even move, though Lydia had touched base with her twice in twenty minutes. She was now in line to get them a drink.
“Yeah, I'll be fine, Lil. They're not interested in me anyway. I was just a novelty.”
“Don't be naive. I know that's harsh, but I'm serious. It'll hurt you too.” The princess allowed herself to get snared in what might have been her hundredth discussion of the night, if the last half-hour was any indication. Two blue-haired women were fast-talking, real fast, about lowering the tariff on new water. Lillian asked if they cared if it was clean or not.
“Where did they say you were from?” Lydia ignored the voice until it repeated, with a finger tap on the shoulder. Two very old men with empty plastic cups stood behind her, their bushy white brows obscuring their eyes. About the same height as her, they both had that grandfatherly chubbiness, but cut impeccable figures in full jacket-and-vest dignity. Their backs were straight, and one lifted an actual monocle with a chain, sizing her up. The other was texting on a holo-screen, fast fingers. 
“Oh, I'm from Canada. Vancouver, on the coast.” She turned back to the line.
“Ah, a Canadian and Lunarian playing so well together on the piano. An absolute astonishment. Simply marvelous. And you had such poise on the broadcast. Are you a diplomat as well, like the Chilean and Alaskan representatives?” Mr. Monocle introduced himself as Chester. Mr. Texting's name was Julian.
“Oh, no. They're just my friends. We all met on Anatali Station.” And yes, now she was trapped, but unbothered. They were sweet and harmless. Like Lillian, she loved old people, and kids too.
“I see. But being Canadian, they do shareholder voting, correct?”
“Yeah, that's right. Every Canadian is born with one permanent share, one vote. No one can lose their last share unless they're like, a murderer,” she chuckled, more for the 'levity' than the content.
“It's your citizenship,” Chester said, hands on his vest, standing tall. “May I ask how many shares you have? I am very curious about your opinion on this political model.”
“Um, I'd really have to check because I sold some temporaries to get into school. I think it's like thirteen permanent now? And no, that's not very much, but it pays a yearly dividend.”
“So your vote counts. You are a voting representative, no?”
“Well, thirteen times more than if I was a newborn, yes. I'm the fifty-thousandth most powerful person in British Columbia.” Lydia smirked, hoping they'd get the joke. They both chuckled in good humor.
“But if you had the money to buy more shares, you could own more temporary votes and be the hundredth most powerful person,” Chester raised a finger, staring down his monocle. “For us, that would be the vote of a senator, and the dividend would pay for more permanent shares over time.”
“You are correct, good sir.” It was actually hard not getting into the speech pattern. She just hoped they didn't think she was making fun of them, even though she sort of was. “People invest in the government for a lot of reasons. I inherited seven shares from my mother and father, and received the rest from community service. That's the only reason I could afford to go to Anatali Academy.”
Chester's voice pitched up, “A Canadian shareholder, attending Anatali Academy, is visiting us on The Moon. That is very interesting. Julian, don't you think that's interesting?”
“Quite remarkable,” the man texted away. “And she made friends with Miss Alicia. That young lady is very discerning. No small accomplishment.”
“Oh, like I said, It's only thirteen shares or so. I'm just a student. Classes haven't even started yet.”
“Well, Miss Stamos, would you ever be interested increasing your shares? I'm sure there are some social programs you'd be interested in supporting in your Vancouver, since you mentioned community service.”
The line finally moved up a step. Lydia was now five places away from a much needed drink. Her kegger cup-stack was four tall, and yet she was feeling dry. But now, finally, someone was talking to her as if she was a real person who cared about something. She wasn't just some sounding board, like how Lillian or Cassie must feel right now. Poor Leo seemed to be a cougar-magnet, though the doctor hadn't left his side for a minute. Good doctor.
“Programs? Well, sure. Our aid budget saves so many lives every day. It's not like we've been ignored, but we depend so much on donations and philanthropy, sometimes it's a crapshoot if a child, or an old mother, gets enough to eat. There's no difference between being hungry and starvation, which a lot of people don't understand. It's debilitating. Hunger is a problem, no matter how hungry a person is. It's like they think keeping people alive is good enough, even if that life is suffering and humiliation. That's why I'm in the agriculture program.”
“Oh, you touch my heart. This woman is a humanitarian.” Chester leaned sideways in an exaggerated faint. “Maybe you have heard of our medicine. We are very much interested in humanitarian causes.”
Enough to shoot kids over, sure. But that had been a misunderstanding, and an accident. Maybe.
“A humanitarian investment on the north coast?” Julian said. She still hadn't seen his eyes. “We view that coast constantly from our world and wonder what lives you must be living.”
“What an idea! We could set up a fund to support this!”
“Oh, you can donate directly to the charities, I have the address,” Lydia dug in her silly purse for her comm-unit.
“No, dear girl,” Chester said a hand on her forearm, keeping the purse down. “You have a beautiful, idealist's heart, like us, we can tell. We would support your voice of the humanitarian by helping you get more votes.”
Lydia made an 'o' with her mouth. “You want to buy me shares. Yeah, that's very illegal in my country, sorry.”
“No dear, not directly. We would create an off-world fund for you, exactly like the majority of your leading share holders. Our Moon is independent, so this is rather popular since it prevents that transparent conflict of interest via other Sol Union nations. I believe your country's CEO, COO, CFO, and all the way down your board of directors, even to the local level, they all have these funds. Isn't that so, Julian?”
“Hmm? Oh yes. It's how those wicked men purchase their policies. It's been this way for centuries. Every time someone pushes for reform, they just make a new trade or security alliance with Alaska, or Gratis, or Callisto, or Gloria, who fill the funds to buy more shares. It's a terrible method of governance, based on the literal purchase of votes, and often from non-national support. It's abhorrent. No offense, my dear.”
Lydia swallowed hard as the line moved up. This is what Lillian had been warning her about. She was also quite pissed to hear the bad news about Canada, which she completely believed. “If that's the case, your nation facilitates it by hosting these funds. That's abhorrent. No offense, good sir.”
“Ah, she's a shrewd one. Anatali Academy indeed.” Chester leaned in closer as if he was sharing a secret. “No republic is perfect. If we claim we desire to see more transparency in these things, what do you imagine our obstacle would be?”
She wanted to tell them she wasn't remotely sober enough for this, but they were dangling the shelter, where she volunteered six years of her life with equal parts love, frustration, and desperation; it was worth a conversation. She'd only been away from it for the length of a weekend, and her friends were only a music video, or a comm-call away. They were still in her thoughts, her heart, and her life. Lillian or Cassie would instantly shut this conversation down, but when it came to actual food, the feeling of real hunger, and actual care and medicine, she would court temptation.
“If you offered transparency, no one would want to use your banks.” And she'd been wondering how this colony that produced no real resources, and had no tourism, could afford to feed itself. Financial services, so deep in the shadows she'd never heard of it. The Moon was a corruption mill. Another reason everyone hated The Moon.
“Correct, dear. So if this is true, then our nation's unwillingness to reform ourselves is...”
“Are you trying to tell me your 'oh so pure' elected representatives have been paid off by Earth's politicians? The very people your stance on transparency put into power?”
The two men applauded, grinning as if she played Beethoven. Julian looked up from his texting. His eyes were very sober. Intelligent. Blue. “Oh, good show, dear! You understand the problem, and the disdain in your voice is exquisite. I can feel the moral outrage pouring out of you in waves. These are the men starving your Vancouver, the men in this room, and the ones who own your home country.”
Chester scoffed, “Should anyone be hungry in 4126? It's heartless. Criminal. Inhumane!”
“Well said, sir!” Julian close down his screen and golf-clapped. The line moved up.
“You know what...” Really. Fuck it. Lydia had been 'I might take money for sex' broke in the past, had a teasing future as a stage musician, and if her life completely fell apart, she'd learned she could sing on the street for booze and fast food. She'd never wanted to be rich. This wasn't about money. This was about getting the opportunity to correct something about Lowtown that four songs and a street piano would never be able to fix. No girl should ever be raped by a cop, that was obvious, but maybe, if she took a risk, she could do something about it. Maybe those kids would still be crying because they lost their parents, but they'd never have to make the choices, she herself, had been forced to make. This was something Lillian, or Cassie, would never understand, but not because they didn't have the heart. This was a voice unique to her. “Sign me up. Buy me Governor for all I care. You're completely correct.”
“Oh, I love her fire.” Julian said. “She is a newborn star ready to burst on the international stage. Glorious!”
“I assume I get to talk to lawyer and an accountant before I sign anything,” she said, cooling down fast, survival instincts and all. “Putting a random Vancouver girl in prison doesn't help any of your problems, even if you're lying, and I'm not interested in being a vehicle for money laundering to buy guns for Triton or anything. My friends are obviously well-connected, so any double-cross is going to hurt you more than it will me.”
“I told you she was shrewd,” Chester cheered. “Most excellent. The fine print! The scorpion's tail!” 
“And she maintains her integrity even when she bends it. No guns indeed! She is a champion who understands the compromises of this coil.”
They finally made it to the table, a rack of bottles behind the bartenders, and a row of beer kegs underneath. Lydia asked for four beers, ready to grip them stadium-style. When her new patrons ordered theirs, one each, they helped her with the carry. Tone dropping a bit lower, to serious, Chester restarted:
“Miss Stamos, It would do us little good to invest a single credit if you were to come to harm. This is a partnership, dear. Of course you will be able to choose your own lawyer and an accountant. And maybe in a generation, we will have new representatives in both our nations who will never have to experience what we have just agreed to. However, just like soldiers go to war, and slay their fellow man so their children won't have to, this is a necessary ethical-sacrifice you are making for your nation, and ours.”
Lydia wondered about the what-ifs and contingencies if she disobeyed them, or even if she went dirty. She wasn't signing anything unless she had the same immunities their already-corrupt politicians did, that's for sure. Lowtown didn't mean stupid or naive, Lowtown meant she was way more paranoid. If they wanted a doormat, they should have found someone else. Worst case, her temporary shares would vanish and she would become a pure student once more.
Hesitant, she said, “So, um, how transparent can I be until you guys get annoyed with me? I mean, it probably won't stop me, but, it might help, like, my decision making.” She almost asked them if they knew anyone that wanted ten grand of Opal.
Chester sipped from his cup. “Oh, I hope you didn't misunderstand. This is to-an-ounce, entirely legal. That is the problem, dear. Write an essay for the universal press if it pleases you. Maybe it goes to your international court and you can be a witness as to how these machinations unfold. That would actually be for the best. Outside money legally promotes a passionate, charismatic, educated, but unconnected citizen to a position of real influence. Were it not for your songs and apparent innocence of moral character, we would have never asked you. As men of standing in this regretfully cloistered nation, we've never had this opportunity to meet a woman outside of the normal fold. It is...discouraged. But there is change on the wind. People will notice this, make no mistake. It will upset their establishment, yours and ours.”
“So, I'll just have assassins after me instead,” the echo of the sniper's shots still in clear memory.
“Your companions seem to be doing well.” Julian walked her back to Cassie. “The risk is relative, as it is with any woman of political consequence, and they seem to be acting in full independence, with full courage. Was it so different living a daily life in your Vancouver? Maybe you thought they were simple women of privilege, but I see no bodyguards around them. Only friends, you protecting yourselves, and each other.”
“So noble, brings mist to these old eyes.” Chester handed her back a beer to exhale and clean his monocle on his vest.
Maybe she did think they were privileged, old Lydia did. But now, she wondered what must it be like, living like that everyday. Maybe Cassie really was fearless, bouncing around shuttles day-to-day without an escort just so she could conduct her business. Maybe Lillian knew the possibility she'd get shot at when they were in District D. That was a lot braver than Lydia had ever been. If you think you might get shot at, you stay at home.
“Send the files to Lydsgetsthepartygoing.CCC” she said. Julian offered her other beer; now it was stadium-style, and he went back to work on his screen, one-handed. “Your ambassador says we're returning to the station tomorrow.”
“Very good, very good,” Chester said, laying a solid hand on her arm before turning away with his comrade. “Consider yourself a true friend of The Moon. Return at your leisure, with our full support.”
About ten paces out, Lydia said to her purse, “If you're still there, I hope you got all that, Helena.”
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First dance
 
 
The party wound down, and Lydia never strayed again from Cassie's side. Soon, Leo and the doctor joined them, and as it all ended, so did Lillian, eyes wide in what had to be 'the thrill of politics!'
The sounds of the race and crowd outside had long passed. For all his talk, the mayor had met them once, shook hands, let the handful of press take their pictures, but had disappeared without a word. Lydia hadn't seen Alicia since the piano, and hoped the girl wasn't in trouble. Then again, maybe it'd be a good for her if she was: show some spirit!
For a gala, a ball, there had been zero dancing, and as the last of the Lunarians exited the hall, Lillian grinned at her friends and walked confidently to the piano. The volunteer bartenders had left as well, leaving the five of them alone in the Lunar Palace. Alone. Deep in crust of the fucking Moon, the Ninth Circle of Hell, Dome-Tycho, this was by far the coolest bar Lydia had ever closed. She asked everyone to take lots of pictures.
Then the music started. Vivaldi, Spring, an arrangement. Lillian laughed over her shoulder as the notes echoed across the bare walls, a hologram of sheet-music from her comm-unit pasted in front of her. She could play, but no, she wasn't perfect or even 'good,' she was having fun. The men searched keg after keg for one that wasn't tapped out, hooting when they found one, pouring cup after cup, likely so they could ignore it for the rest of these priceless moments. No, a government-paid clean up squad wasn't coming tonight, some volunteers would take care of that tomorrow. Lydia had closed many nights in the past, and began gathering plastic cups off the floor, and found a bucket to pour the remnants into.
Cassie didn't scold her, she helped as Lillian filled the air with all the Four Seasons. They were just being good guests, taking care of the trash. Someone else could mop. Anxious, Lydia confessed that she might have agreed to something with those old men, but that she hadn't signed anything. Her girl smiled and kissed her, saying she agreed to a great many things tonight. It was ok, and that little-Lillian, bouncing along on that piano, playing Summer, probably just inundated Anatali Corporation's state department with two-dozen documents to be deliberated on before being accepted, none of them saying anything, just the start of official conversations.
“I would have thought twice about my bonita if she hadn't started something,” Cassie said, dumping another half-filled cup into a half-full bucket. “What am I doing with this woman who cannot make a friend, after introducing herself to nine billion.”
“You know I don't understand that world.” Yay, politics. “I was trying not to get into trouble, like Lillian told me.”
“No one understands that world,” Cassie took her ten-cup stack to the tables, “or why would so many be so bad at it? What makes you think you would be any worse? I am proud of you, and this has not changed. I am with a person, not a recorded singing voice.”
They stopped for beer with the guys, everything looking tidy in the hall. Lillian was on Winter, laughing as she butchered the rhythm: the entire thing was a string piece, and didn't translate that well to the keys. Lydia walked Cassie over to the upright and sat down next the princess, taking the high end, starting it over, one-hand for each of them. They didn't get it. Laughing, they started again, and again. She smiled up at Cassie, who smiled back, a light in her eyes.
These were friends. She finally understood. Lydia knew a lot of people, and liked a lot of people, and if she'd been spending this time, here, with homeless Robb, Elam, and Mrs. Shelly Colbert from the shelter, she'd probably be having just as much fun. The main difference? There was none, hanging out with these ambassadors and heiresses. That was the revelation. She was loved, and people liked her. Life wasn't out to get her. Well, not always.
After Vivaldi-fail, Lydia keyed in some sheet on Lillian's comm-unit, standing to take her girlfriend's hand. Schubert. Yes, thank you. And Lillian played like she'd never heard Serenade before, but there was no way to mess up the mood as Lydia grabbed Cassie's waist, and waltzed. The boys cheered in a toast, and Cassie might not know piano, but she knew dance, and switched over to take the lead, the women making use of the entire ballroom in grandiose strides.
Lillian brought up an actual playlist, the recording taking over as if she never stopped playing. She left her comm-unit on the ivory, bowing to Leo, a miniature suitor. He bowed back, and took the lead as if he did this every weekend. Cassie and Lydia hooted, both pairs circling each other as the doctor whistled, now sitting cross-legged on the table, recording. As the Schubert ended, they bowed to each other and changed partners as the Chopin began, pure poetry. Leo with Cassie, and Lillian with Lydia, four nations, this was how off-worlders partied on The Moon.
These were also songs from Earth.
 
* * *
 
“I'm keeping this dress,” Lydia said, trying to find a way out of it. 
“You should.” Cassie helped her from behind, starting at the top of the neck, the very pressure sending a shiver down the singer's spine. “I used my one dress for three years, formal events, but it was no good for this parade.”
They hadn't returned to the shuttle to sleep in their bunks. Nor had they been given some four-star hotel in Circle One, those didn't exist. They were in the doctor's home, his own hospitality, Leo and Lillian sharing the master bed, both of them passing the eyebrow raised lie-detector test of, 'Oh. Please no.' Good-guy Leo seemed adequately terrified of putting the moves on his station's fourteen-year-old princess, and she seemed comfortable enough via sharing an Academy dorm room with an adult male. They laughed about it and kept on drinking, sharing videos from their comm-units, a slumber party. The Latina had taken care of the girl's corset and now it was a hospital-scrub pajama-party. Cassie and Lydia had the guest room, apparently one that once belonged to a college-aged daughter, and the doctor, himself, said he was going to overview the final details of their shuttle before they launched in the morning. No word about the wife or daughter.
“I have never done this,” Cassie said, hands trembling as the shoulders finally came off, leaving Lydia still completely covered in a bustle, giant dress, corset, and gloves. She turned to face the Latina, who continued, voice shaking, “I have never been allowed. I am not allowed to do this.”
“I'm pretty sure no one's coming to stop you. I'm yours.” She didn't move in for a kiss. Lydia stood still as one arm, then both peeled off. She didn't help. Cassie hesitated, then tugged at the hips, dropping the thirty pounds of fabric down to the floor with an audible 'fump.' Lydia stepped out of the pile, sliding off her shoes. There was only an entirely laced corset, gloves, stockings, five hundred hairpins, and fancy panties to go. Her heart had to be beating just as fast as she watched Cassie taking her in, knowing she could do whatever she wanted, that she could really move forward with what she was feeling. Objectified? No. This was someone trying to figure out how to unwrap a present. For once in her life, Lydia felt truly, completely desired, and it was all in her eyes.
She had thought it would be her job to break-in her girlfriend, take control, but was quite happy to see the curiosity in the shyness. No teenager, Cassie was twenty-five-years old; this might work.
The singer pulled the four main pins, dropping her hair, and peeled off her gloves, turning her back again, this time reaching for the simple shoe-lace knot holding this corset together. Had Lydia been alone, she had no idea how she was supposed to get out of the thing. The kiss on her neck came out of nowhere, evoking a moan. 
As string after string pulled away, Lydia wondered if anything had ever felt as erotic, being released from this. She wanted to take Cassie's hand and put it right there, but if they were going to have a future, together, she was going to play this right. Lydia had to summon every single ounce of restraint, restraint she didn't even have, and let herself be explored. She felt new. Untouched.
The corset finally fell away. Red lines from the pressure marked the top and bottom of her fair torso. Now, finally, Lydia felt exposed. Cassie whispered in Spanish before the first real kiss, her hands a bit fast before the redhead slowed them down. Lydia breathed, “Yeah, like that. Take your time, Bonita.”
And Cassie did, easing her down to the bed, starting with her arms, kisses and licks to her shoulder and neck. Her face, lips on lips, hands on her breasts, her stomach, and lower. Lydia wanted to tear the woman's dress off, but held herself back, writhing, grinding up with her hips. This tease could only last so long. She was going insane.
“I'm supposed to be taking care of you,” Lydia said, frustrated, but was pushed again on her back as Cassie pulled her panties down.
All she got as a reply was a 'shhhh' and a kiss. “It may be a wait for you, but I have wanted this my whole life. You stay.”
No one was this lucky.
In the building throes of ecstasy, Lydia was quite sure she was about to wake at The Silent Woman, asleep on a piano, on Dorothy, 'It was all just a dream...'
However, the night kept going.
When it was Lydia's turn, she made it count.
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Home-Run (or whatever they call it up here)
 
 
“Morning!” Lydia said, bright eyed, with Cassie, both of them Santa-Clausing trashbags with their heavy dresses. Lillian and Leo appeared red-eyed and wrecked, hungover as hell. Body language being what it was, there was no weird vibe between the strange bedfellows as they fist-bumped with dead-eyed exploding jazz-hands; the princess went for the coffee machine and the cabbie for the bathroom. Apparently, it was up for debate which couple had the most fun last night.
And yes, Lydia was glowing, but Cassie seemed even happier, chair-bouncing as she hummed a swing version of last night's waltz. She brought up her comm-unit. “I will order breakfast delivery. I know this place. Someone please make a new coffee. We have two hours.”
Leo appeared from the bathroom, brushing his teeth (whose toothbrush was that?), and knocked brain-dead Lillian out of the way, taking over the coffee pot.
“Bonita, you have not checked your messages,” Cassie said at her side, still typing. “Do you not think it might be good for you?”
“I'm really scared,” she said in plain words. “They're either going to hate me, or want something from me.”
Leo croaked, staring at the coffee as it dripped in a steady flow, “Well good for you, you have a pimp that can sort that shit out.”
“Manager,” Cassie said, smiling, a kiss on the cheek. “I can do this for you. This is why you will pay me all your monies.” Lydia signed into her ID and handed it over, still too afraid to look. Cassie stared at the holo-screen, squinting. “You have many new fans. Official recording labels are pitching you, but we expected that. To keep them waiting will be fun, though not too long. Your hype is very big because there is not much content. You received an attachment from this Julian man—”
“Yeah! That's good, can you forward that to Marshall? The kid is how I met Lillian. He should be in my contacts; ask him if he wants to be my lawyer?”
Cassie nodded, typing, “I have done it. A Clamdriver is asking about your bear, and an Officer Jim Bennett from Vancouver was requesting official network registry for your fanclub, your consent. He repeated the request last night, saying 'urgent,' and has confessed a crush on you, very sweet. I have made the acceptance, with a thanks, telling him you have a girlfriend, because I will do that. You also have an open call from a Helena, I will close.” She pressed the button.
“No! Eh, oh well.”
“Were those the security guys from Earth?” Leo said, pouring four cups before dumping the rest in a pitcher, making another pot. “Yeah, that sounds like Lydia, thinking she's about to get killed when one dude's fixing her robot and the other wants to be her boyfriend and is setting up her fan-page. I was just giving them a ride and she said she had a bomb. Heaven forbid someone does her a real favor.”
“I know this!” Cassie said, wrapping her arms in a tight hug, not letting her move.
“Which is all fine until someone shoots a princess, and we actually do have a bomb,” she said, pointing at Lillian, who raised a hand. Not-morning people times three. The princess seemed like she'd be the bouncing awake type, but apparently she was as human as the rest of them.
“What is that smell, anyway?” Lydia said. It was fresh-baked heaven, and her stomach was going nuts.
“After you two, um, fell sleep, we made some cookies.” Leo lifted a sheet tray.
“But we ate them.”
“A cookie would be nice, but you must have needed the energy,” Cassie said slyly. “What did you two do last night?” 
“Leo applied to the Academy.” Lillian's eyes perked up on her first coffee-sniff as if she suddenly recognized she was alive. “It might take a year because of the waiting list, but we worked all night on it. It's a top-level application and essay. His mom was a great tie-in. He has endorsements from me, the doctor, a couple of those friendly old ladies, and hopefully you two as well. That's a crap-ton more weight than most people, but piloting is really competitive, so he needs the boost. We're not sure about the bookwork, but he'll ace the simulation exam. If he needs to, he can intern with Gloria. Their state department has been spamming the crap out him.” And if Lydia had struck gold meeting Cassie in that spaceport lounge, Leo was equally as charmed. He was having the best week ever.
“Tell me where to sign.” Cassie reached for his arm, a smile in her eyes. He blushed at all the attention and stared into his coffee. “Your family will be very proud.”
“Not sure my endorsement is worth anything,” Lydia teased, “but I'll write the most glowing testimonial about your illegal cab-driving ever.” 
“You're pushing you're luck, red.” And just like that, they felt like a family. Something completely unreal to Lydia. She wished they could stay in the first Circle of Hell forever.
Speaking of which. “Do we have to go back today? Sorry if this comes off too wimpy, but I don't want to be anywhere near that gang summit, not till the real Redhead makes her appearance. It might be a big 'no worries' to you guys, but I don't want to get shot or tortured, and that's not really stretching my imagination these days. So much has happened, can't we just be tourists today? Go see the grapes and stuff? I'll do a park concert for the kids. It'll be fun...”
Her three friends looked at each other, expressions dark. Cassie grabbed her hand, and slowly brought it up, kissing her knuckles. “I think I know why my friend Lillian really came to find me in that District, and it was not Mortality Shock, or organs, or a trip to The Moon to make moon-friends.”
She stared at Cassie blankly, until all those rotating gears clicked together.
“Oh, god. I just slept with a mob boss.” Lydia slowly took her hand away and brought both to her head, shaking it. “And it was the best. What's that mean? Am I just fucked up as a—”
“No, my lover, it is not exactly like that.” Cassie said, awkward. Lydia dropped her hand back down and tried to suck it up, wondering what 'not exactly' meant. The Latina still remained hesitant. Even if this was another clusterfuck, she trusted her friends, more or less.
“I think I know where the Opal came from,” Lillian poured a second cup of coffee and gave everyone else a heater. The doorbell rang, and Leo left to collect breakfast.
“And the lipstick writer,” Cassie said, standing to help with the boxes, setting them around the table. She'd ordered four home-runs, or whatever they'd be calling them here, a full-course breakfast. Good enough.
“You want to say all this Cassie, or should I?” Lillian ate in dainty bites, a cut here or a fork there. Very proper.
“No...I should say it, and you can correct with what you know.” Cassie hadn't touched her food, she just stared at it, an edge creeping into her voice. “I do not have a gang, and am not in one. But it is true WALcos has black-operations defense contractors, as does Anatali,” Lillian raised her hand in solidarity, “and I'm sure you have read in the news about the Canadian and American ones. It is common. Sometimes they do crime. Sometimes this is allowed. It is something we no longer need, but there is a lobby for such contracts, and you have told me even Lunarian men can be corrupt, so this is no surprise.”
“You don't need to apologize, Cassie,” her girlfriend’s discomfort hurt, a lot. “I'm not blaming you. You don't own this just because your third second-cousin does something bad. But what's this have to do with us? Are they mad at you?”
Cassie began to rock in her chair as something welled up inside her. She closed her eyes. It turned into a squeeze as her lips trembled, turning down in a sudden sob. Her shoulders shook as her face collapsed into her hands. Lydia was stunned. She'd never seen anything like it from Cassie, and was instantly overwhelmed with redheaded fury. Both girls stood, scooting chairs, each at an arm. Lillian looked over to Lydia, giving her a big-eyed nod that said, 'yeah, this is for real.'
“I am estupido, I didn't know what to do. I promise I wanted no one to be hurt. You are going to leave me but I have fallen with you. First time I ever love. So many lies.”
Leo just sat across from the scene, hands in his lap, looking awkward as hell. He moved to stand but Lillian waved him off. All Lydia could think, in all eloquence and clarity, was, 'fuck.'
Inhaling deep between sobs, Cassie looked straight into her eyes, it broke Lydia's heart. “I didn't know. I promise you, I did not know.”
“I-I'm not going anywhere Cassie, but what didn't you know?” and she was waiting for the real bomb to drop, the one that would snuff the final flame of anything good that lived in her soul. Yeah, it felt like that. If Cassie was a fake, she might as well pack it up and...
“When we met was real, it was a good accident, and the launch shuttle was real. The security with those guns, and with Leo at the bar. It is all real. That kiss before bed. I didn't know where the package came from...but then that morning, they told me they had her, and I should leave you, or they would kill me, and you, and her. So I go do my job, unscheduled, and I leave you to them.” She sobbed again before saying, “I left you to them so they could hurt you.”
Lydia's brow furrowed, trying to take all this in. She pulled up a chair and took her lover's hand. “Are you telling me your 'wine run' was part of a ransom because this organization you don't control captured the Redhead and wanted to parade me around the colony for three days with a pork-chop around my neck? They wanted me publicly gunned down?”
Cassie bit her lip, squeezing her eyes again.
“Son of a bitch...” Lydia stared at her hands. “That wasn't 'Neptunian vultures' on those air-bikes, was it?” It sounded like the doctor followed the normal script of 'blame Triton,' in suggestion, if nothing else.
The crying heiress shook her head, no.
Lydia simmered, fists clenched, her cheeks felt hot. It was too much. She growled, then snapped to her feet again, tipping over her chair behind her. “I'll fucking kill them!”
The heiress looked at her with childish shock, “You. What are you saying?”
“I'm saying we have to go after these guys. If you're going to be a CEO someday, you're not going to be owned by a couple assholes with machine guns. If a man scares you, scare the man. They're only animals.”
“Y-You are not leaving me?”
“No. Why would I?”
“Because I have lied. Lying is worst sin, and at such a cost. I didn't warn you and I knew you would be in harm's way. And I let you love me. Last night happened, even though I knew.”
“Jesus, Cassie.” She pulled the woman up to her feet and stared into those bloodshot eyes over tear-stained cheeks. “I was too scared to come and find you, but they talked me into it. We just survived the fucking Moon. I'm pretty sure we can handle this with some good old-fashioned communication. Relationships are like this. We'll do it together. You had me really worried there for a minute.”
Moral high ground as ammunition? Fuck the high ground. 
“You did nothing wrong. The doctor did nothing wrong. You had no choice, and you were just protecting us by keeping the deal. And, shit, sometimes honesty is overrated. All that parade and gala stuff wouldn't have happened if I was afraid—don't even make a persecution joke. I'm totally safe and fine now. We'll work it out. I'm proud to know someone with a heart like yours. I'm so proud to be yours.”
The heiress sniffled, staring at her as if she'd just been told Santa was real. They hugged, Cassie collapsing in her arms, blubbering. Lydia smoothed her hair and started to cry, and then Lillian started crying, and then Leo turned his head away from the entire room, wiping at his face.
That's when the doctor burst into his home, breathless.
Everyone snapped their heads as if he was intruding.
“We're leaving! Now!”
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Asylum's end
 
 
Lydia didn't ask a single question. She was a pace-setter. If it was time to run, her friends should know what running looked like. After a moment's shock-and-processing, she set a good enough example by slapping her breakfast shut, cradling it like a rugby ball, grabbing her dress and purse, then bolting straight out the door. “Go!”
She was already in the taxi by the time Cassie, then Leo, and arm-pumping Lillian caught up. The doctor took the front passenger seat as the princess laid over them all, smashing all the fabric, but at least she seemed comfortable, even if they weren't. The doctor was having a spirited discussion with the driver in that Saturnian language.
“Mayor Humphries is trying to stall in Circle Nine,” he said, over-the-shoulder, “but it's really important we don't stop if they say stop, even if they fire warning shots. Just keep running.”
“That's not a very good plan,” Lydia said. “No one is shooting at diplomats after yesterday anyway.”
“Well, they will now. There's a coup. I need to get you all out of here, like now.” The taxi zipped straight up, bypassing Acheron, the tolls, and was already on ground level. All sorts of red text blinked on the dash. A trio of security lights could be seen parked outside their U-shaped tunnel.
“A coup? On the fucking Moon? Never had a conflict in fourteen hundred years? The perfect republic?”
“Feel lucky it is The Moon and not Ganymede,” Cassie said, still puffy, but composed. “They do not have the military or thirst for outright slaughter. These are overtures and legalities. For all the friends we made, we must have made enemies as well. I did not think it would happen so fast. No lie.”
“A lot of people want a new election after a last night,” the doctor held hands with the driver, the same middle-aged woman, as they crept forward, slowly. “The Progressive party made no ground at the election's end, before the parade, but now a lot of people have changed their minds. They've been told all their lives that the fascist nations of Earth—yeah, you East Americans especially—hate their liberty. It's all rhetoric to keep the nation in line, so we can keep our unregulated banking status. If the Labor party refuses to form a government with the Conservatives, there will be a new election in three months. Polling says the new parliament would totally flip, with Labor and Progressive uniting to govern. A de-isolationist agenda would have a voice, really messing them up.”
“So, then...” Lydia swallowed hard, “if The Moon opens trade and tourism, they won't be so dependent on the banks to feed the people. Reform might happen.”
“Correct. So the Conservative party has labeled you all as subversive and wants to hold you as spies to be tried for sedition and espionage: a matter of national security, not politics. They obviously didn't get committee approval this morning, too much push-back from Labor, so they ordered the security forces to seize parliament and you.
“You'll be outside of the Sol Union court, and your nations, fed up with this bullshit, will certainly come for Lillian and Cassandra. All those five-vote Canadians have already rallied around you, Lydia, and Leo is the new darling of Gloria. So, yeah, another inner-system conflict. It'll make waves. No more independent Moon if there's a counterstrike. Jupiter and Neptune will jump in, no question. Anatali uses the opportunity to finish its push for secession, and then everything gets really fucked because everyone thinks they're working with Io behind the scenes. This is system-wide news, but no one can see inside. Our government is furious about the leaks, and 'treason' is being thrown around ten times a minute. This house of cards is collapsing.”
“I should have sang Cotton Eye Joe...” Lydia felt shock. And Helena better acknowledge their corpses when she accepts her Pulitzer. Everyone knew the system's powder keg was getting a bit full, but she hadn't imagined humanity was this close to losing its shit.
“Ha! Sedna! I like that song. But no, Bonita, it would not have made a difference. This conflict began before we were ever born. Inevitable. Hindsight is clear, but I did not know their hearts were so ready to meet ours. The public has met us more than halfway. We will leave. This is their business, not ours. No fighting.”
“I can't see,” Leo said. “What's keeping security from entering the hangar?”
“It's that girl,” Lillian leaned over the median. “The one I made cry. I can see the orange.” She pressed her hand to her lips. “No. Oh, no. She has the kids with her.”
“I surrender,” Lydia said, instantly. “They are not shooting kids. No way. It doesn't matter. Pull the car over, I mean it.”
Not a voice disagreed.
The car pulled up and almost slid to the ground, but in a moment of pure confusion, sped up, floating over the children, one kid waving them over, and down. The cabbie and doctor fought in the front like a married couple...oh wait.
Settling to the ground, Lillian thrust both arms out the door, and tumbled down in a clumsy heap. Cassie, Leo, and Lydia followed, poofy, expensive dresses left inside. Them having their hands raised didn't seem to matter since no one was paying attention to them.
“I order you to fire!” a security commander shouted at an officer.
“Belay that order, officer!” Cadet Shipley squeaked. “Your mandate is illegal, and your commander is in violation of codes eight-through-eleven of asylum. You have no grounds for lethal-force, or to claim this hangar, or this sovereign property. It is correct to disobey! Stand down!”
“You shut the fuck up, kid! Shut that kid up!” He was red-faced furious as his men hesitated, their weapons drawn, and raised.
Horrified and confused, Lydia crept forward to see all eight cadets pointing back with their wooden guns. There were three news crews, cameras dead on the confrontation. Even the reporters were shouting back, but kept their distance, trying not to incite a massacre.
“We took your oath, we are the same!” The kid screamed. He began, and all eight children united, reciting a pledge of allegiance, toy guns quivering in their hands. “Keep saying it!”
The key point was Alicia Humphries, hood down, standing tall with a real pistol behind their hostage, a brown paper envelope that stated in Spanish: 'Private property of the West American Alliance. Highly-volatile biological specimens. Do not open.' She held it like a shield, gun ready to blast though.
“You have no right!” She shouted back as the officer shouted at his men, and ordered her to disarm. She ordered them to disarm, that they would not enter the hangar without guaranteeing infection. The reporters pleaded with the officers, and Cadet Shipley did not shut up, he stood with his toy gun and walked over to shield Alicia with his body, arms out, so tiny, screaming every international asylum law, starting with code one. She yelled at him, a direct order, to get out of the way.
“Run!” The orange-haired girl looked over, meeting her eyes.
Lydia jumped over and over, “I surrender!” waving her arms.
One of the security officers holstered his weapon and backed away, hands up.
The doctor pushed past everyone, fists clenched on a path to the commander, Leo right next to him. All of them, Lillian, Cassie, and Lydia rushed forward for the kids, shouting, “Surrender! We surrender!”
“Fire, fire! Or I'll shoot you myself!”
He drew his gun.
No one could get there in time, not even to take it. The bullet burst through Cadet Shipley in a spray. All their scrubs caught the blood, and the bullet barely missed Cassie as it cratered the ground. The commander turned the gun on the pacifist and fired three more times, starting with the head, before the rest of the officers turned their weapons and brought their commander down.
Unholy screaming, from the children, from the reporters, from her and her friends. The violence itself was so fast, so deafening, Lydia lost all sensation, in everything. She gawked at the crater, at the blood and chunks of flesh and bone on her pants, the feeling of warmth as this boy's life stuck to her legs.
The doctor fell to Shipley, starting pressure with his hands before ripping off his own jacket. His head snapped up to them. “I can do this, I can do this.” His eyes were wild. No, he wasn't a trauma surgeon. Alicia was on the ground, tearing at the boy's clothes. “This is it. You have to take her. You have to go!”
They couldn't have looked any more dumbstruck, horrified, confused.
The doctor pointed right at the girl. “Treason! She'll have asylum with you! Get to safety, or you're dead too! Leo, you can do this, just stay calm...stay calm.” He lifted the boy up to check his back, and screamed to his wife to get to the medical station in the hangar. The cops, guns on the ground, were rounding up the sobbing children, promising them they'd be safe. Two of them just flat-out ran away before they were caught, kicking and screaming. The reporters were shouting in three different languages, and they all heard the sirens rising up from below. 
Leo stood Alicia up from the ground and hefted the sobbing girl over his shoulder, and he was not a large guy. They all felt the adrenaline. Cassie took five steps before pausing, then shuttle-running back to grab the blood-soaked envelope. Lydia shouted, “Lillian, if you got an extra gear, get a move on. Run! They don't care anymore!”
A glance over the shoulder showed the cops kneeling in a neat line, hands behind their heads, awaiting more security, real guns and toys far away. The children were allowed to huddle together in a sobbing mass. The reporters had produced a first-aid kit from one of their vans, camera rolling, none of them speaking. The doctor was preparing an injection by the time he fell out of sight. Lydia shoved Lillian forward in the run. She would have carried her, but god knows she didn't have the legs for it.
The hefty, middle-aged wife had beat them all into the hangar and out of it, carrying a large box, closing the door behind them with a very distinctive, pressurized, thud. Lydia hoped that didn't count as complicity. The married couple deserved a medal, not execution.
Alicia was screaming at the top of her lungs, but running on her own legs now as the quintet sprinted up the ramp. Leo went straight for the pilot's chair, and Cassie sat co-pilot, both of them breathless. Lydia hit the button for the stairs, and moved to console Alicia, hugging her tight. Lillian helped them with the comm-panels, trying to figure out how to open the hangar.
“It is locked.” Cassie said, her back slumped in the seat. “But they dare not depressurize that door until they dress for assault. Now we must worry what is outside the dome. Leo, please boot up our drive and stand by. I will contact the Sol Union with our ID. Our stationary Lunar fleet is probably waiting for us.”
She took two deep breaths and got on the keys, soon adorning a headset. Lydia had to remind herself that her girlfriend was not a super-spy, but had flown copilot a lot. The ship, and everyone on it were unarmed, so this whole escape seemed impossible. As far as the little boy went, if he survived the shot, he'd have a chance, if help came. Lydia set herself to prayer, for everyone.
“I'll get the exit,” Lillian touched her hairclip and a screen opened; a tiny salmon flopped in the corner. “I'd rather none of you see this.”
“Wait too much longer, they'll blow the hangar and we won't see anything, ever,” Leo said, the rear of the shuttle exuding a steady bass thrum.
Lillian had found a long white cord, which she plugged first into the base of her skull. Cybernetics on a fourteen-year-old? Yeah, that was weird. Due to derangement studies, you weren't even legally allowed to get a chip before you were twenty, and even then...It suddenly occurred to Lydia that the hair-spit-blood thing was just theater so no one would know about this. She probably hacked the singer's comm-unit wirelessly. Lydia marveled at her own naivety; how had that made any sense?
Lillian plugged the other end into the comm-panel and became motionless. The fish flopped across the empty screen until it found what it was looking for, wriggling its fins in celebration. In the top-left corner, letter by letter, a word appeared: shrimp-festival.efx. The cursor hung there, blinking.
“I'm not so sure this is the best idea,” Lillian said, eyes closed.
“They have guns and are going to kill us,” Lydia cradled Alicia's head as she cried into her lap. “We want to be where the people are.”
“I get that. This is just kind of my big gun, Lyds. It'll be chaos for like, three minutes. People will get hurt.”
“Are the cars going to fall out of the sky?” Leo said as a pair of searchlights aimed into their cockpit from outside the dome-hangar, a bit too reminiscent of those air-bikes.
“No, it's not like an EMP. But if we cause any more problems, it might make things worse, something else they can blame on de-isolationism, politically, undermining progress. Waves.”
“I'm pretty sure they have Ryan being shot on camera!” Alicia shouted into Lydia's lap, a muffled roar. “Fuck them. Blow up the whole fucking world!”
A second set of lights peered in from outside, followed by a third, and a fourth. The fifth one was a security ship with guns and rockets.
Lydia didn't know what to say. They could stay here and wait but...oh, that's right, she had a voice. “I don't know what to say, Lillian, we can wait for military intervention, but I'm pretty sure the fallout from the Sol Union hitting Lunar domes with fucking missiles will be a lot worse than you popping the gate open by turning the power off, or whatever your shrimps do. I completely respect you, but I'm becoming a lot less afraid of The Moon, and a lot more afraid of what will happen if we don't do this ourselves. Maybe someone falls and hurts their ankle without light. Five people panic and fall into the pit, and die. They're dead. Real people die. That'll be my fault, not yours. I can take it. But maybe ten million die if we get captured, or killed, and this gets any more out of hand. We can't do another war, no way. I'm not dying either. Pop the damn bomb. Canada told you to.”
“I don't need Canada, and the shrimps don't turn the power off.”
She heard the princess inhale.
“Get ready, Leo,” Lillian said.
She exhaled.
Deafening sirens and blinding lights, strobes and beeps, every system inside hangar went berserk. All the public announcement boxes squealed at the same time, the units frying out in seconds. The sprinklers went off, as did the foamy fire suppression systems. The power loaders screeched into motion ramming into walls, boxes, or each other. Gravity seemed to get weird out there, everything floating after the ricochet. The searchlights outside simply vanished, shooting spaceward at maximum velocity. One collided with the dome, shattering it's lamps before it spiraled away at almost equal speed. The armed shuttle unleashed its entire arsenal: rockets, guns, and a dozen bombs, not a scratch on the dome before it spun wildly away.
“What's happening inside?” Lydia grimaced as the hangar door slid open.
“It's a lot like this,” Lillian said, eyes still closed. “Obviously, I didn't touch the transportation network, but everyone's lighting, toilet, and washing machine just went homicidal. I don't know, a couple million in electrical and water damage? They're going to lose a lot of water until the recyclers capture the evaporation. The energy drain just set the entire globe on red-light ration.”
It still wasn't worth the life of one Cadet Shipley, or them. And the nation tried so hard to save ten-credits-an-hour by not hiring cocktail servers.
“Did we make it worse?”
“Not directly, but I don't know. When in doubt, Triton. The hack could have came from anywhere. I pinged it back to Neptune thirty times, FTLS, before I executed. They'll love it.”
At this point, Lydia wondered if the terrorist organizations from the Neptunian moon had ever once pulled off a successful off-world attack. They got blamed for everything, including the Nome Incident a year ago, killing fifty-thousand Alaskans, and proudly accepted credit for all of it. And yes, there were conspiracy theories. Why the Sol Union hadn't turned that globe into glass had always been a question in her mind. Maybe this was why.
The shuttle began a slow glide out of the hangar. Leo was concentrating, but he seemed confident, no hesitation. They were moving. Cassie said they had an interception beacon from the Sol Union and transferred it to Leo. No, they weren't arrested. Yes, he set the shuttle right in line, and ten minutes later they were escorted by twelve heavily armed gull-winged trans-orbital fighters, five cruisers, two battleships, and a fucking carrier. That potato-shaped flagship was the size of a mobile colony. Cassie assured them the escort was to intimidate everyone else in the system, not them. If they were in actual trouble, they would have been gobbled up by the carrier. This shit was on the news.
They were being escorted home, to Anatali.
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The carrier that lead the escort asked if they required medical attention, supplies, or counseling, ready to send a boarding party. Lillian asked if they could send over some presentable clothes and a modular lunch-wagon during the nine hour flight, but that otherwise they were fine. If they were going to be on the news, blood-spattered nurse scrubs might be good for sympathy, but they all had more dignity than to play that card. They couldn't find their laundry from yesterday.
Lydia wondered why they weren't being taken into immediate custody for a formal debriefing, but Lillian said that would be later, hours after they arrived. The Sol Union had a specific narrative they wanted to present to the system's media, and Anatali's public default was hands-off, letting its people appear independent. The shuttle was being watched by the media, and they were told to keep their windows blanked-out. The heiresses debated briefly, but ended up agreeing that absolute honesty, including the Redhead, Opal, the gang summit, Samuel, the fusion mine, and Cassie's operation with the doctor was the best policy as far as talking to the officials. All of their actions could be legally defended, or diplomatically diffused, in good faith, so they were negotiating from a position of sympathy, even in private. Lydia got the feeling that was mostly for her, Leo, Helena, and Alicia, since it would be way harder to lie their way out of this, especially if they got separated and pressed by a prosecutor. When it came time for their public statements, who knew what they'd be told to reveal, and what to keep quiet.
Lillian left twice to consult her family privately in the rear cabin. Cassie did hers in front of everyone, chattering quickly in Spanish, her comm-unit going nuts as she received and sent tens of documents. Lydia only had a couple new messages, one from Marshall stating that the files from Julian were clean enough to be one-hundred-percent public, remarking on the frankness of the writing. She tried to contact Helena, but couldn't get a connection. She didn't have the access to a level seven encryption FTLS signal, and that whole thing was starting to seem fishy. Now that she learned you couldn't reboot a comm-unit with blood and spit, poverty-girl Lydia was questioning everything, like owning multiple low-yield fusion mines for self-defense, as if they were harmless cans of pepper spray, or a squirt-gun you use to chase off cats.
Alicia wasn't talking either.
The orange-haired girl sat knees-to-chest next to the Lunarian wine crates, staring at the hull.
In the last hour, they inquired constantly about what was happening in Dome-Tycho. The Moon's media had gone wide-open, Circle Two's broadcast was in open defiance of the current government and standard policy. Mixed with a replay of the shooting, a newscaster said Ryan Shipley's injuries were devastating: an irreparable heart, shredded lungs, and a substantial portion of damaged vertebrae. He was in critical condition (post-revival) in the United Lunar Colonies' premier hospital, Dome-Clavius, near the world's south pole. They had him on extreme separated-support, keeping his brain and surviving organs in stasis even while his chest cavity was more-or-less emptied. Humans didn't recover so well from that severity of medical trauma, so they were working fast. The prognosis was a coin-flip.
The pacifist officer who was shot in the face would survive his injuries, as would the commander. The doctor and his wife were in custody, though she was being publicly hailed for her quick action in closing that hangar door, all on camera, preventing a potentially disastrous depressurization as the Earthlings escaped during the power surge. The doctor's cooperation with the West American Alliance, and everyone on the shuttle, was being furiously debated on another channel. The declassification of state secrets seemed to be coming in a vomiting purge, willy-nilly. This wasn't going away. It seemed centuries of built up pressure was blowing the lid off everything.
The biggest irony in all these 'revelations' was that The United Lunar Colonies was indeed the most virtuous nation anyone could recall. A Martian political science professor likened the coup to a house of nuns arguing about who drank an extra ounce of communion wine. If not for Ryan Shipley and the potential destabilization of millions of off-world accounts, everyone would be laughing.
The Conservative party wasn't done posturing, and Circle Nine was filled with men, women, and children demonstrating with holo-screens that said things like, 'Shame,' and 'Liberty Sings.' The shrimp festival was being blamed on an anarchist hacker group, The Lunar VSmod, whose official reply stated if they were getting blamed for things they didn't do, they may as well launch real attacks against the tiny government's robust administration system. Mayor Humphries had been arrested and was being held in an undisclosed location.
“This is too big for them to hurt anyone else,” Lydia said, crouching beside the girl. “Your dad's going to be fine. Ryan is going to make it.”
“It wasn't worth it,” Alicia said, a trickle of tears rolling down to those razor lips. It was terrible to think, but she was pretty when she cried. There was something very strong, very vulnerable. Her gaze was cold, steely.
“No. Of course it wasn't,” Lydia sat down next to her, and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. The girl leaned into it, touching heads. “Law, liberty. They're just words. Courage is just this lie, so that rich people can convince kids to die, so they can make more money. It was the same when they were doing it with swords, with muskets, and then with missiles. It's been the same all along. Old rich people say liberty, and then young people die for it. You don't die for your country, you cease to exist for their bank account, and that's it, you're gone. Nationalism is the biggest killer ever, forget religion. You could live under any flag, but at least you'll be alive. That dying child is brave, Aphrodite's Soldier. He gives his life for his sister. But in the end, he's dead, and he died for nothing but an empty promise. We cry because it's sad, not because it's right.”
“I can tell when I'm being lied to.” Alicia stared straight ahead. “That package was a lie. There's no biological agent. And I can tell you don't believe what you're saying.”
“Yeah? Then what do I believe? And why did you guys do that for us? Why did he get shot? We could have just got arrested.” Lydia could have spared the girl's feelings about Cadet Shipley's sacrifice, said it was worth it, but this was a smart girl. She could probably needed to hear herself say it out loud. People underestimated the power of voice. Lydia certainly had.
“Because the Anatali blonde wasn't lying to me when she said we could be glass. You didn't see her eyes. You rationalized that power-grid hack because a lot of people would die if you didn't leave. We made the same decision before you even got there. You needed to leave, or a lot of innocent people were going to get hurt. That wasn't for rich old people. That was for us. I don't care what you think. A nation isn't a flag or a bank, it's a community, and we protect each other. Ryan is a hero, and he had the courage to protect our community by protecting our law.”
Lydia dipped her head to the teen. Alicia stared back, confused. The singer raised her eyebrows and nodded. The Lunarian shoved her, a bit rough, but smiled with a fresh glimmer in her eyes.
“Easy there, tiger,” the nickname worked so well with the hair, “but I mean it. No one wants to die or get hurt for anything. But I respect the hell out of you, and your squad, and you did right by your people, and us. I know you're not looking for credit, but you know me singing didn't mean anything to this big Sol System, it was an accident. You guys showed us all the true soul of The Moon, all thirty billion of us. I think there's a lot of kids that will want to grow up to be just as brave. You didn't just prevent this war. You might have just prevented war in the future.”
“It didn't feel that way.”
Sowing the seeds of peace, or in her own case, the seeds of conflict.
“I'm sure it never does.”
 
* * *
 
“We're going to miss the summit, aren't we?” Lydia said, eating soup and sandwiches next to Cassie on those fold-down benches in the cockpit. Pastrami on rye versus cold egg-salad and swiss. All things being equal, she just started peeling the bread away and made them bigger in stacks, there was far more than they'd be able to eat. A full-sized mess-hall pot sat in the middle of the quintet, the ladle spooning out cup after cup of steaming-hot Moroccan lentil, a brothy vegetable soup. The wine was out again, but even Lydia passed on refills. 
It had only been two hours since the big 'yeah, these jerks have the Redhead' reveal, so it wasn't like she'd been forgotten, but a lot had happened. Not that Lydia felt any less guilty about shoving her doppelganger's capture and potential death to the side for more immediate issues. She didn't know who this woman was, but to say she didn't feel any connection to her plight would be a total lie. They'd been linked since the moment she left Earth.
Eight hours away, taking the long way around to Anatali Station, Samuel began to blink online, like a radio frequency just within range. She asked him where he was, and waited, and waited, blowing on her soup. He'd returned to the Academy's District A parking lot, and had been dodging random traffic for a day, invisible, all on stand-by, Law Three. She asked Lillian and Cassie if this would help, not that she had a scent marker. The princess might have some super-friends, but said that Trent was silent, and the last word from Marshall had been during the giant moon catastrophe. They were going to be two hours too slow to make it to the summit, all due to a big press conference and debriefing. Nor would they be physically able to rescue the Redhead, if that had been even possible. All the while, no one from the station was talking back to them.
“Why do we think she's still alive?” Lydia said. “I mean, they caught her and tried to turn me into her, publicly. We sort of blew up their people, and now we're on the news. Pretty sure my life story is out there, and I'm no vigilante. Isn't she dead?” And no, she didn't want that to be true, she just didn't 'get it.'
“It is not like movies, Bonita. They do not cut off fingers, or rape, or kill when they have a person, not in my Americas. It is no torture pornography. They will keep a man or woman for many years, very long, waiting for a return on investment, a prisoner for money or their criminal goals. They are smart, not bloody. If she died it is because she escaped or someone escaped her. It has only been a few days, so this is unlikely. She would be a value as long as we live, even if it is not their first plan.”
Lillian agreed, “They would have been really happy if you got hit, Lydia, but they're doing shadow-war crap that doesn't translate all that well, which gives us an opening. They want to be the mob bosses of Anatali Station, and while everyone was scared of the Redhead going—”
“Lillian!” A male, adult voice popped in, somewhere around the princess. “You got me?”
“Yes, Mr. Winslow. Hi.” To say she got happy would be a stretch, but she did relax. “Can we go video? We really need to include everyone.”
“For all that's happened, an easy yes.”
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On the princess’s biggest holo-screen was a man around Lydia's age, dress shirt and an undone necktie. He was clean cut, with a 'random white dude' look that was completely unremarkable. Was this the scary Redhead's boyfriend? Ok, fine, but she expected some musclebound Rambo-type with a gatling gun. At his side was Marshall, who waved at her (she waved back), and four or more people in the background that were wandering around. In the perspective, they were completely life-sized and crystal clear, as if she were looking through an open window into the same world. Behind, all she could see were dark spaces and what looked like pockets of firelight. The ambient sound was hush-hush quiet. Then there was a trio of gunshots, an 'all clear, got him,' and an echo.
“I saw you all in the broadcasts. I'm Trent Winslow.”
“Hi,” Lydia said, repeated with equal reticence by Cassie. Leo looked uncomfortable and Alicia wasn't talking. The singer had no choice, she was compelled to ask, “Do I look like your girlfriend? I really need to know if she's, like, my super-spy clone.”
“No, not at all, but you're both pretty.” He smiled in good humor, and that helped. He did quickly go serious. “I need to thank you, Cassandra, and WALcos. We obviously found the warehouse.”
“You are welcome,” her girlfriend said, revealing nothing in body language. “But I will say it in honest, that if those men do not all die, we now will. I am asking for killings.” It broke Lydia's heart to hear her say that, but that was her girlfriend. No ambiguity. No sugarcoating.
“You don't have to worry about that,” Trent cast a few glances around him. “This place is burned out. I don't know what happened, but she's not here. Lots of other people were here, warm, but she must be hauling ass.”
“I'm sorry, but what, she doesn't have a contact number?” Lydia said. “I'm not blaming you guys or anything, but we've been through a lot of shit because of your scary girlfriend.”
Trent nodded in a frown, “Yeah, I'm not going to apologize about that, it's just how it is. She was born off the grid, lives off the grid, and is here, now, off the grid. Sometimes civilians get involved in war, and it sucks. People die.”
“You ever think about...not being like that? I mean you're with dead humans, you psychopath. I see one right over there, twitching. I grew up reading and singing about real soldiers. They were never that casual.”
Trent looked over his shoulder, as if he just noticed the corpse. Without a word, he stood, walked over to it and got on his knees, rocking back and forth before waving an arm in a cross, then tossing an imaginary holy-water-sprinkler over it five or six times.
Lillian pressed a button and a mute-symbol popped up, “He and his brother, my roommate, were at Nome, just a year ago. They were there during it.” With the sound still off, they all saw him draw a pistol and shoot the body in the head. It jerked.
He clapped his hands twice and returned to where he was sitting, neutral expression. The body was still twitchy. “Happy?”
“Yeah, great. Sorry.” Ok. Now she really was scared of these people. Official survivors of Nome, Alaska were either two, ten, or a hundred souls, depending on who you asked. Fifty-two-thousand people, ninety-nine percent dead. No one had the details other than some Triton terrorists (of course) blew up a dark energy reactor and the survivors had trouble making it out, a huge battle. Top secret. This guy had witnessed actual hell, and survived. Maybe he didn't value human life at all. And Lillian's random adult male roommate? Yeah, that sounded like a 'clerical error.' Holy fuck.
Marshall looked a little green in the face, but it obviously wasn't his first rodeo with these guys. He said to them, “She'll be going to the summit, if she can figure out where it is. I'm thinking that's not the best idea. Can you guys think of anything?”
“Only the obvious,” Lydia cast a glance at Leo, “but I'm going to need some Lillian-and-Cassie help. I don't want the Opal, it's yours, but we really can't get fix this with the fusion mine hanging over us. She's got us on record until this morning. I think I just figured all that out.”
Lillian brought up another window. “We knew all along. Keep your enemies closer, and all that.” Lydia's comm-unit buzzed with a new document.
“Do I need to be here for this?” Trent said.
“No,” Lillian said, “why are you still there? Get one of Jin's monkeys to relay Sacha's scent-data to Lydia's comm-unit. Even if it's only eighty-percent pure, you'll find her eventually. I'm sending you the three most likely locations for the summit. Please fire back when you find it. Lydia, are you ok sending Sam into another search?”
“Of course,” she said, just handing it over to the princess as it buzzed with yet another new message. They were going to wear the poor unit out. But Lydia didn't know, maybe those little demons were having a party, 'yay we're being used!'
“Please don't kill anyone else,” Alicia said, against the wall, staring at Trent. “You shouldn't do that. There's other ways.” She was staring hard.
“It's not like we want to—”
“Liar. I see you.” And she was glaring, unblinking, from between her knees. “You can't lie like that. And stop trying, it doesn't work on me.”
“Hyperion? Christ, you people are a pain in the ass.”
He was indeed staring back. Marshall, Cassie, everyone looked back and forth across the window. If there was a vibe in the staring contest, she didn't get it. She didn't know what any of it meant, other than that they were both fucking crazy, and Alicia was indeed from the weird moon of Saturn. Razor-lips and Mr. Humpy must have been an asylum family, funny language and religious persecution confirmed. That was pretty darn progressive if her dad became mayor in an isolationist nation. Maybe there were lots of citizen-refugees in Dome-Tycho, thus this new openness to change.
“I know your name, Trent Winslow. That's enough. Behave. And mind your brother.”
Lillian was oddly quiet, spacing out. Fine, it was up to Lydia.
“Look, I don't even care, just get this moving so we don't get innocent people hurt in the crossfire.” The singer was walking back and forth, snapping her fingers over and over. Cassie was acting as if this was normal, but annoying. Marshall literally shook Trent out of what seemed like a trance and waved to them as the window blinked out. Alicia looked up at Lydia.
“I don't like your friends.”
“Fine by me, I don't like them either. I'm just trying to keep more people I've never met from being shot. We can agree on that, right?”
“I'm sorry, what happened?” Lillian said.
“For fuck's sake, princess, I know we're tired, but this is the endgame, right?”
“I'm sorry. I think I need a nap. We'll re-evaluate and do press prep after a sleep, ok? Five hours.” And without further comment, or accepting argument, she went for the bunks.
Well, sure, that's fine, but they'd only been awake three hours.
Apparently, it was time to hit the wine and watch funny network videos with Cassie.
 
* * *
 
While they stopped short of drawing a penis on princess Anatali's face, she was ripe for a prank.
Cassie did assist, but it was really Leo and Lydia leading the charge. Alicia seemed to enjoy the distraction, though seemed nervous. Maybe it was the girl's first prank ever. Fun. Lydia got the teen to steal Lillian's comm-unit. She let Cassie change the ring-tone before handing it back to the girl, who put it on the far end of the sleeping cabin.
Winded, Lydia tossed aside the third empty box of latex gloves. That was three-hundred. She handed Alicia her own comm-unit. The girl winced, but a smile spread across those razor lips as she punched it, thrusting it back to the singer just as fast.
Just below rock concert level, the most awesome alarm clock ever erupted, something cat-related, a forever-repeating melody from before The Dark Days. They all heard the princess scream as she jumped out of her bunk into a cabin filled nearly floor-to-ceiling filled with latex glove balloons. “You jerks!”
And they were rolling as dozens of balloons bounced out of the open door, and they could all see flashes of her flailing, and falling, over and over. Tougher than party balloons, every time the petite girl fell, she bounced back up, or rode the wave, all while the repetitious insanity continued. “I hate you! You're dead!”
And she still couldn't get there, having to scoop and swim through it all. Lydia shouted, “I think you've got a call, Lil!”
Even in the corner, she couldn't find it, and they heard a 'yelp,' followed by one of the most inhuman snarls Lydia had ever heard.
Glorious.
Lydia walked to the door and rested an arm against the frame. The song stopped. The princess before her was a red-faced mess: shredded-hair, shoulders down, fists clenched. “You...”
“Nah, It was all Leo.”
“Leo!” She screamed in teenaged fury, falling again in the balloons. “Leo!”
The boy couldn't quit laughing, doubled over, walking slab to slab to the cockpit.
 
* * *
 
“How do I look?” Lydia said. There were no body mirrors on the shuttle. Leo was monitoring their landing, though a remote pilot had taken over, making sure it went flawlessly.
“This is not my chica's style, but you are beautiful in paper bags.”
“Thanks.”
Their outfits were private donations from the military women on that carrier. Lydia was stuck with an armless red-on-white polka-dot dress, with a collar. Yay, hipsters. Cassie got what looked like an officer's 'little black dress,' which looked great, and they were amazed they made soldiers as small as Lillian. There was floral print sundress for her. Alicia insisted on laundering her bloody clothes, and was re-dressed in her green cadet thigh-highs and hoodie. Leo was wearing some guy's khakis and a white button-up. A very nice woman coordinated all this, and provided acceptable footwear so they didn't look like hillbillies.
When the shuttle door flipped down, all of a sudden, there they were, led out by a proper soldier in a black formal dress thingy, with the tassels and all that, Lillian first. The cheers crashed over them in a wave. There was a red carpet this time, framed by two rows of fancy soldiers with rifles to their chests, standing motionless. At both sides, there were metal rails and people waving from every ethnicity and age group. Two large camera-drones hovered overhead, wraith-silent.
What the fuck are they cheering for?
Lillian set an example with the waving, followed by Cassie, who did Cassie-things, then Alicia, who did a good job keeping her back straight. Lydia, baffled, was a bit more reserved than the heiresses, but tried to wave to the people waving at her, and Leo, the big cheeseball, just ate it up.
They were led to an actual goddamn limousine and piled in.
All the deals had been made. All the prep had been prepped. Time for the big show.
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Lydia was thirty feet away from one very large glass-lensed video camera and scores of other cameras and audio receivers. In front sat four rows of reporters, ten seats each, all staring at her with serious expressions. Helena was in the group, typing into her lap, fiery tattoo-sleeves burning up her arms until they disappeared in a professional looking one-piece. The video feed would be compiled, parsed, and distributed to dozens of networks. If any person in the system was interested, they'd be able to watch this. It'd be no nine billion, but nine million wasn't out of the question given the media storm of the day.
The 'event hall' was in District A, Empyrean, a conference room with understated decoration, blue carpet with blue curtains. Lots of real wood. The only splashes of other colors came from those in attendance and the ten flags, one each for a territory and another for their nation. The flag for Fairbanks, Alaska, was a checkered red-and-white four-square with an incredibly intricate silver crest in the center (bring your magnifying glass). Everyone alive knew that crest, and it was replicated on a solid blue field, the privately-managed Anatali Corporation's flag.
Santiago, Chile, was bisected, solid yellow to the right, and blue to the left, the town's seal a mesmerizing shield-shaped barcode that shifted moment to moment, an up-to-the-instant projection of the city's entire history and sales inventory. WALcos' flag was a simple logo-on-white, the same cornucopia they've been using for a thousand years, a perfect harvest. The progressive nation had always been a model for public corporate statehood.
Miranda, a tiny moon of hyper-capitalist Uranus, was represented by a blue-versus-green yin-yang against black, with a jarring amount of Hangul-text running fast over the fabric, a live network stream. Gloria Heavy Industries' flag was just as busy, but stable, three-hundred stars against black, edge to edge, representing each mobile colony at the end of Apocalypse Eternal, the war on Venus nine hundred years ago. A firebird-phoenix was laid behind it, subtle, but visible. Light-hitters in the war, they helped with post-war restoration were a charter member of the Sol Union after the armistice.
The only difference between the flag of Dome-Tycho (an image of a yellow moon) and the United Lunar Colonies' flag, was the former looked like a photograph with a large dot, denoting Tycho, and the latter was a tall, light-over-darkside map with dozens of dots representing every dome, all equally sized, both flags against fields of checkered black-and-gray. The Lunarian flags were the only complete holograms, perhaps because no one off The Moon owned one.
Vancouver's flag should have been a teen-mother drowning her baby in the bay, a Lowtown junkie sucking dick for drugs, and an old man starving to death, but no, it was solid green with a red vertical stripe. The Canadian Corporate Conglomerate had taken that red, three-point maple leaf, put it against white (no stripes) and have given it thirteen little spikes. Lydia had trouble dividing her pride and disgust.
Beside her and the wooden podium was a long table, set up like a convention panel. Lillian, Cassie, Leo, and Alicia, each had a chair and pitchers of water. There were no military, Sol Union, or Anatali representatives within sight of the press. They were being allowed, and trusted, to do this themselves. Lydia had asked to go first, and she could either take two minutes to a half hour if she chose. A timer now counted down from thirty minutes.
“Hello,” Lydia said, looking to the reporters, ignoring the camera. She'd done public speaking zero times in her life, but tried to pretend she was on stage. That didn't help much. Cassie told her to keep it conversational, nothing formal.
“When I asked the girls if this was necessary, I mean who cares, Lillian tried to explain how the media worked, and that we couldn't close this out until I made a statement. Cassie said it would be good for me, to clear the air. And before someone calls me ungrateful for all the attention I've gotten, I'd like to thank everyone for their support and friendship, it's just that I never set out to be a public anything. I really am a random girl from Lowtown, Vancouver, and I really will be attending the agriculture program once the Academy opens in March. Yes, I have been offered recording contracts based on the parade and the videos of me on the network, but we'll see if they'll still be asking after I'm done speaking my mind.”
Lydia paused, a bit too long. Blank stares from the reporters.
“The nice people at public relations gave me some flashcards,” she raised them, showing both sides, “these have all sorts of neat first-date questions on them. I'm just the singer, they're the women of political consequence. I guess no one expects me to talk about anything with substance.” She began to flip through them.
“Um, lets see, I'm not supposed to actually read them out loud, but whatever: 'Talk about how it felt singing at the parade. Be positive!' It felt good.” She nodded with a wink and a thumbs up.
“'Did you ever feel like you were in danger? Be sympathetic!' My dad died when I was twenty. Since then, yes. Every single day.” Card flip.
“'How do you feel about your friends?'” That actually got a smile from Lydia. She looked over to see them smiling back, even Alicia, watching her bomb on stage in front of god knows how many curious viewers and state departments across the system. “I'm pretty sure we're bonded for life.”
The reporters already looked bored. She was sure she caught one checking a wristwatch.
Awesome.
“Ok. Here we go,” she whispered to herself, ducking her head for courage. Lydia leaned into the podium, and crossed her legs behind her. On stage.
“When I asked my very beautiful, loving, and wise music manager if I was supposed to use this podium to develop my brand and play some good-girl archetype like performing outside my shelter, or singing a gospel song on The Moon—both moments were very personal, by the way—she told me that wasn't going to work. She said it was better to be myself, and just like that, I fell in love all over again.”
Lydia took a deep breath and smiled into the giant camera.
“To any children watching out there, the nice singing-lady from the moon parade loves you very much, but you should go outside and play for about twenty-six minutes. I have a clock here. I might use very boring adult words like shareholder representative voting, security contractors, and backdoor penetration. Any parents out there, it's probably for the best. It's going to be that boring.”
There were a lot of raised eyebrows now, but no murmurs, yet.
“No kids? We good? Good. Now where was I with these cards: 'What's your favorite song? Elaborate!' If you haven't noticed I like old songs and bar music. My favorite song to sing, ever, is a drinking song from Earth. Reporters, here, do any of you know, 'The Rape of Sandy Dunes?”
They all looked at each other, blankly, some then typed furiously, probably looking it up. Helena, eyes wide, slowly raised her hand. Lydia pointed, smiling.
“Oh, you're Canadian, good, you can fact check me. Pay attention guys. I don't think you'll find anything good on the network, it's from the Second Dark Age and doesn't have formal lyrics. It's like a story. Anyway, the song starts with a guy having sex with a girl's armpit, and everyone in the bar laughs. The next verse we learn Sandy is underaged and his penis is thrusting behind her bent knee, and everyone laughs. This keeps going with handjobs and footjobs, and we're told she needs to stay a virgin until marriage, even though she's obviously being exploited. But when we get to the boob-sex and forced-oral, we learn it's a father raping his teenaged daughter, and yet, he wants to sell her as a virgin to a wealthy family. It gets less funny, you see.”
The reporters gawked at her in some state of shock. Were there nine million people watching this?
“I know, right? You'll never forget the first time you hear this song. Anyway, on the thirteenth verse, always the thirteenth, the sodomy starts, and the anal rape of Sandy Dunes, this beautiful teenaged girl, rolls over and over until you get tired of singing it. There's innumerable sodomy verses, and you're encouraged to make up your own. Is she upside down? Vomiting off their plantation balcony? Bleeding and leaking? The more creative, the better. My best involved dismemberment, then the sodomy, followed by strangulation and the sodomy, then the father just rapes Sandy's corpse for like five more verses. It's more fun if you just repeat yourself at that point. I've made up some doozies in my day.”
Lydia suddenly stopped talking and just stared at the reporters with mild eyes. She just let it hang there, leaning, chin resting in her palm.
Eventually, one of the reporters off to the side, a younger man, shouted, “And then?”
“And then, what? That's it.” Lydia wished she had a picture of their expressions. “Miss Helena, That's it, right?”
Forty heads snapped to the woman, who slowly nodded, and looked more than a little angry. They turned back to Lydia in obvious confusion. She remained casual.
“Yeah, there's no end, no marriage, just exploitation and an unfulfilled promise.” She stood straight, but waved her hand, trying to stay conversational. “And that, my friends, is the only surviving account of how, two thousand years ago, the thirteen flags of our sandy wasteland reunited under an illegitimate loop-hole constitution and eventually became the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate. There's civil war anthems all around then, but that's the only one that really has a political focus.”
Helena raised her hand, breaking protocol. None of the other reporters seemed to mind, and neither did Lydia. “So you're an anarchist? I mean, it has been argued that you, personally, triggered the coup in the United Lunar Colonies, and now this song? Is this how you plan on using your voice, Miss Stamos? Destabilizing public sentiment? There's no way to verify an oral tradition.”
“What province are you from, Helena?”
“I'm freelancing for the Whitehorse Daily.”
“Oh, well the song came from you gold-diggers in the capital, not us hippies on the coast. And as far as using my voice, some people only get fifteen minutes of fame and this clock here says I still have twenty-three.” She smiled, and there were a few chuckles from the reporters.
“No. I'm no anarchist, or even a dissident. I am a proud daughter of Canada that worked really hard in our social welfare system. Really hard, just to get enough shares to sell, to afford to leave Vancouver on a Star Station that's never coming back. I love Canada, but I escaped Vancouver. And just because some drunks at the bar are still angry at the state of our representation doesn't make us anarchists, it makes us patriots.”
Helena was acting as if this was a conversation now, “That's the same argument every extremist makes when they disrupt the social order with violence or sedition. It's always patriotism.”
“And isn't it cute when anyone poor says patriotism, they're criticized as an extremist, marginalized for using their voice? And I'm talking to The Moon now, if they're watching. In my country, you're born with a single voice, and if you work hard, you earn more voices, and if you believe in the country, you can chose to buy more influence by investing into the public sector. If the country does well, you get that investment repaid, financially and politically. That's the ideal. It almost even works.” She stopped talking again, letting it hang.
“This press conference isn't about Canadian election law, it's about holding you accountable for your ignorant, transgressive actions and extremist liberal leanings. Hasn't the government given you enough? This is how you repay your fellow shareholders?”
Lydia remembered quite well the deal about the Opal and fusion mine. Helena couldn't use her recorded 'journalism' as long as they didn't make a mess out of that explosion. She'd also received a full dossier from Lillian about Helena’s corporate contacts. The woman was a total plant from the good ol' CCC, nukes, invisibility, and level seven encryption included. The singer opened this public conversation and was on her own. There was no 'outing' on either side to be leveraged, just a debate. She didn't consider herself an extremist anything, she was just poor. Whoop-de-do.
Lydia singled-out an old guy in the front row, completely audible, “It's not like a reform party is a new concept. This isn't a formal hearing. I thought I was here to introduce myself and make a statement about our journey to The Moon.”
The man fake-whispered back, “Canada's reform party died three hundred years ago. And you haven't gotten to The Moon.”
“Good point.” Lydia said with a nod and finger-wag. “Well, since no one can hold my country's leaders accountable for anything, we may as well hold the soup-kitchen girl to the fire. Heaven knows I'm to blame for all the nothing that has happened to Earth while The Moon fights for its own voice. Let's get the party going. We have fifteen minutes.”
“The package?” a different man asked.
“Came from Chile and belongs to Chile. None of our business. Alicia Humphries and Mister Shipley were defending their own nation by defending international asylum law, since they were going to confiscate our shuttle. It was creative, and heroic, and just like you saw on the video. Next?” 
“You have a history of Opal use, comment?” Helena said.
“It's always better with whiskey. Next?” She didn't skip a beat.
“Where'd you get that dress?” A girl, a student journalist way in the back shouted.
“Olivia's boutique, the best custom collection in the system. I think if we can get them to open up trade, she'll be happy to take orders. Great staff, I love those girls.”
“Comment on your sexual orientation?” Helena said—
Which was quickly drowned out by a man asking for a comment about Ryan Shipley's condition. He cast the woman a sideways glace as if she were a bigot tabloid writer. “We traveled with a master doctor, I'm sure you have him on file. He attended to the boy's first aid, so I am hopeful and praying for Ryan's full recovery. He saved a lot of lives, as did Alicia and her squad. Those kids are soul of The Moon.”
Another dozen questions were sent and received, from the deadly serious business of Lunar politics, to lighter fair about the parade and the gala. Lydia stayed on topic, on message, and ignored quip after quip from the corporate plant about everything she'd ever done wrong. At a glance, her friends were getting really annoyed with Helena, as was everyone else. They could have her removed, but that was counterproductive when it came to the fluffy-transparency-free-speech thing they were going for, and the woman probably knew it as her questions got all the more absurd, and provocative.
“Your mother abandoned you when you were nine, and your father committed suicide to get away from you. Your profile suggests sexual abuse. How did all that affect your decisions?”
All forty heads turned to Helena, who was standing. Lydia just sort of stared, probably looking really dumb. This must be her new low-yield fusion mine. And maybe it was. If it took a nuke to wake people up, Lydia kind of rolled that statement around in her brain, taking it at verbatim value. The conclusion she made, right then, wasn't the one she would have made a week ago. Another reporter started a different question, but no, Lydia would take that one.
“Love and pain,” she said, eyes down. “It's not easy losing someone, or being on your own. It didn't make me stronger, it made me scared. It hurts.” Helena tried to interject but another reporter actually told her to shut up. “Learning that you're not alone is probably one of the hardest things for a human being to understand.”
There were five minutes left on her clock. She had made her friends promise, promise on their lives and hers, that they would let her do this all the way through, alone. Lydia clenched her fists and shook them loose. Cassie stood, but the singer held up a finger. A journalist’s pen dropped. She could hear it.
“My name is Lydia Eelin Stamos, the only child of loving parents, Christopher and Sunny, daughter of Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. I am the fourth best soup-scooper of Laindire Shelter. I enter Anatali Academy ranked three-thousand-and-forty-second in the inaugural agriculture class,” she paused, her lips turning a smirk. “But I won first-place at the Bronze Goat's open mic battle last Wednesday, and that was the first time I ever won anything in my entire life. If I had a trophy I'd put it on my desk. And I did go to The Moon, with friends, and I did sing Amazing Grace at the five-year parade, and I'm happy I did. I love The Moon.”
She stared Helena down, not mad, not defiant, just a stare. 
“And it is stating a fact that a child was shot because we were there. But me and my friends are not why a nine-year-old was forced to risk his life to protect his squad, his nation, and humanity's international law.” Lydia gestured at the woman. “This is what I'm up against. And I am not alone. Cynicism and absolutism threatens the voice of entire worlds, ours and our sister's. The people up there just want to talk to us. They want to like us, and we like them. I am proud to be standing, with my thirteen shares, as a voice of Canada, standing beside these brave women, so I can show The Moon what all our politicians never have: that we have similar tastes in music.”
There was some light applause from the reporters, and scattered hoots as Helena exited the press conference, head high and shoulders back.
“To the ninety-nine percent of Canadians out there who don't have ten thousand shares: it's been two thousand years since The Rape of Sandy Dunes. We should probably get around to doing something about that. I'll take the bull’s-eye. Death threats from Ontario aren't any worse than a normal night in Vancouver. At least you'll know it wasn't Triton.”
Her timer hit zero. She smiled, bowed, and waved at the cameras. To say she won the argument would be a far stretch, but maybe just speaking up would be enough. And yeah, she just offered herself as a martyr to some invisible threat, a persecution complex collision, but she really hoped it wouldn't come to that. Lydia wished her parents could have seen that, any of that. Her hard-working dad would have liked it. Her idealist mom would have loved it.
Lydia's friends all stood for hugs, and she even got a Cassie-kiss, which she always liked. Alicia thanked her in a whisper, and stayed standing, her turn next, the first Lunarian in god knows how long to be interviewed by Sol Union press.
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“I would ask for your mental flexibility, and patience. English isn't my first language, but your Union doesn't know Swiss well enough to provide superior translation. I may saw a wrong word.” Bingo! So it was Swiss. So much for a dead language. Plus, the girl's English was perfect. Nice job covering her butt if she slips up, diplomatically.
Alicia didn't exactly project warmth and friendship, even in a good mood, but with the system's introduction being a girl holding a package hostage with a gun against armed officers, her stiffness matched her profile: a security cadet, and she was a vision of competence. She made next to no statement, other than she hoped to return home to her family and had no interest in defecting.
“I will accept legal responsibility for my actions back on my world. I insist to be tried as an adult. I hope for a fair court-martial. Anatali Corporation is hosting me until lawfulness returns to my nation, which it will. My only apology is to my squad for failing them. I have no apology to the illegitimate party that arrests its own legal representatives and risks a system-wide conflict for political posturing. No nation should shoot its children. We are better than that.”
Early in a stream of 'no comment, I'm sorry,' one of the reporters snapped to his feet, interrupting her. He flipped a holo-screen, expanding it. In large type, the headline read, 'Ryan Shipley Survives Surgery: Condition Stable.' With an honest grin the man said, “Comment?”
“Good. It's good, Thank you,” she said with a trembling razor-lip smile before completely melting down, turning her head.
Lydia rushed to gather her and said, laughing into the mic, “Thank you, sir, everyone, no further questions.” She walked the girl off to the side and hugged her. The strong kid hugged back, hard. Yeah, there were still cameras on them, and she wished there weren't, not that the reaction would have been different.
“Hi, guys!” Lillian dragged over a box to stand on. She took a moment, nodding to the reporters and applauding Alicia. Then it was Lillian go-time. After a long opening about her appreciation and relief about the boy, the princess transitioned into a polished, incredibly nuanced speech about the Inner System, and coastline politics, mixing in stabs at humor that meshed well with her youthful charm. She wasn't in ditzy-acting mode, or nearly as serious as Lydia normally saw her, directing comrades in search-and-reconnaissance. Now, she was this weirdly precocious teenager, a student-council president, painting with broad-strokes an ideal about how Anatali should be interacting in leadership with The Moon and the East American Alliance, emphasizing a new cooperation with the West American Alliance, and completely left the Sol Union out of the conversation. At a certain point, it became really obvious. She wasn't dissing the federal government, it was just like it didn't exist. Lydia finally realized their flag wasn't represented either. Lillian never once brought up Canada specifically, neither validating nor decrying Lydia's comments, which was good and smart, the nations being tight allies.
“I'm not taking questions, but thank you, and I'm very impressed by Lunar hospitality. Those guys were amazing hosts.” Other than the getting shot and escaping under gunfire part before costing them a couple million in water damages. She stepped off her box and walked over to get a public hug from Alicia. It actually seemed sincere on both sides, Lillian smiling as their eyes met. Lydia wondered who the real princess was. She'd only met like seven versions of her, though it wasn't like any non-princess didn't have moods and facets. It's just with Lillian, she'd seen her act, play a specific part, so many times, even in private situations, the only time she ever saw the girl really exposed was when she cried. And that was sad. But was that her? Being fourteen sucked, though the complete woman that came out of it, the real princess, would probably be one of the best people ever—she hoped—or completely terrifying.
“How am I so tall!” Cassie said, standing on Lillian's box. The reporters let out a hearty laugh, as the heiress put her hands on her hips, waist level with the podium, and cast a shaking head to a waving Lillian. “They package my friends so small these days.”
Her lover stepped off, and toe-tapped it to the side.
“My bonita, Lydia Stamos, has said a great many truths. It is my mood to refuse food sale to the Yukon because of that terrible woman, but it is no good.” She easily had the charm to make that joke, with no loaded subtext. They laughed again. “And while no one paid attention for four years, this was my thirty-seventh public trip to The Moon. And now that a beautiful red-hair and blonde come with, we are on the news. I was here for you all along, my press. I have toiled in the obscurity of a job well done, and now you people ask questions.”
And that was it. That was her official statement as she opened questions for the entire remaining twenty-eight minutes she was given. From wine, to life on the 'dark side,' it was as much of a primer or education about the reality of The Moon as anyone could have wanted, all from the pretty face, hands, and voice of someone who knew her stuff. Lydia was stunned, once again, at her brain-melting charisma. Seriously, the singer and princess were up for debate, but anyone who didn't like Cassie had to be a complete asshole. There was a five minute description of her first moonwalk, and how people should make that a real pilgrimage, to do it once. It was a subtle, long, tourism pitch. Organ harvesting for Mortality Shock research simply never came up.
At the very end, she raised a hand, silencing all the questions from the still-hungry reporters who were eating out of her hands. “I am Latina, so I get to say romance that people would think is creepy if it came from you poor English-speakers.” another chuckle from her audience. “I am thinking one day, in a long future, I will marry this redhead. She should know my intentions as this event closes, and we five continue down our own paths in life. And I am selfish to use this thirty seconds, and airtime to say this in front of my family...whoever. I don't care. I am happy you ask me questions about our sister, Luna, and she is a pure-hearted girl worthy of courtship as well. But she is very shy. You must be nice, and honest, if you wish to win her affections.”
And there was real, polite applause for her as she blew a few kisses and embraced her friends. The words were enough for Lydia, all of the girls standing to the side, arms-over-shoulders in a line, picture-flashes bursting like crazy. Her kisses could wait. Poor Leo still sat in his chair, playing with his comm-unit. Lydia shouted, “You're up, fly-boy!”
The girls clapped, chanting, “Leo—Leo—Leo—”
The blond-haired cabbie stood, trembling with nerves. He wiped his hands on his slacks and took the podium. If he was any whiter, he'd be a ghost. The reporters had settled down, but they certainly didn't look bored. “Hello. My name is Leo Carpenter.” His cheeks flushed a sudden red—she hoped he wouldn't faint. He had some cards as well, but his had notes, scrawling around with underlines and strike-outs. “I live in District B, on Anatali Station. I have lived here my whole life. Now that new people have come, there's crime that's not getting attention. My experience on The Moon has given me the courage and opportunity to speak out.”
He read off the cards in near monotone, only looking up for the briefest moments between sentences. There were reporter-murmurs this time, and more than a couple glances to Lillian, who watched without reaction.
“More than twenty violent gangs from across the station are meeting at the Kennings Expo Center in District H as we speak, disguised as a stuffed animal enthusiast convention. If anyone is interested in identifying or capturing violent criminals for deportation, it might be a good idea to do that now. Immediately. Now.” He flipped a card. Now Lillian was nodding along, no big guess who had helped write his speech. “You have been interested in the social strife on our moon, but if you fail to act, that shows my home's attitude towards security, and compliance with the organized crimes of drug trafficking, protection-extortion, organ harvesting, contract killings, human trafficking, sexual slavery, labor slavery, arms trafficking, and predatory private loans. A minor investigation on each,” card flip, “individual, or gang, should yield results as most are new illegal residents, felons, or foreign paramilitary groups. Unless you act, my birthplace will become a mafia-state before we even launch. I need media support. Your daughters and sons need it.”
He nodded to the girls, his expression pale. One more card.
“And to all the people watching across the system: please take a stand in your own communities. We should all be competing for who is the least-corrupt nation in humanity.” He covered his mouth and patted his chest. “This concludes our press conference. Please travel to District H for the scoop of the day. We thank everyone for your kind words and attention.”
Leo dropped the cards on the podium and walked away, looking like he was about to throw up. The pilot had nerves of steel in the open space, but this was asking a bit much. He'd already told his family to find a hotel, all expenses paid, and he hadn't elaborated why. Considering their son had a military escort, hopefully they took the warning seriously.
“Audio cut!” shouted a producer. “Cameras are on the kids. Press, you're free!”
Almost the entire press corps shouted a spirited thanks (to them, the producers, or all at once, who knew) and ran out the door. Those that stayed behind seemed to be doing coverage wrap-up or waiting for exit-interviews. 
Lydia couldn't understand what it all meant, whether anything she said mattered to Canada's future, or if her voice affected the social climate of the hour. Whether Alicia's love of her nation and emotional relief resonated. If Lillian's speech was playing it safe, or if her words would be hyper-analyzed, further divorcing Anatali from the Sol Union while she solidified their shores. Whether Cassie's earnest defense of The Moon as a 'nice place' would open any minds in the nations that were raised from birth to distrust those sketchy Lunarians.
But, at least now the attention was where it should have been from the start—where it was two days ago—getting these gang-bangers off their damn space station.
They all congratulated Leo on his courage. Not a single one of them was in a position to do what he just did, and he had accomplished all he could. His entire motive, all along, fighting for his home, it wasn't something he could do alone. All eyes were on the summit.
 
* * *
 
Now this was a pub.
The lacquered pine bartop itself wouldn't work, not for the five of them. They surrounded a short table with church-pew benches, arranged as a booth. No security detail, but they had chosen to go very out of the way, a rare District C bar that was actually open, zoned especially for lunchtime refreshment. For the next two years, the industrial district would remain at five-percent activity, so, yeah, it was pretty dead at mid-evening.
 The owner could have went for any interior design, from flashy plastics to old-fashioned nautical, but here in the 'Sanctuary' it was all candles and orange stained glass windows: friars with beer kegs, grails overflowing with wine. A pair of gargoyles framed the liquor shelf. Its fleur-de-lis logo was stamped on stools and coasters. No crosses or anything, but it was a gorgeous gimmick, and tastefully uncluttered. Leo said it was his brother's, Clint's, home bar.
 The bartender was the owner, and the only person on staff, and she seemed absolutely thrilled with her new guests. She had salt-and-pepper hair, and seemed like a natural woman in her fifties, spacer-pale with Leo's accent, another Gloria transplant. There were three men at the bartop, dirty from labor. They didn't seem to recognize them, and that was good. They probably thought they were newbies that were exploring, or had got lost on the way to B. They were ignoring the sports and news, focusing on work-chat about installing handrails, enjoying their meal, a cardboard pizza.
 When the owner came over to take their order, it was a cheeseburger and fries party, except for Alicia, who got the all-veggie hummus plate. When it got to their drink order, the Lunarian inquired about the wines. The owner nervously asked Lillian if it was ok. Alicia seemed confused, and a bit offended.
 “Oh, if you're worried about your operating license, don't be. We don't do the cronyism thing, but today's kind of exceptional, don't you think?” The woman agreed that it was, and apologized to Alicia about their selection; they only had one Lunarian wine, a rather low-quality Chardonnay from a sad vintage. The Moon kept its stock under full security. All the system received was the cheap stuff, which went for far higher than its actual value via it's rarity, not that it wasn't good.
 “I've never had wine from anywhere but The Moon. What do you suggest?”
 Cassie clapped her hands and stood the girl up. The trio walked to a liquor closet to debate. The men left, back to work, leaving them alone in the Sanctuary.
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 The owner, Melody, tried to keep her distance, and their privacy, but Lydia wasn't having it, not in an empty bar. She invited the woman over to hang out with them, who geeked-out as if they were actual celebrities and not just a collection of random students that accidentally went to The Moon. She flipped the closed sign and locked the door. It was late-ish anyway. Lydia decided she was super-cool, an easy friend.
 When it came to drinks, Lydia finally got the ale she wanted at the captain's lounge back in Vancouver, and it was fucking tasty. Cassie had gone for some wine she couldn't even pronounce, Europa again. Leo went with a cheap lager, he said he liked it, and Lillian with another bottled mead, which she was huffing...weird girl, but they loved her. For Alicia, Cassie said it was no contest, and bought the girl an entire bottle of Antarctic Queen Maud Shiraz. That was probably as un-lunar as you could get, pungent dark red, and with a taste her eyes lit up as if her brain had just exploded.
 She explained there was no drinking age on The Moon, so was indeed confused as to why it'd be an issue selling to her, Lillian, or Leo. Their government didn't regulate anything like vice laws, and hadn't heard the term before. They were raised to enjoy and respect alcohol. She'd never met an actual alcoholic (to which Lydia giggled, yeah you have).
 Soon, dinner was served, and the girls came to carry the plates, princess Lillian first to hop over and help. She made them all pause before they dug in and asked Melody to quit working and come get some pictures. In moments they had two-dozen group and paired photos framed by fat burgers and full glasses the owner could display in her frames, or advertise with, at a whim. The barkeep was beside herself in thanks, saying the meal was on her.
 “Nope,” Lydia said, who one week ago would have loved a free meal. “You're running a business here, and I'm sure you have a family. Cheers to the best bar in the district!”  
 And everyone toasted.
 Coverage of the siege in District H was a bit sporadic. More than once, clips of their press conference were overlaid with an aerial shot of a large two-story expo center. There'd been no firefight; half the reason the summit was there was because security protocol would disarm everyone, keeping the gangs from shooting each other at the negotiating table. Too bad for them. Any payoffs keeping this in the shadows had been obliterated by Leo's public plea.
 The initial flood of staffers running out of the building had been corralled, lest people slip through. They were all getting loaded up and processed. There really wasn't any real escape or hostage taking to be had. The reporters calmly announced that the nanobots had already been injected into the air supply and were tracking every individual inside, in the event they kill-and-run. This was a redundancy before the gassing started. No contact with the people inside. No negotiations. No escape. It was a pretty hard line, and she wondered if someone was going on some ninja neck-snapping spree, but she hoped not.  
 “I hope she's not in there,” Lydia said, finishing off her fries. Samuel was still tracking, but in District F of all places, their industrial counterpart down south. Maybe Trent and Marshall would jump in on some redheaded loading operator that ate a lot of broccoli. It was hard to trust the data since Sam's own nose hadn't collected it.
 “I wouldn't worry about it,” Lillian wiped her mouth after knife-and-forking her cheeseburger. “but all's well that ends well, right?”
 “This is true. Except for the loose end,” Cassie shook her head, eyes steady.
 “Oh right! Crap, he's going to clean us out.”
 “What's that?” Leo said as the couple stared at him.
 “When we met, we said we'd double your fare and give you a bonus if you kept us safe.” Lydia smiled, reaching over to rub his shoulder. “Let's see, there were owls on rooftops, escorting me to Lillian, gunfire in a truck, you shielding us with your body when we were getting the crap shot out of us...”
 “Piloting the shuttle after a nuclear bomb,” Lillian picked it up, “Being my piggy-back pony, dance partner, and slumber-buddy on The Moon. You carried Alicia away from execution or prison...”
 “Thank you for piloting us into space,” Alicia said, staring at her plate. “If you hadn't stepped up, the doctor would have been unable to care for Ryan if we left, or war would have touched my home if we stayed.”
 “And then,” Cassie held up a finger, “he takes care of his own home, our home, with a sacrifice of anonymity. It is a great courage. And now there are thousands of people in every district who will not be robbed, or crossfire shot, or girls trafficked into rape, or living in fear because now these criminals are gone. Maybe not every criminal, but these career ones are, and they cannot recruit and spread their cancer.”
 They all stared at him. Melody seemed shocked, as if she hadn't realized she was in the presence of a real-life knight. Leo couldn't be any more surprised, stuttering, “You were there, it wasn't like that. Anyone would have.”
 “No, Leo, they wouldn't have, and not anyone could have,” Lydia stood and kissed him, one last time, right on the forehead. And there was a heavy hug, a heartfelt one that was as much of a goodbye as a thank you. “You might have had the right skills for the job, that was lucky, but those were your choices, your character, your courage. We owe you a lot more than a hundred credits. Everyone does.”
 He swallowed something down, settling back in his pew. “Well, it's the same for you crazy women. I mean, thank you, but it wouldn't have happened without a Lydia, a Cassie, a Lillian, and an Alicia. Don't embarrass me when you girls did the exact same thing.”
 “Oh, does this mean we are even?” Cassie wiped her brow.
 “Don't do me like that,” Leo said, laughing with everyone as Melody left to get them another round.
 “What's the fare for half a million miles?” Lillian was losing it, her cheeks rosey. Ho-boy, drunk-princess. She'd gone from huffing to drinking. Thank goodness she didn't weigh but ten pounds.
 And Lydia smiled, leaned back, and shared a knowing look with Cassie. She could cry, but this time, she wanted to enjoy what was, indeed, an end. These were her friends. This was her family, for a day. But they couldn't stay together, nor should they.
 Leo had an incredible opportunity, going from a 'what am I going to do with my life' to a shoe-in for Anatali Academy's prestigious piloting program, and he had the talent for it, and that was before a very public heroic flight into interplanetary space off the freaking Moon. He could probably be an underwear model in the meantime, if his looks and parade popularity had anything to say about it. He used his voice for his community, and he belonged right where he was with the hometown he fought for.
 Alicia didn't belong here, and that's not to say she wouldn't fit in, but there was nothing wrong with her that needed correction away from her own world. She should be with the family and nation she risked her life for, but if she got to taste some flavors of humanity outside-the-domes, that was probably for the best. If only there were a million like her, Bob, Ryan, Chester, Julian, and the doctor to set their sister's course straight, into the future. Maybe there were, they just hadn't had a voice.
 Lillian had lots on her plate, and not just her half-eaten hamburger. They met her as an Academy student and resident adviser, and she was obviously involved with Marshall, Trent, her jack-off roommate, and this redhead vigilante who all seemed on a mission to fight, literally fight, for an entirely new world, Anatali Station. On top of that she was an actual voice, an heiress to the most powerful nation in humanity, and was quite capable of speaking for what seemed like the right path. How someone so young was allowed to operate independently wasn't surprising considering how good she was at everything, except running. This mermaid needed new legs.
 Cassie, she hoped, wouldn't be bailing on her, but when an adult woman stands up during a press conference and gives you a verbal 'promise ring' in front of the entire system's population and governments, defying her family, you're sort of forced to take it at face value, no matter what your abandonment issues are. Would they be running out to have crazy little XX chromosome daughters in the lab anytime soon? No. Apparently, they had six-hundred-and-forty more years to figure all that out. But there was something a bit unsettling about the ease and casualness of their love, and it wasn't a lack of fire. She was used to fighting, so Lydia was far more scared of herself in this relationship, that she would be the abusive bitch and would make Cassie's life hell.
 As the Latina looked at her again, reaching over to squeeze her hand, Lydia couldn't do it. She couldn't break it off. No way. Then the heiress leaned over and whispered in her ear, in Spanish, and it was the sexiest thing she'd ever heard in her life.
 Lydia stared at her, eyes glazing over. “What's that mean?”
 “I will show you tonight, Bonita. For now, let us enjoy with friends.”
 If they ever needed each other again, they would be there, for each other. No question. But tonight, this was it.

Yes. Let us enjoy with.
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Pillow Talk
 
 
 Lydia woke to the droning beep of her comm-unit, new message. Bleary-eyed, she squinted at the tiny holo-screen before groaning and shimmying back. Midterms were coming up, and they both shared a class in two hours. Never mind that class was at noon.
 “Who is it, Bonita?”
 “It's nothing. Apparently, I'm the Governor of British Columbia.”
 “Oh, that is nice.” Cassie snuggled up into the spoon, she had the rear. “You will appoint a COO?”
 “Yeah, later. I'm not going anywhere.”
 “You better not.” She hummed. “I would follow you. Or bomb your country.”
 “You're sweet.” Lydia turned her head for a kiss. “That's the best kind of stalker-talk.”
 “I would do it. I would punish Vancouver for being mean to you, ever once. It would be a bonfire of my love.”
 “I know you would. I would have to reciprocate though. We'd say mean things about you in the press and I'd whine to Lillian until she sent The Mission to blow up Santiago. I don't think they ever appreciated you.”
 “No, they never did. But run to Lillian? Now I am jealous.”
 “What are you going to do about it?”
 “Bomb Alaska, of course.” Cassie was falling back asleep.
 “Lillian isn't in Alaska.” There was a long pause.
 “Then I will bomb Alaska, then shoot the missiles at the Anatali Station. It cannot go faster than light. Many ships can. We wait, and boom. No more jealousy. We all die.”
 “Oh, you've thought about this.”
 “I must work hard to keep a Canadian Governor. It is much harder now. Your fault.”
 “No way. This is all your fault. If you hadn't chatted me up about my bear, none of this would have happened.” Lydia flipped over and was now face-to-face, on an elbow.
 “If you had not brought the bear,” Cassie said, eyes still closed. “I would not have talked to you. I would have thought 'bonita chica' and left you alone. Your fault.”
 “Is that so? You only like me for my bear.”
 “This is true. And you tell me 'el robo orso.' My bonita is a thief, and I still do not know what orso is. So many Spanish fail. Now you ruin The Moon and they sell wine to anyone. I have made a mistake.”
 “Ok, now you've done it.”
 Lydia jumped the girl, tickling, and trying to wrestle the Latina on her stomach. Cassie squeaked and fought back, writhing until they were pinned together, elbows linked, noses touching. An easy kiss. The best kiss. They breathed deep, staring into each others' eyes.
 “I love you,” Cassie said.
 “Adoro a esta chica.”
 “Ah, no, adoro is too strong, it is a reverence. It means you love this girl too much.”
 “I know.”
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