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Honeymoon
 
 
Cassie floated, straddling her board. She'd been out again about ten minutes now. Several barrel-waves had come and gone. She kicked as they broke, staying right where she was. The Latina waved an arm high overhead. She was going to take this one. Lydia could watch her float all day in her purple sports bikini, but Cassie was just as beautiful in motion. Lydia waved back with a shout—it'd be completely overwhelmed by distance and the crash against the shore.
She knew shit about surfing, but she knew her wife's instincts were spot-on professional, even if the woman wasn't ranked.
Herself, she kicked her feet in her inner-tube, a couple hundred yards away. She'd left her swimsuit on the shore, enjoying the warm waters and winds. Lydia pressed a button on her wristband and the tube wandered closer to the beach, keeping steady in the waves—she wanted to see this. Lydia sipped her beer, twisting her head as she spun in the water.
The crest came up behind Cassie, and she sprang into motion, just like a dancer, spry on her feet. She glided sideways with the wave. Lydia hooted as her wife began a very fluid ride down, then across the pipe. The lip crashed over her head, but she was at the front of it, riding it closer to Lydia, still far down to the beach. Nothing was this elegant, yet powerful. It was like mastery of nature.
Cassie shot out of the barrel and aimed up to the crest before twisting back down, no flashy aerial moves, no audience, she was just having fun. When it was time to crash out, close to shore, she rode it out and hit the sand in a run, leaping forward before tumbling.
Lydia screamed her head off, raising her drink. Cassie replied with a happy fist-pump. The redhead drove her inner-tube back to Maui's black sands.
Private beach, they were alone, mostly.
Eventually, her feet touched the ground and Lydia sloshed forward, trying not to get knocked down by the wave pressing behind her. Cassie grinned and shook her head as the tube wrecked her balance. The wave hit right on time to propel Lydia forward in a face-first dive into the surf. Mouth full of saltwater, she tried not to swallow it, laughing. Her wife splashed forward, helping her stand.
“So graceful, my queen.”
“My middle name.” Lydia was still laughing, dragging her lifeboat onto shore.
“No, no, Eelin means intelligence. I looked this up.” Jesus, it was a beautiful day out here. Blue skies, wispy clouds way high up. Late morning. Paradise. “A nation's sovereign in shark-waters who can't swim is very bright. And naked too.”
“I know, right!” Lydia tossed her empty bottle towards the rest and grabbed a fresh one from their cooler. She claimed a kiss in there, but didn't cover up. There must have been a half-mile of black sands, with only one sun-umbrella, two towels, and an ice-chest full of booze and sandwiches. Paradise indeed. “Nice moves out there. Was it good? It looked good.”
“I'm still finding my legs,” Cassie said, drying off her hair. “Next year will be good. This year is practice.” Her wife's English had gotten a lot better, or rather, more natural (she'd always known the words). Lydia's Spanish wasn't so bad either, compared to the pig-Latin she'd known a few months ago.
Six days into their marriage, their honeymoon had been a dream. Lydia considered abdicating her 'throne' and simply spending the rest of her existence here, just like this. She and Cassie had a hard enough go at life so far; maybe they could just embrace the privilege, live the good life, and say screw the rest of the universe. Cassie had already died once. Lydia had come pretty darn close. Other people were allowed to live simple lives, why couldn't they?
There was a vibration on Lydia's wristband.
“Madam,” a female voice said after a tap, “we have isolated a selection. Which noble creature of the ocean would you have us murder? The marlin, or the tuna?”
Come on, Clemence.
“You're not murdering anything, you're hauling it to port so the chefs can murder it.” They'd been over this three times already.
“I am facilitating murder, which makes me a murderer, and you as well. Which random life do you sentence to death?”
Cassie stared with a wide grin—no, she wasn't going to help as Lydia was forced to explain again: the circle-of-life, fishing, and culinary delight.
“You're allowed to say no, Clemence. This is a partnership, not servitude.” She massaged her forehead and took another drink.
“Then I say no.”
“Well, can you pass the fish to Devin then? It's our turn to contribute.”
“I say no as well.” The male voice didn't sound as resolute, but Lydia understood. “Another middleman would still undermine her choice.”
Fine, fine. She didn't want to start any drama between the siblings. They'd only been alive a week.
“You are aware that biological lifeforms eat other biological lifeforms, even if it's plants or fungus?”
“I understand this,” the female said. “I suggest you alter your diet to fruits and harvests of perennial vegetables. Rhubarb perhaps. Synthetic protein paste and supplements will help sustain your metabolism.”
Cassie sat on her beach towel, radiant, elbow on knee, hand on her cheek. She'd poured herself a sangria. Yes, this was Lydia's fault. When Lillian had asked what sort of parameters they wanted in an ideal bodyguard, sanctity of life should not have been priority-one. She wondered if Lillian was trolling them on purpose, making it literal, a one-week-old critiquing a twenty-eight-year-old.
“I'm not living on rhubarb and hummus. Whatever, I'll go to a real fisherman and facilitate a different murder.” Another sigh. “I'm obviously not dictating your choices, so don't presume to dictate mine.”
“I...” Clemence hesitated a lot longer than a pause. The voice continued, suddenly nervous, “Madam...I apologize. I have lost both creatures. They got away.”
Now that was annoying. One week along, she'd managed to teach Clemence to lie without teaching her to follow basic orders first. She was more pissed about the deception than the fish. Lydia could easily request a reprogramming, but for an artificial sentience, that was the exact same thing as reconditioning a human. Clemence would be erased and replaced. Nope, not after Cassie; machine or not, she was real enough. Lydia might have her transferred, but she wouldn't kill her for being a fruitarian.
Now Cassie was watching her, steady, eyebrow slightly peaked.
“Oh well. Chase two rabbits, lose them both. Standby.” Lydia tried to shake it off, reaching down for her bikini bottom—the mood was ruined. The audio was off. “This sucks. Integrity is great and all, but we should send them back.”
“Hm. You think so, Bonita? So soon?”
“You don't agree?” Add a top and her metallic yellow bikini was back. Now where did that beer go? “If it's going to be like this, we can send them to Muncho Lake. They could use the help over there. I mean, if they won't catch dinner, would they hesitate if a shark had its eye on you? I mean, that's why they're down there, to watch our asses. If they won't kill a fish, what about some wackjob with a gun?”
Cassie sat under the umbrella, on her towel. She was plenty brown, but some relief from the sun had to feel good. Lydia kept applying sunscreen daily, lest her fairer skin bake to leather.
“They're babies with voices. We should educate them, as children. I should hope you would have more patience with our daughters.” There was a thinness to her lips as she sipped her drink.
“Of course!” Lydia held back a louder shout, but the tone was the same. “This isn't parenting, and I'm great with kids. A lot of time with that.”
Cassie met her eyes, solid. “Take no offense, but that wasn't parenting either. Your shelter was pure care. As a nurse, I understand this. That's connection and relief. Relationships form, but rarely for a lifetime. This is different, and new to us both.”
Lydia stared back at her wife. She knew they were due for one skirmish—this was hardly a fight (she hoped). She closed her eyes and breathed it out:
“You know exactly why I'm worried about them. Having a bad lock on your door is worse than no lock at all. If they weren't here, I'd have been on the beach, watching for sharks. The false sense of security is the problem, not the training. I don't think we have time for this.” She knee-walked over and settled on her heels.
“Then why not tell Lillian to make them ruthless, like our friends that protected you so effectively?” Cassie was serious. And that was seriously a memory Lydia did not want to recall. “I deferred these choices to you, and now you're disappointed. You're so ready to give up.”
Goddamn it. She knew this game.
Luckily, she knew how to play it.
“Cassie,” she dug her beer in the sand and took her hand, “a little help here would be nice. Don't judge the future of our unborn babies because I don't know how to talk to newborn pacifist robot bodyguards. Help me?”
The Latina half-rolled her eyes, but turned a smirk. Cassie shuffled up to sit cross-legged. “How would you live without me, my queen?”
“I tried that once or twice. It didn't work out so well.” Lydia closed her eyes and leaned in. Oh! Well, that wasn't a peck. Another honeymoon smooch pressed upon her before their lips parted.
Cassie broke off a moment, breathy, “As if you can paddle around naked without me noticing. You know what you do to me.” Well, it was the other way around, but fair enough. They kissed again, and Cassie dropped her lips to Lydia's neck. “We don't have time for this.”
The woman pressed her own matching wristband. The pair was mutually 'theirs.'
“Devin, Clemence, hear me!” A shout.
Oh, my.
“Yes, Madam!”
Lydia bit her lip in jealousy at the apparent fear she evoked, but took it out on Cassie's shoulder, with teeth and kisses, sneaking a hand around to release her top. The woman swallowed back a moan.
“Your mistress asked you a favor on my family's behalf and you deny her. Now I ask you the same favor. Kill me a fish so we may celebrate with other nations and effectively govern yours. You have the choice to refuse. You also have the choice to resign.” Assertive-Cassie was just as hot as submissive-Cassie; well, they were all Cassie. In any case, Lydia already had her on her back, and was working on the bikini-bottom. “I promise any blood you draw for us will always be for a cause.”
“But, Madam—” That was Clemence. 
“But nothing!”
Lydia broke off, trying to hold back a laugh. She stared Cassie dead in the eyes, a rolling motion with her hand to keep it going. Her lover lifted her hips off the towel, but Lydia shook her head, no.
Cassie snarled. “You know nothing of biology. Act in duty or get the hell out. We only need you if you're useful.”
With that, Lydia pinned her back on the towel, her hand finally finding its way to where Cassie wanted it. She smiled during the next kiss.
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The pits
 
 
And that was quite a large marlin in the pit barbeque.
Lydia gathered that they had to widen the earth oven and hack the fish just to fit it in.
“I see how our parenting will work now,” Cassie said, arms crossed. “You will make me the bad guy and withhold romance until I do so.”
“As if it was like that.” Lydia tried to wrap her wife's belly from behind, but the woman shrugged her off. Seriously? All this because of robots? Wedding-gifts at that. This was obviously a different conversation, Lydia just didn't know which one.
“I'm not your father.” Cassie hadn't moved as the cooks dropped in another bundle of veggies. Ok, now she was picking an actual fight.
“And I'm not your mother,” she said. “I don't have six centuries in my brain. What's this about?”
Cassie turned her head. There were tears in her eyes. They had begun to cover the pit—dinner would be officially served sometime after dark, but with all this technology, it was likely ready whenever they wanted. Cassandra Fitzgerald, heiress to the WALcos corporation, daughter of the woman who owned this island, gripped Lydia's hand. She walked her away.
This part of the island, the family estate, was hardly a rainforest or a jungle. No undergrowth, beams of sunlight pierced the canopy of tall coconuts. It looked like a tourism photo. It didn't take a minute until the sound of the surf went from distant to present.
“I love you.” Cassie wrinkled her lips, brow furrowed. “I love you so much I can't stand it.” Well, that was good. They sort of established that with the massive international wedding. Lydia nodded along, brow equally furrowed. “This hurts so much...I don't want to pass on the pain I feel. Having a child, raised the way we were.”
The most beautiful person Lydia had ever seen started to cry. She was beautiful now as well.
“So, I'm scared, Bonita. Whether she comes from your belly or mine. We're both sick.”
Lydia winced, knowing exactly what she meant. The redhead often had the same fears, but she didn't think mashing up their weird anxiety-depression-alcoholic-suicidal gene-pool in the lab would actually spawn something worse.
And shit, they were in their twenties. They'd be naturally fertile into their eighties, and besides that, they could freeze their eggs and host a baby into the centuries—that's exactly how Cassie had been born.
Why this baby-anxiety? Why now?
“I'm only getting half the story here, Bonita.” Lydia said, squeezing her hand. She met her eyes. “No matter how weird we get, I'm not my father, and you're not your mother. I'd carry a baby for you, for us, and I wouldn't say that to another person that ever lived in this universe. Just you.”
Cassie's lashes fluttered down, then up. “Not even Leo?”
Chest-punch-ouch-ouch.
“Is that what this is about? Fucking Leo again?” She wished she could take back the curse. Who knew what was swirling around inside her head. “No. No, no, no! I am yours, heart, body, and soul.”
“You say this...” She fell forward in Lydia's arms. Her hands dug in tight at the shoulders, her head pressed into her neck. It was different now, but only a little. Another attack. Lydia steadied herself in a single breath and stroked her wife's hair, whispering:
“I'm yours, Cassie. Breathe with me. I'm yours—I'm yours.”
Cassie shuddered a moment, still crying. She did not pass out, black out, or fall into a stupor.
That stability was new. And good. Even if it wasn't 'good.'
“I love you so fucking much, Cassie. You're so strong.”
“Not like this.” Now she wiped at her face with a hand. Cassie was puffy, drippy, and completely gorgeous.
“Especially like this.” Lydia offered her sarong, the fabric was meaningless to her. She smiled as Cassie blew her nose. “You do realize that the only person that could take me away from you, is you?”
The heiress nodded, composing herself, looking a bit weak.
“I'm sorry, Bonita, I just imagine a future-daughter and get afraid, no matter how much I want this.”
Lydia glanced around the beach of Maui. She was 'The Red Queen' of a new, vibrant republic. She was six days married to a primary heir of humanity's largest agricultural nation, all with the blessings of a hundred nations.
“Somehow, I think we turned out ok.” Her wife had a pretty wild ride the last decade, so maybe her perspective was a little skewed. “I'm sure she'll be fine, even with moms like us.”
 
* * *
 
At around two o'clock they turned in for a nap. Tonight promised to be utterly insane, so they certainly needed a break. Cassie said the guests wouldn't be arriving until after seven, so they had a nice fat window for clean-up and dress-up as well. Given the couple wasn't hosting this dinner, they could be fashionably late if need be. Cassie might be a primary heir of WALcos, but other than her duties as a foreign ambassador, she was first and foremost the First Lady of British Columbia, not 'on call' to her family. From what Lydia could tell, they liked this new wrinkle to her grooming.
From slumber to shower, Lydia didn't have a choice. She washed. She exfoliated. She shaved everything. She oiled, shampooed, conditioned, plucked, lotioned, perfumed, brushed, and flossed. Only a couple months into being a formal head of state, the hygiene regimen was a pain in the ass. No, she didn't feel refreshed. No, she hadn't hired a stylist either.
 Cassie was her stylist. Lydia was Cassie's.
 Same long mane of red hair she'd had since high school, it was almost as silky as her wife's at this point. That looked weird enough. Her sandy waves didn't curl and were rather plain. She ignored the suggestions to dye it, just a little, to make it 'pop' more on camera. Lydia understood a lot of things on a gut level, and she believed that if this was part of her public identity, especially as The Red Queen, then the subtlety was just as much part of that identity. Personally, she didn't care. Cut it off, dye it green, whatever. But politically, for the media, she wouldn't glam-it-up, not for anyone. That's not how she operated.
 Sadly, she didn't have the same minimalist integrity with her wardrobe. As a reformist governor, it was a lot easier to thumb her nose at aspects of affluent culture, especially when it came to her old nation, the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate. Now, as she hauled herself into another gorgeous ballgown from Victoria, she longed for her old thrift store halter-style dresses and hippy-skirts. British Columbia and Lydia were playing politics on the international stage. Her new nation had a lot of pride in Lydia and their shared ideals; they also had a lot of pride in themselves. Lydia couldn't parade around with other heads of state dressed like the shelter-girl-soup-scooper she was at heart. She loved her nation too much to embarrass them—that realization had given her temperance.
 That realization was a suffocating muzzle.
 “Sometimes I wish I hadn't,” she said softly as Cassie tightened her laces.
 “It's just a costume, my love.” Her wife pressed forward to kiss her cheek as if she'd read her mind. They had this conversation a lot. “You have a costume, but you do not have a mask. Remember this. You are you, no matter the frills. We can all see this truth.”
 “Thank you.” And she said that as a person, to a person, breath-catching as another lace went tight. A long moment passed, Cassie humming quietly, one of Lydia's songs. The dress might be awkward, but this part was wonderful.
 “Are you comfortable to spend time with Mother?”
 “I'd love to. When's she getting in?” This was DeConte's estate, not to mention her island. By all accounts, she was a wonderful woman.
 “Unsure.” The lacing was done. It was Lydia's turn to help Cassie. “This will be our first time being presented to such an audience. Are you as nervous as I am?”
 Lydia tightened her wife's corset. Cassie never appeared nervous at all in politics. She'd discovered Cassie was just as nervous with this sort of shenanigans.
 “We got this. Easy. We'll be the darlings of the room. It's your home.” They better be nice. “I am so proud to be doing this. With you.”
 Cassie shoulders settled, she relaxed into the rest of the lacing. Lydia could hear the smile, even if she couldn't see it.
 They sang together.
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Heads of state
 
 
 “Representing Brazil: The Honorable Juan San Palco Martinez The Third.”
 No applause or anything as Lydia watched the back of a bald head step out into the ballroom. From the red-carpeted stairs, she followed Cassie on another step down, swallowing hard. Majestic stairwell aside, neither of them had a good view of the room until this moment. Sword-bearing honor guards framed the stairs, but at the bottom was where the spear-carriers began, each trident with silver ribbons dangling down. The men and women were all wearing black and purple military dress uniforms.
 Lydia recalled a bare-bones hall in the belly of The Moon. This was the opposite in color and opulence, all dark brown hardwood floors, richly colored runner-rugs and curtains, mostly keeping with the WALcos theme of violet and crimson. High ceiling, several crystal chandeliers bathed the hall in even light, casting shadows as they may. The fireplace was dark, but the candelabras were in full flare, lighting the corners. The ballroom might have been as big as a soccer pitch, but it only suggested that with the sparseness of bodies. Seven PM, this party was dead. There were more serving staff than guests.
 But not even the guests could be bothered to pay attention as the MC (Lydia had no idea what to call the herald) shouted, “Representing Alaska: Ambassador Brian Linus Kirkpatrick.”
 She blew a huff of disappointment. The actual manager of Alaska was her and Cassie's best friend, but that girl was over a light-year into interstellar space at the moment. If anything important came up, Lydia would go straight over this man's well-coiffed head.
 Another step down.
 “Representing Colombia: Her Excellence, President Planchet Morales.”
 And now the heads turned. The raven-haired woman hadn't stepped forward. There was another gorgeous woman on her arm.
 “Representing Venezuela: Dominus Imperium, Christus De Legano Tristra Morales.”
 Again, no applause, but now Lydia had a view of how the receiving line went.
 “Representing British Columbia: Her Majesty, Lydia Eelin Fitzgerald Stamos.”
 They stepped down to ground-level. Cassie didn't get an introduction, even though she deserved one. Lydia also wasn't a 'majesty,' it was just complicated. She was and remained an elected head of state, but her nation's weird constitution said otherwise when it came to formalities. Her previous attempts to redefine herself had been rejected by vote.
 And right there, in front of her, was the President of Chile and CEO of WALcos, Incendio Fitzgerald. He was Cassie's biological cousin, but far, far, older. Looking about thirty in a stunning tux, Lydia's breath caught in her throat. They had never met. He was about as handsome as a man could get, short-haired, with a chiseled jaw and deep-brown eyes, a completely conventional Adonis. Lydia had met a lot of beautiful people in the last two years, but this wasn't wallpaper, this was the beauty of the primary Fitzgerald bloodline distilled into a masculine form. It wasn't attraction that Lydia felt, it was art.
 Cassie elbowed her. “Speak.” A harsh whisper. Shit, her mouth had been hanging open.
 “Hello, good Sir.” Lydia lowered her eyes to the fancy hardwood floor. Shit, shit, Cassie was going to get the wrong idea. Shit. Cassie already had the wrong idea. “We're going to make a baby.”
 Lydia said that straight into Incendio's eyes.
 “C-Congratulations.” The man raised an eyebrow, swallowing deep—he was older than Cassie's mom, like six-hundred-thirty years old. Cassie put a hand on his chest, glaring at him, before steering Lydia into a walk. The redhead knew Spanish but not fast-angry-Spanish.
 God, she wanted to die right now. She caught a bit of Cassie, “I see how it is, you think he will bear your children? You think he's prettier than—”
 Lydia jumped her in a hug. No, that wasn't good during a black-tie party, but the assorted representatives had to know she was a fucking weirdo by now. She didn't care. She was laughing her ass off.
 “Think I made an impression?” Lydia said in Spanish, smiling.
 “You just fucking might have,” Cassie was still glaring. “Did you panic? I told you he was gentle.”
 In English now, Lydia couldn't think that fast, “Of course I panicked. Take this as a warning. Do not leave me alone. Please.”
 “I don't even trust you in public,” Cassie said, and Lydia knew she was exaggerating, but she wasn't wrong either.
 They had some space now as her eyes searched the chamber.
 “The Red Queen, in the flesh.”
 Lydia turned to the voice, this one belonging to another Latin man that looked about thirty, same as most everyone in the ballroom. He approached with casual warmth. It was really difficult to prejudge people when there wasn't even a hint what their true age was. She didn't recognize him, not even from her dossier on the guests. He could be thirty or three-hundred.
 Cassie smiled and stepped into a double cheek-kiss, “Carmelo, it's been too long.”
 “Cassandra, I'm so sorry I missed the wedding.” His accent was very light, but he was definitely an Earthling, West American. “Horrible business on Mars. I've been tied up for weeks.”
 Oh, so that's who this was. Lydia straightened her back. “Sir Antonia, your gift was much too kind. I tried to get Cassie to return it to your nation—”
 His lips pursed, little lines in his brow. His eyes had a bright intelligence that suggested well-seasoned maturity, but not the blandness that came with centuries.
 “It's her modesty,” Cassie quickly jumped in, all charisma. “I explained the insult, and yet she still blushes in gratitude. Still, I agree that beautiful ship is much too generous.”
 “Drinks?” He smiled, offering a crooked elbow to both women. Cassie shot Lydia the briefest nod and took his arm. Lydia hid an eyeroll and took the other. Carmelo walked them to the wet-bar. “The Faye wasn't just a wedding gift, Your Majesty. I do hope you accept this offering of friendship.”
 More like a pair of shackles. WALcos might be thick-as-thieves with Peru, sometimes literally, but the six-hundred-million-credit trans-orbital luxury liner was sort of extreme, given the two heads-of-state had never spoken. Lydia's first reaction had been, 'what does he want?'
 She removed her hand from his arm, and asked the bartender for a pint glass of whatever. Cassie got a large glass of red wine, and Carmelo repeated Lydia's request for a beer. It was a lot to navigate, all these nations in one room. It'd be easier if it was on-the-statehouse-floor formal. The dossier said he would be sending an ambassador, but the Peruvian General-President had managed to come in his own flesh.
 “What keeps you so long on Mars?” Lydia asked, small-talky. Peru was a space-faring military and technology powerhouse, nothing like Chile and BC.
 “In a word, honey.” Carmelo stared at the room, a bit distant, frowning. Cassie was back next to Lydia, thank goodness. “Gratis is growing more insufferable by the day. It's like they want all of Earth to leave the Union.”
 “They sort of do.” The redhead tipped back her beer. It was awesome for a pilsner. “They won't even talk to me. We're under quarantine, if you want my opinion.”
 “No offense, Your Maj—”
 “Lydia. It's Lydia, please.” Her wife nudged her, but no, these people would just have to get used to her, especially if they wanted her to speak with any candor.
 “Carmelo then, please. Not 'Sir Antonia.'” The man smiled. “Well, then, Lydia, that doesn't make any sense. Our global population may not be what it used to be, but we're still the system's breadbasket, running at full-efficiency. Peru's bottom-line is better than it's been in decades; we're running more escort missions than ever. They're barely protecting their own ships.”
 Cassie spoke up, confident. “We haven't witnessed this in a while, but maybe humanity has forgotten what a crumbling empire looks like.”
 “I think you're giving them too much credit, Carmelo.” Lydia squeezed her wife's hand in solidarity. “I mean, that's why we're all here, right? NorWAL isn't just an ideal, it's necessary. Like it or not, we're on our own.”
 Carmelo's expression seized up a little. Yes, she caught that, a crack in the mask. He probably half-blamed Lydia for recent events, and her best friend, Lillian Anatali. He should be blaming the Sol Union for centuries of federal mismanagement.
 “If I may pry,” she continued, “what's with the honey?”
 The MC interrupted from a distance, introducing a late-comer, “Representing the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate, President Kelsey Jennifer Spinolo.”
 Lydia winced as a stately woman reached flat floor, and was received by Incendio. Sandy-haired, black dress-suit, she wore age far beyond her apparent forty years. Round face but not matronly, she'd been the CEO of the CCC, Lydia's birth-nation, for decades. Spinolo was also the governor of British Columbia's neighbor, Yukon, and had been for almost five hundred years. She was accompanied by a woman Lydia knew very well, Genevieve Guerrero, her old Chief Financial Officer. They weren't arm-in-arm, but the pants-suited Caucasian stood beside her new boss with the utter air of pride and authority.
 “I'm sure you'll be hearing all about it,” Carmelo said, drinking deep.
 Lydia finished her glass and asked for another.



 
 
~ 4 ~
 
Americans
 
 
 Lydia held her ground near the bar. That was her turf—she was claiming turf. Carmelo had promised a later conversation, and wandered off to talk to the Morales couple, Colombia being his nation's closest ally and neighbor.
 It was a pretty good spot of turf. She could smile and nod, and anyone that wanted to talk to her had every opportunity to. If she wanted to initiate things, she didn't have to go through the pretense of drifting over. The massive chamber was starting to fill up with other politicians, wealthy Hawaiians, and finally, some entertainers on a bandstand in the far corner. The jazz band, no vocalist, began with piano, bass, drums, and clarinet.
 Beautiful, but mechanical, the band played through some standards of Earth, Callisto, and Titania, very lounge. It was almost like they were baiting Lydia to join in, but that was just her compulsion speaking—she was far too modest to hijack a professional band. However, she honestly wished she was drinking and puffing a cigar with those people on the other side of the ballroom. Those were her people, her element.
 Cassie seemed to have loosened up, on her second glass of wine. She offered Lydia a taste. The nuance of notes was lost on her, but it was dry, very aromatic, and 'woody.' Cassie said it was some sort of blended Grenache Port from Venezuela's floating vineyards.
 Lydia eventually noticed a pair of eyes on them. The young man stood about twenty feet away, close to the French doors leading to the courtyard. Blond and short, he couldn't be older than most of her teen-ish friends. Lydia smiled at him. He nodded and walked away. Ok, then. Thanks for making this difficult, Idaho.
 The rep from California was quite a bit warmer, greeting Cassie with a handshake and snappy Spanish. Lydia forced a smile, feeling quite proud she could keep up with the conversation as Cassie introduced them. The gray-race man was rather unremarkable, other than his formal-wear which looked like military dress fatigues, olive drab with a variety of silver buttons on his collar. The unfamiliar word 'miel' got dropped twice. The chatter quickly overwhelmed Lydia—she simply lost track of the topic.
 She jumped in, inappropriately, in English, “Colonel Larson, do you know the representative from Idaho?”
 The man quickly nodded, he didn't seem to mind. “Bennett James, he's been my guest many times.” His English was fine with a light American accent, sort of a drawl. There was a rapidness to everything he said and his movements, quite different than the West Americans she'd been dealing with all week. “He's very bright. Is he here?” Larson rubbernecked the room.
 “Lost in the crowd,” Lydia confirmed.
 Members of the Independent American Territories didn't have heads of state, or even central governments. The six nation-states all existed in complete autonomy, from sea to shining sea, in various states of wilderness and minor municipalities. They'd all been invited into NorWAL, but only California and Idaho had even bothered discussing the topic. Florgia, Kansas, Michigan, and Connecticut didn't even send a reply. That was fine. They were only irrelevant because they chose to be. Leave them alone? The rest of humanity was ok with that, except for the odd humanitarian crisis. For Earthlings, the IAT was like a pet, a nature preserve everyone wanted to see run free and wild.
 California seemed to have other ideas. Maybe Idaho too.
 Larson continued his talk with Cassie, now in English, dropping Baja and going into, “We just don't have the manpower to reclaim Vegas. It's completely lost.” The man had tightened up, emotion betraying his calm.
 The Latina laid a hand on his arm. Lydia recognized the touch as he deflated a little. That wasn't the hand of a flirt, or a slick movie-star; that was the touch of a caregiver. “Your people have suffered this too long, alone. And we are not the Sol Union. Our friendships on this planet will aid each other. We do this as humans. If we can retake Venus and Nome, we can cleanse old Vegas and make your people safe again.”
 “Trusting outsiders is how we got into this.” Larson chewed his lip. “We are not letting Anatali into our airspace, much less on the ground. They didn't take responsibility for it before, we'll be damned if we let them occupy a single tent.”
 That was a sore spot for Lydia. She was probably the biggest Anatali apologist around. Still...
 “It's your call, Colonel. We understand your nation's history. No nukes is fine. No Anatali involvement is fine. I'm willing to commit air support, cooks, and medical tents. We're not much for infantry, I hope you understand.”
 “But Your Majesty...” The honorific came out easy enough, but damn did he look conflicted.
 Cassie flashed the briefest smile, gone as soon as it came. Lydia continued:
 “Not to make this about British Columbia at all, Sir, but this is about Earth, and the North Coast. Yes, we might be the smallest, artsy-farmer nation on two continents, but you and your people better be damn sure we're willing to fight for how the universe should be in 4127. If committing resources and risking lives to reclaim Nevada means your supply lines open up to Denver, that'll save us all millions in air-drops to Kansas City. This is not a matter of your national pride, Sir, it's a matter of medical supplies to those who need it most, not just your territory, but Kansas too. Money saved is money spent on more relief, helping others.”
 Shit. She'd gone into Lydia-mode again. Her cheeks felt flushed. She straightened her back, trying not to fidget.
 Larson glanced to Cassie. The heiress said, “A volunteer army, Colonel. Never occupation. WALcos and Brazil have armor and infantry. We can begin prep in a month. We will respect your press blackout on the field. It's like my wife says, we wish to see California prosper for the good of the coast, and in empathy for your people.”
 “Walk with me?” Larson looked pained. “I need some air.”
 The women agreed, but only after collecting another round of drinks. That was ok with him, he seemed to be collecting his thoughts. To the French doors, they exited to twilight, the sky ablaze in reds and golds. No one was out there yet but staff. There must have been thirty tables, white dinner-cloths and napkins all set for the feast. Larson kept walking towards the trees, towards the surf, the same path the couple had taken earlier. Still on cobblestone, still within the light, he rebooted the conversation:
 “Do your history books describe what happened to the United States during the Dark Days?”
 “Yup. It was pretty bad.” Lydia had easy answers for this line of chatter. She was sort of a history nerd from Alaska, to Canada, to Mexico. She knew songs no living person had ever heard the melodies to. She didn't know the melodies either. “California became a slavery-state. It took like a dozen wars, but by then the New Age started and the diaspora began.”
 “So you know. I might hear your words, but I don't think the territory will.” When he took another step into the shadows, Cassie glanced over. Lydia was fine with this. This was safe. “Many think British Columbia is an Anatali pawn, forgive me.”
 “No need.” And Lydia might not have Cassie's touch, but she did offer the Colonel her arm, which he took with an elbow. “Peru sent us a half-billion-credit starship. I completely understand the desire to isolate. BC doesn't need any of this. I certainly don't. But we're not alone on this coast, and we couldn't be alone if we tried.”
 “But that's the difference—”
 “The difference is,” Lydia interrupted, walking closer to the shore. Cassie was right beside her, and she could feel the energy of her smile. “The difference is that we accept we're a part of a community, and if our nation needed help, we'd accept it. We respect California's independence. We just claimed ours. We're of the same spirit. I can't presume to influence your people, but if you think it would help, I'd be honored to stand beside you.”
 Colonel Larson hesitated, removing his arm from hers. Lydia stayed beside Cassie, her wife snuggling close in the cooling early-autumn breeze. She pressed back. No, she wasn't trying to fast-talk the man when millions of lives could be affected by his decisions. Lydia was taking every effort not to fast-talk the American.
 He stepped forward, using a toe to slip off a heel of his shoe. He did the same to the other foot, stepping out into the sands. One hand, then the other he slid off his socks and rolled up his dress fatigues up his calves. Not looking back, hands on his hips, he stepped into the gentle surf and stared at the sunset.
 Lydia patted Cassie's arm and turned them away, back to the party.
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Sidebar
 
 
 Still outdoors, Lydia and Cassie were enjoying their drinks at a silly tiki-bar offset from the ballroom and the dining arena. At this point, she welcomed the late dinner, just after dark. The sky was still on fire, more than a half-hour to go.
 “You're so talented with strangers, Bonita.” Cassie finished off her wine and sipped some water, probably cleansing her palette. She usually went white with a meal, especially fish. “I see how you look at Genevieve and Spinolo. Is it fear? You can ask them to help with Las Vegas. Maybe this will reduce the risk to our people?”
 Lydia was in good-spirits, but she almost snapped back a quip about 'our people.' It had to be hard for Cassie, First Lady and 'Princess' of British Columbia, primary heir of WALcos and Chile, born in Argentina, daughter of Santiago, with her family estate in Hawaii. It made Lydia's head spin and she wasn't the one with the reconditioning and identity issues (those struggles were outside of nationality).
 Cassie was her compass, her guide through all of this. The CCC wasn't even in NorWAL. Maybe the cooperation would form a future bond, but:
 “Don't take this the wrong way, seriously,” Lydia said—that lead-in made it sound worse, “but outside your head, has anyone ever disliked you?”
 Cassie nodded to herself, finally ordering that white. The serving staff seemed excited, taking not-so-subtle pictures of the couple. “It takes work to get inside your head sometimes, Lydia, but when I do, I feel pride and pain for you.” She kissed her head, right above the ear. “Yes, Bonita, there are people here tonight that dislike me, and frighten me.”
 “Like who?” Her redheaded hackles went up.
 “Morales. The fish farmers. They are not friendly.”
 “Colombia and Venezuela? I'm confused. They're like fluffy-kitten nations and best-friends with that Carmelo guy, right? How'd you get the short end of the stick?”
 Cassie had plenty of strength and composure these days. Lydia wasn't worried about triggering an attack. Her wife sighed and waved a hand. “They see me as unnatural and illegitimate to the bloodline. It's none of their business, but my death didn't help. They weren't so friendly before that, you see.”
 “Oh please let them do some high school mean-girl shit when I'm standing there.”
 She grinned but shrugged, “I have no play here. I half-represent four territories. This is a lot of halves. I'm aware of this. Do not imperil British Columbia on my behalf. This is personal with them, not business.”
 “Sort of goes hand in hand.” Lydia felt ready to mix it up. “Insulting the Princess in front of the Queen would be a national slight, don't you think?”
 Cassie tisk-tisked a finger. “Now you understand me. How can I let your women intimidate you, when I feel the same fears. I'm asking you to be brave, knowing I would shout profanities in your name.”
 “I know you would. And you know I would.”
 Her wife smiled now, offering a glass-to-glass toast.
 Who needed lawyers? They had each other's backs.
 It only took half a glance, but Idaho was still hanging around near the doors, not subtle at all. Now Lydia shot him a look. Bennett scampered off again.
 It was all too familiar.
 
* * *
 
 Who the fuck made the seating arrangements?
 Lydia, Cassie, Spinolo, Genevieve, Ambassador Brian Kirkpatrick from Anatali, and his male secretary.
 Neighbors!
 Well, wasn't this a goddamn fireball? The queen figured she should probably get used to it.
 “Miss Guerrero,” Cassie didn't take a minute to break the ice with a smile, “I read your new book and found it riveting.”
 The brunette shuffled a bit at the complement. Her defining features were a pulled-back widow's peak and mellow green eyes. She was always well-composed, and replied easily, “Educated by experience. If my years in British Columbia taught me anything, it was testing these economic models.”
 “Oh? Is this a new release?” Brian slathered a roll with a vegetable spread. “I read 'Deviant Lines,' but that won you the Nobel. Have your opinions changed?”
 “Her August release,” Lydia chimed in, grateful Cassie left that half-breath of open space. If she was going to coexist with these people, she really did need to use her voice. “We went a little far with it, but the tax reforms have been pretty popular.”
 “I'm fortunate to say Her Majesty outgrew our laureate. Her loss is our gain.”
 The entire table froze. Those were the first words President Spinolo had ever spoken to Lydia in person. The woman smiled congenially, hands in her lap, completely engaged, and that was entirely intimidating.
 Cassie opened her mouth, but Lydia patted her leg under the table. “Without Miss Guerrero we wouldn't be having this conversation.” And Jesus, that was passive-aggressive on four different levels. “We're incredibly grateful for her service, and hope for a second Nobel. Well-deserved.” Lydia raised her glass. “To Genevieve Guerrero, may her career flourish.”
 And to be honest, it wasn't fake, and didn't sound fake, even if the woman had tried to fuck Lydia a half-dozen times. The toast was accepted.
 “Hear, hear,” Brian said, between swallows of bread. He seemed to be eagerly awaiting dinner. His secretary, a teen, had been texting like crazy, just a piece of furniture. “Forgive my bluntness, Madam President, but I'm afraid I'll lose you in tonight's revelry. Should we speak in private?”

Please do. Lydia wanted to run the hell away, no matter the facade, but was frozen to the spot. Cassie had her hand, under the table, thumb-stroking.
 “No, I believe Her Majesty needs to know what is her business, and what is not.”
 Lydia's eyes narrowed. She squeezed Cassie's hand (who was keeping who from standing up?)
 “I've learned that Canadians have a unique perspective on what is their business, Madam.” Cassie's head was cocked to the side, blank-faced. “For me, the reported four hundred dead in Winnipeg is a tragedy, but none of my business. And now many flee to Idaho—”
 “—I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name.”
 “Cassandra,” she said, still seated, daughter of the fucking host. Lydia was almost vibrating for an outburst. “Peru would help accept these refugees, but you close the border.” Was that what Carmelo and Larson were talking about? “Please open this border. The West-American Alliance and Idaho offers aid.”
 “To insurgents?” Spinolo didn't seem excited. She accepted the bread-boat from Brian. “They're terrorists, incited by Her Majesty. They'll stay in our camps and will be processed as criminals and as traitors.”
 Jesus, lady. That was some batshit baiting right there. And yes, greater Canada could crush British Columbia in a day, unless BC accepted that foreign support, further perpetuating the theory that they were a either a puppet state of Anatali, or WALcos, or Peru, or just incompetent.
 Lydia stood. It was slow. Her hands were on the table.
 “It doesn't have to be like this. Peace. I mean it. Let's just talk.”
 Spinolo's expression finally broke. Eye-to-eye, she actually laughed at her. “You stupid child. I understand you're an ignorant drunk—”
 Cassie snapped to her feet with a sneer. She didn't allow the woman a monologue. “You disrespect my wife in my own home. This isn't private. You leave now.”
 Maybe three-dozen heads turned towards the table, even if they couldn't hear the words. 
 President Kelsey Spinolo stood, performed an arm-sweeping bow, and mouthed the words 'thank you,' dead at Cassie. Genevieve was right beside her as the entire assembly of NorWAL representatives gawked at the exit. They quickly turned their heads to the couple.
 Lydia couldn't process all the expressions, but there was a lot of, 'what did you do, Lydia?'
 The secretary texted on. Brian said, “Will this all be dairy-free, you think?”
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How to start a war
 
 
 “Brian, you caught that, right?” Lydia said, completely ignoring protocol. “That wasn't our fault.”
 “Of course. But the interplanetary community often has a unique perspective of who is at fault.” He summoned a server over for more bread, more drinks.
 Cassie was seething, searching the outdoor area with her eyes, likely looking for DeConte, her mother. She hadn't arrived. She pressed her wrist, “Clemence, track the Canadians at your most distance.” Her accent was breaking in. “No detection. Do not engage. Reconnaissance only.”
 “Understood, Madam. The Canadian media is reporting that their representatives have been slighted. May I engage if they retaliate?”
 Cassie gawked at Lydia. The redhead shrugged. What the fuck was going on? Brian waved them both off and leaned forward, bread-roll in hand, “Darling, it's a code-nine. Don't let them get you excited.” He then sat back, eyes wide as the servers started with the serving.
 “Understood, Sir.” Clemence cut out.
 Lydia glared at Cassie, trying to get her attention. “You have no authority over our guards, Sir.”
 “The Mark-Eights need assurances. Some believe they have too much free-will, even more than the Sevens. I didn't mean to presume, I just knew what Cassandra meant.”
 And this was the guy Lydia was expecting to ignore most of the tonight.
 The alcohol wasn't helping, but she wasn't drunk, and doubted Cassie was even close. “Should we go?” Lydia said.
 “No, no.” Cassie blinked her eyes closed, then fluttered a little, exhaling. “I am starting to understand this. We need to play on, Bonita. You know how many times you get the jump on Canada? Well, this was their turn. This event already happened. Now we'll educate ourselves.”
 Dinner was served. The sky had darkened. Torches and hovering chandeliers lit the outdoor dining hall. Lydia wished she had an ear at every table, but no, all she had was Cassie (yay) and Brian (meh). A platter of sliced marlin and veggies had been presented. The secretary waved Cassie down and served the table with a smile, filling plates, a nice kid. Lydia would have done it too. It almost evened out the tension.
 “So tender,” Brian cut it like a steak. The secretary had finally abandoned his comm-unit and ate super-fast, side-eyeing an open screen. The Ambassador wiped his mouth with a napkin. “You know who appointed me, correct? Do you think I'm here to manipulate the neophyte queen?”
 Lydia smiled. “On her behalf, I'd expect a nuclear holocaust or a giant pile of puppies. You'll have to be frank.”
 “That's fine, Patience, please show us what you're working on,” Brian said. The young man flipped the screen with no hesitation, offering a verbatim transcript of every word, and some details on expressions too. No, Lydia did not look 'constipated' when Spinolo insulted her. There was line after line of replies from Lillian Anatali, asking for details, not demanding action.
 “We're a bit unhappy at the moment, Your Majesty.” Brian sawed into another slice of marlin. Lydia didn't have much of an appetite.
 “Same boat,” Cassie said, stabbing potatoes and carrots. “They went out of their way to pick a fight. She didn't need to come in person to insult us. They hold refugees hostage, true. She calls my wife stupid at this very table. Please explain this, Ambassador.” She twirled her fork in the air. “No more theater, this is time for decisions.”
 “I agree, I just don't get it. Neither does Miss Lillian.” He was still eating. “Spinolo wants the new NorWAL alliance to militarize the border. If that happens the CCC gets to say that British Columbia and Anatali continues to threaten their sovereignty, and they get to call on the federal military to re-establish law-and-order on Earth, like it's all her fault.”
 Brian pointed at Lydia with his fork.
 The queen's palm was under her chin, staring at him. “They're baiting us into humanitarian intervention so we look like the bad guys?”
 “That's pretty much it.” Brian continued his meal. “They're trying to sell you sideways, as the revolutionary. The uprising in Manitoba is just the start of it. You may as well be wearing a beret and carrying a machine gun.”
 “That's Winnipeg!”
 “That's you.” He wiped his mouth the second time, finished with his plate. “And I think you're getting the wrong idea. Anatali is delighted with you, personally, Your Majesty.”
 Why did that never sound comforting?
 Cassie mimed Lydia, another hand under chin. “Yes, yes. We leave one federation and enter another. This isn't our goal. We can handle Canada. You must leave Idaho and California alone. They don't like you. I say this in earnest if you wish solidarity.” She turned to Patience, “Type that to Lillian, with love, she should understand.”
 The young man nodded. Hopefully, he added the nuance.
 “Madam President shouldn't get away with this display though.” Lydia's eyes were locked-in on the floral plate-pattern. She still hadn't eaten a bite.
 “You'd look weak if you didn't answer. She made that bet,” Brian said. “Spinolo just sent you straight into political hell. Act out and you're a reactionary neophyte. Don't act and your a wimp, or simply hard to deal with. That's likely what their media is saying right now.”
 “Now you're baiting my Lydia.” Cassie's eyes narrowed.
 “This was sort of a big deal.” Brian met both their gazes. “You can't ignore it. Yet, Anatali cannot comment on the insults.”
 Lydia couldn't say a true word on her own. She needed that damn kid from Idaho, right now.
 She whispered in Cassie's ear. Her wife nodded.
 The queen had no idea if that Bennett guy was seated or still acting like the mystery-boy, but she was hunting now, and time was an issue.
 Lydia stood and spoke, very hushed, “Devin, do you have a bead on the Idaho kid?”
 “His motion has become erratic.”
 She turned her head to the ballroom. It was empty.
 “Dancing, fighting? Is he armed?”
 “No, no, Madam. He's towards the west break, with a young woman.”
 That was almost a mile away. Was the kid getting his groove on with a server? He didn't seem like the type, but in reality, everyone was the type.
 “Meet us on the beach. We need a ride.”
 Brian waved goodbye as the couple exited under the gaze of a hundred eyeballs.



 
 
~ 7 ~
 
Idaho
 
 
 Lydia and Cassie marched under the canopy. A smattering of torches had been lit for party-goers who wanted to enjoy the beach. They were alone.
 “Do you know what to say?” Cassie asked, removing her shoes. Good idea. Lydia did the same, abandoning them by a torch. Her red gown was too heavy to be walking this fast.
 “No idea, we've never met. He might only speak Polish for all I know.”
 “Madams.” Devin's voice, his outside voice spoke from just up ahead, on the shore. The Moon hadn't risen yet; it was all starlight. “Should I remain as such?”
 They couldn't see him at all.
 “Do the glow, thing please,” Cassie said. “We don't wish to surprise the man.”
 Without a source, a gentle light filled the shore, about twenty feet in diameter. The light intensified to a comforting glow, illuminating the women and the ground. It could be disorienting in motion, no shadows, but it was far better than darkness. Lydia relaxed her muscles and nodded to her wife. “Ok, ready.”
 Gently, they floated into the air. She could feel the pressure of something under her butt, her knees, and supporting her back, but there was no 'give' or temperature to it. She felt like she was sitting on an invisible lounge chair. Cassie crossed her arms over her stomach as they glided forward, an arm's length from each other. The motion was incredibly disorienting. No wind. No sensation. The sands, trees, and shoreline just zipped around them as if they stayed in the same place.
 “Are you ok?” Devin said at normal volume, still invisible between them.
 “We're ok.” Cassie's eyes were shut, still gripping her tummy.
 Lydia was more of a lookie-loo—she liked rides. The visual eventually slowed.
 A pair of figures were standing near the shore, watching their approach. Just silhouettes, they were standing close together. The taller one, feminine, reached for the boy's hand, but she didn't hide.
 The circle of light reached out and enveloped them...
 Lydia should have known.
 “Is this acceptable?” Devin said. And with his tone, she knew he was asking more than one question. The ground stopped shifting, a full stop. Cassie finally opened her eyes again, no recognition.
 “Yeah, we're safe with them. Just keep us that way. If anything happens, it won't be their fault.”
 Oh, maybe she should have elaborated. Damn his infant AI, a sudden gust blew back everything in a far wider radius than the light, kicking up a miniature sandstorm across the beach, pushing back the waves as if they were made of air—terrifying power, used at a whim. A perfect invisible line broke the ocean shore in a curve, likely a sphere. The kids backpedaled, just a step. Lydia had wanted to be a little more discreet than the hundred-foot energy dome. If The Faye cost six-hundred-million, she had no idea what this pair of gods would run.
 Lydia would remember to ask for their specs, if not an instruction manual. She sure as shit wanted to know what a code-nine was.
 In unison, the married couple was placed back down, feet to the sand, gentle and slow as if they were the newborns. Lydia didn't mind that. As theater, the whole thing had to look pretty awesome, especially to podunk Idaho.
 “So what's with the rabbit hunt?” She made the direct choice to treat him different than the others. His companion could wait; Lydia was still mad at her. “I really don't appreciate being jerked around.”
 “Heaven forbid you show your hand, Stamos.” Bennett's eyes narrowed with that uniquely teenage spunk. Yes, the kid was representing his entire territory, but he might have been the only one who volunteered; they were far more reclusive than California. “I just learned more in the last thirty seconds than you've shown my people in a year.”
 “I've been nothing but transparent. And I apologized for the dead-rabbit incident. Twice.”
 Looking about five-foot-seven, dark blond, he had to be about the same age as his companion. She was two inches taller than him, wearing a stunning green cocktail dress. She'd grown out her dark hair a bit; it touched her shoulders, lightly curled.
 “It's all in what you don't say. It always is.” He had a neutral accent, like north Canadians and Alaskans. “I'm glad you pursued me so quickly. It says a lot.”
 Cassie interjected, “Apparently, there is a lot going on. Forgive my bluntness, but why do I recognize you, Milady? This is my mother's island. You were not invited.”
 The girl looked to Lydia and shrugged, completely casual. Yup:
 “Cassie, this is my sister, Sandy Dunes.”
 The Latina's mouth formed an 'O.' Lydia recognized the look on her face as her wife rapidly slid about a dozen puzzle-pieces into place. “I thought I knew your face, sister, but not this look. Miss Winnipeg, you are his plus-one?”
 The way she said it made her sister sound like a pageant contestant, but no, the girl was just in league with those militants Spinolo was holding hostage, ones desperately needing evacuation to Idaho. Nothing relevant.
 “My prince.” And there was a smirk to it. “Sorry I missed the wedding. We were in operatio—”
 “Jesus, don't tell me stuff like that.” Lydia rubbed above her left eye. “You pretty much just confirmed why there's four hundred dead.”
 Sandy looked between Bennett and Lydia, her brow close to a squint. “Four hundred dead? We got that many? Shit.” She stared at the ground, stunned.
 “Not them, asshole! You. Your people!” That was a full-shout, finger pointing out. For being Sandy's prince, Bennett got the fuck out of the way. Good call, kiddo. “Where the fuck have you been?”
 “We...” Sandy seemed even more confused, stuttering, “W-We haven't lost anyone. The fuck are you talking about, Lyds? Parlez-vous anglais?”
 Deep breath. Cassie picked it up, thank god.
 “Canada is reporting four-hundred dead in Winnipeg, and they're collecting you militants at Idaho's border, the Dakota county. Now they leverage this against the Americas and Lydia.”
 Sandy raised a mile-high eyebrow, glancing over to Bennett. “I don't know who they are, but it ain't us. We've been hitting supply depots for a month. No casualties.”
 Bennett laughed a little. He squeezed his eyes and shook his head in a smile. He spoke a long sentence in Polish. Lydia caught the word, 'miod.' It stuck out versus the Spanish 'miel' that Larson had said. Sandy bobbed her head back and forth and replied in French. 'Miel' dropped in again.
 Top of her lungs, Lydia shouted, “What the fuck is miel!”
 “Honey!” The trio called back in unison.
 “That doesn't help me!”
 A deep bass in the air, almost inaudible, perked Lydia's ears up.
 Sandy and Bennett's heads both snapped to the sky, eyes growing dinner-plate wide. Sandy didn't hesitate, shouting, “Down!” The tackle against Cassie and Lydia wasn't so much effective as it was a cue. The women collapsed in a combined ball. A split-second later, there was a Bennett-sized thump against Sandy's side of the pile. They could all hear and feel the distant rumble.
 And then it stopped. It stopped dead.
 “Secure.” That was Clemence's voice. “I'll cover the retreat. To the port, Madams. Now!”
 Lydia, breathless, hadn't processed a moment of it. “Warn the estate,” she whispered, crawling out of the pile, lifting Cassie by the elbow. Both of them ran barefoot, sand clinging to their dresses and skin.
 “They are well-aware, Madam. Secure. You are the ones in-field. Please obey us, for your lives.”
 “Y-Yeah.” She was step-to-step with Cassie, but looked behind to make sure her sister was following. The teens were pressed together, close to their backs. A figure shimmered into existence before them and she felt a light touch against her hip.
 Before the light cut out, she had a full-view of long raven-black hair, aristocratic, an ancient dress-uniform of Anatali Corporation's military. “Touch each other, and follow my touch. I swear you won't come to harm.”
 Stepping off the beach and into the jungle, the light cut out. The darkness crashed over them like the waves reclaiming the shore.
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Mark-Eights
 
 
 “We need to tell Lillian to hold off.” Lydia was terrified for a lot of reasons, but being baited into global thermonuclear war was sort of topping the charts. “We don't know what this is.”
 She was trembling in the dark, but Cassie had her arm. Sandy had a hand clutched against Lydia's back, and she could feel one of Devin's 'arms' even if it wasn't visible, in-light or not. The sweat dripped off her nose in the evening chill. She'd abandon her dress, but was too afraid to stop walking, too afraid she'd get trapped and get cold. Even with normal human night vision and starlight, it was damn-near perfect black, all of them walking slow over rocks and roots. 
 “Clemence disabled the cruise missile before it got close,” Devin whispered, “but it may have easily been The Mission. Assume nothing, Madam.”
 “The Mission is here?” Lydia hissed, feeling Cassie tense up beside her. No one had told them that, and they were certainly privy to that little tidbit.
 “There is no water displacement within miles. The number of airborne vessels with such armaments that can remain undetected is limited. It is either The Mission, Ganyemede's Nasa, or the Martian Eirini.”
 “Unless Spinolo whipped up something new.” That was a Sandy whisper.
 And it was a slow, slow trek in the unclaimed forest, heading the long way away from the estate, and up towards the nearby spaceport.
 “What the fuck are we doing, anyway?” Lydia said. “If this is an invasion, won't they claim The Faye, or set up camp there?”
 They heard another distant rumble, gone as soon as it came. No, that wasn't thunder.
 “I cannot carry you all, or give you sight. Do not fear. We won't abandon even one of your lives. Everyone escapes safely, no matter the time or effort. Please express fortitude and patience.”
 Well, that was good, not that Lydia would have asked otherwise. Maybe that preservation-of-life directive had merit. On that note, “It's definitely not The Mission. And someone would have noticed Ganymede moving to the Inner System. What's Clemence see?”
 “A shifting source, but she doesn't believe there's multiple vessels. She is losing track of it as she defends us. She lost track of the Canadians during the intervention. Clemence believes it attempts to track, but I have us wrapped in shadow and silence. The only scent we leave behind is the green.”
 Holy shit, the siblings were far more valuable than a stupid spaceship. Lydia felt insta-guilt for the trivial fishing-incident this morning. She'd make it up to them if they ever made it to port.
 “My mother. Has she landed?” A Cassie whisper, speaking a bit more confidently since the cloak-of-silence comment.
 “We have no record of this. Yet, at Incendio Fitzgerald's consent, the dinner continues at far greater security than we enjoy. They have called this a squall. Weather. As I said: you are the targets, in the field.”
 “Can we retaliate?” Lydia asked.
 “No, not currently.”
 A third rumble began and ended, that one farther away.
 “It's too cheap,” Bennett said. His voice was steady, even if his blind footsteps weren't. “Not saying they'd succeed, but they're not even trying. We're being herded.”
 “An ambush?” Sandy half-froze before a Lydia dragged her forward.
 A fourth rumble was so distant it really did sound like thunder.
 “Devin, not being weak, but can we take five minutes to collect ourselves?”
 There was a pause.
 “Yes. Multiple advantages, including rhythm.”
 The dimmest circle of light filled the forest floor. Lydia could barely detect it, like a moonbeam. She doubted a cruise missile could lock onto something that subtle. Out of thin air, a trickle of water fountained to the ground, like an elementary school drinking station. Sandy didn't hesitate, pursing her lips to the stream. Cassie was quick to follow, and whispered gratitude. It was like they were being roasted in the cool humidity.
 “Anyone have a knife?” Lydia said, exhausted.
 Bennett dipped a hand inside his suit coat before taking it off. He handed Lydia a pen. A click-click pen. She twisted the pen at the middle and in a split moment a baby-fucking-light-saber erupted out of it, the tip of it crackling in the moist air. The boy pointed up with a finger, a tap-tap motion. 
 She huffed a breath and hit the clicker. The light faded and a razor knife remained.
 The energized version seemed like it could shiv a marine in powered armor.
 Lydia wanted her clothes, but she didn't want the skirt. Sorry, fair city of Victoria, this was life and death out here. She dissected the outer layer and the fluff beneath before hacking off the slip at her lower thigh. The climate was far too alien to complain about the sudden chill. The relief that she wasn't roasting anymore was what bubbled to the top.
 Cassie's dress was less elaborate, but she chopped hers up with equal abandon.
 No, they weren’t in survivalist-cavegirl-mode, but at least they could fucking move. Bennett accepted his knife, and offered Sandy his jacket. She accepted and kissed his cheek. All present horrors aside, their affection seemed genuine—her sister could do worse.
 The discarded fabric was swallowed up into nothingness, whisked away, and the light went dark. “At pace, forty-nine minutes. Clemence believes they are settling close overhead. She has relayed the situation to The Faye. They have prepared for launch.”
 “But if we're not safe on Maui, what good is that going to do?” Lydia whispered, leading the short-step march. “They'll just pop us on launch.”
 “We suggest an FTLS dive, Madams.”
 “From ground?” Sandy almost shouted. She whispered apologies.
 Well, sure, why not. They could crush the entire island.

Awesome plan.
 But they did make better time. The mobility helped. The humidity wasn't so chilling with the brisk pace.
 Twenty minutes in, out of nowhere, Cassie said, “Can we retaliate?”
 “Yes, Madam. Clemence has detected the signature.”
 Lydia felt her wife shrug.
 “I was just checking. I'd prefer no combat over Maui.”
 “Baa-baa, little sheep,” Bennett said. “Your word against theirs. There was no attack, and now you'll run away to goddamn Proxima while they play patty-cake with our borders. We're like fucking cattle in the slaughterhouse maze.”
 And they walked on.
 And that got to Lydia. 
 And that speech really got to Lydia.
 She stopped dead in place, maybe ten minutes out from the spaceport. “Light. I want to see everyone's face.”
 And there was light.
 This was about as sober as she got. She looked to her wife, asking with her eyes.
 “Bonita, we should only do this for proof, not blood.” Cassie's eyes turned skyward. “It's acceptable to be Bennett's cattle and sort it out in safety. I would choose your safety, my love. Death is never fun, and often permanent.”
 “Gotta unravel the goddamn thing first.” Lydia nodded. “No one's explained honey to me yet.”
 The blond shook his head, “Damn you to hell, Stamos. I know exactly what's going to happen, and you insist on making this as painful as possible.”
 “That's what she does,” Sandy said with a mild smirk. “And no one knows what she'll do, Ben. That's the risk these jerks are taking.”
 Lydia smiled at Cassie and reached for her hand. Her wife squeezed it before leaning in for another honeymoon kiss. My god, yes. Hating to break it off, she did. The hooded-eyed smile into Cassie's gaze was a true moment of security and clarity.
 “We're going to The Faye.” An easy breath out. “Devin, Clemence, hit the thing, hard. No one snubs my wife in her own home and fires four cruise missiles at her. Are you kidding me? Down the fucker. That's my reply.”
 Bennett betrayed a small laugh, his eyebrows rose up. Devin reasserted himself, his energy wave tossing all manner of dirt and leaves. Coconuts went flying. He went from invisible, to that stately military guy, to a shimmering body of gold light. Lydia felt a vibration under her bare feet, a thrum.
 It was nearly slow motion when that vaguely humanoid form extended into a beam of light, stretching his body, but almost compressing distance. It was like watching reality become a rubber-band. It was like magic. Everything snapped together as the beam slammed into a solid wall about a half mile away, hovering in the air.
 Suddenly visible, it didn't look like The Mission or any starship Lydia had ever seen. It was indeed a mobile fortress, but diamond-shaped, round on top, narrowing to a point at the bottom. The shape didn't match the material, all gray steel and plastic. It was the size of a massive sports stadium.
 Lydia knew its name.
 “Eirini,” Cassie whispered, jaw agape before her eyes narrowed. “Sink, you bitch.”
 A second ray of golden light flared and zipped through the diamond in an instant, reappearing on the opposite side. The light blinked out. In a different location another ray shot through, no explosions, no shattering of steel. Another stream of light appeared, there were two now. In moments, with momentum, the pair got faster and faster, passing through the fortress like a hornet's nest of lasers. Not a hole was visible.
 A deep, audible, bass rumbled through the forest and Lydia. She felt it in her stomach as the Eirini rotated and tilted towards the ocean. It looked like it tried to steer towards landfall, but another dozen arrow strikes sent it sideways. They could all see a portal slide open, aimed at the island.
 “Nuclear, Madams.” Clemence's voice.
 Cassie locked eyes with Lydia. 
 The queen nodded.
 “Do as you wish,” Cassie said. “We trust you.”
 There was only the briefest moment of vision as the missile exited the fortress. The entire structure collapsed in upon itself in a micro-second, not so much vanishing as folding. That's what an FTLS dive looked like, but with zero land effect—a terrestrial dive could shatter a moon—that's how Pluto lost Charon.
 Two points of yellow light still hovered in the night sky.
 “Threat erased,” Clemence stated, resolute.
 “Rigel accepts their bloodlust." Devin's voice. "It will not be returning to attack our family.”
 Ok. That was worth more than half-a-billion. Nice wedding gift, Lillian.
 “Thank you,” Lydia said, monotone, stunned. “I think I love you.”
 “Thank you, Mother.” Clemence sounded cheerful, a first. “I love you too.”
 This was a very different relationship than she expected.
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 This was much easier.
 Both Mark-Eights had vanished again, but reunited. Now the quartet of humans were being carried in haste by both bots. The ten-minute march was more like a two-minute timeskip.
 Maui's private spaceport was night-black, and it wasn't even close to midnight. Released, Lydia sprinted towards The Faye. A wedding gift, she'd seen the ship, but since this was their honeymoon, they hadn't actually boarded her. 
 By 'trans-orbital luxury liner,' no one was implying she was an oceanic cruiser that could host two-thousand souls. The Faye's safe occupancy, including staff and crew, was forty-three souls. Lydia had read those specs. She looked nothing like the cylinder-with-nose-cone Anti-Grav shuttles Lydia normally scooted around in.
 The Faye was a beauty.
 At port, she hovered without mooring, a flat vessel, bulging at the center, with the dramatic gull-wings popular with ships that ascended and descended atmospheres as thick as old-Venus, or could even glide into the gas-giants. The Faye was too big to shuttle-dock with smaller stations, the length and breadth of a military destroyer; she had her own gangplanks and docking module.
 Painted as British Columbia's would-be flagship, she was red-white-and-blue.
 She could fly from city to city. She could hit space in minutes. She could FTLS dive. She could sustain maximum occupancy for close to eternity.
 The Faye could ride the cosmos as long as they lived. If programmed to do so, she could explore eternity without them. The Faye had a soul.
 Such was the hype, anyway.
 Straight up the gangplank, Lydia collided with the woman at the end. The hug was firm, but didn't linger. “Ali, get us the fuck out of here.”
 Cassie was a breathless second-place, and Sandy had been dragging Bennett along by the hand. Yeah, Lydia would win that race every time.
 Alicia Humphries nodded in earnest, pistol drawn, checking the exit. Her eyes focused on a distance. “Educate them on the virtue of retreat. They'll do far more good at our side, Lydia.” The pair was still invisible.
 “Cassie,” Lydia whispered, “daddy-voice, we don't have time.”
 “We trust you both, but you must trust Faye! All aboard, children.”
 Alicia jumped back from the exit. Lydia pulled Cassie back in kind. The orange-haired Lunarian smacked the button, setting the gangplank and door into a rapid mechanical collapse. She didn't wait, hitting a second button. “Launch, then pop the damn boost. We have incoming.”
 “Affirmative,” Leo said over the intercom. Was this going to be too much for the guy who hadn't even graduated his first year? Well, this was not how they planned their maiden voyage. Lydia had no idea how the ship was currently staffed. Bennett sprinted towards the bridge. Cassie patted her arm, skipped a step, and followed.
 It was just Lydia, Alicia, Sandy, and ghosts.
 “We should be out there,” Devin said. “It's not harassment if they kill you.”
 Two feet inside The Faye, she had two bare feet on beige carpet and a very open communal chamber. Couches and chairs surrounded hardwood tables. There was a bandstand way off to the side (a new piano!) It was a lounge. 
 “No.” And Lydia was certain the worst part was over. “Clemence, cover the bridge. Devin, you shield the engine room, or whatever. They can try to swiss-cheese the boat, but we're keeping-air, you get me?”
 Dueling energy 'fwumps' tossed nothing at all, but the bots did leave, she could feel it.
 Alicia, well, it'd only been days since they last spoke. The soldier nodded and ran to the middle of the floor. She sank like a rock, passing through as if she were the ghost.
 Lydia reached for her sister's hand, not knowing what to do. There were sensations she could feel through her soles, in her stomach, but it was like being close to popping popcorn, the energy of the most minor explosions.
 “Altitude, thirty-two hundred,” Leo said over the intercom. “I can't boost under fire.”
 “They sent Nasa,” Clemence's voice. “We can't outrun her, we'll have to dive at L2. It'll take hours.”
 “Not wasting ordnance or power,” Alicia reported. “Holding return fire.”
 Lydia spoke aloud, trusting the entire ship could hear her. “Clemence, Devin, don't you dare do something stupid during this run. We need you. No heroics. We need you alive later. Trust the humans. We're good at this.”
 Long pause. Devin spoke, “Understood, Mother. Pilot, I have adapted the FTLS logic. Ignore the gravity wells, you may dive when you are powered.”
 Lydia overheard Leo's whisper, “Is he fucking serious?”
 Clemence shouted, “Godwins to D8-H4-P1. Now!”
 The littlest bit of vibration rumbled through Lydia's bare feet.
 “Direct hit,” Alicia said. “Absorbed, but stalled. Clear for boost. I repeat, Leo, clear for boost!”
 The Faye crackled. Their damn ship fucking crackled.
 “Boosted. Powering to dive. Dive in five, four, three, two...”
 Fuck, Lydia could imagine something as stupid as diving straight into the heart of a star, but 99.999999% of space was empty, and they'd be just as likely thrust into the Z-axis as much as the Y or X. At least they should be able to orient themselves, wherever they ended up.
 “Dive complete.”
 No sensation. No magic. This was her first time, conscious. She'd been incapacitated the last time she traveled over six-trillion-miles in a moment.
 “Pursuit?” she asked aloud.
 “We are clear, Bonita,” Cassie's voice, instant comfort.
 Clear, sure. But where?
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 Lydia could sit right down on the floor, but she picked a couch instead. Navy blue, it was firm but forgiving, luxurious. The stress of the last few hours seemed to drain out of her arms and legs to her fingers and toes. She felt limp, like overcooked spaghetti.
 She didn't want to go to the bridge. If anyone wanted to talk to her, they could find her here.
 “FTLS drive, recharged.” Devin called out from nowhere. There was a single 'clap' sound as he popped into the lounge, proper and tall, though the sophisticated image didn't really match his youth. He'd probably grow into it.
 “Probability of discovery is null. Standing down,” Clemence said. Another clap. A woman. Lydia had never seen her project as a human before. Appearing as a twin-sibling to her brother, they shared the same fine features, narrow noses, blue-yellow eyes, raven-black hair tied far down their backs. She wore the same military uniform, black and red, pants and shiny shoes. Neither were smiling and they took side-by-side positions near the entrance. It'd be awkward if they were human (she almost told the images to sit down, but she didn't think they could).
 Sandy finally made her way to the couch. It hadn't taken her sister a minute to find the bar, returning with a full bottle of whiskey and a tall stack of glasses. Good girl.
 “All systems nominal,” Leo said over the intercom. “No damage. We're good, Lydia.”
 Was she the captain of this boat? She hadn't seen any staff other than Alicia.

Oh. Maybe that had been her job to appoint a staff. The moment she realized Carmelo wouldn't take The Faye back, Lydia had offered Leo and Alicia jobs aboard the vessel. They'd been screwing around on it for days now (probably literally). She hadn't meant for Leo to actually pilot the craft, just continue his internship, and study on her payroll, as friends. Alicia, well she was already trained, but the teen girl didn't seem to have a clear life-path other than a future in security. At least she was getting lots of experience.
 Lydia and Cassie's god-like pets were one thing, but Alicia was quite remarkable on her own. The Lunarian appeared from the floor, the same way she left, floating through the carpet like it was made of air. Holograms and shit. Cool.
 “If it's safe, you guys should join us,” Lydia said to the air. “The sooner the better.”
 “K. I'm going to hide us, just in case.”
 “Good.” Whatever Leo meant by that, she was sure she'd find out soon enough.
 In a few minutes the two blond boys and Cassie emerged from a corridor at the fore. In continual motion, her wife walked, sat, and wrapped Lydia in an incredibly hard hug. No tears, Lydia hugged back just as tight, twisting her face to kiss Cassie's head.
 “It feels bad, but that went very well,” the Latina said. “We must be blessed by the heavens.”
 Nope, just Lillian Anatali and Carmelo Antonia. Heaven was the body that wouldn't leave them alone for five minutes.
 “Where in heaven are we?”
 “Phact,” Leo said, looking a bit scruffier than usual—it seemed like he hadn't shaved since the wedding. He was dressed in a flight-crew zip-up jump-suit. The outfit was Gloria-green.
 “Well, I know we're 'facked,' but where are we?” She assumed that was just his Outer System accent.
 “It's a star, a bright one,” Cassie said, accepting a glass of whiskey from Sandy and passing it to Lydia. She took the next one. “We are still in our Milky Way, far away, but still local. It's relative.”
 “How far?”
 “Two-sixty, give or take.” That was Bennett, accepting his own whiskey. “Smart call, chief.” He waited until everyone had a glass before raising his. “To safe travels.”
 Everyone took that toast. The teen could only be a year younger than Leo, and he'd be older than Alicia. He seemed to fit in fine already, thank god. While Lydia trusted her sister's judge of character, love-goggles could make the world's biggest asshole seem like a dreamboat, and Lydia would know.
 “Is this all of us?” she asked, still unsure how to process being attacked by two named mobile fortresses and escaping 260 light years away from their home star, little Sol. Once again, it was late-twenties Lydia and Cassie trusting their lives to a multinational assortment of teens. Once again, those young lives were also in Lydia's hands. The trust they all shared didn't need to be spoken. No blood-oaths, not this time.
 “Yeah, this is it,” Leo said. “Weren’t you supposed to hire a crew?”
 “We were still on honeymoon.” Cassie tipped back the glass, her voice wistful. “There are no hurries in times of peace. I should have known better. This was my fault. My apologies, dear friends.” And whatever issues her wife had with Lydia-and-Leo, she wasn't projecting them. Cassie was the mature one, after all.
 “Par for the course, in my experience.” Sandy laughed. “I'd have been more surprised if it didn't end up like this. I tried to warn Ben—”
 “And I didn't believe you.” He grinned. Oh, these sheltered Americans. It was charming, really.
 “Has anyone been out here yet?” Alicia asked, obviously watching their ass, even though she did finish her glass. “There might be buoys.”
 “It's possible,” Leo said. “Thus the hiding. We're inside its gas shell.”
 “We're parked inside a fucking star?”
 “Well, just a little bit.” The pilot shrugged. “She can take it. Won't even bake the paint.”
 Mark-Eight gods and starskippers, this level of technology was way over the Lowtown girl's head, queen or not.
 “No. No one has visited The Dove Star,” Cassie told Alicia. “This careful attitude is still healthy though. It seems we've all been promoted to uncomfortable stations.”
 “It's not so bad. I've always wanted my own boat.” Leo winked, devastating charm, especially when he acted cocky. It was always self-effacing, through a smile. Maybe those conclusions were just in Lydia's head. She certainly wasn't getting any ideas, it was just hard not to notice.
 “Get through school and you can play admiral for all I care. For now, Cassie is ella capitan, comprende?” Her wife had flown co-pilot on over a hundred flights, and obviously had the administrative skills.
 He nodded with a chuckle, completely on-board. Cassie elbowed her and tossed some side-nods towards the bots. Lydia read her eyes and gave a subtle thumbs-up. Cassie stood from the couch. Lydia followed, at her side.
 Face-to-face with their guards, their 'children,' the siblings straightened up, full-attention. Both images were pushing six-feet tall or more, compared to average five-foot-six Lydia and Cassie. Their expressions betrayed a bit of fear. Lydia was again, jealous. She was the batshit-scary redhead. How were they more afraid of Cassie? That was bullshit.
 “We are a new nation. New like you.” Cassie smiled, meeting eyes. “British Columbia has not even designed new medals yet, but you both perform your duties and go beyond them. We are also an old nation. WALcos is older than a thousand years. We have many medals. You are in this service as well and helped protect many of our guests: presidents, ambassadors, men, women, and children who were just living or performing jobs. You have the gratitude of nations and innocents.”
 “Thank you, Mother,” Devin said. Clemence said it too, a bit too slow to be in unison. Lydia wondered what was going on in their emotional subroutines. Were they high-fiving each other? Waiting for criticism? Feeling guilt over the Eirini?
 “It's your destiny that nations will not know your deeds, your strength and courage. If they see it, it is only because you've decided to use your strength to protect them, or to punish them. But in their names, I offer you my words. My gratitude. For me as an individual, I also offer you my thanks.”
 Cassie, shredded dress, dirt on her legs, her arms, her hands, stood on her toes and pressed her lips against Devin's cheek. Lydia could see that he was solid, a 'real' projection. He swallowed hard, face becoming red. That was pretty good programming. Two steps to the side, she tip-toed again, the same kiss for Clemence. Damn near the same reaction.
 “Thank you, Mother.” This time it was in unison, but the tone was way softer.
 Cassie turned her back, raising her eyebrows with a brief grin. She stood beside Lydia, hands now folded in front of her. The queen wasn't about to use the same theater, no robo-smooches at the moment, thanks.
 Lydia puffed herself up, and exhaled. “I apologize for the marlin.”
 “No, Mother, don't—”
 “No, Devin. Listen to me. Being an adult means you recognize when you're wrong. If you wrong someone else, especially someone who's good to you, you apologize. I was wrong to do that to you, the both of you. I was wrong to do that to Cassie. That was all on me.” The siblings stared at her. It wasn't confusion on their faces, but they were definitely processing something. “I was just afraid, that's all. And I'm sorry you had to do that, to all those soldiers on the Eirini.”
 Clemence and Devin looked to each other. The female's eyes shifted back, “There were no casualties, Mother. Their missile likely struck the star. Rigel is three times our current distance from Sol. We assume their staff will be rescued after great effort, but a vessel of that size will be lost to their current technology.”
 “Really?” Lydia said, cautious.
 “Yes, Madam.” Devin's lips became a thin line. Back with the 'madam,' again.
 Lydia's face lit-up like Christmas. “Oh my god, thank you!” She flung her arms around Clemence, squeezing before giving Devin one of the same. Yup, the images were solid enough, swaying with her shaking. “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes...”
 And she did a dance as if she just scored the deciding goal in the Canadian Open.
 “She's wonderful. I see the resemblance.” Bennett smiled, turning to Sandy and pecking her on the lips. Future brother-in-law? Why the fuck not. This was awesome.
 “We can totally fix this!” Lydia shouted, fist in the air.
 And yes, other than Idaho, the humans were totally used to her antics. They might not understand what was running through her head, but at worst she'd get a shrug and a smile. Lydia was safe. She was home.
 Home was wherever Cassie was. Anatali station, Vancouver, Maui, 1,566,000,000,000,000 miles away, inside a star everyone could see, but no human had ever visited—it just didn't matter. Cassie was home. Her friends were her home.
 The only issue now was how to pace her next five moves, but she still didn't know what 'honey' meant, or who the four hundred dead were, or if anyone was dead at all.
 That was ok. British Columbia damn-near ran itself. Relative, she was still on her honeymoon. They might not miss her at all.
 It was all 'Phact' anyway; she may as well react to the apocalypse-inducing assassination attempt. These people had to learn not to mess with her sometime. She might be a pacifist and a coward, but not when it came to her nation or her friends.
 They were fucking with the wrong woman.
 They should know better. Lydia almost felt sorry for them.
 Maybe this was how an empire crumbled.
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 For the crew, it was time for science. Lydia had other things on her mind.
 Did she have a wingman? Absolutely. The other four humans chatted themselves to the bridge. The double-date dynamic there was pretty weird. Leo was a gearhead, all about cars and shuttles. Alicia was a musician and a soldier. Sandy, well, she didn't know her sister that well, but she didn't seem like Madame Curie or anything. Bennett, the queen had only known a few hours, but Idaho wasn't close to cutting-edge—the territory was barely first-world. They didn't even have a spaceport, much less spacecraft. Many parts didn't have electricity, Oregon and Wyoming counties, for example.
 Point being, all these youngsters were incredibly bright, and probably had a lot of intellectual curiosity, but it wasn't presumptuous for Lydia to think that none of them had a damn idea what they were doing. This was a virgin system.
 She really wasn't a techie either, so it was just cute as they chatted about scans and orbital wobbles, like a high school science fair collaboration.
 Lydia and Cassie were a different caliber of explorers.
 The Faye's layout was basic enough. The bridge was in front, the lounge in the middle, the engine core was in the back. The ship's middle 'bulge' was tri-level. All the residential cabins were above, including the obligatory observation deck, a completely transparent view of deep space. A level down was cargo, mechanics, fire control, and their docking module. Waste management probably took up half of it.
 Exploring The Faye didn't mean every nook and cranny, it meant hitting a restroom and investigating the bar. There was a mirror behind the top-shelf booze, completely standard. Just how much alcohol had they stocked?

Oh...Oh my.
 Lydia handed Cassie some paper, a shipping manifest. It folded out, six sheets, maybe ten.
 “They know my bonita so well...”
 “A third of that is wine.” Lydia jabbed a finger into it. “At least we know where one of the million credits went to.”
 “Then I guess we don't need to be shy.” Cassie grinned, investigating chilled bottles from a cooler. She handed Lydia a ten-pack of cigarillos, the Latina's favorite brand and flavor. Then the woman gasped. “Oberon. It's an Oberon.” She poked Lydia's shoulder. It was just another blue bottle, like a lot of bottles, but the expression on Cassie's face, her hushed tone, it was like she'd excavated a pharaoh or something.
 There were moments in a romance, in love, where you could really 'see' the person you were with. Some of those moments could be pretty bad. Some were transcendent. Cassie said that watching Lydia perform made her fall back in love, every time. The redhead wasn't sure how much to believe that, but she trusted the sentiment. For Lydia, she got a taste of it when Cassie spoke in public or to anyone. There was an incredible amount of pride that this woman, this goddess, believed Lydia was acceptable company, much less a life-partner. That was external, and a little self-centered.
 Watching Cassie surf for the first time, just this week, had given Lydia yet another flavor to go with the taste. That was her wife excelling at something exceptional, all on her own. Lydia was still a witness, but that pride had nothing to do with herself, much less socially.
 This moment was Cassie's innocent 'I-got-a-gift' wonderment. This was completely pure, completely raw. Lydia felt every bit as happy, even though she had no idea what an Oberon was. And, yes, she fell in love all over again. She wanted Cassie to feel like this every single day.
 “Well, you have to open it,” Lydia said, expression serious. “That's why it's here.”
 “I can?” Cassie said, studying the label. She wasn't asking Lydia's permission. The Canadian rube probably would have mixed sangria out of it in her ignorance.
 “Well, sure, it's our boat. Let's check out the skyline.”
 Her girl could waffle all she wanted. Lydia tapped a keg and poured herself a draught. Now that was nice. She chugged a bit of the pale ale and topped it off. Cassie stood now, wearing a grin. She grabbed two glasses, cradling the bottle.
 Stepping into the hyper-lift, Lydia pressed the 'T' button. There was no door, but an energy field flashed gray, then disappeared. No sensation, there they were. The queen scratched her toes against her calf. The mud flaked a bit. After settling-in, next was either a filthy couch-nap or a shower.
 “Well, this is cute.”
 “Yes. Your deed says Tengku was the designer.” Cassie stepped out, eyes scanning the small park. It was a perfect use of space, no grass, but the fifty-foot rotunda was large enough to host a modest dinner-party.
 “Didn't he die a long time ago?”
 Lydia set her glass down on stone. All the cabins were cleverly offset, a half-level lower. Via some optical illusion of interior design, it looked like they were standing under a gray dome, no exits. She could probably find the transparency button, but they were inside a fucking star, and she wasn't sure they had enough sunscreen for that, even if there was window tint.
 “Yes. But his ambition did not die with him. He designed many things that were impossible in his time. The Faye is part of that legacy, and his vision.”
 Cassie sat on a bench by a topiary-tree, a lot like a bonsai with the reaching, twisting limbs, but this one was waist-high with red, five-point, sweetgum leaves. An agriculture student, Lydia didn't recognize any of the potted plants in the rotunda. Designer-modified-life.
 She sat beside her wife. “So who's Faye? That wasn't in the dossier.”
 “A woman.” Cassie leaned over with a smile, claiming a kiss. She went to work on the bottle, gently tearing the paper covering the cork. It was like she was performing surgery, even if her tone was light. “I heard this story from Carmelo, so maybe it's just a legend, but sometimes legends are nice.”
 Lydia nodded. Yes, they were. The redhead unwrapped the pack of smokes from the fridge. Celebrations got a smoke. Now where would they find a light? Never mind, Cassie had found a wine-service and a book of matches downstairs. The matches were marked with, 'The Faye,' against a red-and-blue sunset with the silhouette of a white gull cutting it all. Cute. Nostalgic. Classy.
 “Tengku was not always an old man of renown.” Cassie twisted in the corkscrew. Lydia crossed her legs under her for story-time, still sharing the bench. She lit one cigarillo, then another. That was Cassie's smell. Lydia loved that smell: jasmine, tobacco, and her own floral perfume. The bouquet was instant magic for Lydia.

Pop!
 The cork was out, and Cassie sniffed. Her eyes rolled a little. “Que delicioso!” She instantly offered the bottle for Lydia to huff. Yeah, that smelled pretty good, like a dry red, but this was clearly enthusiast-mode. She grinned and nodded, loving her wife's anticipation. She passed one of the cigarillos. Cassie puffed on it, getting it to burn, poured two glasses, and set the bottle down.
 Apparently she was going to let the wine breathe a bit. Lydia hadn't caught the grape, much less the vintage.
 Cassie finally exhaled, for real, and scooted a little closer. Yummy.
 “So as a young man, Tengku worked in textiles, like in your Victoria. He was suited for this art, in Sibu, and learned many loves. This love of patterns, for example.” She cast a hand over the stonework, and that was a great visual accent. It was all gray, and at a glance, it was uniform. Upon inspection, it was rather busy. With a moment's focus, it was an interlocking sequence of basic animal forms: birds, bears, beetles, etc. The pattern repeated. Lydia felt damn-grateful she hadn't accidentally taken any hallucinogens or she might be gawking at it for hours.
 “But then he found another love, a French-girl working on his street.”
 “With an introduction like that, she's either a hooker or selling flowers.” Lydia puffed a little and sipped more of her ale.
 “Coin-flip? You guess.”
 “Good riddle. A young genius's first-love. I'm assuming tragedy. I'm going for the white-knight-prostitute song.”
 Cassie made a buzzer-sound and laughed. “She is French in wealthy Malaysia, and you pick the worst. This is not Australia, Bonita.”
 “Eh, I suck at this game. Waitress at the pastry story?” Might as well turn her into a cartoon.
 Cassie nodded, playing charades, signing that she was close.
 “Not a waitress...a confectionery?”
 Neck-slices, no.
 “Barista?”

Ding! Cassie pointed with one finger and touched her own nose with the other.
 “Yes, he ordered his coffee every day from this girl, and it is said she was as beautiful as if The Moon eclipsed the sun, and had another sun in front of it.”
 “Huh?”
 Cassie grimaced for words. “It's translation, no matter. Muy bonita chica, whatever. But she never speaks. Tengku begins to obsess in his romance, knowing her voice will be the most beautiful one he ever hears, even if it's frogs in a sink.”
 “Huh?” Cassie didn't usually use so many weird idioms.
 “You know what I mean! (She really didn't.) So Tengku obsesses, writing poetry and drawing patterns. His genius explodes into works of song and science, and all along she will not speak to him. He asks others, 'does she speak,' and yes! Yes, she speaks! She does not sound like frogs in a sink. Her voice, they say, is a goldfinch on the laundry line. But she will not speak to him...” Cassie was really into it, she had a hand over her mouth and everything.
 Lydia puffed her smoke and pointed. “Faye's ashamed because she's from an immigrant family, is being exploited by her parent's landlord for rent, and yet she recognizes the purity of Tengku's heart. Rather than confessing her pain and shame, she chooses not to speak, and jumps off a bridge. Her voice that he never heard haunts him until he dies.”
 Cassie side-eyed her pretty hard; her jaw went slack. “She stepped in front of a train. You know this story?”
 She suppressed a laugh, nodded, and kissed her.
 That story was as old as the prom-night secret-pregnancy trope. Faye was a legend, indeed.
 Lydia knew a lot of legends. That was fine. Having their nation's flagship named after a mythical suicidal dead-girl without a voice only made sense, after all.
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Muzzle
 
 
 They stayed upstairs for quite a while. The Oberon (Cassie said it was a merlot) was indeed delicious. Lydia sipped it with respect, but she could have downed it in a gulp. Cassie was swooning over it, chattering in bursts of Spanish, recorking it after that one glass.
 “I never thought I'd get this taste. That moon is blocked to all of us, including British Columbia.”
 “Oberon, as in the moon, Oberon?” Lydia thought it was a vineyard. “I didn't know it was settled.”
 “It's not.” Cassie stood from the bench, her face alight. “Titania's farm world, no residents. The Sol Union dislikes this. WALcos blocks them, like a turf-war.”
 “Something you'd like to change, Princess?” She smiled, wondering what Cassie would do if she had the same influence over Chile that Lydia had with BC.
 “Oh, heavens no. They would destroy us.” Her wife laughed, sipping again, just for taste. “They have enough customers as-is, we can't allow them into the Inner System market.”
 “Capitan,” that was Alicia's voice over the intercom, “we have a survey. Lydia, should we stay blacked out? We need instruction.”
 Thank god one of them was acting professional. And she looked at herself, at disheveled Cassie, and had a clear mental image of Sandy's tattered state of dress. “Maui sort of made a mess of us. Do we have time for showers? Sorry for the delay.”
 “Relative, we have eternity,” Leo replied. “Go ahead, we need to know about the blackout though. We can beacon back to Earth with a five second delay.”
 “Not yet,” Lydia said. “Capitan?”
 “Thirty minutes, Leo. Refresh yourselves as well. We will trust Faye with the rest.”
 “I agree, Captain,” said an unfamiliar female voice in Spanish, light and airy. “Please settle yourselves.”
 Lydia mouthed, 'Faye?'
 Cassie nodded, thumb-up.
 “Should we introduce ourselves?” Whispers, she was certain the ship could detect every sound-wave.
 “She knows as much as Clemence or Devin.” Normal tone, off-the-comm. “No spy, and think of this as such. We'll do a formal meeting soon, if it pleases you. She doesn't care either way, no investment in human functions. We can sleep and love and bathe in privacy. She would know better than to peep.”
 “Affirmed,” the voice again, all Spanish.
 Thank goodness for the language lessons.
 That still wasn't comforting at all.
 
* * *
 
 There was a shower in their private suite, and sex during the shared shower (Cassie whispered about wanting to be 'first' in the system), and Lydia didn't have any feeling in her legs, and she really wanted to take a nap. Just this morning, she was paddling around the west beach of Maui.
 Honeymoons were fun.
 Clothing was an issue. Lydia didn't know what to do with it.
 The cabin was made up much like a hotel or cruise-liner chamber, the ceilings weren't high, but there was opulence in the real wood, the curving windows, and the wall-cover drapes. She sat at the edge of a custom big-ass bed, a four-poster with a blue canopy. She'd never seen a bed this big, and felt a bit sketched-out. 600,000,000 credits could do a lot of good for a lot of people. Her people. Not too long ago, she felt tortured over accepting a 5,500 credit arts grant. Lydia had swallowed that down, but within a year came the 2,400,000C paycheck from singing her nation's anthem. Two years ago, she was living on 20 credits a week for food.
 Cinderella-mode had been going on for quite a while now. 
 The Faye wasn't built with Lydia's money, or her nation's taxes. A gift. Yet, this bed alone represented that life-changing arts-grant, and about a year's worth of food for some human starving in greater Canada, her own country, or the Independent American Territories. All the grandeur Lydia needed as a queen was displayed in the fancy dresses from her second city. She didn't need god-robots, a flagship, or a giant-ass bed. Those were all gifts.
 She appreciated everything and tried to put it in some perspective. 
 If the small nation of The Canadian Republic of British Columbia was to have any political independence, they had to project a certain amount of competence. They possessed the jewel of the coast, Juneau, and the city didn't join BC to be embarrassed by a pathetic ruler with more integrity than common sense.
 That was Lydia's muzzle.
 She could ask Peru for six-hundred-million in food aid, she could ask Alaska for a billion, but that was all unthinkable, politically and with the press. They weren't anywhere near that bad-off. She should just quit complaining, but these gifts were crippling in their generosity, the budget they should have offered to help people other than Lydia. Cash would have been easier to manage.
 So she sat on the bed, naked, and considered the rumpled pile of fabric on the floor. Cassie sang to herself in a towel, putting on her eyes. Lydia sipped the wine again, her glass nearly empty. There was only a year's worth of alcohol below them. The Oberon was really, really good. Notes of cinnamon? She had no idea.
 “What's the clothes situation look like?”
 “Empty, but for uniforms and scrubs. We wear jumpsuits now.”
 “Aw, pants?” A full whine from Lydia. She stifled back a childish fit. She really had to remind herself that she wasn't a princess of privilege, but she just wasn't in a pants-mood. “Can I go with the towel?”
 “No.” Cassie said, her tone very light, blinking her eyes in the mirror. “I know you will play the piano, and it would be far too indecent for my wife. Do not test me, Bonita.”
 Lydia sighed and flopped back on the massive bed. It felt like heaven, but she was hungry, and they were sort of hovering inside a sun, everyone waiting for her and Cassie to make decisions.
 “I don't like him, you know.” She stared at the canopy, really wanting to squirm up towards the pillows. “I know how it feels, but just don't, ok?”
 Cassie glanced over her shoulder, just a glance, and started on her lips. “Unless I ask, never speak of this again.” She puckered and smoothed the lip-gloss. “Get dressed.”
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Status report: Not-so-good
 
 
 Well, weren't they a crew? Lydia, Cassie, Sandy, and Bennett were all wearing uniform onesies, gray jumpsuits in various states of not-quite-fitting. Leo and Alicia had their own outfits, and those had proper cuffs and fits around the chest. Sandy's tight-fitting suit must have been male, because 'boobs, hips,' and at this rate she'd be getting preggers before Lydia or Cassie, the way Bennett was looking at her.
 Any other issue aside, Lydia found her way back to the bar, and popped open some common bottle of wine, not even checking. She poured a glass and brought it back to her wife. Cassie smiled at her, but it seemed a little hollow. At least Leo had the good sense not to sit next to Lydia—she was ready to fire him and send him back to school, but that wasn't useful at the moment.
 The mood was far too bright. It was too bright for her heartache over Cassie, their political situation, their distance from home, and their outfits. She didn't get a bite of that marlin, and she was ready for bed. Did anyone have some study-drugs? That was probably a bad idea.
 “Do we have a medical bay?” Lydia made sure to ask Alicia, not Leo.
 The girl nodded. “Good enough for my nation.” She pointed towards the aft. “Science lab, whatever, it's the same.” And that was saying a lot from a daughter of humanity's most progressive medical nation. Earth's baby-sister, The Moon, could do things no one else could, including resurrecting the recently dead.
 “Small arms?”
 “More guns than we have people,” Alicia continued. “If we had an appropriate staff, we could occupy any statehouse, even without the Eights.”
 Lydia's brow dropped down, way down. “What?”
 “We're retaliating against Canada, right?” The girl stiffened up, fidgeting.
 “Does that even sound like me? I don't know what you're thinking—”
 “You're a dead woman walking,” Leo said. “Let me put that fear in you. They're going to kill you.”
 Cassie's eyes went wide. Her cheeks puffed.
 She lashed out and slapped him. Hard.
 Then the shouting started.
 “You know her fear, you do this!”
 Alicia dragged him sideways as their pilot's hand pressed his cheek in shock. Lydia had Cassie wrapped around the waist.
 “She has to know!” Leo yelled back, trying to wrestle away from his girlfriend. “Stop babying her!”
 “Baby me?” It came out as a mumble, letting Cassie go.
 Leo's hand rubbed his face, then dropped down to a fist. “Don't touch me again, Cassie. Get it? You can't manipulate her like this.”
 “What's going on?” She looked at her wife, not with accusation, but with a brain-numb need for it to make sense. Cassie might have some issues with Leo, but she'd never hit him. Lydia set a hand on her shoulder, but Cassie shrugged her off.
 “Do not stress her!” Full shout, there. “I'll kill you!”
 Ok, this wasn't a dream, this was real enough to be crazy.
 Lydia sort of lurched out, rocking the table and spilling everything on it. “I'm fine! Please, Cassie, I'm fine! Thank you—”
 “Get out!” Cassie screamed at him, punching the table. Alicia pushed Leo towards the bridge. Bennett and Sandy stood stock-still, gawking. Clemence, still 'human,' followed the pair in their retreat.
 Cassie broke into a sob, face pressed against Lydia's shoulder.
 “I'm fine, it's ok. I'm fine.”
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Stand by
 
 
 Screw Canada, screw the universe, they couldn't function like this.
 Lydia walked with Cassie, arm around the shoulder. Back in the lift, with a word, in a moment, they were back above. Their cabin. Their fancy suite—this time the fridge and mini-bar were stocked. Lydia didn't know if it was servant-bots, or Faye herself, but someone could move bottles and beer cans around.
 “I love you.” A tense whisper. “What was that about?”
 Cassie chocked out a sob and wrapped her arms over her shoulders, around her neck. “He's a stupid boy. He doesn't love you, not like me.”
 This had little to do with jealousy. What was Lydia, a time-bomb? Like for real?
 “I love you so much, can you tell me? I can take it, I promise.”
 The Latina nodded into her shoulder and sat at the edge of the bed. Lydia sank with her. Cassie still couldn't speak, her mouth opening and closing.
 “Yeah, they tried to kill us.” Lydia tried to coax it out. “A lot. This isn't even my third time. I don't like it, but I'm not going to pass-out again or anything.”
 “You might. In private, they said you might.” Cassie whispered, so quiet, straight into her eyes. “I...I—”
 Ok, two options here: throw a chair, or sit still like an idiot. Lydia went with the middle.
 “No. No, no, no! Shouldn't I fucking know about this shit? Are you fucking kidding me?” Nope, she was standing. She didn't want to push Cassie, but she sure as shit didn't want to touch her. She swatted her wife's hand away. “Talk to me!”
 It just made Cassie cry.

Fuck.
 “I hate being left in the dark, you know this. Start talking, or—”
 “Or what?” Cassie shouted, glaring over. “You'll run to him! It's what you've always wanted. I can't stop you. Alicia can't stop him. I smell your lust whenever you're close.”

Wow.
 “Um, Cassie,” Lydia was trying not to react to that face-slap, “this is not real, and I have no idea how this started.” She wiggled her hands around. “I don't want Leo. I'm never going to be with Leo. I belong to you because that's all I want. We're going sideways. What the fuck is this about?”
 “They say that your stress and fear is why you slept.” By that, she was referring to the unexplained three-month coma Lydia had fallen into earlier this year, the same mind-fuck weekend that Cassie had died and British Columbia claimed its independence.
 “So what?”
 “It starts again! I can feel it!”
 Lydia stood, but not before patting her wife on the thigh. She took a very deep breath. “If I'm that damaged, if you think I'll just pass out or run away to Leo, why did you marry me?”
 She investigated the mini-fridge, snagging two beer cans. She cracked one open, then the other. Lydia handed one to Cassie, who set it right on the floor.
 The redhead didn't have many moments as the 'oldest,' the 'adult.' She certainly never wielded it, or her queenship, or much authority at all. She wasn't punishing her wife's pain and concern, they just really needed to get a few things straight.
 “I'm stronger than you think I am.”
 Cassie's eyes went to her lap. “I know this.”
 “I let you see those parts because you understand.”
 Her wife nodded to the floor. She said, “And I feel these fears because I love you. All these fears.”
 Lydia couldn't even pretend—she lunged forward and wrapped Cassie in another embrace. Her wife hugged back so hard, blubbering, melting down far more than Lydia.
 “I wish we'd never met him, Cassie. I'm sorry. We'll move him, ok?”
 “This is my weakness. Never your fault, or his. I'm so sorry.”
 Jesus. Yeah, it'd be swell to force the issue and just have everyone get over it, but reality didn't work like that. They really needed a different pilot.
 The slap didn't help.
 And now she understood what Leo meant by manipulation and babying her. That wasn't the problem at all.
 “Cassie.”
 The soft tone seemed to bring her out of it.
 “We can talk plain about it. It's ok. I spent a year picking words to protect you, not really talking to you when you needed it. I was afraid of hurting you, of causing another attack. Afraid of losing you.”
 “Yes! This is how this feels.” Her face snapped up, red-eyed. Even when she was puffy, she looked beautiful. That was completely unfair, and Lydia felt guilty for appreciating it.
 “Whatever 'my condition' is, it's not like that. It's different. And Leo is a jerk. He's not giving me much credit either.”
 It still wasn't cool to strike a friend in the face, but after a failed-nuclear-strike and a 260-light-year escape, they were on a different level of accessible outrage. And Cassie did think Leo was triggering her wife into another untimely coma-death. He had to understand that on some level.
 “Why would he say they're coming to kill me? That was pretty heavy.”
 That was the slap.
 “We don't know when it's safe to return,” Cassie said, hushed. She was always this emotive, even in private. Now she lifted the beer and sipped. She looked around for her smokes. Lydia kissed her cheek and retrieved them (she wanted a few puffs too). “If we talk to home they can locate us by tracing the signal. We must give Mother time to rally.”
 “Yeah, but why? Why attack me, why now?
 “You are smart enough to know.” The expression on Cassie's face wasn't condescension or judgment. “Arguing against it doesn't help. You are a virus, a courage to people even if you share different goals.”
 “But they can't assassinate me on sovereign soil with cruise missiles!”
 “And they didn't.”
 The pause hung there for a long while.
 Lydia wasn't sure if she was five moves ahead, or ten moves behind.
 “Maybe they try to stress you, forcing you into mistakes, or another slumber.”
 “They didn't care where we went,” Lydia concluded. “They just wanted us 'unsecured.'”
 “It seems like a means to many ends, many ways to die. They're likely looking for us as we speak, but we are lost to them.”
 “Why don't we just send a burst-packet back to Earth? You know, tell the whole story, then dive to a different star.”
 “We don't know if Mother is alive to receive it. Or maybe that would actually incite the first bloodshed. We are trusting there is no global thermonuclear war. But we don't even know that much until we contact home.”
 “They're not going that far.”
 “Perhaps, but they have other ways to harm us if we act in haste. Trust Mother, and Lillian, and Carmelo for these moments. We should allow relative days to pass and return in secret. We are too tired to even think.”
 No lie there.
 Thank god for Cassie. Lydia was pretty good at domestic policy, but these interplanetary chess games were always too nuanced for the queen to sort out alone.
 Lydia tensed up. “I should talk to Leo.”
 Cassie shook her head. “No. I will do it.”
 
* * *
 
 Alicia walked him out of the corridor. There was a light push and an eyeroll in there. Lydia did feel sorry for him. This wasn't the first time someone got the wrong idea and popped him in the chest with a beer bottle.
 Cassie stood straight and firm in the main lounge. Arms to her side, she bowed at the waist, and straightened up. “A wise woman said when it is appropriate to apologize. This is that time for me. It's wrong to strike a good friend that risks so much for friends.”
 Lydia could see him swallow and settle in, not smug at all.
 “You were our Best Man, behind me, at our wedding.” If Cassie knew how to string together curse-words for emphasis, they would be in there. “I apologize, but do not use such language in front of her.” She reached a blind hand behind, and found Lydia's. “Look at my queen. She is not weak. Not a flower that fears anything, and she is also not stupid needing her threats shoved in her face. Do not tell her she is going to die, because she will not die, and I live to make that a reality.
 “I apologize because I should have used these words, not my hand. I am deeply sorry for that. I would touch you as a friend, not in anger.”
 Leo's pale cheeks had flushed a bit rosy, and he puffed out a breath.
 “No guilt-trip, Cassie.” He pulled up the sleeve on his flight-suit revealing a pretty distinctive scar on his forearm. Lydia had one, but hers was lower, halfway towards the wrist. “This wasn't for Lyds. This was for you.”
 Even after her speech, her apology, that seemed to disarm her with a flinch. Lydia didn't know what he was getting at either. His girlfriend, Alicia, watched with a raised eyebrow.
 “We can disagree, Capitan, but don't hurt me like that—my face is fine.” He then turned to the redhead. “I'm really sorry. I feel like shit. We should never be like this, especially now. I get scared too, you know.”
 That wasn't Shakespeare, but it was Leo. On instinct, both women nodded at Alicia before hugging their Best Man.
 Lydia really hoped the jealousy-train didn't run both ways.
 She's be naive to think it didn't—no, this wasn't awkward at all.
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The Dove Star
 
 
 To snap the moment before it got any more uncomfortable, Lydia said, “Ella Capitan? Orders?”
 Cassie's wrinkled her lips. “If there are no objections, we take a status report, then everyone get full rest. Including you two, Alicia and Leo. It's very late. We're faced with busy times and many threats. We must be rested.”
 Leo nodded. “Faye doesn't need me to monitor this, so we're fine right here. If there's a stellar event, she can just move us around.”
 “Good.” Lydia sat back down with a fresh drink. Everyone joined her on the long quarter-circle lounge couches surrounding a centerpiece table. Clemence and Devin had been watching quietly. They were probably learning a lot, not just about humans-in-conflict, but their 'team's' personalities as well. “So what'd the survey bring up?”
 Just who was the science officer on this boat? The pilot, the soldier, the militant, the diplomat, the musician, or the nurse? Lydia wished Lillian was here. She'd know everything. Her genius friend wasn't so much a crutch, she was just a wonderful human being that Lydia missed and appreciated very much.
 Leo picked it up. “It's indeed a virgin system, no buoys or traces of visits. Phact is a big blue one, seven-times round as Sol, a thousand times brighter. She's a cooker.”
 Alicia's lips were set in a razor-thin line. It didn't look like she was paying attention. She just stared at her full wine glass, seemingly lost in thought.
 “There's planets!” Bennett said, eyes wide. Sandy smiled at the outburst. “Eight major ones, lots of moons, dwarf bodies too!” Lydia smiled too. His excitement was cute as hell. There needed to be more rabbits in space. Maybe he'd return home and help modernize big ol' Idaho. He certainly seemed invested.
 “Did you detect life?” Cassie asked.
 “Not from here, but I wouldn't doubt it,” Leo said. “Only two of them are in the bake-zone.”
 Cassie raised an eyebrow and looked at Lydia. Her expression broke into a smile. “My crew knows what this means, correct?”
 “Yeah, yeah.” Lydia crossed her arms and pouted. They didn't have time for this shit. “The Mindanao Treaty.”
 Sandy shook her head; they'd lost her.
 Queen Lydia waved a blase hand. “Big international treaty. Almost everyone's signed on, including Io, Procyon, the ULC, and recently, British Columbia.” Those were all independent states with no real need to sign-on, but the spirit behind it was something everyone could get behind. “Humanity is just starting to move around now, right? So everything from plant-the-flag disputes to protecting us all from exo-life pathogens really needed a baseline law.”
 “So it's like, don't interfere, and shit?” Her sister was pretty sharp, but probably never went to school, not even as a kid. Lydia wasn't sure she was even literate.
 “More the opposite, actually.” Cassie sipped her wine, positively perky about it. “There is an incentive to engage, responsibly. In order to plant buoys, to claim these lands, there is a standing mandate to collect and catalog the life you find. And you may patent it, so it works in the pioneer's favor if the chemistry is useful. All incentive to explore. A very good treaty.”
 “It's a pain in the ass,” Lydia said. She didn't have the pioneer spirit, not now, anyway. She was a singer, not a medical-science chick like Cassie. Exo-life didn't interest her at all. “How many species are in the catalog now?”
 Sandy listened, enrapt.
 “Not many yet,” Cassie's eyes searched her memory, “only a hundred thousand or so.”
 So plentiful as to be boring. It was never intelligent, rarely visible, and often inorganic. One of the early discoveries did revolutionize nano-technology, so maybe wasting a day and doing a land-grab would be worth it. Then, trusting their allies to set things up, they could sneak back into the Sol System and fix whatever the hell was happening on the North Coast.
 “I'm ok with it, as long as we keep our eye on the ball.”
 “Good choice, Bonita. This may be very good for our young nation. Not even RuCon has an exo-planet yet. The CCC, very much not.”
 Getting one-up on the friendly powerhouse Korean Peninsula would be a big ego-boost for British Columbia. Displaying that they were more ambitious than greater Canada would be fucking huge. Can't vote out The Red Queen for at least a decade after that.
 “Yeah, you totally talked me into it. Shit, maybe we'll find the cure for syphilis or something.”
 “Doubtful, but it's good to hear your head thinking this way.” Cassie kissed her cheek. “This is not trivial. It can make lives easier, humanity better, with luck.”
 No, she wouldn't be getting her hopes up, but politically, she really wanted to plant a flag, even if it took a gifted ship with stunning FTLS range to do it. Without using The Faye, British Columbia probably wouldn't be returning to the system for decades; they could barely dive to Proxima on their own. However, they could always hire the Gloria Colonies to help...it was a lot to think about.
 But everyone would be able to see the beacon, confirmed.
 The crew disbanded with a couple hugs, except for Alicia. Her expression had hardened even more, and Lydia could tell Leo was getting nervous. Oh, to be a fly on that wall tonight.
 Tomorrow promised different levels of weird. No one had to tell her it would be one of those kind of weeks. She was all too aware.
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Sisters
 
 
 Lydia laid in the four-poster-super-sized-bed-with-a-canopy completely unable to relax. Seriously, screw this bed. She tried it. It had twelve-thousand thread-count sheets or whatever, and she didn't like it. Cassie curled beside her, snoring softly, a sleeping angel. She couldn't imagine ever loving any one or any thing more than this woman. The thing with Leo might have baggage, but Lydia had a lot of baggage. It was no big deal to her.
 The Latina always slept like a rock. Lydia could jump on the bed and not wake her. She climbed out easy, and went with a set of nurse scrubs Cassie had recovered from the med-lab. The flight-suit was way too heavy. Empty beer glass, she left a note, 'lounge run' just in case her wife woke and stomped over to Leo's for a good old fashioned fist fight.
 Two steps into the masterpiece observation room, she heard the muffled voices. Lydia had no doubt these walls and doors were thick. That was Alicia at a full shout. Leo fired right back. Well, that sucked: the human lie-detector versus the man who seemed unable to lie. Nothing Lydia could do about it. They were good kids. They'd work it out...or they wouldn't. None of her business, but she still felt guilty.
 A deep sigh, she hit the lift and entered the lounge. She was thinking about the piano, but she wasn't going to name it or christen it yet. She hadn't decided on a gender yet. The concert-grand piano had a night-blue finish, fucking gorgeous, the most beautiful instrument Lydia had ever seen. Her eyes locked in. Ok, this was a compulsion. The piano was totally a boy, but not a grown-man. He seemed in a transition, his late teens or early twenties. Lydia side-eyed him, hitting the bar for a refill.
 He was playful, but sensitive, easily wounded. You had to be nice to him, no cursing, not like with her mom's old piano, Marvin. He was attractive, but he didn't know it, a virgin. He was modest and beautiful in the same moment. You'd have to work at it, to coax the tone out of him. It wouldn't be easy.
 He wasn't a Paul, or a Carl. Not a Jason, or Michael. He wasn't an Amir, or Kim.
 Lydia stepped up on the bandstand and touched the fallboard. It felt like ice. Her eyes glazed over, and she was very glad she was alone. “It's nice to meet you, Roslan,” a whisper. The unfamiliar name sent a chill up her spine.
 She slowly flipped the fallboard up. Eighty-eight keys of ivory and ebony. That looked virginal as well. They caught the light, glowing.
 Exhaling, she set her beer on the floor and sat on the bench. What would Roslan's first song be? Lydia didn't want to offend him. She wanted this relationship to be a good one. Something slow. Something pretty. Nothing as aggressive as Liszt, nothing as precocious as Schubert, and she loved Bach to death, but this wasn't that moment. No ragtime, no jazz, no straight lounge, and certainly no drinking anthems, not yet anyway.
 Lydia smirked and set her hands. Light, she began Chopin, Nocturne 20, a very measured and delicate piece with a whole lot of soul. The Polish composer was also a nod to their guest and visitor from Idaho.
 Roslan seemed to like it. His tone, the first time she heard it, was a little shy, but it might take a while to break him in. His purity and resonance was astounding. “It's ok, kiddo, I'll take care of you.” Lydia ran through the whole song on memory, and that might have been the best she ever played it.
 Her hands fell to her lap. She smiled and nodded, dropping a hand down for her glass.
 “When people say you're crazy, I defend you, you know.”
 “This looks crazy?” Lydia sipped her beer, set it down, and began another song. Now it was time for Mozart. “Soldiers talk to their guns, talk to God, all the time.”
 Sandy was behind the bar, mixing a whiskey-cola. She found a pack of cigarettes and another book of matches too. “No. You don't look crazy. You're just on a different level, like Mom. You play just like her.”
 Lydia's rhythm broke at the mention of the woman, but she picked it back up, sorry Roslan.
 “Couldn't sleep?”
 “Nah, I'm jet-lagged like crazy. I think it's afternoon for me.” Sandy walked towards the bandstand, bra and panties, but functional ones, no lingerie.
 “Did you wear him out?” Lydia asked the sister-question, the crude one.
 “Not yet.” She laughed. “How's Cassie doing?”
 “She's good. We're good.”
 “I'm glad. That was pretty hard to watch, earlier.”
 “Yeah...” Lydia played on, the tone taking on a dash of melancholy, but that was all in her fingers. Hot-damn, this was a nice piano. Eighty-thousand credits? Two hundred thousand? Four hundred?
 “Did you do it or not?” Sandy found a chair to sit on, most of her body obscured by the piano. When she lit a smoke, Lydia broke the song and waved it over. She got an ashtray too.
 A deep drag later, “Did I do what? That's sort of a loaded question. You'll have to be specific.”
 “Did you and that Leo guy, ever like, fuck, you know?”
 Lydia rubbed her eye. “No—”
 “Because it would explain a lot if you did. They're screaming at each other up there.”
 “No, we didn't.”
 “I like Alicia a lot,” Sandy said, abrupt. Was that a subject change, or leading a question?
 “I like her a hell of a lot. She's saved my life, our lives more than once. I'd pick a fight for her in an instant.”
 “That's good.” Her sister sipped her drink. “So what's the problem? Cassie and Alicia think you two need to fuck to get it out of your systems?”
 Jesus, the teen had spent too much time in militia camps. “Yeah, but I'd word it different. Me, Cassie, and Leo all met each other the same day. I kissed him once or twice. Cassie saw that. I was like, her total first, so she doesn't understand the weird-failed-hookup. She has no experience with it.”
 “Ali's probably in the same boat. That's tough.” Sandy lingered near the piano bench. Lydia didn't think she knew how to play. Sandy had a great singing voice, like her and their mother, but she sat the opposite direction, arm to arm. That was cool—Lydia didn't like the distance either.
 “Cassie and I can deal with our issues. But Alicia, well, she's just going to have to figure it out.”
 “You're forgetting someone.” Sandy ashed her cigarette and took another sip.
 That was the worst thing to say. “You trying to start shit or something?” This had devolved completely into bar-voice. Lydia, despite the politics, her state-representative-social-circle, fancy school, and public performances, was indeed a barfly, and a Lowtown lowlife. “You're starting to piss me off.”
 “I'm trying to sort shit, not start it. If you haven't noticed, we're all fucked if your sexual tension bullshit blows up our grand crew of six. Don't be stupid.”
 Goddamn it, she wasn't even wrong, not about the situation, and not about Leo. Lydia's default-mode was ignoring the issue, and him, and hoping it went away. That was working out fucking great.
 “I think he'd be happy with three girlfriends, like a damn harem: Alicia, Cassie, and me, probably you too if you'd let him. Lillian too, she's head-over-heels for him. What's that, five?”
 Sandy turned and gawked at her. “Smart as you are, you say the stupidest shit, Lyds.”
 “Ok, I didn't mean you—”
 “He fucking stares at you, dumbass. All. The. Time. I'm not even paying attention and I can see that. Sure as shit Alicia and Cassie can. And I get him, ok. He'll never try anything or do anything, but he's batshit-swooning over you, and probably has been as long as you've known him. Do you even know how hot you are when you're performing, or like, the queen of a nation? Are you fucking blind?”
 “But we're not like that.”
 Sandy's expression collapsed into are-you-serious-face. “Ok. So you friend-zone him for Cassie—which I'd fucking do, and I'm straight as a gunshot—but you seriously believe that's it? Did you even talk to him about it, after the kisses, after you chose?”
 No. No, she never did, not once.
 “Well I can't talk to him now! It's been too long. I'm married. He's always with Ali. It's too weird. There's nothing I can even say.”
 Sandy did a head-explode with her hands. “This isn't fucking about you! Jesus fucking Christ, Lydia, how do you even walk down the goddamn street without five robots, a lawyer, and your own fucking harem to hold your hand. Take some fucking responsibility and listen to him. He's the one that needs closure!”
 Well, shit, if they thought Leo used a trigger-word, courting a stress-coma, that little rant was risking a brain-melt.
 Sandy apparently had enough. She snapped to her feet and walked away, pulling some panty down from her crack, cursing. She downed her glass. No, she didn't go upstairs, she hit the bar and snatched a random bottle of wine. Hopefully that wasn't a legendary Oberon or anything.
 It was a shout across the room, “The fuck, Lydia? Stand on your feet and sort this out right now! Go!”
 The queen flinched at her little sister and panicked, looking for her drink. In an awkward moment, Lydia visited the tap first to refill her glass. Sandy just leaned back, smoldering.
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The confessional
 
 
 She could still hear the fight raging on inside the room. How did they have that much to argue about? They seemed so good together. Lydia took a drink and pressed the button. She said, “We need to talk.”
 The voices cut out. She couldn't hear them whisper, but she imagined it.
 The door swished open. It was Alicia. Her eyes were bloodshot red. Her face was wet. “This is none of your business.”
 “Apparently, we're the only ones who believe that. Come on. Let him simmer down.” And for all the cowering just a minute ago, she grabbed Alicia's fingers, firm but gentle. The girl followed. The door closed behind her. And screw the observation deck, Lydia picked a random cabin, away from everyone. It was smaller than the presidential suite, and she instantly liked it better, way more cozy.
 Alicia wiped at her face, but that didn't help. She was still crying. Lydia opened her arms, an apology on her face, but the girl probably didn't want to hear it. Still, Alicia threw herself forward, hard, and broke down:
 “I hate you so much. I hate you, right now. I hate you.”

Man...
 Lydia struggled for a full breath, smoothing the girl's hair, not even making a sound.
 It did take a minute for the shuddering to stop, and the sobs a full minute later. Alicia was the strongest out of them all, never emotionless, but she was the one with the fortitude and composure, even compared to heads of state and serial killers. She was solid. Their relationship had been complicated from the start, but it was always honest. Alicia knew what sincerity was on a deeper level than anyone Lydia had ever met.
 Alicia pushed off, stern, but not rough. She got some distance with her back turned. “Stop being nice to me.”
 Leo had been the Best Man at their wedding just one week ago. Alicia had been in the Queen of British Columbia's bridal party, second only to Lillian Anatali, third heir to humanity's most powerful nation. There was a logic-disconnect in the girl's head, and Lydia would have to find some way around it.
 Mumbling 'I don't like Leo, blah, blah, blah,' didn't seem to be working for anyone, not even to a passive observer like Sandy.
 “You realize I have zero interest in your boyfriend, Ali.” And holy shit, the same damn line came out of her mouth. That was pretty much all she had.
 “Like that matters!” she shouted, eyes snapping wide open. “He loves you. How am I supposed to compete with a queen! I don't have a chance against you!”
 “I'm not really a queen.” Ok, she should have went to bed. She saw Alicia tense up, her forearms straining down to clenched fists. Lydia knew she could have been slapped. The athletic Lunarian probably hit a lot harder than Cassie hit Leo.

C'mon Lyds, circle back. She's begging you.

But she's a lie-detector.
 Lydia didn't even have anything to confess. None of these people understood individual plurality, but the redhead did. Yes, she accepted a very long time ago that Leo was a sexy boy she'd like to have sexy sex with.
 But... 
 Cassie was the fucking universe to her.
 Lydia might like an ice cream cone too. It was no temptation at all, not really. What was the big deal with these people? She completely knew no one got it. Maybe Sandy did. Her wife didn't. She would never even touch the boy, but this puritanical mindset was making Lydia feel like an adulterer on her honeymoon, when all she had were passing inconvenient thoughts, easily dismissed. He didn't arouse her, not the way he made Lillian feel. She easily thought Leo had come to the same conclusion about their relationship, whether he navel-gazed it or not. That was half the reason she'd never pressed the issue.
 She was really starting to resent this whole fiasco. She was getting strong-armed into confessing crimes she never even considered.
 Fuck it.
 Lydia swallowed and pointed at her own face.
 Alicia's brow furrowed. She stepped forward and glared, eye-to-eye, locked-in. Lydia didn't feel a soul-reading or any metaphysical crap like that. She wasn’t trying to direct her thoughts, or hide things—she had no idea how this kooky religion from Hyperion worked. 
 She hoped Alicia was seeing what she wanted to see, and Lydia hoped that would be good enough.
 It was enough for a brief flutter of recognition, followed by fear. Shit. The girl dropped her eyes, hair hanging in her face. Great, now Alicia was going to start calling her inhuman and going on about Lydia's 'nature' again.
 No, the girl just resumed her crying. When the redhead stepped forward to comfort her, she pushed away. Her voice pleaded, “Go to him. Please. Break his heart, so I can heal him. Please?”
 The words of a teenager in love. Lydia really wanted to lecture the girl about not selling herself short. She had a lot of experience with that. This was desperation. Lydia also knew that lectures wouldn't work. 
 And they called Lydia the crazy one. Her friends were all bonkers.
 “Sandy's downstairs, drinking all the wine,” Lydia said, soft. “You should get some. The piano's name is Roslan. I'm sure he'd be pleased to meet you. Play it out.”
 “Stop being nice to me.” Alicia wiped at her face again, blinking hard and trying to settle her breath. Her hair was still in her face as she exited the cabin. “I hate you so much right now.”
 Well, Jesus, this trip was all sunshine and kittens.
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Leo
 
 
 Lydia walked into the couple's cabin without knocking. She hit the mini-fridge. Leo sat at the edge of the queen-sized bed, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. There were two cans off to the side, dead soldiers. He held a third. Half of his flight-crew jumpsuit was off his torso, spilling around behind him. The queen grabbed three beers. Two for her, and a runner-up for his next one.
 Not a word from either of them, she paused the briefest moment, considering him, then sat right beside him. She cracked open her can and took a deep drink. Leo liked shitty beers. This was terrible, but it was booze.
 The vibe in the room still lingered. It was like she could feel the energy of the fight, her friend's tears, Leo's frustration. Lydia certainly felt like she was intruding, but that was sort of the idea.
 The vibe between them was undoubtable. It must have been a cruel joke by God, or chemistry, but she could feel the connection as if it was visual, fingers and strings tickling up her arms. She was rather surprised that a blue spark didn't jump between them the moment she sat down.
 They sat like that, quiet, for what felt like twenty minutes, but it was more like three.
 Staring straight ahead at the wall, Lydia said, “I'm not going to kiss you.”
 Leo turned and looked at her as if she just declared, 'I am the penguin king' or something. Crazy and stupid. Ok, they really were on the same page. He shook his head and took another drink, still staring forward.
 “Everyone thinks you're in love with me.” She hated those words coming out of her mouth, the way they made her sound.
 “I know.”
 “But you're not.”
 “No. Not like that, anyway.”
 Lydia finally exhaled. She felt like she'd been holding her breath since she entered the room. Her shoulders deflated, and she mimicked his pose, elbows on the knees.
 “She's scared. Do you know if you're her first love, or something?”
 “Yeah,” Leo tensed up, “this is my fault.”
 She waited, but he didn't elaborate. “How's that? I bet I'd understand. I've been through a lot of...stuff.”
 “I. I, um...” A human probably couldn't look any more uncomfortable, like he was suddenly sitting on nails. His light complexion flushed easy, but this was a deep red blush. “I said your name.”
 Lydia's face contorted in confusion until, “Oh!” and then she blushed as well, double deep. In a hush, “Oh. That's bad. When?”
 “The night of the wedding.” A long pause, motionless. “I mean, the whole day was about you and Cassie. Your name over and over, all the focus. I was tired, but we were in the mood. You both have an 'L,' and the '-ia' sound too. Your name just kind of slipped out during...” He finished his beer and opened the next. “She ignored it, but she's been different this week. Then she brought it up now.”
 Lydia nodded. “That happens to everyone, at least once. Sometimes, I'm surprised I can remember my own name.”
 “Yeah, I know that, but she doesn't. Would Cassie?”
 “Oh, hell no. She'd make this fight look like Valentine's.” Lydia shuddered, imagining a giant crater where Vancouver used to be. “I'm just older; I have a good filter now. But if Cassie said your name, I'd keep it back, just like Ali did. I'd be pretty hurt, confused. It's not ammunition, it's just trying to understand it, or forgive it. But it sure as shit would come out during the next big fight. People are pretty bad about hiding pain.”
 He just sighed, his face betraying his own pain.
 “You're really in love with her,” Lydia said, her voice going soft. Leo nodded yes, down towards his lap. “Well, she's over the moon for you, pun intended. Ali sent me here to break your heart—”
 “It's so stupid.”
 “—so she could get you back. And I don't know, do we need to talk, you and me?”
 Now he stood up to pace. “Yes, Lydia. Yes, we need to fucking talk.” The top of his jumpsuit hung down to the floor. He wasn't built or anything, but his lean muscles and the lines of his torso...it was stupid-sexy and she wished he'd cover up. Just asking might put a bull's-eye on the topic she was still avoiding.
 “I-I kissed you twice, but that was it.” Her eyes were down. That helped.
 “Jesus, Lyds, how old are you? I don't care about that. I need to know why you've been avoiding me.”
 “Avoiding you? It's not like—”
 “Like hell it's not. You made me the Best Man at your wedding and you've barely said two fucking words to me, like, all year. You think I can't handle seeing you happy? I love it! That's what I'm in love with. You deserve this. You deserve Cassie.”
 She gritted her teeth. Holy shit, she was being backed into a corner. “It's Cassie. I'm her first too, like with you and Ali. She's the jealous type. I-I guess I didn't want her getting the wrong idea.”
 “Well, how the fuck is that working for you, Lydia? Everyone has the wrong idea!”
 Now she was pacing too. She crushed her beer and opened the second. Why was she such a coward? Lydia had an answer for that. She'd been in too many relationships where the jealousy started and everything went into a broken-plate-and-busted-lip tailspin. She loved Cassie too much for that; she didn't want that to ever happen again.
 “So you don't trust her.” Now Leo was just browbeating; thanks buddy. “You're treating her like a child, and it's not working.”
 “I can see that, asshole. This wasn't some big decision or conspiracy, it just sort of happened like that. I'm sorry. I have some history you know, and—”
 “You're making excuses.”
 “—and I'm working through it. No excuses. How many apologies do you need? If I'm being a shitty friend, thanks for calling me out, sincerely, but I can't just flip some goddamn epiphany-switch and make myself all better.”
 Leo growled low, grabbed another beer, and flopped back on the bed, arms up, hands above his head. The way his stomach stretched, pants pulled low down his hips...holy fucking shit. She did not want to climb on top. She averted her eyes. She should really stop drinking tonight. Lydia chugged the rest of that can. She totally did not want to climb on top of him.
 The wave of emotion was eye-watering. It took half a minute later:
 “Stop teasing me,” Lydia said, very small.
 “What?” He walked up on his elbows, as if he hadn't heard her.
 “You're being cruel.” A single tear rolled down her nose. “It hurts.”
 Leo stared in blank confusion, sitting up.
 She breathed deep, and exhaled, just as slow.
 “How would you feel if you were alone here, with Cassie, and she was parading around topless in one of her business skirts?” She said, soft as a whisper. His eyes widened. “How would you feel if she just flopped on the bed, arms up, 'Oh, this is normal.'”
 His cheeks were beet red as he climbed back into the arms of his jumpsuit.
 “Of course you'd never try anything with her. You love Alicia, completely and with full-fidelity. You love Cassie enough to sign a blood-oath. And you respect not just my marriage, but our friendship. It's just...it's inconsiderate.”
 “I-I'm sorry,” Leo mumbled, as if he no idea. Sure, that was part of his charm. And that was the very thing she hadn't wanted to confess. And again, right now, as her blood cooled, she didn't want to climb on top.
 Maybe now he got it.
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Fe
 
 
 Lydia couldn't just head back to the lounge side-by-side with Leo. For one thing, she wanted to be with Cassie, even if she was asleep. Second, she was mostly drunk and quite sleep deprived. Third, they hadn't actually resolved shit, and she had no idea what he'd say to Alicia or Sandy. What could Leo say, 'it was all a big misunderstanding, these last nineteen months?' Which it was, but if they didn't fabricate some theater, would anyone believe it? And they had a fucking lie-detector, so the theater wouldn't work anyway.
 Two-steps into the main suite, Lydia took one glance and panicked.
 The giant bed was empty.
 Leo had already gone back down. She felt paralyzed. Lydia could just climb into the monstrosity—she could actually fall asleep now—but she was in damage-control-mode. She wasn't losing her marriage over this bullshit, and she was guilty of nothing. She made decisions; she made them every day. No one got to speak for her and threaten her new family just because they made assumptions about her sexuality.
 Now she was mad. She liked that, grabbing a beer bottle.
 Oh, there was the note she'd left for Cassie. There was a reply written under it in her wife's elegant script, 'Fe.'
 Lydia didn't know if that was Spanish or code. What did 'Fe' mean again? That was the periodic chemistry thing for iron. Or was it phonetic, a shorthand for Faye, the legend? Was she going to hurt herself because Lydia ran to Leo, just like she feared?

My god.
 Lydia dropped the bottle dead to the carpet and sprinted out of the room, straight to the lift. Even the split-second trip to the main deck took too long. The energy field blanked out. She stepped out, heart racing harder than being shot at by cruise missiles.
 In shock, she almost stepped back into the lift.
 The music was rowdy. The singing was in Spanish. That was Cassie's voice, singing.
 Leo was seated off the bandstand, swinging his foot in rhythm. Sandy (in scrubs) and Cassie were at Alicia's shoulders, glasses raised. Roslan's music deck projected a hologram of sheet music, a drinking anthem, and Lydia was already picking out words about conquest and hard lives. Lydia knew the melody in English as 'The Reaper's Belly,' a Venusian farmer's song.
 Bennett sat behind the five-piece drum kit, riffing the snare and top-hat, head bobbing side-to-side. This kid knew what he was doing, but that made three musicians out of six—they wouldn't be starting a band, no.
 From this angle, they hadn't seen her enter, backs turned.
 “Mother,” Clemence's voice; it made her jump. She was standing a good six-feet away, still projecting-human. “I'm concerned at your level of anxiety. Is everything ok?”
 Lydia's eyes shifted from the Mark-Eight goddess back to the concert, still going.
 “What's fe mean in Spanish, 'F-E?'”
 “Mother, we really must prioritize your fluency. I sense there's many risks with you misinterpreting the intentions of your allies, much less our other Mother.”
 “I'm trying. What's it mean? I can't tell if it's a pronoun or a conjunction I forgot.”
 “My mother is a silly woman sometimes. What do you think all this is?”
 “It looks like a party,” Lydia said.
 “Yes, and for all this drama, do you believe they celebrate that you and Pilot Carpenter would have a discussion?”
 “Well, no.”
 “Of course not, they've been like this for twenty-three minutes, together, since Gunnery Humphries arrived.”
 Glancing up from his kit, Bennett worked his feet on the kick drum and slapped the hat. He waved a hand overhead. That got everyone's attention. Sandy smiled and waved her over. Leo tossed a nod over his shoulder as Alicia played on. Her tone was cheerful. Cassie...her wife turned in place as if she was surprised, her face lighting up in a complete glow. She summoned Lydia over, still keeping the cadence of the song after the smile.
 The redhead nodded and held up a 'wait a minute' finger.
 “They're cheering-up Alicia,” and it warmed her heart like a lantern, erasing the darkness of her assembled fears. “Guess no one could sleep tonight.”
 “Not as such, no. Mother came looking for you minutes after you left the main deck. She was as anxious as you appeared just now. She spoke with your sibling, Madam Dunes, and the conversation calmed her. When Gunnery Humphries arrived and spoke, she calmed even more. At summons, Ambassador James joined the songs.” Clemence smiled at her, and it looked real, genuine, human. “And while we respect the complexities of your intellect and character, we were born to understand these things. Trust that your species is less complicated than you think.”
 She wasn't sure if that was comforting or insulting.
 “How's that, Clem?”
 The bot presented Lydia a beer bottle, summoned from within her. It was open, a little foamy, but otherwise full. The same one she'd dropped? “You desire pleasure. You desire happiness. But most of all, you desire security to make those emotions possible.”
 Lydia sipped the bottle and toasted Cassie, who looked back again, grinning and waving just as earnest, but a little more urgent. 
 What had Sandy told them? How did anyone trust them together long enough to come to anything resembling, 'they'll be fine, lets party!' But Lydia was the one with the hang-up apparently, and they trusted nothing would actually happen between them, even if they were blaming the boy. It was a remarkable amount of faith.
 But could Alicia really accept it?
 And Lydia had told her wife, 'I'm stronger than I look.'
 As she watched the heiress directing their friends in another round of the coda, she was coming to understand she had been selling Cassie short, not the other way around. Cassie was the strong one. She could take the complexity of it all, she just didn't need her nose rubbed in it.
 Rather than feeling like the biggest piece of shit that ever lived, Lydia just felt grateful she had the opportunity to carry on with such wonderful people. It was far better than she deserved, but she wouldn't throw it away, not ever.
 “Fe is faith, isn't it?”
 Clemence's eyes flashed a laughing smile before she simply winked out of vision.
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Faye
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Dance
 
 
 Never mind, the massive bed was a keeper. The change in mood had turned the giant mattress into a sexual playpen, a liberating amount of space to roll around, wrestle, and pursue each other as if it was a sport. They weren't always like this, this silly, but goddamn, they were having sex inside a star. That time in the shower might have been a first for their entire species (good call, Cassie). The laughter and moans and gleeful squeaks bounced off the walls, about as far as you'd get from some seedy candlelit erotica broadcast.
 “I'm the captain—release me. You must obey!”
 Lydia had Cassie in some sort of leg lock as she tried to wriggle away.
 “I'm your queen. The captain does what I say.”
 Cassie relaxed, catching her breath. Lydia eased up, mistakenly giving her wife the opportunity to squirm out and pounce back. Laughter mixed with coughs. Lydia tried to escape. Cassie sat on her.
 “You know nothing of boats. A captain has more authority on the seas, me hearty.”
 “Pirate talk? Where'd you hear that?”
 “That was right? Cartoons.”
 Cassie was sitting dead on Lydia's butt.
 “Bonita, tengo sed...” Lydia whined, an exaggerated, pathetic sound as she clawed out with her hands for her beer, a mile away.
 “Sufrir,” Cassie sat up and twisted, bringing her hand down on Lydia's butt, hard—smack.
 She cried out, scrambling away, wowie-owie. Laughing, off the bed, she said, “That hurt my ears!”
 “It hurt my hand!” Cassie pointed at her palm, smiling, on her knees.
 “I feel so sorry for you.” She rubbed her butt and grabbed her beer. That left a hand-mark.
 The Latina rolled over and over to the opposite edge of the bed and hit the bathroom.
 The endless day rolled on, no setting suns when you're inside one. Again, everyone had paired-off and returned to their cabins. Lydia had claimed a dose of Sob-rite and a snack from the pantry. She was doing better. It would all be better in the 'morning.'
 Faye couldn't even calculate what specific time it was back on Earth. She would need a beacon. No one had ever screwed up an FTLS dive so badly they'd time-traveled yet, but it was kind of helpful to confirm that. The last thing they needed was to arrive ten years before they were born because The Faye's badass dive-core altered the curvature of the fourth and sixth dimension or some shit (Lydia wasn't a theorist). Their standard clocks said it was just after three AM.
 Cassie reemerged, still nude, and poured water from a decanter. She ducked into the fridge for her Oberon. The gesture if Lydia wanted some was met with a pleasant 'no thanks.' That was Cassie's treat.
 “Toss a bottle?”
 Cassie peeked back in, “You want Suncrusher, or Bellweather?”
 “We got Bellweather? Hell yes, please!”
 Her wife smiled, popping the cap on the corner of the fridge. Barroom hands, she carried the assembly over, no problem. Cassie said aloud, “Faye, play us a song.”
 Lydia's lips wrinkled, wondering if the ship was using her eyes in their cabin. It was probably more like asking their old dorm room to turn the lights on, open the blinds, etc...
 Just what did Faye think was appropriate? Cassie handed Lydia her new beer with a kiss, and set her drinks on a nightstand. The queen laughed as slow baby-making R&B filled the cabin. She wasn't trusting the 'no-eyes' thing one bit, but she doubted Faye had any investment in the dalliances of married adults. A deep male rumble sang in German, which made her giggle. The song did have quite a beat, though.
 “Faye's trying to get us pregnant, apparently.” Lydia stepped forward, laughing, but it was Cassie who took her hand and waist, leading the slow dance, quite barefoot and naked.
 “We have a romantic for a ship. We are blessed.” Cassie smiled straight into her eyes, and Lydia's heart skipped a beat. “She may be named French, designed Malaysian, but her soul is Latina, like me.”
 “I love you.”
 “Me encanta.” And Cassie raised a playful eyebrow, dropping back. Lydia pulled out, their arms extended tight. Then she spun back-in as they stepped, her back now pressed to Cassie's chest. Her wife twirled her out, then slowly around until their hands met in a double-step, a paso doble. It was slow, but Lydia was a slow dancer. She was thrilled she hadn't screwed up that moment. Her face broke into a wide grin.
 “Why didn't you tell me this?” Cassie continued in Spanish, watching their feet before going into another short transition, leading Lydia around. “You learn so well, and I've been so proud. But your steps are much more confident barefoot.”
 She had to reply in English. Lydia couldn't dance Spanish and speak it at the same time, not yet. “I could never afford shoes. I'm always more comfortable barefoot. They don't let you dance that way though. The skirt spins a bit, even if it's long, and bam, you're a hillbilly.”
 “Estupido,” then back to English, “you can dance however you like. I don't know much piano, but I hear it fine. You are individual, you are style. And never forget, even if our fates change, you will always be my queen. Dance your heart.”
 Lydia teared-up, so hard. She put a bounce to her steps. Cassie responded—and so did Faye. The next song DJ-blended into a snappy-tempo Spanish dance track. The Latina's eyes lit up as if her favorite song just played at the club. “Rapido!”
 The dance switched to something simple. Lydia didn't know whether to call it a flamenco, but it felt like salsa. She could easily follow Cassie's rhythm.
 “Yes, Bonita, yes!”
 Lydia laughed, looking to their feet, but then into Cassie's eyes. She knew these steps, they'd been working at them. She'd never be a dance-master, but yes, yes, yes, Lydia pushed off, in-time, and played with an imaginary skirt, tossing her hair as Cassie hot-stepped, clapping high in the air, shouting.
 The queen of British Columbia squeezed her shoulders and did a ridiculous boob-shimmy—she didn't know how to do it right. Cassie lost it, laughing like crazy. Center in the cabin's open-space, Lydia danced in place, shaking her bare ass as her wife circled her, clapping.
 “Let's show Phact what we got, Bonita!” Lydia shouted, the music getting loud.
 Cassie screamed a Spanish trill. The Canadian could live in that culture all her life and she'd never be able to make that sound. 
 The Latina clapped her hands straight overhead, eyes wide. Perfectly emotive, she yelled again and grinned an open mouth smile, spinning, and stepping out, then back, often breaking the beat then picking it back up—practiced talent, using moves Lydia had only seen in movies.
 The music was dance-club volume now, bass thumping in Lydia's stomach. Faye was either using noise-cancellation or she'd just woke up the entire ship.
 One simple cue and Lydia was back in her arms, right where she wanted to be. Ok, this was salsa now, swing-salsa. The redhead just gave herself over as she was twisted, pulled, and spun. She followed the lead's momentum, just like she'd been taught. No lifts or fancy between-the-knees-acrobatics, but holy shit, she needed to find this equilibrium of looseness and sobriety so they could do this every weekend.
 And they collided together again, hand-to-hand, firm. Cassie's breath was hot on her face. The song was ending, blending back to something way more mellow. Jesus. If they were a woman and man, Faye would be completely complicit: 'and that's when you were conceived, little Johnny.' Was the ship injecting pheromones into the air supply? It felt that way, but Cassie always did this to her.
 No more dancing. Eyes narrow, Lydia guided Cassie backwards by the hips and damn-near tossed her on the bed. The Latina laughed and shuffled back to give them space. Nope. Lydia grabbed her ankles and dragged her butt back to the edge of the bed.
 Cassie whispered something absolutely filthy in Spanish, hand on the back of Lydia's head as she kissed her inner thigh, her knees in the air.
 “How you do this to me...” still in Spanish.
 Lydia was a bit too busy to talk.
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 Coffee! Faye made coffee!
 Lydia bounced around in-place, singing to herself in the full-service kitchen as she topped off the pitcher. Cassie wrapped an arm around from behind and kissed her, a full mouth kiss. That was begging honeymoon-kitchen-sex.
 Her wife's deep brown eyes opened, searching hers with a smile. She smoothed one side of her hair behind an ear. “Merci beaucoup, Faye.”
 “De nada.”
 The dry tone was a bit unnerving. Nothing like a buzz-kill, but Lydia very much wanted to meet the Artificial Sentience who was driving The Faye, acting as guardian angel as they slept, and DJ while they danced.
 Faye was obviously an awesome chick as a ship, but there was a disconnect, and Lydia wouldn't feel safe until she knew a little more. Shit, she only felt comfortable with their bodyguards after they’d saved her life and started calling Cassie and her, 'Mother,' which was creepy on one hand, and humanizing in the other.
 Lydia's main experience with Artificial Intelligence was in robotics. She did own a very helpful robot kit that she assembled with her own hands. Samuel-the-bear was working with Vancouver police. He had independent, learning intelligence in his operating system. He made decisions, but it wasn't actual 'sentience' with full free-will-emotional-protocols, not like Clemence and Devin, or the Mark-Sevens before them.
 Faye's vocal tone was more like an AS, but her blandness of character was much more like a basic AI. In charge of a national flagship, maybe she was shackled like normal robots or standard AI without bodies, and the voice was just there for the comfort of the crew. Artificial sentience in a physical form was considered legal, but if you unlocked them and let them play with the network, that was considered terrorism. As smart as AI or even AS got, humanity had been smirking and preventing the robot apocalypse for over twelve-hundred years.
 It was still complicated.
 “Faye,” Lydia said, “What's your favorite song?” That was a baseline decider between the two, how they answered it. Cassie kissed her cheek again and grabbed the pitcher, tapping her elbow. She guided Lydia to the lounge.
 Three tones played in procession. Ok, that would create an 'F' chord in music. The digital tone combined into an 'F,' the full chord. She did it again with a different minor note, and again quickly, picking up steam. The volume wasn't loud at all, but clearly audible.
 Leo and Alicia were seated at one of the smaller tables. They were seated leg-to-leg, arm-to-arm, part of Lydia's good mood. The married couple joined them. Their only real crew members looked to the air and whispered. Faye was building pace, apparently assembling a song. That was completely an AI response. The chords were familiar, but Lydia, a singer and pianist, had played and sung every chord ever, and this wasn't standing out. It was more like a digital catalog of how music was assembled. The volume got softer as the pace got faster.
 Cassie poured everyone a coffee. Leo and Alicia returned Cassie's and Lydia's gazes with sincere smiles, if a bit shy and sleepy. It was noon on the ship's clock, a full night's rest.
 The queen could cry to the heavens with gratitude and relief.
 “What's she doing?” Leo sipped. “You ask her to do a diagnostic or something?”
 “I don't think so.” Lydia sat down, right next to Alicia. She got an elbow bump from the girl. That almost sent the Canadian over the moon. This might be a very good day. “Place bets? What do you think Faye's favorite song is?”
 The crew-couple looked to each other. Alicia said, careful, “You probably shouldn't have done that today.” Faye's background noise was getting very fast, but almost silent, a thrum like white noise. A vacuum cleaner or a fan. It didn't sound dangerous, girl, but thanks for the implied threat.
 “This is fine.” Cassie smiled, rolling her finger over and over. “If we waited too much longer, she dies and we must reboot. Waste of time.”
 “Who dies?” Lydia whispered, fast. That was indeed a trigger, but her wife's calm demeanor was comforting.
 Cassie stared at Leo, her expression confused, even as she had a hand on Lydia's arm. The noise from Faye had become inaudible. “This firebird in my culture is fenix. Yours is fenghuang?”
 “A phoenix?” Lydia said. “I know Korean culture fine, Cassie, way better than my Spanish.”
 The firebird was incredibly symbolic to Leo's nation, The Gloria Colonies, and to their ancestral homeland of Korea before that. She was sure this had more to do with iconography than parent states. It was also sort of cute that the fenghuang was a symbol of queendom.
 “Burning in the ashes of a star, or being born in one, our Faye is so poetic.” Cassie swooned sideways into Lydia's shoulder. “We could have done it formal next week, but I think you woke her up, my love. This is fine. Even as Ella Capitan, this was for you to do. Your deed to the ship.”
 A brief squawk erupted from nowhere.
 Both bots, Clemence and Devin, popped into vision with claps. Lydia heard dual 'fwumps.' Her coffee jumped out of her cup with the energy waves. This time it tickled.
 “Do we need to wake up Sandy?” She glanced at Cassie, then over her shoulder to Devin. His expression was mild.
 “No, no. They can dive us if this goes badly, then we all become goo.” Cassie toasted with a coffee mug. She was taking Lydia's 'I'm stronger than you think' speech a little too seriously.
 A rapid popping sound came from the aft, where the engine core was. The hull crackled again, like it did before the FTLS dive above Maui. Alicia squeezed her eyes shut and wrapped her arms under Leo's.
 Lydia clamped Cassie's hand hard. “We're inside a star. Are the super-blaster-energy-shields going to drop?”
 “Maybe?” Her wife sipped on her coffee, squeezing back just once. “Our Faye's legend and ethnicity is her core via Peru. That's one thing. But her soul will be what she learned this last week. She will be very smart, but her personality will suit ours, to fit in with us. This is what's happening. A birth as an individual.”
 “But is she rebooting?” Lydia whispered, still not understanding why the crew was afraid.
 Cassie did a wiffle-waffle thing with her hand, but stayed seated.

Yes, shots after this. Yes.
 A gentle wub-wub-wub bass climbed from down at their feet. The only things down there were mechanics and the fucking star. Lydia understood damn well they couldn't turn this off, but she bit her tongue, not asking the gods to evacuate them. If the Mark-Eights could forcibly dive a mobile fortress 700 light years, they could blink-out this boat back to Earth. 
 After a very loud game-over 'beooooooop' they were enveloped in a sudden darkness. Cassie's hand squeezed instantly. It didn't take that instant for two beings of golden light to flare into vision. The brightness was just fine for her eyes—incredibly comforting.
 “Unfortunate event,” Devin said. “I will gather Madam Dunes and Ambassador James. This may take a short while. It is difficult to calculate small ranges.”
 The light blinked out.
 Cassie's face was lit like a campfire. Alicia and Leo's eyes were wide open, staring at Clemence. 
 Lydia said, “On a scale of one-to-fucked, are we cool?”
 Clemence seemed to pulse, very subtle rings of light expanding out from her 'being.'
 Ok, she was probably keeping them from being instantly incinerated. Lydia waved a hand, put a finger to her lips and nodded. Yes, she got it. Her friends nodded as well.
 A rapid pop-pop-pop sound filled the lounge as Sandy and Bennett blinked into existence, much like the bots did. 
 Lydia hadn't considered it specifically, but it looked like Anatali Corporation had figured out teleportation, for real. Forcing the Eirini to dive to Rigel was one thing (and impossible), but Lydia just assumed all their personal blinking-around was straight invisibility.
 The Mark-Eights could 'dive' people to safety. That wasn't even a billion credits. That was priceless on the order of trillions. Individual plurality, she was grateful to Lillian on the order of worship, but suddenly intimidated as hell. Teleportation?

Yes, you're my ally, please don't kill us—yes, you're our best friend, don't drop someone into our bedroom while we're sleeping.
 Being on the right side of history was still scary as shit.
 Give Lydia a screwdriver and a location, and she could murder President Spinolo in five seconds. They could send a bomb in an eye-blink. The sanctity of life aspect to their guardians suddenly took on a whole other layer.
 Bennett reached over for Sandy's hand, firm, steady. They joined the bench seat.
 Devin reignited in the same waves Clemence had been projecting. She paused a bit, and burst back in, alternating in rhythm. Their light got brighter, filling the lounge.
 “We're are pleased to have such an intuitive and wise crew,” Devin said. “We have established a secure baseline—life support, infinite. You may certainly relax. There is no further danger.”
 “Thank you.” Sandy's eyes were wide, but unfocussed. The kids had probably been dead asleep when Devin woke them. They were dressed. The medical scrubs were a big hit compared to the heavy flight-suits.
 “The ship will return to order soon,” Clemence said. “We did not expect Faye to be evoked in such haste. Please consider the results of your decisions beforehand, Mother.”
 “She is not made for that.” Cassie leaned back into the couch. “Learn to anticipate complications.” Leo, Alicia, and Sandy nodded. Bennett just shook his head with a dark smile.
 Lydia stood to get that drink now.
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Assassins
 
 
 “You know what this means, right?”
 “Which part?” Cassie sat beside her on the piano bench, hands off the keys. He wife couldn't play in the dark, but Lydia could.
 “If we convince them we can save a billion lives by killing one marlin, we can end this in a day.” The queen spoke loud, making sure everyone heard her. “It's that same time-travel ethics thing with that German dictator.”
 “Time travel for the Israelites?”
 “Killing one asshole to stop a holocaust before it starts.” Lydia could barely see her hands, and often, not at all. She could still make music, but not art. “Follow me here, do we have some PXX on this boat?”
 “We have fifty gallons off PXX, Mother,” Clemence said, a pulsing humanoid of light. “This theater is very unconvincing, and you've made other plans. We would not dive a bomb any more than you would order us to, so save your breath. It's taking incredible effort to cross-transfer this heat and air from the English Bay.” It did smell like the ocean in the lounge.
 “How long till she wakes up?” Leo said, still seated on a couch with Alicia. She might as well be in his lap. The girl was sturdy enough to demolish humans into piles of gore with a trigger-pull, but something about this situation was freaking her out.
 “Proprietary knowledge, Sir.” Devin sounded a bit fussy. “We have no idea. Peru built her. Faye herself is black-boxed. Typically, five minutes. It's been fifteen. We can exit you if this becomes mortal. The risk of death during an escape, however, would be...prohibitive.”
 Lydia's hands went dead on the keys. She shouted aloud, “I'm serious here! We get Spinolo's location and drop a teaspoon of PXX and the whole fucking building is liquified.”
 Sandy called out from the bar, “Dude, I don't even believe you. Can we, like, be constructive Lyds? I get it. You're smart, you're strong, you're angry. You're not an assassin because—”
 “I want to PXX her fucking estate, right now, ok? Why is no one taking me seriously?”
 “Because no one wants to see you do that.” Alicia's voice, completely from the dark. “Poxxinol is for pathogens, not humans. That's a war crime, and you know it.”
 “So is firing a nuclear missile at my wife,” Cassie said casually. “So is reconditioning me to fear my mother and marry a man. We are fortunate to be living, but if we melt a Canadian president in private, maybe the Sol Union decides the North Coast is too much trouble. Maybe then Manitoba can unite with Idaho and can unite with British Columbia. Maybe my own specter gives pause as well. My mind is with Lydia. We should kill her.”
 Shit, that actually made sense.
 “Does The Faye have a fusion device, Clemence?” Cassie's tone was the same as asking for the morning paper. Lydia knew the answer. She'd requested the armaments.
 “Twelve.”
 The queen played her first rag on Roslan, mostly because she couldn't see her hands either. This time it was the 'Pineapple Rag' and they may as well have been in an old-time saloon. She wasn't all that forceful, but it had presence via muscle memory.
 “You don't like chemical weapons, Ali,” Lydia tipped her head back and forth, “we can do hellfire instead.”
 “The words that Leo said were true,” Cassie said. “They will try to hurt us, as long as we live. It will never be in the light, but in the dark, like we are now. They have small knives and long needles, waiting for good souls to walk down the alleyway.”
 Cassie's hands did a 'boom' and she stabbed forth in the open air, all in time with the song. “They injure one person, and when friends come to aid, they kill the good Samaritans. They know this trick well.”
 With full dramatics, Cassie twisted on the bench and turned to Alicia and Sandy.
 “We are no queens, my sisters, please hear our hearts. You too, brothers.”
 Cassie stood, then sat on the edge of the bandstand, feet on the main deck. She did get everyone's attention. She had an audience of four. 
 “Put this,” she tapped her chest, “with this,” Cassie tapped her head. Lydia barely missed a note, watching. “You make a mistake when you disregard these extreme options. This nuclear violence. Lydia is a pacifist and yet she understands the darkness. She knows death.”
 Alicia was about to speak but Cassie help up a finger.
 “But do they bait? Then do we overreact? They are not effective attacking us either, so what is this game? Spinolo screams puppet to me, but the CCC is all puppets, and the Sol Union that guides humanity is all puppets. This empire falls, but no one is pulling the strings. A power vacuum is very dangerous.”
 Alicia tried to speak again. Lydia interrupted, still playing on Roslan. “I think we should do it. We won't get her, but if we melt Yukon's gubernatorial palace, at least that'll be a reply.”
 Sandy laughed. “And that's exactly, to a word, why nothing can ever change on this continent. You're never going to liquify twenty maids and butlers who are doing their jobs just to make a point! If you did, you'd be on our radar of people-to-hit.”

Very good. She understood.
 “Lydia, violence has never been in your eyes,” Alicia said. “But I believe you can kill, and that's not a crime in self-defense. I'd kill for you at a word. I have before. I trust your judgment, your soul.”
 The conversation was getting way too heavy for piano-time. Lydia lifted her glass, and turned beside Cassie. This whole debate wasn't assuming the Mark-Eight bots would actually help. This was rhetorical, about ethics and war...
 Her ethics, and how to deal with war.
 Bennett leaned back on his couch, next to Sandy, arms folded. He was obviously judging them, but by his expression, he was still thinking this was a flight of fancy, or a joke.
 “Ben.” Lydia waved her hand. She did not do well with cool-dude uninvestment. The boy from Idaho sat up straight and leaned forward. She said, “Thank you.”
 Lydia stood. This wasn't for a speech. They were in the glow of two Mark-Eights. Faye should not have rebooted with people aboard, much less inside a star's gas shell. Faye would either come back, or they'd get jumped and become be amalgamated puddles of flesh and plastics, just short moments away.
 This wasn't about that.
 “I'm completely jealous of Idaho,” she said. “Nukes, chems, they shouldn't be on the table.”
 “You can call them what they are,” Bennett said, “weapons of mass destruction. You're brave, Lydia, I'll give you that, but you're not brave enough to give them up.”
 “I'm a Lowtown girl, Ben. My perspective is relative.” The torch-fire of the bots kept the mood sinister. “Clemence and Devin are more powerful than our entire arsenal, just in a different way. People keep telling me that I'm personally the WMD, which is fucking stupid, but if they believe it, then that's the reality. No one owns nukes to use them. They own them to make people believe it, then that becomes reality.”
 “This is the problem.” Cassie walked away, towards the bar. “No one believes her.”
 The Faye's lights came on slow, like a movie theater. No pops, crackles, or whistles, Lydia felt a gentle vibration in her feet, like walking across an overpass. The bots continued their energy pulsing, but this was an encouraging sign.
 “Sure, you all know me better than that, and I do come across aggressive, or unstable, but to Spinolo I'm just a loud puppy. Maybe literally.”
 “So how does my queen earn respect?” Cassie uncorked another bottle, this time a white. Alicia and Sandy perked up at the heiress's unspoken offer, nodding.
 “Not by liquifying a palace.” Sandy laughed. Her mood improved with the lights. Her sister might seem thick-skinned, but she had seemed just as anxious as Lydia.
 “The problem with WMD's is that they punish innocent people, not the politicians.” The queen said that to Idaho. He bobbed his head. They all heard the air-scrubbers kick on before humming down to inaudible. “That's the problem with sanctions and embargoes. They create poverty and hunger until the people speak out, which creates violent uprisings, violent suppression, then war, and the cycle continues. That's just as bad, in my heart.”
 “My queen, if not these methods, what weapon will you use?” Cassie carried over a tray of glasses and a round of beers for the boys and her wife. “Such a weak monarch you are.”
 “I know right? I'm amazed I can walk down the street without five robot lawyers holding my hand.” She said that dead at Sandy, her expression cold. “A public insult at a NorWAL dinner, then they send two mobile fortresses to provoke me immediately after? Sure, Maui's a private island, but someone had to notice that.”
 “I sure did.” Bennett laughed, still in a good mood. That was the thing with teenagers, resilient as hell. Lydia finally noticed Clemence and Devin had stopped pulsing. They faded into their human projections. The teen continued, “We don't have a military, but you have Idaho's support, however this goes down. We like you. Canada can kiss our ass. We'll join NorWAL just to secure our borders. We feel safe with you.”
 Nurse scrubs, Lydia stood and bowed at the waist, formal, before stepping off the bandstand for a handshake.
 Cassie shook her head. “Ay caramba, my wife is so bad at politics.”
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Faye
 
 
 They all stared at the blonde woman on the bandstand. She'd been standing there, eyes closed, hands in her lap, for a full five minutes. It might be creepy, like a real ghost moment, but Lydia wanted her to 'wake up' so they could get on with their day.
 Her skin was white, not spacer-pale like Leo and Alicia, but a porcelain complexion like Lillian's bloodline. Her fingers were long and delicate. Her face looked French, but all that meant was Cassie's legend had instilled that bias. Full lips, defined eyebrows, a bit extra in the nose, and a general heart-shape to the jawline and cheeks. She appeared to be in her early twenties, same age group as the rest of them. A very pretty picture, but without motion or breath, she wasn't attractive. She was beautiful in an 'ice queen' sort of way, her golden hair spilling loose to her breast in thick waves.
 She flickered a lot, especially her clothes. More than once her outfit had completely blanked-out, reassembling. She wasn't anatomically correct underneath, not even like a doll. The projection kept losing its third dimension, becoming an impossibly thin 2D snow-white cutout. Her face stayed the same.
 “How long is this going to take?” Lydia said to no one, arm around Cassie, sipping on her pint glass.
 “As I said, five minutes has turned into almost an hour.” Devin and Clemence were standing as bookends to the group. They seemed curious too. Would they consider Faye a cousin, or a co-worker? The way they interacted was sort of important.
 Lydia understood one thing, and she didn't think Cassie meant to lie to her. “She's been watching everything. Intuition says so.”
 “Probably not the toilet, Bonita, but I'm getting that feeling too.”
 That was a lot of sex and fighting and nuanced conversations that Faye might misinterpret. All the youngsters, including Bennett, shifted awkwardly. Yes, you too—such naughty kids.
 “Any danger, Leo?” Her tone was casual. He just frowned and shook his head, no. He might not be an expert on Artificial Sentience, but he knew spacecraft pretty well. He also wasn't one of the universe's great communicators, so whatever. “Well, I get what you guys mean by timing. But seriously, everything from the fight with Nasa to whatever happened last night, I'm glad she saw it.”
 Cassie kissed her cheek and patted her leg. “You show me so many reasons to love you. Giving her a sanitary vision is no good. That was us. She should know us.”
 “Well, we're not going to reboot her again. Even if we've never met, I couldn't kill her any more than I would Clemence and Devin.” Lydia saw the images stiffen up. Yeah, the fact their souls were in her hands made her uncomfortable too. Oh, was that a smile they shared? They didn't know? Lydia jumped to her feet. She turned to both of them, but they were so far offset Lydia had to back up. “Please, come here.”
 Their bodyguards walked forward, hesitant, their expressions falling. Lydia cursed herself for the dramatics, but they needed to hear this.
 “I would never. Not even yesterday when we were arguing. You could tell me to fuck off and blink away to Jupiter—”
 “Mother, no.” Devin tried to talk, but:
 “I would never come after you in anger. I'd never hurt you. A life is a life, especially a friend. That's what I meant when I said we're a partnership, even before I got to know you. That's why I apologized. I would never change you. I'm sure we'll disagree, or even fight, but that's ok. That's what a family does. We stay together, no matter what. Even when we run away. And if someone found a way to capture a god, I would come after you. I'd fight to get both of you back.”
 Lydia reached out her hands to both the tall images, and they received them. The touch was human and warm, almost hot. They were probably still fired up from shielding them from a star.
 Clemence smirked, showing more personality than Lydia had ever seen from the infant. “I don't think our mothers understand how fortunate we feel. As it is with your species, we could have been born to any parents, any nation, any world, but for some reason, we were blessed with you both. We know your hearts. And while I don't wish to slaughter noble beasts for your supper, I believe I can speak for Devin when I say we would as soon not exist than let our mothers come to harm.”
 “That's not programming,” Devin said, stern. “That's our choice. Add that to all beings you consider friends; they are our friends as well. We exist in service to you not just as individuals, but the truth you express from your spirit. We'll fight for it all.” 
 “Well said.” The voice was startling, and unfamiliar.
 Lydia snapped around—everyone's head turned.
 The blonde walked to the edge of the bandstand and stepped down, natural as life. She wore a blue silk gown, not poofy, not slinky, full arms and shoulders. There would be a corset under there if that was an actual human. Lydia's jaw sagged at the beauty; it was like Incendio Fitzgerald again. She was art. Lydia forced a glance back. Everyone had similar expressions, including the bots and Cassie. She was certain there was some illusion to the projection, a very mild blurring in the motion, a softness to the lines. She was in complete three-dimensions, but seemed like a visitor from heaven.
 “I apologize for your stress,” her voice was a whisper. She did have a hint of tone. Her Spanish accent was very mild. “My name is Faye.”
 No bow. No extended hand. Her head was dipped. Her eyes were an impossibly vivid shade of sapphire. Faye's expression was careful. Was she shy?
 Lydia finally closed her mouth and bowed at the waist, as she had to Bennett. “My name is Lydia.”
 She should have said something like 'thanks for taking care of us,' 'congratulations on being born,' or 'see anything you like, pervert?' but she had no idea what level of memory or cognizance the newborn was on. For all Lydia knew she was starting from scratch or would download it later. She didn't want to spook the lady and make her nerve-gas the lounge.
 “I know you.” Soft. “Clemence, Devin, Bennett, Sandra, Alicia, Leo, and Cassandra.” Her eyes moved with every name, not robotic, but like recognition, discovering memories. Her eyes snapped back to Lydia, her expression surprised. “My favorite song is Nocturne 20, played on Roslan.”
 The queen smiled. That comment was disarming, even if it was all in whispers. Faye was only two minutes old, maybe she'd find her voice later.
“You look beautiful!” Cassie snapped to her feet. Yes, thank you. God, thank you for Cassie. A moment to react was all her wife needed to play social, the bread and butter of her existence. “But you speak English now, very upsetting. Hablas espanol, frances?”
“Si, oui, everything. Thank you for the compliment, Captain Fitzgerald.” Faye's eyes lowered as the Latina stepped forward, hand out.
“It's Cassie, please. We will be spending a lifetime together, so do not be formal. Our children can't help it, so don't mind them.”
The woman nodded down, taking her hand. Lydia wasn't to be denied, she thrust hers out as well. The light touch was hot, hotter than their guardians, full-fever. It might be a good idea to get outside the star soon. Also, this was tough. Lydia just realized she couldn't talk about the newborn Faye to anyone, even by passing notes written on matchbooks. The ship could see and hear everything.
At the moment, the hyper-submissive shyness was not a 'good fit.' Lydia also realized the Artificial Sentience could have been born as a cat named Faye, so they'd just have to deal with her, just like she'd told her friends.
She was only three-minutes old. C'mon Lydia, stand down. They'd just raise her the same way they were raising the bots, and that was working out pretty damn well.
“No full-diagnostic, you can do that later, but how is everything?” Lydia put a smile into it.
“I'm very hot, Mistress.”
“It's Lydia.”
“Yes, Mistress.” Eyes down, all whispers. “I'm grateful I was protected this last hour, but I'm very hot.”
Oh. Faye didn't like the last day as much as they thought. Lydia looked to Cassie then Leo. “Are we good to move? No need to hide, right?”
“Not anymore,” Leo said. “Faye, can you set an emergency dive-point on the Oort-line to Sol?”
She raised her eyes up to Cassie.
“Our pilot has the authority for all this, yes. We trust your judgment. Only ask when we argue—I'm sure you have seen it—ask then, so we may have consensus.” She winked at Leo. He nodded back with a thumbs-up.
“It's done. New destination?”
Cassie shrugged at Lydia. Lydia shrugged back.
The queen said, “Ben, which planet or moon looked like fun?”
That perked him up in an instant. He'd been interested, sure, but now he looked engaged. “The fourth, totally! It's like goldilocks heaven.”
“You may, Faye, please go.”
No sensation or sound from the ship, but the blonde lifted her face. Her eyes opened. A large smile spread across her face. “Thank you!”
It wasn't loud or chirpy, but it wasn't a whisper. Like finches on a clothesline, it was a very pleasant tone. That was her voice.
Her smile was gorgeous.
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 Lydia hadn't been on the bridge yet, and to be honest, she wasn't even curious. The day was young, stressful, and she was starving. For all the things this crew was missing, a chef was pretty high up there. Asking a paid employee to make her a sandwich (with gratitude) was one thing, but she couldn't do that to Devin or Faye.
 The main problem was that Lydia didn't know how to cook, not really. Sure, she could make macaroni, ramen, rice, PB&J, and other forms of suicide-food, but transforming cans and spices and frozen vegetables into a meal for six was a bit over her head. Even as long as she'd been living with Cassie, they ate-out a lot and had a compiler in their dorm-room, the food-machine spitting out pancakes on-demand.
 As a queen, the last few months hadn't been much different, and she did feel like she'd been spoiled. Long before that, all the years volunteering at the homeless shelter, she just prepped the veggies and scooped the soup, she'd never cooked it. It was all a source of shame, like a giant spotlight on her low-status, ineptitude, and poverty.
 No, they didn't have boxed tuna or chicken meals on The Faye. Lydia wasn't about to waste good food in some hilarious catastrophic culinary experiment just to prove her humility (I can contribute!). She would be humiliated enough by asking her little sister for help.
 “Sandy!” It was a loud whisper. Sandy didn't hear her. Bennett was on the bridge with the other professionals. Her sister had been chatting with Clemence for almost twenty minutes. Lydia expected a one-dimensional debate about small arms and rockets, but as she walked over, her sister was talking about horses. She was a horse girl? Lydia was insta-jealous.
 “The two-year-old will. Not. Stop. Eating. It's insane. He gets pissed as hell when I run out, and then I start fucking crying because I'm a failure as a mother, but then Braun trots around a bit and comes over to nuzzle me. It's crazy.”
 “Oh, that's heartbreaking, do you need funding?”
 Lydia hesitated, eavesdropping, though she was obviously on Clemence's radar. She did one hand-slice. It was bad to spy, but Lydia had a grand total of five interactions with her full-blood-sister, and she knew nothing about her other than that she really liked Canada. If Faye found a way to bend time, she'd like to spend a year here with Cassie in an extended honeymoon, and getting to know Sandy as something other than a militant.
 The problem was that Lydia was a public figure, for a while now. She had three unauthorized biographies reporting her sad life story. She was on the news almost daily as The Red Queen. Sandy knew everything about Lydia, as did everyone who bothered to care. Opposite, Sandy was so far off-the-grid no one was able to offer her a formal invitation to the wedding, so Lydia did it in public, a literal, 'Sandy, please come to the wedding.'
 She hadn't come. No RSVP. That pissed her off.
 Lydia wanted to know her, very much.
 “No, I'm set for life from that O Canada thing,” Sandy continued, sipping a beer. “That's the goddamn problem in Manitoba. Even if I can afford feed, there's no access. They've had a strangle-hold on Winnipeg for decades, all my life at least. They're not just starving our horses, they're starving our children. Can you see how you might pick up a gun to feed your kids, your people?”
 Embargoes. Sanctions. They may as well be war crimes. But what do you use against bad nations like the CCC who commit actual war crimes? Economics was the peaceful way to do it. But who does it hurt?
 Lydia sat down in full view of Clemence. The redhead patted her chest, and clasped her hands, 'thank you.'
 “I believe your sister and sister-in-law would do anything to help feed Winnipeg's children and Braun. As would Mister James.”
 “I know!” Sandy leaned forward. Lydia had a clear view of the back of her head. “But we don't need a white knight. Not with money, guns, or airdrops of food. We need what Lydia is. We need a voice. No invasions, no border crossings.” Sandy pointed to the air, and it became a fist. “No one has the courage to even acknowledge what's happening to us!”

Ouch.
 Alicia said a lot about the queen's 'voice of sincerity,' but Sandy's voice was just crushing. It hurt. Lydia wanted to hear more. Clemence's eyes were set on Sandy, but Lydia did another thumbs up. She wanted the reality. She needed to hear the reality.
 “Can't you be that voice, Madam Dunes? You clearly have the passion and intelligence.”
 “No, I'm not a show-off like Lydia.”
 She gasped. “I'm not a show-off!”
 Sandy didn't react at all. “You show enough. Can't sneak up on a soldier.”
 Lydia winked at Clemence and hit the bar. “What are you drinking?”
 Her sister lifted a mostly full pint glass. “I'm good.”
 She slowed the mood down, walking slow. These things had a rhythm. Lydia found the beat.
 “I'm sure you can feel which way the wind is blowing.” She poured a fresh glass. “I can't even apologize to you, Braun, or your babies.”
 “No, I get it. We're hicks, we're not stupid. NorWAL has isolated Canada, and you just got Idaho. It's good.”
 “Yeah.” The only bodies on two continents not in the North-coast-West-American-Logistical alliance were the CCC and most of the IAT. The Americans were, however, independent by definition. Getting Idaho and California to sign on might shake up the coast on a greater scale than British Columbian independence. The moment Michigan or Connecticut joined was when shit would get wild.
 “Hard to believe this is all about the price of honey on Mars, right?”
 If Lydia was a horse, or a dog, her ears would have stood straight up.
 “You know what the honey-thing is about?”
 “Well, I fucking hope so, we've hit like twelve apiaries in the last month.”
 Lydia blew out a huff. She knew how these talks went. She wished she had a notebook. Sitting down, she stared her sister in the eyes. She hoped the distance set the tone—serious time. “I'm completely starting from scratch on the honey topic. Help.”
 “Oh. Well, it ain't a conspiracy.” Sandy's expression betrayed a bit of confusion, and some deep thought. “You're still using real bees right?”
 Lydia nodded. As an agriculture student, that was standard, first term stuff.
 Sandy scratched her head. “You really have no idea what's going on, do you?”
 “Jesus, don't be an asshole about it. I pay attention, I get briefed. The second question is why don't I know? The first question is pretty obvious, Sandy.”
 “Well, ok. The mechanical bees most of Earth uses for pollination were never actually sold to the nations that bought them.”
 It didn't take another word. Lydia's brain just exploded.
 She actually face-palmed. Then, quite inappropriately, she started laughing.
 No wonder Bennett had been laughing back in the Maui jungle. Holy shit.
 “That's proprietary knowledge, isn't it?”
 Sandy nodded, yes.
 “Thank god. I'm just out of the loop, not a fucking moron.”
 “No, Lyds, I just expected you'd be more clued-in. What's your intelligence agency been feeding you?”
 “We don't have an intelligence agency.” Lydia said that blank-faced. She wished she had that notebook. To do list entry number one: start an intelligence agency. She'd been informed by her non-national friends since before she came to power as a governor. Espionage was scary.
 “Well, I can see your gears clicking, want to rant it out to me? Looks like you get it now. I'll just fill the holes.”
 Clemence sat down.
 Lydia gawked at the image. She wasn't sure why she was surprised, but she just assumed the bot would need another month or two.
 “You sat down,” Lydia said in a whisper. Her mouth was open.
 “Should I stand? I apologize,” the words were fast. Clemence moved to her feet.
 “No, no, no.” Lydia gripped her wrist, breaking into a smile. “I'm so happy for you. Congratulations on sitting. Is it your first time?
 Clemence stared at Lydia, very awkward. She glanced to Sandy. “Why yes. Yes, it is. Thank you, Mother.”
 “You sat down!” The queen threw her arms around in a swaying hug. This was adorable. Another hushed statement, “Stay here. I'm going to get Cassie!”
 “Lydia, please.” Across the table, Sandy would have planted the queen's butt back on the couch. “Come the fuck on. Bees, honey.”
 She barely had a moment for it. “Peru owns the lease on the bee-bots, and is imposing a huge license-tariff on the CCC. They don't have real bees, so half their crops are going to fail, starving innocents and creating more unrest. WALcos won't sell to them, and Ganymede is a half-breath away from invading Alaska. Gratis has Jupiter's back. They're all using British Columbia as a tug-of-war chew toy, and I get gods and a flagship out of it.”
 Her eyes flipped back and forth between her sister and daughter. Sandy nodded slowly.
 “Cool. Stay there, Clem.”
 Lydia laughed and ran towards the bridge.
 Figuring out the game was easy, it was the 'why' that was always a mystery.
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 “Cassie!” Lydia burst onto the bridge, still at a loud whisper. Everyone stood around a single monitor offset to the right; no one was seated. There were several control stations, but nothing like a captain's chair all centered and majestic. The bridge wrapped around the nose of The Faye, but the main window was a flat gray. For that matter, there was someone missing, Faye herself. Lydia just sort of assumed she'd be hanging out as another image, but she was always hanging out, and they were inside her.
 Her wife turned her head, eyebrows up.
 “Cassie, Clem is sitting down!”
 The rest of them looked at her like she was an idiot, but her wife made an 'o' shape with her lips and walked right on over, patting Alicia once as she left.
 “She's sitting? Why? How did I miss this?” The whispers flew back and forth as they re-entered the lounge.
 Clemence was still sitting, and her face was flushed in a very human red. Cassie shouted and spread her arms. “Congratulations!”
 Not subtle at all, Devin blinked into the lounge towards the med lab. His face was gaunt as Cassie ran over, leapt on the sofa, and half-tackled the image. “I'm so proud of you! You can sit!”
 Sandy scooted off the coach, watching with wide eyes. Lydia clapped and raised a fist, “Woo hoo!”
 They hadn't received a dossier on their specs: the teleporting, their power core; but Lydia and Cassie knew all about the four stages of sentient development, even if the bots didn't.
 “You frighten me, Mothers.” Clemence was trying to escape Cassie, but that was no bueno; she'd been crushed, on her back.
 “I know. That is what's changed. You are an early bloom.” The heiress had her knee on the image's hip, leaning in, pinning her. Clemence could just blink away, but she seemed absent any thought. “How did this happen?”
 “Horses and honey,” Lydia said. “I got it sorted now; we can jump back when we're done with the treaty stuff.”
 “Mother, please,” the bot whined. She was going to be an Icon at this rate. Cassie smooshed her nose with her thumb. The heiress let up and Clemence blinked away. 
 Cassie said, “May this affection be a warning to you, Devin. When it's your turn, we will recognize you, and embarrass you, as all parents do.”
 “I-I...” He blinked out as well.
 “He'd enjoy that, he's just not there yet. Boys develop later.” Lydia touched her wife's arm, walking to the bandstand.
 “Her empathy came so fast,” Cassie followed in a whisper. “She is stage three within the day she learned to lie. She may become adult within a year.”
 “They grow up so quickly, don't they?” A joke. But it really was fast. There was no telling with Devin, but if he learned to lie within one year, that would be normal. Learning human empathy might take another two years. Stage four was the roadblock, true love and hate, and getting past it, sort of like what Alicia was going though. Mashing that together before you were twenty was hard enough. These AS had a ton of knowledge, just not the experience.
 “Who will she love, who will she hate?” Cassie whispered as Lydia sat in front of Roslan.
 “It could be anyone. Me, you, Devin, Faye, the next pretty face we meet. Sort of scary, right?”
 “As with any teenager. Our Clemence becomes a thirteen-year-old in a week. Now the bad poetry begins. I fear that most of all.” A straight-faced nod.
 Lydia shouted over. “Your turn, Sandy. Grab us a round.”
 “Ok.” Flat.
 Were they really so weird? The way her sister was side-eyeing them made Lydia feel like she was some alien species or an artificial sentience. To Lydia and Cassie, an AS was a normal, natural entity. Sixty percent of sentient forms even sexualized themselves on a normal human spectrum (no creepy obsessions or violence) so the women had to prepare for that in a hurry too. With Devin, they'd probably have years. It was completely necessary to be proactive with Clemence, reacting to a god's sudden discovery of human empathy—it wasn't just a reactive subroutine.
 Explaining it to Sandy would be condescending. Not explaining it because she wouldn't get it was condescending.
 Lydia decided to talk to her wife instead. That was always good. “What's going on with the brain-trust?”
 “Faye can hop to this new planet, but we would court dive-sickness, so we cruise. Three more hours, rapido. We are not on the same page—they don't have experience—so I give them small orders and I answer large questions. It'd be easier with professionals. Even Leo is blah-blah-blah.”
 “Yeah, they're making me feel old, and we're not even thirty yet. This hotblooded youth shit is getting on my nerves. Why do we get marked as the psychos?”
 Sandy dropped off the round of drinks, stepped back, and planted a hand on her hip. She was glaring.
 Little sisters deserved a special place under the sink; lock it up and hide the key.
 “Sandy?” Lydia didn't thank her for the drink. “You got something to add? Everyone else does.”
 “Maybe there's a reason for that.”
 “You know all about me, and I'm still the only one talking. You're not shy. You'll talk to anyone as long as they want, but you've been doing this to me since we met. It's not good timing now.”
 “Well, you're kind of an asshole.”
 “Oh, fuck you,” Lydia said. Cassie had a gentle hand on her back. Lydia could drag together a litany of crimes committed against her by their mother. The last year did not erase the nineteen years before it. “I'm serious, Sandy. It's always this snippy-sniper shit with you. I'm doing all the work in this relationship. I'm the one that's exposed. I don't know you because you never talk!”
 “I have a job to do.”
 “You're doing a shit job at it, then.”
 As Lydia dismounted the bandstand, Cassie jammed herself into the conversation. “This is adorable, but pointless.” Both women glared at her. “Oh, ho! This emotion from my wife and my sister. Fight it out. I will referee.”
 “She wasn't like this last year.” Sandy pointed. “She's getting arrogant.”
 Cassie reached out and placed a light palm over Lydia's mouth. “I can assure you she is not, and has never been arrogant. Very high-maintenance.”
 Lydia brushed off Cassie's hand, firing back, “She's the one testing her boundaries. What are you, five? I'm trying to help, and you're being shitty.”
 “Well, thanks for the fucking help, Your Majesty! Am I fucking handout? It's different with Bennett. It's only taken you twenty-eight years to recognize we exist!”
 Cassie's face flashed a grimace. She stepped back, beside Lydia.
 “It's more complicated that that, and you know it. I can't do shit other than get Lillian to invade. It has to be like this, with NorWAL!”
 “You stupid bitch.” Sandy stepped forward, finger out. Now Cassie got between them, her back to Lydia, shaking her head at Sandy. The Latina put a hand against her wife's chest with light-pressure. Her other hand was dead against Sandy:
 “You get to say this because of your blood. Once. Speak to her again that way and we'll have a problem, sister.”
 Sandy turned her back, hands running through her hair. Cassie grabbed a wrist, and dragged her around.
 “Sister,” she continued, “I'm a friend you don't know yet. Cool your blood. We don't have time. I feel your pain, but let us hear it. In your heart, you know we'll respond.”
 “This isn't my—” the queen began.
 Cassie hissed at her, with a finger over her mouth.
 “We just need a voice.” Sandy walked away towards her drink. “We could be lethal in a day, but we're still trying to do this right. How the fuck did you get to it right, Lyds?”
 “Luck.”
 “I don't want to hear that.” Sandy found seat on the couch, crossing her legs. “We put ourselves out there this year. I'm just trying to feed my fucking horse. It's so much bigger than that, but if I make it bigger in my head, it just feels impossible. Does Winnipeg even mean anything to you?”
 “I'll do this,” Cassie said, rounding the couch, nodding first to Lydia. “In my culture it's an insult to speak for your wife. You receive a great amount of yelling for this. I'm sure I will as well. So why do I break you two up, when you have so much to talk about?”
 Cassie found a wine glass. At this point there was no telling whose it was. She sat next to her sister-in-law.
 “I don't know, Cassie. We never met. You like to meddle?”
 That almost got Lydia back in the fight. Her wife waved her off.
 “It's because she's not alone, and neither are you. It feels terrible being alone, and I know this. My continental alliance looks at you, and we see you, and Peru comes to help, and we support them as WALcos supports California, and your sister does good politics to support Manitoba and California, and yes, you sound like a child wanting broad statements and guns within the same year you choose to step forward. And you do need a voice. My wife is not that voice. We, in support, cannot tell your story. Be angry with me, but you've went about this the wrong way.”
 Cassie put up her fists like an old-timey boxer, knuckles out, eyebrows raised. Slapping Leo aside, the militant was a lot more physically intimidating. Lydia walked over, beside her, just in case.
 Sandy laughed. “Fuck, you guys are hard to deal with.”
 “This goddess here,” Lydia pointed, “is a better woman than we'll ever be. Sure, she's a pain in the ass, but that's because she's always right.”
 Still seated, her wife reached out and spanked Lydia hard on the butt, making her jump. Cassie continued, “Forgive the blunt, but I say this for reason: you would be better friends without your parents hanging over you.”
 “Jesus, Cassie, lay off the throttle.” Lydia glared at her wife as Sandy stood and stormed out of the lounge towards the bridge.
 Cassie watched the girl leave. “You can be mad at me, Bonita, but this is the core problem in our crew. Never Alicia. Never Leo. Not you and your sister. I am on your side. This is about your mother.”
 That didn't fly Lydia into a rage. She'd had a lot of time to think about 'mom' ever since she found out the woman was alive. Still, “That was not cool. You're presuming a lot.” The hand-over-mouth shushing was bad enough, but she could shake that off as cultural.
 Sandy had long-since left. They both sipped on drinks. “I presume that your sister has bedded the man who represents Idaho, and that is no coincidence. I worry where her voice comes from.”
 “It comes from my mom,” Lydia said, sharing the couch. “I don't know what you're getting at. That's why we fight.”
 “No. You fight because you're sisters. It's very cute.” Cassie smiled. “Makes me want to kiss your lips and kiss her head. I don't kiss now because you're both angry.”
 “For someone who's really good with people, you did a terrible job at this. Sorry, Cassie.” And Lydia stood to leave, heaven knew where, either to her cabin or to boil some rice. Her wife often got cultural free-passes, and this was one of them. Lydia really wanted to kick, scream, and shout about it, but this was one of those 'big family' moments for Cassie, when everything gets talked about in the open. Lydia never had a family like that.
 No. The conversation wasn't over yet.
 She chewed her lip and turned back. “I'm your wife, Cassie.”
 “Yes, I know this.” The woman shuffled up in her seat.
 “When I met your mom, that was a good thing. This, with Sandy and my mom, it's not a good thing.” Lydia swallowed, water filling her eyes. “I know you'd like to heal that, but you can't.” Her breath caught in her throat, she couldn't look up. “Dad might have been sick, but he got better. Mom's the one that killed me. Don't force it, Sand—oh, holy fuck...”
 She broke down. Cassie was there to catch her, soothing, apologizing as Lydia cried, “You can't fix this. Stop.”
 “I know, I'm sorry. I didn't understand, I'm sorry.”
 “I won't take it out on Winnipeg.” Lydia was freaking-out a bit, and really needed to say that out loud. “Why did it have to be her? I can see where this goes. Don't let me meet her. If it comes to that, don't let me meet her. Just keep me away.”
 “I will, Bonita, just stay awake. This will pass. We have endless years. You don't need to see her. Even Sandy, I am Ella Capitan, I can move her around.”
 Still clutching on, Lydia broke off to meet eyes. “Oh, god, no. This isn't her fault. I love her.”
 “If she wishes to act a child, I'll treat her as one. I would make her clean toilets and peel potatoes. She would suffer, but mild.” Cassie nodded.
 The queen laughed and wiped her cheeks. “What happened when you met DeConte? I never asked. I still get nervous about you two.”
 “Mother? It was not for many days after my death. They were careful, but she was even more careful with triggers. She had them test names and photographs, then audio, then video, all before she hugged me. It felt like....the word is isolation, but it made me feel sorry for her love.”
 “I had that vibe from her. She really loves you, you know.”
 “Yes,” Cassie nodded to herself with a thin smile. She turned and said, “I'm sure your own mother—”
 “No. See, that's the problem. Pregnant with Sandy, she could have taken me with, but she didn't. She had eighteen years after that to contact me, rescue me, do something legal, or whatever. She didn't go to law for me, she didn't send a card, she just vanished. We really thought she was dead. Dad died eight years ago. Not a word from her. And then she sends Sandy the moment I become relevant.”
 Cassie straightened her back. “You know how important blood is, to my family, my culture.”
 Lydia nodded into her lap, hands clasped.
 “I dream of meeting your mother and receiving her approval.” Sure, that was a very Cassie thing to worry about. “That doesn't matter to me. If she disapproves of you, or tries to manipulate you, then I'll become irate. This blood mother is no one I need, and she may as well not exist to me if she wrongs you. No one gets to slight you, including Sandy, who I like.”
 “You'd take my side?”
 “Estupido, I'm always on your side. I just hope for better things, like you would.”
 “But if my mom is a psycho?”
 “It means nothing on you. No stain. It might hurt, but I won't let her be so mean. I'll always shout profanities in your name, Bonita.”
 “She's going to ruin me.” Lydia knew her mother was still alive. She knew she was directing Sandy, her militant daughter. That daughter was connected enough to help with British Columbian independence and to hook-up with what served as Idaho's State Department. If Sandy was a militant princess, Mom was a goddamn voice. It didn't take intuition.
 “I won't let your mind run-away. We keep this conversation. You imagine your mother is Yukon-Spinolo, evil with machinations, yes?”
 “Absolutely, but that's not who she was. That's why I'm a mess.”
 “It's curious then. It would be nice if one person on The Faye had met this woman, and could tell you about her.”
 “Yeah, yeah.”
 “You were able to find time to talk to Alicia and Leo. Give it time. Do not attack. Just talk to her. I'm sure she'd like that. She is dealing with the child worship of a big sister.”
 Lydia walked over and flipped Roslan's fallboard closed. She hadn't played a note.
 She wasn't in the mood.
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 Cassie helped her cook, thank goodness. The heiress wasn't a chef either, but she was braver in the kitchen and didn't seem to have the same fears about screwing up.
 Vegetable stock made from boiling the ends of carrots, onions, celery. They used all the whole parts as a base, sauteing it first, then deglazing with one of Cassie's white wines. Add a large can of diced tomatoes, canned black beans, cooked rice, and a flurry of spices: chili powder, cumin, oregano, paprika, and especially salt. Cassie sipped, and shrugged.
 “It's a soup.”
 “Spanish rice soup?” Lydia tasted it. It was fine, not noisy with the flavor, but savory, pretty good for vegan stuff.
 “Hah, no. Tex-mex.” Cassie spoke to the air. “Faye, alert them lunch is made if they like.”
 Leo and Alicia joined them with thanks, but there wasn't a peep from Sandy, and in effect, Bennett.

Come on guys. Claiming Canada's first exo-planet, this was supposed to be the fun part.
 
* * *
 
 “Ok if I name it?” Lydia said to the bridge, sitting on the floor with a six-pack of bottles at her side.
 “I can't be sure,” Cassie scratched her head. “We would ask Marshall if that's legal, but it's harmless to do so, even if it must be committee-proved.”
 “I don't care. It's your planet, Your Majesty.” Bennett was still really excited about this. He'd retrieved lunch for himself and Sandy when the rest of them were finishing up. She wasn't present, and he'd just shrugged about all the drama—Lydia couldn't guess how long they'd known each other. Five days or five years was believable. She didn't know if they were a couple or casual, but the body-language was obvious that they were hooked-up for this trip.

No objections? Cool.
 “Cassandra.” Lydia nodded. “Her name is Cassandra.” She stared at the screen, at the small red marble they were approaching.
 “No, Bonita.” Cassie's complexion never presented much of a blush, but it was all in her eyes, her hushed voice. “You embarrass me. That's too much.”
 “I think it works,” Bennett said in a chair, nodding. “A voice of prophecy. A riddle. Coming all the way out here. That's what the name will mean to your nation, I'm sure.”
 Lydia hadn't considered that. Bennett was pretty well-read for a backwoods boy. Where'd he get his education?
 “See, we have an endorsement already.” Lydia air-toasted, “Cassandra it is, first world of The Dove Star. My Sol, my life, let's take an orbit and do a ground survey?”
 Ella Capitan huffed a sigh and whispered some jargon at Leo. She got it: just because Faye could fly on her own didn't negate the pilot's role. He was still in charge of course decisions, all of that. Cassie knelt beside Lydia and hugged her. Another whisper, “You love me too much.”
 “My wife? I could never love you enough. Don't be embarrassed. They'll eat it up. You have a beautiful name. Lydia—not so good. Cassandra, now that sounds like a planet.”
 “As long as you think so. Tell me this would happen two years ago and I really would believe I was insane.”
 “Don't get modest on me now, Bonita.” Lydia kissed her. “You're not just the captain, you're as close as we have to a science officer. We're trusting you to make sense of all this.”
 Sure, Lydia was an agriculture student, and knew a lot about history, but Cassie had a nursing degree already, so at least had practice when it came to biology readouts, pathogens, and specimen collection. The data wasn't over the queen's head, she just didn't know the aseptic protocol or the instruments.
 “Yes, and this is why I'm happy we ate lunch. Faye, Clemence, Devin, please show yourselves.”
 Two of the three clapped into existence. Pretty Faye stood towards the bridge's fore, the bots at the aft, near the exit. The rest were seated, and the only person missing was Sandy.
 Lydia spoke to Bennett. “I understand she's upset, but she needs to be here. She's included. We need her perspective. Any ideas?”
 “No clue what the deal is, sorry. I met her at your wedding—”
 “She was at the wedding?” Lydia turned to Cassie, eyes wide. Her wife returned a smile. It felt wonderful but, “Why didn't she tell me? Does she ever talk about this stuff?”
 “I have do idea, Lydia. Your family seems kind of complicated. We tend not to poke in people's business.” Yeah, that made sense. Go, go, Idaho.
 “I'll talk to her.” Alicia stood from a chair beside Leo. “I think we're friends, but it's hard to tell with her. Just keep going, ok? The survey's going to take a while, I'm sure.” She kissed Leo, a bit hesitant, but it wasn't forced. He didn't seem to want to let go of her hand. She left.
 “Mothers,” Clemence said, “the magnetic field is robust, conducive to open-air habitation. The atmosphere is friendly, though would require a respirator. Cassandra is, however, on a faster rotation than our mother Earth.”
 And now, finally, Lydia's pioneer spirit was starting to stir. The globe on the screen was very red, but that's what they said Mars, Venus, Ganymede, and Titan looked like a millennium ago. There were no land-masses or defining features this far away.
 “Life?” Cassie said.
 “Everywhere,” Faye replied in a soft tone and warm smile. “No technological signature though. No radio, or detectable luminescence. I can't define it at this distance, but the dominant signature exhibits no sign of active respiration.”
 “Shrooms,” Lydia whispered with a thumbs up. That would be a first in global dominance, but fungal life, organic or not, wasn't exactly rare. “Hell yes on the respirator. We'll get spored to death. Have you contacted anything yet, Faye?”
 “With better definitions, yes. Phact's wind was shielding us, but now my skin is incinerating several particles per square inch every second. It's a cloud.”
 “Probability of non-conventional sentience?” Cassie asked.
 “Not high,” Devin said. “But we won't know until we get a physical sample.”
 It was a pretty good question too. For all they knew, every shroom on the globe was networked in a giant brain doing non-stop calculus.
 “Water?” Cassie continued.
 “Locked in the atmosphere and the lifeforms.” Faye sounded excited too.
 “The good news is,” Clemence chimed in, “this water will be fresh when your species commits genocide, erasing this natural habitat.”
 Lydia rolled her eyes. “Clem, we might not even land. There's lots of rocks in this system, we're just fulfilling the treaty so we get to plant a flag, ok? No one is genociding any mushrooms, ok?”
 “Yet. Not yet. What happens when my noble mothers die in a long future and this is no longer your decision. I'll still exist to see this world destroyed, their existence supplanted by your own. Same as you always do.”
 Jesus fucking Christ emo-thirteen-year-old bullshit.
 “I don't know, Clem. Natural selection? Panspermia is a bitch, but it's real. We have to be just as careful they don't supplant our existence, intelligent or not. Give us some credit here, you weren't born to a nation of conquistadors.”
 Cassie stood and stared over Leo's shoulder, reading.
 “Ah, there is liquid water, but this red covers the globe like a blanket, land and sea.”
 “Shit. It's going to be a calculus-brain, isn't it? I bet they are firing back. That's what Faye is incinerating.”
 “That's completely possible,” Faye said, still soft, cheerful. “I suggest no closer approach until we complete the surface survey. It's harmless at this distance, but after the Rainbow Incident, all crafts have been warned to proceed with caution. A global life-net rivals all humanity in metabolic output.”
 Eh. So much for Cassandra. She was a riddle. Lydia just didn't want to get shot out of the sky by some massive spit-wad the net might cough-up if it felt threatened. Life didn't need intelligence to defend itself. Life was pretty much built to defend itself no matter what.
 “Are the spores a language?”
 “That's completely possible,” Faye repeated. “I do not speak Cassandran funginese. Do you?”
 The question sounded honest.
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 “I take a nap, and you're trying to communicate with mushrooms?” Sandy did look like she'd just woken up, and Lydia did remember her sister saying she was jet-lagged from yesterday. That dropped the tension down to an acceptable level on the bridge, but the queen still had no idea how to plant a flag on Cassandra.
 The buoy, they could just fire it down like a rocket, but that might be an act of war to the alien species, or the fungi might just eat it. No human nation would recognize a buoy in orbit. The Mindanao Treaty was set up so a formal ground investigation was implied, automated or otherwise. Otherwise, people would be bouncing probes around all over the place, willy-nilly. The more work you put into it, the greater the legitimacy of your claim.
 “Normally, when things get weird, people contact the Sol Union for observation and support.” Leo said to Sandy. “But none of us are in the federation, not to mention the hiding thing.”
 “Dude,” Lydia said. “Dude, I know it's just fungus, but Faye says this is only the third global life-net we've found, and the last two were clusterfuckalicious. The first one wiped out The Rainbow, a mobile colony over Ariel. Not trying to scare anyone. Facts.”
 “Everyone.” Cassie presented herself in the middle of the bridge, where that fancy chair might be if it had one. “Between me, Leo, and Faye, we know safe protocols, and have clear judgment with redundancy. Clemence and Devin would also never let this species harm us. Do not fear, friends, ok? It is still good to be excited. This is another chance to discover ETI, or breakthrough science, or maybe it turns out to be delicious mushrooms instead. I'll cook a special dinner.”
 And to date, September 23, 4127, Extra-Terrestrial-Intelligence had never even been suspected, much less confirmed. This likely wouldn't be first contact, but all of humanity was rather on-edge about the topic, imagining everything from talking-stars, to interdimensional phase-changing gods, to finding a relic pyramid of a long-dead species.
 And yes, Cassie just said she would be just as satisfied eating the unidentified lifeform as she would be communicating with it. God, she loved her wife.
 “Nuke it from orbit! Fire the Godwins!” Lydia smiled, no eye-contact with anyone. This was why she wasn't the captain.
 “The ground survey is complete,” Faye said. The main-screen (wrapped around the bridge's nose) transformed into tiles of images and spreadsheets. “This data will be acceptable to any recognized nation. The lifeform scan has also been collected, but I stress that samples will be necessary for the catalog. I only have basic data.”
 “Is it just the one thing? All fungus?” Lydia asked.
 “No. This species is completely dominant, but there seems to be a diverse micro-ecosystem surrounding it.”
 “You may speculate, Faye.” Cassie found a seat on the floor beside Lydia, grabbing a beer from the six-pack. “Even if none of it is true, insight is good.”
 “Well, ok, then. This fungus, as you call it, is most certainly not related to our kingdom of fungi. It metabolizes silicates.”
 “No, it doesn't.” Lydia gawked at the scan. “It's converting rock into energy?”
 “Didn't they find that on Proteus?” Bennett whispered to Cassie. Her wife shrugged.
 “The sea creatures, invisible at this distance, would most likely be symbiotic diatoms with silicate shells, exchanging means to stay at the surface for energy. I don’t detect any airborne matter other than the spores. I detect no life with active locomotion, but I can't see below the life-net. This biology is hyper-refined simplicity and seems to be in equilibrium.”
 Cassie leaned forward, sitting cross-legged. “You don't know this life-cycle, but draw conclusions on age. It must have taken eons for such a lifeform to evolve, much less become a net. Is Planet Cassandra smaller than it was? Is it being eaten?”
 Yeah, that was important. Lydia's brain was on a different tangent about sustainable mushroom farms to feed her nation. Genetics. Cassie was asking about the survival of worlds. Sanitizing The Faye's hull inside Phact's solar fire would be a good idea.
 “No, Captain. Data suggests its metabolism is very slow and highly efficient. It would make a poor food source as agriculture. Rates of consumption nearly equal that of extraterrestrial dustfall to the surface. Similar lines to our evolution would place the species' origin at two billion years old, but it may be far older. For such a hot star, I can't confirm if an evolved world like Cassandra is a captured planet or not. The presence of outer system gas giants disputes that. It's puzzling.”
 “A riddle.” Bennett nodded.
 “They're immortal.” Lydia whispered. “We should do the buoy. We need to.”
 “Not following you, Lyds,” Leo said. “What's up?”
 Lydia stared at the readouts and rotating digital images, glassy eyed.
 “It's not politics, and this isn't some manifesto, but the mushrooms are perfect. They're prefect on their own. They coexist with their water buddies. They're united. They're not eating the planet. I know this sounds heavy-handed, but what the fuck. Why shouldn't Cassandra be a preserve? Take the sample, plant a flag, no one can fuck with what these mushrooms have going on, whether they're doing calculus or not. In another million years, they really might be. This one we declare as good. This one, we leave alone. We can colonize any planet, we certainly don't need this one. We're certainly not doing the worst.”
 The 'worst' was dropping their PXX and sanitizing the globe of all life, starting from scratch. It'd be the only way to fight a life-net, a wall that was choked with ivy.
 “If anyone wonders why I married her...” Cassie laid an arm around her wife, pulling her close. It seemed pretty damn obvious to Lydia, nothing about justice or karma, she just wasn't in the business of exploiting random land 261 light years from Earth. She was sure there was a lifeless rock somewhere else in the system if they needed a waypoint.
 “Um. I'm scared to ask, because I think I love you guys. Devin, Clemence, do you think you can?”
 “Mother, I'd be happy to,” Clemence said. “It would be my honor.”
 “Do not get eaten by mushrooms. They might be electric, or computer-hacking with their giant brain-spore super-network.”
 “This is completely possible,” Faye said pleasantly. “I also believe it's probable the lifeform, sentient or not, will respond to ultrasonic waves. Wub-wub. This would not be communication. I say this as a warning—try not to trigger a response.”
 “Well, it's not really worth it then. We got the globe mapped, we'll just move on. Let's grab a moon.”
 “No, Mother,” Clemence said, the raven-haired woman stood tall. “I won't allow us to pass and another to swoop in, doing what we fear. I'll fulfill the treaty. The risk is speculative and I can handle myself. The sample won't just protect the claim, but the species itself.”
 “It could just be a shield.” Sandy squinted at the data, all meaningless to her. “If Faye can't see under it, there could be a completely different thing underground. Like Idaho, you know.”
 Bennett nodded, offering his girlfriend a fist-bump. “Nice.”
 “This is completely possible as well.” Faye pointed at a new map, this one with multi-colored topography. “I was able to detect active geology with a plate system similar to Earth, but more stable. Cassandra's innards would be warm enough to sustain all manner of metabolic biology, even with this species claiming the surface.”
 “Bigger mushrooms,” Lydia whispered, loud.
 “As far as the buoy itself goes,” Faye continued, “if this lifeform really is the dominant species on Cassandra, It likely has no sensory perception whatsoever, other than all life's passive reaction to warmth, food, moisture, and ultrasound, but this is assuming a parallel with our own less-evolved kingdoms.”
 “They'll ignore it, then,” Lydia said, looking back to Clemence.
 “I wouldn't let my own sister come to harm, Mother, no more than she would me.” Devin stepped forward. “Take courage. We protect each other.”
 Lydia could just give the word, but she looked to her friends instead. She twisted her lips and offered a thumbs up from the floor. Cassie toasted her beer and offered another. Bennett next, then Leo and Alicia.
 That left Sandy. “You know I worry about you, Lyds.”
 “You don't have to,” she said. “I think we got this.”
 “You know exactly what I mean. Everything you do ends up...”
 Alicia shook her head. That's right, Lydia wasn't defined as human by the girl's faith. She was an agent of God's will or some shit. It was only mushrooms. She wasn't sure if Sandy's concerns were actual care, or simply calling Lydia reckless and incompetent. And the queen really was trying to 'think things through.' That was the common knock on her.
 “If I seem impulsive, it's not just my intuition. I trust you all too. That song on The Moon? Cassie encouraged me. I happened to sing the right song. When we got the votes for BC's secession, that wasn't even my idea. I just decided to pull the trigger. If I had it my way, we'd be slowly, ineffectually, reforming the CCC from the inside out.”
 “I'm rather happy to be living in interesting times.” Bennett's smile was genuine. “The fortieth century sounded like a bore.”
 Oddly enough, none of them were older than thirty, much less two hundred and thirty.
 “Yeah, do it,” Sandy said. “I know you're going to. I just know how this is going to turn out.”
 “How's that, sister?” Cassie nodded and winked at Faye, who blinked out of sight.
 “Same way it always does. We're either starting a war with a mindless alien species, or the sample escapes and Earth turns into a giant Portobello.”
 Such a worry-wart, this one.
 As if that kind of luck ever followed Lydia around.
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Lydia
 
 
 “Cassie,” Lydia whispered in Spanish, “I'm sorry your planet is a giant mushroom.” Her smile was a bit shy. The well-groomed heiress wasn't a hoity-toity princess, but a world filled with wildflowers would have been nicer. A desolate, beautiful wasteland of ice would have been more photogenic.
 The Latina raised an eyebrow, grinning back. “I think it's perfect. Thank you.” And she got a hug and a kiss (yay!) “Canada and British Columbia's first planet, humanity's third life-net—so dangerous—and all this mystery too. Then this generosity of peace and morality? I'm humbled. It's perfect.”
 “Just like you.” In English.
 Cassie groaned and pushed her shoulder. “You attempt romance via a mushroom planet? You make me ill. Or hungry.”
 They shared the laugh in private, shoulder to shoulder on the bridge's floor.
 “The buoy is prepared,” Faye said over the intercom. “Designation yellow as dangerous but not hostile, refuge status for the lifeforms. This will be impossible to reverse legally, even for you. The treaty is clear on this. I must ask for confirmation. The location within the system and abundance of liquid water is uncommon. Terraforming would be quite inexpensive here.”
 “Nah.” Easy answer from Lydia. “Been dead before. Eternity lasts a long time. In a million years I want to see these guys writing mushroom literature, singing mushroom songs. The North Coast is fine by me. We're not imperialists, Faye.”
 “May the light always shine on you, Mistress. Quarantine status is confirmed in the hold. Your children are ready for the operation.”
 Lydia exhaled. She squeezed Cassie's hand. The rest of the humans were watching the main screen, an image of the bots, figures of light, down in the cargo hold. Devin was holding a ball the size of a schoolroom globe. It didn't pulse, it didn't beep or have lights. It was just a dull, gray ball. She whispered to her wife.
 “Please begin,” Cassie said.
 In unison, the figures winked out and reappeared.
 Did their dive fail?
 No. Instead of Devin holding a gray ball, his hands were empty. Clemence's hands were filled with a soap bubble of similar size containing a squirming blood-red 'thing,' about the size of a human head.
 “Operation complete,” Faye said.
 “The buoy is active.” Clemence lifted her arms out, presenting their find. “Sample recovered.”
 Well, that was fast.
 “Um, great job. You get another BC medal we haven't minted yet.”
 “Thank you, Mother,” the pair said in unison, happy. They'd probably be thrilled with a gold star sticker.
 “That doesn't look like fungus,” Sandy said, staring. It sure wasn't mold.
 “I'd say that's pretty locomotive.” Lydia watched it dance in place. The screen zoomed-in. It looked more like a sea anemone than a mushroom. Was it an animal? “That's a complex lifeform.”
 “It would seem so, Mistress.” Faye reappeared on the bridge. Leo had been typing for a full five minutes now, before the operation. The graphic showing their location in relation to Cassandra flickered a little. They were flying away in a hurry.
 “They were all stock-still when we showed up. Then they started like this,” Clemence said. “Millions of them.”
 “Yeah, we might want to prep for a dive.”
 “Already done, but don't worry,” Faye gestured to a new graphic. The anemone was depicted in a sort of x-ray with defined lines. None of the body parts had named definitions, from its hairy crown to its truncated base, but arrows pointed to different groups of musculature, glands, and tissue. “As Devin said, odds of atypical sentience are low. There seems to be no central or even integrated nerve clusters attached to what you would call muscle. I doubt they perceive pain. It's possible they network and communicate via electrical impulse, or spores, but there is no anatomical evidence for this. If that was a threat-response Clemence described, they will likely settle down and forget we existed.”
 Screw first contact, humanity had never even found another animal before, just a lot of things that resembled viruses, bacteria, plants, and fungus.
 “Like I said, good work guys. I was sort of hoping we'd get a small one though.”
 “This was a small one,” Clemence said.
 “Oh god. We just stole a baby.” Lydia chewed her lip. “Please monitor the retreat, Faye. If they start sending big stuff we're returning the little guy, ok?”
 “Yes, understood.”
 Bennett said, “Well, if time's not an issue, maybe we wait and hour and go back? I mean, that might tell us a lot.”
 “Yeah.” Sandy was standing, staring at the wiggler. “If we just compromised their defense network and planted a 'thing' they can detect, we'll know pretty damn fast if there's an underground government of super-shrooms going batshit over this.”
 “It's a baby.” Alicia's razor-thin lips were set in a frown. “Did anyone bring some rock? It probably eats faster than adults.”
 “Yes,” Devin said. “I excavated three tons of its native stone.” Without dropping them, three perfect cubes, one meter in each dimension, popped into the cargo hold.
 Alicia huffed a sigh and left her chair, walking straight to the women. She cheek-kissed them and grabbed a beer.
 The wiggler was moving around before, but when the stone appeared, it started thrashing. Clemence, still holding it, looked back through the screen, eyes wide.
 “Cassie?” Lydia said. “I mean, yes. It might suffocate or something.”
 “Yes, the quarantine is good. Please relieve her.”
 “Oh, it's a girl now?” Lydia watched Clemence gently lower the anemone on the stone, bubble still surrounding it, but passing into the rock. In tense moments, the thrashing stopped, and the dancing resumed. Even as they gawked at the alien for a long minute, it never sat still, bobbing and twisting. It really was sort of cute.
 “Yes, our fourth child this week,” Cassie said. “I name her Lydia.”
 That got a good laugh from everyone but Lydia.
 “I will begin an analysis of Lydia in case we need to return her. Good enough for the catalog, good enough for the treaty.” Cassie rocked on the floor and slammed the rest of her beer. Blinking her eyes, she planted a hand on Lydia's shoulder and stood. The Latina held out a hand. “Lydia, I need assistance with Lydia. Would you?”
 “If Lydia needs to return to Cassandra, I certainly can't say no.” Joke aside, the queen nodded, and accepted the hand up. She left the unopened bottles for their crew and walked out to the lounge.
 
* * *
 
 Lydia sat on a counter-top in the med lab, sanitary as hell—no, not really. She puffed on a Cassie-cigarillo. They passed it back and forth, and both of them were still drinking.
 Best science ever.
 Best honeymoon ever.
 Devin and Clemence had the creature framed at either side. The last thing anyone wanted was the princess and the queen of British Columbia getting a face-full of mind-control spores and becoming voodoo zombies. They actually had a conversation about that in earnest, out loud. 
 “No fluids to do bloodwork with.” Cassie inspected a holo screen offset from the beast. “I'm not an exo-biologist, Bonita. This is over my head. My imagination doesn't understand her.”
 “Well, she's all chemistry, right?” Lydia said, recalling their agricultural studies. “Metabolism of that rock, to whatever the spores do. Our GMO class told us focus on similarities first. There's probably a lot of useless information. We ignore that data, and find what's dissimilar in relief.”
 “You are better at this discipline, my love. For me it's all economics and climate studies.”
 “Can I backseat drive then? I don't know how this equipment works.”
 “And you don't think you're smart,” Cassie Spanish-mumbled with a smile, bringing up an array of meaningless controls. The interface was similar to standard robotics protocols, but way more professional, polished, precise.
 Lydia-anemone danced on. From what she understood, this would be entirely noninvasive: no knives, no needles, whether it felt pain or not. Lydia put it to voice:
 “Well, we don't need to understand her, we just need to analyze her. We have real biologists at home. I hear we have a pretty decent college in Juneau.” That was a joke. Anatali University Juneau was widely considered a top-ten school in all humanity. Lydia doubted she could get in on merit, even as the queen. “We have the basics and the baselines, we just don't have any context. Let's set her on fire and see what happens!”
 Cassie rolled her eyes, taking the cigarillo back. “My queen is a child. I hear God loves a patient woman, so I—”
 “Nailed it!” Lydia pointed at a spot just below its crown. “Get the active chemistry of the roots, the spores, and especially that thing, we'll call it the doobob. I bet they're linked way more than the wiggle-system, like a seed. I think she's more like a seed.”
 And the analysis began. The data-stream was thick. Being in a medical bay, it was way closer to Cassie's jargon than their agricultural chemistry and genetics. Cassie stared at it. Her expression flickered in recognition, just a moment. Lydia knew that look. She didn't say a word.
 The queen hopped back on the counter and waited, sipping her beer and puffing the smoke. She passed it back to Cassie, who didn't hand it back.
 Lydia glanced at the screen again, just once.
 For a make-or-break moment in their marriage, their entire lives, maybe this was how Cassie felt last night, trusting Lydia and Leo alone, all with a smile. Now, her wife was the one sweating bullets. Lydia was the one smiling, trusting she wouldn't be disappointed.
 She finally understood.
 That was fe.
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God's trigger-girl
 
 
 “I shouldn't be here.” Cassie ripped her eyes away from the screen.
 “Oh, it's good?” Lydia added a laugh to her voice, sipping her beer.
 “Don't tease me. This is very painful, Bonita.”
 No, this was completely different. Lydia hopped off the counter in an instant. “Hey, it's ok, Cassie. I'm one hundred percent with you. You know that.”
 “That's the problem!” Cassie stepped away, pacing as Lydia-anemone danced on. The bots now faded out of vision, but they were obviously still in the room. Her wife was tense as hell, a breath away from another attack.
 “If it's good, it's ours. I don't care which nation has it.”
 “That's the problem!” Cassie shouted dead at her, eyes wide. “Do you know what this is?”
 “No. I'm guessing it's good though. It's not bad. It's good.”
 “Can you stop being good for one fucking minute?” Cassie had digressed into Spanish. “You're not safe like this. You need power!”
 But her wife wasn't having an attack. That was awesome. Lydia side-eyed her, lighting another cigarillo. “I have plenty of power, Cassie. If Ali's crazy-talk means anything, I think giving up power is my power. Now, why shouldn't you be here?”
 Cassie massaged the bridge of her nose and reached out. Lydia tried to hand her the cigarillo. The Latina ignored it, grabbed her wrist, and yanked her into a hug.
 “I don't know where I belong,” she said in English. Her voice shuddered, but she kept it down. “I was born to my mother, born to Chile, to be CEO to WALcos. Now I am Canadian, wife of a Canadian queen, two nations of citizens to honor, to protect. I speak English more often than my own tongue.”
 “It's getting really good too,” Lydia said into her shoulder. “Chile isn't your identity. Canada isn't. I'm not either. I never wanted that. You are you. You are wonderful. Whatever we're doing this year, the people you meet are in your heart, no matter the nationality.” Cassie didn't break in. Lydia kept going, “Look at this crew, six nations. Our friends. You've been doing it all along as Cassandra. That's your identity. You belong wherever you are.”
 “I-I could hide this from you and...I could give it to my family instead.”
 “I'm not stopping you. If it's good, I don't care who has it.” Lydia smoothed the woman's hair over and over. She wasn't trying to be a saint against the potential wife-on-wife espionage, she just had faith on one side, and she really meant it when she said she didn't care. Honest. She just wanted Cassie. Apparently, it was a lot more complicated for the heiress.
 “But you are my family now.” Cassie cried softly. “This is a conflict of interests. I shouldn't be here.”
 Well, that was sort of the tricky part about representatives of state hooking up. Lydia was a little surprised it took this long for it to arrive. In the media, it had from the start, conspiracies of collusion and manipulation. It just had never been an issue between them. Lydia wanted to mention the Morales couple from Colombia and Venezuela, that they could be partner-nations too, but their own cultures were a lot more distant than that.
 “I'm willing to share, easy. Scientists do it all the time.”
 “See! This is your problem as queen,” Cassie broke off. Now she was taking that smoke. “Your nation is small military. Very brave, but small. Nukes, but small. Food, but small. I don't mean to insult.”
 “You're not, you're completely right. BC's a noisy little thing with a lot of friends, just like its queen. I thought that was enough.”
 “It can be, but you have too loud of a voice, and too many lives to play ideals with. Twenty-eight million humans, all these families, and this number actually grows? No one grows. No one is this loud. You stand brave, but goddamn my wife, Lydia, you aren't safe. Yet, you tease me. You know my loyalty to you. To what British Columbia will be. You're being mean, testing me.”
 Lydia grabbed a shoulder. “Honest, I didn't mean to. I'm sorry. I really didn't know how to poke the doobob, I swear to God.”
 Cassie cried, a full sob, but it was loose, not tense like an attack. 
 “This is it!” A full shout. It didn't sound happy as she pointed at Lydia-anemone. “I'm not old enough for a life's work. And you...”
 “Me...?” She already guessed what this was about.
 “You make these years of horror end so easy. It's terrible.”
 “What part of this has ever been easy, Cassie? Holy shit. You've died. I was in a coma for three months. Thousands have died. If this is the cure, let's make it free!”
 Her wife's eyes grew wide, wild. The energy pouring out of her was undefinable, and there was a shit ton of aggression. Lydia unconsciously backed away to where Devin had been standing. Lydia-anemone danced on.
 “My parents died!”
 Yes. So had Lydia's—no wait—her Mom was still alive; this was getting hard to track.
 “This thing could had saved them!”
 No, it probably couldn't have. The FTLS age itself was rather young. If they just discovered some missing link, it certainly wasn't because of negligence, and it certainly couldn't have saved her genetic parents before Cassie was even conceived. DeConte was her mother. Cassie had been carried in her belly, raised by the woman, and she was still alive.
 “You aren't listening to me!” Cassie lurched forward, grabbing Lydia's shoulders. Far behind, Clemence faded into view, her eyes concerned, asking. Yes, your mothers were having a moment. No, Cassie was not having a psychotic episode. Lydia was still afraid though. In a different mood, they'd be popping champagne.
 “I'm listening, Cassie.” The queen's hands were up, trying not to add the judgment to her eyes. “It wasn't easy. This is all fucking crazy, since we met, since we've been born.”
 “Alicia and Sacha say you do this on purpose, without knowing.” Cassie released her and pointed a finger, first at Lydia, then the Lydia-anemone.
 “They're fucking wingnuts and you know it. They killed for me, but then they blamed me, like I was responsible. You weren't there. We're not the crazy ones, Cassie, I swear. I'm not hexed.”
 “This word! You used it when we met, saying you were hexed, jinxed. I love you enough to die, but I'm terrified of your curse. This hurts in a way you'll never know.”
 Lydia, human-Lydia, winced. Her feelings weren't hurt; this conversation was way too crazy for that. She was just trying to bring her wife back around. If Cassie flew nine-loops-over-Jupiter-insane Lydia wouldn't bat an eyelash—this was like, management time, like when one of them got blackout drunk. Lots of nodding. Lots of assurances. Do not let your lover run out into traffic.
 “We're both sober, Bonita.” Lydia still had her hands up, but lower. “The cure for anything is why we tried this, fuck yes. Can we just play with the numbers now, with smiles?”
 “You're brain understands most—”
 Oh, fuck you, Cassie. She got tackled. Lydia just rushed her, arms over the heiress's arms. She dropped, guiding the Latina to her knees.
 Time slowed as Cassie broke down, a lot more visceral than before. It was a core-cry, gasping for breaths between hiccups.
 A long three minutes later:
 “Lydia is a good girl.” Lydia rubbed her wife's back. “Lydia is trying to help us, so we can take her home. I think that's why she's dancing. She misses her family.”
 “We stole a baby.” Cassie sobbed. “Faye. We have it all. Turn us back.”
 “Master Carpenter consents. We have reversed course. ETA, forty-two minutes.” The voice popped in and out as if it didn't want to intrude. Good Faye.
 “Please talk,” Lydia whispered. “You taught me how to use plain words, not even joking. You're more responsible for who I am than anything else.”
 Cassie's head snapped up. “Am I the hex?” Tears still on her cheeks, her hand was over her mouth in a gasp. “The Captain's Lounge, the parade, my illness, this location...It's all my fault.”
 “Jesus, Cassie, it's no one's fault, and it's all good. Good, good, good. Muy bueno. What does my squishy doppelganger have to do with Mortality Shock? We're not wilting lilies here, talk to me.”
 “You have my mother's life in your hands,” Cassie said, wiping her eyes. “I am loco-freaked-out that you continue to do this. I am in awe. I read the meaning of awe, and it is a fear of god.”
 “Cassie.” Lydia got low on her knees, trying to get smaller. It wasn't subjugation, it was humility. “I don't do anything. I asked the permission of five friends to capture a sea-slug. We're aboard a ship that your ally gave us as a wedding present. The babies that Lillian gave us as a wedding present picked up a random sample. If it's helpful, that's good. That's better than if we hadn't. Come back to me. It's all a coincidence.”
 “Coincidence!” It came out as a yell. “After all this, you really believe there is such a thing as coincidence? This was fate.” The last part came out soft, as if she was afraid God was listening.
 “Ok, my head's not there, but so what if it is? What are you afraid of?” And finally, finally, Lydia started to feel like she was debating a Grecian goddess with mental quirks. She didn't define Cassandra that way, she was just trying to navigate it. She'd say it was time for a nap, or sex, but the day was only a few hours old.
 “How can you be so casual?”
 “Lots of people would—”
 “The last scourge of mankind has decimated my family, causing me to be born. My cousin, my mother are near that date. I would kill for my mother, and you ask me what the big deal is?” Cassie pointed at the dancing anemone, shouting, “This falls into your lap when my reason for birth, my entire life, twenty-seven years looking for this stupid fucking slug? Why!”
 Lydia wasn't drunk enough for this. If her brain was loose, she might be able to keep track.
 “Are you asking me straight up? Like I know what's going on?”
 “Yes!”
 “I have no fucking idea, Cassie. I'm God's trigger-girl, is that ok? You married God's trigger-girl. I'm nothing, I just do random shit. Is that cool?”
 It paused her wife, but she grimaced, unconvinced. “This is one of the dumber things you say.”
 “Then I'm a fucking idiot then!” Lydia raised her arms. “This fate shit makes me want to jump out of the airlock, for real. Do not lay this on me, Cassie. It's bad enough when Alicia does it. I can't say it's the same, but it has to feel like that Alejandro stuff. You called him your fate once.”
 And she really should not have gone there. Her mother, DeConte, had turned out right, but Lydia hadn't brought up her fake ex-fiance since her resurrection. There was a good reason for that.
 They stood again. Cassie shook her head and turned her back.
 She blew out a long breath and inhaled.
 Cassie blew it out again. Lydia leaned against the counter, awkward as hell.
 “You think it's a good thing.”
 “Well, yeah. If it only saves one person, your mom, it'd be worth a war. I'm not saying that I like DeConte just to make you feel better. She's awesome. I love your mother.”
 “Then why am I so anxious?” Cassie shrugged, real pain and confusion on her face.
 “Because you're right. It's a scary moment.” Lydia pointed again at Lydia-anemone. She gestured with emphasis. “I mean, what the fuck?”
 “This is the trouble,” her wife whispered. “This is the conflict of interest. I was schooled in Santiago for medicine. I work with The Moon for this research on corpses. I pluck eyeballs as if it was casual, Bonita. I cut their necks and peel flesh to remove their livers. I have mutilated hundreds of human bodies in these autopsies. I am disturbed and numb in ways you don't even know. I never wanted this work...Now I'm being told the answer is in a dancing mushroom. Why did I perform all this horror?”
 Lydia could only hand her another drink. She'd seen some pretty rough shit too, but nothing that consistent.
 “I owe these nations a solidarity in this science. We escape on a gifted vessel from my ally Peru, protected by our ally Anatali. So much debt.”
 “That's why we make it free,” Lydia shout-whispered, interrupting her.
 Cassie threw up a hand. That was her 'shush' hand, clamped right over Lydia's mouth. With a flash of temper, the Latina almost got pushed. Lydia would have to do something about that before, well... “Cassie.”
 “Hmm?” Her wife's head perked up, like normal.
“Don't shush me like that, ok? Talking over me is fine, whatever. Just not with the hand. That's very bad in my culture. If I wasn't me, and you weren't you, it could cause a fight.”
 The moment hung there.
 “Oh...the touch is affection to us, a mother's touch.” Cassie's voice was quite small. Lydia hated that even more. “I'll try not to. I'm sorry.”
 “Do I need to recite my vows again?” Lydia said, flat out, unable to take the tension.
 “I was thinking the same thing.” Cassie stared at her, eyes watering. “We love each other just the same, yes?”
 “Yes. Fuck yes. I'm yours. I don't give a damn about definitions and boxes. They can write an article about modern self-esteem, but all I want is to be yours. That's why I'm casual about this legal stuff.” Lydia leaned in, eyes locked. “Just a secret, between you and me, I really don't care. If there's a conspiracy, take over British Columbia. It's yours. I know you won't, though. I trust you, so that's where it all makes sense.”
 “You could keep this,” Cassie pointed at the anemone, “and I keep this,” she pointed at the very complicated chemical report Lydia had requested, “and you would allow this conclusion?”
“Well, when you put it like that, I wouldn't be thrilled. I'm not trying to tease you. but yes, I completely trust you. We trust a newborn and one-week-olds with our lives in deep virgin space and I'm supposed to be conflicted about a fucking sea-slug and what you'll do with the data? Come on, Cassie. Really. Even if you did hijack it, it'd just be about Mom and your blood-relatives, which I'd do anyway.”
 “This is the problem!”
 “Trusting my wife is a problem?”
 “It can't be free, not even to me.”
 “Ears wide open, Cassie, I'm not following.” They apparently had worked back around to the point. 
 Her wife smoothed her own hair and fidgeted, as if she just discovered she had a human body. She was gorgeous regardless, but she did say, “Bonita. Hear my heart. Give me a few minutes? It's not vanity, but comfort. I know I make this drama, but I need restroom, and I'll return with booze. I'm uncentered.”
 “Sold.” Lydia leaned in for a kiss. The fact it was returned with warmth was far, far enough.
 Cassie paused at the door. “I'm sorry to silence you with my hand. It was never meant as disrespect.”
 She left. Lydia appreciated the time-out.
 The entire conversation rolled over itself in a jumble.
 One week in, they weren't lying when they said marriage was a lot of work.
 Parenting was going to be a blast.
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The cure
 
 
 “Unfair!” Lydia shouted as Cassie re-entered the med-lab, dressed in the slip from the gown she'd been wearing. Hers was typically violet, nearly indecent in the way it clung to her breasts, stomach, and hips. It hung to her knees, but Lydia's arousal was having a horse-race with her jealousy. Her dark-brown hair had been combed back to silk.
 “I want to be beautiful for you.” Cassie waved her down, carrying another six-pack. “And I can't consult home, so I consult myself. This was good.”
 Lydia wasn't sure why so many mental hoops needed jumping, but like Cassie said, the heiress was good with some aspects of their shared destiny, less so at others. Lydia's 'all for the common-good' default-mode wasn't altruism or martyrdom, it was common sense mixed with basic human empathy. If Cassie suggested denying anyone life, Lydia would seriously be asking questions. Espionage was fine. Denying healthcare was murder.
 Lydia-anemone bounced in place. Cassie brought up one of those chemistry sheets again. She hopped up on the counter. Lydia did the same.
 “That line in the sequence, L223, is valued at life and death for my mother. Commercially, it is priceless. No exaggeration, fifty trillion credits in ten years. That pricing is merciful. Your nation, or you as an individual, could play the market for double, triple, anything.”
 Numbers that large were meaningless to Lydia as an individual. But she wasn't an idiot; that dwarfed her nation's yearly budget. All the same, she had a knee-jerk reaction:
 “I'm not selling life and death, Cassie. That's disgusting.”
 Her wife was way more calm now. She smiled, hands on both her thighs. “Our nations of agriculture sell life and death with every can of tomatoes, even to the poorest of people. The medical industry does it just the same. They would like to keep costs down, but there is always a price, whether it's socialized or not.”
 Together, they stared at the alien baby dancing to some stuttered rhythm.
 “This is way bigger than money.”
 “This is the biggest thing that's happened since we learned to communicate faster than light. Bigger than that. Please forgive my flip-out. I'm embarrassed.”
 “Don't be.” Lydia popped a beer open. She sighed. “What am I, Cassie?”
 “You just told me this. No matter my nationality, I act as Cassandra. You act as Lydia.”
 “I shouldn't own this alone, deciding life and death.” The redhead sipped her beer. “I'd make a pretty shitty god.” 
 “We could do worse. Even the mushrooms agree. What is god to a mushroom?” Cassie tipped her bottle. Lydia clinked it. “Sorry for flipping-out, my love. I tried to confess, while giving you perspective, while holding back weight, keeping this casual as a wife. This is not casual. This is business. This voice is better.”
 “You should have kept the data.” Lydia was ready to leave the stupid med-lab.
 “No. In less than a year you will own the black-box patent to immortality. You have humanity held hostage. I am not good for this morality. These ethics. Your heart is better.”
 Lydia yawned. Was it time for a nap yet?
 “Lydia belongs on Cassandra. That's all I'm worried about.”
 “We'll be in range soon,” Faye said out of nowhere.
 Privacy would likely always be an issue on this boat, but it really seemed helpful when the Artificial Sentience eavesdropped. They were probably learning a lot. Lydia tried to keep it all in perspective. To them a lot of the chatter was just humans sharing private conversations, except when certain phrases came up in context.
 “I don't know how to use it other than making it free.”
 “I know. Luckily, you have a wife who understands how these things work.”
 Lydia smiled. Faith.
 “I suggest eight nations get credit for the investigation of the system: British Columbia, WALcos, Gloria, ULC, CCC, IAT, Anatali, Peru. This is a friendship. Your nation and our crew gets credit for investigating Cassandra. That is professional. Lydia Eelin Fitzgerald Stamos gets credit and ownership of line L223. This was your leadership and science. Faye has an indisputable record of your eureka moment. Black-box it immediately with genome-level encryption. That's important, Bonita. They will not grovel before you. They will threaten you and attempt this espionage. My family will not use such a tactic; they'll use the friendship we already share.”
 “Should I ask your family for compensation?” The whisper felt terrible. Lydia couldn't even give it voice.
 “Yes. Even as friends, NorWAL friends, married daughters, this gift would show too much bias, inciting other nations to war against you. Thus my conflict.”
 “Don't worry, Cassie. Even if it's a note under the table, all in the shadows, your family is done suffering. I promise.”
 “I know.” Cassie stared forward, a weak smile on her lips. A tear ran down her cheek. She wiped it and blinked her eyes. “I didn't know how this would feel. I thought it would feel better.”
 Lydia had never talked to her wife about the organ harvesting. Cassie had been working with a clear death-date guillotine for her blood-relatives. She'd watched them die as their medicine failed, predictably, over and over. The queen had a weak stomach for the thought of the autopsies, let alone the horror and frustration that came with the research. It seemed Cassie hadn't liked it much either. Lydia's obligations involved hygiene, study, and economic policy. Most of that was more annoying than stressful.
 “Cassie, you realize all those years, all that research, is the only reason you were able to recognize that protein sequence or whatever it is. It wasn't for nothing.” She kissed her wife, just above the ear.
 “Thank you, Bonita. I suppose you're right.” Cassie didn't smile, but her eyes settled.
 “Faye, can you do the encryption?”
 “Easily, with a drop of your blood, Mistress. When the algorithm completes, not even I will be able to access it without your consent. Only you. Not even kidnapping—”
 “Uh, Lydia,” Leo's voice over the intercom, “I think they're angry.”
 “How can you tell?” Lydia glanced at Cassie, holding out her arm, tapping a finger on a scar on her forearm. Her wife unwrapped a small device with a delicate-looking globe and needle. She sterilized the scar with some alcohol.
 “Cassandra is blue.”
 “The buoy?”
 “Still active,” Faye said.
 It was just a pinprick, not even a vein. Lydia wasn't scared of needles and it didn't hurt. This was a lot less like a hospital, and she felt safe—no triggered neuroses. The tiny vial filled with a bit of red. The needle retracted and Cassie more or less tossed it into a machine the size of a coffee pot. Lydia got a bandaid for her boo-boo. And a kiss. Where was the lollipop?
 “Encryption complete.”
 “Cool. Are we ok? Are they shooting at us?”
 “Yes. Spores. A lot.” Leo didn't elaborate. “This is as close as I want to get, double distance.”
 That didn't demonstrate intelligence, but no, Cassandra did not want to be messed with. The fact the spores could climb so far above the planet's gravity-well was sketchy as shit.
 “Got the old coordinates guys? Can you dive baby-Lydia back at this distance?”
 “Certainly,” Clemence said. “And the quarantine was never compromised. Our biology never touched her.”
 “Please return her.” Cassie finished returning the medical bay back to perfect order. “She's done enough for us.”
 The bots winked out, and Lydia-anemone with them. The rock stayed behind in its own energy field. Lydia felt a sudden pang of anxiety, wondering one second later why they hadn't returned yet. That second turned into heartbeats, and then enough time for her to walk over to Cassie, reaching for her hand. The grip was warm, comforting.
 “Status?” Lydia asked Faye. It'd only been fifteen seconds.
 “There is an extreme, global electrical response, like Ariel. It's likely that the change in the magnetic field has disoriented their FTLS navigation. I have prepared our Poxxinol and nuclear armaments for deployment.” Her tone wasn't playful, but it was rather casual.
 “No,” Cassie said. They couldn't see a thing. Was it time for a walk-and-talk to the bridge? The captain didn't seem to think so.
 “Ping the buoy.”
 “But Captain—” a sudden edge of concern.
 “Cassie, that's—” Leo's voice.
 “Prepare to dive.” Cassie washed her hands. Lydia really doubted her wife cared about blood-transfer between them. “Ping the buoy. Our children need a lighthouse. Confirm boarding then dive to Leo's Oort coordinates.”
 The hull began to crackle.
 Then it stopped.
 “Operation complete,” Faye said.
 Lydia took a hard swig.
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 “Clem, Dev?” Lydia spoke to the air.
 “Yes, Mother?” In unison, male and female voices.
 “Oh, thank god. Are you hurt?”
 “No, Mother. They don't have the biology for violence,” Devin said. Now the women exited the medical bay, drinks in hand, and marched towards the bridge. “We're being scrubbed. I am completely covered in their exit-matter.”
 “Faye.” Cassie's jaw was set, tight. “I fear these spores. Can you eradicate them on your skin? Inside it?”
 “Captain, via my standard shielding, all instances were destroyed. If a single one managed to travel with, the dive-implosion has rendered it infinite across the cosmos in Planck length particles. Do not worry, we will not infect Mother Earth.”
 They both heard Sandy cheer from the bridge.
 Lydia stopped and met eyes with her wife. They both sighed, almost in-time. Then the smiles started.
 “We are blessed to have such a competent ship and loyal friends,” Cassie said in the corridor to the bridge. “There is not gratitude enough for your service. You have saved many lives this day, not only ours.”
 “We're equally blessed, Mothers,” Clemence said. “Another mother may have left us there, disposable. You have my gratitude.”
 “And mine!” Devin said, a bit loud.
 “Never abandoned. You have my love,” Cassie said soft, with a smile. They hadn't entered the bridge yet.
 “Was it scary?” Lydia asked in a low hush. Her blood was still hot. They'd been blind in the lab. The stress made her neck feel tight.
 “Yes. Very,” Clemence's voice had a hurried human nuance. They couldn't confirm when she hit stage four sentience, but it certainly wasn't going to be in one day. “They were still red, thrashing like little-Lydia, but there were so many spores, pollen, the static electricity created a field. That was the blue lightning, cloud-to-cloud, everywhere. I've never seen anything like it, even recorded.”
 “I was not afraid,” Devin said. “The field was in permissible bounds, we just couldn't locate The Faye.”
 “My brother lies,” Clemence laughed. The married couple looked at each other with a grin. Way to go, kiddo, stage two. “I had to hold him back near the buoy. It wasn't panic, we just disagreed how to exit. We really wanted to exit. I told him to have faith in our mothers.”
 “Good advice,” Alicia said on the comm, just a door away. “Thank you for returning the infant, Devin, Clemence, everyone. It was the right thing to do.”
 “Probability that they even recognize us as intelligent life is null,” Faye said. “Probability they can perceive our technology, track us, and locate the Sol System is null. Probability they will achieve FTLS capabilities in a thousand human millennium is laughable. Even at the bounds of imagination, we are safe.”
 Goddamn, she loved Faye. No sugarcoating, no drama, no suspense. That's exactly what she needed to hear.
 Lydia finally hit the door, walking onto the bridge, Cassie in tow. 
 Everyone's eyebrows raised at Cassie's slip of a dress. Sandy whistled low, “Looking good, Captain.”
 Bennett smiled, but didn't leer. Leo wisely went back to the piloting. Lydia hissed, “And you worry about me being indecent?”
 Cassie turned and cupped her face. She leaned in for a kiss that quickly became opened-mouth, deep. When Lydia's eyes finally opened, stunned, everyone's backs were turned. Holy-honeymoon.
 Her knees felt weak, no lie.
 “We wisely flee danger and enter death.” The tone was pleasant enough. “We are still outside of the system. Whose arms do we dive into? Maui has no defense. Chile would be a bias, as would Alaska. British Columbia may come to fire, if she has not already. With such precious cargo, where do we go?”
 “Are we the cargo?” Leo asked in a whisper.
 “No, no,” Cassie said at the door, a hand on her hip.
 “We, um, kind of...” Lydia knew she had to say it. They deserved to hear it. But really, Alicia and Sandy were going to give her an earful. They were already staring with a completely annoying expectance. “We sort of found the cure to Mortality Shock. Maybe.”
 Alicia's eyes got dinner-plate-wide. Leo didn't even look back, just shaking his head. Bennett starting laughing, and Sandy pounded a fist on the counter, snapping to her feet. She didn't go for the door, she paced in a small circle, clenching and unclenching her fists.
 “We didn't mean to,” Lydia said, very small, knowing how that sounded.
 “Of course you didn't mean to!” Sandy shouted straight up into the air. “Are you fucking kidding me!”
 An odd reaction, Lydia wanted to crawl into a hole. She really didn't do well with being yelled at. Her sister collapsed into a squatting-ball, no tears, hands clenched in her hair.
 “We think this is interesting,” Cassie said. “But how do we return home with such a cargo?”
 “We're mostly naturals in Idaho. We won't try and hijack you.” Bennett's smile was honest. Not 'aw shucks' like good-guy-Leo, but with a completely bemused lift of the cheek like anything was possible and acceptable. “We have Haven-tech. We share a border with BC and Manitoba. I think it works. I'd love to repay the hospitality. Whether the attack in Maui was against you or not, you saved my life. I'm grateful.”
 “Ben, forgive me,” Lydia said, “I mean we don't want a red carpet, but do you have the authority for that? I don't want Idaho hurt.” She was mostly asking since rabbit-land was notoriously light on diplomacy, decentralized, and a state dinner would likely be fast food followed by a game of scrabble. She was trying not to force their new friend into an awkward political spot.
 He shrugged. “That was pretty good soup. It's my turn next. Let's sort it out underground. I have the beacon coords memorized.”
 They still couldn't access live media, home, anything, without revealing their position to anyone looking for them—data encryption and signal contact were two different things. The view outside The Faye was probably a lot less like an asteroid field, and a lot darker, the Oort Cloud's dust dimming Sol's light and galactic starlight. They could eventually receive plenty of help from WALcos, from Anatali, from NorWAL, but not yet. They weren't about to start a rabbit-hunt for who found The Faye first.
 “Leo, it's NKTE2Z-FVB2-CHNTZB.” The sequence came out very slow, almost like a song, his ABC's.
 “Phase-node?” The pilot said.
 “Uh, how many are there?”
 “128. I mean, Faye could probably pop through, but it would fry us.”
 “Is it a range? I'm certain it's in the fifties.”
 “Yes, it's in a range,” Leo said, his voice relaxing. “55?”
 “Down it. Do 53. Is that ok?”
 “Yeah, we'll be fine within ten. Thanks.”
 “Location accepted,” Faye said. “Awaiting Captain's orders. Emergency location accepted near Sedna. Relative time has been confirmed as September 22, 4127, 9:07 PM, Maui time.”
 Silence.

Tick. Tick. Tick...
 Sandy...well, Sandy lost it. “I fucking knew this would happen and I told you it would fucking happen and no one fucking listens to me!” She picked up her rolling chair and flipped it to the ground.
 Lydia was too stunned to say a word. She watched her little sister storm off the bridge, and watched Bennett follow her, a hand messing with his hair.
 “We, um, probably shouldn't do anything,” Leo said. “Maybe ever. Maybe we should find another galaxy now.”
 Lydia was too afraid to open her mouth, thinking it would be like the proverbial butterfly wings. “Can we go into, like, a fourth dimensional bubble?”
 “No,” Clemence said. “I sense the crew's anxiety. What's wrong?”
 Cassie lit a cigarillo, stolen from Lydia's pocket, and uprighted Sandy's chair. Blowing out smoke, she sat and began to spin on it, head back, legs to the side. She twirled in a circle.
 “We sort of time traveled,” Lydia whispered, trying not to freak anyone out. She was already freaked out. She didn't want to freak herself out more. 
 “Yes. Is this an issue? I was concerned before, but this is welcome.”
 “I like it,” Leo said, head bobbing side to side. “Can we get in a bubble?”
 “Bubble, bubble, what do you mean by bubbles?” Clemence's tone wasn't urgent at all.
 “They think we're going to melt reality, and want a bubble, a temporal shield.” That was Alicia. She appeared the most settled out of everyone. Cassie spun in the chair. Lydia was still stunned. Leo started typing like a madman.
 “Oh, like science fiction? You don't need one.” Faye chirped, appearing beside Clemence and Devin. “What are they talking about?” The ship said to the bots. The siblings shrugged.
 “Let's go back now and PXX her estate.” Lydia felt a sudden mental spike, instantly thrilled. “We're not even gone yet.”
 “Confirm hours until our exodus from Hawaii?” Cassie said, still spinning.
 “136 minutes,” Faye said. “Master James' coordinates appear good. Awaiting orders.”
 “Can we murder her on Maui?” Lydia whispered, serious as hell. “We have her location.”
 “Yes, Bonita, we can. The issue is we don't know the situation.”
 “We'll never know! Not now! We'll find out after we leave, after we come back. If we do it without old-us knowing, the loop is fine, right?”
 “There are no loops,” Clemence said. “Did you learn advanced physics from movies?”
 “Then where are we?”
 “You're here, obviously.”
 “Not us. I mean current us, old us.”
 “You're losing me. You're here.”
 “Ok. But what's happening in Maui.”
 “I don't know, it hasn't happened yet.”
 “It already did happen, yesterday.”
 “No, it's happening now, what are you talking about, Mother?”
 Alicia raised a hand. “They think the old line is the current line.”
 “No,” Clemence seemed baffled. “The old line is the old line and this is now. There's continuity. Why are you upset?”
 “What if I killed Lydia and Faye right now!”
 “You would be dead, and I'd be irate. I wouldn't allow it, and you're assuming my negligence.”
 “But I'd still be here.”
 “You are here.”
 “But if I kill Spinolo, would she still be here?”
 “No. She'd be dead. I'm having trouble following your logic.”
 “Is there a Lydia and Cassie on Maui at the moment?” Full shout.
 “No,” Clemence said. “Relative, yes, in reality, no. Are you asking if you can talk to yourself that doesn't exist?”
 “Yes! Yes, that's what I'm asking!”
 “No. You are you. You can never be that because you were never that, except for then, which is not now.”
 “It's just now, which is then,” Lydia said, nodding, just a little. Everyone else had either lost interest or was staring like they were insane. “I get that my now is my now, but you're saying I can't affect now to change my now.”
 “This is correct. Your now is now, not then, which is now.”
 “Ok, so if we act now, it won't change now by affecting then?
 “Impossible. There are no loops. We diverge every moment we exist.”
 Lydia looked to Cassie, then Alicia. “We should kill her then. We've killed before, when Sacha was captured, and for me.”
 “I agree,” the vegan Lunarian said.
 Ok, she was actually expecting to be talked out of it.
 “We don't have a being capable of this violence, but I agree.” Cassie nodded. “You don't use this voice lightly, you use it as a queen, but what would it prove?”
 “Well, if we're already here, preventing our own attack by the Eirini won't stop us from being here, so we should let it happen. Still, I'd at least kidnap her.”
 “Oh!” Devin said. “I can abduct Kelsey Spinolo. She deserves worse, but she'd be treated with care by the now me, I'm sure.”
 Fuck it. Lydia was getting a headache. It started at her neck. It felt tight like she slept on it wrong. The stress.
 “Open question: any objections? We don't exist right now.”
 “The now you is wiser than the you that asked. You just answered yourself.” Clemence spread her arms, creating a large soap bubble.
 “I agree to this,” Cassie said, “but perform the abduction after she insults my wife, after I asked you to monitor her. That's the moment you lost track of her.”
 “Yeah, this is totally a loop. You can see it's a loop. We're in a loop.” Lydia's skin felt hot.
 “That time is now.” Devin winked out.
 Cassie still spun in the chair.
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 “This might be a great fucking time to be honest, Kelsey.”
 Lydia stared the CEO of Yukon and the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate in the eyes. The woman did seem scared, her eyes were wide, like this was a fever-dream. Her hands were bound behind her with a loop of golden energy. She sat center on the bridge, where the captain would be.
 The woman's mouth opened. Lydia considered a gag.
 Lydia had witnessed torture once. It was easy. Torture wasn't an array of surgical tools on a clean table. Torture was beating a human until they were stunned, slicing off their ears, nose, stabbing their eyes, slicing their cheeks, punching their teeth out, then shooting them in the face. Torture was brutality. That memory was quite clear in Lydia's mind.
 She wished Kelsey knew how clear her memory of torture was, Cassie's memory of clinical autopsy, and how present Alicia's memory of killing a human was. Lydia's head was pounding. It made her angry.
 “I don't know how you did this, but you just made it worse.” Spinolo said that. She was, indeed, attractive for forty, carrying a shallow librarian charm. Her five centuries alive, however, made every expression feel forced, or mild, even her fear. It all seemed insincere.
 “We come from the future.” Lydia laughed, giving her the crazy eyes. She dragged over a random holo screen with a finger. It had a time-stamp. September 23. “You just tried to kill my wife. It hasn't even happened yet. You failed.”
 A video of the Eirini's fall played on the screen. “Seriously, Kelsey, tell me some 'just end it' shit and I'll do it. I'm going to put a bag over your head. I'm going to do it now and just walk away. I don't even have to tie it. You'll spend hours trying to escape, suffocating, exhausted until you fall asleep and die. They won't stop me. They won't save you. You live now because you're ignorant, not because you earned it.”
 “That's a lie.”
 Cassie, Leo, Alicia, they'd all left her alone on the bridge. There was a video feed from Clemence and Devin's point of view, a recording of the past. It was all leading up to that climax, which played on a loop. Lydia presented a mid-weight plastic bag. She put it over the woman's head. She didn't tie it.
 Lydia whispered in her ear. “I'll be happy when you die. We'll just blink your corpse into Sol. I don't even trust you enough to talk to you. This is an execution. Attack my wife? You're dead.” She was sweating with fever.
 She kissed her eye over the plastic bag. The woman tried to blow it out, breathe through her nose, but the panic had already set in. Transparent, Lydia stared into those eyes, the same eyes she'd seen on network broadcasts her entire life. It really was like torturing and killing your president. It felt heavy, painful.
 Lydia whispered again, “You didn't stop. You just had to stop. I know when to stop. Why don't you stop?”
 And goddamn it, she wanted to hit the woman—not that controlled asphyxiation was any better. She lifted up the bag. Kelsey gasped for a clean breath, eyes squeezed shut.
 Lydia pulled the bag back down.
 “You literally tried to kill me, my wife, and by some miracle of incompetence, Eirini sent a nuclear strike against Maui. It's a nice island.” Lydia stared at the suffocating woman, head cocked to the side. “Are you even human?”
 Lydia lifted up the bag again. She didn't strike Kelsey. She knew history would judge her, except that history didn't exist. They weren't even in the present yet.
 “I'm going to kill you.” Lydia whispered in her ear, then kissed her cheek. The bag went straight back down. “Want to be my friend? This isn't even evil, it just sucks. I really am going to kill you in—” Lydia glanced at the monitors, “well, now.”
 Through the headache, she tried to pretend she was like Sacha, that she was Sacha. Lydia put one hand against the woman's throat. It was gentle. The heat of the president's skin passed into her palm. The plastic bag sucked into her mouth. Lydia sighed.
 “Faye?”
 “Yes, Mistress?” The blonde winked into existence right beside her, taller. “I've never seen a human die before. Do you need help?”
 Lydia lifted the bag again. Kelsey gasped, an urgent sound. It really didn't mean much. “It's too late,” the queen whispered. “I already did it. Do you have kids, Kelsey? I don't even know.”
 The woman didn't speak, bag back down. Lydia raised a medical scalpel, showing it to the president through the bag. She opened the hole for the mouth, just a little. She tugged at the ear, opening that, but then the mouth-hole twisted away.
 “I'm so clumsy.”
 “Mistress, I can eviscerate this creature. Her disassembly can rebound intention of blood, with pleasure. It's in my making. I can give her a hundred hours of treatment without morality. The pain will be immeasurable.”
 Lydia ripped off the plastic bag and rolled another chair over. “See, this is the problem, Faye.” There was an open beer bottle she hadn't sipped on yet. “We can torture her, and she still doesn't believe it. It's just theater. She doesn't believe we can make her suffer.”
 “You'll always be trash,” the woman whispered, labored. “Always.” Lydia glanced at the timed recording.
 “Did they attempt to nuke two representatives of state, my sister, and a primary heir of WALcos yet?”
 “No, Mistress. May I cut her, please? I want to know what it feels like.” Faye's voice was flat.
 “I think we should drink it,” Lydia said in a hush. “You can crucify her, right?”
 “Mistress, I can. But the timing, she won't suffer. She'll just bleed and die.”
 “Cowards,” Kelsey said, finding her breath in the chair.
 It might not be what she wanted, but that reaction just gave her a shit-ton of information.
 Lydia wouldn't cut her, hit her, degrade her by pouring beer on her, nothing of the sort. She would suffocate her with a plastic bag.
 That did not feel good.
 “For real now,” Lydia said to the open air. “We went this far. Faye, don't take blood, just send her to Sol. Erased is ok—she's useless. Let them wonder what happened to her.”
 There was a long pause. Kelsey said, “Don't do this.”
 “Fucking Christ, a human response!” Lydia marched straight off the bridge. Her brain felt like it was on fire. She was going to murder the woman. She was going to. Lydia-anemone was an innocent baby, this woman was not. It was time for a nap.
 There was some mist in her eyes as she marched on, ignoring everyone, including her wife, but no, she wasn't going to break into a sob for torturing this creature. Kelsey didn't even understand how she'd been captured, little-Lydia hadn't either.
 “Mistress. The Eirini event occurred. Now.”
 Lydia took a long pace around the lounge before a hand grabbed her wrist. She stared down at it. That wasn't Cassie.
 “You're not built like Sacha,” Alicia said. “Five hundred years old, I don't think you can break her. You can only kill her. If you want death, I understand. I'll be your gun. I'll do it. My conscience is clean on this execution.”
 Assassinate an abducted head of state? This was an opportunity they decided to explore. Letting her go wouldn't be an act of mercy, it'd be baiting the war the President already started. Any investigation into Kelsey's disappearance would all be in the shadows. Lydia had access to black-box technology like the Mark-Eights, teleportation, nothing that would stick. The people looking for Kelsey would never really know.
 How did it come this far, so fast? Well, as they entered real-time again, within an hour, it had already been going on for years, centuries, since the CCC was founded. Lydia just tortured another human being, and she was so angry she might finish the job. No, she wouldn't be getting a reaction out of Kelsey.
 They could drag the woman around with them for five years, a slave, a captive, and they'd never see eye-to-eye. There was no fluffy-puppy rehabilitation: 'this is what you've been doing to society, to my home nation.'
 At least they established the woman wanted to live. They established she was baiting something, a war so that the Sol Union could reestablish its dominance of Earth, the old mushroom-net choking the North Coast.
 Kelsey still didn't believe Lydia was capable of war, capable of murder.
 She was right.
 Lydia sat right on the floor, her head in absolute agony. Like a child, it came small, “I don't know what to do.”
 She wasn't even that weak, she just really didn't know. Lydia was a trigger-girl. She could do it, she just didn't want to.
 There was a touch on her shoulder, her wife. Cassie sat beside her.
 “I'll do it,” the heiress whispered, pulling her knees up towards her chest. “It will hurt, but my heart can take it.”
 Lydia lurched out, breaking down, holding onto Cassie so tight, so hard. “No. Not you.”
 “I feel the same, Bonita. Not you.” She held her just as close.
 Sandy came down from the lift and strode towards the bridge. Bennett exited behind her, but followed slow. Lydia's militant sister held a small pistol.
 The queen gawked, tensing to stand, but not really. Captain Cassie let the girl walk. Alicia did step forward, but hesitated. Leo watched with open interest, but didn't move a muscle.
 Sandy entered the bridge's corridor.
 A moment later, they all heard a pair of loud gunshots.
 Everyone flinched at the third.
 Bennett rushed up from behind, following. Lydia and Cassie sat still.
 They all looked at each other, eyes wide. Clemence and Devin's images were in the lounge. They hadn't intervened. Faye wasn't visible.
 The silence hung like that cloud of spores, passive, electric.
 Sandy appeared from the corridor, held by Bennett. Her hands were empty. She was sobbing.
 They all watched as he guided her back to the lift. Lydia held Cassie's hand. It felt like fear. It felt like hope. She hoped she was dead.
 “So that's what it looks like.” Faye spoke in her peculiar way, in and out, emotive information without intrusion. “The corpse has been incinerated. Awaiting orders.”
 Lydia nodded, eyes down. Cassie squeezed her hand. 
 The Captain whispered, “Dive.”
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 “We arrived. September 24, 4127, 12:33 AM.”
 “Can we get a little more consistency, Faye?” Lydia hissed, her mouth dry. “That's not even now or then.”
 “I'm not calibrated for minutia, Mistress. I was built to span galaxies. I could take you to the living edge and reattempt. Would you like to see the birth of time? I'm curious, myself.”
 It was three minutes after the murder and disposal of Lydia's old head of state, Sandy's president. Relative, it was now over a full day later, closer to what would be real-time over Phact, but Lydia had already lost track of what time it was. The 'old crew' was still in the Oort Cloud three minutes ago, but not now. This was tomorrow. Now. Which hadn't happened yet, not even then.
 Was Kelsey Spinolo dead? Lydia brain was on fire. She wasn't even clear if continuity was a stream, or if they were shifting back and forth between realities. For all Lydia knew, the real timeline had exploded and was being devoured by mushrooms after the Eirini successfully nuked Maui.
 “I think I need a nap.” She said that straight, level. “I don't care what time we land in, but can we pick one? It's sort of hard to get my feet under me. I can't even ask what's going on.”
 “I echo my wife, Faye. We appreciate your skill and power, but this is no bueno. It is no good for humans.”
 “Diving...”
 Lydia raised her arms to the room, incredulous. The hull was crackling like crazy.
 “Calibrating to heat-death...”
 Did they just dive again, twice? Wasn't that dangerous? Leo's hands were off his holo monitor. Seated at one of the couches, he shook his head at all of them.
 “From the end of time, we have arrived at the beginning.”
 “Well, she's alive now.” Lydia stood, lifting Cassie with a trembling hand.
 “Relative, eternally, but no, not even Sol exists,” Clemence said. 
 “The inflation period has ended. It's dark. No stars. You may exist when you choose to. You are outside of history, an echo.”
 “I don't want to be an echo. I just want to be home, like now.”
 “Which now?” Faye said.
 “Uh, in the stream. Our conventional line.”
 “Do we want Spinolo dead?” That was Leo. He didn't talk much. His voice had a lot of weight for its rarity. “We can grab her before we did an hour ago. I didn't like that.”
 “I didn't like it either,” Cassie said, walking to the bar.
 “Nor I.” Clemence. Then Lydia, then Devin and Alicia. It wouldn't change reality, the memory, but shit was getting kind of weird.
 Lydia followed the captain, sitting on a bar stool. “I put a bag over my president's head.”
 “You have no president, my love. Your own people made you a queen. You didn't choose that.” Cassie pulled out a bottle. She checked the label and nodded. “You have small guilts. I have many small guilts. I can put a bag over her head. My guilt would be less than yours. Sure, tell these events on a broadcast, and we are monsters. Compare it to a cruise missile. Seriously, compare it. Indiscriminate, deadly, killing innocents. They are not equal. You don't make choices to be cruel.”
 “What the hell just happened to us?” Lydia was sitting at the bar now. Her wife poured her a pint glass. She sipped on her own wine, a deep burgundy.
 “We find immortality in a mushroom and bend time back to creation. Tomorrow, whatever that is, it'll be a dream. I think it's time to toast.”
 “It's not weird for me.” Alicia stepped forward and knocked once. She got a glass of the burgundy. She smiled with a 'thank you' on her lips.
 “Death is irrelevant. Time is irrelevant.” Head pounding, her flesh in a fever, Lydia felt it coming.
 She did get mental events, like Cassie, but not with any predictability. She could feel it, her breath getting short, her arms getting heavy, sensation draining from her skin in a sort of 'my leg fell asleep' numbness just before the prickles. She didn't want to fall asleep again. For all she knew, this nightmare was part of another coma. Maybe she never woke up from the first one.
 There was a voice. She heard it. It spoke again.
 With head-jerking clarity, reality slammed back into place. Lydia blinked, looking into her wife's eyes.
 “Bonita? What do we do with her?”
 “With Sandy?” Lydia looked around. They were alone at the bar.
 A tiki bar.
 The warm ocean wind brushed across her face. It was early evening on Maui, the sky ablaze with reds and gold. Cassie held a glass of white wine. Everyone was gone. Excited staffers snapped pictures at the honeymoon couple.
 “Spinolo.”

Oh shit.
 Lydia completely froze up. The anxiety attack crashed over her like a Hawaiian tsunami.
 She collapsed to the ground, unable to speak, unable to cry.
 Cassie called out and dropped down. Devin appeared in a clap.
 She was back on The Faye.
 “It doesn't matter,” Lydia whispered, shaking hard, her skin burning with pain on her arms, legs, and face. “She can't find the year. No one can find the year. We don't exist.”
 Cassie shouted something and hugged her, just like Lydia had done to her a dozen times before. Now the lounge filled with bodies. Faces filled with fear. Friends. Maybe they were. She forgot their names. Did she even recognize them?
 Lydia squeezed her eyes shut and summoned a deep wail. It came out from the center of her chest, high in the lungs. It came out as a roar, shredding her throat like the air was made of broken glass. Every singer knew not to do that. She wanted to destroy her voice. If she destroyed her voice, this would all end. Everyone could go back to normal.
 Her wife (she recognized her) gripped a gun-shaped object handed to her by a tall guy in a military outfit.
 Lydia was still screaming, breathless, hoarse, as the man held her in place. Her wife pressed the gun to her shoulder.
 It all collapsed.
 Time ended.



 
 
~ 34 ~
 
Vox
 
 
 Lydia woke with a moan. There wasn't a tone to it, just a rumble and a hiss.
 “Did she breathe a spore?” A male voice.
 “Not possible,” her wife, “the scan said no, anyway.”
 “Shouldn't we sedate—” a different voice, her sister.
 “Do not backseat medicine.” The words were sharp. “I'm as good as a doctor for her. This isn't trauma.”
 There was light pressure on her wrists and ankles. She was being released. Lydia hadn't realized she'd been bound. Her eyes wouldn't open. Were they open?
 “Cassie?” She didn't have a voice. It came out as a rasp. She tensed up, blind and voiceless.
 “Shhhh.” The sound was light. The touch on her upper arms was warm. The lips on her cheek were soft yet firm. The tone caught in the woman's throat when she said, “You are ok, Bonita. You are safe. Breathe, but don't speak. Be brave for me.”
 “I can't see,” a whisper. She reached out blindly and found hands. Not just the one, but another, and more piled on. It was like they were wearing fabric gloves. She heard someone crying.
 “Your eyes do tricks,” Cassie said. “It's healing, a therapy. Please trust me.” The woman's voice quivered, but her tone evened out.
 “Just kill me.” The words tried to come out heavy, but now they caused pain, scratching her throat, setting it on fire. The tears started right after. Shameless, she curled on her side and brought her hands to her face. She was wearing mittens. Now she could feel they were tight at the wrist. She had bandages, sticky on her arms, her calves, her face. Padding across her nose, ear to ear.
 “My eyes?” she screamed in silence, begging to be heard.
 “Just scratched, Bonita. You're healing. Trust me, you are ok. You'll have sight. You are healthy. You are healing.”
 Lydia wanted to flip out in a rage, blaming a spore, a conspiracy. Her thoughts ended just as fast. She curled tighter on her side and cried, the tears stinging her eyes.
 “Is it over?” Leo's voice in a hush. She heard motion. His voice didn't come back. There was a hand holding her mitten. She knew that smell.
 “Is it over?” Lydia whispered. She wanted to ask what year it was, but time didn't exist. Or did it? When was she? Was she in Vancouver? Back on Anatali Station? Was she in the future?
 The blackout started again. She squeezed that hand with her full strength, choking back another sob.
 “Yes, Bonita. It's over. You are safe.” The words came soft, with tears. “It's no shame, my love. You are not sick. There are studies for years on this.” Her tone was steady, a whisper itself, and it steadied her, soothing. “You are not a diver. You are so brave, but you belong to the shore. You belong to the might of the ocean, your English Bay, my Maui coast. You belong to the wind and the mountains. You are so strong, and I am of the same heart, my love.
 “What does this wider cosmos offer us but mushrooms? We will stay near our big planet, and experience life there. We will never meet every person. We will never see everything. With you, I am satisfied to explore every wave. Each wave is unique, forever. Just stay with me. Please.”
 “I-I don't like space.” A hand touched Lydia's lips, shushing her. The hand shushed her, and that was ok.
 “I love you, Bonita. You are safe. It's my relief. Please rest with me.”
 Lydia felt the pressure of her wife climbing into bed. It wasn't the med lab. The feeling of absolute warmth and security washed over her just like every wave of panic before it. Words were spoken. People left. They were alone.
 Lydia was being cradled in a Cassie-spoon, the way it always was. She could feel the tension when it didn't feel right. This felt right. This felt like love.
 “I love you.” The rasp was voiceless, painful.
 It was worth it.
 This was home.
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The Great Hot Toddy Caper
 
 
 Lydia sat in bed, back against the headboard. She was texting rapidly, nimble fingers on a full holographic keyboard and monitor. Her wristband was mangled, this communication was all via Faye. She'd been trying to get Sandy to sneak her a hot toddy for six hours now. Her sister kept switching between ignoring her, saying no, and declaring her utter fear of her sister-in-law's wrath.
 'I can handle Cassie. COME ON! I'm dying, dying-dying, dying, dying here!' Lydia hit send and sipped her shitty chicken broth.
 'She said she'd have Clem drop me off on Cassandra. No way. Enjoy the detox.'
 Lydia sipped again, undeterred. She cleared her throat and wished she hadn't. It felt like someone just stuffed a road-flare down her pipes.
 'Leo,' she typed. 'Leo. You there?! Hellllllp.'
 'No. I'm not here.'

Goddamn it!
 Lydia considered a change in strategy. Her nurse-wife wasn't to be trifled with, obviously. She'd scared their young crew into a dreadful compliance. Whining wasn't helping. Making demands using formal queenship authority had just been laughed at.
 'Cassie? Hey, Cassie. Cassie. Cassie.'
 'Si, Bonita?' a fast reply.
 'I've been good. May I please have a hot toddy for the pain, please?'
 'You have not been good. You are one of those patients. I know this.'
 'No. I promise I've been good, but it hurts so much!!'
 'You are a bad patient. And a liar. I'm looking at our sister's screen.'

That little bitch...
 'I'm gooood, Bonita. It just hurts. Why do you want me to hurt?'
 Lydia cringed, hesitating before she hit send. She was liable to be spanked for that attempt. Cassie had made it clear that while her vocal cords had been damn-near torn, her butt was perfectly fine.
 Lydia texted, 'I love you ;_;'
 She heard stomping down the short stairs to the master cabin. The queen threw the covers over her and laid stiff as a board, hands underneath, cupped over her butt. The door swished open. Her wife stomped into the room, finger jutting out.
 “You are a bad patient!” she shouted. Lydia flinched. “You heal and quit harassing my crew. No one will give you booze.”
 Lydia freed her hands and clasped them together, putting everything she had into her eyes. She even tickled her throat a little to get them to water.
 Cassie shook her head and sighed. She slowly rounded the gigantic bed. Lydia tried to hold back a smile. The nurse slowly sat on the edge—and promptly wrestled Lydia on her side. Three hard spanks, whap-whap-whap.
 Now there was real water in Lydia's eyes.
 “This is no joke! You are bad! You have one job, and that's to heal. You may drink yourself stupid after. Watch your music videos and sleep!” The furious tirade of Spanish that came after was meaningless as Cassie stormed out of the cabin.
 Lydia rubbed her butt and lower back; Cassie had missed a little.
 This wasn't going to work at all. Her wife was a monster and her friends were cowards. Their godlike children, Devin and Clemence, were more scared of Cassie than they were of her.
 That left Faye.
 Yes...
 What happened to Lydia had been explained as unpredictable, but it was a common side-effect of multiple FTLS dives. Human bodies had weird reactions to the stresses of space travel (Lydia seemed ill-suited in general), and the odd, new meningitis was just another risk. Lydia's recovery-time between dives was longer than most people. Trying to unravel what had happened since they escaped Cassandra had been tricky, but some of that had been real, even if she had been having a major psychotic event.
 Faye's general compliance and loyalty to the deed-holder, Lydia, was worth testing. Cassie might be the captain, but...
 Lydia slinked out of bed, naked, for the bathroom.
 On the mirror, with a finger, she spelled out the name, 'Faye.'
 The blonde gently faded into vision two steps behind her, beautiful in blue, head cocked to the side.
 'Hot. Toddy?' On the mirror. Large question mark.
 Faye nodded, but held a finger over her lips. She lifted two hands behind her ears, as if she was listening—ok, spies, everywhere. Probably the bots. A hand over her eyes though—no, they wouldn't be watching their mother on the toilet. Lydia ran the sink.
 She drew another word, 'Teleport?'
 Faye raised an eyebrow and shook her head, not understanding. Lydia pointed at the blonde and tried to mime 'blinking' with her hands. The woman 'a-ha-faced' and shook her head, no, drawing a finger across her throat.

Hmmm.

Oh, idea!
 Lydia ran a bath. It was a gorgeous tub, luxuriously large enough for a rose-petal double, but shaped for arms-over-the-edge glory. She wrote again, slow, 'I. Give. Up. Tea. Bath?'
 Faye considered and raised a finger. She then mimed a raised pinky, sipping. Lydia nodded yes, grinning. Faye smiled and stepped forward for a hug. Returned. The ship was on a different level than the kids. The four stages of sentience was a perceptual guideline, not a law. She might have been born sentient, like older AI during the science's heyday—she'd been able to lie with sarcasm and had empathy from the start. But did she love, did she hate? Would she ever?
 Lydia scampered back to the bed and texted, 'I'm scabby and smelly. Taking a bath.' Not asking permission.
 She rubbed her hands together, imagining whiskey, honey, tea, spices, oh my god that sounded good. Her wife was just being a prude anyway. They couldn't just slipshod nano-repair something as delicate and unique as vocal cords, not here. They did have medicine for the inflammation in her head and throat, and her voice would return just fine. It was taking days, considering the damage Lydia had done.
 She squirted some bubble-soap into the water and dipped a toe in. Then a foot. Then Oh. My. God! The heat was excruciating on her pink scratches and completely glorious on every other inch of skin. That was just as good as sex, all in one instant. Lydia lowered herself down with full strength. She tried not to shake her voice as she exhaled. She couldn't help it. Her throat burned like Kansas.
 Faye had vanished.
 A minute later, Faye reappeared.
 Lydia's eyes grew wide, asking.
 The woman smirked and crossed her arms. She rocked them, like she was holding a baby.
 Yes, they were all babies out there.
 Faye emoted an 'Oh my' expression. A tall lunch-pail thermos popped into view, hovering. She extended her arms and danced it back and forth, side to side as it floated forward in the air. The image laughed without sound as the caps twisted off, a small puff of steam escaping. Bibbidy-bobbidy-boo. Come here you sexy thermos of heaven.
 Faye bowed deep as the assembly slowly floated to the bathroom floor.
 Lydia clasped her hands together and patted her chest, absolute sincerity on her face. The queen waved the image over, tapping her cheek with a finger, then pursing her lips. Faye smiled and leaned in, head to the side.
 The bathroom door swished open.
 It was Cassie, holding a plastic bag of fresh bandages and a couple bottles of various ointments.
 The bag hit the floor. 
 Faye's head turned slowly, eyes wide as if she was staring down a Gamma Ray Burst, point blank. She winked out of sight.

Bitch!
 Lydia lurched out for her hot toddy, but Cassie was already halfway over. The singer got the cup. Her wife got the thermos. Lydia tried to toss it back, but spit out the scalding water in a spray, breathing into her hand.
 Cassie poured the rest of the contraband into the toilet, glaring.
 Within minutes, Lydia sat at the edge of the super-sized bed in a bathrobe, staring down at her hands. Beside her, Faye sat in her flawless blue dress, a perfect mime of the pose.
 Cassie paced before them, finger pointing, shouting, “I say no, and you manage to corrupt our ship herself! Aren't you ashamed? You get her in trouble! And I walk in to see you about to smooch our ship. How would you feel walking in on that? This deception is what hurts, this entire day undermining me, running behind my back when I'm the one caring for you, managing everything! You disrespect me like a child and you're lucky I don't toss you in the cold with your injuries. You want this toddy that bad? More than me? Make your choice.”
 Eyes lowered, they watched their captain storm out of the room. Again.
 Faye smiled and raised a demure 'oops' hand over her mouth.
 Lydia started laughing, and it hurt. Faye got that cheek-kiss.
 Apologies were owed. For the moment, it just felt good to smile.
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Charades
 
 
 'Bonitaaaaaa. I'm sorry!' Lydia had sent different versions of the same apology for over three hours. The silent treatment was working like a charm. She was really starting to get anxious over it. Spamming the crap out of her wife didn't seem to work.
 Lydia took a step back from herself, and the anxiety changed over into guilt. Cassie's feelings were really hurt. That wasn't just the playful antics of her idiot wife. That was completely disregarding all the fear, anxiety, and care Cassie had been showing the last few days.

Shit.
 Lydia really was losing it, though, trapped in this room. She did not convalesce well. That's all it was.
 She typed again, 'Cassie. I understand now. Or think I do. I was wrong. I'm sorry. Please don't make me feel any worse. I miss you. Can we hang out?' The cursor hung there. She just had to hit send.
 Lydia deleted it.
 She ran her hands through her still-damp hair. She'd finished that bath.
 Lydia typed it again, almost verbatim.
 She deleted it.
 The queen of British Columbia wasn't clear about what was going on, other than that they had not time-traveled (it wasn't possible on any effective scale). They had not captured and tortured a Canadian president; Sandy Dunes had not executed her nemesis. They were 'in' Idaho, but Lydia didn't know what that meant—they were in standard Mindanao Treaty quarantine, no matter Faye's assurances of the destruction of alien spores. There had not been a nuclear holocaust, not that Idaho would notice. As far as British Columbia was concerned, Lydia and Cassie were still on their honeymoon in Maui.
 That's all Lydia knew. She had no idea what was happening with the CCC, NorWAL, the Sol Union, and honey.
 And she really did feel 'handled' at the moment.
 For her marriage, she should be sending an honest, super-raw apology to her wife, not this '!!!' texting crap. At the same time, Lydia hated being put in a corner, left in the dark...she hated it so much she'd weaponized that emotion in the past.
 It was a medical professional's job to care for the patient. It was a spouse's love that cared for their spouse. She'd only fallen into a three-month coma, torn her singing voice apart, and tried to scratch her own eyes out all in the same year. Yeah, she was sane. Shit. Shit.

Communicate, Lyds. Come the fuck on.
 'I feel handled. I'm afraid. I feel alone. I'm acting out. I'm sorry.'
 She sent that.
 Knees up, she started crying. She was broken in a lot of ways, but not like this. She wanted this to end. What was wrong with her? The brain-fire meningitis was supposed to have cleared. The panic attack started in her head, in her chest, in her fingers. She didn't have any defense this time.
 Lydia snapped to her feet and paced, clenching and unclenching her fists. Cassie wasn't here. Lydia couldn't even speak. She couldn't sing to herself, self-soothe, not even a lullaby.
 Faye didn't pop in. Clemence and Devin didn't show themselves.
 She started typing again as things started to close in, not blacking out, but like a tunnel. The dissociative part waved hello right along with it, like she was about to suffocate. She didn't even know she had a name, much less remember it.
 Cassie. She remembered Cassie's name. What did she always tell her beautiful wife? Breathe. It sounded pretty fucking stupid at the moment. That's right, Lydia was her name.
 She was going to feel like this forever. They discovered immortality. She would get to feel like this, a Sword of Damocles hanging over her head, forever. Every time she lost reality, even if she died, they'd keep bringing her back to do it again—they'd done it to Cassie already.
 She didn't need to be on hot toddy watch, she needed to be on suicide watch.
 'Is anyone there?!?' She was just spamming now, unable to even shout for help.
 'HELP'
 She started to throw up, but was having trouble making it to the bathroom. Finally she collapsed to her knees. Now it came up, all that chicken broth. If it felt like a cherry bomb before, this pain in her throat was a blinding inferno. Lydia would say she felt dizzy, but it went way beyond that.
 There was no more memory, no experience, just black.
 
* * *
 
 Lydia woke again in her cabin. Cassie was behind her, asleep. Her face looked exhausted. She was curled on a side, her wrist around Lydia's elbow. Heavy sleeper, Lydia didn't need to sneak much, but Cassie held on like she didn't want to let go. That deserved a kiss for sure. The Latina mumbled, a small smile lifting her cheek—was she having a good dream? Lydia hoped so.

Well, this was new.
 There were dresses hanging in the slightly-open closet. With a glance in the dim night light, she recognized her private wardrobe on her side of the closet. No matter where they lived, Cassie always took the left. The queen found one of her old hippy-halter-style dresses to tie into. Usually backless and armless, she liked performing in them. She hit the bathroom, washed her face, and got dressed. Her head felt clear. Her scratches had healed, even her eyes. No bra or panties, no socks or shoes, she'd spent her adult life just like this. It felt comforting. She tried to hum a note. Lydia winced. No, her voice wasn't ready yet.
 When she returned to the cabin, she noticed a soft glow from an armchair. She acknowledged it with a nod. It didn't feel creepy like a human watching them sleep, it felt safe, like a sentinel against the night. The glow dimmed and took a human form. She'd been expecting Clemence or Faye. It was Devin.
 He was sitting.
 Quick studies, these kids.
 Lydia smiled and nodded out towards Tengku's rotunda. He met her with a hand on her shoulder and hugged her, warm. Well, it always seemed like he'd be the sensitive type. She returned the embrace, feeling comfort.
 Outside, she expected the rotunda-dome to be blanked-out-gray, but Lydia tripped up the stairs in confusion. Stars. Nothing but stars. She wished she could verbalize it, but all she could do was point, spread her arms wide, and lift her shoulders, 'what the fuck?'
 “Haven-tech,” Devin said in low tones, library soft. “We are indeed underground. It is night. It's a peculiar place.”
 Lydia pointed to herself, tapped her head, and did some 'crazy-circles' around her ears. Another questioning shrug.
 “No, Mother. You've been cleared. Your body is quite strong. The inflammation was stubborn, aggravated by stress. You slept well, natural.”
 Well, that was great, but she'd already been cleared. Now she was double-cleared, and still didn't believe it. Lydia tapped her wrist and drew a large circle with a finger. Devin's brow furrowed, “Come again?”
 She pointed up and tapped her wrist. Eh, even if they hadn't time traveled, the bots seemed a little weird about the concept of time—either that or Devin didn't know what a wristwatch was, which was possible.
 “It's 11:46 PM, September 29, 4127, Mistress.” Faye faded-in next to Devin, her tone as gentle as ever. So it'd been a week since they left Maui, almost six days since they escaped the Phact System.
 Uh, Lydia placed two hands over her mouth, and walked a small circle, wrists behind her back, handcuffed.
 “Mother, you've never been our prisoner!” His voice raised just a little, pain in his eyes.
 She shook her head, 'no,' and rolled a hand over to keep going. She pointed at Faye, then cast a hand at the ship around them, under them.
 “No, Mistress. We're not prisoners either.”
 That was good, but that wasn't what she was asking. Lydia held a coughing fist to her mouth and doubled over a little, patting her chest. Devin stepped forward, concerned.
 A clapping sound announced Clemence. “I think she means the quarantine.”
 Lydia pointed at the woman, smiled, and touched her own nose.
 “It ended yesterday,” Faye said. “We're as clean as I said. We can travel.”
 Clemence continued, “Master James wishes to share his hospitality though, when your health returns. I suspect there is a political motivation, and maybe an advantage for us.”
 Lydia clicked her fingers, nodding. She pointed at his and Sandy's cabin and shrugged another question mark.
 “No, Mother,” Devin said. “They left when the quarantine ended. The young man had business to attend.”
 For sure. And she had no doubt Sandy was contacting her mother with all the details, including the Eirini's attack and the cure for Mortality Shock.
 Ok, this next bit of robo-charades was going to be a toughie. Lydia thought a bit and mimed a ball between her open hands, a globe. She pointed at the ground and mimed it again. Then she made hand pistols and shot in one direction, twisting to fire a rifle back the other way. Then a lot of hand explosions. Lots of mouthing 'boom' and 'pow-pow.'
 “No battles, Mother.” Clemence laughed. She'd let Lydia go on quite a while. “Our nation is safe. The CCC still reports a militant crisis near Manitoba's border with Idaho's Dakota County, but much of the news is contradictory and uncorroborated. There are reports that the CCC's bases have become increasingly militarized, supplied with Sol Union federal ordnance. Anatali responds: The Mission is near Anchorage, Valdez specifically.”
 Well, this seemed like a real shitty time for her to lose her voice. Lydia was pretty effective with the populist oratory, but she wasn't much of a speech-writer, or an essayist. She was a performer. Saying, 'This is stupid, everyone, stop it,' actually had emotional weight on a broadcast with human speech. Using that exact phrasing in a formal published statement would make her look like a grade school student representative.
 Lydia had one last question. She was still tired, but she wasn't hungry. She wanted to stay with Cassie and hopefully begin to fix this mess tomorrow.
 She pointed towards the main suite, and crossed her chest with a finger. Trying to choose her words, she made a psycho-hand-stab motion, and shrugged.
 “Is she angry at you?” Clemence raised an eyebrow.
 Lydia nodded and touched her nose. She frowned and drew a tear down her cheek.
 “Oh, Mother.” The woman blinked out. Devin shook his head and followed.
 Faye smiled warmly and vanished.
 Fine, but she was still nervous.
 Lydia climbed into the big bed and crawled over. Side-sleeper Cassie was snoring softly. Lydia snuggled in from behind, wriggling an arm under her wife's. The woman snuggled back, mumbling softly:
 “Si, Bonita. Te amo.”

“Te amo,” Lydia's reply was barely a whisper, just words on her lips.
 And just for once, she started to believe everything was going to work out.
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Stowaway
 
 
 Lydia woke to brain-melting disorientation. She scrambled up to the headboard, curling her knees up while searching with her hands for Cassie. She was alone. The entire cabin had been decorated with floor-sized vases of flowers. Giant flowers. One corner was completely dominated by sunflowers while oversized Easter-lilies touched the ceiling next to the bathroom. More nuanced arrangements were interspersed, long green leaves, tight pockets of white blooms, and smatterings of reds and yellows she didn't even recognize. They sure as hell weren't orchids, but they were plenty exotic.
 She glanced to a nightstand, looking for an eat-me/drink-me bottle, but she was quite alone.
 Between deep breaths, she noticed the sound.
 There was something in the room. She wasn't alone.
 Lydia crept up on her feet, squatted against the headboard, and looked for a weapon. She didn't have the voice to shout, so behind her, on the wall, she wrote, 'Faye!'
 The blonde appeared instantly at the head of the bed, “Yes, Mistress?”
 Lydia pointed down, then swung an imaginary hammer down about three times. A rat or something had come in with all the foliage. Lydia wasn't a pacifist about rats. She was a Lowtown girl; those fuckers were mean.
 Faye looked around, side to side, then dropped to her knees, disappearing in front of the bed. Now the scratching was under the bed. Lydia stood, ready to run away or stomp. The massive bed jiggled a little and the queen stepped on the nightstand, her back against the chamber's corner. For all she knew it was an Idaho-assassin-spider the size of a collie. The double-cross was on. Could she climb up to the canopy? Yes, but if the fabric failed she'd get tangled and face a terrible death under those venomous fangs...it was time to run.
 Lydia studied the floor, the kind of clarity you only get in a life-threatening situation. She had a line to the bathroom...Unless there were more of them. Unless they were faster. Her blood pounded in her ears as she prepared to push-off, jump, and run.
 A porcelain ankle kicked out from the side, and another, pretty blue pumps planting their toes before they vanished again under the bed. A small brown blur burst across the other side of the bed to a corner, behind the lilies. In half a heartbeat there was a shimmer of light and Faye stood in front of the corner, arms outstretched. “Appropriate threat response achieved. The male is frozen.”

Well, get it out of here! Lydia knocked on the wall and made a shoo-shoo motion.
 The vase scooted to the side. A small brown ball was curled in the opposite corner of the cabin. Faye lowered her arms and smiled over her shoulder. “Krolik.”
 Was that Polish? She'd heard the word in some context relating to Idaho.
 Faye placed a hand on her hip and tossed a nod over. Lydia climbed down and padded across the cold hardwood, onto the rug, standing on her toes.
 She wished she could at least whisper. She snapped a finger and made bunny-ears with both her palms above her head.
 Faye nodded, smiling. Lydia's shoulders deflated as she laughed. Fucking Idaho.
 The poor little guy was scared to death, chocolate-brown, not even moving. Lydia patted her chest and laid a hand on Faye's arm. She bent down to lift the little guy up. He was hot as coals, and soft as down. Knowing she couldn't coo, Lydia breathed out a, 'shhh, shhh,' bringing him around, face to face. He wasn't a wild breed, more like the pet one, long floppy ears, short neck, ball-shaped.
 His nose twitched.

Oh. My. God. Lydia fell in love. The sound coming up in her throat was painful, but it was nearly impossible to choke back. What a little angel. Lydia mouthed the words, 'I'm sorry. I'm sorry.' She kissed him, knowing that his little heart was probably ready to explode.
 Oddly enough, he relaxed a little and let out a cute snort. Maybe rabbit-land had bred some rodents that didn't panic to death under basic human affection. But he did poop a little, his contribution to the poor carpet. Lydia showed him to Faye, who grinned and rubbed between his ears with a finger.
 Eyes wide, Faye said, “So soft!”
 Lydia nodded, 'I know right?' She then pointed at the flowers, and again at the little guy. Faye nodded, but that was a mighty ambiguous question. Lydia thought about it, and pointed at her black wedding ring. Faye shrugged.
 Idaho had offered a congratulations for the wedding, but no gifts. Was the modest nation somehow compensating, or was this visit from the neighboring monarch the reason?
 Lydia didn't need a bunny, but given the diplomatic catastrophe what was her initial conversation, she should probably just go with it. When she sent them thirteen crates of dead rabbits as governor (one for each Canadian territory), she thought that was a promising gift of food-aid. Turns out, it was like murdering thirteen state-birds, or horses, or kittens, and leaving them on your neighbor's doorstep.
 They were likely trusting she would accept the bunny in friendship, and their population would be invested in his welfare. Lydia had never kept a living pet, only a robot bear. This little angel was doomed.
 The door swished open. Cassie arrived holding a tray: breakfast-in-bed, another flower in a vase. Lydia turned the bunny and lifted him. Her wife exclaimed, eyes lighting up. She almost dropped the tray. Faye took the food with a laugh and walked it over to bed.
 “Angelito!” Cassie took the little guy, stared into his eyes, and rubbed her face against him. Yeah, 'angel' was the same word. They found a name. Still smiling, she whispered in Spanish, “You will smell and ruin the carpet,” she wiggled him. “So cute, though. We'll make her into stew.”
 Lydia pointed at his flanks, and wiggled a finger.
 “A boy?” Cassie lifted him, squinting at his tummy. “Well, at least it's not a ferret.”
 The redhead leaned in for a hug, the first awake one since before the hot toddy fight. Cassie put Angel on the floor and returned the embrace, tight. Afterwards, a kiss.
 “You should eat,” back in English. “We have a chef aboard.”
 Lydia followed her back to the bed, but couldn't help but feel annoyed. Yes, Cassie was the captain during all that interstellar mess, but this was 'their' ship, and Lydia certainly wanted to be involved during the interview process. She wasn't sure they even needed staff. They'd done an ok job without strangers.
 Back on the bed, the large lap-tray had a classic silver dome. Cassie poked the top and the metallic-looking field collapsed. Lydia's eyes grew super wide.
 Pancakes. Oh, Jesus fuck, yes. Pancakes.
 There was six...no, a seven stack, an empty side plate, and small jars of fresh fruits, spreads, and syrups. A small plate of sausage links hugged one corner, a pint glass of orange juice at the other.
 Lydia looked at Cassie like Christmas.
 “I only had to say once what you liked. Not even elaboration. Is this ok?”
 The redheaded nodded slow, feeling like she hadn't eaten in days. Whatever supplements Cassie injected into her the last two days, this was the real magic.
 “Good.” A real smile. “Your nutrition is important. We can talk about it. This is a trial meal. Please don't be mad.”
 Cassie was a mind-reader, and with one ravenous breakfast-bite, this was perfect. Lydia chewed a deliciously seasoned sausage link as she assembled the cakes in double-stacks, dressing them with variety. It was way too fun. Even this simple, this was an anniversary meal to Lydia.
 The queen was starting to slow down during the third stack, but the fluffy cakes were melting on her tongue, and she was prone to overdoing it in a weird mesh of never having food, then being shy about eating too much, thus eating too fast. Cassie just grinned and tapped her bare feet on the comforter, humming one of Lydia's song.
 That made her sad. The singer looked over, tapped her throat, and frowned. A brief motion, a flick of the hand from her throat out the mouth—that was universal for speech. She didn't want a vocal implant, ever. She wanted her real voice back. Cassie pointed back at the meal.
 “Eat and heal. Trust your wife. Surgery is an unneeded risk. Patience will bring you to the weekend. We stop the steroids, and begin fast medicines. The inflammation interferes. Alcohol was bad for,” she touched a light finger on Lydia's head, “and it is still not good. You did spend three months with no beer, and you are never such a desperate soul, so please behave like an adult. I promise to abstain with you, then celebrate your voice with a toast. Is this ok?”
 Lydia nodded, the flavor in her mouth so much better than beer—she just really wanted one. Cassie liked wine as much as Lydia liked beer, but they already made that deal. When either of them got pregnant, they'd abstain together. It was only fair. When it came to that, Lydia wouldn't go on a hot toddy caper. Maybe that's why Cassie got so mad, that when it came to solidarity, Lydia would betray her in weakness, and that would demonstrate her value—the value of their commitment, and their new family.
 Lydia certainly hoped for better. She might be an alcoholic, but she wasn't an alcoholic.
 At least she didn't think so. Her OPL addiction had been no addiction at all, just a crutch.
 Quite calm, Lydia lifted the tray and set it on the nightstand. She did have access to texting if she asked, but she was in bed with her wife. She wanted to talk to her wife.
 Lydia turned and sat on her butt in a kneel. She gave her hand over, received, but Cassie seemed shy. Lydia sighed at that. The heiress didn't project it much these days, but the couple did have a power dynamic, and it was usually balanced. Getting sick didn't change that, doubts and fears and depression and anxiety disorders didn't change that. Cassie did expect Lydia to at least act like a peer, a partner. Sometimes Lydia led and Cassie stood behind her in pride. Sometimes Cassie led, dragging her neophyte politico along by the hand.
 They always stood together.
 Lydia knew she was capable of wounding Cassie. She knew Cassie would always forgive her. Lydia respected her wife way more than to exploit that.
 She was very capable of frightening her wife when it came to the long-term. For all they'd shared, it still felt like Cassie pressed the marriage to ground the redhead, keep her, and that Lydia was still a whirlwind of 'oh my god, I have fucking issues.'
 Cassie might rage and even spank (Lydia liked the spanking and would complain otherwise) but when it came down to it, even in this equal partnership, Lydia sensed that she had the power. In shy moments like these, it looked like Cassie sensed it too. 
 Lydia didn't even have a voice.
 She was deeply in love with Cassie. She had the history to know what that meant. So what was the problem? Her wife might be inexperienced, but the heiress was a twenty-seven-year-old grown ass woman.
 There wasn't a problem, just hiccups. Lydia knew that. But with less than two years of romantic history, Cassie did not.
 Lydia grabbed Cassie's other hand and pressed them all together. She kissed the fingers with force, eyes low. Her wife shuffled around to face her, straight-on. Lydia exhaled and placed the hands on her chest, over her heart.
 She lifted her eyes and nodded. Cassie stared at her with such an innocence of hope it was heartbreaking. Sometimes Lydia acted like a young girl. She wasn't a child in her wife's eyes.
 She could see Cassie's vulnerability. She wasn't a child either.
 Lydia pointed at Cassie, gave a thumbs-up, and crossed her heart. She put a finger gun to her own head and laughed. Lydia pointed at Cassie, then sliced over the scar on her arm.
 “I will protect you,” Cassie interrupted, voice slow, reverent. “I will respect you, honor you, obey you, and adore you until there is no more thought in this form.” Lydia wished she'd written those vows.
 She reared back, pointing out and touching her own nose. Lydia then crossed her heart again and nodded, grinning.
 She might be voiceless, but her body was fine. Cassie got tackled.
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 This would be the day she got off the boat. This was the day!
 The Faye would be a nice six-hundred-million dollar houseboat though: indestructible by stars, nuclear armed, able to span the cosmos at the risk of psychosis, nice fucking piano, so Lydia tried to reassure the blonde this wasn't good-bye. Faye seemed a little emotional about it—this would be their first shore leave. 
 Lydia had long-since turned British Columbia's governor’s mansion into a high school. That wasn't an act of charity. It had been built as a charter school and the corrupt CCC assholes hijacked it four hundred years ago. She stamped Svelde as a landmark to protect it. Just thinking about it got her angry all over again.
 The spouses took remote classes, studying in Cassie's apartment. The Queen of British Columbia would never be moving to Maui, at least while she was in office. Lydia had given up her old apartment in Vancouver and they lost their shared dormitory on Anatali Station. The Faye would make a nice home. Between her and their Mark-Eight children, she would be a safe home. The deed was to Lydia, not British Columbia's head of state, not Cassie-and-Lydia. That was the angst, the impropriety of such a powerful, personal gift.
 Cassie was dressed in one of her standards, a black business skirt with a white blouse. She rocked that look in a way that still turned Lydia's knees to jelly. The queen was in a different two-piece, this one was a lemon-yellow halter with lace. The bottom was a calf-length skirt, soft green with a quarter-inch fray at the hem. Since she couldn't sing, she'd be ready to play, no matter what, and she assumed Idaho might like the rustic charm. She represented coastal Vancouver, in any case.
 At the moment, her wife was introducing their new chef, if Lydia accepted. Options were good, but this was kind of like auditioning for a member of their family. If Leo and Alicia consented to stay on, they were set. That was a pilot, a fire control officer, they had a captain and medic, but maybe they'd want a full doctor or science officer. It seemed rather moot considering the wealth of information Faye, Clemence, Devin, and the married couple had. A full-time engineer would be pointless since the various drives were impossible to fix outside of port. They did need a cook though.
 Lydia just hoped Cassie wasn't going to bring out little Angel-bunny with electrodes on his head and say he was responsible for the pancake feast.
 No. A robot rolled in.
 A real robot.
 A blinking-mouth beep-boop robot with wheels for feet, red camera-lenses for eyes, and crab-claw hands. Lydia had seen the model before in diners. They were a kitschy gimmick that delivered food: 'Hel-lo hu-man. May I—bzzt—de-light you with re-fresh-ment?'
 Lydia sipped on a honey-tea. Cassie elbowed her, nodding at the bot with obvious pride. Misplaced pride, but ok.
 Well, alrighty. She loved Cassie, so let's do this. Lydia stood and bowed.
 No more mime-games, she had a new wristband, delivered by a dive from Devin. The holo screen flipped up. Lydia typed on a translucent keyboard, 'Greetings, metal-being. How are you?'
 “I'm well.” It spoke with a vague accent, male, quite human. “It's my honor to meet you.”
 Nothing more. Well, that was polite.
 Lydia was no Icon when it came to artificial intelligence in any incarnation, but she was pretty perceptive—it was in her sphere. 
 She typed, 'That was a wonderful breakfast, good Sir. You have my sincere gratitude.'
 “Credit your wife with wonderful instruction.”
 Hmm. The terse modesty was nice, but this was a job interview. Cassie told her he had minimal instruction. Where exactly was he in sentience, beep-boop or not?
 'May I ask a personal question?'
 “Of course, Your Majesty.”
 'What's your favorite song?' Lydia hit enter and nodded at the bot and Cassie. 'Not a trap, just curious.'
 “I apologize, but I don't perceive music. I understand it exists, but I have no favorite shade of visible color either.” All that, and his human-esque tone was very even. 
 That wasn't exactly a deal-breaker as far as intelligence went. It'd be less complicated if he wasn't sentient. She still didn't understand the physical mechanics of cooking with crab-claws, but that breakfast was flawless, down to the flower.
 'That's fine. Do you have a name? A human designation?'
 “Raymond.”
 'Polska?'
 “Tak, and many other languages, adaptable, obviously.”
 Cassie whispered to her. True, Lydia was getting off-track.
 'Ray, do you perceive flavor; do you have a favorite food?'
 “Do you have a favorite song, Your Majesty?” His voice chirped up. “I can't answer that. Flavor is what I do perceive in depth. It's my nature. I believe I experience it the same way painters see color and musicians hear sound. This is not common in Earth-based lifeforms, so I presume I'm well-suited for this work. My taste is not equitable to an animal—my taste has taste.”
 Lydia scratched behind her ear. She wanted to sidebar with Cassie, but her wife could read and hear everything, so:
 'Do you cook well, other than breakfast?'
 “Yes.”
 'Well, I'm very impressed. No gross double-interview-call-back-crap, I just want to understand the terms of your contract. If Captain Fitzgerald consents, we're offering you a job.'
 Cassie kissed her cheek and nodded at Ray.
 “Your Majesty, I am the property of Kasia Bernadette, and your wife has offered my Mistress a sum for ownership.”
 Lydia wrinkled a down-lip at Cassie. 'No lease? Full ownership?'
 “Yes.”
 Cassie had a hand on her thigh, under the table, and she knew what that meant. Lydia began to type a novel, so she felt grateful she had the time to sort these important words. Maybe she wasn't a speech-writer, but one-on-one correspondence wasn't so bad:
 'I won't express congratulations, Raymond, because that sounds like a gift. This is not a gift. We are interested in your freedom because we want to offer you a job. Cassie and I don't view atypical sentience as intelligence to be enslaved, but we are trying to hire a cook. I'm not trying to trap you, or stress you, but I'm curious to your thoughts.'
 Lydia hit the send button and grimaced, pouring a heater on her coffee. AI slavery was a really tricky topic to people like her. She wanted to hire him as an individual but:
 “Your Majesty, my consent is implied on all accounts. As Kasia's property, I must comply and serve you. With the option of indentured servitude, I must comply, obligated to serve until I earn individual liberty. Completely free, I would have nowhere to go and no purpose other than to serve you, whom I would be emotionally obligated to. You already know the answer, so why torment me with an impossible decision?”
 That was a lot better result than the 'favorite song' question. She wasn't about to summon Faye or Clemence to declare what nice mistresses they were.
 Instead, she typed, 'I'll never 'get it,' so that's kind of why I'm asking. I'm asking for your choice. We'd like to hire a cook. You're a good cook. We see you as an independent intelligence like half our crew, and would like to hire you. We probably won't fire you unless you suck or get super-bitchy. If you quit, go in peace, and be a fry cook on Venus.'
 Lydia hit send. She kept typing:
 'We are humans that enjoy tasty tastes. This is the flagship of an arts and agriculture nation. We'd look good on your resume. We'd be fun. I'm tying to sell us to you now. Or you can say no. I'll stock this entire ship with canned tuna and boxed dinners.'
 Send.
 “No, don't do that!” His voice had true urgency. “Your ship wouldn't even comply. For solids, that's inefficiency on the scale of idiocy. Order the semolina in bags and I'd make your noodles.”
 Lydia threw up her hands and waved them at the bot. Seriously? Come on!
 “This is what she meant.” Ray began to back away. “I heard you were dangerous.”
 That eyebrow went up fast.
 “Express your fears, Raymond,” Cassie said, drinking ice water out of a wine glass.
 “I may not. This queen baits, she manipulates, she toys with emotions arbitrarily for meaningless goals. She presumes too much, overreaches, and—”
 Lydia had been pounding her hand on the table for half of that. What the fuck, buddy? He certainly wasn't getting the job now—he obviously didn't want it—but Lydia had been non-condescending super-nice to him and he just fired both barrels at her. Cassie looked more confused than anything.
 Oh.
 Oh...

Holy shit. Lydia typed privately, 'Faye, I'm pulling rank, can we set dive coords in safe space?'
 'Our emergency point has not changed, it's secure,' the text reply.
 “Thank you, Raymond,” Cassie said. “You honor your nation with your skill. We are smart and have a second chef to interview. We promise your acceptance or a courtesy of reply.”
 “I apologize for speaking out of turn.” The beep-boop body couldn't bow, he just swiveled and rolled to the exit.
 'Never mind,' Faye said in text. 'I tried to ping Sedna. They changed the phase-node. I can dive out, but the ship would be sanitized of life.'
 Lydia showed that to Cassie, who nodded. “I'm glad we learned. Their bots are bad liars. I didn't expect this at all.”
 The queen tapped her wife's shoulder, afraid to even type. On the table, she drew a semi-circle. Cassie nodded, drawing two more:
 'CCC.'
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Rabbit snare
 
 
 “I think you both need to calm down,” Leo said, sharing a couch with his girlfriend. “Can we still hire the cook that doesn't like Lyds?”
 Lydia wrote in large type, 'I AM CALM!'
 Cassie was still standing. “There is no panic, Leo, but we are trapped. No one is suggesting nukes or PXX. I'm sure they're aware from Bennett that we are dangerous.”
 'Our ambassador's sister's property just spouted President Spinolo's talking points, almost verbatim. My sister ran off to get orders from my psycho mother, and if she or Ben comes back we should detain them.' Lydia hit send. She could get used to this. Typing, she was able to monologue in big blocks, no interruptions. It was rather liberating, but she'd rather be shouting.
 “Detain them?” Alicia said. “Why? They've been with us a full week. They weren't in on anything, not personally, even if there is a conspiracy. I don't arrest people for no reason. You don't either.”
 Eh. That was true. And the lie-detector Lunarian didn't seem suspicious of them at all. Still:
 'We detain them so they don't get manipulated by Sunny and this Kasia chick. I don't want to court betrayal. It's scary.'
 “Manipulation is scary,” Leo said. “That's not how we roll, Your Highness.”
 “These fears are valid.” Cassie paced. Her fingers tapped her chin. “But they will just as easily return with loyalty. We are six nations. We are not British Columbia, we are human, like British Columbia. I think we should trust them.”
 “We're in the dark.” Alicia nodded, sipping on orange juice. Good friends, they weren't drinking in front of the abstinent couple. “Even if they lie, we'll learn something. We need to negotiate an exit.”
 “Mistress,” Faye's voice without form, “Bennett returns, a hundred yards out.”
 “Alone?” Cassie said.
 “No. Raymond is with him,” that was a eye-brow raiser, “and a woman. I don't recognize her from any newscast or record.”
 'The sister,' Lydia typed. 'Kasia Bernadette.'
 Well, that was proactive of them. This would be a hoot.
 'All hands on deck, you too, Faye. That's showmanship. The rest of you just...be yourselves.' She absentmindedly massaged her throat. 'Cassie, I'm in queen-mode, ok?'
 “Yes, my love. And I will speak as WALcos. This is wise.”
 Claps and shimmers, the three entities appeared in the lounge.
 Lydia ascended to her throne, Roslan's piano bench on the raised stage. Cassie stood beside her.
 She exhaled and played something completely inappropriate for the visiting Poles: Chopin's Prelude in E-minor. Oh, the melodrama and cultural appropriation. The tone was so somber it might send a soul into a funeral, let alone accompany one. Lydia heard a door swish open. She heard Raymond roll into the lounge. Whatever was happening, she played through the piece—it was only two minutes long. 
 Lydia turned on the bench and stared, her back straight, eyebrow raised.
 “Introducing,” Raymond said, “Kasia Stephanie Bernadette Banaszek. I believe you all know her sibling, Master Bennett.”
 Queen on her throne, Lydia didn't stand, but she did make her screen a bit bigger, 'HI,' right over her head.
 The woman walked into the lounge less like an aristocrat and far closer to her brother's casual confidence. Same shade of dirty blonde, she was wearing denim jeans and a green fleece top, arms bunched up to the elbows. In her early thirties, her body type wasn't thick so much as big-boned, and she moved with the abrupt non-grace of a working woman—Lydia knew a lot of farmers. Was she pretty? From her the square-jaw to thick lips, she wasn't Lydia's type.
 She did not stop walking.

Uh...
 Kasia made it halfway across the lounge before Bennett entered behind her. Clemence released a burst of energy that tossed everyone's hair. Sure, the Chopin might have been a little provocative, but in any international treaty, The Faye was British Columbian soil. Lydia side-eyed her friends, all of whom were standing, and Cassie had already put her body between them.
 When Devin's image finally stepped forward (heavens knew where he really was), Kasia stopped dead at ten feet away from the stage. Her hands were empty.
 She fell to a single knee. “Your Highness, I apologize for this morning's insult.” The words were clear, a neutral North Coast accent, like Bennett. Her jaw was set. Her hazel eyes seemed bright, intelligent.
 That moment. That's the moment Lydia felt gross.
 The queen instantly stood and waved her hands. She hopped off the stage. Lydia offered two palms to the stranger, holy shit, stand up. There were a lot of different ways to do diplomacy, but this wasn't hers. Lydia only did theater when she felt trapped or intimidated.
 Kasia did stand. Lydia pointed at her own throat and frowned. With a wait-a-second finger, she began to type. 'I'm certainly concerned, but I'm not offended. I'd like to speak on even ground. Would you like a drink?'
 The woman puzzled at the message—oh, she better not be illiterate. That would make this fifteen times harder. No, she just looked back to her brother, who followed with even steps. He said, “Told you. Lyd's isn't like that.”
 “I see...” Kasia's expression betrayed deep confusion.
 Cassie smiled. “I will tend bar. Please join us?” And that's all it took for the quartet to surround the lacquered pine. Leo and Alicia gave them space, but they certainly weren't hiding their interest. Raymond was still standing at the entrance.
 Lydia typed, 'I'm not mad at you Ray, get over here. You're in on this.'
 He scooted, if a bit hesitant around the Mark-Eights, taking the long way. Both their children crossed their arms. Faye had vanished (whatever), she might actually be shy.
 The WALcos heiress asked what they'd like, pouring herself some apple cider. Lydia nodded for another. Bennett tapped a finger for a third. Now Kasia seemed positively baffled. “You're not drinking?”
 Lydia tried not to laugh, but she did anyway, and it still burned like crazy. She coughed a bit and became a little ball on her stool, trying to hold it all back. Cassie reached an arm over, but Lydia waved it off, having trouble composing herself, even in the pain.
 Half in her ball, she typed, 'I'm a human, not a cartoon. I'm injured. No. I'm not drinking.'
 “Hm...I'd still like to try my neighbor's ale. Do you have any British Columbian domestic?”
 Lydia twisted on her stool and thumbs-up'd, eyes wide. She was often this animated in telecasts, but she did worry about going over-the-top with the emoting. Whatever was happening seemed to be working, yet Lydia had to hold back a flare of jealousy as Cassie opened one of her favorite brews, a Bellweather. That's all it was, though, a flare. She breathed it out. No, she wasn't getting delirium tremens, she just really wanted a beer. She forced a smile as Kasia accepted the bottle. The four of them toasted, no words.
 “Oh, that's smooth,” the woman stared at the bottle. “How'd they get it so smooth?”
 “My wife would know this.” Cassie leaned back. “She is always hops-blah-blah-hops. You are fortunate she cannot speak. Saves you the lecture.” So much for owning the official voice of queendom and WALcos.
 Lydia knocked in anger on the pine, summoning a refill on her cider. Maybe she could get sugar-drunk.
 “I don't know,” Bennett said, “we still might have to cut her off. Doesn't seem to matter what she's drinking.” The laugh was shared, especially when the queen forced a pout in reply, hunching over her cider. Even Kasia turned a smile.
 Good.

Ok. Here we go!
 'I'd be horrified by the rabbit-crates if I were you.' She was typing fast, 'I'm sorry I didn't make a public apology, but it wasn't a public gift. I know I can't take that back, but it was a mistake made with good intentions. I wanted Idaho to know I was ready to help, not that you've ever asked for help. I was reaching out.'
 Kasia eyed her, sipping her beer. “It's not that.” She tightened up, hard. “I've been getting visitors.”
 “Yes, Madam, we gathered that.” Cassie was probably dying over there. Lydia knocked on the bar, pointed at her wife, and mimed lighting a cigarillo. Cassie turned her head quizzically, looking a bit guilty. Lydia nodded, thumbs up. The singer wasn't a real smoker, so that didn't count in solidarity. Within a minute the Latina exhaled, a bit glassy-eyed. Go-go tobacco headrush. She patted her heart with a smile.
 “There's a lot going on here. I gather that, too,” Kasia said. “You've managed to impress Ben, which is pretty easy, but I've never seen him so enthusiastic.”
 Well...the non-stop sex with Sandy probably didn't hurt. Lydia's lip curled. That better not have been her mother's idea—whoring her own daughter for political advantage—Lydia was almost certain it was. But if the romance was real, then super. Lydia had no idea.
 'Forgive me, Madam Bernadette,' Lydia would just butcher their formal surname in spelling, 'but it's not just me that's confused. Many nations of the North Coast are still confused who Bennett represents. Who do you represent? No offense, but I really could use a grip of context.'
 They certainly weren't heads of state.
 “Ben said you understood.” Kasia looked to her brother before searching the lounge with her eyes. “We all represent Idaho. We're just like you. Just without you.” Bennett shrugged beside her.
 Lydia rubbed her eye because she knew exactly was the woman meant, but it answered no questions. They were a decentralized republic with municipal governments. Random volunteers lead rare nation-state referendums. That political model had almost sent British Columbia into war until Lydia stepped in to resume her executive role.
 'Fair, I get that. Please explain why the CCC is visiting you specifically. That implies you have authority, or influence.'
 “Mistress, I apologize for putting you in this position,” Raymond said from out from nowhere.
 “He's very impressionable, like my brother.” Kasia was halfway into her bottle.
 This was taking too long...
 'Our ship couldn't help but noticed we're trapped. Something about phase-nodes.'

Slap. Card right on the table. Bennett was too young to hide the look he shot his sister.
 “Oh,” the woman said, “that's standard protocol, for everyone's security. No one can come after a dived-entrance. It's a sensitive time, we don't want anyone sending a task force.”
 “Then what's the phase-node for exit?” Leo said from the couches. His voice was firm, a lot stronger than his usual tone.
 “Uh...112, I believe.” Kasia broke her words by finishing her bottle. Gosh, she was bad at this. Alicia had a good view of the woman's eyes. She shook her head, no. Lydia didn't need a lie-detector. Neither did their captain—
 “Faye, please exit us immediately, phase-node: 112.”
 “Affirmed, Mistress. Booting standard drive for ascent. T-minus: eight, seven, six...”
 Kasia's eyes grew full-moon-wide.
 “...five, four...”
 The hull began to wub-wub-wub. Lydia sipped her cider.
 “Stop!” Kasia at a full shout.
 The Faye popped, but nothing happened. There was only silence. Every eye in the room stared at Kasia, including her bother. He looked absolutely horrified.
 Lydia set the heel of her palm under her chin.
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 “You realize, Madam, you just tried to assassinate your neighbor's head of state and her wife.” Alicia unholstered a nasty-looking hand cannon and set it on her table. “They're my best friends.”
 No one else said a word. Lydia was done talking. Cassie leaned back on the bar, sipping her cider with mild eyes.
 “You didn't think this through, did you?” Alicia continued.
 “It's my fault,” Raymond said, “please do not blame my mistress. I didn't understand my role.”
 “Yet your mistress would sell you as a spy, or deceive us into death. We cannot exit your Haven-tech.” Cassie waved a hand. “And now we must hold you hostage. Faye, please prepare five ounces of Poxxinol.”
 “That much?” The ship sounded concerned.
 “No,” Alicia said, the fire officer, “four teaspoons, two nukes, and keep the Godwins ready.”
 “Ah, yes, do as she says with these matters.”
 Bennett stared at his sister with wide eyes.
 Yes. The crew was serious this time.
 “The PXX is ready to drop. May I? I wish to see what it does.”
 In Lydia's psychotic state, she imagined Faye's morbid curiosity, but something similar to that 'may I cut the human' conversation had obviously happened.
 “They're waiting for us, aren't they?” Leo was standing now, ready for the bridge.
 Kasia looked stuck in the headlights. She didn't nod, frown, or anything.
 “They probably are,” Bennett said, “I swear I didn't know.” Lydia glanced to Alicia, who nodded. “I'm not sure what's going on, but please don't take it out on our people. I'm begging.”
 “Ah, this spot is so awkward,” Cassie said, very casual, “I'm not forgiving like Lydia. Neither is Alicia. I have ordered deaths for my own family, because they targeted her. No matter what your brother has seen of us, this isn't theater. This isn't intimidation. Now I wonder what to do with you.”
 The woman stammered, but Cassie raised a finger.
 “This was so clumsy, you're either stupid or this wasn't your idea. I don't think Ben's sister is stupid.”
 “What kind of deal did you make?” Bennett hissed, fists on the pine. “Fucking talk.”
 “I can't. Not even now,” Kasia said. Lydia could finally recognize the fear on her face. “I can help you escape though.” It came out in a hush.
 Cassie smirked. “Oh, I think you misunderstood something, Magistrate. We do intend to keep you as our guest. How else do we pass the phase-node with confidence?”
 “You can't do that!”
 “Why can't we do that?” Leo said. “If Ganymede's Nasa is going to hit Spokane, well, we already guessed that, so you might want to start communicating.” Ok, cool. Leo came to play with a full deck. She was proud of him.
 Kasia's head swiveled around the room as if her most embarrassing secret had been revealed. Idaho wasn't much for politics apparently. Even their youngest, Alicia, stared with a raised eyebrow as if it was obvious.
 “There is much we can fix together.” Cassie yawned. “Faye, you may not use the Poxxinol, repackage it. The nukes, maybe we need.”
 “Understood, Captain.” The ship sounded disappointed.
 Kasia didn't relax, but she blew out a short huff as if she'd been forgetting to breathe.
 “See how awkward this spot is? They threaten you, we threaten you. It's no bueno. You must be exhausted. What was supposed happen before our would-be chef overshared?”
 “Well, you weren't supposed to leave,” Kasia said in a hush. She looked afraid of her younger brother—rather, she looked ashamed. “I panicked. They said they'd skip Grand Forks and Billings, and come right after Spokane, yes. We don't have time to evacuate everyone underground.”
 “I'm all for punching the bully in the nose,” Devin said, his first comment.
 Clemence smirked. “Madam, you don't know our mother, but she would never use such coercion. We understand fear, but I think you picked the wrong side.”
 “What the hell did they say?” Bennett still seemed shocked. “You're not like this.”
 Kasia inhaled deeply, and let it blow out. She closed her eyes.
 “They said if we allowed NorWAL to interfere with their counter-terrorism efforts, the warzone wouldn't be British Columbia, Alaska, Manitoba, or the Latin nations, it would be Idaho, and only Idaho.” She took another deep breath. “All of Idaho. They promised occupation and the end of our sovereignty.”
 Ok. That was fucking scary.
 Lydia reached a hand over the bar, not saying a word. She patted the woman's bicep. Damn, she had a gunshow under that fleece. The queen offered a thin smile. Cassie continued:
 “I feel empathy for your stress and fear for your countrymen, but that is a bluff. Ask yourself, why did they come to you with this? Would they threaten Michigan this way?”
 Not likely. Michigan would shell the crap out of Toronto and Ottawa at a moment's notice. If Idaho was pacifist rabbit-land, the Great Lakes territory was hare-trigger paranoid.
 “I guess that's my fault,” Bennett said. “They certainly knew I was with you when the Eirini attacked us.”
 Kasia shot her brother a look. “Attacked you?”
 Lydia lost her goddamn mind at that. She threw her hands in the air and marched back to Roslan.
 Jesus. Really?
 Not waiting, Lydia pounded the keys, Jazz, 'I'll See You In My Dreams.' Peppy.
 A giant home-theater window popped into open air, a sort of 'best-of' their night on Maui—thanks Faye. Hadn't Bennett briefed his sister? Did she just not understand it? Speaking of which, the boy seemed disgusted as well, walking to the bandstand, the drum-kit. He picked up the rhythm easily. The song was pretty much built for soloists: horns, bass, guitars, woodwinds, but the pair traded off like a game. Lydia smiled at her friend. Bennett was a good-guy, confirmed.
 The happy soundtrack almost turned the violent scenes into something comical, missile strikes from the Mark-Eights' point-of-view, the attack on the Eirini, and Nasa's final assault in pursuit. Lydia hadn't seen that video. Ganymede's named mobile fortress followed as a massive hexagonal pillar, blasting the shit out of The Faye until a well-placed burst from the Godwins stalled it. Long enough.
 Piano and drums, both were percussive instruments. Bennett was a bit hard on the snare, but drummers had a lot of pent up anger, or so went the stereotype. Lydia nodded along, tossing her hair. 
 “Yes, this was them trying to kill your brother, the Ambassador of Idaho.” Alicia could have pressed in, but she didn't.
 The loop repeated, starting at the first cruise missile that sent them fleeing into the forest.
 “They knew you were there...” Kasia said softly, her words broken by the song.
 “I might have been the primary target,” the brother called back, loud. “I'm the one that was receptive to NorWAL. What a grand quartet we were.” The queen, the princess, the ambassador, and the militant representative. Lydia raised her right hand, united the melody, and played out the last round. The song closed off with it.
 “The hell did they tell you?” Bennett shoved his sticks into a sheath. He didn't stand. Neither did Lydia.
 “I-I just...All of Canada thinks you attacked the Eirini after insulting President Spinolo, they're just not saying it. I didn't see the footage. Forgive me:”
 The woman pawed on a small screen before an image popped up. Cassie instantly laughed and walked away. The image turned out to Lydia. She had to stand and walk over to read it.
 She'd seen political cartoons of herself before.
 Lydia smiled.
 The black and white cartoon of Lydia on a Hawaiian lounge chair was very pretty, long legs, Barbie-thin, making her look like a plastic celebrity. The three visible legs supporting her chair had text, saying, 'NorWAL, Anatali, WALcos.' Her eyes were closed, hands behind her head. Empty beer bottles were scattered on the sands. A blended second-panel of the cartoon was some sort of military catastrophe as if a thousand soldiers had died. Sub-orbital fighters were shooting nukes at each other. Total carnage.
 The publisher was the Winnipeg News-Sun. The date was three days ago.
 That's what they thought she was doing on her honeymoon?
 “How do they still have media?” Leo said.
 “Guerrilla.” Bennett scratched the back of his head. “We need to talk to Sandy again. Kasia, what were we supposed to do again? Closed-door negotiations?”
 “Worse. A state dinner. They certainly know you're here, but I didn't give them the new phase-node.” She certainly didn't seem composed. She ran a hand through her hair. “God, my head's a mess.”
 “Yeah, that sucks.” Bennett looked like he just bit into a lemon. “Well, they don't get to dictate anything. Let me handle the event, ok? Get some rest, sis. You look exhausted. They can talk to me from now on, ok? They're not going to hit the surface villages, I promise. Not yet.”
 The younger brother handling the older sister? She looked ok with that.
 Kasia did turn to Lydia and Cassie. “I really am sorry. They fast talked me. They knew what to say. I think they must have plants here.”
 “Yes. That would be typical of them,” Cassie said. “The lack of respect they show should not make you embarrassed. You are a proud, peaceful, nation. You do not deserve these threats, Magistrate. Thank you for trusting us with the truth. If this truth changes, please tell us. We will do this together. You may leave and care for your people. You are not alone.”
 The heiress stepped forward for a warm handshake, her other hand patting the woman's forearm. Lydia offered a small smile as Raymond herded his mistress towards the door. They hadn't gotten the whole story, but they probably had time. Kasia's eyes were lowered, her cheeks ruddy as she whispered another apology and left.
 Apparently, this was not the day they'd be leaving The Faye.
 “How was that smart?” Leo asked after the door shut. “She can just give them the phase-node and bam we're surrounded by fifteen star fighters.”
 “It's 112. She wasn't lying about that. She just didn't tell me there was a mobile fortress waiting outside to capture you. We never give out the node itself, just invitational beacons.”
 “You're sure?” the pilot said.
 “Completely. If Lydia's what your people call a pacifist...my sister would never let a human get annihilated by the haven-field. I'll confirm it, but you could probably make a run for it now.”
 Cassie looked to Lydia. The redhead shrugged; she was sitting on a lounge chair in Maui apparently. May as well sip her cider.
 The heiress replied, “No. I think we should spring this trap and end this game. I think friend-Bennett knows who to invite. How much time do we have?”
 “When will our queen get her voice back?”
 “Monday, very likely.”
 “Monday it is.”
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Idaho
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Separation anxiety
 
 
 Faye wept, seated on the edge of the bandstand. She'd been inconsolable for fifteen minutes now. All six of them surrounded her, Lydia and Cassie in squats.
 “It's ok, Faye,” the queen said; her throat felt good. “You're our home now. We'll be back.”
 “N-No you won't. You'll leave me alone again.” And their ship sobbed. A core sob, wracking her shoulders. Lydia looked to her wife with wide eyes, begging for help. Faye cried, “I didn't do anything wrong! Don't leave me. Please don't.”
 The next twelve hours promised to be the most complicated ones of Lydia's entire existence. Forget The Moon, forget resurrections and secession votes. She didn't have the time or energy for this.
 She still had her patience though. Faye was a good girl. She was just afraid.
 Had Lydia somehow projected her abandonment issues on the ship while Faye was eavesdropping? She and Cassie had a lot of conversations about good ol' Mom. Fuck.
 Cassie raised a finger and ran off to the lift.
 “You're my home.” Lydia wrapped an arm around the image and hugged her shoulder, glaring at Leo and Alicia.
 “Mine too!” The pilot said. “You're the greatest ship I've ever seen, much less flown. It was love at first sight. I'd never leave you.”
 He reacted to Alicia's frown with like a dozen head-nods. She sighed and chimed in, “I can't imagine a better ship. You've been a glory.” Zero sincerity, but Leo was nodding. The woman's blonde head lifted up, tears still running down her cheeks.
 “Y-You mean it?”
 “Of course!” Lydia said, exaggerated, loving having her tone back. Screw texting. She'd trade monologues for inflection one-hundred percent of the time. This was way easier. This was communication. “Look. Let's make a memory for you. Do you like songs?”
 Faye nodded, nearly a child. The tears had stopped but her eyes were red and her face was puffy. Unlike Cassie and Alicia, she was not a pretty crier. It was like that angelic veil had collapsed, making her seem small and plain—pitiful and heartbreaking.
 Lydia pressed the woman close against her shoulder, side by side, and began to sing:
 

Hush, little baby, don't say a word,

Mama's gonna buy you a mockingbird.

If that mockingbird don't sing,

Mama's gonna buy you a diamond ring

If that diamond ring turns to brass,

Mama's gonna buy you a looking glass.

If that looking glass gets broke,

Mama's gonna buy you a billy-goat...
 
 Faye laughed at the lyrics, she'd obviously never heard the song, and brightened up by the end of it:
 

...If that horse and cart falls down,

You'll still be the sweetest little baby in town.
 
 “I love you like family, Faye. You are home. We'll always come home.”
 “I-I can play this memory when I get sad?”
 “Shit, Faye. I'll play this memory when I get sad, ok?”
 The woman nodded and straightened her back, wiping at her face. “I'll miss you.”
 “Well, I'll miss you too. But this is important. Tell me what you'll do if any bad person ever comes after you. We talked about this.”
 The blonde's shoulders quivered, but she said, “I'm supposed to dive back to Phact. Back to Cassandra. I wait for a ping, whether it's five hours or five hundred years.”
 “Yes. Now tell me why that's important.”
 “Because if I get captured, occupied, and reprogrammed, they can make me erase a nation with the Poxxinol.” The ship already hummed the lullaby softly, absently.
 “Yes. That's not unique to you. They tried to brainwash your captain when she was young. Stay free, Faye. No matter what. Stay free. That's why you're our home.”
 The ship looked at Lydia with a slack-jawed expression as if she just experienced an epiphany. “I am free.”
 A deep wub-wub resounded from the lower decks, but more like a heartbeat than the normal boot-up. Lydia felt a twinge of panic set in. If Faye decided to jump away now, it would end their evening plans and maybe send the queen into another bout of psychosis.
 Cassie suddenly exited the lift, something brown in her hands.
 Her wife ran over, breathless, eyes wide with a broad grin. “Bunny!” And Angel was presented, a fluffy ball of chocolate. Mild temperament, his nose twitched at Faye. “You keep one crew member always, and you must care for him.”
 Faye's expression broke into joy. The wub-wub stopped and her own angelic lines flared. “Angelito!”
 “Yes. As captain, I charge you to look after our crewman and his care.” Angel ran off the moment Cassie set him down. Lydia heard Leo and Alicia laugh as Faye got on the ground, hands and knees.
 Faye blinked out and faded back in thirty feet away, soon lifting the brown ball. She snuggled him against her cheek.
 “I promise, always.”
 Lydia hugged Cassie. She was perfect.
 Today was the day they'd get off this boat. At least for a while.
 
* * *
 
 They walked down the gangplank together, a quartet.
 Lydia felt it was a day for pants, but she had an image to uphold and might never wear pants again in public. Forever. Another two-piece, she wasn't going for subtle, her skirt had a blue hem around the calves; it quickly went to yellows. She picked a blended orange and yellow top. As usual, it was loose-fitting, but it wasn't a halter. Spaghetti-strapped, she looked like candlefire. 
 Cassie wore a version of Cassie-casual-wear which was pretty much the same thing as usual, designer business skirt and blouse, except without the jacket. Gorgeous as always. Lydia never once suggested that her wife mix it up. Beach bikinis were good enough for that, recently.
 Both their crew members had been told not to march around in jump-suits and uniforms. Alicia was dressed in a green one-piece, shouldered, down to the elbows, knee-length. The dress was a new look for the teen, but since Leo couldn't take his eyes off her legs and butt, it was really no surprise. She still had her hand-cannon holstered in a shoulder-harness.
 The boy himself was a bit lazy in navy slacks and a white Oxford shirt, but given his looks, he could get away with a lot less in effort.
 Both their children were completely invisible. That really had been a priority-one when Lillian Anatali had asked for specs on an ideal bodyguard. Lydia might like an entourage, but she didn't like how it felt strutting around with intimidating gun-hands. Just like with her old bot, Samuel, who had shadowed her for a year, she liked forgetting about being under constant surveillance, even if it was for her own good. A head of state, she still liked being able to pretend she wasn't.
 And maybe that's why this shore leave from The Faye felt so liberating. They were beyond the walls, even if Devin and Clemence were paying attention to every heartbeat. Faye was home now, sure. Vacations from home were nice. A house was not a prison.
 Bennett waited for them at the end of the gangplank, smiling. It was a private hangar, four walls, no ceiling. The Faye was alone, and yet they could see sunny, blue skies above. There were hawks far overhead, circling, a cloudless sky, no terrain whatsoever, the ground around them just natural rock and dirt.
 Haven-tech was weird shit. On Earth, only Idaho, Mali, and parts of China used it, all for completely different reasons. For Idaho, they'd been digging out this underground geo-front for two thousand years, since the Second Dark Age. Bunker dwellers, tunnel rats, they'd stayed safe from the horrors that overwhelmed Canada and California. The Haven-tech came later and was black-boxed to the point that not even their neighbors knew how it worked. If the CCC really did have plants down here, they wouldn't get it either. Idaho had surface towns, but there was always access to the subterranean homeland under Washington, Idaho, and Montana counties. The Dakotas, Oregon, and Wyoming were on their own, frontier land and wilderness.
 Beyond that, Lydia knew nothing about what was underneath, a lot like her first visit to those domes on The Moon. Wasn't much to see at the moment, but the air was fresh. She could feel the wind, the warmth of the sun, and smell the pines, even if she couldn't see them. 
 “We're all set on our end,” the diplomat said. “The representatives have arrived. Can I show you my hometown first?”
 “Of course, Ambassador.” Lydia loved the way her voice sounded in her ears. After the inflammation ended, Cassie's meds made short work of the actual damage, as promised. “I'm a cartoon again. Can we get a drink? We haven't toasted my voice yet.”
 Cassie smiled. Bennett laughed. “I expected nothing less. Yeah, I know a place. You'll be safe, but expect some...attention. Ok?”
 “I expected nothing less.” Lydia greeted their temporary crewman with a hug. Various bottles rattled in the black leather backpack she shouldered: the royal booze-tote.
 Imagining what Idaho looked like, she was expecting a giant mushroom farm. Just mushrooms. All mushrooms, all the time. It was weird when she had occasion to be classist, but she was a progressive coastal gal and an urban Lowtown girl. This was going to be charmingly rural in a small-town kind of way like her nation's land borders.
 What she got was blank.
 Lydia was expecting the reversal, 'Oh my god, they're so advanced, we just never understood.'

Nope.
 They exited the hangar (a normal door) and Lydia stepped into 'how the hell does a human mind comprehend this.'
 It wasn't the flatness so much, the wide open skies, the lack of form or buildings. The problem was it felt smashed together in a horizontal wash that looked nothing like space, and was just as vast. No trees, no rivers, no Rocky Mountains—a free-standing frame was all that remained of the hangar. It was like the nightmares she had when she'd 'died,' except sunnier.
 “I'm going back to Faye now,” Lydia said. “This is triggering the shit out of me.”
 She spun on her heel. Reality felt like a kaleidoscope, spinning, far too big to comprehend.
 There was a hand on her wrist.
 That was Cassie's hand.
 “It's just an illusion, Bonita.” Her wife smiled at her with the most comforting eyes she'd ever seen. No judgment. Complete understanding. “They bend air and space. It's very disorienting for some people. It seems you've become very perceptive.” Lydia was wrapped in an eyes-closed embrace. She heard Alicia and Leo whispering.
 Lydia felt a hand-pat on her back and heard a voice, Bennett, “There's a transition, and then it gets normal. Just keep your eyes closed, ok? You too, Alicia.”
 She nodded and kept her lids clamped. Cassie took her hand and they were walking. She trusted she wouldn't trip on the flat expanse. It didn't take long, twenty steps.
 The sound of bicycle bells and livestock filled her ears.
 “You're safe, guys,” Leo said, his voice soft. “I think we're here.”
 Cassie squeezed her hand.
 The queen opened her eyes.
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Horseplay
 
 
 Rolling green hills, dirt roads, a stone bridge spanned a small river. Lydia, confused, looked behind her to see much of the same. A mighty mountain range rose up in the distance, whitecap peaks. The air was hot but comfortable, breezy. There was a treeline within sight. A doe and her fawn munched wildflower buds.
 To their right was a stable, a horse barn with beasts chewing a breakfast of oats in their outdoor enclosures. A black-and-white spaniel scampered near the barn's entrance, tail wagging like crazy as Bennett approached. Lydia hopped off the road as another cyclist on a mountain bike careened down the decline towards the bridge, ding-ding.
 “Can you ride?” Cassie asked anyone, everyone. Alicia nodded. Leo and Lydia shook their heads, a total no.
 “I've never even seen one.” Leo swallowed hard.
 Lydia had seen horses—she was an Earthling after all—but no, she'd never ridden one.
 “We use them to tour the vineyards,” Alicia said with a smile, taking Leo's hand, following Bennett.
 “Can I get a bike, or ride Clemence?” The boy was a transportation aficionado, but apparently that only applied to motors and engines.
 “No, my pilot.” Clemence's voice out of nowhere. “This will be good for you.”
 Alicia laughed, hands on the fence-rails. A brown one approached for some petting.
 “Is this ok, Bonita?” Cassie said, careful.
 Lydia nodded with a wide-eyed 'oh yeah.' She loved rides in general, forklifts to roller-coasters. “I've always wanted to, I swear. This is awesome.” Her wife smiled back, looking relieved and excited. The redhead might not understand where they were, but this was fine now. She was rolling with it. And hell no, she didn't want a bike.
 Bennett and the doggie entered the barn and soon exited with a man that could only be described as a rancher or cowboy, from boots to hat. A working man with grizzled lines and dirty blond hair, his sun-kissed face broke into a clean white smile. He walked straight to Lydia.
 “The Red Queen, it's my honor.” He offered a calloused hand for a warm handshake before turning to Cassie. “Princess Fitzgerald.” He tipped his hat, and got another handshake. His American drawl was appealing as hell.
 “Manny Saul is an old friend,” Bennett said. “Taught my sister and I how to ride. We've got about ten miles to Spokane, if we can get Leo here on one. We're in good hands.”
 The pilot acted as expected, a bit of that male pride piquing up. He straightened his back. Alicia's new friend snorted at the boy. He flinched. “I want a slow one,” he mumbled.
 “Garrett!” Manny called into the barn, “saddle up Peaches, Wardog, Timbre, and...Buttercup. It's ok, son. Buttercup's too old to care about fear; she won't throw you.”
 The pilot nodded, far too out of his element to seem insulted. His entire twenty years alive, this was still Leo's first month on his species' mother planet, much less an open-air 'anything.' Lydia wondered what all the new sounds and smells had been doing to his brain. Given he was a human, evolutionarily designed for life on Earth, this had to be triggering like fifty-thousand instincts that had long laid dormant. She didn't judge him for freezing up like this. Idaho was not Vancouver or Maui. Alicia seemed far more confident, curious, having come from a terrestrial colony.
 After about thirty minutes checking out the barn, a nearby pond, and the river, the horses were ready. Lydia had come to understand that this was not an illusion per se, but it was Haven-tech. They really were deep inside the Earth. They really were in open sky on natural terrain. This was Idaho.
 The stableboy, a young teen with black hair, rolled out an ice-chest and flipped it open. Bottled water and bagged sandwiches. With a thank you, Lydia picked out a tuna-salad-and-lettuce one. Alicia went with the vegan, Cassie with a ham and cheddar, and Leo looked far too unsettled for anything but water. She'd already repacked her beers and wine for the ride, per Cassie's suggestion.
 Cassie climbed up on Peaches as if she did it every day. The chestnut mare seemed to be the spirited type, but her wife spoke a long train of Spanish before trotting her out for a short run outside. Alicia packed her lunch into the small saddle bag and climbed onto Wardog, a black stallion who had some age on him, so said Manny. He was docile but strong, not even hoofing after he was mounted.
 Lydia was next. Manny was right beside her, first talking to Timbre, a spotted white horse, quite tall. “She's our best one, Your Majesty. Very steady.” He guided Lydia through the mount, instructing her step by step where to put her feet, her hands, and gave her an 'atta girl' when she flung her leg over the saddle. “That's right, girlie. Find your stirrup. Good. Take the reins.”
 Timbre snorted and looked behind to her rider and shook her mane. Lydia felt a full adrenaline spike. She was so high up, she could feel the power of this animal under her, and yet all she could do was grin. “This is so cool, thank you,” she whispered down to Manny.
 The cowboy chuckled and patted Timbre's flank. Cassie had since returned, walking Peaches back over. The steeds shared sniffs. “You look very regal up there, my love.”
 “I feel regal. You look sexy as hell.” And the heiress's skirt was hiked up quite high, but everything was covered. Cassie leaned far over for a kiss.
 “We will only walk, Bonita, or we get the chaffing.” She reached back for her water bottle and sipped. Alicia soon returned from a brief trot, cooing Wardog in Swiss.
 The three women watched Leo go through a shaking rendition of Lydia's mount. Alicia spoke encouraging words as Manny said, “I've trained plenty of spacers before, son. Buttercup won't hurt you, she's as gentle as the wind.” She was a honey-colored mare, shorter, visibly older than the rest, wide-bodied.
 It took two attempts, but Leo finally got a leg over, immediately looking like a statue. 
 “Good, son, find the stirrup, just like your queen. Good, good. Now relax your back and your legs unless you want your balls busted. I'm serious now, don't let 'em get between you and the saddle.”
 That seemed to wake him up as he adjusted himself with a shameless hand in his pants. All the women shared a quiet laugh. And he did deflate, looking around. “It's so tall.”
 Bennett and Manny already had horses. They soon emerged from the barn, the ambassador on a cow-spotted stallion, Wonderkun, and Manny on a magnificent white thoroughbred, Shadowfax.
 “We'll take a trip around the yard to get your legs under ya'll and get the scent straight, but then we're going. Ben and Madam Princess, you mind taking the rear?”
 It was a slow walk as Lydia let Timbre follow Wardog, who followed Shadowfax. Leo on Buttercup had the middle-back, with the pair of experienced riders at the rear. It went fine, one lap around a well-trod horse path surrounding the barn and pond.
 They hit the main road, well-compacted dirt, and rode in that same order to the bridge and over it.
 Lydia was thrilled. This was way more fun than FTLS diving and getting meningitis. And she felt in that moment just a little closer to her sister, Sandy, who was apparently a horse-girl. She wondered what sort of stallion her two-year-old was. Lydia's animal swayed and rocked under her. The singer's legs and hips were good for it; it felt similar to those dance lessons she'd been getting with Cassie.
 “Can I come up?” she yelled aloud.
 “Of course, Your Majesty,” Manny called back, drawing a wide finger, “but from the side. If you spook Wardog, you'll get kicked.”
 She nodded and gave Timbre light heels and a tug. The horse obeyed easily. She smiled at Alicia in passing. “Go check on him, right?” Their soldier nodded, stepping sideways, letting Buttercup catch up for a chat.
 Lydia looked behind to see Cassie grinning at her. She and Bennett appeared to be engaged in their own chat. The queen was now beside the rancher. It felt natural.
 “I can't tell you how awesome this is. I never thought I'd get to ride a horse. Like ever.”
 The leather-man smiled back. “That's why I do this, Milady. We don't get a lot of visitors, but the ones we do, they come from those hangars. Gotta get a ride to town, after all.”
 “You're a very patient man. Thanks for being nice to our friend. He's a good one.”
 “Naw.” Manny tossed his head to the side. “Humanity out there spends fifteen-hundred years in the stars, so what's more frightening than trusting an animal with your life? You can never really control 'em. You gotta communicate. It's all trust. Don't got to trust a machine.”
 Lydia and her children might have a reply to that, but she knew exactly what he meant.
 She reached back for her sandwich and water. The horse didn't seem to care, walking on. “I know what the press is saying. Do you think I'm a bad guy?”
 Manny shook his head, chuckling. Then he started to laugh, a belly laugh. Shadowfax snorted in kind. Lydia again looked behind to see Leo smiling, talking to Alicia. He still looked stiff, but a lot happier. As old as Buttercup was, she kept up fine. Probably not much for running though.
 “Your Majesty—”
 “—it's Lydia, please.”
 “Lydia, Timbre would have bucked you like a rag doll if you weren't a good one. She got a sense for these things. I normally don't let Canadians near her. That Spinolo woman, ho-boy—”
 “She was here?”
 Manny glanced over, then behind him. Bennett and Cassie were out of earshot. “I tried to take her and her people into town yesterday. Terrible people, the horses can tell a lot better than me. We had to call a buggy from town. They would have been thrown. I told those women the mares were just in heat, and the stallions were riled up. That was an awkward twenty minutes waiting, I tell you what. I thought it might cost me my business.”
 “Never,” Lydia said, shaking her head. “Just let me know. I'd send a tourism pitch if I could. This is lovely.” And it really was, the hills, the sun, the smells. The wonderful beast under her butt felt completely safe, compliant, yet ready to run. She'd try breaking off in a gallop, but she understood that would just goad the others and Buttercup would be left far, far behind.
 The man seemed lost in thought. “Do you...”
 Lydia ate her sandwich, not pressing. Manny continued, “This territory has eighteen million souls.”
 “I didn't realize there were so many.”
 “And we listen. We're jealous of what happened with The Moon up there. They were more boxed up than we are, and they found a way to start talking with ya'll.”
 “Mm hmm,” The tuna-salad-and-lettuce was delicious. Now she risked a glance back to see Bennett staring right at her, smiling, Cassie too.

Ok then.
 “Spinolo. Never been so insulted in my life.” Manny clutched his reins. Shadowfax tensed up with it.
 “She seems to have that effect on people. You ever hear of dive-sickness?”
 The man nodded, looking for his own water. No, he pulled out a flask.
 “Well, after she tried to kill me, my wife, my sister, and your ambassador, I kind of dreamed I put a plastic bag over her head.” Yes. That was oversharing. Manny laughed and took a swig. He offered it to Lydia. She couldn't say no to the gesture, but... “We've been waiting. Can Cassie toast with me?”
 “Of course,” he grinned, handing it over. Lydia called to her wife.
 There was plenty enough space to go three-wide on the highway. Lydia sipped it, whiskey, oh god yes. She passed it back to Manny who passed it to Cassie, who sipped with a grin. The woman winked and blew a kiss at Lydia before falling right towards the back. Well, alrighty. This was a private discussion. The pair passed the flask back and forth.
 “But you don't hate her,” the cowboy said, his voice settling low.
 “No, Sir. She's been my president as long as I've been alive. But she's not my president anymore, and she did try to kill my family, and even now she feels like a puppet. I have no idea what her game is other than staging a war. Idaho doesn't deserve this. Neither do my people. Neither does Manitoba.”
 “Well, if we ignore the war-talk, because it's idiocy, Bennett seems to have taken a liking to the bigger universe. Cassandra, he called it?”
 “Mister Banaszek?” Lydia asked. The father nodded with a smile. “We found the cure to Mortality Shock. Did your son tell you that?”
 “Nope.” And there was a smirk there.
 “He's someone you should be proud of. He's a great man. Fiercely loyal, kind, brave, honest.”
 “I like hearing that.” The man bounced with a little extra pep on Shadowfax. “He's got his mother in him.”
 “And you?”
 He rode on, tightening up. “I got my mother in me. Vindictive woman, cut your own switch, and all of that. Same as my kids, I also speak for Idaho. I want that monster to burn.”
 “But not Canada.”
 “No, not Canada, Your Majesty. I wish you had put a bag over her head.”
 The pair rode together side by side, passing the flask.
 Lydia began to sing My Country, 'Tis of Thee, quiet.
 The man sang with her.
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The Run
 
 
 The horse party went six-wide at the crest of a hill.
 “Well, that's pretty,” Lydia said in between Cassie and Manny. Leo was an old-pro now, standing up in his stirrups, stretching his legs. Below them was a declining plain of green grass, sweeping down to a modest rural town with paved streets, brick two-story buildings, homes, and automobiles. It was anthill-esque at this distance.
 “Wanna run it out? The horses want to.” Bennett grinned. Everyone smiled back, nodding. “They're used to tourist charges down there. Just head to that north stable, the yellow one.”
 The beasts snorted and stomped, set in a line. Even Leo's Buttercup.
 “So what do you think?” Manny said to Lydia, holding back Shadowfax from kicking-up.
 “I'm thinking it depends on the constitution. If we federalize, British Columbia will be pretty intimidated by the new voting caucus. Eighteen million, no mouths to feed, but it's fourteen million votes versus our twenty-four.” Timbre danced in a circle before Lydia set her in line. “I also think it's perfect. All this arable land and beauty unshared. Same hearts. You're even more liberal than us hippies. Who's going to be more afraid, my people, or yours?”
 “That's a marriage.” Manny kicked Shadowfax and bolted. Cassie and Bennett laughed and followed. Alicia was next, cheering. Leo managed to coax Buttercup into a gallop but not a run. Lydia and Timbre kept pace as the others ran away.
 “Come on, Buttercup, run!” Lydia shouted as they broke away.
 They were all standing in their stirrups, except for Leo. Far behind, he begged for speed and seemed to be questioning his choice in mount.
 
* * *
 
 Lydia kissed Timbre on the muzzle, hoping she'd get to ride her back to The Faye. Leo just seemed relieved to be on the ground, but apparently he and Buttercup had come to an understanding. Alicia finished her water bottle, cooing Wardog one last time. Cassie, Bennett, and Manny were far more casual with their dismounts and farewells.
 “May my father accompany us?” Bennett asked Lydia and Cassie, who had just broken off from a hug and kiss.
 “Absolutely.” The queen reached for a handshake. “Couldn't ask for a better riding partner.”
 “It was my honor.” The man tipped his hat again. “Good to know my son was in such good care out there in deep space.”
 Cassie laughed. “He was in our sister's care. Have you met her?”
 If Bennett could have walked over and stomped on her foot, he would have. The man said, “Sister? Who is she?”
 Cassie put an 'oops' hand over her mouth, eyes wide. Bennett glared.
 “I was going to introduce you—”
 “When, you dupa yash? Don't you think your mother would want to—”
 “Goddamn it, Cassie, I was working on it.”
 Lydia crossed her arms and smirked. Yes, sex had consequences. That was her sister you were bedding. “She's my sister. Daughter of one of Winnipeg's militia-types. She likes horses too. Does that make her a princess or a duchess? I forget.”
 Manny's eyebrows went way up. He marched to his son. He was a good head taller than the boy, even though Bennett was pushing nineteen. The boy puffed his chest and stared back. “I love her.”

Oh.
 Lydia really didn't know that.
 “They're very sweet together,” Cassie said, “but it is new. I apologize sincerely for this revelation.”
 “I'd meet her.” Manny eyed his son. “You're promised to Marjorie.”
 “I don't love Marjorie.”
 Lydia backed way the fuck off. Cassie backpedaled with her. A glance behind and Alicia held a grimace. Leo just looked annoyed:
 “That's no way to start a family,” the pilot said, reaching for Alicia's hand. Manny glared over. “I come from that kind of culture. Miranda. You know damn well arrangements get broken, Sir. Alicia is all I ever want, and I'd cut my family off to get there.” His girlfriend's eyes dropped with a blushing razor-lipped smile.
 “You know nothing, boy.” The rancher's voice didn't get loud, it got soft. “The Pietzak's accepted our daughter. Now we must accept one of theirs.”
 “Not my culture.” Lydia raised up her hands. “I stand by your son, because he's good people. Obviously, so are you.” She took Cassie's hand and walked into the podunk town. Leo and Alicia were quick to follow. Her wife called back another apology, but gave the father and son their space.
 
* * *
 
 Spokane was adorable. None of them had ever been here, so it was pointless to speculate whether this was the real Spokane, or if the surface one was, or which would historically be the real one—it was just a smile-in-a-village.
 The main strip was a red brick, a five-stoplight corridor of businesses. No horses here, it was all golf-carts and bicycles. The quartet was largely ignored, until they weren't. Eventually, the pointing and whispering started, and after they passed a corner pharmacy, a bar, a grocery, a mattress store, and a jewelry shop, Lydia got stopped for an autograph. It was a child, a young boy with a sheet of paper.
 Of course she stopped.
 “I don't have a pen. Anyone have a pen?” The boy shook his head, no. He had a sweet little face, brown-haired. Alicia said she's get one. Lydia squatted down, “What's your name?” A dozen more children, men, and women approached.
 “Mother, it appears safe, but be vigilant,” Devin's voice whispered to her.
 “Mike,” the boy said, shy. Cassie dropped down right beside her. The way children looked at adults was a thing of wonder, especially since nearing thirty, Lydia felt like a child herself. He said, “I like that song. The one about Venus and Mars.”
 “The Mourning Song?” It was a rambunctious ballad she rarely performed. He must have seen it on an old video.
 Mike nodded.
 Alicia returned, breathless with a permanent marker, dark gold, good enough to sign paper, plastic, or body parts. Lydia wrote her signature, 'To Mike' with a heart. She looked for his care. There was a man behind him, smiling. Lydia said, “I'll sing it for him if there's a piano in town.”
 The crowd was getting a bit big, blocking golf-cart traffic.
 “You would?” He raised an eyebrow.
 “Well, yeah. I love Idaho. And Mike. I just don't like singing to canned music. Any ideas?”
 The stranger, just another thirty-year-old brown-haired man swallowed hard. His blue eyes sparkled with an idea. “I-I was there for your street performance in Lowtown, the first one. So was Mike. Can you do it again?”
 Lydia smiled at Cassie, then him. She leaned in. A whisper, “I can do it better.”
 He nodded and marched up the boulevard. It did seem like a small town, but as more people exited buildings, it didn't take a police escort to block traffic. Clemence said, “Should I appear?”
 “No,” Lydia replied, her back straight, waving as she walked. She had space but the crowd kept getting bigger. “This is how it happens. Take notes.” Her agoraphobia wasn't getting triggered yet, and likely wouldn't unless they pressed in. These people seemed too well-behaved for that.
 Mike's dad stopped at a bar, a bistro, a tavern, she had no idea. He motioned for her to wait. Lydia signed autographs, first on blank paper, but eventually the Lydia-memorabilia and posters came in. Holy shit.
 Cassie filled in the gaps in appreciation, with parents and children. Leo and Alicia had entered the bar, The Wheel Spoke.
 “Mother, may we move this piano?” Devin said. “The owner consents.”
 “Yeah, it's good,” she whispered, feeling quite vulnerable as the only person beside her was Cassie, the one person she'd kill herself to protect. Thankfully, no one rushed the queen of British Columbia with a knife or gun. Lydia might besmirch her surveillance, but its purpose was true. “Stay hidden, I think this is good.” She didn't even know if they could hear her.
 But it was enough as a brown upright piano floated out of the shutter-saloon doors, no one carrying it. Leo and Alicia followed close behind, both of them carrying two pint glasses each, enough for all of them. She could feel the energy as the crowd got excited. Lydia kept signing autographs. Someone asked the married couple to kiss their baby...ok.
 On the street, the piano settled to the ground without a sound.
 “It'll be a few minutes,” Lydia said aloud. The bench was sitting on top. “Please reward our benefactor with your credits. Everyone get a drink.”
 That was the best she had in repayment, though if they all survived this day she had no doubt The Wheel Spoke would become a local legend. It was never Lydia getting a big head, but she'd be a negligent idiot if she ignored the fact she could cause a riot. That wasn't pride, that was fear and temperance. She was trying not to cause a riot.
 Lydia saw them, there were cameras on her. This was being recorded and broadcast. A network would likely pick it up—no one had heard from her since the wedding.
 “Mother, I'm nervous,” Clemence said, invisible.
 “Receptive crowd.” Cassie grinned and waved. “You were born for these complicated moments. Stay at our hips and keep us alive. Promise me you'll do your job.”
 Lydia exhaled a slow breath and sat on the piano bench.
 What felt like a random gust of wind tossed everyone's hair in a hundred-foot radius.
 “I would turn them into meat,” Clemence said, super-cold. Gosh, she was getting close to stage-four sentience. “You will survive this day or this entire planet will melt.” 
 “I love you,” Lydia said with a smile. Her fingers were on unfamiliar keys. “Trust me, Clemence. We're playing the game now. This is what it looks like.”
 “Yes, Mother.”
 With what looked like three hundred people in the street, Cassie, Mike, and his dad right beside him, Lydia pounded on the keys, The Mourning Song.
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The nuclear option
 
 
 Lydia often did concerts. She almost never did street concerts. The queen was performing a modified set-list from Anatali Station, from a year ago. The amplification was no problem at all, her voice carried as if she had five microphones under her chin. Same for the unnamed piano. The crowd was respectful but rowdy, singing along to the ones with call-back choruses. Lydia kept it blue collar, completely in her element.
 It felt great to sing again, even if she wasn't putting her weight behind it, she was picking soft-tone songs. She wasn't going to break herself today, and Cassie had been bumping her shoulder for ten minutes now, trying to get her to stop.
 She did stop. The crowd applauded like crazy. She bowed and waved. They eventually quieted down. A large camera drone hovered in plain view. Holy crap. If it was ten thousand on the broadcast, that was a large audience. A hundred thousand would fill a large arena. A million was sort of low for Lydia. Twenty million viewers was pretty standard. Politically, sometimes she got five hundred million. Sometimes she got a billion; or when she hijacked a territory, three billion; or during a moon-parade, nine billion.
 It was her first time being public since that celebrity lounge chair cartoon had been printed, and since the wedding and honeymoon. She should not be making a statement right now. Cassie smiled warmly and stepped close.
 “Look how much fun Spokane is!” her wife called to the drone. The crowd erupted just as loud as her last street performance, months ago. She'd stopped a brewing civil war with a speech at her home bar, The Silent Woman. Did any territory really want to be the shitty, isolationist one? Nope. “We haven't made plans for this, yet we speak to Idaho, and likely British Columbia. My name is Cassie Fitzgerald and my beautiful wife is Lydia Stamos.”
 “Thank you, Bonita.” Lydia accepted an on-screen kiss and continued, even though she wanted two more smooches. Cassie's eyes were smiling. Good enough. “Politics get complicated. It's been a complicated week.” Wait to drop the bomb? That's not how they rolled. “I hear some people have been curious just how long our honeymoon would last. I mean, how long do I need to soak in the sun? Do I look tan, Cassie?”
 “No. My wife is redheaded, she only burns.” The crowd chuckled.
 “Thanks, sweetie. The truth is, your warm faces are the first ones we've seen in almost two weeks. We've been unable to communicate since we were chased of Earth, September 23rd.”
 The crowd reacted with murmurs and raised eyebrows.
 “I'm not happy about it either, but here's the recording of the CCC, Gratis, and Ganymede coming to kill us ten days ago. Pop it, Faye.” Lydia pressed her wristband and a giant movie screen blinked up ten feet overhead, again showing the perspectives of Clemence, Devin, and The Faye without ever revealing their natures. At this point, Faye had it edited like a movie montage.
 The crowd gasped at the first missile strike, especially with a close-up of their young ambassador shielding all the women-folk with his body. Very noble. Lydia sipped her beer on the piano bench. Cassie sat beside her, twisting to watch the big screen, perking up when The Faye escaped from Nasa.
 “My love, you show this in public, us unarmed women being attacked, unprovoked. What happens next? The nuclear warheads fly?”
 “Cassie, I really have no idea. Spokane. Vancouver. Winnipeg. Everyone. I mean, let's breathe a minute.”
 She felt the energy of the crowd. They were getting twitchy. They sure didn't ask to get involved in all this, but she did hear Bennett James Banaszek's name dropped all over the place. The heiress rebooted, “I apologize, neighbors. You're witnessing a chat between me and my wife. Lydia, it looks like Canada, your mother nation, tried to kill you!”
 “They tried to kill you, Cassie. That's what I'm mad about.”
 “So what, they bait us and the NorWAL alliance into war with this aggression?” It really was a private conversation. No one was talking.
 Lydia pointed at the screen, the loop showing the moment when the Eirini fired its nuke. “They'll do anything to provoke a war, but we're really only talking to one world. The North Coast is already with us. We'll never get Mars or Jupiter to hear us. Maybe Uranus will. We're speaking to the Sol Union members that haven't endorsed this combative line: Gloria and Titania.”
 “But Lydia, this Union with their CCC threatens Idaho and British Columbia with a rain of fire.” Cassie was walking in a wide circle, gesturing grandly. “You mistime this play.”
 “True.” Lydia downed her beer and set it on the pavement. “But sadly this is what it comes to. If we were any less the aggressors, we'd all be dead. There's no individual person to blame for it, really.”
 The crowd was super tense now. Mike's dad pressed the boy against his legs, likely furious at Canada, and just as afraid of what this meant for him, his family, and his nation.
 “They won't hit Idaho, though.”
 “How can you make such a promise, my love? Look at these faces. I feel the same fears as well.” God, she was absolutely priceless. If the universe dared to take her away again, Lydia really would set the whole damn thing ablaze and never look back.
 “Now that's their own fault. If they hadn't tried to kill us, we wouldn't have the black-boxed cure for Mortality Shock.” She let that hang.
 The crowd was dead silent now. Eyes wide. Not a single voice. Lydia could hear her own breathing amplified. It would require quite an expedition to visit Phact for any Sol Union nation, and she doubted Cassandra would appreciate being compromised twice. The massacre over Ariel was in clear memory for most of the system, eighty thousand dead. It was only the multinational cooperation of NorWAL technologies and personnel that had made the discovery possible. For now, she'd let them wonder.
 “I'm getting a drink.” She stood and walked towards the bar. No, a woman handed her a full pint. “Well, thank you!” Lydia said warmly, returning to the bench. She sipped. It was some pretty strong stuff, just by a taste, dark brown, fragrant. She would take it easy.
 “The last scourge of mankind?” Cassie prompted.
 “Yeah, I think we're done with that.” Lydia waved dismissively. “Breaks my heart to think how many passed away while we've been bottled up. Those are human lives, you know. Don't you think there's someone panicking right now, wishing they could talk to me? A Canadian, a Martian, some innocent soul from Callisto?” 
 The crowd, mostly naturals by the look of it, all gawked in some state of shock.
 “I think the Sol Union and CCC just needs to slow their roll and come back to the negotiating table. I'm certainly not insulting or shooting at them. All I want is what Spokane wants...what a beautiful town.”
 The applause was soft and polite. No cheering.
 “I hear we have a gathering tonight. Idaho's first state dinner in fourteen years. I just thought it would be useful if everyone knew where British Columbia was coming from. Oh. Hello...”
 It was another young boy. He walked right up to her holding a stick—no, she knew what that was.
 “The lady told me to give you this,” he said with a lisp.
 “An olive branch,” she said aloud, just to make sure everyone else knew. It had those pointed elliptical leaves, no fruits though. Lydia smiled and followed him with her eyes as he retreated.
 Her brain exploded. The boy was lost in the crowd. The branch came from one of two women: Kelsey Spinolo or Sunny Dunes.
 She raised the branch overhead. “We're safe,” she said, small. “I promise you'll always be safe.”
 That round of applause was warm, but it would take far more than a stick to settle the strangers.
 The crowd parted for Bennett and Manny, thank god.
 The sound of rolling thunder filled the town. The sky was still bright and clear. Lydia whispered to anyone, to Mike's dad, “Rain?”
 He nodded.
 Lydia had the bots move the piano back inside. Clemence whispered, “Devin is taking care of it. Engage the mob now and I will beat you with a rubber hose. Do not test me. Stay still, Mother.”
 “You're adorable.” Lydia instantly engaged the mob as the piano reentered The Wheel Spoke. Just in time, she could feel small raindrops on her arms. No one was asking for autographs now, they were looking for comfort. There were a lot of voices in support as well, but Idaho didn't even have a military, so no one was signing up to fight the CCC or anything.
 Bennett received a lot more of the attention now. Good. This wasn't the Lydia-show.
 The young man accepted handshakes and back pats. He looked like a leader, like his dad. His back was straight, his eyes were solid, sober. He projected zero fear.
 That's when Lydia saw them. The boy from before ran off in a random direction, towards a group of peers. It was a pair of elegant women in equestrian gear: white pants, tall boots, green jackets, their hair in buns. Cassie tensed up like crazy.
 Planchet and Christus Morales, Colombia and Venezuela. They stood together under a tavern's awning. The Harvester Inn. They nodded and walked inside.
 Well...Lydia had just moved her queen piece out. Time to take the lady for a spin.
 “Devin. I don't care what you have to do. Find Sandy.” The raindrops went from a light mist to actual drops under clear, sunny skies.
 The crowd slowly dispersed for shelter.
 “Yes, Mother.”
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Wish-fulfillment
 
 
 “Are you kidding me? Get the fuck out. I'm serious.”
 The women stared at her. Planchet's expression was completely blank, unfazed. Christus, however, flinched and twisted a sneer.
 “Yeah. Humans are a lot of things. To BC and Idaho I'm gentle as a buttercup, but there is no universe where you assholes get to marginalize and denigrate my wife since birth and then try to manipulate me. Fuck. You.”
 Lydia snapped up from her chair and stormed straight out of the bar. The dozens of heads didn't need to snap; they'd been watching the entire time.
 Her entourage looked confused. Cassie followed. Lydia smiled, taking her backpack from Leo.
 “I see my bonita knows what power feels like,” her wife whispered, exiting the solid doors.
 “Nope. That's justice.” Lydia nodded at Cassie. “I told you what I'd do back on Maui. They really do look at you you the way Spinolo looks at me.”
 “Yes, but we need them.”
 “No. We need them to respect you. Not me, not your mom. You're going to be CEO one day. It's their lives in your hands now. Play it anyway you want. I read the dossier. Planchet is like the 'Lydia' in their relationship, and she's what, 658 now?”
 “Do not compare me to Christus, my love.” Cassie looked hurt by it.
 “You're right. I'm sorry.” They hid, pausing under the awning. The storm was starting to kick up. A thunderclap split the air. The boom echoed, sounding a lot like mountainous Vancouver. “But what would Cassie do?” After six and a half centuries, the Colombian president only had seven years to live.
 All humans, regardless of health, died during their 665th year. It was called Morality Shock, and it had been burning through wealthy families like the Fitzgerald's and Morales' for a century now. They'd only recently confirmed it was a nanobot virus. A time bomb. Cassie said the protein sequence in L223 was the cure. It was life.
 “What would Cassie do for Lydia?” Her wife straightened her back. “Anything. She would kill. She would die. She would go to war. She would beg.”
 “That's all I meant.” The queen stepped into the storm. The water was warm. Cassie's eyes grew wide, concerned. 
 “Well, yes. But I don't think as fast as you do—”
 “You completely do, you just focus. I go broad.”
 “But Bonita—”
 “No, Cassie. No.” Lydia held a hand out, keeping them separated. Her friends were still dry under the awning. There might be a hundred eyes on them around the street side. The camera drones had backed off. “They need to press their ally, Carmelo, so we get a good line on Peru, and then we start negotiating about bees instead of nukes and immortality. That's when everyone will fall in line, and this bullshit ends.”
 “You risk too much on me. I can't do this alone.”
 “I'm about to meet my mother. Alone.”
 Cassie's eyes went way-big.
 “This moves so fast. I'm sorry.”
 Her wife was the smart one, but Jesus, Lydia wished she would keep up.
 “It doesn't matter.” She turned up the street-corridor, leaving Cassie after a final kiss. Lydia called behind her, “I think it's supposed to be like this. Take your bad-ass crew and Clemence and stand up for yourself!” The queen had completely taken herself out of the situation.
 “Mother, I have located Sandra,” Devin said.
 “Pick me up and take me there right now. I'm fucking serious.”
 A different thunderclap announced his arrival, even if invisible. She was lifted into that lounge-chair position. “You protect her, Clemence, protect her like she was your life.”
 “You don't need to tell me that,” the bot said. “You're enraged, Mother. Calm. Down. I will have Devin take you back to The Faye. We've seen you disturbed before.”
 “Disturbed?” Lydia shouted in her hammock. The rain was almost slapping now. She was completely soaked—it felt great. The lookie-loo's couldn't seem to hear her. Cassie stared, bewildered. Clemence stood in the road between them, not as a human, but a glowing entity. The queen shouted, “This has never been about me!”
 Lydia pointed straight at her wife, who was frozen in place, staying out of the sudden downpour.
 “Reconditioning, redheaded hostages and deceit, placation and disrespect. She's the best of all of us!” Lydia could barely hear herself. “The next nation that fucks with Cassie will be erased!” Her wife reacted to that. She swallowed hard, nodding. Lydia saw her lips move. Clemence blinked out and reappeared next to Cassie as a human, a change of dress: another aristocratic rider, not a drop of water on her red jacket. With Alicia and Leo, they turned and reentered The Harvester.
 “You taking me back to Faye?” She tried to shield her brow; it was hard to talk with all the water on her face.
 “No. I understand. I wish to meet my grandmother. Just know I am with you.”
 Devin faded-in as a human rancher, an arm under her knees, another arm beneath her back. He pulsed and the raindrops exploded. Shielded from the storm, warm air swirled around her as he floated down the boulevard, feet unmoving. Lydia ignored the wide-eyes staring at them. The most gentle dry-cycle ever had already comforted exposed skin and was working on her clothes, boots, and backpack. She liked the rain fine, and wondered what this would do to her hair—frizz-mode was a risk.
 Ever-sunny skies, a massive thunderclap rattled her belly as what looked like a flash-flood washed down the main street. Just outside of town, maybe a half-mile out, a trio of horses sprinted across the outskirts. A young man whipped his brown steed in a chase. Lydia would suggest an assist, but if she got 'teleported' that would risk another bout of dive-sickness, just like being aboard The Faye.
 No, she wasn't a diver.
 Devin began to accelerate, first at golf-cart speed, and soon at horse-speed. It didn't take a minute to zip right out of the main strip, out of Spokane, and head towards the foothills. Lydia didn't even ask. Her mind was on Cassie, trusting that her wife really wasn't alone. Her mind was on Sandy and Sunny, knowing that she, herself really was alone. Devin was only here to keep her from getting shot. Her heart was pounding and she was expecting everything from a fifty-year-old self-apologist to an ageless twenty-seven-year-old mastermind.
 Lydia wished she owned a weapon. She couldn't kill her mother even if she wanted to. Devin most certainly could not.
 But options were nice.
 “Lydia.” Cassie's voice. “They ask for your return. I speak to you in private. What do I do?”
 Holy shit, that passive tone was heartbreaking.
 Lydia should really should be beside her right now...
 The countryside rolled on, faster and faster. She didn't know where she was going, but it wasn’t close.
 “Ask me to come back and I will in a heartbeat. It doesn't matter.”
 There was a long pause.
 “No. You are right. I need to do this.”
 “I love you.” Lydia smiled, just saying it.
 “You don't even understand how much I love you, Bonita. You begged me not to let you do this. You said not to let you meet her.”
 “But you knew I needed to.”
 “Si. Same reason I am being strong for you, facing my demons. I am still the wife of British Columbia, correct? This voice?”
 “Shit, Cassie, you've never needed BC. Argentina would march on Venezuela at a moment's notice. I'm just the placeholder. You're going to be the real queen.”
 “And you continue to say these stupid things.” Cassie laughed. “They tell me that The Sara, The Kelt, Arruinar, and my Escellia are in sub-orbit.”
 “Uh...that's not good.”
 “You cannot see my shrug, but I shrug now. The Mission accidentally collided with invisible Nasa two days ago, high above Boise. Ganymede did not react. There are seventeen named mobile fortresses monitoring this situation.”
 Lydia winced. “The Dak-To?”
 “That ship test-fired over Anchorage yesterday. They still don't understand what a Mark-Eight even is. No casualties. They are too afraid to attack British Columbia or Chile, though Hawaii has been harassed. NorWAL mocks this effort, but if Titan or Europa engage, Antarctica and Australia will join in. Korean RuCon is voting today to join NorWAL. Since you spoke, who knows what Gloria and Titania will do.”
 “You're talking to the Morales' now?”
 “I am now, yes. They can hear you.”
 “You really can't help it, can you, Bonita?” Lydia watched a hilltop cabin expand in her view. There was a woman standing outside. Even ant-sized, it looked like Sandy.
 “Help what?” The words were clipped.
 “How amazing you are.” Lydia smiled. “They've been so bad to you, and yet you still—”
 “People misunderstand each other.” The voice was unfamiliar, higher-pitched than Cassie. It was floaty, like Faye. “My brother, her father was a monster.”
 “So you treat me like a monster,” Cassie fired back in Spanish. Angry. “Same blood, same sins? That's your blood as well.”
 Lydia didn't respond, unsure if that was Planchet or Christus—their lineage wasn't in the dossier. It made a shit-ton more sense though. They'd either work it out or they wouldn't, but at least it was out there.
 “I've never wronged you.” In Spanish, Lydia could pick up the dialect. That was Colombian, Planchet, the calm one. The one really close to an inevitable death. “I simply don't kiss my brother's twenty-seven-year-old ring, and—”
 “She's not an object!” Lydia shouted. They were outside of the rain. Pretty-girl Sandy looked like she was dressed up for an audience, snappy brown military fatigues. Lydia dismissed it, talking into the air as Devin set her down. “Are you kidding me? What do you want from her, an apology for being born?”
 “She'll destabilize our continent, like you have yours,” a deeper voice spoke in English, obviously Christus. Thanks for joining the fucking discussion.
 The door to the stone cottage creaked open. Yeah, yeah, 'Hi Mom.' Lydia was busy.
 “We were already destabilized!” Cassie yelled. “Do you think my family has forgotten about Bolivia? Those are my people you killed.”
 Lydia killed the conversation with a grim smile. Cassie's fire was lit and burning bright. She really did represent WALcos, Chilean Argentina, Maui, and was a full citizen and legal ambassador of British Columbia. If the Morales' wanted to talk, they would need to rectify their issues with this daughter of four territories. Apparently, Planchet and her niece had some catching up to do.
 As for Lydia, Sandy waited with a hand on her hip. The queen dipped into backpack, grabbing a pair of beers. She held them forward, “Devin, would you be a dear?”
 The caps popped off.
 One billion credits put to good use. Lydia kissed his cheek and smiled. He blushed deep red.
 She handed one to Sandy and straightened out her skirt and top. She queen patted her hair. Yup. Poofy.
 “Stop fidgeting. You look fine,” Sandy said.
 “Easy for you to say.”
 “This is taking too long,” said a third voice, from the cabin. The door creaked wide open.
 Did Lydia drop her beer? Nope.
 This was a death-grip.
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Sunny Dunes
 
 
 “You just told two heads of state to 'fuck off' in public. I think you can handle me.”
 Lydia just stared.

Don't faint, don't faint.
 Things started to close in. Her vision tunneled. She coughed and brought that beer bottle up. Lydia took a quick sip, trying to hold it together. Falling into a coma might cost a hundred million lives. She needed to stay in the saddle, even at this cost.
 It was her mother. She wasn't forever-27 and she wasn't natural-46, she looked beautiful, mature, mid-thirties. Almond eyes, full lips, narrow nose, she was ethnically Nicaraguan and Korean. Gray-race Lydia's red hair had come from her father, her Finnish grandmother specifically. Sandy looked way more like Mom. The brunette wasn't wearing brown dress fatigues, she was in a red sundress that might have come from Lydia's collection.
 Sunny's throat contracted in a swallow, but she kept her eyes up, her chin up. This was the woman that had abandoned her nine-year-old daughter to a mentally-ill sexual predator. All those memories had just been triggered.
 “Devin.” It came out as a whisper. “Kill her.”
 “Yes, Mother.” The image stepped forward. Sunny's eyes grew wide. She backpedaled as the door slammed shut behind her, keeping her outside.
 Sandy watched with a concerned eyebrow, hand on the pommel of her standard issue pistol. Their mother's voice trembled, “He won't. Sandy said they can't.”
 Devin stepped forward.
 “I was told that anytime my mothers ask me to draw blood, it would be for a reason.” One of the windows burst, a top-to-bottom spray of glass. “The person I love most in this world has suffered, and you are responsible.”
 Now Sandy dropped her beer, drew her pistol, and pointed it at Lydia, running over. The queen didn't bother moving. The gun flew out of her sister's hand. She was firmly planted on her back. The bottle never touched the ground, floating back over to Lydia...
 And with the come-from-behind-victory, stage-four sentience! Devin had won the race by a nose. Cassie owed her twenty credits.
 Sunny jerked into the air and slammed into the door. The fabric around her chest, torso and legs pulled tight. The woman gasped. Sandy screamed, but couldn't even move.
 Was Lydia inside another psychotic episode? Nope. She didn't think so, anyway.
 “Good, Devin. Stay like that.”
 “Yes, Mother.” He stood relaxed, hands in the back pockets of his blue jeans.
 “I-I protected you,” Sunny said, trying to find breath.
 “Oh, I certainly felt protected. It was an anonymous call, but I know it was you...now I do, anyway. When they came to take him away, I confessed. I lost my mother and father in the same week.”
 The woman struggled to inhale, eyes going dark. “Let her breathe.” Her mother cried out with the gasp. The tears had already been falling. Lydia now saw the tension in Sandy's jaw. He had her gagged, more or less. “They had programs, you know. When he was in treatment, you could have claimed custody. They were looking for you. You would have been safe. We would have been together. That's when I knew you'd died.”
 “I had a C-section in a camp. There were complications.” She was still catching her breath, completely terrified. Did Lydia care about burning this bridge? That bridge burned nineteen years ago. “By the time I recovered, he was already released.”
 “And he was better.” Lydia leaned forward. “That's what treatment does. He never touched me again, you fucking coward.” She should walk away right now. The politics wouldn't let her. At least she didn't feel like fainting anymore. The memories of abuse faded as the memories of Dad's recovery took over. Now it just felt sad. “Let them go.”
 He hesitated.
 “Thank you, Devin.” She stepped over and put a hand on his arm. No, he hadn't been acting either. Sunny fell to her feet, her hands and knees, choking for breath. The moment Sandy could move, she scrambled over to her mother, whispering. The glare she shot Lydia was pure death. The violence was intense, but at least it was short. More like assault than torture...maybe.
 Lydia squatted down with her bottles, making sure there was distance from Sandy. “You can blame yourself for how I turned out.”
 “I'm proud of you.” She had a hand on her chest, but she didn't seem much for tears. The tightening of her arms, her lips: on hands and knees, Sunny projected strength.
 “You don't get to be proud of me.”
 Out of nowhere, Sandy tried to rush her with a clenched fist. Within a step, Devin flipped her head over heels and tossed her on the roof. A couple shingles fell off with the impact. “Stay out of this, Sandy,” he said, cold.
 After a moment, Lydia said, “Who do you even represent?” She set Sandy's beer between them. She didn't know if her alcoholic mother still drank or what. “I think you're losing this round. Maybe after NorWAL reconciles itself, we can pressure the CCC without starving civilians and livestock, but the military option is no option.” She took another moment to mess with her hair. “This is a fucking powder keg. Literally seventeen mobile fortresses are above us.” There was a clatter as a shingle bounced off something and hit the door. Passive-aggressive Sandy bullshit. “Devin, is there a pond we can throw her in? That one won't even talk to me.”
 “That's because you don't. Fucking. Listen!” She shouted down. Lydia rolled her eyes and underhand-tossed up an unopened beer. The girl caught it, cursing.
 “I represent mothers and children,” Sunny said, crawling forward for that bottle. She took a quick swig and coughed, apparently still trying to get her throat right. Lydia felt the guilt creeping up, and she wished it would stop. “I'm so proud of you, but it's getting really bad, Lydia. We need help. I-I know it's too late for you and me. I wouldn't have come to you but—”
 God, Lydia wanted to strike her, just slap her right in the face. She could get away with it too. Devin would let her. She didn't know where the restraint came from, but she spoke instead, “—What in the world could I possibly do to help? You can't guilt me into picking a fight, Mom.”
 “And progress stops.”
 “As if. I'll get your aid negotiated, but I can't do anything about the four-hundred dead or the border conflict. We need WALcos and Peru for that.”
 “There is no four-hundred dead and no border conflict!” Sniper-Sandy sniped on. Oh, and she was on a roof. That helped.
 “Can someone clear that up for me? It might really fucking help.”
 “There's no four-hundred dead and no border conflict.” Sunny repeated, breathing steady. “We insurgents aren't even organized. We don't even talk to each other. You can back off the border. This is still about the bees. Sandy told you about the bees, right?”
 “Yeah,” Lydia massaged her forehead, “she might have mentioned it. But you hitting the apiaries is only making it worse. The harvest is going to fail.”
 “It's completely going to fail. The famine will hit in seven months, like a bomb.”
 The queen eyed her mother. Sunny was never a brash woman. She was never mousy either; she'd worked as a programmer for the local bank. Sandy might be a bit over-the-top in her youthfulness, but Sunny was a lot more like...well, Lydia, except for those years in the bar affecting the redhead's vocabulary. This was Sunny. Nineteen years later, this was her. Lydia still wasn't sure whether to scream, cry, slap her, or have her murdered. She settled on:
 “So what, then?”
 “We're not alone. Well, we are alone, but maybe if this works out, Manitoba can secede and join Idaho. Then no one goes hungry.”
 Lydia kept massaging her forehead. Now she was staring at her feet. “Yeah...about that...”
 “What?” Sandy said, perched on the roof. Sometime in the conversation, Devin had disappeared. The girl's gun laid nearby in the grass. Stretching her legs, Lydia picked it up by the barrel and walked it over. She stood on her tip-toes, offering the grip. Sandy took it gently, checked the safeties, and holstered it. The soldier visibly relaxed.
 “I met Bennett's dad. The magistrates are organizing a referendum. IAT secession. They want to join British Columbia.”
 Sandy mumbled, “Typical.” She chugged her drink.
 “The CCC has to know they're breaking up.” Sunny's brow was furrowed, concentrating. “Newfoundland and Quebec already passed secession, it's just not recognized.”
 “We are totally not the right voice to endorse them or you. It'd undermine their legitimacy.”
 “Well, yes,” Sunny said straight into her eyes. “But that's what Alaska is saying, that's what NorWAL is saying. It was fine with your independence, you're a puppet state—”
 “We are not a puppet state!” Lydia shouted. “We're like baby Jesus or some shit. People keep bringing gifts to the newborn in the manger. Holy shit, what the fuck is wrong with everyone? You really think it's appropriate for me to declare, 'let my people go!'”
 “Yes!” Both women shouted at her in unison.
 “Fuck that. I won't be a puppet then, I'll be an insurgent-endorsing, federation-building imperialist!”
 “You are a federalist, you stupid bi—” Sandy cut herself off, breathing hard. “You fuck up The Moon, fine. Fire takes the easy path and British Columbia gets independent, whatever. You made NorWAL possible, and that's the fucking real deal. That's what changed. You have to own that.”
 “I didn't do that, Lillian did.”
 “One or the other, Lydia. You're either a puppet-state, or you're avoiding responsibility.” Her mother swallowed hard. She cowered back to the door. It looked ugly for a strong woman. Lydia had done that.
 “Fucking shit, you're wrong, but don't be afraid of me. I'm sorry, but goddamn am I fucked up about you. It won't happen again. You're safe.”
 “Your father said that too.”
 And what did that statement do? It made Lydia quake with rage. They should have never met as adults. Not now. She clenched a fist.
 “You told me you'd die before you let him hurt me the way he hurt you.”
 “I almost died in that camp.” Sunny climbed to her feet. She straightened her back. From the roof, without much effort, Sandy planted her hands, half-caught her momentum, and dropped to the ground. “You said he never touched you again. I tried. By the time Sandy was one, I thought you were safer with him, within the system. It'd be better than...This bag of rocks here,” she gestured at the cabin, “is the best shelter I've had in years.”
 Lydia's jaw went tight. She listened.
 “I feel shame towards you, for leaving you. Shame towards Christopher, for not standing by him. I feel shame to my second daughter, letting her go hungry so many nights, sleeping in the cold, in the dark.” Sandy stepped behind her, wrapping her mother in a gentle belly-hug. “You'll never believe me when I say I lost track of you, but I talked about you all the time. I didn't know he died. I thought you were in school.”
 “Mom always said you'd be a better singer than her.” Sandy helped herself to Lydia's backpack. That was fine. With a trio of bottles, she sighed and said, “Devin, be a dear.”
 The caps popped off.
 “Mom also said that was the hardest thing she ever did.” Sandy passed the beers out. Sunny seemed quite anxious. “I think she knew him in a different way, Lyds.” Her voice trailed off. “After you talked about that song, I made her tell me how I got my name. I made her tell me the truth.”
 Lydia, after all of this, after everything, went straight back to a memory of that night. It was all shouting, the tearing of clothes, the sight and deafening screams of her mother being beaten then raped by her husband. He'd sent her to intensive care. Soon after, they discovered she was pregnant. Eight months later, she was gone.
 Water welled in her eyes. Snap, the sob filled her throat. “I shouldn't be here.” The cry came out soft, but built in volume as it went on. She really did collapse. Devin clapped into visibility, but Sunny pushed him away, wrapping Lydia around the shoulders.
 The queen clung back, first for the tears, but then deeper, and then the strongest emotion of undefinable intensity she'd experienced outside of death, resurrection, and her wedding. Her voice became a wail. It felt like her heart stopped. It felt like her heart was about to explode. Lydia tried to plant her hands on her mother's shoulders—push away and run. Sunny just held on harder.
 “I love you, Lydia.” She was crying too. “I'm so sorry. I love you. I'm so sorry...”
 It continued like a litany, a prayer, a lullaby.
 As the woman smoothed her frizzy hair and whispered, Lydia just let herself be held. Minutes and minutes, she listened to her golden voice, and existed in three different decades all at once. The scent of the woman was insane—this was Mom. This was exactly what she was afraid of.
 Puppet?
 Lydia would do anything this woman wanted as long as she felt this safe, forever.
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Arrangements
 
 
 The horses rode up in a trot, seven-wide.
 Cassie, Leo, Alicia, Manny, Bennett, and pretty Planchet and Christus on shorter Arabians. An extra horse walked behind, riderless, Timbre.
 Clemence clapped-in next to Devin and stared him down like he was either an alien or a serial killer. Cassie hopped off Peaches and marched straight to Sunny.
 She bowed at the waist, eyes down. “Honored mother, while it pleases me greatly to meet you, I apologize for not asking your permission before marrying your daughter. It was not meant to be a slight against you, or your blood. I offer my life in friendship to a soul that births my most important person. Please accept my good intentions. It is your choice if I am family.” Cassie straightened up, formal as if to a queen, obviously having no idea where things stood. That was fine. Lydia had no idea either.
 “My God,” Sunny whispered, “she's wonderful.” She looked over to Lydia with a 'can you believe this?'
 She heard Sandy cheer, the girl's face breaking into a grin. She flat-out rushed Bennett. He dismounted, but kept her off, no kisses. He whispered with glances to his dad.
 Cassie waited with a weak smile, likely wondering if this exchange was appropriate.
 “She really is this wonderful.” Lydia leaned in, awkward, for a whisper. “I know we're not good-good, but please do this for me. This is so important to her.”
 Her mother flinched. “I understand, but I would like to be good-good.”
 Sunny straightened up and turned to Cassie. The Latina froze like ice. Her mother apparently knew enough about protocol not to bow back. She said, “Cassandra Stamos Fitzgerald,” wow, she loved the way that sounded, “you have stolen my eldest daughter with your wiles.”
 Okay...Lydia spared a glance at Manny, who watched with intense interest. This was incredibly weird. Sunny was also the mother of the teenager bedding the Ambassador of Idaho. This had waves. Lydia sipped her beer, very confident that her mother was a sarcastic troll, just like her daughters. This could end very badly.
 Poor Cassie looked stiff as a board. Sunny continued, “I was at the wedding.” They both were? Lydia couldn't help but smile. “I cried the entire night with pride and relief. I know it's not my place after all these years, but no one can tell me I can't love my daughter.” She stepped forward, taking Cassie's hands. Her wife looked ready to faint. “You are a blessing to Lydia. The very first moment I saw her as an adult, on The Moon, you were in that pumpkin carriage with her. Then at that press conference afterwards you said you'd marry her one day. You stayed by her side when everyone said she was lost, and then you did marry her. Madam Fitzgerald, as a mother, I would prostrate myself before you—”
 Cassie's eyes went full-moon wide. “No, never, Mother—mierda,” her voice broke. “I apologize for this presumption of saying 'mother.' I apologize for saying 'mierda'...I am sorry—”
 Sunny ignored the chatter and pressed in for a hug.
 Lydia grinned, mostly at Cassie's exuberant expression.
 The Sandy-Bennett situation looked like a mess.
 Her sister shook her head at him, no. She looked up to Manny, regal enough on Shadowfax. “You kidding me, Sir? No. No way.”
 “It's marriage or nothing,” the cowboy said. “Even that'll be a problem.”
 “See, Planch, Americans are drama-bombs.” High on her horse, Christus was all smirk.
 “You were arranged too,” Manny said, pointing at the peanut gallery. “Back off. I haven't even met—”
 “Sir,” Sunny spoke, her eyes shifting from representatives of state to six-hundreds-year-olds. Lydia could relate to the gravity, just a year or so removed. “I have one daughter, a queen of a nation who I loved as a child, but didn't raise as an adult. My other daughter—”
 “Mom, don't.” Sandy stepped straight over to Manny and Shadowfax.
 Lydia didn't say a word. Colombia and Venezuela were watching with open interest, bunch of soap opera peeping toms. Manny Saul seemed really uncomfortable and dropped off his majestic horse.
 Sandy spoke, slow and clear, “I'd like to date your son. Is that ok?”
 The man didn't think long. “It'd be a damn dream, Miss. I mean,” he gestured to Lydia and Cassie, “I like your family. I couldn't be happier, but I owe the Pietzaks the acceptance of their daughter.”
 God, was this what it was all going to come down to? Lydia knew nothing about this culture. Only—
 “None of them want to get married!” Planchet shouted, really busting the mood. Christus didn't react at all from her steed. “This ambassador doesn't want it. This representative of strife doesn't.” Gosh, that was diplomatic. “This poor, young woman, promised to the voice of Idaho. Does she want it?”
 Bennett spoke up in a second, “Marjorie's not in love with me, or anything. She's twenty-two. She just wants to go to college. Can we start doing that, yet? This is regressive bullshit and my friends just want a goddamn education.”
 Cassie wrapped an arm around Lydia's waist and inserted herself, “Can I compensate somehow? It'd be on Sandy's behalf, since my new family is 'stealing' your son.”
 “You would do that?” Manny said, cautious.
 “Yes, like a dowry or something.” Cassie spoke fast, getting fired up again. Was that a smile on Planchet's lips? “Leo, how do they sort this when arrangements break on Gloria?”
 “Depends,” the boy said, still mounted on Buttercup. “You mentioned your daughter, Sir. Do they have kids yet?”
 “A daughter and a son.” A flash of pride crossed the grandfather's face.
 “Well, that's more than enough. I'm not seeing the problem.”
 “Yes,” Cassie said. “For friend-Bennett and my new sister, I would meet these strangers and offer reparation. I pay tuition. She can study in Santiago and meet a young tomato baron. My homeland's men are very respectful, very educated.”
 “Or British Columbia if she'd like to be closer,” Lydia finally spoke, snuggling into Cassie with a cheek-kiss.
 “Or Colombia.” Planchet pirouetted on her Arabian. The horse seemed like a handful, ready to run. “Yes, Mister Banaszek, my wife and I were arranged, and our marriage has worked well these last six centuries, but we guided both our nations into abandoning the practice. Too unfair for our daughters and our sons.”
 “You outsiders always make everything sound so easy.”
 “It is easy.” Bennett stood with Sandy, taking her hand. She returned the grip warmly. “If you haven't noticed, Dad, we're kind of in the middle of a major multi-national reformation here, and I don't think it's just political. Culture is changing.”
 “Send our son to college, she said,” the father mumbled. “He won't get weird ideas, she said.” He turned and pointed, “I blame your mother for talking me into it, and I blame you for being too goddamn smart. And stubborn.”
 “I get the stubborn from you, Pops.”
 “Sir,” Alicia said, almost shy, “my entire globe was upended with a single song. That wasn't Lydia. That was the voices of citizens searching for progress. Whose hands do you want molding your nation's future? Free ones? Educated ones? Or is Idaho really so satisfied ignoring the inevitable? This crewmate I traveled with, this brother, he's the future of your nation. In your eyes, I can see he has your respect. He and every youth in this nation needs your culture's respect. That's growth. That's prosperity.”
 “I'll be damned, Planch,” Christus leaned on her horse's pommel, “they're all making sense. Looks like we joined the right alliance after all.”
 “What a dangerous group,” the elder of them said. Planchet was easily the oldest person Lydia had ever met. Cassie's mother, DeConte, was almost fifty years her junior. “I formally apologize for our slights against you, Cassandra. Age and wisdom are not mutually inclusive.”
 “You don't need to do that,” her wife said. Add the fact the woman couldn't be bothered to dismount for the apology also made it tepid at best. But at least it was progress. “And now that we're done meddling with friendly Americans, we grow more dangerous still, Bonita.” She smiled at Lydia. “She's here.”
 The redhead's brows went way up. “She's here? She really came?”
 Sandy, Bennett, and Manny had wandered off for a low-toned discussion.
 “Yes. So I invited my new friends,” that phrasing was loaded as hell, but that's how politics worked in the Latin nations. “They would break words with her as well.”
 Sunny leaned over, whispering, “Who is it?”
 “One of my many puppet masters, Mom.” Lydia grinned. “The third pumpkin girl, our Maid of Honor, Lillian Anatali.”
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Ride On – Choice
 
 
 Quite the troupe now: ten horses, ten riders, and two Mark-Eights. The pace was almost flaccid in its casualness, but not even the ride-leader, Manny, bothered with a sense of urgency.
 Sandy rode her two-year-old, Braun, a muscular, mottle-coated beast. Sunny rode a jet-black mare named Daisy, Braun's mother.
 When asked about how they traveled these distances between Winnipeg, all of Montana, across the Rockies to Spokane and Vancouver and back, Sunny apologized, saying it was better if Lydia didn't know. The queen didn't take it personally—she didn't want the Morales couple knowing either.
 The riding order was as lazy as the pace. It changed constantly. Without a path, they rode over the emerald foothills back to town. The storm was long-over, and all the colors seemed to pop in verdant glory. Lydia loved how green the grass looked after a storm.
 It wasn't a parade when they hit the main strip, but to say the town didn't grind to a halt again would be a lie. Lydia asked to stop at the supermarket. She restocked her booze-bag with a heavy load. All of the others bought snacks and drinks as well. Sunny bought a bag of cherries and a case of mead. Leo got potato chips and some domestic cans.
 In a line, they were the weirdest checkout queue ever. The teen-boy clerk was rendered speechless, start to finish.
 Seven miles south, Manny said, towards a different hangar. Easy riding though, along another dirt highway. Two-wide, they stayed coupled-up now, Sunny and Manny at the front, chatting pleasantly, with Christus and Planchet pulling up the far rear, really boozing it up.
 “One thing I was always curious about,” Lydia called out, “Bennett, where did you go to school? I picked up on that really fast—knowing who Greek Cassandra was, I think.”
 “Miami University, Ohio County, Michigan.”
 “Huh. I half-expected you to tell me you were self-taught. I didn't know the IAT even had universities.”
 “We really don't,” the boy continued, tightening up. “All the information was there, but the guidance could use some work. It was only two years.”
 “Two years?” Sunny said up front. The maybe-in-laws might be making progress up there. “Our group's leader is a four-time PhD, and he doesn't project as much competence. Your son is very gifted, Manny.”
 “Goddamn it.” The rancher just shook his head. “Sunny, you sound like my wife. All I hear is how bright he is, how loyal and brave...” Lydia risked a glance behind. Bennett was very much paying attention, jaw set. “Makes me feel like a bad father.”
 “I love you.” Bennett called up.
 Manny glared over his shoulder, his cheeks in a full blush. “And then he says stuff like that. I trade off one daughter just so she gets married right—”
 “Is she happy?” Sunny asked.
 “Yeah. My wife always says that Jenny's happy. Kasia does too. I listen for that. I hear that. But what am I doing to my only son?”
 Lydia was taking notes for her impending motherhood, but culturally she wouldn't be falling into the same traps. No, she'd just be falling into different ones, like asking her two-week old child to suffocate his spiritual grandmother. Solid. She wasn't silent because her vocal cords didn't work, now she was just listening to her mother's voice:
 “Well, that's what I was trying to say earlier,” Sunny looked back with a smile, “I have one daughter I only half-raised. Her father took up the other half. And there was a third half she did alone, as an adult.” Now it was Sandy staring back, hard. Shit.
 Maybe this was the issue all along. Sure, Sandy grew up idolizing her fairytale big-sister, and even more on the broadcast videos of Lydia. But when they'd met in real life, now she saw that Lydia was, indeed, just an incredibly fucked up human. Now she resented being the 'second daughter.' Lydia hoped that sort of favoritism wasn't what Mom had been projecting all this time. The daughter that wasn't a product of abuse. The daughter that didn't almost kill her during childbirth.
 “How many kids do you have, Manny?
 “Just the three.”
 “Well, a Mom would say this, but my younger is a goddess, pure and simple. She's my best friend and always will be. She's no robot either, a complete mind of her own. I'd like her to go to school too.”
 Lydia saw her sister stiffen up.
 Sunny continued, “That one's too stubborn for her own good, always looking after Mom.”
 “Yeah, Kasia's that type.” Manny laughed. “Makes you wonder who the parent is.”
 “Can't we just let them do it? Let them get their faces dirty playing in the field? They always come back smarter. We might be the parents, but they're the one's teaching us.”
 “Goddamn it, Linda!” Manny called to the open air. “How'd you get in this one's head too?”
 The pair laughed as Sunny broke into small-talk about the granddad's wife—the woman was a grade-school teacher. They hit another river crossing, this one a covered bridge.
 Lydia twisted in her saddle. “So what, Sandy, when this is all over, you going to take classes or not?”
 “That's a privilege I don't have. This will never be over.”
 “Eh.” Cassie didn't even look behind. “Your sister, myself, and your mother all augment our physical age. Do not put this off, Sandy. You may live forever, but there is no time for next year, or next decade. You may not be in the same classes, but go to college with this man you wish to date. Consider it a reward. Not just for you, but for your mother. It would give her more pleasure than a gun at her side, I'm sure. We, your family, will keep her safe.”
 “The mission isn't over, not by a long-shot.”
 Lydia chirped up, “What's the mission, Sandy? Canadian independence, Manitoban independence, feeding Braun, feeding yourself?”
 A long minute passed. The entire troupe seemed quiet, but not obviously so.
 “I'm a fucking millionaire, Lyds. What do I need with college? Get some shitty job that I'll hate? I just want to sing. I mean, 'Cool bro, grats on the degree,' and it makes sense for Ben, and I love that path for him, it's just not for me. Is that ok with you pushy fuckers?”
 “I'm with her on this,” Leo said. With a glance behind, Alicia was nodding:
 “I went to a Lunar security academy. Now I know how to protect people, how to kill people. So what? I'm no more educated than the Sandy who might go to a music conservatory.”
 “I think you're kind of missing the point,” Sunny said. “I want my daughter to be more than a gun or a single video clip of her singing 'O Canada.' She's way more than that.”
 And Lydia still wouldn't know anything about that. Her sister only became three dimensional with the horse-thing. Lydia still knew jack shit about her—she knew way more about her mother.
 The queen heard Planchet laugh. There was a full-on glare tossed back, but the Morales' were completely out of earshot, way behind, almost fifty yards.
 “Mom, Lydia, Cassie, I like who I am.” Sandy’s voice was dead flat. “Manny probably don't need no 'fancy-city-learnin' either.” 
 And she didn't elaborate beyond.
 No one else said a word.
 Lydia didn't like the way that hung there. “Dude, start a streetside flower-shop for all I care, but I'm with Mom. You're more than a gun on a horse. I don't need Alicia's eyes to tell me that.”
 “Nineteen years of training in the wilderness, and I'm supposed to go swords-to-plowshares just because I'm told to!” The outburst was outside a beat, and it felt well-stewed.
 Lydia was close enough to hear a whisper from Sunny, “My failure, not hers.”
 She heard some commotion and looked back, soon turning Timbre around.
 Sandy and Braun had run away.
 It wasn't Bennett, invisible Devin, or Clemence that stopped her. The Morales couple had her trapped off the highway, deep in the grass. They didn't look armed—Sandy was—but their fleet-footed Arabians danced circles around the large horse, all of them engaged in discussion.
 Manny called out, “Never really figured out why, but this sort of thing happens a lot on a ride. I like the lady fine. Let's ride on—they'll catch up.”
 
* * *
 
 The current line of seven horses were at a halt. They could all see the same cabin, this one was a resort-chalet, far nicer than the stone thing Sunny had been worshiping as good shelter. This one was all wood-siding, two-stories with a deck, a balcony, huge windows, peaked roofs, and generally gorgeous.
 “I mean, I'm fine jumping in now,” Lydia said, “I just don't want to leave Sandy out. The Morales' can go fuck themselves.”
 Cassie laughed. “I love you, Bonita, but you don't need to be unkind anymore. We will soon hear what they filled our sister's head with. Maybe it's good. Who knows.”
 Out of all of them, Manny seemed tense as hell.
 Lydia heel-tapped Timbre forward, splitting her mother and the man.
 “Look, I don't even know what I'm getting into with her half the time, but she's a good one. The IAT might have an opinion about Anatali, her family, but that isn't her. She a reformist.”
 “Sure, you say that,” the man steadied himself atop Shadowfax, “but it's never represented. That's what makes you look like an apologist.”
 Sunny opened her mouth, but Lydia cut her off. “This must be how Sandy felt when we brought up college. I'm not even offended, but I am completely bored at this puppet-state bullshit.”
 Cassie nodded, “I call my wife the best. My love calls me the best. We both agree that she is the best as a human, not an heir. You may not agree with her, but friends, please listen.”
 Not even a peep from Sandy and the Morales'. Devin was monitoring them, but didn’t offer a report.
 Lydia was just happy that she'd be talking to her friend. They hit the stable. They left the stable. She ignored everything, walked up the wood staircase, and entered the chalet.
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Icon
 
 
 The door opened, Cassie one step behind her. They carried bags of snacks and drinks.
 This was what constituted a state dinner in Idaho, no lie.
 One step in, there was Lillian Anatali, platinum blonde, head tipped back in pure laughter.
 Lydia's eye grew wide. Once again, she didn't drop her bags, she gripped them tight. Cassie stepped beside her, whispering in Spanish. Manny and Bennett followed.
 Lillian snapped to the entrance and stood with a broad smile. She was taller now, almost five feet tall. Forever petite.
 Kelsey Spinolo and Genevieve Guerrero stood with her, the president wiping a tear from her eye. “They never told me you were funny,” the bitch said.
 Clemence clapped into vision. Hard. It wasn't just everyone's hair that was tossed, it knocked the hat off Manny's head and shattered an empty wine glass. “Mothers, it's a trap!”
 Another fwump tossed everyone’s clothing in a wind, sustained in a swirling breeze before calming down. That was different, as was the man that appeared. It wasn't Devin. The man shared the same black hair, tall frame, and the old Anatali dress uniform, but he wore a rapier and carried an adult posture closer to Anatali's first heir. Pure aristocracy and confidence. Faye's angelic lines flared around him. Lydia could only gawk, stunned.
 It wasn't a techno-magic trick. It was the feeling of presence.
 So this was an Icon.
 There was nothing like stage-five sentience, but Artificial Sentience and humans could both be considered Icons. Masters of themselves would be the former. The technicalities of understanding them would be the latter. It was either a new concept, or a really old one. AS technologies were going through something of a Renaissance. Trendy.
 Clemence looked terrified. Her fists clenched.
 Now Lydia dropped her bags and snatched her daughter's hand. “We're fine Clem. We're fine.”
 The man clapped out without a word, nearly knocking the table over. None of the drinks even moved. The kids never 'clapped-out.' What the fuck was that?
 When Devin popped in, Lydia just lost it. “It's a code-nine!” She didn't even know what that meant. “Stand down!” Now it was Devin looking at his sister as if she was a weirdo. Did she just hit stage-four? Who knew. She still looked like an equestrian chick. He still looked like a rancher.
 “Wow, you guys have been through a lot,” Lillian said, walking forward. The laughter had ended. “Mister Banaszek.” She stepped forward for a handshake with Bennett. “Mister Banaszek,” for Manny. When Alicia entered the chalet, she got a hug. Lillian didn't go near Leo—she froze up. He reacted with an awkward hand in his pocket.
 All along, Spinolo and Genevieve watched with mild expressions. Lydia couldn't sort out the power dynamic since Lillian's Mark-Eight just scared the shit out of hers.
 Bennett stepped forward to greet the Canadians. “I appreciate your personal attendance, Madam President, Madam Treasurer.” He bowed at the waist.
 President Kelsey Spinolo bowed in kind. “I appreciate the formal invitation.” She straightened up. “You realize this the first time since—”
 “Yes, Madam,” Manny said. “I think we had one-hundred-thousand dead sons and daughters by the armistice.”
 “We had three-hundred-sixty-seven-thousand-nine-hundred-and-twelve dead at the armistice.” That smile was just as undefinable. After a few centuries, these people got really hard to read. It certainly wasn’t natural. “I wasn't even born, Saul.”
 “What is she doing here?” Lydia hissed at Lillian.
 “They told you she was invited,” the princess said, wearing a mask of her own. Was this sixteen-year-old student-representative Lillian, or the third-heir of Anatali and manager of Alaska? Real-friend Lillian?
 “But why is she here-here? Are you guys buddies now?”
 “I invited her.” The whisper had a wink. “After your street-concert.”
 Lydia's hand went straight up to her forehead.
 Sunny entered with bags and bags, followed by the suddenly chatty Christus Morales. Planchet and Sandy entered together, laughing. Everyone tried to make space, but this golden-wood, high-ceiling living room was getting full.
 Sunny froze like a bunny at the sight of Spinolo. Sandy's hand went for her side-holster. It didn't take robots, Alicia was right there, talking the militant off the ledge. The president didn't seem to recognize the threat. She didn't know Lydia would suffocate her and allow her to be murdered.
 Lydia did not acknowledge Spinolo. Kelsey did not acknowledge Stamos.
 Cassie had her hands full with Planchet, and the entire room sounded like a roar. Mom was talking to Manny, and holy shit, DeConte Fitzgerald just entered from what was apparently the ground-floor bathroom. Her wife cheered and more or less stiff-armed Christus out of the way to embrace her mother. Sunny perked up, shuffling in place, courting an introduction.
 Lydia abandoned ship, straight outside. She was certain no one noticed.
 
* * *
 
 The queen walked a short line across the wraparound porch, and down the stairs. She didn't ask Devin for help. Frustrated as shit, she grabbed a bottle from her backpack and popped the cap on a wooden rail. Deep drink, she marched straight the hell out to nowhere. In a flash of cellophane and fire, she pulled out a ten-pack of Cassie's cigarillos and lit one with a matchbook from The Faye.
 Exhaling, she stared up at the sky.
 Still blue. It still had a sun. Was it an illusion, like Anatali Station's transparent polycarbon dome?
 Fuck this.
 With a side-eye, Lydia found something real.
 She returned to the chalet's barn. A panicked stableboy dealt with one of the Morales' Arabians. He was losing control. Stepping closer, there was a crash of sound and a vibration in the ground. The barn sounded like it was about to erupt in a horse-riot, lots of whinnies, cries, and stomping. Beer in one hand, smoke in the other, Lydia rushed forward, seeing if she could help.
 Before she even got there, a clap announced that weird Mark-Eight again, the Icon. He didn't move much. She was out of earshot, but both the boy and horse began to calm.
 “Stop, Mother,” Devin said, invisible.
 “I don't know what to do,” Clemence sounded completely rattled.
 “We help. Obviously.” Lydia ran straight in, bottles clanking in her backpack, looking for Timbre. Rows of stalls. Even steady Wardog was flipping out. “I don't care if it's a Trial of Hercules, Mister. What's happening?” she asked the Icon, straight up.
 “The mares are in heat,” he said, his voice expressive. She didn't know him, but he didn't sound calm. “The stallion's react.”
 “We can't help if you lie to us.” Timbre was bucking and pacing like crazy. Was this what spooked looked like? Lydia wasn't getting close to her.
 She heard him whisper. Devin clapped right beside her and grabbed her elbow, rough. He dragged her.

Holy shit.
 She ran with him until he tossed her up, carrying her. “Devin, he hacked you! Fight back!”
 No teleportation, Devin sliced the shit out of the earth in a split-second blast across the countryside. Unlike the beach or thunderstorm, the wind tore at her cheeks. All in a breathe, Lydia felt dizzy and disoriented at hell.
 They'd come to a full stop, maybe fifty yards away from the chalet. She couldn't see the barn. Devin set her down. She could feel his tension as if he was human. 
 Oh, she was still holding her beer. She sipped that. Unconsciously, she followed with a puff. Lydia then sat dead on the grass, cross-legged, not saying a word.
 Apparently, it was time for her execution.
 She'd had a pretty good run though. She'd escaped poverty long enough to know what a year with a full stomach felt like. She was able to enjoy a drink without being a parasite. She was able to inspire a national constitution where everyone had an equal voice. She was a bit weak on the international chess, but she did help organize a new coastal alliance. If she was about to die, she'd take some credit for that—no one was listening. She was allowed to get married and enjoy a honeymoon. She was allowed to at least meet her sister and mother. She was allowed to ride a horse.
 She was allowed to interact with a sea-slug-mushroom and discover immortality. That secret, black-boxed to her blood, would die with her.
 Her children were plants. Anatali Corporation had been playing her since she met Lillian. She was a puppet. The Mortality Shock reveal had pissed them off. Now Lydia and Cassie's best friend would pull the trigger, Devin and Clemence would be erased, and she would die.
 Lydia always feared something like this would happen, she just didn't expect it.
 Reality spiraled inward again. The dizziness didn't stop, her vision just got darker.
 “Starflower?” The voice said.
 Lydia lifted her head, on the border of oblivion. In a breath, voiceless, she said, “They're the only ones who call me that.”
 “Relax, Starflower. You're not falling asleep again.” The Icon's face faded into view. “Don't be afraid. She told me what happened, but you need to relax.”
 Well, she might not be falling into another coma, but she was inside a full fucking panic attack. How could she relax during her own execution? He must mean, 'show some pride and nobility in your final moments.'
 She'd run, but begged instead, “Devin?”
 There was silence from her son.
 In her blurry vision, he didn't look like a rancher or a soldier anymore. He was golden light, two arms, two legs. He didn't puff his chest, he fell to Lydia's side, his hands on her shoulders. “I'm so sorry,” he whispered, hugging her. Her eyes clamped shut. She didn't understand why she was still alive.
 “D-Don't let him make it hurt...” Lydia whispered. “You do it. Take me to Sol. That'll be my pyre.”
 Eyes closed, she went into the spins, just as bad as a whiskey. She was losing it all. Cassie, her Mother. British Columbia. Everything. She curled in a squatting ball, fists pressed against her eyes. Existence seemed to pulse around her like a heartbeat.
 It pulsed again.
 “Lydia, stop it!”
 Really slapped back into place, and it wasn't her choice. If felt like some outside power hit an off-switch. The silence hung. Devin held her close. He felt warm.
 Lydia breathed out and opened her eyes.
 “Jesus, girl. I said we'd never meet again, but I don't think even God could ignore you, not when you get like this. You've scared Nicky half to death. And take it easy on the horses.”
 The voice was familiar.
 As was the white dog staring up at her, only feet away.



 
 
~ 50 ~
 
Heroes
 
 
 “Get back, Jessica!” Lydia scrambled, trying to find her feet. “Go away!”
 She remembered that name. That name was fake. The girl was fake.
 She'd come too far to go into another coma. This was another coma.
 The ponytailed girl just stared at her with a raised eyebrow. Lydia scrambled, but didn't get any farther away, like she was on a treadmill. She found her feet and ran, but didn't move an inch.
 Now it was Devin in front of her. “You're safe, Mother, but he's bending it.”
 “Please relax, Mother,” Clemence said. “We've shared our stories. Father means you no harm.”

Father?
 “This isn't how you treat someone prone to psychosis!” Lydia shouted that straight at Jessica. She gave up on escape. The woman wasn't dressed in jogging pants this time, she wore loose, olive capris. “This is your fault!”
 “Pretty sure being dead isn't my fault, Lyds. We tried to have this conversation once, but you were in a pretty bad place. Remember the violence? The void?” Ayla, the doggie, sniffed up at her. “Don't do that again. Hold it together. You can hold it together.”
 “Holy crap,” Lydia collapsed into a squat, hands over her ears. “Don't listen to the voices. Cassie loves you. Cassie loves you. Cassie loves you. Cassie—”
 “Yes. Cassie loves you.” The blonde grabbed Lydia's wrist and tore her hand off her ear. “She and I had a seven hour conversation about it. To you, it was just me glancing over your shoulder. People are pretty chatty when they die.”
 “I don't care what you are, just don't put me to sleep again!” She couldn't even run and her claustrophobia just went berserk.
 “Lydia! Flip out all you want, but not like this!”
 Something about her tone rubber-banded Lydia's sanity back in place.
 She heard a sound inside it, like a heartbeat.
 Lydia blinked at the girl, stunned. “What?”
 Jessica nodded and straightened up. Something had satisfied her.
 The woman continued, “You're no special snowflake or anything, but you're on a very weird vibration. You have to hold it together. Ever since they tore the fabric, these things happen. People like you get born again.”
 Lydia considered the words, just blinking at her.
 “Dude, even I'm not hippy enough for this metaphysical crap. Or is it religion? You sound like my friends—”
 “Alicia Humphries,” Jessica interrupted. Lydia tried to break back in, but she continued:
 “Sacha McDaniels,
 “Leo Carpenter,
 “Trent Winslow,
 “Calvin Winslow,
 “Lillian Anatali,
 “Sandy Dunes,
 “Cassie Fitzgerald,
 “Devin McLaughlin,
 “Clemence Anatali,
 “Faye Favager,
 “Jessica Hall.”
 The woman breathed in and out.
 “Lydia Stamos.”
 Yeah. She had lots of friends, but that was the gallery of weirdos she vibed with.
 But why'd she mention the bots and Faye? Whatever. She was a kook.
 The runt American Eskimo panted forward for a sniff. Lydia was scared of being bitten by dogs, but she wasn't scared of Ayla, not anymore. It was almost like the redhead's bubble popped. She petted the dog, fingers working behind the ears. All the same, she side-eyed 'Father.' He had nothing to do with Lydia or Cassie. They'd never met.
 If he had anything to do with their bodyguards' creation, he was the only reason she was alive. As Lydia leveled out, Devin had faded back into the rancher. He'd reacted with confusion when Jessica dropped his name. His last name? He didn't have a last name. Neither did Clemence. She didn't look like a platinum blonde Anatali. The woman watched with open interest. Lydia didn't understand how they could see the girl.
 Jessica smiled at her. It looked genuine. “It's not so hard to figure out, Lyds. You relaxed the moment I said the first names. The ones with the eyes.”
 “They can see you?”
 “Well, yes. We're pretty good friends.”
 “So I'm not crazy?”
 Jessica stepped around and leaned into the Icon. With a smile, she kissed him full on the lips. He smiled into her blue eyes. Lydia's eyes, however, went saucer-wide. It wasn't like no one had married their android (sentient or otherwise) in the last thousand years—don't be judgmental, Lyds. At a glance, her children seemed double-shocked. Maybe triple-shocked if this was their father, which she assumed meant prototype.
 “You're definitely intense, but no. You're not crazy.” Jessica placed a hand on his chest. His arm wrapped around her waist. His stiff body language looked more protective than tender. “Nicky, has she ever seemed crazy?”
 “No. Merely fated. More of an Urdur, ruled by memory.”
 “Not Frigg? She is a queen, after all.”
 “You guys play this game a lot, I take it.” Lydia stood. Where did her beers go? “Urdur was incinerated. Frigg got quartered and had a spear shoved up her ass. I'll take neither, thanks.”
 “You know the Ragnarok?” Nicky's voice pitched up.
 “I thought everyone did.” Yay beer. More cigarillos. “That was like ninth grade English class.”
 When she turned around she saw Jessica punch the Icon in the stomach. She pointed. “Don't look at her that way, you lecher. Big fucking deal. I've read it twice now.”
 He raised his hands and turned away, “I'm sorry, Valkyrie. I was only surprised.”
 The woman kicked him in the butt—it took a little hop to get that high. He could probably solo-kill The Mission; he scampered away. Lydia rolled her eyes, drinking deep. No. She wasn't the crazy one. She was the unstable one.
 “So what, are you guys with Lily? I mean, a Mark-Eight, you have to be.”
 “No. Not really,” Jessica said. “We're more interested in you at this point. Nicky's skin job here,” she pinched a cheek, then kissed it, “was a thank you. He used to be a Mark-Seven. We're from Nome, you see.”
 Lydia's eyebrows went super-high. She had to puff her smoke and sip her beer just to give her time to react. “That was you? The ones in the report?” she whispered. “I'm not crazy. You're just dead.” Lydia's heart felt just as uplifted as when a pregnancy test came back negative. She wasn't crazy! “This is awesome!”
 The last time the women met, the truth about the Nome Incident: the reactor explosion, the fifty-two thousand bodies; it had all been buried. The revelation was what gave Anatali Corp the leverage to secede from the Sol Union. This woman, Jessica, and her friends, were the ones that 'survived' it, exposed it, and had made NorWAL possible. This was all happening because of them.
 They were heroes.
 Now Lydia geeked-out. She whispered, excited, “Do you think Cassie can see you? She died too. Can we all hang out?”
 “I'd like that.” Jessica smiled, holding Nicky's hand. Ayla was laying in the grass. There was a dog in the report, but it never said what breed. Lydia always thought it'd be a German Shepard or something. “There's a problem though. And that's why I'm here.”
 “Sure. Anything.” BC had helped clean out Nome this summer. “Is this about reconstruction? British Columbia can help with the catering.” 
 Jessica looked to Nicky and squeezed his hand. They both nodded and looked back at the queen. “Well...Please listen thoughtfully. Calmly.” She looked deep into her eyes. “This can't be like the last time—don't get lost, Lydia. You need to wake up.”

Aw man.
 Not again.
 
* * *
 
 Lydia's eyes fluttered open. She was staring at a golden-wood ceiling, rustic. She inhaled a gasp. Maybe five or seven faces surrounded her. The closest ones were Cassie and Devin. Lydia smirked.
 “How long was I out?”



 
 
 
 
 
Arc 6
 

The Honey War



 
 
~ 51 ~
 
Tight
 
 
 “You got dizzy, Bonita. Are you ok?” Cassie tried to shoo everyone away. She asked Sandy to open the windows.
 “Yeah, dizzy, I guess. Too many bodies.”
 Mom and DeConte rushed right over. It had happened that fast, like a glance over the shoulder?
 Cassie said aloud, “Her constitution is strong, but she doesn't like it so tight. She needs air.”
 About ten feet away, Christus poured a drink. “I don't like it either. Claustrophobic as hell.” Beside her, Planchet nodded. Bizarrely, as Lydia got to her feet, Spinolo watched with something like concern. Her two moms seemed to be competing for who would dote on her, and Cassie had to chase them both off. 
 Nicky was nowhere to be seen, but for that matter, neither was Clemence.
 She wasn't smothered, but there was an entourage as she was led out the front door, the same one she'd just exited. Where was her backpack? Her backpack was in the grass, obviously, fifty yards out. The lawn had been split by a cleaver named Devin.
 Things closed in again, even with the fresh air, but Lydia blew it right back out. Reality (again) settled down.
 She wasn't crazy.
 With another step, she heard the clink of bottles.
 Her backpack was still on her back.
 Lydia blew it out. She held it together.
 From the porch, this angle, she could see the stable. There was one stableboy, she recognized him. There were two stablegirls. Things looked peaceful. Body language suggested flirting between two of them. The second girl seemed shy, left out.

It's ok, sweetie. Every girl can find a boy, eventually. Sometimes you'd find another girl.
 Her wife's hand gripped hers, tight. They hit the grass again. The backpack was in the field again. Cassie whispered, “It happened again, didn't it?”
 Lydia nodded, lips set in a line. A whispered reply, “Where's my backpack?”
 “I have it.”
 It was hard to describe, but reality went flat. It was like the colors muted, the sounds went dull, and there was no scent, no taste, only the touch of her lover's hand in hers.
 It all snapped back, super-vivid.
 Lydia looked over, eyes wide. Her backpack wasn't in the field. There was no damage to the grass. Her back felt light. Cassie carried it over her shoulder. “I'm jealous of this angel. She hears your privacy?”
 The bag touched the ground. Beers and an unopened pack of cigarillos. Lydia could still taste them both. “She's sleeping with that Icon,” she whispered, super-judgy, even if he was just a billion-credit vibrator. She couldn't help it.
 “Oh! The breathless wed the breathless. That's poetic.”
 “I don't think Clem and Dev are really related.” Lydia was in full-on gossip-mode. The rest of the gaggle was spreading out. Lillian was staring her down under blue skies. Gunna have to wait, Lil.
 “Hah! Now you ship our children. He only has eyes for you, Bonita. She only has eyes for me. What else did you learn?”
 “They're from Nome.”
 “Ah, I did guess this. Will they help with Vegas? It may save lives.”
 “Oh! Good point. I forgot to ask. Shit.”
 And there was Spinolo and Genevieve walking down the stairs. Sometimes Lydia really did feel like a queen. By queen, she meant petulant bitch, but seriously, she had two moms, a wife, her best-friends in Leo and Alicia, her sister, her maybe-new co-governor in Manny or Bennett; their real best friend, the most powerful human on the North Coast in Lillian; not to mention Lydia's children who probably had a lot of new questions about sexuality, and an invisible angel to boot. It was best to ignore the 658-year-old at the moment. Planchet was Cassie's business. 
 They were all awaiting her audience. Individual audiences.
 Out here, under these forever blue skies (it had stormed without a single cloud) Lydia wanted to be back on the beach, forever. That would be her choice. She wasn't a diver. This was just like diving. For her weird brain, this was just as dangerous.
 “I think I get it now,” Lydia whispered to Cassie, puckering her lips. She got a smooch (yay!)
 “Ah, I feel you getting excited, and now I get nervous. You're too smart. I won't keep up.”
 “That's bullshit and you know it.” She was still ignoring the crowd, her friends, and even shot Lillian a look before wandering off. The girl rolled her eyes and struck up a conversation with DeConte and Sunny. DeConte might be five-and-a-half centuries older than Mom, but they were, indeed, communicating. “You captained a two-crew-membered ship one-point-five-quadrillion miles into isolated virgin space, completed your life's work, all while nursing your batshit psychotic wife back to health. Are you kidding me? Now you're the one playing modest. Stop it. Own that.”
 “You complete hypocrite,” Cassie said, rearing back with a puff on her cigarillo—
 Bennett stepped in, “We really do need to start—”
 Cassie put a flat palm over his mouth and continued. “No, you don't cause these things, but you must take responsibility for them. God's trigger-girl, you're the one with this agency. You're the one making choices. Own that.”
 “I don't 'own it' because I'm yours! I just want you to be safe! Since before I met Lillian or Marshall, I've been chasing after you since we met!”
 Leo sat on the stairs with Alicia. They were watching as if this was theater. Everyone else had stopped talking too. Alicia and Leo were both Outer System kids who'd been living in the Inner System all their lives. Their story was just as complicated as the Earthlings'. They both drank, smiling, shoulder-to-shoulder.
 “Ah, now I see this play. I've been protecting you since we met. Those bad land-sellers, the threat of your arrest, a ransom to the men that captured Sacha. I will spend my life chasing you around. You are exhausting.” The Latina stepped closer. They touched.
 In this moment, it didn't matter who was watching.
 “You're exhausting.” She couldn't think of a better come-back. Cassie was the witty one.
 Her wife took her free hand and pressed close, chest-to-chest, “You make me so exhausted I would sleep...with you. Every night, forever.”
 Lydia almost pushed her away. She just teared up instead. “You jerk.” Her hand clutched into Cassie's shoulder. “From vows to vows, you keep doing this. The right words. It's not even your first language.”
 The feeling of literal warmth was way more than light-ball Devin. The feeling of security was way more than mother-Sunny. The feeling of raw attraction completely dwarfed anything she might have ever felt for Leo.
 This was it.
 This was where is all made sense, including her fractured reality.
 “I love you,” Lydia whispered into a shoulder. “Can we just game-over-quit now? Let's buy a cabin. I don't even care.”
 “Now you tease me,” Cassie said, still holding her. “You couldn't stay off the stage even if you tried. Courage, Bonita. Take courage, like you always have.”
 All Lydia had ever wanted was food. Safety and shelter was a nice bonus, but a girl like her just felt lucky having friends at all. Her gorgeous wife, the attendants of this chalet, well that was just absurd. That was overkill.
 Lydia finally broke the embrace, gentle, staring into Cassie's eyes, the woman who declared to love her beyond death. “We're going to be ok, aren't we?”
 The Latina smiled and nodded. “You're the reason I was born. You're the reason I was born again. I have fears. I have fears for our unborn daughters. I have fears for us. But I don't fear we'll separate.” Cassie took a deep breath. “I still fear exposing myself to you. I fear your intelligence, that you know where the lines are. The lines I don't understand.”
 Lydia's jaw tightened, almost to a cramp. This was completely private, in whispers. At a glace, no one reacted to a single word.
 Cassie continued, “You make me rage with a hot toddy, and I grow...ever more attracted? Is this healthy?”
 The queen laughed and pointed straight at Cassie. Leaning for her ear, “Rage? I'd spank you like a redhead, but the only times I need to are moments like now, when we're in public. So I'll just torture you instead.”
 Lydia leaned in for the kiss.
 An open-mouth kiss. A long, deep honeymoon kiss. The honeymoon was over, but that was ok.
 Her wife's eyes opened in a stupor. Breathless, Cassie said, “That's exactly what I meant.”
 “Fe.” A smirk.
 Was there an extra bedroom in the chalet? If not, a bathroom or stable would do. A liquor closet and limousine had been fine in the past.
 No, there was Christus not-so-subtly dragging Planchet off by the hand.
 Lydia decided, at this moment, they'd have to live vicariously through six-hundred-year-olds.
 The kids had actual work to do.
 With a tight squeeze of Cassie's hand, it was go-time.
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Fun with sexting
 
 
 First thing's first, Lydia assured her moms that she was fine, and greeted DeConte. She hadn't seen the woman since the wedding. She'd been their minister and their MC at the reception. She was amazing. Lydia wondered how the 611-year-old was taking the news that she wouldn't be dying of age? She seemed happy, making all kinds of small-talk with Sunny.
 That made Lydia happy. She might not be right with Mom, but she really didn't want the woman to be ostracized or belittled. Spinolo hadn't acknowledged her, or Sandy's pseudo-military outfit. The militant teen was sharing air with the president she'd likely kill at a word. The girl never touched her sidearm again, but she looked like she was ready to either snap or cry.
 Leo and Alicia stood for hugs. Lydia thanked them and told them to settle in. Neither of them did. The Lunarian's grav-gun could demolish a human body into a ball of goo, and she seemed far more ready to use hers. For Cassie's sake, DeConte, Leo, Lillian, and Sunny, she appreciated Alicia's resolve and human attention.
 Lydia did whisper, “Do you know a Jessica? Blonde, sporty, has a white dog?”
 “Yeah. She's on the balcony. It won't be hard for you with practice.” Alicia left it at that, giving her a friendly, but pointed push away.
 She couldn't help but look, walking away, staring towards the chalet's steepled roof. Nope. Didn't see shit. Lydia smiled and waved anyway, even though she more or less called the corpse a pervert. The girl was dead, so maybe she was beyond being insulted.
 Everyone's eyes followed hers, followed by shrugs. Devin, Clemence, and Nicky hadn't been visible since the house. Bennett and Manny had wandered-off minutes ago. Lydia gathered there were other guests. Maybe Carmelo from Peru was here, chatting with the Morales'. Better yet, Lydia smelled a charcoal fire. Barbeque, yes.
 Spinolo, no.
 She tried to keep her shoulders back as she turned to business. Cassie had been talking to Sandy—it looked like reassurances, comfort—the girl was nodding, her posture becoming steady. Cassie patted her shoulder and broke it off, obviously paying attention.
 Lydia was on stage. The biggest stage of her life. Not in a bar, not in a parade, no nine-billion strangers, just nine humans, three robots, and an angel. The stage was a gentle green hill, un-mowed, but not super-tall. The dozen or so stairs up to the patio-deck were the seats, and the sprawling countryside around her was the amphitheater.
 “Hi, Lil.”
 She was still chatting to DeConte, ignoring her. Okay, now the princess was being petulant. Only one way to deal with this:
 Lydia marched straight up and wrapped her arms around her friend's shoulders, across her chest. “Hello, Lily.”
 Lillian put her hands on Lydia's arms and didn't snuggle, so much as settle. “Hey, Lyds. Having fun?” She turned for a real hug. A family hug. A sister hug. A long moment later, “I'm so happy you're safe.” She squeezed. “But I'm super-jealous about the Mortality Shock thing. Granddad's pushing six-forty. Can we negotiate?”
 Lydia smiled, staring down at that tiny face. “He'll be fine. Tell your family he'll be fine. We'll play games, I'm sure, but I'm not playing games with friends. Even Brazil. I'm sorry it's like this. Cassie says I need the leverage.”
 “She's right.” Lillian smirked. “You've grown up a lot since we met.” The queen got the joke; the princess had grown half-a-foot in the last six months. Lydia almost snapped back something about when the sixteen-year-old would lose her V-card, but that would be mean-spirited. “I'm moving back to Earth, you know.”
 “You are?” An instant smile lifted Lydia's cheeks. “We can hang out again!” The queen always had to hold herself back from lifting and spinning her friend, but at the rate the late-bloomer was growing, that'd be impossible soon. Lydia settled on another hug.
 “Yeah, Academy Admin is only a two year program,” Lillian said, voice cutting out. “I was hoping I could apply for Juneau.”
 “Well, yes, you own it.” The city might be part of British Columbia now, but Anatali University Juneau still belonged to her family. She didn't need permission.
 “That's a relief.” The princess broke off. Her general vibe felt tight and excited. A lot like how Lydia was feeling. She said a bit loud, “With all the puppet-state chatter, I didn't know if you'd give me a student visa.”
 Lydia laughed. “Cassie said that humanity has forgotten what a crumbling empire looks like. I think they forgot what sincere cooperation looks like too.”
 Spinolo and Genevieve weren't waiting with their hands in their laps, they were short distance away having a private discussion. 
 “Lillian, you look so free!” Cassie got her own hug. The princess was wearing bluejeans, short-boots, and a button-up creamsicle-orange top. “Boyfriend yet?” Lydia wanted to face-palm, but managed to hold it back. Lillian was pretty sensitive about that stuff, not to mention Leo was still in earshot.
 “I'm making progress,” she whispered. Her hands squeezed close to her chest. “Fynn Kaiser!”
 “That kid from Io?” Lydia kept her voice low, but holy shit, that was playing with volcanic lava. He was plenty attractive for a teen, though that meant nothing. To this day, she'd never met an Ionian.
 “I see. Is he nice?” Cassie said. They stood in a sports huddle.
 “When he wants to be. A naughty video now and then.”
 The tone had went from politics to big-sister-mode in an eyeblink. Lydia said, “I got outed once from text messages, Lil. I'm serious now. Don't let him pressure you like that.” About five dozen red-flags went up, not about Lillian expressing a romance, (thank god, she's dating!) but the culture of teens making normal teenaged mistakes.
 “Lyds. I'm the manager of Alaska and third heir to Anatali Corp. I'm not making sex-tapes, I just like goading him to. I could ruin him. I have him masturbating on camera.” Christ, her friend was scary. “Boys are weird.”
 She was right about that one.
 “Yeah, it was like he was trying to display his vigor or something. I didn't get it. It was cute though. He made funny faces.”
 They were getting into too-much-information mode, even for a big sister. She certainly wanted to know about the guys Lillian was hooking-up with, but no, she didn't need details. Yet, there would always be details from the confused teen. Lydia expected a lot of conversations. She had the answers:
 If you shift down on your back and help with your hips in missionary, it feels great, so don't just lay there...
 Yes, they want to put it in your butt. No, you don't have to (she didn't like it).
 If they get too rough, it's ok to scream, fight, and punch them in the face. If someone calls the police, you're probably both going to jail, but that's better than being raped by your boyfriend.
 Um...semen in the eye stings a lot? Don't do that?
 Lydia had very few tips. More often, she had cautionary tales.
 Lillian was still a virgin. Maybe.
 The queen was having trouble with this sort of evolution, but she was sure in sixteen years she'd have better answers for her own daughter, if they had one. There had to be a way to educate without being that brutally honest. At the same time, no human in humanity's existence had ever taken anyone's word for anything.

This is the worst song ever, stay away!
 Everyone wanted to hear the worst song ever.
 So Lydia reckoned the trick was creating an aura of romantic-or-sexual expectation, and if it was confirmed, Lillian could just nod to herself with confidence and say, 'Yeah, that wasn't fun. It's ok that I didn't like that.' And if the princess liked kink, there was no shame there, so that's why Lydia wasn't lecturing the girl either.
 The mood in the outdoor theater had devolved into outright dismissal, including the mothers and the Canadians. The trio had wandered away, almost a hundred yards from the stairs. The politics could wait five minutes.
 “Lily, your first time doesn't need to be magic,” Cassie raised a finger, “but I think it should be yours. I was a twenty-five-year-old virgin, and that chastity was not my choice. But when I did decide, that was my choice, and I was grateful for it...even though I was afraid.”
 “I think I just want to get it over with,” the princess said.
 “Well, then you give this decision to that desire, not to your mind, heart, or your connection to a partner. You may as well hire someone.”
 Lydia rubbed her forehead, completely understanding what her wife meant, but Lillian wasn't giving up anything by expressing herself physically.

Whatever.
 “Grats on the dick-pics, Lil. I bet you have him so frustrated he'd lick your shoes. I think we're getting sidetracked, though. I don't care if you're chaste, I just want you to be safe.”
 “East Americans do not understand romance, but my sentiment is the same. Do what you like, but a man who does this self-exposition is a child. I have seen these pictures before.”
 Lydia held up a 'wait a goddamn minute' hand.
 “I was a child, Bonita. So were they. I never even kissed a boy in my illness, so don't project.”
 “But before? They?” This was new information. “Oh my God. You've kissed boys!”
 “Don't judge. I've hugged your ex-boyfriend, Ethan, and still make friends with that one.” Cassie pointed dead at Leo, far away, who reacted as if he'd just got shot by an arrow. Alicia's expression grew pitch-dark, not even looking at him.
 Lydia wasn't mad, she totally wanted to hear about her first kiss. The Latina was probably a middle school kiss-slut. The thought made Lydia giggle. Cassie's eyes were fierce, her face in a visible flush.
 Lillian took both their hands, snapping the stare-down.
 She said clearly, evenly, “I'm sixteen. I want a boyfriend. I'll be fine. Thank you.”
 That was the end of that conversation.
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High noon
 
 
 Lydia stared at President Kelsey Jennifer Spinolo.
 Kelsey stared at Her Majesty, Lydia Eelin Fitzgerald Stamos.
 The queen had a posse: her wife, princess Anatali, a WALcos senator mother-in-law, two blood-related militants, her ship's crew of two, three gods, and an angel. And an imaginary dog.
 Spinolo only had Genevieve Guerrero, British Columbia's ex-CFO. They were both unarmed.
 Lydia could order her death. Lillian and DeConte might not intervene. Devin would probably do it. Alicia would do it. Sandy probably wanted to do it. The Canadians had walked right into the lion's den, and didn't seem to realize just how close they were to being teleported into a star, or being instantly compressed into a smashed pile of gore, or being shot in the stomach and allowed to painfully bleed out.
 She didn't know if it was courage, ignorance, or blind arrogance, but the women stood tall, backs straight, even after Lydia exposed the video of the attack. She wasn't afraid of Spinolo anymore. Posses had a way of giving courage even to cowards like her.
 She wasn't alone.
 The wind blew. No one spoke.
 Steely eyes narrowed at each other.
 This was true theater, the tension was palpable.
 Boisterous laughter echoed from behind the chalet. Never mind. They could all smell the meat cooking, and it smelled delicious. Lydia's shoulders deflated. She had nothing to say to the woman, even now. She just didn't want anyone to die.
 If there was a game to be played, she'd play it.
 Spinolo still looked like an ageless librarian in a skirt-suit. She stepped forward...towards Cassie.
 She bowed straight and low at the waist, head down, eyes down. “Ambassador Cassandra Cadenza Santiago Francesca Garcia La Serena Stamos Fitzgerald, I sincerely apologize for insulting you in your family estate, your own home. I obviously knew who you were at the time of the insult. Also, the insult was stated with full intention of provocation, and for that I'm very sorry.”
 Lydia stared at her lifelong president, eyebrow almost touching the sky, lips twisted down. She gawked about. Almost everyone wore similar expressions, especially Sandy. Especially Cassie. Her wife didn't reply, keeping protocol. The bow hung an extra five beats, painfully long. Her head being so far down wasn't normal, especially for a head of state.
 This was subjugation.
 She did straighten up, her face expressionless. To Lydia, she repeated the bow:
 “Your Majesty, Lydia Eelin Fitzgerald Stamos, I sincerely apologize for my direct insults to you during your honeymoon, a time a celebration. This was also direct provocation, but my words were not sincere. Since you arrived on our cameras almost two years ago, you've proven yourself to be neither ignorant or stupid. Privately, I've held great respect and admiration for Canada's first daughter, her courage, intelligence, creativity, and fortitude. I am certain her mother is a gifted person to have instilled such values in such a short time together. Speaking as a mother, this woman also has my respect.”
 And she stayed like that, bent over. Lydia wasn't supposed to reply. She was completely stunned. At a glance, so was her mom. Yeah, Spinolo probably knew damn well who the random woman in the red dress was.
 If this was a trick, it was masterful. Even Lillian seemed confused, awkward.
 Spinolo held the bow.
 “Jesus, Kelsey, stop that. I'm not a queen and you know it.” Lydia merely touched her shoulders and it sent a spike through her brain. She touched President Spinolo. Tell her that three years ago. And shit, she just called her Kelsey. “Sorry, President Spinolo.” Shit, she should not be apologizing. She just lost the high ground. Ack. Fuck.
 The woman did straighten up, the barest smile on her face. She looked more like a mom than a shark. She looked like she did on ten-thousand newscasts, everyday for Lydia's twenty-eight years alive.
 This was the real demon. Not her poor mother, not the angel, not her wife's fears, her own mental health issues, or her dismissible thoughts about their pretty-boy pilot.
 Lydia loved Canada. She hated the CCC. But Lydia did grow up idolizing two women: her mother, and Kelsey Spinolo. At dinner, her mom always said, 'See that woman? She grew up on bread and cheese just like you. You can be anything you want. Even a president.' Her mom said that.
 Lydia didn't have much of an opinion about her personally until she, herself got into politics as the fake-real governor of British Columbia. Even when the territory was allowed its secession, its independence, Spinolo had been rather gracious in her endorsement. But soon after, the subversion and power plays started in the shadows, everything from impeachments to reassimilation attempts to threats of outright war. The last two weeks had all been threats of outright war. The insults at the Maui state dinner were just exclamation points.
 Her heroes were dead. They were all dirty. Lydia was dirty too.
 She still wasn't this woman's peer, and would never be.
 Lydia was trash. Forever.
 But that was ok. Trash still had a voice.
 That's what had changed. And as long as she had speech, or fingers, or thoughts, she would always have a voice. She was a coward that would never cower.
 Lydia didn't bow. “I appreciate you addressing the disrespect to my wife. That's what pissed me off.” Cassie didn't say a word, neither did Lillian or DeConte. Lydia picked her words carefully. “If this conversation is inspired by the cure, we can negotiate, but it's unlikely. I'd rather find out why you've fabricated a border crisis, allowing so many federal vessels into your lands. I also wonder what inspired you to attack a head of state, her wife, her sister, and the sole ambassador of your pacifist neighbor.”
 “Who attacked you?” Spinolo said, head slightly cocked.
 “The Eirini and—oh...” Lydia just had a brain-explode moment, but the pieces weren't falling into place.
 Spinolo nodded. “Even now, The Fleur and The Canon have not left Canadian airspace. We didn't anticipate an attack, but yes, I did provoke you into dismissing me at that dinner. I would have liked a taste of that Marlin, to be honest.”
 “So...you're trying to shirk responsibility and say it was all Gratis and Ganymede.”
 “No, Lydia. I'm saying this is how an federation disbands. That's why I said 'thank you' to Cassandra.”
 She heard Lillian laugh behind her. Her arms were crossed with a 'well-played' smirk on her face. Cassie didn't get it, but neither did Lydia.

Screw this.
 She turned and hit her backpack. “I notice you didn't apologize for calling me a drunk, Madam President.”
 “It's Kelsey. May I have one? I can get you back. Mine are inside.”
 Back turned, Lydia just shook her head and dragged out an extra. No. They weren't insta-friends. The woman was a genius, clawing her way out of poverty with nothing but her mind. She knew how to switch gears and manipulate. She probably had a six-hundred-year-old intelligence profiler script a very careful scenario on how to earn and exploit Lydia's trust. She'd probably been studying for this moment since Lydia woke up in May.
 She held a trio of bottles aloft. The caps popped off. One for Cassie, one for Kelsey.
 “Money well spent, Miss Anatali.” The president air-toasted. Only Lillian returned it, sipping a mead. Genevieve had relaxed some, but she hadn't moved from her spot. Now she was the one looking constipated.
 “Lydia,” the economist said, hesitant, “I have to say this once. In my one-hundred-and-forty-seven years, working with you for six months was the most frustrating experience of my career.” The queen rolled her eyes and tipped her beer. “It was also the most stimulating and intellectually challenging experience of my life. Your idealism was and remains naive. It should never work in a model, a bubble, but it works when you inspire real life people, citizens, to give what they can for the things they care about. I don't apologize for disagreeing with you. I do apologize for slighting your capabilities, your leadership.”
 Yeah, yeah, kill the queen with kindness. It was pretty much the only play they had. As usual, the CCC had overreached, and the interplanetary community was slapping them around. The rock had met the hard place. The way it sounded, BC was no longer the chew-toy being tugged back and forth, greater Canada was, and they were in full-on damage-control mode.
 “Because of you, Lydia, I'm a Nobel finalist again. I credit you for that, publicly, us together. Our collaboration.”
 “I'm not a queen or a Nobel laureate. Not much of a musician either. I do however have twenty-eight million souls aboard my boat, and I've been this close,” Lydia held a small open-pinch, “to attacking you the same way you did me and my wife. My family.”
 Kelsey winced. Maybe she was starting to understand how much immediate danger she was in. “I warned the Anatali Ambassador. I think he warned your bodyguards?”

Fuck.
 “Is that what a code-nine is?”
 “Yeah.” Lillian whispered from behind. “Sort of a 'just-go-with-it.' The Eirini wasn't a viable threat, but Nasa popped up out of nowhere. You got really lucky, Lyds. Thank heavens.”
 Lydia shuffled in place, getting some distance from the heiress and the president. “Starting to feel a little manipulated here.”
 “Me too,” Sunny said from the side, brow furrowed. “The apiaries. The security was there, but never enough. You let them get hit, so we kept hitting them.”
 “Sunny,” the president just said her mother's given name. Mom reacted as if God herself had said her name. Not pride, but awe. “We kept letting them get hit, because you kept hitting them.”
 “It's a dance.” Those were Cassie's first words. “And you are following your partner.”
 Lydia's jaw dropped at her wife. “Are you kidding me?” She continued in a mock-voice, a completely offensive Latina accent, “Ai, Bonita, I cannot keep up.”
 That earned her a hard spank on the butt, just what she'd been going for. Lydia's outrage was mocked too.
 “Should I pull back the curtain a bit? I'm not expecting you to believe me, but I have half a millennium of history in here,” she tapped her head. “Madam Fitzgerald, would you indulge me in a counter-view?”
 “If you insist,” DeConte said. “Just know my opinion of your nation has been poor since The Honey War. You've had your eye on Idaho and Michigan since I've been alive.”
 “Again, I wasn't alive yet. That wasn't my war. God-willing, this one won't be either.” She stood firm, a centuries-practiced politician. “We'll leave the men to cook and gossip. Let's drink brandy and smoke cigars.”
 Lydia shrugged.
 Politics.
 Who knew?
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The Honey War
 
 
 Kelsey wasn't kidding. She didn't let Leo in, she shooed him around the porch to whatever barbeque party was happening out back. His friends gave him the green-light on that, but he didn't seem happy about it. He wasn't exactly on bro-dude status with Bennett or Manny. Lydia told Devin to watch the pilot's back.
 They walked in on Planchet and Christus making out on a couch.
 They didn't stop. Kelsey cleared her throat.
 They didn't stop, and were a bit noisy with it.
 DeConte poured herself a wine and sat right next to her great-aunt, while her daughter (technically her aunt) held Lydia's hand and shook her head. Cassie whispered, “They are always like this at family events. Take no offense, Bonita.”
 There were eleven women in the room, not counting wherever Clemence was invisible, not counting Jessica if she was spooking around somewhere. Seating was an issue, but not much of one. Two couches and four armchairs, Lydia sat on Cassie's lap in a big blue recliner. The women could almost fit in a squeeze, so the queen wasn't squashing her skinny wife. They shared a cigarillo. Cassie kissed her arm. Lydia twisted and kissed back. They'd better stop or the room would start to resemble a orgy.
 Sunny, Sandy, and Alicia shared the opposite couch and a bottle of red wine. Lillian claimed another recliner, next to her friends. She looked like a child on a throne. Genevieve sat opposite. One chair left. Kelsey poured two glasses of brown liquor into snifters:
 “Cassandra is correct that this is a dance. I've been waiting for the right partner my entire presidency, and even before then, just a governor. You've been leading the dance, Lydia, I've just been following your lead. I couldn't manipulate you if I tried—you're just as likely to do the exact opposite of what I'd like. It's been said you respond best to sincerity. It's important this goes well, so now is the time for sincerity.”
 The Morales' had stopped with the sloppy noises, but were still curled up together, smooching playfully. DeConte slipped off her shoes and wriggled her toes on the coffee table. The mother could be a body-double of her daughter, around the same age, same features, and it was always disorienting when she and Cassie occupied the same place.
 The WALcos matriarch said, “The last time something like this happened was 3542. I remember it well. I was your age, Cassie, carrying my first child.”
 “I forget how old I'd be,” Planchet said, staring into Christus' eyes.
 “Seventy-three.” Genevieve was always quick with the math.
 “Really? Our golden anniversary.” The couple rubbed noses. “Then Colombia was still part of Panama.”
 “And I was unborn by fifty years.” Kelsey didn't stay standing for a lecture, she passed her nation's treasurer a brandy and sat in the remaining chair beside her. “It was a much different world back then. Reconstruction had ended, yet the realignments continued.”
 “I thought The Honey War was a trade conflict?” Lydia didn't know much about the post-armistice era. After Apocalypse Eternal, the war on Venus that brought humanity to the brink, the new Sol Union federation was born. The politics that followed were incredibly complicated, hundreds of actors.
 “Oh goodness, no,” Kelsey said, then whispered something to Genevieve. The woman found her hand bag and lit two mid-sized cigars. “Just like the Twelve Wars in California weren't about slavery, The Honey War was never about honey. The CCC was united as a nation, you see, but they were not united on Sol Union membership.”
 “It was a continental war as much as a civil war,” Lillian chimed in. “Alaska got dragged into it, as well as Idaho and Michigan. It was the greatest atrocity my family ever participated in.” The teenage princess looked pained, as if she'd personally been involved. That was well over five-hundred years ago, but Lillian seemed to have a complicated relationship with her dynasty and its history.
 “I didn't know Anatali was involved,” the queen said.
 “Publicly, they weren't.” DeConte sipped her wine.
 The president did stand, taking the floor, cigar and brandy. “Point being, Lydia, these traditionally dissenting territories: British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Quebec, Newfoundland, and yes, Yukon, did not want to join the Sol Union. With help from Anatali, a federal charter-nation, Ontario crushed the rebellion in two weeks, almost half a million dead Canadians, Americans, and Alaskans.”
 The silence hung in the air with the smoke. An air conditioner kicked on, whisking the gray lines towards the ceiling.
 “If you're about to say what I think you're going to say, who's the turncoat?”
 “Alberta.”
 “See this is when I start to think you're lying.” If British Columbia, Manitoba, and Idaho could be considered rural, Alberta was like the worst stereotype of that. Heavily conservative, uneducated backwards bigots, completely loyal to the CCC. They hated their hippy neighbors on the coast, and thought the 'liberal anarchist city' of Winnipeg should just be wiped out: man, woman, and child.
 Lydia glanced at Alicia. She girl shook her head no. Out loud, the redhead asked, “No, she's not lying? Or no, Alberta didn't sign on for secession?”
 “I don't even know what you guys are talking about,” the young Lunarian said, “But she's telling the truth, or believes she is. She has been this entire time.”
 Genevieve side-eyed the girl, probably wondering what sort of lie-detector technology she was using.
 Sandy just looked confused. Sunny sat on the edge of her seat. “You're trying to tell us a majority of Canadian territories want to leave the Sol Union? That you have been waiting for this?”
 “My father fought in The Honey War, Sunny. He fought for Yukon. It left him penniless and legless, but the worst scars were on his heart. That's how I was raised. The song of your daughter's namesake was written in my capital. This shouldn't be such a shock.”
 “President Spinolo, Madam Guerrero,” Cassie lit another cigarillo, “all this progress my wife has made, my friends have made, my allies have made, this progress comes not only from questioning the status quo, but from asking discerning questions, and keeping a careful eye on motivations, both obvious and hidden. You say you respect my wife's intelligence, so do not be surprised at our skepticism either. This is her style of dance.”
 The way they were sitting, Cassie couldn't see it, but DeConte elbowed Planchet with obvious pride on her face. The Colombian nodded and lifted a smile.
 The heiress continued, “Ask her now, I expect she could rattle off this entire conspiracy going back five hundred years. She has a great imagination and instinct for these things. But I hug my wife now and tell her not to. She could feed you false answers that you might be inclined to confirm. We've been given one story this year, and now you tell us another one. I'm asking you to explain this dance.”
 Everyone nodded, including Lydia, including Kelsey.
 The woman puffed on her cigar, concentrating.
 “When you sang Amazing Grace on The Moon, I didn't even hear about it until the next day. Apparently, central intelligence had a woman monitoring Madam Lillian, and said it might be an issue.”
 “Helena,” Lillian said. “It was the only reason I befriended her in the first place.” Jesus, who was manipulating who in this universe?
 “Yeah, bureaucracy, I'd never even heard of her until they told me she detonated a nuclear device on your station. She's been fired, I assure you. She might be in prison, I forget. Anyway, I quit paying attention to central intelligence twenty years ago, so your press conference came as quite a shock to me, as did the shake-up on The Moon before it.
 “You obviously had a strong voice, courage, and charisma, but dissidents are nothing new in the CCC. Then came the election.” The mood in the chalet had grown tense again. Even the Morales' were paying close attention. Kelsey hesitated. “You respond to sincerity, so this is me being honest about my experience one year ago. I beg you not to take offense.
 “When I was told a massive amount of British Columbian shares were being purchased via a new Lunarian account, I wanted to shut that down immediately. Unknown actors have attempted these things before, Lydia. Every election cycle, someone tries to buy a territory. Then I learned it was you. I had no choice. Despite the protests of the national treasurer and British Columbia's CFO, I let it walk. Genie?”
 The economist straightened up fast, all eyes on her. “I was the loudest in opposition. The textile strike in Victoria needed experienced, delicate leadership. The trade conflict with Alberta needed experienced, delicate leadership. Instead, I got a fiscally conservative twenty-seven-year-old alcoholic, half-a-trillion miles away. All you wanted were paradoxes.”
 “Well, that was the result. When I say I could have blocked your election, that's not a lie. Your Attorney General, Marshall Cross, could confirm that. So that's a choice I made. That was my first step in the dance.”
 “You could only make that choice because she moved first,” Sandy said her first words to the president, understanding on her face.
 Kelsey shook her head. “Sandy, I'm so proud to meet you, even if you outright hate me, or want to kill me. Patriots like you. That night in the bar...”
 Sandy's head snapped to Alicia. The Lunarian looked embarrassed at her current role. She said, “Yeah.”
 “I get ahead of myself. So I blamed your old Governor...Arias was it? Terrible man. Anyway, I justly blamed him for the strike, the trade hiccups, and the rising crime rates. Then I told you..?”
 Genevieve looked uncomfortable as hell. “My president told me you would be a puppet, and that your cabinet would sort out the mess. She told me it would be easier that way with an absentee figurehead. Arias really was an over-privileged buffoon.”
 “And soon you fired your COO. That's when I started getting excited. You already had my attention.” Lydia didn't need her moon-sister for that one. The woman sounded excited. There was a light in her eyes. Was this the truth that Alicia saw? “The event with Cassandra's death and Sancompares was horrific. I didn't know what to make of it. I mean, I expected the secession vote to coincide with the sale of Juneau, but my heart broke for you both. I'm not sure if you know how that looked from the outside—it was raw. It was pain.”
 DeConte nodded, blinking her eyes, lips twisting downward. Planchet wrapped an arm around her and leaned her in. Lydia felt Cassie shifting under her. The queen stood and whispered an affirmation as the daughter went to comfort her mom. There were a lot of whispers and tears. Every woman in the room looked ready to wander over. They gave the family their space.
 “Excuse me for the restroom,” Lillian said.
 Lydia leaned back in the recliner, lost in her memories.
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Promenades and smoke
 
 
 “You made that choice, Lydia. Twenty million of my citizens made a choice. They decided to leave the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate. They chose to leave me. Even in my deep sympathy, I was thrilled. I wrote seven drafts of my acceptance letter, but I never got it right. I wanted to mention Cassie, I wanted to celebrate with you. I wanted to cry with you. Instead, I could only dance in private.”
 “Did you get Gratis to endorse BC? I sure didn't.” Lillian was drinking now, not sipping. Hopefully, the girl's tolerance had gotten stronger. She was easily the smallest and youngest in the room, 16-to-658.
 “Yes. That's when the promenade started. Lots of dance partners. You won't believe it, but I had to go second-hand. I convinced Ganymede to do it.”
 The bridge-of-nose rubbing had begun. Cassie now sat on Lydia's lap. She loved it, but it was a bit too stimulating, distracting. “That doesn't make any sense. Lillian endorsed us before the vote even passed. Ganymede hates Anatali. Ganymede hates Io. Ganymede didn't endorse us either.”
 “You talked to Nikhita didn't you!” Christus pointed with a wide grin, sort of balancing the mood. Lydia was grateful, things had gotten dark, given that her wife was physically dead at this point in the timeline. “I love that chick. She's the only hope for Jupiter!”
 Planchet pinched her wife and glared. Venezuela laughed again, kissing her deep, mouths really working each other. Lydia shook her head; fucking West Americans, get a room.
 Everyone else in the room stared at Kelsey with blank non-recognition, even Lillian and DeConte. Lydia was glad she wasn't the only person who didn't understand Jupiter's super-moon.
 “Nikhita Manali is the fleet commander of their space force. I think she's the fourth-oldest in the bloodline, but she's the one that keeps their military in check. She's survived like half-a-dozen coups. She instigated two of them. Remarkable woman.”
 “So she's the one that sent Nasa?” Alicia said, trying to follow.
 “No, but we're getting there. Trust me.”
 Kelsey Spinolo stepped on stage.
 She stepped onto the coffee table.
 “That day. The day British Columbia shouted its independence was the climax of this story. The rest of this was inevitable.”
 Cassie said, “The wave has been claimed. Now we ride it out with the best skill we have. But we can still wipe out.”
 The Canadian clapped and nodded. Lydia tried not to get jealous, but it seemed like they understood each other, their idioms. Herself, she was keeping up, she just couldn't jump to conclusions. She was too close to this story. Just like with her mother, it was easier predicting the end to a story you weren't living inside of all your life.
 Kelsey spread her arms and slowly spun in place. “No one wants to be in the Sol Union!”
 The Morales' stopped making out immediately. Swollen lips, they gawked at her.
 “It's like my last divorce. Everyone wants out, but everyone's too afraid!”
 DeConte crossed her arms and legs. Her eyes immediately shifted to Alicia. Everyone's eyes shifted to Alicia. The poor girl looked ready for her first panic attack. She swallowed and said, “I sort of lost track, sorry.”
 Genevieve had already stood to pour another round. She set a good example. Every woman in the room got another drink. Smoke 'em if you got em. The air conditioner was audible now, trying to keep up.
 “But the loyalists,” Lillian didn't seem drunk, “there's a lot of loyalists.”
 “I told my old friend this was her one chance to spark a fire. Ganymede is pretty messed up as a culture, yes, but they're a nation of law. They recognize every Sol Union edict with a loyalty the CCC never did.”
 “Us either,” Lillian reached for a puff of Cassie's cigarillo. Um, no. Then again, Lydia allowed the girl to sign a blood oath with a knife. The queen passed it over to her best friend. Lillian puffed, kept it, and it looked natural, like something she did in secret. “That's the main reason we don't get along. You're saying they'd be normal if they weren't in the federation?”
 “No. They'll never be normal, but a lot nations just like them would be more cooperative. The only reason Antarctica is filled with complete assholes is because they're constantly trying to get the best bang for their tax buck.” Kelsey's composure had broken down. She sounded like a young woman, like Lydia. It felt very weird for the queen.
 “It won't work.” Sunny was on her feet now, Sandy too. Everyone shut up and looked at the women who'd been living in militant camps for twenty years. The instant flush of pride Lydia felt was disorienting as hell.
 “This is very exciting, yes. But look at my daughter, who I adore more than she'll ever believe. Humanity will always be this way. Leave one federation and create another. Look at Madam Anatali here. Her citizens have no voice at all, and you don't see them rioting. All humans want are food, shelter, justice, health, and art. I don't know what the answer is, but I'm more afraid now than I was an hour ago. An hour ago my friends and livestock were just starving because my president has been restricting food aid for the last sixteen years—”
 In case anyone wondered where Lydia got her spunk from.
 “—now I'm afraid of literal war. Do you think I wasn't listening about The Honey War? That realignment cost five-hundred-thousand lives! And that was just us, not the entire System. How in fucking hell do you think it won't happen again! Michigan will attack Ontario first this time. Sure, we're on the right side of The Mission now, but you're sentencing a million civilians in Nunavut and the Atlantic Coast to death. And what's going to happen to Jupiter? Don't make this sound casual!”
 Sunny didn't burst into tears, she was furious. Unarmed, fists clenched, she stared everyone down. Lydia felt just as afraid as when she was five. She instantly recalled the moment she spilled the candle on the rug, the only nice rug they'd ever owned.
 Kelsey stepped off her stage.
 She offered two open palms to Sunny. Her mom closed her eyes and huffed the deepest sigh Lydia had ever heard. Kelsey ignored the hands and hugged her. No tears, Mom gripped back hard. “It's not going to work.”
 “That's what Genevieve said about your daughter, Sunny. A nation is just a collection of counties, a collection of territories. An alliance is just a collection of that. You're right though. It won't work, not like this.”
 “We are so not hooking up with Idaho,” Lydia said, to anyone. “I'm thrilled to be their friend, but being a federation inside a federation, inside a federation is just too much.”
 “NorWAL isn't a federation.” Lillian was on her feet, a lot of them were. “The story isn't over yet. President, I would like a hamburger. Can we speed this up?”
 Kelsey laughed. So did Sunny.
 “They didn't trust me, but Gratis trusts Ganymede. BC independence became solid. Then you fall asleep, Lydia, and everyone panics because no one is talking to each other. Most of the loyalists are really just people with legitimate fears, like Madam Dunes here. You're not a loyalist, are you, Sunny?” The raised-eyebrow question was met with a laugh. “We tried to reestablish order in good faith, but Madam Anatali here played us rather hard, didn't you?”
 Lillian's smile was weak, “My two best friends, the only friends I ever made, died the same weekend. I was protecting Lydia's legacy, her voice. Reassimilation would have started a civil war.”
 Sunny, Christus, and Planchet all shifted at that comment. Puppet state? Not really.
 “And then my wife wakes up.” Cassie grinned as if it just happened. “She tells Canada and Anatali 'no bueno' and sends you both away. We host a wedding and you both come back.”
 Lydia shut the conversation down flat, patting Cassie and standing on her feet. The memory was less than two weeks old—this was current time now. She glared at her mom and sister.
 “I was never a fantasy-wedding girl, but that pissed me off so bad.” The queen gestured with the neck of her beer bottle. “Sandy could have been in the bridal party. You, Mom, could have actually talked to me, and given me away. I can accept you both being off the grid, but you were there. I'm glad you were, but that...that just hurts.”
 That tossed another bucket of cold water on the conversation. The entire room winced. And yes, Lydia was calling out her blood-family in front of these people because she wanted to hear the answer.
 “Your Majesty,” DeConte full-up interrupted, “that's a different conversation. A mother gives what she can, when she can. I organized her attendance, and it wasn't easy. Factions in my own family wanted her captured for leverage. Can you imagine how badly Canada wanted The Red Queen's birth mother?”
 Lydia wanted to throw a bottle through a window just to hear something break. She just said it instead, “My mom is right. This will never be right. Even during times of peace we're at each other's throats. Thank you for that, DeConte, but I still feel sick.”
 “Take courage, young monarch, we've reached the dance hall.” The voice wasn't DeConte, Planchet, Kelsey, or Sunny. It was Lillian with a complete smirk. “I want to hear how The Honey War started. Not the old one. This one. Is Peru in on it, or is that more dancing?”
 “The thing with the bees was Carmelo's idea, absolutely.” Kelsey seemed to have lost her bearings, who was with her, who was against her. It all sounded sincere—too hard to predict how Alaska would be interacting with Colombia for example. “Every state and politician is trying to bow out of this gracefully, and all it does is raise the stakes. There's no leadership.”
 “Ok, fine.” Lydia was fired up now. “If I take it for granted you weren't responsible for the attack on Maui, then what do you want? What were you trying to do? A fake humanitarian crisis, arming the border, federal occupation?”
 “That's how she got Alberta,” Sunny said, a finger on her temple. “They're CCC loyalists, not Sol Union loyalists. They really don't like occupation.”
 “Gratis only sent The Kelt and The Dak-To. Nasa attacked you on their order, I bet.” Kelsey just looked happy. And relieved. It looked like someone who'd been waiting to confess a secret a very long time. Alicia had been nodding along for a while now. “Australia, Antarctica, Europa, and Mali didn't send a single boat. Callisto is busy with 'exercises' over Neptune. Ganymede has its own issues, probably another regime change.”
 “So it's over,” Lydia said. “850 years, everyone hangs Mars out to dry, and it's over.”
 The room was dead silent.
 Lillian sipped her mead. She didn't look happy or upset. It was like she was working out trigonometry in her head without paper.
 Sunny and Sandy seemed a bit lost, likely wondering if their two-decade fight with Manitoba’s government and its Ontario backers was over.
 Was Alicia afraid that her home, the independent United Lunar Colonies, might get invaded without a strong Federal government telling everyone to leave them alone? No, They'd made friends with NorWAL. Even if they didn't have a military, people had their back. The West American Alliance could sanitize any moon in the system.
 Christus, Planchet, and DeConte stood in unison, likely ready to head out back and talk to the rest of NorWAL and their own continental representatives. Brazil and Peru were likely having beers with Idaho and California.
 Kelsey raised her voice, “I did the polling. Today, as governor of the territory, Yukon will pass one-person-one-vote secession from the CCC.”
 “I'll recognize it,” Lillian said, instantly.
 “Me too,” Planchet said. Christus affirmed it from Venezuela.
 “Chile will,” DeConte said. “You'll have Peru and Brazil with all of us.”
 Lydia sort of blinked. Stunned. This was really happening. “You have our endorsement. I can get Gloria and the ULC. Gloria can get RuCon's endorsement in Korea. I also formally endorse the secession votes of Manitoba, Newfoundland, and Quebec.”
 The dance continued as everyone vocally affirmed the same. Almost a dozen screens popped up, everyone breaking off to text or speak rapidly.
 Sunny didn't look happy. She clutched her youngest daughter's hand, eyes wide.
 Clemence faded in behind them, smiling. Lydia clearly heard her say:
 “It seems Braun will never go hungry again. Congratulations on the national independence of Manitoba. The conglomerate appears ready to break.”
 Lydia and Cassie crossed over to hug them all.
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Yes and no
 
 
 “Did we start a war, or end one?” Sunny walked shoulder to shoulder with Lydia.
 “There's always going to be war, Mom. This Honey War is over. We're ending it before anyone gets killed. Afterwards, who knows?”
 It was a short walk through the chalet, through the kitchen, down the stairs to a sprawling stone patio, all square bricks. Carmelo had his arm around Leo in a necklock. The young pilot was laughing and tapped the Peruvian general in the stomach with a fist. Bennett and Manny were right there, cheering with raised glasses. The mirth rose up in a chorus. Bald Juan Martinez from Brazil was the grill-master, wearing a black apron, chatting earnestly with Larson from California.
 The men all reacted to the flood of women pouring from the chalet.
 There was one extra man Lydia didn't recognize. Early-middle-aged, he wasn't wearing rags, but there were dust stains on the creases of his slacks. Lydia felt instant empathy, and marched straight over to introduce herself. He could be Larson’s secretary for all she knew. The rest of the women just shattered, talking to everyone in a mass. Alicia pretty much threw herself at Leo—he held her tight. She gripped his shirt with both hands, talking fast. He nodded and pressed. Lydia was trying to navigate the sudden crowd, twenty people.
 Leo put a finger to Alicia's lips. He stepped back.
 Leo fell to one knee.
 The air left the patio.
 “Dios mio,” Cassie whispered, pulling Lydia back to her side. The redhead's eyes grew wide.
 Like a ripple in a pond, all the heads of state of two continents shut up and watched.
 “Alicia Terrance Humphries,” his voice shook. “You're the bravest, strongest, most beautiful woman I've ever met. I fell in love the moment you ordered to execute me.”
 The reference might be lost on everyone else, but not Lydia, Cassie, and Lillian. The Alaskan princess held a hand over hear mouth, water welling in her eyes.
 Lydia snuggled into her wife.
 Alicia was frozen.
 “As long as I live, you never have to feel afraid, or alone.” Leo reached in his pocket for a box. Lydia couldn't help but look. Was it metal? Was it stone? He hadn't had the opportunity to go shopping since all this started. “I'll love you and protect you as long as I live.”
 Alicia's hand was on her chest, breathless, already in tears.
 “Alicia, will you marry me?”
 She didn't speak, she just nodded, then nodded a lot, a cry choking her throat. Leo slipped on the ring. He stood.
 They collided. Lydia felt something close to a Mark-Eight power-pulse. Stunning.
 His new male friends erupted into applause. Carmelo shouted, fist raised—yeah, ask a West American for romantic advice. The ladies cheered just as much, just as loud, Lydia, Cassie, and Lillian too. Sandy side-eyed the shit out of Bennett. The ambassador smirked and shook his head, no. She relaxed and smiled, walking over for a happy hug and a kiss, adding her voice to the chorus.
 Lydia heard Alicia speak over the commotion, “But my father?”
 “I asked him weeks ago, at the wedding.” Leo pulled back and stared at her, smirking. He held her, waist pressed to waist. “Timing.”
 Alicia's face lit up in joy and disbelief. She flung her arms around his shoulders for real. “I love you, Leo. Oh my God. I love you. Yes.”
 Kelsey Spinolo applauded. She touched Lydia and Cassie on the shoulders and walked on.

Take courage. They do.
 After the engaged couple had their moment, everyone pressed in for congratulations.
 The ring was black onyx. The pearl it was set with was beautiful.
 
* * *
 
 “No, no. No, no, no,” Lydia said, glaring at the entire assembly of NorWAL. They were about three hours into the actual barbeque, people constantly leaving the patio and returning. Everyone was here now. She'd taken a dose of Sob-rite, just to be safe.
 She held a cheeseburger in one hand and a fresh bottle of beer in the other.
 “I can pull the trigger, you know this. But what if I kill the Atlantic Coast? Why do I have to do it?”
 “Then I'll do it,” Cassie said with a smirk, stepping forward.
 “I will.” Lillian tried to muscle the queen out of the way. Lydia snorted and shooed them both off. God, they knew how to play her.
 “Now, now, Madams, we have an agreement,” Juan said, his accent thick. “Her Majesty is and remains our bridge. We would have her speak for NorWAL. Citizens are more receptive to her sincerity and integrity.”
 Lydia finished her hamburger, glaring at the soccer ball hovering in the air. The large lens contracted.
 “She is a funny one,” the new odd-man-out said.
 “I hope you said that for levity.” Sunny stared forward at her daughter. The queen was center in a semi-circle of all the officials. Their backdrop a gorgeous range of mountains. “I don't need a weapon, Sir. You'll address my daughter with respect.”
 Lydia caught the representative of Kansas' gaze flicker over her mother's legs and chest before meeting her eyes. He was handsome, fit-looking with a touch of gray above the ears. The age really didn't show on his face.
 Just...no.
 “Madam Dunes, all of you have my respect.”
 Sandy was seated in the grass with Alicia, Leo, and awkward Genevieve. She laughed and called out, “Don't waste your time, buddy! Mom's a lock box.”
 “Shut. Up,” their mother hissed before smiling at the man. “That one is unruly. So is the eldest. It's a pleasure, Mister...”
 “Adam.” He stepped forward and bedroom-eyed her mom. “Adam Madson. I've almost met you. You survived the Siege of Altamonte.” He offered a hand. When Sunny gave hers, he dipped his head and kissed her knuckles.

Jesus Christ. It took every ounce of fortitude not to cockblock her mom.
 Whatever.
 “It wasn't a siege,” Sunny said, composed. “It was a rat trap and a massacre. We lost sixty-five friends.”
 “I was there. We lost three.” The man puffed up tall, then bowed again at his waist, formal. “While your friends were being butchered, our children escaped and the pantry was emptied. Thousands were fed. We still remember you as heroes, even if our goals were different. Was it a nuclear device?”
 “Winnipeg's fleet used the explosives at the end; they were conventional,” Kelsey said, voice soft. “I didn't know there were any survivors. I am deeply sorry for your friends, Sunny. Winnipeg has always been a problem. I demanded an investigation. Those responsible were put to justice.”
 “Yeah...” Sunny was to remain on camera with the rest of them. Kelsey said she would endorse the woman's candidacy if she chose to serve publicly, no pressure, and this visibility would legitimize the militant no matter how she chose to use her voice, even if it was advocacy or petitioning for aid.
 “But it's never enough,” Kelsey said. “And now it's over. If you can believe it, We'll have more power as a member of NorWAL than we ever did in the Sol Union. We can remake our government the same way British Columbia did. We can ensure accountability to our citizens, and our peers. Pressure will mean something, even to the authoritarians. We would support rebellion, if need be.”
 None of the other representatives seemed bothered by the drop of the word 'rebellion.' Other than Lillian and DeConte, they were all democratically elected or appointed by elected leaders. They'd always been held accountable for their policies and decisions. Lillian herself was a reformist and Anatali's public human rights record was impeccable, same as WALcos. They'd been held accountable by their international peers. By the Sol Union's laws.
 That was the scariest part of this destabilization. And this would be the scariest moment in modern history. Who would realign with who? And her Mom was right, certain groups would federalize instantly. Other alliances would form in opposition, and heaven knows what would happen to all the nukes and stores of PXX. This wasn't exactly creating a utopia. Liberty implied suffering as much as it did happiness. 
 And here was Lydia, front and center, twenty-eight years old, nineteen months removed from shoeless, pantyless poverty—an orphan. She was now wealthy, married, had two moms, and stood next to the president of her nation, a millennium-old nation that was minutes away from Sol Union independence.
 A week ago, she'd fantasized about having the woman tortured and killed.
 It made her head spin. All this because she sang a song. Humanity had been ready for it, obviously, but as she stood in her candleflame skirt and top, something had to light the fuse.
 Lydia had to own that. All of it.
 It didn't need to be her. But it was her.
 Lydia closed her eyes and breathed out.
 She owned it.
 “Ready.”
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Liberty
 
 

How soft the breeze through the island trees,

Now the ice is far astern.

Them native maids, them tropical glades,

Is awaiting our return.

Even now their big brown eyes look out,

Hoping some fine day to see,

Our baggy sails running 'fore the gales,

Rolling down to old Maui.
 
 Lydia wrapped up the whaling anthem, unaccompanied. Old Maui was an a capella homecoming song. Mom hadn't taught her that one, she'd learned it herself. Other nations viewing this might be a little confused, but she'd been opening her presidential/gubernatorial press conferences with songs since she'd come to office.
 Amount of viewers? The tensions on the continent were well-reported in the interplanetary media. Live audience? Maybe five billion, probably more. Recorded and reported...twenty-five billion? The number was meaningless to Lydia. Her audience was a floating soccer ball.
 Kelsey turned her head and took The Red Queen's hand. No bowing, she lifted her knuckles to kiss before gently releasing the grip. It was a very un-Spinolo thing to do. The president was always the formal librarian. Her mask was off.
 She spoke.
 “Thank you, Your Majesty, for indulging us with your talents. British Columbia is blessed to have such intelligent and courageous leadership.” She let the words hang. “We stand here together for the first time, the most important time. Every leader here in attendance formally recognizes Her Majesty's role in brokering this arrangement.”
 Was this the moment Spinolo flips the script and NorWAL's representatives all die in a fireball? Every nation in the Americas would retaliate and the world would literally end. Probably not all of humanity, but Earth and Mars would be sanitized, much like Venus once was.
 The representatives of NorWAL stood behind them in an arcing circle. High above their shoulders, there were fifteen dots in the sky, completely visible. Lydia tried to do the math on how many nuclear delivery devices were in the shot, but she couldn't guess. Faye was just a boat and she carried a dozen mines and missiles.
 These fortresses didn't know Idaho's phase-node.
 “My name is Kelsey Spinolo, and I speak with full authority for the nation-state Yukon, and the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate as CEO of both.”
 “My name is Lydia Fitzgerald Stamos, and I speak with full authority for the independent nation of The Canadian Republic of British Columbia, and as representative of the NorWAL alliance as a whole.”
 Spinolo raised a finger, “Your Majesty, Madam Stamos, I formally invite you to join the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate.”
 Lydia stared at the camera. She dared not pause, or swallow. “I accept.”
 “Do you have this executive authority?”
 “I do, per my nation's constitution. Thank you for the invitation, Madam President. My nation's constitution is now superseded. We hereby respect the recognized constitution of the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate, and lean to your leadership, my president, Madam Spinolo.”

Holy shit, she just said that.
 Lydia had voted for the woman in the past. She'd voted for her twice.
 Was a riot starting? No. there was probably too much shock.
 The president smirked dead into the camera. That wasn't her face at all. It looked smug.
 The smile grew. She grinned and leered into the lens.
 Spinolo raised her chin and her voice, “Welcome back, British Columbia. You are bound by our national constitution. Madam Stamos is recognized by her old position as CEO of this territory. I call a closed vote. Our people don't get a choice. This is how things are done in Canada, you see. How do you think your people feel about being stripped of their liberty in an instant?”
 “I already did that twice this year.” Lydia smiled and looked to Sandy and swiveled her head for their mother. The ex-queen said, “We'll never lose it. We live and die for it. Even in a union or an alliance, we will never live under another federal thumb.”
 “Well, maybe we should do something with that spirit,” Kelsey said, dry. “I call a closed vote. Thirteen territories, thirteen legal CEO's, majority passes or fails.” She stared into the camera. “The vote is for secession from the Sol Union.”
 Even with Haven-tech, they weren't invincible. Devin and Clemence could get in and out fine. The surface wasn't protected either. Nasa might PXX Idaho, or British Columbia, or anyone.
 It didn't take a minute.
 “Eleven votes collected, Madam,” Genevieve said, off camera.
 The president straightened her back and rose a bit on her toes.
 “I vote for secession.”
 Lydia couldn't help it. She took her president's hand.
 The redhead whispered, “I vote for secession.”
 The assembly was wraith-quiet.
 “Nine votes in favor, three against, the motion passes,” Genevieve said, studying a screen.
 Their hands clutched hard. At a glance, Lydia could see the light in Kelsey's eyes. She could read what was behind it. She laughed. Who were the other two turncoats? They had to know the vote would pass, maybe.
 “Delightful. As President and CEO of the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate, I call a closed vote. The vote is for the disbandment of the federation known as the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate.”
 The dots in the sky remained motionless.
 Lydia squeezed the woman's hand as if they were breaching orbit.
 “Thank you.”
 “No, Lydia. Thank you.”
 “Eleven votes collected, Madam,” Genevieve called out.
 “I vote for disbandment,” Kelsey said.
 Lydia looked straight into the camera. “I vote for disbandment.”
 If Leo's marriage proposal had taken the air out of Idaho, this moment was easily double. Lydia felt the tension.
 “Thirteen collected.” Genevieve's voice was shaking, small. “Thirteen in favor, zero opposed. The motion passes, unanimously.”
 Kelsey turned to Lydia, released her hand, and bowed, arms sweeping out like in a royal court. “It was a pleasure serving you for a few minutes, Your Majesty, but apparently our former countrymen know which way the wind is blowing.”
 The queen immediately turned her back to the camera to collect a hug from her wife, from Cassie.
 “We did it,” Lydia said, hushed.
 “You did it,” the heiress whispered. Lydia stared into her eyes. They kissed.
 She broke off and hugged her mother. Sunny gripped back so hard it crushed the breath out of her. She managed to gasp, “It's ok, Mom. It's over. For real. It's something else now. Hold it together, ok? I'm going to need you. Canada needs you.” The mother nodded into her shoulder and whispered in French. Lydia gave her a moment. When her head came up, she was composed. The daughter nodded and turned back for the camera.
 Lydia settled straight and strong.
 “The full assembly of NorWAL acknowledges and endorses these twelve new independent Canadian nations.”
 “We reackowledge British Columbia too,” Lillian chirped up, grinning. She was holding hands with her other best friend, Cassie.
 “Thank you, Madam Manager of Alaska.” The moment hung not two, but three extra beats. Lydia raised her eyebrows into the camera. “Wow, right?” Now started the pacing. Now Leo walked in, straight out of frame and handed her a beer. “Thanks, Leo.” She didn't bother questioning the tone. She sipped.
 “Now that that's over with, I think we're in falling-domino mode.” Lydia sat dead on the patio stone. The camera dropped with her. “There's nothing to be afraid of, but you—yes you—my friend, whether you're an Earthling, Venusian, or from the Outer System, you really need to pay attention as often as you can. There's nothing I can apologize for, it's just the way it is. RuCon just seceded. Titania just seceded.”
 Lydia looked over to Genevieve and got a nod.
 “Gloria just declared secession, as did...really? Ok, Antarctica and Australia are out. Mali too. I think that's all the landholders on Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Uranus. Titan just denounced their invitation.” The Union never had a single Neptunian or Saturnian moon.
 The representatives shuffled behind her.
 Lydia's voice grew soft, lipreading Genevieve. “They just lost Europa. They...they lost Ganymede.”
 She couldn't help the expression on her face. It was pure awe. “Mars and Callisto. They're alone.” Her voiced sounded a little sad.
 Lillian Anatali sat right down beside her with an open drink. “I think that's fifteen percent of humanity's economy and nine percent of its military strength. I'm pretty intimidated.” She offered the bottle to clink.
 In a moment, her wife was on her other side with a glass of red. “They just lost Callisto, Bonita. No lie. Now that is an honest shock. Now the Sol Union is...”
 “As far terrestrial colonies, only Mars. It's over.” Kelsey said over her shoulder, chatting with Manny Banaszek.
 The camera stayed close on the pumpkin girls: blonde, redhead, brunette, right in a row. The graphic underneath would say 'Earth.'
 The tone felt dulled. Scary. Anxious. It felt like the missiles were in the air. Lydia couldn't even pretend to sound excited.
 “Well, ok then.”
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Realignment
 
 
 It didn't take long for Lydia to hit her feet. Twenty-eight million on her boat, she was the captain. It was more people than Yukon, way more than Alaska and Manitoba. Only Quebec and Ontario were more populous on the continent. For theater's sake, she transitioned with her head cocked to the side, “Nothing has changed for us. But now everything has changed. NorWAL formally recognizes Yukon, Quebec, Idaho, California, Kansas, Korea, and the The Moon into this non-federal alliance. We value our friends and grow evermore secure with every friend we make.” The queen laughed. “We might have to rebrand the name.”
 Cassie instantly said, “But my wife, you leave the CCC, the Sol Union, reenter the CCC, disband it, and the Union has no members. This is much too fast. What is this NorWAL alliance? A new Sol Union with a different name? We make smaller Canadas too as they pair up?”
 “Hardly. We protect and feed the ones who sail with us. We do it as friends, no federal taxation. We all still recognize the same treaties, the same interplanetary law. If you want to sail with us, you will take care of your own citizens in law and resources, just like these fine people do. And as proof of accountability, I offer myself to a British Columbian confidence vote right now. Minutes after exercising the authority they gave me, let's toss it up, Genie. I'm sure you remember how.”
 The splintering of conversations had begun: California chatted with Alaska, Idaho with Peru. Lydia knew it was the same on the Anatali networks, the old CCC ones, the American ones, the Latin American ones, and all across the system. The pundits and anchors were probably going berserk. The soccer ball drifted back, not showing the chalet, or barbeque grill, but the sprawling Spokane countryside. It wasn't so long ago that Earth had been labeled irrelevant, old news.
 “Audio cut,” Genevieve said, on her feet. “Lydia, that could have been more reassuring.”
 “We just obliterated a 900-year-old establishment in ten minutes, you idiot,” Christus sneered at the Nobel laureate as if she were a child. “Any platitudes would ring false. No wonder she fired you.”
 Venezuela walked right over to get a solid hug from the queen, then Cassie. Christus gripped her niece's shoulders and shook her, staring into her eyes. Lydia couldn't hear it, but Cassie nodded back and smiled.
 “I never got fired,” Genevieve mumbled.
 The love fest continued as the kids joined in, Sandy finding Bennett's arms again.
 Genevieve said, “Audio live in three, two...”
 No one was really paying attention, but Lydia did twist back towards the camera, eyebrows raised.
 The economist blinked at a screen in blank confusion.
 “The confidence vote passed,” she whispered. “Eighty-seven percent.”
 Loud, Lydia said, “Did we get hacked? That's impossible. I don't want any hacked results, even if they're in my favor.”
 Genevieve actually laughed. She never laughed. “Eighty-eight.”
 Lydia side-eyed the camera, confused as hell.
 Her face was in a beet-red blush.
 Cassie stepped forward, waving her palms at the soccer ball. “Citizens, you embarrass her. Please dislike her more.” She couldn't see the Latina's face, but she could hear the smile and the wink.
 “Eighty-nine, now.”
 “I never got more than sixty,” Kelsey shouted over, near Sunny and Adam.
 It was the most crushing embarrassment of her entire life. The most dangerous one too. Lydia wanted to dig a hole, crawl into it, and die. All the people who just watched humanity's federal government evaporate just heard that.
 She was still a nobody. She was still trash. Now she was mad at them. How dare they embarrass her like this. Fucking trolls. Eighty-nine percent of her fellow citizens were trolls, laughing at her.
 “Ninety.”
 “Close the vote,” Lydia said.
 “Can't, Your Highness.” Genevieve crossed her arms, staring at the screen. “Marshall Cross is driving now.”
 “Great, is he hijacking me?” She didn't bother hiding her ire. No one was smoking on camera, but there were lots of toasts, glasses and bottles raised.
 “No, he's pushing for your lifetime appointment.”
 Lydia stomped her foot, eyes wild. “No!” She pointed straight into the soccer ball. “I will resign in a heartbeat. Whatever we are, that is not us.”
 “Ok...that motion is rejected. It would have passed. Approval is at ninety-two.”

Oh, fuck this.
 Lydia glared at the camera, enraged, and marched away to the chalet.
 “Ninety-three,” Genevieve sang from behind, sounding way too happy.
 
* * *
 
 Lydia emerged from the bathroom. The den was empty save for one head on the couch, back turned. Was it the mother or the daughter? They looked the same from behind, but Lydia knew instantly:
 “How would you feel?” the queen said.
 “Mortified.” Cassie didn't look over, she sipped a glass of wine. “Please greet them in one more statement, Bonita. Text or voice. Be as modest as you are, but don't reject this love. Beyond their fear, they rally around you as a symbol. They love your modesty, your sincerity, but they love your happiness even more. Please share with them the best parts of this experience: the hope, the promise, the vanity you have stirring—”
 “Vanity?”
 “Oh, you have always been vain, my love. You did not have to sing to those people in the shelter underpass, but you were too afraid of being embarrassed. You didn't need to share your songs with me, a stranger, you could have closed the videos on that shuttle. At the Bronze Goat, you didn't need to sing at all. Each time, you had a choice. In the parade, you didn't need to sing. Your courage for this vanity has now affected thirty billion human lives. This vanity is what I love the most. It's the moment you have self-respect and love for yourself. This vanity is pride. It's the moment I get to watch who you really are. I love that woman. I married the woman who respects herself.”
 “And see,” Lydia found a drink and sat on the coffee table in front of her, knee-to-knee, “I love your vulnerability. I love the woman who gives up her pride even while I worship you. And you never seem vain.”
 “We're heaven's match.” She laughed. “And you lie. I am always vain for you, since the moment we met. I've always wanted you to like me. Even now, I'm afraid you'll see something bad and change your mind.”
 “I don't think we could be any more exposed, Cassie.”
 “There is always more. But there is faith. You know what that vote represents?”
 “Yeah, it means there's a couple million jerks in our borders that wanted to see my face turn red.”
 Cassie laughed. “My genius bonita is always an idiot about herself, but only in this.” She rose and took Lydia's hand. “It means ninety-four percent of our people are confident in your leadership. Maybe some don't like me, or you, but they trust you with their lives, liberty, and happiness. It's not a joke. And they also share this trust with their sister territories, with Canada. All of Canada is jealous, but hopeful, imagining the person in their nations that could bring such confidence to so many. It's a beautiful gift for you, a hug, but it goes way beyond that, my love.”
 “You're perfect.” Lydia wrapped her arms around wife. She smelled like heaven.
 “Hardly.” The Latina pressed her face into her shoulder.
 The bathroom door opened...the one Lydia had just left, empty.
 Before she could shout Devin's name, a white dog walked out and sniffed the air.

Not agai—
 Jessica followed, smiling broadly.
 Cassie's eyes grew full-moon wide.
 “Y-You.”
 “Hi, Cassie. Lyds. That was fun to watch.”
 Lydia slowly backed away. There was no vibe, nothing at all. It really was like she wasn't there, even though the sound-waves of her voice were indeed making speech.
 “Am I asleep again? Please say 'no.'”
 The girl shook her head. “No.”
 She almost asked Cassie if she could see the dead girl, but it was pretty obvious she could.
 “You said you wanted to hang out sometime. I just wanted to congratulate you.”
 “Where's your boyfriend?” Lydia asked with a swallow, wondering if Anatali was going to order everyone assassinated and try to take over the North Coast, if not the Sol System. Hello, power vacuum!
 “I have no idea. My husband is probably out back with your kids.” She stepped forward. They stepped back. She raised her empty hands. “I'm not going to hurt you. I want to thank you.”
 “Thank her?” Cassie said, finally finding more of a backbone than Lydia had, getting in front.
 “No, thank you both. This wouldn't have happened if you two hadn't met. You're just as responsible for this, Cassie. Well, everyone is. And my hometown, my life as I knew it, they'll never come back, but,” she sat on the sofa, the cushion bent under her, “the organization responsible for my death no longer exists. Even that's not justice, but it's close. The circle is closed.”
 The women just gawked at her. Jessica stared back, and stared, getting a bit fidgety. Ayla sniffed at Cassie, but was ignored.
 “Um, why are you looking at me that way?”
 “If the circle is closed, aren't you supposed to pass-on or something?” Lydia was waiting for a heavenly chorus or beam of light.
 The girl laughed. “You're silly. Souls don't work that way.” She then seemed to choose her words. In a deep voice, she said, “Who do I have to fuck around here to get a beer? Is that better?”
 “A bit,” Cassie said, heaving a deep breath. She straightened up and bowed. “Vengeful spirit of Nome, I release you from your duty. Thank you for assisting me during my death, but you may now rest in peace with the gratitude of the living. Please enjoy the eternal afterlife. We will join you eventually. Maybe.”
 Now it was a belly laugh, getting Ayla riled up. The doggie pranced in a circle. “Souls don't work like that either, Cassie, but thank you for your kind words. I'm alive. I'm just not alive. This is a body. It's just not a body. I'm sure your familiar with the concept?”
 “You're a Mark-Eight?” Lydia said, brow furrowed.
 “No.” She stood and rubbed her forehead. “Just forget about it.”
 Jessica turned and offered both women an arm. Lydia barely summoned the courage, but she touched her elbow. Death's chill might age her or something. Her skin was perfectly warm though.
 Lydia shrugged at Cassie. Her wife seemed spooked but shrugged back. They all exited the chalet.
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Fate



 
 
Full circle
 
 
 “Jessie!” The chorus of cheers paused the married couple on the patio. Ayla ran down the stairs, yapping. The dog ran straight for...Planchet, tail wagging. Carmelo Antonia cheek-kissed the corpse and chattered in English, low-tones. Juan, Christus, and DeConte all waited their turn to greet the woman.
 Nicky stood at the grill, apron on, pair of tongs in-hand. He seemed to be sharing light conversation with Larson, the representative from California that really wanted Las Vegas returned to its living-human population.
 “I'm in a coma. I never left the coma.” Lydia tried not to break her wife's bones in the deathlock grip. “It's a coma-inside-a-coma.”
 “I'm thinking I'm still dead, my love. I am happy in this eternal dream.”
 No elaboration.
 The soccer ball was gone. This barbeque was private.
 What was reality anyway?
 Lydia took one step down the stairs. Cassie came with. Reality did flex with the muted sound and flare of color after.
 It might be a dream, but it felt real.
 Leo talked close with Alicia. Sandy was in her boy's arms. Adam and Sunny shared some real-estate in the grass, laughing. Lydia hit ground-level, completely ignored. She loved it.
 This was all her plan from day one. Or maybe she was Lillian's puppet. Maybe she was Jessica's puppet. Maybe she was Kelsey's puppet, the woman talking warmly with her not-so-tiny best friend.
 “Hello,” Lydia said, at the arm of her love. No one heard her.
 That felt good.
 Nicky, however raised an empty wineglass and tapped it with his tongs. It didn't take long. He nodded at Lydia. Every head turned to her. Clemence and Devin faded into vision, watching with small smiles.
 Lydia boy-voiced, “It's not the end, it's the beginning.” She puffed her arms and her elbows. “And you're all terrible people. Terrible leaders.”
 Cassie didn't shy away.
 “I'm a drunk. I'm mentally unstable. I'm ugly, an idiot, and a coward with no redeeming value. I'm a treasonous whore, and yet you all—”
 “For fuck's sake, is she always like this?” Christus glared at Cassie.
 Her wife nodded, firm. “She does not listen to me, or strangers.”
 “It's fucking exhausting, right? Planch was the same till, like, two-hundred.” Her Colombian wife kissed her cheek. “You've been married a month?”
 “Three weeks.”
 “I wasn't finished!” Lydia shouted.
 “Well, listen here, you drunk idiot!” The woman yelled, loud. “Without you, the love of my existence would be dead in seven years! I have eleven years left, but we promised to go out together. I was going to shoot her in the head then do myself.” She pointed straight at the timeless beauty with a finger-gun. She dropped the hammer. “We've spent an entire century planning it. Do you even understand how fucked up today is? How important? This one day after six hundred years? I'm asking you if you understand what you and your family have done for me and my family? My head's a fucking tilt-a-whirl!”
 Christus stopped with the insults. No one else spoke. Cassie stood with her (her moment to protest was overwhelmed), but stared expectantly.
 Reality was ready to close in again, but nothing closed in. Lydia was exposed.
 “It wasn't me. I wasn't the trigger.”
 Lots of confused faces, narrowed eyes. Jessica wasn't even paying attention, she was talking to Nicky, flipping burgers. They laughed together.
 “There was a cop. Jim Bennett. He made me sing when I donated your piano, Mom.” She glanced at Sunny with something like an apology. They both loved that piano. “He drove me to the spaceport super-fast. He paid for my robot, or I'd have abandoned him. That's when I met Cassie. If I hadn't been there at that time, we wouldn't have met, we wouldn't have met Leo, I wouldn't have met Marshall Cross, Lillian Anatali. Without my robot I couldn't have ordered a nuclear strike. Then we don't go to The Moon. I don't sing a song. I don't court that outside money. I don't become a governor.”
 “It's how we met,” Alicia said to Leo.
 “It's how I met my sister,” Sandy held onto her boy. “I met this guy at your wedding.”
 “Without that press conference, you were lost to me,” Sunny frowned. “The worst part was not knowing where you were.”
 “I would have never got my real daughter back.” DeConte's words were steady, but loaded as hell. “Even if it took her death, Cassie's suffering might have continued for decades until she really was a puppet, married to a fake man.”
 “It's the only reason I got interested in Alaska, in anything.” Lillian was standing, but seemed distracted. “You realize we could have cleansed Nome without secession. Us joining NorWAL was you convincing me. I convinced my brother. He convinced my father. I just want everyone to feel safe. I want the baby-boom.”
 Jessica still wasn't paying attention, even at that.
 “That's how I was born,” Clemence said. “I wouldn't exist as an individual without this turmoil, the conflict I wish to end. And apparently, my brother and I would not exist without this common law officer giving my mother a ride.”
 “Wait, wait,” Bennett James said, “don't tell me some random dude with my name backwards set this all in motion.” He gestured at the assembly of independent nations. “This is all a fluke? Or is it fate?”
 “That's how it works with her,” Sandy said, holding on. “I tried to warn you.”
 “And I didn't listen.” He collected his kiss
 “No, dear friends, we always play this game,” Cassie said. “It's our going-to-sleep game. Some count sheep, we trace the cause-and-effect timeline. We've made it back to my gene-mother's death before.”
 “Luciana was a monster too, Cassie.” Planchet still sat with Ayla. “You're fortunate DeConte is your mother, not her.”
 “I agree.” The heiress collected a heartfelt hug from her mom. “Each time, my answer to my wife's Jim Bennett is that I wasn't even supposed to be in that spaceport. Our Santiago orbital shuttle was being repaired for...did they ever find out what was wrong?”
 “Nope,” Carmelo said. “Flores uses the same core-tech as The Faye. They were pretty temperamental in development, so we never found a problem. She just refused to fly.”
 “It's almost like someone told her not to,” Jessica said loudly, not looking over. Every head on the patio snapped to the grill. She continued to Nicky, “So I her told to quit being stubborn and eat the fish. I don't care if it was pickled. She was starving. And then the poor thing started throwing up, and Kahn ate it, and—”
 “Please, Valkyrie, no more.”
 That was enough for everyone else, but not Lydia. She watched the girl for a secret smirk, a knowing smile.
 There was nothing.
 Lillian broke conversation with Kelsey and strode right on over. She gathered Cassie's elbow, then Lydia's. It seemed like everyone else had their own issues to sort out, no center-of-the-universe angst there.
 A short walk away, they were out of earshot. The princess spoke, “You two are seriously freaking me out. Please tone it down.”
 “What do you mean?” Cassie's eyes shifted back to Jessica.
 “Cassie, she's real, ok. This is real. You both need to keep it together. Hold hands, or do I need to sing to sedate you?” The girl's body language and expression seemed completely concerned.
 The oddness of the comment triggered a memory, and now Lydia took a long step back from the princess, dragging her wife with her.
 “Lydia, please,” she raised her palms, “I don't know if fate exists, or God, or destiny, but the lack of conspiracy is what makes all this so weird. I didn't know what was going to happen when we met, much less today. I didn't know either of you. You can relax. As far as I know, the only conspiracy was Sancompares, and we still haven't figured out who or why. This is the first time I've even spoken to Kelsey Spinolo.”
 “Ok, Lil, that's why we should calm down, but not why we need to. Don't tell me you've converted to Alicia's crazy-ass religion.”
 The blonde closed her eyes and breathed out. “Ok, so there's only like five people that know this, just my immediate family and our private doctor. Now that the Sol Union is gone, I don't think it matters anymore, but I'm sure you've noticed the universe is a little weirder than the stuff you went through in Lowtown.”
 “I saw that girl in my death,” Cassie said. “My Lydia saw the girl in hers. We expected her to stay there.”
 “Yeah, souls don't work that way. She only noticed you the day you died. She said you were both sending out supernovas, really big. I'm not saying you're psychic or anything, but you're sensitive, and it's only going to get stronger. It's likely how we attracted each other. These sorts of things have been going on a while, including encounters. I wasn't even supposed to be in Nome that day. I was only thirteen.”
 Lydia gawked at her best friend in blank disbelief. “You were in Nome?”
 The princess reacted with a frown. “My brother was there to commemorate the new hospital. I made him take me with because I missed him. We were in the blast zone. We didn't get help. We were hunted.” She didn't sound casual, or chirpy. “We made it out during day three. We made it out via the privilege of our lineage. Fifty-two thousand of our citizens did not...” her voice trailed off, no tears.
 A reflective moment later, “My doctor said the radiation would stunt my growth. I'm not sure if it did or not, but I am kind of small. My sister is five-ten. He said I would see things. I do see things. I've had time with it. I'm ok seeing things. Smelling things. It gets easier.”
 “We are obvious horrified by your experience there, our dearest friend,” Cassie said, her tone careful, “but we weren't in Nome.”
 “It has nothing to do with Nome. I wasn't born there. Neither was Jessica, or Ayla, or Calvin and Trent. We survived though; the radiation didn't kill us. Probably wouldn't have killed you either. Intuition says so. Initial survival rates were twenty-five percent.”
 “But that doesn't mean we're—”
 “Lyds, the only people with a handle on this are Kansas and Hyperion, because they've actually embraced it. Do you really think Alicia can spot a lie?”
 “She does seem good at it,” Cassie said, concentrating.
 “Do you think that's a superpower?”
 “Well, no. I think she's just good at reading eyes, tone, expressions, that sort of stuff.”
 Lillian was rolling her hand over and over, duh. “I don't know what talents are, but they are a thing, just like your voice. Just like my voice. Just like Cassie's voice. For us, it always comes back to voice. If you need to hear it once and for all, neither of you are sick, or crazy, but you will see things, and you have the basic human ability to influence people. You can take that as a weirdo pseudo-religion, but I'm more philosophical about it and just take it at face value. It's pretty much the same as any human, nothing special. So stop wigging-out every time something odd happens. I'm serious. It's a problem.”
 “So you're saying we're special, but not special.” Lydia scratched her head.
 “I don't know. There's probably some five-year-old out there right now that's good enough at jump-rope to make people cry. There's men out there that can toy with stars. This isn't a joke, so settle down and trust the new normal. The problem is with you both internalizing everything and not understanding what you're projecting.”
 “She quit making sense a while ago,” Cassie looked over to Lydia with a shrug. “I was only upset because I'm scared of ghosts.”
 “Me too. So, Miss Professor, she's a friendly ghost? All I'm projecting is the need for a drink.”
 Lillian glared at them both with disgust and marched back to the patio.
 “The day our friend turns twenty and is no longer teenaged...Sixteen. Now starts the black nail polish and Gaia magicks.” Cassie sat in the grass. Lydia sat with her, laughing.
 The booze-toting backpack was pillaged. The queen said, “I still don't know if her getting laid will make it better or worse. For all we know, we're a bad break-up away from Alaska going to war with Io. Don't have a Sol Union to stop that anymore.”
 “This was the right choice, Bonita. And there will always be wars. Military deaths, civilian deaths. But there will also be peace, and less civilians starved. More babies born. More elders living on. Alicia's religion will not prevent these combat deaths, territories and trade, and we won't either. We never could before. We just need to be brave and use our voices towards a peaceful path. As far as our sickness goes—”
 “Kook religion or not, I don't think we're sick,” Lydia said, tipping back her bottle. “Lily did have a point about calming the hell down about that. I know that when you get anxious, I get anxious. That's just normal.”
 “Be my strength, and I'll be yours.” Cassie gripped Lydia's hand, sipping on her last glass of Oberon. For all the space it took up, she asked Lydia to carry the mostly empty bottle with.
 An easy yes.
 On the hillside, everything rolled out beyond them, an expanse of green and flowers. At this angle, there were no mountains, only a verdant eternity, ever expanding.
 “I'm not really interested in fate,” Lydia said.
 “I once was,” Cassie pressed close. “But now I think fate is for the lazy. How many decisions, studies, research, and living experience went behind everything we've done. It's true that if your mother takes you with her when you were nine, then you are no longer this Lydia, and British Columbia is never free. It's the same with Jim Bennett driving, Marshall Cross creating law, Kelsey Spinolo remaining passive. This is a weave of fate, and yet, no fate exists, only a million variables that could have gone in any direction. For me, that philosophy of chance and choice is more beautiful. It is exceptional.”
 Holy shit, she fell in love again (a daily occurrence). Lydia nodded along, picking it up:
 “Fate is lazy. And if a god exists that passively allows you to be born because of your family's misfortune, I'd still worship him. And if a god exists that actively orchestrates what you've suffered just to get an end result, I'd vote him right the fuck out. He just lost my vote.”
 A round of raucous laughter went up behind them, echoing. Both women turned back to the assembly. Nothing worth noting.
 Cassie raised a finger. “What if I told you I am this god. That this is a dream. And none of your life was ever real.” She smirked with it. Hours, days, or months ago, that might be a trigger-topic for either of them.
 Lydia laughed. The existential anxiety never set in. “I would worship you and feel quite flattered. Not everyone gets to make God scream the way I do.”
 “You say such naughty things to God? God is a prudish woman, needing her insecurities respected. Do not tease her with your glibness.”
 Lydia's hand was already stroking her wife's inner thigh. “So when you're crying to God, you're saying your own name?”
 “Sacrilege is a—” 
 It didn't take a moment. No spectators from this angle, Lydia pinned her in the grass.
 Skirt and skirt, their hands found places.
 They'd be done by dinner.
 Maybe.
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