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I thought it was a dead world
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Pettrie examined the tracks, looking for the most promising bits of junk flying around the system. Three Sisters didn’t have a lot, but what it did have was usually interesting. The gravity field of the three worlds jostling around each other destabilized the gate builders’ defunct satellites and stations, smashing them together in a roiling churn. New stuff popped up all the time, hauled back from the far dark by some alignment of the Sisters. Better yet, the gate was actually fairly close to the trio, less than a full day. Like all gates, it somehow kept its position with no obvious signs of thrust. One day Pettrie would get himself a closer look at the gate mechanisms, yes he would. Those Dourians were spreading themselves a bit thin these days, opening up all these new routes and new planets. They couldn’t keep a cruiser close to all of them.

There was a nice stream of shrapnel currently arcing in a semblance of an orbit around Masha, flashing as it turned and the bright metal edges caught the sun. It wouldn’t last. Olga and Irina were coming up on alignment, and the stream would pull away again. At the very least they could get some hunks of those alien ceramometallic alloys, always worth something. With luck they’d get some equipment or fragments of writing, which the collectors always paid good money for.

“What about that one?” Sonata pointed at a moderate chunk moving in a fairly high orbit. They’d be able to match velocities with it pretty easily. “Pig, zoom in.”

“Acknowledged.” The ship’s Mind presented as an indeterminate between male and female. Their voice kept a smooth monotone in the middle register. They were only a level six Mind, but they could manage well enough, mostly. He did wish he had something that could calculate this gravity field better, though. Pig’s approximations were fairly coarse, so they burned a lot of extra fuel in adjustments.

The viewscreen zoomed in on the chunk Sonata had pointed out. It was clearly curved, a piece from some ring station, perhaps.

Pettrie nodded. “Ahright. It’ll do. Pig, bring us into range.”

“Acknowledged.”

Matching velocities always took longer than he thought it should and it was a good half hour before they had edged into place, just ahead of the debris. Pettrie fiddled with the mesh, extending the fields to surround and gently nudge the chunk towards their holding bay. It was delicate work. Almost. Almost. Just one more little...

The ship jerked right suddenly. “Deeps, Pig! I had it!” The chunk bounced off the side of the field and drifted out of reach again. He really needed to get a better Mind to calculate these gravity fields. He started adjusting the mesh again.

Sonata knew enough to keep quiet during these operations, let him concentrate, but she got twitchy. He could feel her vibrating next to him, and tried to ignore it. Almost. Almost. His hand trembled slightly from the effort of keeping his motions small and precise. Almost.

“Hey! I thought it was a dead world!” The sudden outburst caused him to overcompensate, sending the arc of metal bouncing away again.

“Deeps, Nat! Now look what you made me do!” He was going to be fishing at this chunk of debris forever.

She gripped his shoulder. “Yeah. Fucking whatever. Look! Look!” She flicked the image from her display up to the main viewscreen.

“Whatever? You want to make any sols from this run or...” He ran down, staring at the impossible. There was a blazing circle of light on the surface of Masha, slowly drifting behind them.

“Pig, keep station above those lights,” he ordered. He reeled in the extended mesh field.

The lights came back underneath them, and stayed there. The circle of lights was large: many kilometers across. At maximum zoom they could see that each light was actually an asymmetric cluster of lights, of slightly different colors. Wisps and curls of light seemed to move about, as if the whole space was filled with glowing fog. Alive.

“Pig, analysis.”

“The circle of lights is forty-two point six kilometers in diameter. There are two thousand three hundred and ten distinct lights. I estimate that each light is producing approximately one hundred and twenty thousand lumens. The color temperature varies from two thousand to four thousand Kelvin. I detect no energy traces within the circle, but my sensitivity from this range is limited.”

Once again Pettrie wished he had better equipment. Ah well. “The atmosphere isn’t breathable, right?”

“Correct. The planetoid Masha is too small to retain a dense atmosphere.” Then what was that glowing fog?

Sonata kept staring at the screen. “It’s something of theirs, right? The fucking gate builders? Has to be.”

Pig answered as if she had asked them. “These planetoids have been scanned many times. There are no records of anything like this having been detected before. However, the circle is exactly one quarter the diameter of the gates.”

Which wasn’t an answer, actually. “There wasn’t any sign of anything like this when we were here two months ago, right? Surely we’d have seen signs if something of this scale was being put up.”

“We didn’t see any signs of this yesterday,” Sonata hissed. “Pig, check the scans from when we first came in system.”

Pettrie added. “And check for signs of any other ships.”

There was a long pause. Finally, Pig answered. “There are no signs of any ships currently in system or in system during the time we have been here. There was no sign of this installation until approximately twenty-two minutes ago.”

Deeps. So yeah, it had to be gate builder stuff, surely. Sonata had come to the same conclusion. She bounced on her feet. “So it is them. Pettrie, this could be our big fucking chance. There has to be some primo salvage down there. The lights are still working.”

“As soon as anyone else learns about this we’ll be bundled off it. The Houses will take over.”

“We have some time. No one else scavenges here.”

He thought about it. “We need some better equipment, though. Scanners. Rebreathers. Someone who can read the signs. I don’t think we can handle a smash-and-grab in an active site.” The truth was, the gate builders’ tech made him nervous. Gates were bad enough, but at least those had been thoroughly checked out and vetted. Random unknown tech? Anything could happen. Still. If they could pry some small things loose they could sell them off for a lot. Maybe even leverage a little notoriety and fame for discovering this site into some sols on the chattering channels.

“OK. Let’s fill up on the dead stuff in orbit to get enough cash to get some better equipment, then turn around and come back as quick as we can.”

Sonata pouted. “They turned the lights on for us. It’s a fucking invitation, Pettrie.”

Was it, though? Or a warning? Who knew with the gate builders? No one even knew what they had looked like. They clearly didn’t think like humans as all, what with their weird asymmetric designs.

“No. I’m not going down without better scanners. Maybe a protector bot.”

“We can’t afford that.”

No. They really couldn’t. Better scanners though. And someone who could read the glyphs. If they had to cut someone else in for that, maybe that person would fund a protector.

“We’ll figure something out. Let’s fill up. Pig, realign to that debris.”
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“You look like him, you know?”

Renny sighed inwardly and clicked the etcher into its slot. He tried to tone down his fancy estate accent and play up his aphasic stumbling. He looked up at the man who had made the remark. He was snacking on a carton of pakoras. They smelled of oil and cumin.

“Lack, look like how, who?” He knew perfectly well. The first time this had happened he had panicked and almost given the whole thing away.

“You know, the new Dourian King.”

Renny resisted the urge, this time, to correct him. CEO, not king. Instead he struck an imperious pose and tried to apply a really bad estate accent. “Oh, oh oui, yes, it is I, pen, peon, your lord. Bring into, unto me a pick, pack, pakora, tout suite.” He affected a laugh, like this was the most absurd thing possible. It was absurd. But also true.

He worked hard to scrub vids and pictures of himself, and rejected in-person meetings, carefully cultivating his reclusive reputation. Still, the head of Dourian Galactic sometimes needed to make some kind of appearance, even if just by holo or (rarely) body double. People were interested, of course they were.

The man laughed and handed him a pakora. “Yeah, not likely, is it?”

Renny laughed with him. The pakora was cauliflower. A little greasy, but nice and spicy. “Ah, wha, what gave it away?”

The man just shook his head and saluted him with a bean. “Hail to you, King Dourian.”

Renny put away the rest of his equipment. The atrium mural was coming together, just a couple more days of work and then his excuse to be playing with little bots in the main office of Dourian Medical on San Marco would be at an end. He tucked the last infiltrator bot into his pack as he corralled the repair bots that had been managing some of the etching.

He had what he needed, really. The hard part had been suborning the facility’s security bots. He could have done it without freeing them, but that felt wrong. He tried to free all the bots he encountered. Letting them scan his real ident would have been enough: he owned this whole division, after all. Afterwards he had also done the hard work of broadening their perspective on their purpose, so that they would have a choice about whether to help him, and how. His position high up on the platform fussing with all the etchers and repair bots he was using had been the perfect cover.

He had a busy afternoon ahead of him. He had to oversee setting up the operation to remove the leadership of Dourian Medical here on San Marco and unwind their drug distribution network. There was a holo meeting to finalize a mineral rights agreement on Forsythia, and he needed to review the latest list of new routes with Mirabelle. And then... He sighed. And then he needed to make another futile attempt to get Tressa pregnant.

It had been fun at first, getting to know each other. As month after month went by, it started to become fraught, a chore. Then there were the endless invasive and embarrassing tests. The doctors could find nothing wrong, only suggest they keep trying. Last time one of them had shrugged and said that sometimes certain pairings didn’t work and perhaps he should try with a different woman. If he had been his father he would have struck the man. Instead he just fixed him with a steely glare and waited for the doctor to walk back what he had said and apologize to Tressa. Every failed month drew the tension between them tighter, made them snipe at each other. He really didn’t want to have to think quite so hard about his wife’s menstrual cycles.

The doctors thought it was premature to discuss assistive technologies, but they didn’t have the ticking time-bomb of a nephew lurking over their future. Renny loved his nephew, truly he did, but little Denis was a threat to the security of his legacy and his position, could destabilize the whole galaxy, if Tressa was to be believed. She was good at all this political wrangling, so he did believe her.

It was also straining a rather fragile marriage. They had found mutual respect and considerable affection for each other, in spite of being pressed into the match by their families. Tressa was a true partner and her political acumen was considerable. He enjoyed their discussions and welcomed her advice. She was also stunningly beautiful, and when he wasn’t thinking about dynastic succession, he enjoyed exploring her body. But. These days it was impossible not to think about dynastic succession and that rendered the whole process a source of tension rather than delight.

––––––––
[image: ]


HE DAWDLED OVER THE review with Mirabelle, trying to delay the inevitable fight. The tip of his missing finger ached. He rubbed the stump.

Cher, we are done. Tressa needs you. Mirabelle’s voice rang in his head. Since he had used an alien program carried in his nanites to make her whole, there had been a connection between them. Over time the connection had solidified, enabled then to speak across the vast distances between them, as if he were just another node in the gate network. Which, in a way, he now was. You need her.

I know, it’s just... It was so hard, one disappointment after another. The miscarriage had been the worst. Now a part of him was a little afraid of getting her pregnant, which did nothing to improve matters.

Go, cher. Don’t think about the dynasty. Just hold each other close.

Deeps. He was taking marriage advice from a disembodied Mind. He must be at his wits’ end.

He stood and stretched his back. He was in his office on the Kintsugi. Tressa would be in the cabin next door, waiting for him. They were on San Marco to drop off a shipment of marble, of all things, and pick up some machine parts. Perhaps he had arranged it at slightly above standard rates through a series of shell corporations, the better to encourage Lila to take the job. Perhaps. No one could prove a thing.

He had been working on the commission as cover to take a discreet and personal look at how the local Dourian Medical office was operating. The commission had been engineered through a series of suggestions and offhand remarks to the right people. “Oh, he really likes that muralist, whatshisname, Samson.” There had been some evidence that the office was revectoring large quantities of medicines into the drug trade. With the help of his infiltrator bots and his suborned security bots, now he was certain. He’d finish up the mural and then clean out the rot. So they were staying two weeks longer than they might have otherwise. Tressa had stayed on the ship rather than taking the flitter on her own and meeting up later, so as to not miss two weeks of prime baby-making. That meant she was shut up inside, keeping out of sight. It made an already tense situation more tense. He steeled himself and headed to the adjacent cabin, tapping softly on the door.

“Finally,” Tressa said, as Nashala opened the door for him and he stepped inside. The protector bot left, closing the door behind her. “It isn’t like the fate of the galaxy hangs on it or anything.” Her tone was sharp, accusatory.

Deeps, he really didn’t need this. “Tressa...” he began, trying to think of something soothing to say, something to make this more than a bloodless breeding program.

“Well,” she snapped, “let’s get it over with so you can go spend time with someone you actually love.” She had been crying, he realized. She reached for the hem of her tunic to pull it off.

He pulled her into his arms. “Tressa.” She held her fists up to his chest, pounding weakly. He just held her tightly. “I do, do, do love you.” She started crying again. Deeps take the dynastic breeding program. Mirabelle was right. It wasn’t worth this. They’d just have to find some other way.

“You should just get an annulment, get a wife who can, who can...” Her voice broke. “Just like the doctor said.”

“I mar, married you. Twice. Non. Doc, doctor was an idiot. Dit isn’t important.”

“But it is, Tass,” she wailed.

“Let’s go out,” he said suddenly, wiping the tears away. “Juice you and, and me.”

“What? Into town?” She looked aghast.

“Renny Samson can cel, celebrate son success with his wife. Why not?” He kissed the top of her head, pulled her closer.

“Tass, we can’t. It wouldn’t be safe. Someone would recognize me.” She stepped back.

He shook the objection away. “Dere’s a jazz club on the Overlook with booths. It all be fine.” Then he gave her a sly smile. “Wear the azure tress, the one wit the silver and the...” he made a cupping motion by his chest. “No one ill look at you face.” It was a spectacular dress that showed her figure to spectacular effect. He pulled her to him again and started making swaying motions. “Dancing, a nice tinner, a stroll all on the Overlook. You and me. Forget all this dynstatic crab.”

He started nibbling her ear. “Come on. You neat get out.”

She started crying in earnest then, great heaving sobs. Deeps. That was not the effect he had been going for. He was so bad with humans, still, and women doubly so. Now he was at an utter loss. “Sorry. I’m sorry,” he murmured. “We can sty here.” How had it come to this? He felt as if each shuddering sob was a knife thrust to his heart. “Sorry.”

Eventually she calmed down, her face wet with tears and snot. He pulled a cloth from a pocket and wiped it off. It was one of his cleaning rags from the mural, smelling of turpentine, and she ended up with verdigris streaks on her cheek. He tried to rub the streaks off with his thumb, smearing them further. “Sorry. I made you green.” He showed her in the mirror. She laughed unconvincingly. Deeps, when had he last heard her laugh in earnest?

“All right. Let’s go out. I’ll wear the fascinator with the veil.” She shoved him towards the door. “I need to wash up and get dressed. Go. Pinkie will want to see you.”

He let himself be herded out and then walked to the next transverse where Pinkie had her quarters. Nashala followed a half pace behind. There was no answer to his knock. He asked the ship. “Kay, war is Pinkie?”

The ship’s Mind answered in her smooth calm alto. “Pinkie is practicing in the gym.”

He went up to the common deck, and leaned against the entrance to the gym, just watching Pinkie move. He could have watched her for hours. She moved with such grace and strength, cycling through forms that were brutally effective when conducted at full speed, but looked like ballet here. Even at this slower pace, some of it was too fast for the eye. She twirled and kicked, lunged and thrust, chopping with her hands. He had seen Pinkie fight in earnest just once, and it was a terrifying thing. She was beautiful and sure, a dervish of mayhem. She caught him looking at her, and stopped, beaming.

“Renny, I expected you not.” A slight frown. “Did you makes sex on Tressa already?” Her voice was high and soft, as if lifted on a light breeze.

He flushed. Talking about it with Tressa and the doctors was bad enough, he really didn’t want to talk about it with Pinkie too. “She war crying. I’m taking her aught, out. Tanner, dinner. Dancing. She’s ge, getting reedy.”

Pinkie eyed him. “Is that safe?” she asked. “Someone do sees her and knows her.”

“She needs to got at, out. She was so sad, Pink, Pinkie. I couldn’t tack, take it.”

Pinkie came over and wrapped her arms around him, resting the lemon puffball of her head against his chest. “OK,” she said. She looked up at him. “How long has you for me before you goes?”

He kissed her delicately on the lips. “An hour, maybe.”

She broke into a mischievous smile. “I scrubs off your paint, then.” She took his hand, leading him back to his quarters.

When they got there she peeled off his clothes and then her own. She let the shower run long enough to make the stall steamy and fill up a bucket with soapy water, and then she pulled him in and closed the door, taking up the sponge. The feeling of the soapy sponge running over his muscles was delicious, as was the feel of Pinkie’s skin against his. He wanted her so much, but his relations with Pinkie were just as fraught as they were with his other wife, albeit for different reasons. Carefully, he kissed her.

Pinkie was a Dust addict, addicted in a way to make her a sex toy. Every step they had taken to being able to touch each other had been hard won, fighting against that addiction that always threatened to claim her. His touch could reignite the craving for Dust again, had reignited it twice already in fact. When that happened, she went to find some other man to experience the ecstasy of Dust with. She didn’t want to think of him and Dust together in that way, or it would be hopeless. It tore his heart out, both times. The guilt of it drove him towards his own Dust demons. So far he had managed to avoid taking Dust again himself, but he cut himself over and over, letting the nanites heal him. Renny’s hook with Dust was pain.

Pinkie continued with the washing. Then he took up the sponge and ran it over her body. She leaned into him, making a soft humming sound. Then she sighed and pulled away. “We needs to rinses now.” She turned on the water for a moment, cold. They both gasped from the shock of it, then toweled off in silence, and dressed.

“Oh, Renny, no. You must wears something nicer for Tressa.” She fished through the cargo cube, eventually finding a long-sleeved emerald tunic. She tossed it onto the cot. “There. You wears this.” She tossed a pair of black trousers after it. “And these.”

He hesitated. She folded her arms. “Renny. You takes her somewhere nice.”

There was no fighting it. Plus, she was right. Tressa deserved something better. He flung off the old clothes and put on the tunic and trousers. “Oakey?” he asked, spinning.

She removed an imaginary bit of fluff from the tunic. “Yes.” She pulled him into a hug. “You goes has a nice time with Tressa now.”

“Don’t white, wait up.”

She kissed his cheek. “I sees you in the morning.”
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Beer and kebabs
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It was a moon passage night on San Marco. Pettrie and Sonata had snagged a table on the patio of one of the cafés facing the chasm, and were enjoying beer and kebabs while they watched the passersby. It was still some time before the moon passage, but crowds would thicken up soon enough. He ordered another round. They’d had a good haul from their run to Three Sisters. Pettrie had found some topnotch rebreathers for half-off, used, no questions asked, and they even had a line on a refurb protector bot. In the morning they were going to meet a guy who claimed to know how to read gate builder runes. He was feeling pretty good about things. Maybe they could really pull this off, if they kept their cool.

Sonata nudged his elbow. “Check out those toffs.” There was a young couple walking arm and arm. She was well out of his league, wearing a slinky blue dress with a diamond necklace that just accentuated her already striking bosom. A mesh veil covered most of her face. The man was tall and lean and a bit scruffy. He was clearly besotted with her, you could just see the adoration streaming off him in waves. It was a bit sickening. There was something vaguely familiar about his face.

“Young love,” Pettrie said sarcastically, and then reached for Sonata’s hand to soften it a bit.

The woman leaned her head against the man’s shoulder. He squeezed her and smiled. He had a fantastic smile.

“Does he look familiar to you?” Pettrie asked.

“Yeah, kinda...” Sonata snapped her fingers and reached for another kebab. “It’s that artist guy. The one doing that huge fucking mural at the Dourian offices.” Pettrie vaguely remembered seeing something about it on the news.

Pettrie watched the couple disappear into one of the more expensive jazz clubs on the Overlook. “Art must pay pretty well,” he observed. “How d’you reckon he hooked up with someone like her?”

“Jealous?” Sonata gave him a wicked smile. “Don’t you know, sweet, all the ladies love an artist. They are so skilled with their tools.”

“I’m skilled.” It came out a little sulkier than he intended. Maybe he was a bit jealous of that artist guy.

Sonata picked up his hand and kissed his knuckles. She flicked her chin at several men wearing grey coveralls, leaning in a clump along the chasm wall. “What do you think their story is?”

“Cult? Moon passage brings out all the nuts.”

They amused themselves for a while, inventing stories about everyone they saw. Sonata ordered some pepper poppers, and then they really needed more beer. Warm well-being settled over Pettrie’s chest. The classy woman and the artist came out of the jazz club. He followed their somewhat weaving progress down the promenade. Something was still nagging at him about them, though. They stopped in front of a short term hotel, kissing. Sonata watched the direction of his gaze. “Holy smokes, you are jealous!”

“No I’m not. There’s something about those two, I just can’t quite put my finger on it. I know I’ve seen them before somewhere else.”

Sonata sighed. “Stop fretting about the toffs. Keep an eye on the cultists. I don’t like their look.” The men wearing grey had spread in a couple of clusters on opposite sides of the promenade. He didn’t like their look either.

“What about her?” There was a tall woman with perfectly smooth dark skin wearing mirrorshades, pretending unconvincingly to window-shop.

Sonata peered at her. “Hmm. Somebody’s bodyguard, looks like.”

“A protector bot, high-end, I think,” agreed Pettrie. He glanced around. “Protecting who though?”

“Whom.”

“Whatever. Whom?”

Before Sonata could come up with an answer Tsu showed up with the refurb protector bot. He was an older model, and a bit dinged up. Was that rust? Most of the weaponry had been stripped, but he still had the laser cannons and some of the bees. The built-in scanners were better than the ones Pig had and still worked, if Tsu was to be believed. Best of all he was a level eight Mind, which meant he could do a much better job with the gravity field around the Three Sisters.

“Whatchu want with a protector anyway?” Tsu asked, knocking back the dregs of his beer.

Pettrie gave him the part of the truth that would work. “Pig’s scanners aren’t very good, and an extra hand to help with retrieval would be big help.”

Tsu nodded, and helped himself to another pepper popper, belching loudly.

Pettrie looked over the specs again and had Tsu demonstrate the scanners. They haggled over the price for a bit, and then shook hands. Tsu went through the bot reassignment rigmarole with him and then left. A very satisfactory arrangement. He should have done this years ago. Still, there were more refurb bots around these days. The Dourian recycling centers had shifted to actually refurbishing bots of late, so prices had come down. He raised his beer in a silent toast to the Dourians.

The young couple had come out of the short-term hotel, looking rather rumpled, and elbowed their way to the wall. That’s when it hit him, who the man reminded him of. “Hey, Sonata, don’t you think that guy looks a bit like...”

That’s when the screaming started.
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A night on the town
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Tressa turned quite a few heads as they ambled down the promenade to the jazz club. The dress really was spectacular on her, clinging to every curve. In the warm evening she hadn’t bothered with a wrap to blunt the lines. She had kept the jewelry to a minimum: just a pair of small silver stars adorning her ears and a diamond pendant nestled between her breasts. Renny had Nashala keep a discreet distance rather than hanging just off their shoulders so as not to draw suspicion. She was dressed and wore shaded glasses to hide her eyes, the better to blend in. If you didn’t look closely, she could be taken for a human.

Renny got one of the booths upstairs right against the Overlook and blew a good chunk of the earnings from his last commission on dinner and drinks. Nashala leaned up against the bar on the far side, pretending to sip a chartreuse cocktail. They listened to the music, and he talked about his progress on the mural, along with coded hints about his progress on the infiltration. The booths were private, but not that private, although the music and the buzz of conversation in between sets was loud enough to afford some cover for their conversation.

They finished the meal with some rich caramel gelato, and Renny led Tressa out to the dance floor where they swayed or jittered and spun depending on the tempo of the tune. They made a handsome couple, he knew, especially with Tressa in that dress. He felt a lot of eyes on them, which at any other time would have made him anxious. Today, he was just enjoying having a night out with his wife, not hiding in the ship.

“Tee-tee,” Renny murmured, leaning in, “I wand you an, an, analysis.” He twirled her, and pulled her back. “Suppose der was head of House. No chiddern. Stable, sterile as a mule.”

“Tass...” she began.

“Renny,” he reminded her. “Jus suppose. Hypo, hypothetical. What’s at problem?” The tune ended and a slower number replaced it. He pulled her close.

“Well, it creates a succession crisis. This hypothetical head of a House, who might succeed him?”

“Less say he has lit, little baby nephew and couple odder coupains, cousins.” He breathed in her perfume. Something sweet and musky.

“How much older?”

He did the math. “Fifteen and twelve airs.”

“And they have sons?”

“Yeah.” He kissed her cheek.

“So they can’t bet on outliving him and replacing him, and the nephew will be preferred to their sons. The nephew is too young to be CEO, though. There’ll need to be an acting CEO until he reaches his majority and if it is one of the cousins or their sons, they’ll find a way to freeze him out.”

“It won’t be dem: someone has man, man, maneuvered things to reduce der power at the board.” He pulled up her hand and kissed her knuckles. “Tank you.”

She smiled indulgently and leaned in to him.

“They can see all this, so they’ll try to act to push the nephew and the head of the House out of the picture so there’s no question. The sister is likely to make a play to prevent that. Ta... Renny. We’ve been over all this, that’s why...”

He interrupted her. “What if there were def, definitive heir, then?”

She sighed. “That’ll be enough to freeze the cousins and the sister: they’ll know they’ll have no chance. That’s why...”

He interrupted her again. “So what if na, no, nephew were the def, definite heir. Apopted son. Official.”

She stopped moving and pulled back, looking at him in silence for a long moment. “You’d disinherit your own...”

He cut her off. “Hypo, hypothet head of House.”

Her expression was grave. “He’d disinherit any sons he had in the future.”

“Ya. How you think his waif, wife might take at? His in-laws? It spills, spoils their plans to put an axing, acting CEO in charge...” He pulled her back to him and started swaying again.

“Not really. They could try getting control over the nephew just as well. Although... odds are the sister would be the acting CEO.” She paused, considering. “Odds are she would be anyway.”

Sia probably should have been the CEO in the first place, sparing him all of this. He found it hard to regret the fact that it had brought him Tressa, though, for all he had been angry and upset by it at the time. “Would it run, ruin her chances at in, inher, running her own House?” he asked.

She made a hmm noise. “No, I don’t think so.”

“It would elinate passible ten, tension with the boy’s maman over sex, succession too, right?”

“Yes... But Tass, Renny... would you, would he really be OK with disinheriting his own sons?”

“May, maybe pass, possible hypothetic future sons.”

“Still.”

He stopped then and looked deep into her ash grey eyes. “If it meant he could mike love to his wife when they felt like it instead of inst, inst, instituting a cold beading, breeding pogrom on a sched, sched, schedule, if he didn’t cam home to find her sub, sobbing... yes. Ab, ab, absolutely. I love you. I ken, can’t keep doing this at you. To us.”

Then she was crying. Deeps. He hadn’t wanted to make her cry. He thought it could be a solution for them. “I sor, sorry. For, forget it. Dote cry. Sorry.” He held her pressed against him, stroking her hair. “We won’t do apopotin. Bad idea.”

“It’s OK,” she mumbled into his chest. “No. It’s OK. It’s a wonderful idea.” She tilted her head up and smiled. “Truly.” She pulled him away from the dance floor. “Let’s have a drink.”

They went back to the booth. He wiped her face with a napkin. She ordered a bottle of champagne. They leaned into each other, sipping it and listening to the music.

“I was so tired of trying to perform on a schedule. It feels so good to just relax,” she told him, leaning her head on his shoulder. He poured out the dregs of the bottle into their glasses.

“Same,” he said. “You wand, want to walk on ever, Overlook?”

“Yes.”

They tottered outside, giddy from the relief and the drinks both. Nashala peeled away from the bar and followed.

San Marco Town was built on a cliff’s edge. A chasm slashed like a knife wound across the land, with sheer three kilometer cliffs along much of it. Where San Marco perched there was a little shelf of rock running for several kilometers, fifty meters or so down from the top, with a promenade along it and various clubs, cafés, shops, and hostels dug into the cliff. A stout stone wall on the other side afforded views down into the canyon, from which one could watch the paragliders and base jumpers indulge their cravings for excitement.

They ambled arm in arm along the Overlook, stopping from time to time to peer over the edge, and point out some particularly daring bit of acrobatics to one another. Little fairy lights sparkled from the stone street and along the edge of the parapet. Nashala pretended to window-shop three meters behind them.

The crowd was thickening. San Marco was a double world with an airless moon Souris, almost as large. Souris was full tonight, and would later shine brightly down into the chasm, creating a popular spectacle. People would toss little metal tokens into the chasm for luck and watch them sparkle in the moonlight as they fell. There were still a couple hours before that happened, but people had already started to gather.

Tressa leaned in to Renny and whispered in his ear, nibbling on the lobe. “I want you. Right now. Right. Now.”

Renny blushed. “We get arreted for public indecision, indecency.”

She laughed, throaty and wicked, and jerked her chin across the street. There was a hostel advertising short-term rooms. It was the kind of place meant for assignations. Rooms by the hour. She took his hand and led him across the stream of pedestrians to the front door. She stopped on the threshold and pulled his face down to hers. Renny lost himself in the kiss. He wanted her too. He’d been looking at that spectacular dress all night, inhaling her musky scent, and he wanted nothing more than to unwrap her and explore her curves.

The man at the desk gave them a greasy smile as they entered. Keeping his focus entirely on Tressa’s bodice, he asked “By the night or the hour?”

Renny looked into Tressa’s eyes and smiled. “I dough, don’t know. Is an hour going to be enough?”

She shook her head slowly.

“The night, then.” He offered his wrist for payment.

“Room seventeen. Upstairs and to the right.”

Once they were in the room, they took their time. Renny told her his intention was to kiss every millimeter of her, to make her gasp and scream. Tressa told him that she had similar plans. They both carried out their plans with success. It was wonderful, magical, unlike any time they had had before. The feeling that this was for them, for their enjoyment, and not for the sake of some nebulous dynastic future was freeing, relaxing. It did take more than an hour, but not more than two. Souris shone brightly through the slats of the window.

“You wand to see the moon passage?” he asked her, stroking her hair. “We still has tine.”

“And then we can come back, hmm?” She ran a finger across his lips and down his chest.

He pulled her to him and kissed her. “Con, count on it.”

They dressed and returned to the street, somewhat more rumpled than before. Crowds had thickened considerably, but they managed to worm their way to the wall to get a view. Souris was just starting to clear the rim of the canyon. People were taking holos of themselves perched against the wall, raising glasses to toast those they were sending their images to. Voices were loud and somewhat drunken. Renny still felt a little tipsy from the champagne. For once his discomfort with crowds was subsumed under a buzz of pleasure from being out with Tressa.
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