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It Happens in the Best Families

    by a_t_rain

      Summary

      In which House Cordonah happens to own the DNA of the scion of a Betan political dynasty, and By and Rish are sent off to Beta to investigate ... without having any very clear idea what they are supposed to be investigating.



      Notes

        This takes place shortly after the epilogue of CVA, and (in terms of my By-verse) about a year after On a Cold Planet and a year before Hostage Negotiation is the Family Business. Picks up some loose threads from Loyalty.




  






      

  











House Cordonah Declines a Deal








  From La Prensa Galactica of Escobar, English edition:


  
    Gene Theft Scandal Sparks Lawsuit
  



  By Mariluz Santos



  Tonio Mendez didn’t hesitate to leave his three-year-old daughter at the short-term childcare service on Hargraves-Dyne Station during a brief business trip to Jackson’s Whole. Unlike many businesses on the planet, the childcare had an excellent reputation. Located on a station that was a frequent first port of call for off-world visitors, and catering primarily to travelers, it had been in business for nearly thirty years. Marta loved playing in the daycare’s grav-gym, and the staff seemed to dote on her.



  Mendez, a single parent, was shocked to get a call a year after his return to Escobar: Marta’s genetic material may have been stolen and sold to an unknown customer. She was eligible to join in a class action suit against the Hargraves-Dyne Consortium in galactic civil court.



  Over four hundred plaintiffs from seven planets joined in the lawsuit after La Prensa obtained evidence that the Consortium was secretly taking DNA samples from children left in its care and selling them. Transactions of this type are not illegal on Jackson’s Whole but violate the Galactic Protocols on Genetic Autonomy.



  Julee Weathers, spokeswoman for the Consortium, maintained today that the plaintiffs have not been materially harmed and have no legal standing to sue. She went on to note, accurately, that the childcare center’s safety record was unparalleled on Jackson’s Whole, and stated, “The Hargraves-Dyne Consortium is more than willing to deal privately with any of the families who wish to remove their names from the list of plaintiffs. Exclusive control of any of the genetic samples that remain in our hands is available for a reasonable purchase price, less than most of the families would pay in legal fees for a suit they are unlikely to win.”



  In response to a follow-up question, Weathers acknowledged that the Consortium had already sold most of its genetic samples to third-party purchasers and did not know, in some cases, what had become of them.



  Mendez characterized Weathers’s offer as “straight-up extortion” and stated that neither he nor any of the other plaintiffs intended to drop the lawsuit.


					*	*	*

“Erik – Amiri – dammit, Byerly!”

Byerly was never sure whether Shiv Arqua had really lumped him together with the rest of his children to the point of confusing their names, or whether it was all a subtle bit of manipulation aimed at making him feel part of the family. “Hmm?”

“Got a little problem affecting the family business. Thought it might be right up your alley, son.”

All right; the son was definitely manipulative. The irritating part, from By’s perspective, was that although he knew exactly what his sort-of-father-in-law was doing, a tiny part of him couldn’t help liking it.

“I’m not part of the family business,” he protested.

“Course not. I know that. Still, you did say you might not mind helping us out every now and again.”

Byerly had said that, a year ago when it seemed the best way to guarantee his long-term survival on Jackson’s Whole. And, of course, being approached for favors by a Jacksonian baron was the sort of thing that tended to yield a wealth of useful information, regardless of whether the favor was one you could reasonably agree to. “Tell me about it.”

“Well, it all goes back to some years ago, before our youngest came along. When she was designing him, Udine bought exclusive rights to some genetic samples from Hargraves-Dyne. You’ve heard about the scandal?”

“Oh, yes, it’s all over the news.” Journalism was nonexistent on Jackson’s Whole, but ImpSec supplied its agents with a daily digest of articles from the galactic press, and By always kept an eye out for Mariluz’s reporting. She was a friend, more or less.

“One of the samples came from a Betan kid named Jordan Marlette. We’ve just been approached by his parents’ lawyer, who’s offering to buy them back from us.”

Jet, the youngest Arqua child, was twenty-five, which meant that Jordan Marlette certainly ought to be old enough to make his own decisions about his genetic material. “Not by Jordan himself?”

“Jordan died in an accident four years ago. His parents want to clone him. They haven’t joined in the lawsuit, they approached Baron Hargraves privately to negotiate a price, and he sent them our way. Good man, Hargraves, always honors a Deal. The Marlette family is very wealthy, it seems, and they’re willing to pay generously.”

“And I come into this … where?”

“Pidge has some, uh, concerns. She suggested that I let you investigate and make a recommendation about whether we should sell. Rish tells me your boss owes you some leave time.”

“Well … yes.” ImpSec agents earned a month of holiday for every year they spent on Jackson’s Whole, and ImpSec wanted you to take it. Specifically, they wanted you to take it off-planet. Byerly suspected that the regulation existed to keep agents stationed on Jackson’s Whole from going native, and doing a bit of moonlighting for one’s Jacksonian girlfriend’s family on Beta might not be … quite consistent with the spirit of the policy. On the other hand, information. Captain Morozov, who had final authority over that sort of thing, definitely wouldn’t object.

“Is there a reason why you’re not sending Pidge?” By asked. “Isn’t this the sort of thing she usually does for you?”

Shiv nodded. “It is. But under the circumstances, it would be pretty awkward.”

“Why?”

“Well, the Marlettes would recognize her. One of her classmates at law school was Jordan’s sister. And they know her under another name, naturally.”

Byerly was too well-trained to let his astonishment register. When he’d had a moment to think about it, he realized it wasn’t as bizarre a coincidence as it sounded. Galactic elites tended to congregate at the same handful of educational institutions, regardless of their planet of origin.

“Here’s what he looked like, by the way. I expect Pidge can get you holos of the rest of the family if you need them.”

It was clear from a glance at the holos why Udine had been interested in Jordan Marlette’s genetic material when she was designing Jet: he had dark, velvety skin that suggested nearly pure African ancestry, a rarity even on Earth, let alone elsewhere in the galaxy. Besides, he had been extraordinarily beautiful, both as a toddler and as a young man: bright, laughing eyes behind lashes that curled charmingly, slender and graceful build.

In the holo of Jordan as an adult, he was casually dressed, Betan-fashion, in a dark blue sarong and sandals. His earrings were one of the handful of common Betan styles that By could recognize at a glance, the one that denoted heterosexual and in a committed relationship. There was also a curious glint of light at his temples, which took By a moment to place. “He was a jump-pilot?”

“Not professionally. A hobbyist. That’s how he was killed.”

Jump-fatalities still occurred somewhat regularly, though much less often than they had even a generation ago. The vast majority of them did involve amateur pilots, or survey missions taking a daring leap into the unknown; commercial interstellar travel was nearly as safe as any other form of transit, these days. “Was he competent?” By asked.

“Technically? He must have been very competent – the Betan licensing requirements are about the strictest ones in the galaxy. But … well, Udine says one of the reasons she didn’t end up using his DNA was that she wasn’t sure the brain chemistry was right for a dancer. It might have done for one of the evenchildren – there’s a place for risk-takers in a Great House – but she didn’t think a child with that makeup would have been reliable.”

“Do you believe in that? That you can tell everything about who a person’s going to become from their genes?”

Shiv shrugged. “Not entirely. But, you know, it’s a data point.”

					*	*	*

It seemed clear that Pidge’s concerns, whatever they were, must have come from personal experience, which made talking to Pidge an imperative. Luckily, By got along fairly well with Pidge, apart from the attempted-poisoning thing, which had been quite a while ago and mostly due to a misunderstanding.

Pidge, however, seemed to be in the middle of an intense comcall at the moment. “So you finally managed to locate that shipment of hummingbirds? What happened to them? … I see. Well, when can we expect delivery? … Yes, I’m glad to hear they’re undamaged and still cryofrozen. But they were specifically ordered for the grand reopening of Cordonah Station, which was nearly two months ago, and the Baronne was expecting them on that date … May I remind you that timely delivery was part of your Deal. The Baronne dislikes it when people renege on Deals … Yes, a ninety-percent discount would be most satisfactory. I think the Baronne will be quite satisfied with that, as long as she also receives a handwritten note of apology. She appreciates little touches like that. But don’t send it on scented stationary, that stuff is vile … Yes, thank you very much. We look forward to doing business with you in the future.” Pidge cut off the call and glanced up. “Hullo, By, what’s up?”

“Your da was telling me about this Jordan Marlette business.”

“You interested? It seemed like it would be your sort of problem.”

“Maybe. I want more information. Shiv said you know the family.”

“I was friends with his oldest sister, Katrina, in law school. I’ve only met his parents and his other sister once, when they came out for our graduation.”

This seemed natural enough; the Marlettes sounded like the sort of well-connected galactics that the Arqua children had been encouraged to befriend when they studied off-planet. It took By a moment to realize there was something peculiar about Pidge’s statement. “I didn’t know that Betans ever had more than one sister, at the most.”

Pidge shrugged. “Oh, there are ways to get around that, if you’re rich enough. Not everybody wants children, and some people just want one, so if they’re going to keep the population at replacement rate, somebody has to have three. So there’s a lottery for third-child permits, plus a few more that the government gives out as rewards for extraordinary public service.”

“Oh, right. I remember reading something about that.”

“And it’s legal to sell your permit, as long as you’re selling it to someone who has permission to have children in the first place. So lots of people enter the lottery even if they don’t particularly want a third child, and wealthy Betans who do want another child can pay quite a bit for a secondhand permit.”

“Ah. So if the Marlettes want to clone Jordan, does that mean they need to buy another permit from somebody?”

“No. Because if you had a child who died, that usually gives you the right to have another child without getting a new permit. The only exception is if the child’s death was the result of neglect or abuse by the parents, which obviously wouldn’t apply here. Oh, and it all gets a bit more complicated if your child was an adult who reproduced before they died, but Jordan hadn’t.”

“Let’s say I do go to Beta. Can you get me an invitation to meet the family?”

“I could tell Katrina some friends of mine will be visiting Beta and ask her to meet you for dinner. You’ll have to do the rest yourself, since I don’t think the others would remember me. It shouldn’t be very hard, though – Betans are amazingly trusting. Oh, by the way, Katrina knows me as Sophia Vandros from Illyrica, and I’d prefer to keep it that way, particularly if we end up having to tell them no. So don’t slip up.”

Byerly nodded. “Um, Pidge? What is it you suspect, exactly?”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a reason you want the Marlettes checked out before you sell Jordan’s DNA back to them, isn’t there? It’s not much like House Cordonah to turn down a profit.”

“Are you kidding, By? You just watched Grandmama send ten million Betan dollars up in smoke.”

“Right, but there was history there. What’s the history here?”

“I don’t know,” said Pidge, “that’s why we’re sending you.”

“Give me a clue, Pidge. I don’t much like walking into situations blind.”

“I’m fairly sure investigating this won’t be dangerous, if that helps,” said Pidge. “I’d give you a heads-up if it were. But I’d rather you did walk in blind, because I don’t want you to be … prejudging. And that’s all I’m going to say.”

					*	*	*

By sent off a quick inquiry to the Barrayaran consulate, and received an overwhelming number of news stories about Jordan Marlette and his family. The Betans were fond of celebrities, and they were also fond of tragedy. When twenty-four-year-old Jordan disappeared along with his girlfriend, a young actress who had once been a child star in a popular Betan vid series, it had been catnip for the Betan tabloid journalists, who had opined breathlessly about whether there was a ‘Marlette curse.’

There wasn’t, in By’s opinion; there were just a lot of Marlettes. The family seemed to have been amassing third-child permits for generations. To be sure, there had been some high-profile tragedies – a trekking accident, a drug overdose, even an assassination – but they were spread out across several decades and seemed unconnected to one another. And, well, everything the Marlettes did was high-profile. The journalists used the word scion constantly when they wrote about Jordan, which was the sort of word people only used about particular sorts of families.

“Apparently these people are a huge deal in Betan politics,” By explained to Rish that evening. “Jordan’s great-grandfather was a Senator – I think that’s more or less the equivalent of being on the Council of Counts. And then after he was assassinated, his daughter – Jordan’s great-aunt – was elected to his Senate seat and ended up as the president of Beta. And one of Jordan’s cousins just got elected to the lower house in their legislature, and there’s another cousin who was ambassador to Vervain, maybe still is – Jordan was on his way to visit him when he was killed. Oh, and Jordan’s father became undersecretary of Interstellar Trade around the time he was born.”

“I thought the Betans elected all of their officials,” said Rish.

“They do. Well, maybe not things like ambassadors and undersecretaries of Interstellar Trade, I think those are appointed positions, but all the others are elected.”

“So how do they end up with so many members of one family in the government?”

“Dono says there usually are families like that, even in places where it’s all supposed to be egalitarian. It becomes a sort of tradition, and it’s awfully hard to stop it, and anyway people often don’t particularly want to.”

“Hm-mm!” said Rish, which was the sound she always made when one of her pet theories had been confirmed: in this case, that other planets were all a great deal more like Jackson’s Whole than they pretended to be.

“That seems to be how Jordan’s parents ended up taking a baby to Jackson’s Whole, by the way. His da was on a ‘fact-finding trip’ – I think that’s another way of saying a junket.”

“Junket?” said Rish. “I was just looking at a recipe…” She began looking through the files on her reader. “Here it is, junket with cardamom, rosewater, and slivered almonds. It sounds nice, only it calls for rennet, and I don’t know if you can buy that here…”

“Not that kind, silly.” Byerly pulled up the dictionary on his own reader. “Junket. A journey made by a public official. Usually pejorative, implying a pleasure trip undertaken at taxpayer expense.”

“Oh,” said Rish. “I don’t think we have that sort of thing here. We don’t pay taxes.”

Byerly pointed out that the Baron and Baronne ensured that they got a small cut from every financial transaction that took place on their territory, and that was surely a form of taxation in fact, if not in name. Rish shrugged, conceding the point, and said, “Well, anyhow, if we go on a pleasure trip, we don’t feel the need to pretend it’s anything else.” (In point of fact, Baron and Baronne Cordonah almost never went on pleasure trips, and certainly not both at the same time.)

Contraband, the old black cat, meowed to be let out. “Don’t forget to put on his tracking collar,” said Rish, “so we can make sure he isn’t going near the butterfly-and-hummingbird garden.”

“There aren’t any hummingbirds yet,” said By, “and I’ve never seen him catch a butterfly.”

“Still. The Baronne particularly said she wanted him kept away.”

Byerly thought about explaining that Contraband was a Barrayaran cat and that cats on Barrayar were allowed to go wherever they wanted; but since that sort of explanation never seemed to make much of an impression on the Arquas, he decided to shut up and look for the tracking collar. Anyway, by the time he’d found it, Contraband had changed his mind. He spent some minutes loitering in the doorway of the suite that had been assigned to them, and, when By finally gave him a gentle nudge out into the corridor and tried to shut the door, he promptly meowed to be let back in.

“I’m not sure Contraband likes living on a space station,” said By.

“He likes it just fine,” said Rish. “He goes visiting up and down the corridors, and all my sisters spoil him. You don’t like living on a space station.”

This was true. He wasn’t used to it, and he missed their little house in the Arquas’ country compound where they’d spent most of the first year of their relationship, and while he understood Rish’s need to be near the rest of the Jewels, sharing a wing of the station with the whole clan sometimes seemed like too much family togetherness. Whether their current arrangements were temporary or permanent had been a vexing question ever since the repairs to Cordonah Station had been completed. He decided to change the subject.

“So … what do you think about a reverse junket? Doing something else and pretending it’s a pleasure trip? To Beta?”

Rish seemed rather struck by the idea. “I’ve never been. And we could take the Escobar route and see Amiri. Uh – would you be all right with visiting Amiri?”

“Sure,” said By, perhaps a little too heartily. Amiri had visited them only six weeks earlier, to see the reunited Jewels’ first performance in over a year. Which would have been fine and understandable, except somehow he’d ended up agreeing to shadow By and thwart his efforts to steal Moira’s brooch with all of its encoded Barrayaran DNA. Well, on Jackson’s Whole, being knocked out and tied to a chair by a brother-in-law one otherwise quite liked seemed to be all in a day’s work, and By had been the instigating party – but it didn’t seem like Amiri to do that sort of thing, and he wasn’t at all sure what the hell had been going on there.

“Let’s do it, then.”

She’d settled next to him on the couch with her head on his shoulder. Rish had been unusually physically affectionate ever since the Brooch Incident, a phenomenon that By was trying not to think too deeply about. Idly, he twined a strand of her hair around his finger. It was a color that certainly existed in nature, a rich, deep gold, but just as certainly it was nothing like the Baronne’s. He wondered if there was another woman walking around with the same hair, somewhere in the galaxy.

“Hey, Rish? Do you know where your mother went to buy odd bits and bobs of DNA before Hargraves-Dyne started their little sideline?”

“I’ve never asked.”

“Does it ever, you know, bother you?”

“Does it ever bother you that you’ve got all those ‘odd bits and bobs of DNA’ from that Le Sanguinaire guy?”

“Touché.”

					*	*	*

“Come on,” said Rish, “spill.”

Pidge waved a hand. “Information is never free, little sister. You ought to know that, even if your galactic boyfriend doesn’t. Besides, don’t you want to find out whether he’s any good?”

“Any good,” in this context, clearly meant “clever enough for House Cordonah,” a definition that Rish was beginning to find tiresome. “I already know he’s good,” she said, “and I don’t believe you have any information. What you’ve got is a hunch. You might as well tell me what it is, that way I can pass it on to him if it turns out he needs to know.”

Pidge considered for a long moment, and said, “Not until he draws some conclusions on his own. After that – well, fine, you can tell him if you think it will help. But I expect it’ll be a moot point by then. Either I’m right or I’m wrong, and if I’m wrong, it doesn’t much matter what I think.”

“What do you think?”

“I think Jordan Marlette might have committed suicide. But since he had his girlfriend with him, that would make it a murder-suicide. And, call me an idealist if you like –” on Jackson’s Whole, idealist was pretty close to being a deadly insult – “but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to clone a murderer.”
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  Rish wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting Pidge to say, but that hadn’t been it. “What makes you think so?” she asked after a moment.
“I don’t know,” said Pidge. “Call it instinct. But, for what it’s worth, Katrina always gave me the impression that Jordan was kind of a troubled child.”
“Troubled how?”
“Not, like, violent or anything. Just … unhappy, didn’t fit in, that sort of thing.”
“Did you ever meet him?”
“Nope. He didn’t come to the graduation with the rest of his family. He would have been about fourteen or fifteen then, and I think they didn’t want to take him out of school, so he was staying with a school friend. Or maybe he didn’t want to come, I can’t remember.”
“Isn’t being unhappy and not fitting in sort of normal when you’re fourteen or fifteen?”
“Yeah, maybe. It might be nothing. But, you know, I’d rather somebody checked it out before we made any decisions.”
					*	*	*
The parts of Bharaputra Station open to commercial travelers lacked the elegance of Cordonah Station: no tropical gardens or splashing fountains, and nothing innovative about the architecture. It looked like most jump-points everywhere: endless identical departure lounges with uncomfortable furniture, punctuated by overpriced bars and restaurants that Rish resolutely steered them past (“Don’t forget, all our meals on board are already included”). Rish had also firmly vetoed traveling business class, despite By’s insistence that he could drink enough free cocktails to make it almost worth the extra fare (“No, you can’t, and anyway it wouldn’t be good for you if you did”).
The sheer ordinariness of Bharaputra Station made it feel a little unsettling. In point of fact, it was … not actively hostile territory for House Cordonah, but certainly alien and unprotected, and even with a couple of bodyguards trailing behind them, By didn’t feel entirely at ease until they reached the safety of the Escobaran commercial carrier that was going to take them to Beta. They shucked off the guards at the boarding point: the first time he and Rish had been entirely on their own since the old days on Barrayar. Apart from a single long weekend at some hot springs on Jackson’s Whole, it was their first holiday together. It felt like freedom.
Rish was looking around uncertainly. “It feels weird, going somewhere without any of our people.”
“This is what normal places are like. Escobaran ship security is fine.”
“I know. I just said it feels weird.”
					*	*	*
The Escobarans, as it turned out, knew how to treat their passengers, even the ones who were traveling cattle-class. The cabin might be cramped and the bathroom door might not open all the way after you’d pulled down the folding bed in the evenings, but there were complimentary wine and cheese tastings every afternoon, dancing in the evenings, and excellent meals served at sensible times of the day: breakfast an hour or two before noon, and dinner around midnight. (Rish, once she got over her initial jump-sickness, complained that she got awfully hungry in the mornings, but she enjoyed the rest of it as much as By did, and she began keeping a meticulously ordered catalogue of Escobaran wines, cheeses, and olive oils that she intended to buy during their stopover on the way home. Which just went to show, there was no such thing as a free tasting.)
Shipboard life went on at this easy pace for eleven days, and then they were in Silica, the planetary capital of Beta. Having breezed through customs – his new job came with a diplomatic passport – By settled down to wait for Rish, who was being treated with all of the suspicion that usually attached to Jacksonian travelers. He tried Katrina Marlette’s personal comcode, which Pidge had given him, but she wasn’t answering. He left a message.
					*	*	*
Rish wasn’t altogether sure she liked normal places. The ship had been all right, but once they were out in the chaos of the spaceport it all felt very overwhelming, and being here without a guard seemed awfully exposed. People didn’t stare at her, though; there were a handful of young people with dramatic body-mods lounging around. It seemed to be some sort of subculture here on Beta.
The transit tunnel system was even worse, with pods full of people whooshing every which way and a three-dimensional map that was wholly incomprehensible to Rish. By, however, seemed to think it made perfect sense. She let him steer her onto a transit pod, and then transfer to another one, and let herself focus on not being sick from the heat, the motion, and the smells of concentrated humanity. They ended up at the right hotel, though, so apparently it worked.
“Isn’t it lovely being in a proper city again?” said By enthusiastically.
“Mmm. Has Katrina called you back?”
“No, not yet. What do you want to do in the meantime?”
“We should visit an earring store, I think,” said Rish. There was supposed to be a shopping center right underneath their hotel, which meant there would be no more transit tunnels required to get there. “All the travel guidebooks say it’s expected, even if you’re an off-worlder. Keeps the Betans from embarrassing themselves by propositioning you when you don’t want them to.”
“I’ve already got a pair. My cousin brought them back as a souvenir.”
Rish looked at the clip-on earrings By had taken out of his pocket. He’d never had his ears pierced; men generally didn’t, either on Barrayar or on Jackson’s Whole, although on Jackson’s Whole it would have been regarded as little more than an eccentricity. “Wrong style. Unless you’re planning to break up with me before you wear them, and I think the etiquette in that situation is to tell your partner instead of letting them find out by looking at your ears.”
“Ah. So they’re saying I’m on the market?”
“They’re saying you’re on the market, potentially interested in partners of any gender, and you don’t want people judging you by your past because you’re ready for something more settled now.”
“But … I got these six years ago. How would Dono have known…?”
Rish looked at him in amusement. “That’s what family is, By. They’re the people who know you better than you know yourself.”
						*	*	*
So they ended up at the earring store after all, and after a great deal of consulting and marveling at how much you could communicate with a few twists of metal, By found himself the owner of a second and more up-to-date pair of Betan earrings. He also found himself educated enough to read everybody else’s earrings, which was by far the most valuable part of the experience.
“My word. There are a lot of bisexuals here.”
Rish consulted the guidebook on her reader. “Thirty-two-point-seven percent of the population of Beta identifies as bisexual or trisexual.”
“I know. I’ve quoted that statistic at people. It’s just – it’s different actually seeing it.”
Before he could put into words how it felt – one part liberated, one part envious, and a tiny bit put out at not being at all special here – his wristcom buzzed. “Hello,” said a crisp, unfamiliar voice. “This is Katrina Marlette returning your call.”
“Oh, hi, Katrina. I think we’ve got a mutual friend, Sophia Vandros?”
“Yes, she set me a tightbeam saying you were coming and we should meet up. How about happy hour at Franklin’s Cavern, near the Capitol?”
					*	*	*
Franklin’s Cavern was a swanky Silica bar. It had sleek titanium countertops and was filled with people in their thirties who all seemed to be carrying on multiple, simultaneous vid-chats. Katrina hadn't showed up yet, so they spent half an hour or so nursing their drinks and idly reading the news feed embedded in their table (there seemed to be news everywhere on Beta). Eventually, By was desperate enough to read the educational leaflet about the effects of alcohol on the brain that had come with their drinks. “Fashionably late, I take it,” he remarked.
“Fashionably busy,” said Rish. “I think everyone here is.”
Katrina was easy to recognize when she finally turned up. She looked like an older, more polished version of Jordan; his features turned out to be less obviously pretty and more elegant and forceful when you put them on a female face. Or maybe it was the clothing that made the difference. Katrina looked the part of a partner at a high-powered Betan law firm, which she was. Her earrings proclaimed her to be married, but she hadn’t changed her name; this seemed to be fairly common for married women on Beta.
“How is Sophia?” she asked politely.
“She’s well. She said to tell you she was sorry to hear about your brother.”
Katrina gave them an odd look. “I know. She sent me a very nice letter at the time.”
Oops. This had seemed like the most obvious way of introducing Jordan into the conversation, but in retrospect, it was always awkward bringing up someone who had been dead for four years. “She also said to say hello to your parents and sister.”
“Thank you. Did you have a pleasant journey from Illyrica?”
“I’ve never been there, actually,” said By, who knew he wouldn’t be able to fake knowledge of Illyrica for long. He ignored a kick under the table from Rish, who habitually avoided giving away personal information; his own philosophy was that it was best to keep your cover story as close as possible to the truth. “I met Sophia on Barrayar when she was doing some work there.”
“Oh,” said Katrina, “I thought you didn’t have an Illyrican accent.”
It appeared that Katrina was well-informed about Barrayar and could converse intelligently about it, which made By more grateful than ever that he hadn’t gone along with Pidge’s plan to give him a new identity from a planet he’d never visited. He could see Rish, who was obviously not able to claim to be Barrayaran, mentally reworking her own cover story. She had planned to be from one of the more obscure countries on Earth, a planet which she insisted she knew well enough to pass, but by the time Katrina got around to asking her, she’d decided to be Jacksonian after all. Specifically, she was an employee of House Millefiori, which specialized in prostitutes catering to exotic tastes, and which sent them to Beta from time to time to learn from the experts. Byerly had to admire the elegance of this bit of improvisation – one that not only accounted for Rish’s unusual appearance but supplied a better pretext for their presence than mere holidaymaking. (It didn’t quite explain why they were in Silica and not on the Orb, but Katrina didn’t seem bothered by this. Maybe she knew the real whores were all in Silica.)
Katrina ordered a plate of salad rolls and launched into the intricacies of Betan campaign finance law, which apparently forbade donations from off-planet sources. This turn in the conversation confused By quite a bit until Rish, who was quicker on the uptake, explained that they were not, in fact, there to commit a violation of campaign finance law. He couldn’t tell whether Katrina was disappointed.
It sort of made sense; the general assumption on other planets was always that Jacksonians were up to no good.
“Is there an election coming up?” Rish asked. “I thought you just had one.”
“You haven’t been in Silica long, have you?” said Katrina. “There’s always another election coming up.”
After a bit of polite curiosity about Betan electoral politics, and another round of cocktails and leaflets, and a few gentle nudges from Byerly, Katrina invited them to a fundraiser for the re-election of her cousin, Assemblyperson Tricia Marlette-Chaudhury, on the following night. It appeared that foreigners were welcome to attend political fundraisers on Beta, as long as they weren’t paying for the privilege. “Formal dress. And allow a little time for security checks at the door.”
					*	*	*
“Do you think we’re expected to have sex with the donors?” Rish asked when they were back at their hotel, after acquiring a couple of pairs of the blue denim trousers that constituted formal dress for both men and women on Beta.
“I … don’t know. The possibility hadn’t occurred to me.”
“Just wondering. Dada always says that if someone offers you something for free, it doesn’t really mean they’re giving away their product, it means you are the product.”
“Says the woman who spent the entire trip over here snarfing down free samples.”
“Oh, it’s fine if it’s, like, a wine-tasting. You know they’re trying to get you to take a few bottles home with you; it isn’t any secret how it works. But I’m wondering how it’s going to work with this party…”
“Um. Haven’t your parents given you an awful lot of stuff for free over the years?”
“Well, sure,” said Rish, “but I guess children are always a product. In a sense.”
“They’re not subject to factory recall. Mostly. And a damn good thing, too.” But, apparently, you can order a replacement, at least in this case…
					*	*	*
As it turned out, they were not expected to have sex with the donors. Betans had LPSTs for that sort of thing. They were expected to be the sort of interesting and glamorous foreigners who added a touch of cosmopolitan cachet to any party, while simultaneously reassuring the Betans that their culture and government system were, in fact, superior to everyone else’s. Rish could do all of that without even opening her mouth.
Byerly found it not much more difficult. Rish had booked a tour of the Betan Capitol building that afternoon, as they were going to be mixing in legislative circles, but the tour had turned out to be mostly about architecture, so it wasn’t very helpful. Then they’d gone to the Museum of Galactic Cultures – which Rish had really only chosen because it was next to the Capitol and it was free. That proved to be unexpectedly useful; it revealed a lot about what the Betans wanted to hear about galactic cultures. One simply let slip a few references to one’s cousin-the-Count, confessed to having (real, and serious) differences with the prevailing social and sexual mores on one’s home planet, and let Jordan and Katrina’s mother introduce one around to the other guests, oblivious to the fact that this particular guest was observing her.
Maria Marlette was elegant, attractive, and gifted at making conversation with nearly everyone without giving away much about herself. It was a skillset common to royalty, diplomats, and spies. She was as dark-skinned as the rest of the family, but had a faint trace of an accent that marked her as a native speaker of one of Beta’s minority languages, probably Spanish or Portuguese. A politically useful marriage, By judged.
Jordan’s father – Rob, the former undersecretary of interstellar trade – turned out to be the easier of the two to get to know. He was interested in learning all about the Barrayaran system: how power was balanced among the Emperor, the Council of Counts, and the Ministers; and whether the freedom-of-movement law could, in a sense, be paving the way for a sort of emergent democracy; and what By’s thoughts were on the Komarr question. (Rob was apparently under the impression that there was only one Komarr question, but to his credit, he seemed willing to be educated.)
Rob had lots of thoughts about Jackson’s Whole, too. This wasn’t surprising, as the entire galaxy regarded Jackson’s Whole as, simultaneously, a problem waiting to be solved and an opportunity. Rish was cagy about answering his questions, but many of his observations from his “fact-finding trip” struck Byerly as on point, if twenty-five years out of date. If it had been a pleasure trip, the brand of pleasure involved had included the indulgence of intellectual curiosity, not just hedonism. By was unexpectedly reminded of Captain Morozov.
It was clear that Rob cared about substance, not style, and that he genuinely believed in the power of government to reform and transform. That probably explained why being undersecretary of Interstellar Trade had been the pinnacle of his political career. (Assemblyperson Tricia – from what By was able to catch of her speech in between fielding Rob’s questions – seemed to be better at the style part, and might have a bright future ahead of her.)
As it happened, By did know quite a lot about the minutiae of Barrayaran politics, and even about political theory in general, since Dono and Olivia had often used him as a sounding board. It was probably thanks to Rob’s desire to pick his brains further that he and Rish were able to parlay their conversation into an invitation to the Marlette family’s weekend retreat in a particularly scenic part of the Betan desert.
					*	*	*
The Marlettes’ weekend home was described rather ominously as a “camp,” but luckily that just seemed to mean you slept above the ground, in a pleasantly wasteful air-conditioned room, instead of in a naturally cool tunnel well beneath ground level. It was similar, By decided, to the way most high-Vor families on Barrayar owned “rustic cabins” that were definitely not.
There was, however, desert-trekking on offer, as well as a confusing sport that was called beach volleyball although the only water on the premises was a large, domed swimming pool, a rare luxury on Beta. (He’d thought it was bitch volleyball at first, because of Maria’s accent, and really, that would have been a more appropriate name for it.) Participation in these activities seemed to be more or less obligatory, at least if you were trying to insinuate your way into the Marlettes’ confidence. Whether they were marching through the desert or spiking balls over a net, the Marlette men looked perpetually fit, relaxed, and hearty, while the women looked fit and glamorous; none of them ever seemed to break a sweat.
By late afternoon, By felt incapable of doing anything except collapsing onto the sofa with a cold drink. Rish, more naturally athletic, had nonetheless turned a peculiar shade of indigo that By realized was her version of a sunburn, after attempting to cuddle up and getting a fierce “Don’t touch me!” in response. So much for Betan holidays being sex orgies. If they were lucky, at least one of them might be in the mood again sometime next month.
The Marlettes all seemed to be still going strong, although they shifted their competitive energies to an array of board games after dinner. This was something By happened to excel at (even Star admitted he was rather good at Great House), but the Betan games were all new to him and took a tremendous amount of concentration. He was almost on the verge of winning once, when his attention was shattered by a monumental crash from the corner where a few of the older Marlette grandchildren were playing a complicated game about building interplanetary jump routes. Rather than allowing one of his cousins to defeat him, Katrina’s nine-year-old son had opted to flip over the entire table. (“Don’t do that, kiddo,” said Katrina mildly, “just be sure and win next time.”)
By and Rish slid into bed, physically and mentally exhausted, around midnight, quite a bit earlier than their usual hour.
					*	*	*
As luck would have it, they’d been put in Jordan’s old bedroom. Less fortunately, it seemed to have been stripped of his personal possessions long ago. Betans were an unsentimental people, and their planet’s harsh environment had made them efficient about using and reusing space. Byerly rummaged through the drawers and the closet, in vague hopes of finding some forgotten artifact that would give him an impression of its owner’s personality. No luck. 
There were pictures, though: a few childhood holos of Jordan and his sisters, and a large, old-fashioned portrait of Jordan as an adult, painted by hand, that adorned one of the walls.
He fell asleep with a nagging sense that there was something the matter with the way Jordan looked in the portrait, and woke up to find that whatever was bothering him had grown stronger. “There’s something a bit … wrong about his ensemble, don’t you think? I can’t put my finger on it right now, but I know it’s there.”
Rish snorted. “There’s something a bit wrong about most men’s ensembles, most of the time. You do realize you’re the only man I’ve ever heard use the word ‘ensemble’ when he wasn’t talking about dance, right?”
“No. It isn’t that sort of wrong. Now that I’ve been on Beta a while … I have the impression there’s something that makes him look like an offworlder. Like he doesn’t know how to accessorize properly. And I’m damned if I can tell what it is.” The shorts under the sarong seemed all right – Betans did that, even though it looked a bit silly to foreigners – and so did the red macramé carrier bag slung over one shoulder.
“I am very sure the word ‘accessorize’ wasn’t in Jordan’s vocabulary.” Rish ruffled the hair on his forehead. “Not that I don’t love the fact that it’s in yours, but…”
But local style wasn’t like that, By thought stubbornly. Mostly, people – even twenty-four-year-old male people – knew how people wore things in their own culture, even if they never consciously thought about it. “Maybe it’s the artist who was an off-worlder.” The painting couldn’t have been done from life, he realized; there was a date under the artist’s signature, the year after Jordan had died.
“Maybe.” Rish had already started to dress. “Are you coming to breakfast?”
“Nope.” Byerly rolled over and snuggled down under the sheets. “I can’t think properly in the mornings unless I’m asleep.”
					*	*	*
Breakfast with the Marlettes involved more questions from Rob about comparative galactic politics. Rish, who had no intention of giving away any information about the workings of power on Jackson’s Whole, was relieved when Rosa, Jordan’s other sister, dragged her off to a local spa for a treatment that she claimed would help with Rish’s sunburn.
They had to duck journalists on the way in. “Ignore them,” said Rosa, who had come prepared with a hat large enough to hide her face, “they always park themselves out here.”
The sunburn treatment consisted of being smeared all over with a sort of white clay. Rish was skeptical about its effectiveness; but it did provide a good opportunity to talk to Rosa, who was having the same stuff plastered around her eyes to prevent crow’s-feet.
“That’s a very nice portrait of your brother in our room,” Rish remarked. “Is it by a local artist?” She wasn’t sure what By had been on about, that morning, but his hunches were usually worth checking out.
“Yeah. Mom and Dad thought it would be good to commission someone from around here. Jordan loved it here when he was a kid. Everything’s more relaxed out here, you know?”
“Mm-hmm,” said Rish, thinking privately that if the Marlettes’ desert-camp lifestyle was their idea of relaxed, she’d hate to see what their lives were like in the city.
“So they found this artist they both liked, and she worked from one of the holos we took the last time Jordan was here. I like that he looks happy in it. I … think this was always the place he was happiest. He didn’t ever really like school. Didn’t take to it.”
“He studied vid editing at Silica University, didn’t he?” Rish vaguely recalled this detail from one of the obituaries she’d read.
“Yeah, for a while. He dropped out before he finished his degree.” (That part hadn’t been in the obituary, and Rish suspected that, despite the vaunted Betan freedom of information, the Marlette family had successfully curated the details released to the public.) “Mom always felt like he wasn’t living up to his full potential.”
This was a familiar turn of phrase for Rish, although no one had ever accused her of failing to live up to her full potential.
It occurred to her that when she’d tried to raise the subject of Jordan with his mother yesterday, Maria had stiffened in a way that made it clear she really did not want to talk about her son, while remaining outwardly courteous. That had seemed familiar, too. Of course, the Baronne had several children she didn’t much care to discuss outside the family, these days, and it wasn’t at all clear whether this was an Erik-situation, or more of a Tej- or Amiri-situation.
It probably isn’t any of those, Rish reminded herself, he’s dead. It was understandable that people might not want to talk to a stranger about a son who had died young. But maybe it was even more understandable if they feared that the death might have been their fault. Or that he’d chosen to take someone else with him.
Rosa, at any rate, clearly did want to talk about Jordan, and Rish had the sense that a non-judgmental outsider was a welcome presence just now. “We loved him, of course, but I sometimes wonder if he knew that we loved him, you understand?”
“Oh, yes. He sounds a little like my youngest sister,” she offered. (This was breaking one of the Baronne’s dicta: one kept the family relationships as opaque as possible before outsiders. But Beta wasn’t Jackson’s Whole, and just now, Rish found that she didn’t really care what the Baronne would think if she were there.)
“Oh. You get it, then. Did your sister ever … I mean, what’s your sister doing now?”
“She’s married. She moved to Ylla with her husband. It’s been more than a year since I’ve seen her.”
“You miss her?”
“Yeah.”
“Still, you know. You’re lucky she’s … out there, and she’s found someone. I did hope that Jordan and Jessica, his girlfriend … well. She seemed to make him happy for a while, anyhow.”
“Had they been together long?”
“A couple of years.”
“Did you know her well?”
Rosa reflected for a moment. “I don’t know. I would have said yes, but do people ever really know each other well?”
“Sometimes,” said Rish, hoping that Rosa wasn’t about to go all philosophical.
“I mean, that kind of people. Actors,” Rosa explained, seemingly oblivious to the irony that most of the public regarded politicians as that kind of people. “She always seemed very down-to-earth for someone in the entertainment industry, don’t get me wrong, but I had the impression there was something under the surface that she wasn’t showing people. Like, places we weren’t allowed in. But I guess Jordan must have been allowed in, because I can’t see him staying with her if he hadn’t been. He was always very hard on people he thought were, you know, fake.”
Rish reflected that, while she couldn’t very well ask Rosa point blank if she thought her brother had committed a murder-suicide, nothing that Rosa had said seemed to disprove Pidge’s theory. Quite the reverse.
On the other hand – Jordan really did sound an awful lot like Tej, and it was hard to picture Tej committing a murder. Actually … Tej had been willing to jump from Ivan’s balcony to protect their family, had understood why it had to happen, but … would she have done it without Rish there to insist on it? If Rish were going to be completely honest with herself, she thought not.
Did that make Rish an attempted murderer?
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Human Cloning Doesn't Work That Way








  After Rosa and Rish got back to the Marlettes’ home, Rish excused herself and went up to the guest room to think. She was very curious, suddenly, about Jessica, but they surely didn’t have enough time to befriend Jessica’s family and friends too, even if they’d had someone to give them an introduction. In Rish’s limited experience, public officials could be surprisingly easy to meet, especially in places where they were elected by popular vote. Entertainers were trickier, and you really needed to know the right people. 
She did have a few contacts on Beta, dancers and choreographers who had also worked in the vid industry, or knew people who did. She spent most of the afternoon trying to get in touch with them, with no success. It seemed nearly impossible to reach an actual, live human being, and if anyone ever did call her back, she supposed they’d be, at best, Jessica-adjacent-adjacent.
She finally gave up on trying to call in contacts and went to find By, who was lounging by the swimming pool. He was wearing sunglasses and seemed absorbed in his reader; but Rish, who had learned by now how to read certain subtle cues of posture, suspected he was paying more attention to the goings-on in the pool than he let on. She wondered why. Two of the older Marlette kids seemed to be practicing for some sort of swim competition, timed and coached by their parents, but she couldn’t, for the life of her, see why By would be interested in their activities.
“Where have you been?” he asked.
“Off for a spa day with Rosa.”
“I wish you’d invited me. I have been made to play some perfectly ridiculous sport with flags, which is not at all a suitable pastime for this weather. Or any weather, really.”
“They seem to have let you stop.”
“They realized I wasn’t any good at it.” His attention drifted to the pool again. “These people care entirely too much about winning. But I did get a chance to talk to Rob some more.”
“About Jordan?”
“In a sense, I think. About a safety regulations bill for light jump-craft. Tricia’s going to introduce it at the next legislative session, but I gather the policy details are mostly Rob’s work, with a bit of input on the wording from Katrina. He’s put in four years of research, consulting with pilots and engineers, all that sort of thing.”
Four years, huh. “Legislation as grief counseling?” Rish guessed.
“Exactly. I think that’s how he copes with things.”
“And it’s jump-craft safety he decided to make his mission in life? Not suicide prevention or anything like that?”
“Yes.” Diverted from the pool, By gave her his full attention. “Are you saying you think Jordan killed himself?”
“I don’t know, but I think Rosa thinks so. She didn’t say so in so many words, but I’m pretty sure she was hinting at it. … Do we know anything about his girlfriend, by the way? Background, family?”
“Jessica hadn’t very much family. Only her mother, according to her obituary. Literally only her mother. She was a clone.”
“Hmm!” Rish knew that cloning yourself was one of several legal ways to reproduce on Beta, but it was hard to separate it, in her own mind, from the darker associations that the practice had on Jackson’s Whole. “What does her mother do?”
“She’s an actress, just like Jessica was. She’s got quite the reputation for being difficult to work with and demanding, if the gossip columns are to be trusted. I wonder if that’s why she didn’t have a partner and a child the usual way.”
“Do we know where she is right now?”
“I think so. There was a news story about her from just last week.” He tapped the screen of his reader and said after a moment, “Here it is. She’s at a vid shoot on Orient IV.”
“iOrient IV? Damn. We’re never going to get a chance to meet her, then.”
“D’you think Jessica’s a piece of this puzzle, then?”
Rish stared at him, wondering how on earth anyone could think that Jessica wasn’t a piece of the puzzle, and then remembered: Of course. Pidge hadn’t told By anything about her suspicions. From his point of view, this was a Marlette family problem. “If it was suicide, I think she’d have to be. What else do we know about her?”
“Surprisingly little, considering her profession. She doesn’t seem to have liked giving interviews. The few that I could dig up are pretty bland – mostly, talking up her next project and complaining about the superficiality of the vid industry. The sorts of things celebrities always say when they’re talking to the press and never actually mean. She gushed a lot about Jordan in the last one. No real mention of other friends or people she was close to. Not a lot of comment on her mother, for that matter.”
Rish watched him for a moment. “You’re thinking something’s up with her mother?”
“Well, take this for what it’s worth – I don’t know that it is worth very much – but all of the news stories on the Betan network allow reader comments, it’s apparently against the law not to let the public have their say about every topic. It’s about what you’d expect, a perfect cesspit of mud-slinging and conspiracy theories with no socially redeeming value, as far as I can tell.”
“But…?”
“One of the rumors that comes up over and over is that Jessica’s mother bribed the Mental Health Board to get her parenting license. The thinking is that she’s too much of a narcissist for them to have allowed her to breed if there weren’t some chicanery going on. No evidence for it, of course, and spinning elaborate theories about why famous people were or weren’t allowed children seems to be something of a national pastime…”
“But it says something about Jessica’s mother,” said Rish, “that people find it believable.” Maybe something about Jessica, too, if it was genetic.
“Yes. Quite. Jessica herself doesn’t seem to have attracted much attention from the gossip-mongers, at least not while she was alive. I don’t get the impression that her career ever really launched after that first vid series, but she kept plugging on with it. What else did you get out of Rosa?”
Rish repeated the conversation she’d had with Rosa, as precisely as she could remember it.
“Hmm, so Jordan reminds you of Tej? That’s funny, I was just talking to Granddad, or maybe it was Uncle Julian – I can’t tell them apart…”
Jordan’s grandfather and great-uncle were identical twins, a sort of natural clone. They were the two youngest children of the original Senator Marlette, who had managed to produce three sons and a daughter, a remarkably large family for Beta. Rish wondered how much it cost to arrange twins.
“… and he sounded like nothing so much as Count Falco Vorpatril when he gets on the subject of the younger generation. And Jordan, I got the impression, was Ivan.”
Huh. Rish couldn’t really see Ivan killing himself, except maybe by accident, in a groundcar or lightflyer. Except Tej, and our whole family – we almost got him killed, she thought uncomfortably. Yeah. She wanted to know more about Jessica than they seemed likely to learn, and if it was a murder-suicide, she wasn’t at all sure which of the two she’d bet on to be the murderer.
“Anything else of interest?” By asked.
“Not very much. Well, I did ask about the artist who did that portrait you were wondering about. She was local, for what that’s worth.”
“I thought she might be,” said By. “I’ve been looking through images on the celebrity gossip nexus, and there are two or three that also make him look – un-Betan. In the same indefinable way. I expect the artist was just painting what she saw in the holos.”
“D’you think maybe it isn’t Jordan? Because Jordan was certainly born and raised on Beta.”
“No question about that. All these Marlette kids are brought up under the microscope. You’ve no idea how many images of him there are on the network. Anyway, here’s one of the ones that struck me as wrong. Jordan and Jessica at the premier of some very forgettable action vid that she was in. It’s from a couple of months before he died.”
Rish studied the image. Jessica was blonde, slender, and very glamorous by Betan standards, just like most of the women in attendance. It was hard to tell what sort of person she might be underneath the cosmetics. Rish reminded herself that Jordan was the one she was supposed to be looking at. “I don’t think I see it. He looks just like he does in all the other images, to me … But we do know his genetic material has been out there ever since he was a baby, d’you think somebody could have already cloned him? The Baronne will want to have some words with Hargraves-Dyne if they did. She was under the impression she had bought exclusive rights to his DNA.”
“I don’t know. It wouldn’t be the first time. Well-known political family and all that. But I should think that if Jordan had a Jacksonian clone, there would be two of him running around the galaxy right now, not … none of him. Or if the idea was to do away with Jordan, replace him with a clone long enough to carry out a nefarious plot, and then disappear the clone – then where’s the plot? Did he carry it out and did the Betans just not notice?”
“I have no idea. None of this makes sense.”
“It doesn’t make sense to me, either. And our shuttle home leaves the day after tomorrow, and I still don’t know what I’m going to tell your da and Pidge, except that the whole business feels just wrong enough that I’d likely walk away from it if I were in their place. There’s nothing to stop Rob and Maria from having another child any time they want, if I understand Betan law correctly. They don’t need House Cordonah to help them.”
“They don’t want another kid,” said Rish, suddenly very sure of this. “They want Jordan. We wouldn’t be here if they weren’t dead set on having Jordan back.”
“Well, that’s the one thing they can’t have. Human cloning doesn’t work that way.”
“You know that and I know that, but we’re not grieving. You grasp at straws when they’re the only things you’ve got left to grasp.”
						*	*	*
It was late afternoon, with the outdoor temperature soaring upward. Luckily, even the Marlettes didn’t seem inclined toward athletic pursuits in this weather. Most of the family, especially the two younger generations, had gathered around the pool. Byerly watched the children from under his sunglasses, particularly Katrina’s son and daughter. (Rosa, as yet, had no children or partner in evidence.) They appeared happy and well-cared-for, if a bit aggressively competitive, and their grandparents obviously doted on them. And Rosa and Katrina seemed to have turned out all right. He could see no real evidence that Jordan’s parents ought to be kept from cloning him if they wanted to; he had only a nagging, subconscious sense that something didn’t fit.
Someone produced a pitcher of lemon-and-ginger cocktails, and then another and another. The Marlettes were more enthusiastic drinkers than was usual on health-conscious Beta, which was fortunate because it helped to break the ice. Byerly found himself chatting with Jordan’s cousin, Assemblyperson Tricia. He didn’t have any real interest in the jump-craft safety bill, but asking about it seemed like the easiest way to lead the conversation in a Jordan-ward direction.
Tricia seemed mildly suspicious of the particular turn his questions were taking. “Are you a journalist?”
“No,” said By. Under Betan law, you had to be truthful about whether you were a journalist if anybody asked, although he wondered how that even worked on a planet where anyone could post anything to the planetary infonet at any time. Regardless, Tricia seemed to feel that his denial was sufficient, or maybe she’d just had too many drinks to care. She leaned forward confidentially.
“Of course I’m going to see that the bill passes,” said Tricia, “it’s the least I can do for Uncle Rob, but just between you and me, it wouldn’t have saved Jordan’s life. The only thing this new law is going to do is make an expensive toy slightly more expensive. There isn’t anything wrong with the way light jump-craft are designed now. We reviewed the vid feed from Jordan’s accident in committee, you know, and there isn’t a hint of mechanical failure. It was a perfectly normal jump, until it wasn’t. The real problem is that a jump-ship’s only as good as its pilot.”
“Was your cousin … not a good pilot, then?”
“Well, I’d never say this to Uncle Rob or Aunt Maria, of course, but we all knew that Jordan … wasn’t the most responsible person in the world. He was impulsive. Sometimes downright reckless. He went off for a desert trek without telling anybody when he was seventeen and didn’t come back for three days. If he’d run out of water or gotten lost, he might have died.”
Byerly made some socially-appropriate noises about how scary that was, and how difficult it must have been for Jordan’s parents. This – to his pleasure – touched off a litany of complaints from Tricia about Jordan’s checkered educational career. Evidently there was a touch of resentment there, and a long-repressed desire to speak ill of the dead. (Jordan and his tragic death had figured heavily in Tricia’s campaign speech at her fundraiser a few days before, in which he’d come across as borderline saintly.)
Much of Tricia’s narrative involved the saga of her aunt and uncle’s struggles to find a therapist who might instill a modicum of ambition and responsibility in Jordan. Byerly reflected that Udine Arqua’s approach, which involved selecting for these qualities at conception, might be more humane for both parents and children – even if it did result in the occasional Erik.
“And then my aunt and uncle pulled so many strings to get him into the Survey – they won’t usually take people without a university degree, but since he was a qualified pilot, and seeing as it was our family – well, anyway, Jordan could have had a perfectly respectable career with them. The Survey’s a good stepping-stone, I did a couple of years in it myself. But he changed his mind at the last minute and flat-out refused to sign the papers. So inconsiderate. Aunt Maria was at her wit’s end about what to do with him.”
Not so much like Ivan, then. Ivan would have taken the path of least resistance. “Did she need to do anything with him? On my planet, we generally assume people can figure out what to do with themselves once they get to be twenty or so. Sometimes earlier.” He’d been seventeen, himself, when he and his father had mutually washed their hands clean of each other, although he certainly wasn’t about to tell Tricia about that.
“Well – you all go into the military, don’t you?”
“Not all of us. No.” Like any well-trained operative, he spoke casually, even absently; but Tricia’s question made him feel as if he were seventeen again, bitterly resentful of the expectations that went along with being a Vor male and unable to see a way around them. Belatedly, he remembered to relax his hands, which had tightened up.
“Well, anyway, it’s important to have a path. Something that can lead to something later on. You can’t just drift.”
Byerly wasn’t quite sure how Tricia was defining “something,” but he was pretty sure that “leave home, fuck your life up really spectacularly for eight or nine years, and then get recruited to spy on your friends” didn’t constitute a path that led to it. And yet. Here he was.
It occurred to him, also, that Jordan obviously hadn’t run out of water or gotten lost when he went off on his solo desert trek. Which meant he might have had a bit more competence than Tricia was giving him credit for.
					*	*	*
Tricia finally ran out of steam and left By alone by the pool, sipping another alcoholic lemonade and contemplating all that he’d learned so far. He toyed briefly with the hypothesis that Tricia had dispatched her wayward cousin in order to give herself a suitably tear-jerking stump speech. No, he decided. He thought she was too clever to let the grieving-relative mask slip, even for a moment, if she’d done that. Anyway, if people regularly went around killing off their exasperating family members, there wouldn’t be any people left, and he didn’t detect any emotions that went beyond exasperation on Tricia’s part.
A serving robot set a large bowl filled with triangles of some sort of crunchy flatbread at his elbow, as well as some smaller bowls of tomato and avocado dip to go with them; and, eventually, Rob offered around a platter of some rather bland sausages. His evident air of pride, as well as the extensive char marks, suggested he’d grilled them himself. (Betans, as far as By could judge, seemed to have little notion of the art of food, although the dipping sauces that had come with the triangles were tasty enough.) The Marlettes didn’t seem much interested in having a proper dinner this evening; most of them were absorbed in the returns from a couple of special elections for local offices in some place called Basalt. Neither contest was particularly important in itself, Katrina explained, but analyzing the results could offer some clues about what was coming in the next round of planet-wide elections. Rob and Tricia had both made spreadsheets, and were muttering to each other about partisan lean and precinct-level benchmarks and other such incomprehensible things, and arguing about whether they ought to be calculating the margin swing from the last presidential election or the more recent one for Planetary Assembly.
Byerly left them to it and drifted toward the younger Marlette cousins in search of amusement. Luckily, he’d thought to stock up at a kavaweed dispensary back in Silica; K was legal on Beta, but you had to buy it on planet, apparently because the Betans wanted to ensure you were properly leafletted. There was always an easy fraternity among smokers, and it was a great relief to have a conversation that had nothing to do with politics or sports.
He shortly began to suspect that a couple of Uncle Julian’s grandchildren were on juba. They hadn’t offered to share, but he knew the signs. He didn’t indulge in juba anyway; it was ugly, addictive, life-ruining stuff, although it probably had less potential to ruin yours if you were rich and had access to Betan healthcare. It was the sort of drug people went for when they were young and dumb and grappling with a life that felt empty of meaning. And it could damage a jump-pilot’s reflexes badly enough to have fatal results, By was fairly sure, although by most accounts jumping was a spectacular enough natural high that few pilots felt the need for an artificial one.
					*	*	*
Still in a state of K-induced haze, he studied the holo of the Marlette children that stood on top of the guest-room dresser. They were posed on a rock formation somewhere in the middle of the desert: Katrina standing at the top, already a leggy teenager; Rosa about nine or ten, holding on to little Jordan. It seemed odd, he thought, that the Marlettes wanted to start over again with a new child, with both of their daughters long since grown up. Did Betans think you could turn back time? Or did time simply mean something different if you were a Betan, able to reach sixty and take it for granted that you still had at least as many years ahead of you as behind?
Rish was already asleep, so he tried not to wake her as he got ready for bed. It was a relief to take off the clip-on earrings; they pinched if you’d been wearing them too long. If he were staying longer on Beta, he thought, he might have to get his ears pierced. That would be a fun way to shock people back home, if he ever went home – 
He was suddenly wide awake, because he’d just realized what had been odd about Jordan’s appearance in his last few pictures. He reached for the holo-cube of images he’d collected from the Betan gossip rags to confirm that he was right.
Betan boys, just like girls, got their ears pierced at puberty. Jordan had certainly had his pierced; By zoomed in on a few of the images of Jordan from his teens and early twenties to confirm this. So why, during the last few months of his life, would he have taken to wearing clip-ons?
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  By’s mind went back to Rish’s clone theory for a moment, but that was all wrong. Why wouldn’t they have just pierced the clone’s ears? Anybody trying to impersonate a Betan would be sure to take care of that little detail; it would be trivially easy to get it done.


  But…


If you really were a Betan, and you were planning to blend in on a different planet, one where men didn’t customarily pierce their ears – then you might have to do a little more advance planning.


  You’d have to wait for the holes to close.


“Rish, wake up, I think I’ve got it.”

“Mmph?”

“Well, I’ve mostly got it. There’s just one thing I still need to figure out. Suppose I wanted to disappear without a trace…”

“Fine. You do that. Just let me sleep.”

“Can’t, I’ve got a question for you. If I wanted to disappear, where in the galaxy should I go?”

“Athos,” said Rish, now reluctantly awake. “It’s, like, months away from everywhere.”

“What if I wanted to bring you with me?”

“Beta, and then Athos?”

Byerly laughed. “Let’s also say in this hypothetical, I’m heterosexual, so that possibility is off the table.” Betans didn’t lie about that sort of thing, at least not in that direction. Momentarily distracted, he couldn’t resist asking, “Would you really be willing to do that?”

“Maybe. But not if you keep waking me up in the middle of the night … In this hypothetical, would you also by any chance happen to be a jump-pilot?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then,” said Rish, “it’s perfectly obvious, isn’t it? You’d go to Jackson’s Whole. Plenty of work for competent pilots, no questions asked.”

“If you were a nice Betan kid? You’d get eaten alive!”

Rish snorted. “How many times do I have to tell you we don’t practice cannibalism?"

"How many times do I have to tell you about metaphor -"

"- And anyway, even if we did, we wouldn’t do it to a jump-pilot. They can write their own contract if they’ve got any notion of how to Deal.”

“Well, you’d believe you’d get eaten alive.”

“I don’t think so. We had Betan tutors growing up, they aren’t all scared of us. And if you were a pilot, you’d talk to other pilots, and they’d know. I think almost anybody he asked would have told him to try the Selby Fleet first, they’re the biggest and they treat their employees well.”

“The Selby Fleet …? Isn’t that your da’s old outfit?”

“Mm-hm. Dada still gets together with the current boss every year to reminisce.”

“You are telling me,” said Byerly, rolling over and punching the pillow in frustration, “that we’ve gone all the way to Beta to investigate Jordan’s family, and the whole time there’s a good chance Jordan himself is alive and on Jackson’s Whole and being employed by a buddy of your father’s.” His brain finally disengaged from that first rush of adrenaline, and he realized how utterly absurd this whole theory was. “No, that can’t be right, it’s too pat, and anyway Tricia said she’d seen vid feed from the accident in some Assembly committee, which means the whole Betan government has got the vid feed and thought it was all right. Forget I said any of this, let’s go to sleep.”

Rish looked at him, wide-eyed. “By. Of course there would be a convincing-looking vid if they staged it! Jordan was most of the way to a vid editing degree, and Jessica had spent her whole life in the industry. About the only situation where there wouldn’t be a vid is if it was a real accident.”

Damn it all, if Rish wasn’t willing to play devil’s advocate, he’d have to do it for himself. “Well, yes – but the converse isn’t true – you can have a real accident and a real vid of it!”

“All right. So let’s back up. Where did you get the idea they might have staged it?”

He tried, a little incoherently, to explain about the earrings, and about Jordan’s solo desert-trek, and about the fact that neither Jordan nor Jessica had seemed a particularly good fit for the lives they’d been born into on Beta. It seemed awfully thin when you did try to explain it – it had been a flash of intuition rather than a logical conclusion – but Rish didn’t seem to think he was crazy. Far from it.

					*	*	*

They had a sixteen-hour layover at Escobar on the journey back. Rish had tight-beamed Amiri, who took a shuttle out to the jump-station and met them there in time for a late dinner at one of the crowded station restaurants. Like most Escobaran meals, it dragged on until well past midnight, and by the end of it they’d been too tired and jump-lagged to think of doing anything but going back to their rooms. It wasn’t until the following morning that Rish had a chance to talk to her brother alone.

“What made you decide to start writing to us again?”

“What?”

“After you moved here, I mean. You barely even communicated with us for nearly two years. Well, you wrote to Tej and Jet every now and then, but that was all. We had to ask them to have any idea what was going on with you, and considering they were about thirteen, you can imagine how communicative they were.”

Amiri put his breakfast sandwich down and twitched awkwardly. “I’m sorry. I needed some time to get my head on straight.”

“It’s all right,” said Rish, “you don’t need to apologize now. But I need to know – what brought you back?”

“It’s a long story,” said Amiri. And then, unexpectedly, “Do you remember an old tutor of ours called Dr. Khalid?”

“Of course,” said Rish, feeling uncomfortable. Dr. Khalid hadn’t been fired, exactly – she’d quit – but you could make an argument that she’d quit because Rish had told the Baronne too much about what went on in her lessons. Rish had been fourteen, and resentful of the ways Dr. Khalid seemed to be making Amiri think too much about things that Rish, for her part, hadn’t wanted to think about.

“I went and looked her up.”

“Oh. How is she?”

“She’s fine. Teaching at a university on Earth. Well – finding out that she was fine was a bit of a surprise. It caused me to rethink some things.”

Rish’s eyes widened in surprise. “You thought our parents … had her killed?”

“It had crossed my mind, yes.”

“My God, Amiri! Have you even met our parents?”

“Of course I have. Have you?”

“Well, yes! I live with them, in case you hadn’t noticed!” Rish wondered how two people born and raised in the same family could see such different things when they looked back at it. “I’m not saying they’re saints. I know as well as you do that they aren’t. But you have to know they’ve always dealt fairly with people who work for them, especially off-worlders. They wouldn’t do that.”

“No, I guess not. Clearly they didn’t, anyway.” Amiri fidgeted with the handle of his coffee cup. “At any rate … once you step away for a few years, you start to see things in more perspective, I guess. I realized they were trying to do what they thought was best for us, even though I disagree with most of their ideas about right and wrong. And, well … things can change awfully fast on Jackson’s Whole, you probably know that better than I do. You don’t want to … leave things unsaid.”

“And if we weren’t on Jackson’s Whole, and you hadn’t already been in contact with the kids – would you have gotten in touch, eventually?”

“I don’t know. I guess I would have, after a while. No matter what some of our sisters seem to think, I don’t hate any of you. It’s just … complicated. I was always a little jealous of you and Em because it seemed so simple for you.”

“You didn’t come across as jealous. You seemed downright contemptuous, some of the time. Especially when you went around quacking at us.”

Amiri flushed. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair play.”

“Hey, since when has anybody in our family ever cared about fair play?”

“Since never, I guess. Quack quack.”

Rish snorted.

					*	*	*

Rish had said to give her the holo-cube of images and let her do the talking once they reached the Selby Fleet office on Bharaputra Station, which By was only too glad to do, since the first response she got to her question about whether anyone who looked like Jordan and Jessica had ever worked there was a snarled “Who wants to know?”

“Baron Cordonah,” said Rish coolly. “Take me to Baron Selby if you’re not sure, he’ll know who I am.”

“Very well,” said Selby’s lieutenant, who obviously did know who she was, at least by reputation. “Yes, they do work for us. He’s a pilot, she’s a navigator. Good, reliable team. Are they in any sort of trouble?”

“No, not at all. Is either of them available? We’d just like a quick word.”

“You’re in luck. They’re just back from a run. A couple of the guards will take you there.”

					*	*	*

The guard took them to a sort of hangar for small jump-craft, where a couple of people were working. It took By a moment to be sure he recognized Jessica, who wore no cosmetics and had a smudge of grease on her nose; it was hard to reconcile her with the glamorous figure from the Betan gossip rags. Jordan was similarly dressed-down and had let his hair grow out into dreadlocks, but his good looks were unmistakable.

“Hey, Jordan!”

Jordan turned his head, and then remembered a second too late that he shouldn’t have responded to his real name and tried to ignore the visitors. Jessica, who had been working industriously behind one of the side panels of the jump-craft, was too well-disciplined to turn her own head, but Byerly thought he saw her stiffen a little.

“It’s all right. We just want to talk. We won’t keep you long.”

Jordan wiped his hands on his space-knits and approached them warily. “Did somebody send you here to find me?” His Jacksonian accent was pretty good; perhaps Jessica had coached him, or he was one of those people who pick up accents naturally.

“No. I came here on my own.”

“What do you want? Are you a journalist?”

It was charmingly naive that even after four years on Jackson’s Whole, Jordan seemed to think “Are you a journalist?” was a question that required a truthful answer. “No. I was just curious. I had a hunch, and I wanted to check it out. Why did you decide to come here, if you don’t mind my asking?”

Jordan shrugged. “I just felt like getting away from it all.”

Selby’s guard was still watching them. Byerly pitched his voice as quietly as he could. “Selby Fleet treating you all right?”

“Sure. It’s a living.”

“Are you free to leave?”

“Yeah, I know a couple of guys who saved up and bought their ship after their contract was up. Don’t see the point, though. Selby pays well, and I don’t get the appeal of the whole ‘be your own boss’ thing. Too much pressure, you know?”

Was that truthful? Who knew, on Jackson’s Whole? But at any rate, Jordan and Jessica were clearly in good physical shape, and didn’t seem to be showing any obvious signs of mental distress.

“All right, then. Carry on.”

“Peace.”

					*	*	*

“Well, that’s that,” said Rish, relieved that By’s wild leap of intuition had turned out to be correct. “They’re both alive and well, so we can tell Pidge there’s nothing to worry about.”

“What do you mean? What is Pidge worried about?”

“She thought Jordan might have killed Jessica. That’s why she wasn’t sure she wanted to sell the Marlettes his DNA, she didn’t want to be responsible for cloning a murderer.”

Byerly tilted his head upward, an attitude that always brought out a certain stubbornness about his chin. “Well, Shiv and Pidge didn’t tell me I was supposed to be investigating a murder. They just asked me to make a recommendation about whether to sell, so I’m going to do what they asked. And my recommendation is no.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t think people whose kid faked his own death to get away from them deserve to have another kid, that’s why not. Quite frankly, that strikes me as a no-brainer.”

“Fair enough,” said Rish, thinking privately that families weren’t ever that simple, but it wasn’t worth arguing about. “Crap, we’ve just missed the last shuttle to Cordonah Station. What do you say to finding a room here for the night and then getting some dinner?”

					*	*	*

She let By do the room-shopping by himself, knowing full well he’d pick something extravagant, but she needed an hour or so for a private conversation. Jordan seemed surprised to see her again, but amenable to the idea of a beer, at Rish’s expense, at the Selby Fleet’s favored watering hole. (Rish knew the name of it from Dada’s stories, although she’d never been inside before.)

“My partner told you we weren’t journalists,” said Rish. “That’s true. But I think you had better know that we are, um, investigators.”

“Investigating what?” asked Jordan, more puzzled than wary.

“Have you heard of the Hargraves-Dyne DNA scandal?”

He hadn’t. There was, Rish realized, a good chance that Jackson’s Whole was the only planet in the Nexus where most people hadn’t heard of the scandal. You could sometimes get access to galactic journalism here, but it would cost you, and Jordan – like most ordinary Jacksonians working ordinary jobs – apparently wasn’t the sort of person who bothered.

She explained. And then broke the news: Jordan’s DNA had been compromised, and someone had offered … quite a large amount of money for it.

“How much?”

Rish told him. 

Jordan said, “Damn,” and, after a moment, “Well, I guess I can’t compete with that, they might as well have it if they want it,” and finally got around to asking “But who’d want my DNA? And why?”

“Do you have any guesses?”

He shook his head.

“Do you know anybody that would have the means,” said Rish, “and might be willing to pay quite a lot to have … another you?”

“… Huh,” said Jordan softly, and then, “But it wouldn’t be another me. It wouldn’t be the same person.”

“Yeah,” said Rish. “You’d have to miss someone pretty desperately to think you could do that, wouldn’t you? Maybe you should get in touch with them.”

“Maybe. I mean, they’re not bad people, I get that now. I just, you know, wasn’t the greatest fit for them.”

“I know a little about what that’s like, actually. But sooner or later, you start to miss people even if you didn’t fit.”

“And, well, it wasn’t really their fault, it was just, like, the whole scene. In Silica. Well, really everywhere, but especially in Silica. And another part of it was Jessica’s mom. Have you ever met her?”

“No.”

“Well, count yourself lucky. She really is poisonous. And once she gets your claws into you, there’s no getting away.”

“I kind of figured.” Jordan had – wisely – not said anything to suggest he cared whether Rish went running to Jessica’s mother, or to the Betan tabloids, but that was surely the subtext.

“Your wristcom’s going off.”

“I know.” It was from By, of course, who had snagged them a table at the station’s most expensive restaurant, and wanted to know why she wasn’t there already. Typical. “I’ve got to go. But think about what I said, all right?”

					*	*	*

“Why did you do that?” By asked, after she’d told him. “It’s none of our business if he wants to disappear.”

“Maybe it isn’t. But being twenty-eight is different from being twenty-four, and sometimes people change their minds about stuff. Besides, when he asked you whether anyone had sent you to find him – he was hoping someone had. And trying not to show he was hoping, but I could tell. And I don’t think it was the Betan paparazzi that he was hoping for.”

“I suppose not. But, well, his family didn’t send us.”

“Well, of course they didn’t! They don’t have any idea he’s alive, so why would they? But they do miss him, no question about that, and Rosa thought maybe he wouldn’t know that they would. So, I thought it was only fair that he should have that information.”

“Rosa thought – Good God, Rish, did you tell them we thought he was alive before we left Beta?”

“No, Rosa doesn’t have any idea, and I wish you’d stop looking at me like I’ve violated Jordan’s sacred right to disappear without any consequences! I just told him what I thought. It’s up to him if he wants to follow through. But I’m pretty sure he will.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“I don’t know. I just think … most people’s arcs bend homeward, in the end.” Even yours, wild-caught, however far away you think you’ve run. She wasn’t going to say that last part out loud; he wasn’t ready to hear it, not yet. “Anyway. Jordan can figure things out for himself. I’ve been thinking. Let’s go home.”

“Back to Cordonah Station?”

“I mean, home-home. Of course, we’ll need to go back to the station first to pick up Contraband, but after that – I think you’re right, we need a proper place of our own.”

“Really? What are you going to do about seeing your family?”

“We’ll manage,” said Rish. “It’s their holiday compound, they can be talked into spending more time there. It’s high time Mama and Dada learned to relax anyway, and – well, we don’t have to be together all the time. They can be a bit much, I get that.”

“What about your rehearsals? Don’t you need to be with the others for that?”

“We’ll work something out.”

“In other words … we’re going to have our guest room crammed full of your brother and sisters at least half the time, with somebody sleeping on the living room sofa and likely one or two in the solarium?”

 “Probably, yeah. Would that be all right?”

“I think it’ll do. It could be worse, couldn’t it?”

“Well, we could invite Star to join the troupe.”

“Exactly.”

					*	*	*

Cordonah Station felt less confining than he’d remembered; it helped to know they’d be going back to a place of their own.

Em pounced on Rish almost as soon as they’d arrived. “Welcome back! Did Pidge tell you, the hummingbirds finally arrived! We waited till we got your tightbeam to cryorevive the last dozen so you could be there for the release.”

“Uh … thanks, that’s nice of you.”

“There’s just one for each of the family. Dada’s going to help Toby with his.”

Toby, Baron Prestene’s clone, had been acquired along with the rest of the Prestene assets when the Arquas re-conquered their House. The Baron and Baronne seemed to regard him as a sort of surrogate grandchild, their own children having been rather tardy about producing a third generation.

“Come on, then, they’re all waiting.” Em dragged Rish out to the butterfly-and-hummingbird garden in the station’s atrium, which was flooded with light and lush with tropical flowers. By followed along in their wake, feeling a bit as if he were caught in a whirlwind. The rest of the family were already there, and they all jumped on Rish too, hugging and squealing as if she’d been gone a year instead of a month.

Byerly didn’t really feel himself to be part of this reunion, and so he wasn’t prepared when Em placed something warm and infinitely fragile in his hands. He could feel the beat of the tiny heart as it struggled for freedom. Cautiously, he stroked it, marveling at the iridescent sheen of its feathers and the needle-like beak.

He opened his hands and set it free.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Special thanks to the Strawberry Plains Audubon Center, where I got to hold a hummingbird; and to the originator of an online conspiracy theory that I stumbled upon a while ago. I don't remember all the details any more, but it involved JFK, Jr. faking his own death and being about to come back and do something-or-other, and I thought at once, "Well, if he did, I bet he did it in order to stop being JFK, Jr., so why on earth would he want to come back?" And, more or less in that moment, Jordan was born.
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