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COLLATERAL DAMAGE

| don’t remember the explosion, but | remember waking up, being deaf. My little brother lay facedown in
the sand with singed holes on the back of his T-shirt. . . . Somebody lifted meup. ... Mama. . .. She
was screaming. . . .

Our corridor was destroyed. Across the street four houses lay like broken teeth in arow of rubble,
spilling their pieces dl theway to our patch of grass. | could see past the houses and into thewall. 1t was
black and fiery, and lights flashed in red and yellow emergency colors. The outer walls had closed. In
schoal drillsMrs. Glantz had told usthat if the colony was ever breached, we would not die from the
outside moon environment. The extra outer wallswould shut tight to block up any holes.

Therewas aholein Mishka s deeve with nothing to block it up. She just bled.
ACCLAIM FOR THE NOVELSOF KARIN LOWACHEE ho
BURNDIVE
“Excdlent . . . | recommend it without reservation.”
—NMagazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction
“Lowachee s characters have away of getting insde your head.”
—RevolutionSF.com
WARCHILD
“Impresseswith itsambition.”
—New York Times Book Review
“Warchild unfoldswith the dow beauty of growing springtime flowers.”
—Locus
“ Accomplished, vigorous, exciting . . . Lowachee' s characters are rich and unclichéd.”
—SciFi.com

“Warchild sasmal gem. Well, no, it'sabloody large gem, one that catches the whole of the attention
and causes oneto marvel at the hand that cut it so perfectly . . . Lowacheeisnot atalent to watch, she's
atalent to enjoy right now, and | urge you to do just that.”

—NMagazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction



ALSO BY KARIN LOWACHEE
Warchild

Burndive



For Amber van Dyk and Nancy Proctor,
creative godmusesto Yuri and Finch,

even in the eleventh hours (and there were a few).



Thank Yous

2003 Blue Heaven Novel Workshoppers, incredible writers al, who critiqued and supported past the
waters of the lde: Christopher Barzak, Tobias Buckell, Roger Eichorn, Charles Coleman Finlay, Paul
Melko, Cathy Morrison, Nancy Proctor, Mary Rickert, Benjamin Rosenbaum, James Stevens-Arce,
and Amber van Dyk

AngelaBoord

Hannah Bowen

SueGlantz

Y ukiko Kawakami

JameLevine

Shawna M cCarthy

Derek “D’'m, Ado” Molata

Monkeylint (Sock Monkeys, Sporks, and extraLint)
Steve K. S. Perry

Devi Rlla

Mait Stawicki

The Team a Warner Aspect

Winifred Wong

My readers and street team (Sympathizer Network and Soljet Corps), from Mississaugato Maaysia.

And dl my family and friends who support and love me even when it’ sdifficult to understand what I'm
doing, even when I'm amoody hermit soul, especialy when I'm embedded in abook.



What did | feel that night? You are curious. How should | tell?

Does it matter so much what | felt? You rescued me—yet—was it well

That you came unwish'd for, uncall’ d, between me and the deep and my dream.
Does it matter how many they saved? we are all of uswreck’d at last—

‘Do you fear?" and there came thro’ theroar of the breaker a whisper, a breath,
‘Fear? am| not with you? | amfrighted at life not death.’

—ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON

“Degpair”

1881



When | was fourteen | got the scarlet fever, at least that’ swhat | called it and that’s how | think of it

dill. It snot redly the scarlet fever, not the one you read about in higtory files. Mineisjust thisfedling,
and scarlet isits color. Red. Y ou get so hot you haveto releaseit, but it’sthe heat of a cold sweat. The
fever eats you up insde and you shake like you' re winter, like your blood is made of ice water and you
need to seeit run. Y ou need to touch it and fed its warmth—because it has to be warm. Nobody isthis
dead insde.

When it comes out along your skin thereisn't any pain. Just relief. Just thetiny red rivers of life. And you
can breathe again, seeing that. Y ou can look up. Y ou can spread your arms and touch the edges of your
emotions and maybe they touch back, like something new and curious. Or something old and dmost

forgotten.
And you think, Thisiswho you are, Y urochka. Thisiswhat you' re made of.



ME

2.25.2198 EHSD—Kalaallit Nunaat Military Prison

“Yuri Mikhailovich Terisov,” the woman saysto get my attention. Haven't heard that name, Terisov, in
years—which iswhat she’ scounting on. I’ [I remind you of who you were, she might bethinking. | bet
shethinksit. Let me remind you of who you aren’t anymore. Y urochka Terisov. But we dl change
whether we want to or not, our names are only apart of it, so her words don’'t cut. They fall between us
like promises, hollow and encumbered.

| sitin aroom the color of dirty ice, wrists cuffed to the table, arms spread and palms up like a martyred
deity. Shetaksin deliberate paragraphs that’ re supposed to wrap around my head and smother me with
authority. At theend of it, when | yawn, she says, “Y ou' rein here on consecutive life sentences with no
opportunity for parole. Y ou're only twenty-two years old. Y ou should take this conversation more
srioudy.”

| should, yeah. Except she's so serious she' sfunny. Her fixed attention on my faceis downright
entertaining. She thinks she can intimidate me just because she' sapally, but her sareisn’'t that different
from dl the sares|’ ve ever gotten inmy life.

The face of an angel and the eyes of a corpse, Facone liked to say.

Peoplelook at meif | walk like | want to be noticed or smilelike | want to be touched. Some people
would just do anything for me—or anything to me—if | let them.

People are s0 easy. The galaxy’ sfull of whores.

This polly woman thinks she can come in here, drag meto this shiny, sterile room, and pump metil |
bleed emotion?

| can bang my head 'til | bleed athought, but my real thoughts wouldn’t interest her. Nobody’ sinterested
in hearing awhore speak. That’ s not what you buy them for.

But she waitsfor meto say something. | should respond to her Offer, like the prosecutor of my case had
an Offer—which wasn't redly an Offer, just apat on the asswithout the penetration. A reduced sentence
for ralling on my contacts?

No. How many times, woman? No. Y ou can't afford me.

Maybe once upon atime it was possible. Maybe in some fairy tde | thought about Offers, dreamed
about the passthey could give meif | just rolled over and bit the pillow. But there' sthe morning after and
all those furtive glances, and instead | chancejuries, | chance lawyers, | et alawyer talk hyperbole about
how | was “torn from the loving arms of family and delivered into the clutches of asadigtic pirate” and
that saves me from the death sentence. That saves mein amilitary prison where even pirates might have
access. Because | know They can get me anywhere, and it’ s better They think | didn’t help anyone, that
I’m here againgt my will.

Because| am, redly. Againg my will.

Everyone knows my past, they put it in aFile (there saways a File for my kind) and spread it out for me
likeit'samirror above my head. | lie back and seeit over melike Tr /p>

But she cdlsme migter asif she respects me. She claims sheworksfor EarthHub, but maybe she hasn't
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gone farther outsystem than Pluto. Maybe shethinks* geisha’ in my record refersto some female
Japanese entertainer.

Protégé. | ook at her and think it.

Falcone's.

The Khan.

Don't you know what | am?

Maybe she knows alittle. She wantswhat’sin my head.

“Mr. Terisov,” she says, usng my dead name again. She doesn't blink, and her eyes remind me of
Finch's, my cellmate—Dblack, Go game pieces. Her dark hair’ s pulled back in atall to emphasize awide
mouth and a masculine jaw. Not pretty, but pleasing. Beneath the brown swegter her tits make shapes
like two hedlthy, hydroponic oranges. She can look at my face and wait al day for my confession, but I'll
look at those and we'll see who breaksfirst.

“Mr. Terisov.” Shesighs. “If you don't talk tome, | can’t help you.”

| yawn again and flex my fingers. Need a smoke, manita. These damn cuffs pinch my wrists, and the
good pain’sgone bad. | guessit’ stimeto play now. “What agency did you say you work for?’

Her jaw tightens, just asmall twitch, presaging alie. She doesn't think | seeit, so sheliesanyway.
“EarthHub Department of Justice.”

So not apally, technicaly.
Not apolly at dl.
| nod my head like adowpoke. “ Uh-huh. Department of Justice. Y ou alawyer then?’

No lawyer has her eyes and her bearing. When she walked through that door her body language
screamed polly. They announce themsalvesin small, telling ways, even the undercover ones. | never met
askin| couldn’t finger, and she smdled just like one.

But now . . . not quite so badged.
Military?

“I do work for the Department of Justice,” she says, without the twitch, convinced in her lie. Trying to
convince me. “And | have the authority to table aded with you, but you need to interact here, Mr.
Terisov. You need to look at the facts of your Situation.”

| sniff like she' sadrain of snot staining my good shirt. “Whet the hell d’you know about my *Stuation’ ?’

She blinks, leans back, and folds her armsloosely, probably wishing for distance in this enclosed room.
“I know they had to place you in solitary confinement for your own safety.”

It'sal onthe dow, like she' swasting my time. “ Sure they did. It wasfor their own safety. And for the
safety of those two-bit criminals they shacked me with.”

Thisdoes.” n't impress her. “Deal with me, Mr. Terisov. Cut the gamesand dedl. Y ou canrot in here
with your pretty words, or you can seize the opportunity in front of you.”



“Seize the opportunity.” It makes melaugh. *Y ou write for vids or what?’

Her cheekstighten. “Help us dismantle the pirate operations in space, and we' |l lessen your sentence by
agood portion.”

“I heard this song before. It' stuneless.”

She says, like athreet, “ They’ re going to put you back in the genera population once you walk out of
thisroom.”

Among the mundane murderers and pedophiles. Among ex-military men who were trained to hate people
likeme.

| don’t blink, only smile. | speak to her dowly like I’'m drugged or dumb. “Y ou think that scares me?’
“It should. I know you have abig mouth and amisplaced sense of invulnerability, but it won't save you.”
She kegps being funny.

“I was in genpop for three months, manita, here. Not in transfer. | don’t liketo brag, but it ain't al that
hard.”

She gestures to the shdlow, precise scars on my forearms, tail ends curving to my wrists. Some are older
than my timeinsde. “What are those then?’

“Boredom.”

“You did that to yoursdf?” Sickened by it. Superior about it.

| shrug. | know it pisses her off. “ Thelibrary hereis shit.”

“Y ou honestly think you can survive alife sentence, much less more than one?” Abstract curiosity now.
And now I’'m done playing.

“All my thoughts are honest, bitch.”

Thelast straw, or maybe someone gives her an order on the silent bud in her ear. Sherolls her chipsheet
with my fileinit, stands, and walks out.

Either way, | guess she' s had enough of this pirate.

Poor, dishonest woman from the so-cdled EarthHub Department of Justice. Didn’t anybody tell her?
Doesn't she know theway itis?

Y ou don’t fuck with Falcone' s protégés, ever, even though the bastard’ s dead.

They leave meto stare at my blurry reflection in the polished gray tabletop. No guard to take me back to
my cell, no God-voice through the intercom to pronounce my fate. No torture crew to comein and
encourage my confession. Just the tabletop and me. Tiny white scratches mar the surface, somebody’ s
defiant fever in asmilar Stuation, who knows, but the marks are like everything. Imperfectionis
everywhere, in everybody. All the devilsarein the details and you can exploit them—twigt, stroke, or
sgueeze out what you want. Pollies and govies need optics to see those imperfections, but agood
crimind knowfkxsthem from theinside out.



Like optics. They surround where | sit, embedded black eyesin the grid lines of thewalls, giving a
three-sixty view of my immobility. If | fart they’ [l smell it somehow, that’ stheleve of ther attentionin
rooms like this. But what do optics redlly show them about me? They might gauge my body temperature
and my voice gtress, zoom on my dilated pupils, but nothing will tell them what the last thirteen years of
my lifewerelike.

| told one person, and he still put mein here.
Better to keep your mouth shut.

| learned long ago what it means to take favors from charitable people. No different from a cocktail who
picksyou up in abar somewhere and screws you standing in the closest den. They al want to fed good.
Even so-cdlled service martyrs don’t want to admit that they’ re whoresfor gratitude, but ultimately

they’ relooking out for their own savation. They believe their good works will get them to heaven.

Religiososare piratesin denid. They’ll broker your soul before the prayers are past your lips, but they
don't cdl it that. They cdl it charity.

High mora ground adways gives me a nosebl eed.

Goviesand their dedls aren’t much different from religiosos. They greet you with smilesand Offersin an
attempt to hide flanking attacks. | fill St here because they aren’t finished maneuvering. | know it for sure
when the door opens and a beautiful man stepsin. The woman didn’t work, so they send adifferent
thing. And beauty’ satool, likeaknife or adrill or thelittle meta filesyou useto dig dirt from beneath
your fingernails. This man knowsit. His eyesfix on me as he shuts the heavy door behind him and walks
up to the table, expens ve shoes echoing on the floor. He holds arazor date with both handslike a priest
holds the word of God, standing in front of meto give ablessing or acurse. The tailored navy blue suit
and white shirt make him look like some damn Universalist missonary, except there are no starson his
collar, no badge of peaceful intentions. The silk collar folds open at hisneck like petals, reveding a
column of swarthy skin. Above that, asmooth youngish face, degp-set dark eyesfaintly rimmed by
shadows more to do with race than fatigue. Thin lips amile with seeming honesty.

He knows I’ m looking. Distantly interested, if not wholly affected—both of us are. Because helooks at
me too, with asdlective kind of scrutiny: my coin-round blue eyes and pale spacer skin; my naturaly
bruised lips and shoulder-length, beaten-gold hair, which | haven't combed except with fingers. Y ou have
to know your face to anarcissstic point, Falcone said. It sthe only way to control it.

“My name' s Andreas Lukacs,” he sayswith an accent | don't recognize. Still smiling, but not the grin of a
politician or aplayer, though | don’t doubt he might be both. He sets his date on the table with no
particular emphasis. The display is dead transparency. He takes out akey from his pants pocket and
pointsit a my cuffs, right and then theleft, pressng the trigger.

The cuffsbeep and fall away.
Now thisisinteresting.

He holds out his hand to me. | know this protoc * M)al, though it’s not the culture of every ship or
dation. | take hishand and squeezeit, just so | can fed the temperature of his grip—warm against my
cold fingers, dry and firm. I hold on and look up into his eyes, match his amile.

And then | kissit, the back of hishand, and lick hisskinin along wet track.
Mmm, salty.



He jerks back with adisgusted frown.

Not so self-assured, are we?

“Yuri,” he says, with more control than most would’ ve mustered. He doesn’'t even blink. “Don’t do that.”
Like he' stdking to achild.

“Andreas” | spread my arms on thetable, pams up, free. “Y ou can cuff me again if you want.”

“No,” hesays “You might likeit.”

| gift himwith agrin and travel my gaze down hisbody. A long holiday. “Uh-huh. Then teke a seat. Or

He decidesto sit, but without haste or evident discomfort. Very neat in the way he pushes avay both
sides of hissuit jacket so they don’t bunch around hismiddle. The date stays deactivated. Hefolds his
hands on it and looks at me with the nice smile reasserted. Not a perfect set of teeth, oneincisor’ sdightly
crooked. So heisn't vain enough to spend cred on cosmetic work, despite the expensive suit.

“Y ou gave my colleague quiteajar,” Andreas Lukacs says. Soft likeasgh.

He camein armed, yeah. Not like that straightforward woman and her bullet-shaped vocabulary. He
uses different wegpons.

| fold my armson the table, lean on them toward him, like afriend. “ So you' re from the Department of
Justice too?’

Hishead tiltsto the side afraction. “No.”

“Was she?’

A narrower dare, aflattening of the smile. “Yuri, | think you mistakewhy I'm here”
“I don’'t know why you're here, Andreas, so how could | mistake it?’

“I think you know.”

Helookslike alawyer, but he' stoo comfortable with me. Asif | don't pose athrest.
“Y ou wanna offer me aded like her? What, didn’t she explain my point of view?’

He studiesmy face asif checking for flaws. “No,” he says eventudly. Maybe he found one. “I think she
didn't explan mine”

So he wasthe eyes on the other side of those optics dl the while she sat in here with me. He tested me
on weaker prey.

Not alawyer. Or apolly.
A crooked govie?
| don’t open my mouth. Predators like him you have to weatch in silence.

He wears agold wedding band, caressesit with his thumb, and loses his smile. He leans back and
pressesthe corner of hisdate. The display lights up with ascroll of words. Black on white.



“Why did you never write to your family?’ he asks, tilting the date off the edge of the table, peering down
at it asif the questions are dl in there. But he doesn’t need to look for them. He' s got them behind his

eyes.

My family.

“Yuri?’ he says, eyesill onthe date. “Why did you never write to your family?’

“I’'m not interested in answering any questions, Andreas. Didn't your colleaguetell you?’

Now he looks up. “Oh, come on. Retreating already? | expected more from Falcone' s second.”
“I wasn't Falcone' s second.”

“Protégé, then.”

He knows. He knows exactly what | am. But he pretends he doesn’t, and, unlike the woman, he doesn’'t
try to hideit. Showing your hand isapart of thisplay.

So | don't bother to smile. “Y ou’ re baiting me. My silenceisthe only answer you' re gonnaget.”
“No, your silence meansthat your family isgtill araw subject.”

Isit. “Did your wife take your last name when you married?’

One eyebrow lifts. “My wife?’

“Or husband. Whichever. That ring.”

“What difference doesit makeif shedid?’

Now | smile. | rest my chin on one hand, graze the tabletop with afinger. “1 want to know her nameso |
can arangeahit.”

Helaughs. Surprised, but not nonplussed. “And you think you could, now that you' ve told me?’
Hethinks he could stop me?

More than a crooked govie, then.

“Maybe you oughttaconsult your date.” | point at it. “To seeif | could.”

| know my own file. | stroke the table again.

That should' ve scored something. Instead he keeps smiling. “How do you know I’'m even married?’
| look at thering.

“Appearances,” he says, “can be deceiving. | thought you’ d know that, geisha. Maybe | want you to
think I'm married, so in your head you build a profile of apersond life that does't truly exist.”

| fed my finger stop its movement.
“Now,” hesays, asif % gm">

I’'mon hisfidd, and if | want to know what the gameis| have to make him play. And | haveto play



dong.

“I don't liketo write,” | tell him.

He gives me abig brotherly look. He pokes hisdate again, then turnsit around so | see the heading.
9.17.2185 EHD.

This man visited the Camp, he says he's a captain.

Careful. Very careful. | look at him. “Where did you get that?’

“They'reyour journds, aren’t they, Y uri? Quite extensive. All the way back to when you were nineyears
old. Took along timeto break into, but there they are. And yet you say you don't like to write.”

ThiswhoreisIntel. Worse, as| stareat him, | recognize his sense of invulnerability.
Black Ops.

No other way he' d get that info unless he does this shit for aliving. Unlessthisishislife.
My faceismy instrument in thisduet. | play it cold.

“I don't write to other people, Andress.”

“Not even family?’

“I don't know them.”

“Surely ayoung man of your talents could get to know them.”

“If hewanted to. | don’'t.”

Hetiltsthe date away from me again. “ Pity.”

| shrug.

| need acigret, but damned if I'll ask.

“Y our father died five years ago in the Camp. On Colonid Grace. Y ou know where the rest of your
family is” Not aquestion.

“Tdl meanyway if it'll get you off.”

“What isimportant to you, Y uri, if not your family?’

“Eating, degping, screwing. | leed asmplelife”
Thisamuseshim. | amuse him. “ Snappy. Still on the retreat?”

“Y ou're the one Sitting on the opposite side of thistable, Andreas, when it's much more intimate on my
sde. What'reyou afraid of 7’

Hegrins. “A young man of your taents.”
Half-truth, maybe. That lick on his hand had put him off. But not enough to send him walking.



No, instead hedug in hishedls.

“Let’ stalk about something else, then. aK* |’ He pokes his date again, then didesit toward me. Not a
skittering push, but a purposeful one, only releasing his hand once it sts dead center in front of me. “Y our
cdllmate Stefano Finch.”

My faceisblank. | fed it. Geishatraining.

The door opens behind Lukacs. He does’t turn to look. A medium-height blond man walksin, apolar
oppositeimage to dark and well-tailored Lukacs. This one wears gray manufiber pants, faintly reflective,
and arumpled black swester. He drags achair in with him, setsit at the short end of the tablejust at my
periphery, sts, and loosdly folds hisarms.

| stare at him, he stares back with flint blue eyes. We get nowhere. So | smirk and look at Lukacs. “Y our
prom date? Or mine?’

He completely ignores the blond man and my question. “ Finch. Twenty-five years old. EarthHub Naval,
but awrench monkey, nothing glamorous, nothing intelligent. Born and bred at Hephaestus Shipyard.
Was alifesystems mechanic.” He gestures to the date where Finch's dark-eyed image glows. “Killed his
commeanding officer.”

“And yet they put himin prison.” | can ignore the obvioustoo. “ They shoulda given him ameda.”

Herallson like he doesn't hear, with Finch’sfilein front of me. He' sgot it memorized. “ Father was aso
alifesystems mechanic. Died ten years ago when acoolant pipe burst.” Faint smile. “1 suppose hewasn't
very good, then, yeah? Mother had asow decline after developing Kestrd’ s disease. Too many hours
spent around drive arraysin the early years.”

Hisvoiceisabout as warm as an Arctic handshake.

“He' sled arough life,” Lukacs concludes. “But not asrough asyours, yeah?’

Your point being. . .

“Do you know why hekilled his CO?" Lukacs sayslikethisisnormal conversation.

| shrug. Infact, no. You don't really ask those thingsin prison. And if you do, you don’t expect a straight
or truthful answer.

“I think you care,” Lukacs says. “I think you care so much you screwed him.”

Thereign't any response to give thisman but stiliness. And even that might be saying too much.
“Suddenly quiet,” Lukacs says.

“I'mwaiting for you to quit saf-gratifying. | don’'t like to interrupt intimate moments.”

He amiles. It sasflat asthistable and the other man’s expression. Lukacs |leans over and touchesthe
face of the date. Theimages start to cycle and | recognize the scenes. Me and Finch in our cell talking.
Me, degpwalking at lights-out like an insane person, around and around the cdll. The both of usydlling at
each other on different days. Snatches of sound before the image bleedsto yet another. To a shadowy
frame and the sounds of sex.

| don'tlook at it. Instead | stare at Lukacs. Training makes my voice steady, when | want to reach
across the table and best him to death. “ All your porn got a point, man truthf befito?’



“Youtdl me”

“| don’'t need towatchit, | can get it anytime.”

“Yet you only did it once,” he says, with a prurient tone.
“Hewasn't dl that good.”

Thismakes Lukacs amile. HE sheard dl my argumentswith Finch, my words now just get him off. “Y ou
redlly ought to ask the lad why hekilled his CO. But of course that would require your release back to
the genera population. Would you like to see what went on when you weren't there?’

| don’t answer. The blond man at the end of the table yawns, briefly covering his mouth.
“You've stopped talking?’ Lukacs says.
He sbright.

“All right then.” Thedate dill scrollsin front of him. In front of me. Cycling my business. Finch’ sbusiness.
Us. Lukacs completdly ignoresit, even the volume. “1'll talk—about the fact I’ ve been in your life since
you landed on this planet; you just had no idea. | made sure the court closed your trid from the meedees,
| watched you insde the system so you weren't prematurdly killed; and now I’ ve set you in solitary for
two weeks so | can make my point.”

“Then makeit.”

“Work with meto bring down the pirate organization. Or | might just get your lily Finch permanently
transferred from your cell and in with someone ese. And maybe he can add another murder to his sheet.
Or maybe hewon't lagt anight.”

| haveto pushit. “Do what you want.”

The blond man gets up without any signd that | can see from Lukacs, actudly takes his chair and walks
out.

The door shuts, heavy.

Now | hear my breeth, asingleintake. Likely Lukacs hearsit too. “Where did he go?’

Lukacs shrugs.

“Where did he go?’ Is he your boss, or are you his?

“Isthat your answer?’ Lukacs says. And waits. He' s got nothing moreto say until | drop the mask.

Hereare dl of my mistakes, encapsulated by dark eyeson adate. | remember the night when | screwed
him. When he asked. When | thought | was doing him afavor, but instead | caged myself. These fedlings
areiron bars.

| can't hide when they’ ve mapped dl the corners with optics. Not in that cell. And not in here, with this
man and hisgame.

“Lay ahand on Finch, and you can forget any dedl. | want him safe in our pod. Understand?’ Even
though thereisno sfety.



Thisiswhat Lukacs has wanted to hear from the moment hewaked in. The bastard smiles.
“Perfectly,” hesays.

Lukacs doesn’t smoke, but he came prepared to reward me with them now that I’ ve accepted his hand
in marriage. | blow white cloudsinto hisface to blur the air between us. Once, twice, and by the third
drag I’m jumping. Soaring. Damn near aroused, douched back with my knees wide under the table.
Smoke rolls over my tongue like spring rain or smooth booze. It’sbeen awhile, | ran out in the box, and
Morry the Guard who took pity on me couldn’t find my spacer brand. But Andreas Black Ops Lukacs
knowsit and knows how to get it, clever little puppy that heis.

The smoke in my lungswarms me alittle in this cold, white-lit room. | wonder if that blond one watches
through the optics, if heisthe one who authorized this dedl. He hasn't come back. | wonder if dl the
things Falcone said about Black Ops are true. Average people talk about them asif they only existin
vids, and sometimes you hear murmuring about it in the lower echelons of the government. Part myth,
part dirty redity. Part dirty secret. Technicaly the Agency works for EarthHub Command, but you'll
never find them listed on any govie budget reports. Falcone dedlt with them when hewas acarrier
captain. He said never to trust them. He said he' d kill anyonein his crew or his network who waxed linen
with Opswithout his permission.

But Falcone' s dead, and here| am.

“What happens after,” | ask Lukacs.

“After?’ Hetook his date back, and now he scrollsit, reading something while | smoke.
“After | hand you the entire pirate organization in abig silver-beribboned gift box.”

He dtll looks at his date. Maybe reviewing the porn. “We Il grant you complete exoneration of your
crimes. I'll even put it inwriting.”

Yeah, andit'll be stamped in my blood. “ Say that again with astraight face, thanks.”

Tiny, mocking smile, eyes down and reading. “Unlike other agencies or that rogue Captain Azarcon and
hisalies, we can actualy make someone like you run clean in the eyes of the law. And we can protect
you.”

Someonelikeme. Asif I'm al that different from an Intel whore like him. He screws people for aliving
too. “ So doesthis free pass come before or after you eventuadly kill me?’

Helaughs.
| don't. “If you' re gonnawipe my date, then you don’t have to threaten Finch.”

He says, “Weliketo cover the basesjust in case you decide your own lifeisn’t worth the trouble. Or his
is't.” Hepausesso | can figureit. “But I'll be generous. WE |l protect him from the baser elementsin
I,.He.”

“Likeyou did when | wasin thebox.” Did you?

“Oh, but we hadn’t made adeal at that point.” Now he looks up. “1 asked you if you wanted to see what
happened while you were in solitary. Y ou were absolutely correct. Putting you there wasfor their safety.
It certainly was't for your lily Finch's”



A beat.

| 0". @flick my burning cigret & him. Hebats at it, instinctive, and | reach over in adart and hit himinthe
face. He grabs a me, but I’'m on the table with my hands locked around histhroat. The chair makesa
metallic clatter asit falls back on thefloor.

Most people would seize my wrists and by then it would be too late. But he clamps a hand between my
legs, the universa vulnerability of al men. No thanks. | let go of hisneck and grip his hand, thumbin the
pressure point to bend back hiswrist. Hisfree hand pushes against my face, and | grab that one too.

Then the door opens and the blond one' s back, with agun.

| let go immediately and move to get off the table, get behind it. But Lukacs s hand shoots out and
knocks my head. His other fist grabs me between thelegs, avise. | flinch and lose breath. In asecond he
flips me onto my back and bangs my head to the table. I'm dazed. He' s got me by the neck and crotch,
and the blond agent stands over me with his gun against my temple.

Lukacs says, “Don't forget who hasyou by the balls, Terisov.”
“Fuck you!” The room beginsto dim. | want to throw up.
“Pirate,” he says, leaning over me. “ Remember who the bad guy is”

| can't get agrip onthetable, andif | grip him | think that man will shoot. Maybethe gunisn't set on kill,
but a paraysis pulse would not be pleasant.

Lukacs releases me with a shove. My eyesrun. He moves away, then so does the other man.
“Get back inyour seat,” Lukacs says. Still standing and smoothing out his suit, his hair. Watching me.

| roll and dide off thetable. | haveto hold on toit for asecond and | want to kill him. Both of them. Ina
messy manner. Ingtead | right the chair and St in it, rubbing my mouth with my deeve, trying not to wince.
Swallowing my thoughts. | cup one hand between my legs, but nothing will help. 1 think he enjoyed it.

The blond one stands behind me. “ Cuff him again.”
“No,” Lukacssays. “| think he'slearned.”

So Lukacs doesn't give the orders, or the blond one wouldn’t have opened his mouth. But Lukacs
doesn't listen to him, so maybe they’ re partners, not boss and stooge. After amoment the blond agent
walks around me with asidelong look down at my face, not atilt of asmile. He kegps going out the
door. Monitoring my reactionsin this dealmaking, | know that now. He camein here quick enough.

Lukacs stays standing and rests his fingertips on the table, looking down a me. He carrieson asif none
of it happened.

“Thisishow it will work: you'll go back to your comrades with acover and infiltrate.”

So easy, sure. Wrapped up in nice unequivocal statements. | leave my sneer unchecked. “What cover
could you possibly concoct that anyone’ s gonna believe?’

He saysit like asmooth pickup. “ Say some of your pirate comrades got you “What out. They'redl
factiondized now since Falcone died, the left hand ignorant of the right in most cases. Correct? Blaming
your alies serves our purposein three ways. one, when it breaksthat you are actudly adive and free, we
can point the finger at the actud criminas. Two, since not al of your fellow pirates agree on your staus,



they’ | spend more time watching one another and not our agenda. And three” —with that humorless
smile—"the onesthat do respect you will think you' re ill worthy enough to save and likely do business
with. Which will open the doorsfor me.” And thisisthered point he wants meto get, the rest was
telegraphing. “You'll say eventually that Black Ops hel ped you escape because afaction of the Agency
wantsacut in with the pirates.”

| can't helpit. | stare. “That true?’
He doesn't blink. “That’ swhat you can tell them. Eventudly. After they trust you again.”
“Isthat true?

“Of course not. EarthHub wants the pirates dismantled. Hence our dedl for dl the skillsand info you
have, Mr. Kirov.”

Using my blood name, not the dead one. But | ook at his wedding band.
“Believemeor not, it doesn't change the dedl.”
He keeps saying that word. It has the same sort of tone as Offer.

“Y ou forget one thing, Lukacs—I was caught. By Azarcon.” Evident by thefact I'm even heretaking to
you bastards. “There’'sno way in hdl | can get back with my crew after being on his ship. They won't
carethat | didn't go willingly. Not to mention the fact | didn’t manageto kill hiskid. | got people kinda
pissed at mefor that.”

Hewaveshishand in dismissd. “You'll explain to them that while you were insde you were gpproached
by an agent who wishes to open communications between your contacts and his company.”

| light another cigret from the pack he gave me and watch it burn for a second, an orange mouth eating its
way up agtiff white stick. “ That agent would be you.”

“Yes. And when you' ve regained their trust and introduced me, we' Il both have accessto your friends.”
And what a pretty picture that will make.

The cig deadens my nerves, smoothes me out like a soft thumb on meta foil. “Why would they even
bother with you?” How much do you know?

Hehasn't sat. Helikes to look down at me when he sermonizes. “It seems Kublai Khan's been
struggling with your busi ness contacts since you got caught. Y our contacts’—he saysit likeit'sa
euphemism for sexud favors* much—prefer to ded with Caligtierathan with your ship, what with
Cdigtierarunning Falcone s operation now. Y ou knew that, yesh?” It' srhetorica, and he knows Cdl’s
name might irk me. Falcone' slieutenant and aman who never much liked me or the protégé concept

Fa cone had pushed. “ So an alliance with a—how should | say?—ambivalent faction of the Agency
would be gold for your ship. We have accessto alot of information about theillegd activity in the Hub, |
dare say more than even you could get. And let’ saso say thisfictitious ambivaent factionHub, t f of the
Agency would redly rather the dliens stay enemies. There' s nothing good for Earth if we aly with those
grits; they’ Il only weaken the Hub in the end. Fundamenta Centraist views run rampant even in the
Agency. Not so hard to believe, isit. And your hatred for Azarcon and his peace overturesdo helpin
that, yeah?” Y our. Piratesin genera, yeah. Hate Azarcon. “ Since you never testified against your former
comrades, they won't, | believe, be hunting your head as ardently as you claim. And with you back on
Kublai Khan, you might be able to wrest those contacts away from Caligtiera. Surely your captain
would see dl of thisas an opportunity.”



I’m the captain of Kublai Khan. Whoever’ srunning her now isjust keeping my seat warm. | suspect
who would be running her now. Tgja Roshan, who | didike more than Cal. For some reason Lukacs
doesn't bring up her name, so maybe he doesn't redlize our rivary. She was my lieutenant but not by
choice, just because Fal cone wanted one of his apha crew to watch me on my own ship. But Lukacs
doesn't need to know that elther, at least | don’t haveto confirm it. Out loud | tell him, “Y ou’ re counting
on thefact they’Il respect my link to you.”

“Wouldn't it give you some cachet?” Just like Ops. An overblown sense of their own importance.
“If they believed me. If they didn’t shoot me on sight.”

“Y ou’ re quite a convincing young man.”

“I might not be that good. While we re being honest, Andreas.”

Heamilesagain. “Oh, | think you' rethat good, Y uri.”

| believe him on that. HE sgoneto alot of trouble so far. “None of thiswill work if | can’t even find the
Khan. They probably don’'t use the same codes or sinkholes | used months ago, and the last | 1ooked,
gpaceiskindabig.”

“I trust you had a contingency plan, Y uri. Onceit hitsthe Send that you ‘died’ in prison, you just follow
your recovery protocol. I'm surethey’ll find you.”

He knows too much.

“Andwhat if they don’t trust it, and they meet mejust to kill me?’
Hesghrugs. “Then | don't lose anything, do1.”

“Except your precious plan of infiltration.”

“Risk,” he says. “We both accept it.”

Especidly if hewants something more. To bring down the pirates? How enterprising. How philanthropic
of Black Ops. Like hdll that'sall hewants.

| look into hisface, not that it makes a difference. “Without pirates or gtrits, you' re out of business. That
occur to you?”’

Now he sits. He positions hisdate in front of him once more and folds hishands oniit. “Y our kind don't
dieeasy. 't that what you pirates dways say? Don't fear for me or my job.”

Just fear for your own life, hethinks. Fear for Finch’'s. He lets meread it in his eyes. Why destroy
something if you can contral it? Somewhere beneath hiswords istSknows Zhe full truth.

But Falcone trained me to be patient. So I’ m obedient and listen to Andreas Lukacslay it out, what he
wantsto lay out. What it'll take to get me off thisdirt, if not away to get the dirt off me.

Morry the Guard escorts me back to the genera population, just like that woman had threatened and just
like what Lukacs intended. To let me see Finch, no doubt. To remind me of thisdeal and the absolute
mistake of it. But | makeit anyway, like I’ ve been making them for months, stitching them together in
some desperate pattern that bleeds my fingersin the process.

Once Lukacsleavesthe interview room it’ sadirect route for me, cuffed at both wrists and ankles, a



shdlow shuffle through the hallowed scrubbed-down halls of this high-security military prison. Straight
back to the heart of hell.

Except this hdl spews cold vapors, sitting in the polar region of planet Earth, on astill-preserved idand
caled Greenland. And maybe ther€’ s color outside the tall gates and the reinforced stedl chambers that
keep our evil in, but we don’t seeit. Outside is death weather in the winter, anyway, and military spacer
and dirtsder aike are sent hereif the deed you did was bad enough.

They put me here because the mgjority of men insde these wals hate my kind. They wore uniformsin
other lives, like Falcone had, and Falcone had bided time in this prison too, so maybe that was the
thinking. | was never a part of EarthHub' sdlite, so there can't be any easy insde aliancesfor me, only
hollow reminders of who | came from. Even the guardsliketo tell me. Pirate, they say, with a superior
sneer. It becomes my name, like Whore or Geisha, but at least it' s one that matters. Own it and useit. It
goes ahead of me like a shadow, and once or twice aweek when people test the edges of that darkness,
it bites back. It leaves bloodstains on the floor that trail after my hedlslike starving children.

Even when they put mein solitary | can Sit for hours with my eyes shut because darknessis nothing |
haven’t bedded aready.

So even the guards became cautious.

Thisone, Morry, holds my arm like adance partner. All of hiskind learned early that | would cause no
troubleif they caused none with me. One or two of them tried taunting me, but | broke their bones and
they backed off. One or two of them fell victim to my smile, as sweet and meaningless as romance, and
got me perks of cigs and soap. Eventudly the mean ones got tired of singling me out and left that up to
the other inmates. Morry, with his doping shoulders and hooded eyes, he never raises hisvoice or his
wegpon and seems almost apologetic for our route.

“I"'m taking you back to genpop,” he says, like | haven't figured it aready.

My paceisthejerk and dip of the reluctant. A zombie gait. In the narrowness of the hdll, it doesn't even
echo.

For such an old prison, Kaaallit Nunaat iswell kept up like the discarded concubine of some ancient
lord. Benesth the polished veneer is a scoured surface that might crack with alaugh. Thewallsareas
gray as near-winter skies, with dull red accents on doors and signs, and glossy green floors the color of
seaweed. Dozens of locked and guarded stedl gates, like chastity belts for bored wives, sB } he never
tand between the private interview roomsin the sprawling administration complex and the stacked-unit
wings where the maligned resdentslive. The noise of distant voices carries on the cool air that churns
through the long corridors.

Not so different from pirate ships. Here you watch the shadows too, and take favors where you can.

“You werein that interview room along time,” Morry says conversationaly, as he passeshis
nanobranded wrist through one gate scan and the next. The heavy bars clang and echo asthey dide shut
behind us, cutting off retreat. Black optic dots dog our asses, high and mighty on thewalls.

| shrug. “They thought | was cute.”
“Police?’

Spacers say pollies, dirtsders say police. Morry is so much Earth-dirt that he bleeds grains of sand.
Which doesn’'t make him stupid, necessarily. It can be natura curiosity on his part, but you never know



the routes that information takes.
So | say, “Ask them.”

And | wonder if Morry isonethat Andreas Lukacs paid to plant opticsin my cell or persecute Finch
whilel wasin the box, if Morry knows everything dready and just wantsto play. Hislong face gives
nothing but the stoic-guard glare. Some guards are notorioudly easy to bribe. Or intimidate.

| could ask him, but that would revea too much of my own concerns. So hejust walks at a steady pace
and | hobble along beside him like amarionette with one string cut.

Nothing changesin the landscape of clammy gray skin and arteries of red; we dip intravenous through
onejunkie sarm to the next and it just gets busie—blue-clad guards and dark-suited prison officias
going about their business. And more security checks: narrow scanning arches and big armed men that
paw you with dedicated sobriety. We stop longer at the second-to-last gate so they can run a scanwand
from thetips of my hair to the bottoms of my shoes, seeing through my clothing and my skin.

Then we're at the gate to Santal s Workshop. That’ swhat they call the genpop division, here at Earth’'s
Northern Hemisphere. All the wicked little elves wait past that gate, eager to hammer you into someone's

Specid toy.
My fingers grow giff from the bone-chill air, so | curl theminto fists behind me.

We pick up another guard. | don’t recognize him, but it doesn’t matter, they’re dl faceless at this point,
like you make yoursdf faceless. He takes my arm from Morry, and Morry says, “ Seeyou later, Terisov.”
Asif I’ ve done something that amuses him. | don't havetimeto look closer a him; Mr. New Guard
walks me through the final gate to the Workshop' s wide processing room. Fresh prisoners cuffed and
shoved dready into nonidentity grays sit like dutiful schoolboys adong the benches. They look up at me
with shallow interest. | get moved to the head of theline. Seniority. Priority. Maybe Lukacs sdoing.

“Back again, Terisov,” Stafford says, thefat officid behind his high desk. Santa Claus himsdlf, if Santa
was disgruntled and underpaid. He motions me forward and the guard shuffles me up. “ Gimme your

eyes”

| lean my chest to the desk and Stafford shines his scan into both retinas. He reads the pen display. It
seemsto take longer than it should, or maybe it’ s just my dread adding weight to the seconds.

“Wedcomehome,” he sayseventudly, giving mealook asif he knows something | don't. “I think Finch
missed you,” he adds, not out of any concern. Maybe just to mock. Maybe to make mefed guilty.

Mr. Guard escorts me through the high arch of Santa s Workshop, past the corridor of optics and into
the wide, haf-occupied common area. We cdll it, not so creatively, the Hangout. It Sits dead center of
cdl ringsthat rise three stories high, a coliseum of criminals controlled by amaneuverable, trijointed guard
tower arm that can stretch from one side of the pit to the other in a matter of seconds. The tower bristles
all around like atank, protected by projectile-proof transparent plexpane.

Mounted on the west wall is abroad holoframe, currently deactivated. Scattered below this gaudy altar
areapoor man's set of pews—plastic orange socid seating nudged against long brown tables. The
overdl space givesawide eydine from thetiers of catwalks above. A few familiar enemies play gamesor
cards at the tables. Nobody’ s allowed optical connection here, no surprise, for fear of burndives. They
might not be able to access outside systems, but agood diver can still muck up the localized ones. Even
games can be compromised, and that would just cause ahasdeto fix or piss off some prisoners who
need their battle drama.



In the center of the Hangout a dark man with alight beard laughs a me, looking up from histable’'sgame
disolay.

“Seewho come back to civilization.” He saysit loud, and everyone [ooks up.

| turn my ass and bound wrigtsto them and give afinger in greeting. “Hello, gentlemen.”
The guard yanks meto the side.

“I'll beright back,” | say over my shoulder. “Wave on thevid, will you?’

They laugh, but not from amusement. Anticipation. Like hyenas around adab of day-old meet. My
absence seemsto have made them forget how many of them | bloodied in the past three months. Or
maybe they remember al too well.

Mr. Guard propels me down one of the straight corridors on the ground level, past impact-resistant,
plex-fronted cells, some of them occupied by idle murderers. Two and three doors gape opento help air
circulation and invite alies and dealmaking. Nobody’ slocked down here until lights-out or inspection, or
asaunitwide punishment. We can al walk around freely on most days, within gate parameters and under
eyes and weapons. | doubt there are any corners unmonitored, especidly if Ops hasahand in here, but
what the guards and prison tyrants choose to notice is another thing.

My cell a the end of the corridor Stsempty, or o it seemsuntil I'm directly in front of it. Sticking out
from under the blankets of the bottom bunk are the soles of dirty feet. | breathe out. The guard beeps of f
my cuffs, dides open the transparent door, and shoves mein. | bang a shoulder on the bunk and steady
myself. The feet stir. One hand snakes out from the cover and pulls aside the crinkled pillow, reveding a
dark eye, adice of smooth forehead, and the shadowed angle of a sparse%Z Dly stubbled cheek.

“You'reback,” Finch says, unimpressed. Not that | expected alaser light parade.

Maybe | should ask him how heis, but the sound of his voice reminds me of my own weskness. | rub my
shoulder and step to thetiny sink in the corner of the cell. Aside from that and thetoilet, there’ snothing in
here but the bunks. But it’ sal you need, really. A placeto shit and deep.

| turn on the tap and stick my mouth under the flow of bitter water. Not even that can get the taste of
Lukacs off my tongue. | didn't need to blow him to swallow his offer, and now it' smaking me sick. My
hands stay clammy even after | rub them on the front of my pants. Finch doesn’t say athing until | look
up and around, squinting at the high far corner of our pod, across from the bunks. Thisisthe angle that
Opsfootage was shot from.

“What're you doing?’ He hasn’t emerged from the blankets.
“Hoist meup.” No chairs.
1] WI,H?’

| stand below the celling corner. Lukacs hasto expect this. “Hoist me up, ¢’ mon.” | glance over my
shoulder.

With abit of amumble he pushes down the blanket and shows me his full face, the discolored shapeson
his skin and the severely short pattern of his hair, which used to be wavy long. Now it sticks up off the
top of hishead like adoppy cut you keep degping on wrong. He has astriking face despite the abuse
and fatigue, al cheekbones, jaw, and soul. Y ou wear that around inside and people will want to screw
with you. But he can’'t help it. He' snot aredl murderer like some of the othersin here. Like me.



| don't say anything to his stare. Ther€’ sno point in gpologizing. None of it ismy fault. Our slent dliance
inthis prison stops at sdf-surviva.

“Yougot any cigs?| smell them on your clothes.” Hefindly dides out from the bunk and stretches up to
hisfull height. My height. He' stall and faintly muscled. A machete, not abutcher knife. Heisn't wearing a
shirt and his nipples are warm brown circles compared to the black stillness of hiseyes.

Looks likethey hit him on his body too.

He' sbeing difficult on purpose, because | won't ask about it. “Forget the cigs, Finch. | need to get up
into that corner.”

“I'm not lifting your ass up there for no bloody reason.” Inthat charming lilt. It makes even hisinsults
sound like endearments.

I’ ve been away too long. | move one stride and grab hisarm. Ignoreit when hewinces. And drag him to
thewdl. “Lift meup.”

“Bloody hell, Yuri—" But he can’t win and steadies himsdlf. | step up onto histhigh, holding his shoulder,
and reach my other hand to brace againgt the celling. He grabs the front of my shirt, swearing at me. The
top of my head brushesthe ceiling as| look al over the scuffed gray surface, into the shadowed lines that
separate thewalls.

There sapinprick of black, like amole, stuck between a smudge of dead insect and apie~
Heletsgo of meand | hop down.

“What isthat?’

| drop the optic and crush it under my boot.

He knows but he till asks, “What wasthat?’ What does it mean.

There sno telling if there might be more. 1t would take hours scouring the pod to find them just by raw
sght. Thisisassafe aswe |l get for talking without extraeyes and ears.

“We gave some Ops bastards a bit of ashow that onetime.”
Hisfaceflatenswhite. And he says again, quieter, “What?’

| made him my lily because he asked for protection, and thisiswhat the men in here understand. Thisis
what they expect of me, or they would persecute Finch for hisyoung looks. Claim and deference, even if
it sonly in front of others. He endured it without asound or any kind of open resentment, and certainly
without any show of pleasure. The screw was't anything artful or needy or even dl that satisfying. But
then it hasn’'t been any of thosethingsin along time.

“They were pying on us, Finch. From the moment the guard brought you in here two monthsago.” I'm
beginning to think it wasn't just prison protocol that put him with me, young to young, pirate to pigeon.
“Why’d you kill your CO?How'd you do it?" Y ou seem too gentle.

Hewalks back to hisbunk and sitson it. He badly wantsthat cigret, his knee bounces with nervous
desire. “Ops. What the hdl are you taking about?’

Not going to answer me? Lukacs harped on it, so | want to know. “Why'd you kill your CO. Y ou’re not
akiller.” Yet. A prison like this could make you a better one, or make you into one.



Hedtsthere.

| stand in front of him. He watches the saggy knees of my pants, can bend and bite them if he wants. Not
that he wants.

| fish out the pack of cigs Lukacs gave me, pull astick and spark the end with my fingerband. Now Finch
looksup as| blow astream of blue smoke into hiseyes. Y ou want this.

“Why'd you kill your CO.” Last time asking.
Hisjaw istight. “I burned him through the gut with a pipecutter.”

That sweet accent belies the violence of the words. And he gtill avoids. So | flick ashes onto his lap.
“Hephaestus Shipyard?’

Histeeth are clenched, but his breath shootsthrough themin ahiss. “The hell isthis, Yuri?’

| made a deal with Ops because they want to get you killed. Now I’ d like to know. Everything.
“Shagging you was abig mistake. You're usdless.” | gestureto his bruised body. “Look at you. | was
gone two weeks. Who did this?’

Now he' s hurt, but in away that makes him want to hit me. It' sall ib p a{ n hiseyes. HE snot akiller
because he can't hideit in hiseyes. “If I'm usdess then you don't need to know.”

“Wex?Dulay?’

He doesn't answer.
| leave the pod.
“Yuri!”

| head to the Hangout, can hear the voices and the vid going. One sweep, and | zero on Wex playing
Ghogt at one of the game tables. Wex the rodenty bastard with upper-lip hair that never grows more than
agparse comb line. Dulay’ s nowhere in Sght, nor is Jones, his crew. | gpproach on Wex' sblind side,
brief slence flanking me before someone gives awhoop of excitement. Fight. Wex turnsin his seet just as
| tossmy cigret & him, then plant my figt into hiseye.

Hefdlsoff thechair. | kick hisribstwice and acircle of men surround us asif they were called.
Gladiatoria shoutsand animal grunts erupt, and I’ ve got maybe ten seconds before the guards pull me of f
him. Hetriesto grab my legsfrom his position on the floor, but | step aside, reach down to seize his
shirtfront and pummel hisface afew times. Wet thuds and cracks. Finch’ s voice behind me rises above
therest. “Yuri, stop it before they—"

But nobody’ s going to punish me. Not if Lukacs wants his plan to work. So | trust the agent just allittle. |
trust I'll get something out of thiseven while he gloats.

Wex on thefloor, bleeding. | kick him again before officia hands wrench me back and shove me
facedown, yanking my arms behind me. Prison boot gray, then the shinier black of the guards swarming
among them. The noiseleve declinesdl at once, and I'm laughing asthey haul me up. Wex isill onthe
floor, curang at me and dripping red. | spit on hislap.

“Go near him again, and I’ Il make you so pretty even Dulay will want up your ass.”

“Shut up, Terisov!” Mr. Guard daps my head and wheels me about, a brisk march back to my pod.



Finch runs up beside me, glancing over his shoulder. Some of the prisoners laugh—at Wex. Wait until
word getsto Dulay and Jones. | can count the seconds.

“You'relocked down,” Mr. Guard says, propelling both me and Finch insde. The door dams. A
command into his commstud makes our pod beep. No leaving now. But aso no getting in.

| gotothesink, turnit on, and stick my bruised knuckles under cold water. | hear Finch pace behind me.
“Quit prowling, it sannoying.”

He stops. Doesn't reprimand me because beating the shite out of Wex iswhat I’ m supposed to do, and
it ssent aclear sgna that I'm back with al previousrights and privileges.

Finch sits on the bunk, head in hishands. And | know exactly what happened in those two weeks | was
gone.

Asdoes Lukacs. Who put mein solitary so it could happen. So he could hang it over my head. So |
could hate my decisions.

| dmost reach out to put my hand in Finch’ shair, but he turns away, till not looking up, and lies o$ear
Whn the bunk with his back facing me, noseto the wall and arm tucked up under the pillow.

Go away, Y uri. You and your questions. He doesn't care about Ops now. But he'sglad I’'m back, ina
way. | can tell by theway he refusesto look at me.

In darkness we can talk. Lights out, each of usin his own pocket of black and shifting restlessness, |
stare up at the ceiling | know is there but can’t see. His voice winds and twists up toward me like smoke
from the bunk below.

“Why do you want to know?’ he says. About Hephaestus.

Because L ukacs dropped the hint to make me fed dirty, dirty enough to get into bed with hiskind. And
why don’t you hate mefor what | did to you. Why don’t | hate you for what you asked me to do.

“I'll tell you after you answer me.” Some of it anyway. Enough so he doesn’t mess up the dedl.
He squiet for along few minutes. Then, “Y ou know about Hephaestus Shipyard?’

“It' son the Rim and services mostly Guard stations. Right?’ It was atarget for pirates now and then, to
get parts. | don't reckon it’sa paradise.

“Yeah.No.. .| mean...youknow about my parents or—"
“Y eah. But your CO?’

A long breath out. “It' sarough place. Sort of like here. In here. | used to get into scuffleswith him. You
know . . . fights. Bloody fights. | don’t know, for whatever reason he liked to get at me for onething or
another. Either | did my work too well, or | wastoo quiet, or . . . whatever.”

Because you look like you can't take care of yourself, Finch. But his defiance isthe kind that brews.

“So one shift he got into me too much, and | jabbed him. With alive cutter. And that wasit.” He sniffsa
little but not quite in remorse. Reliving the decision, maybe. Sorry to be in here because of it, but not
sorry that he doesn't have to put up with the CO anymore. And probably hislack of shame made the
sentence harsher.



“How’ d he used to get into you?’ There are alot of ways to haze somebody.
“You know.” Now he' sirritated. “ Taunts and shite.”

“And from that you just assume that when you get into prison, you ask your cellmate to shag you for
protection.”

The dark can make you speak secrets.

| need to be clear, if for nothing e se than my own guilt. “ So your CO fucked with you.”

He doesn't answer, at least not verbdly.

He either let me do him, or it would be adozen others, and lifeis al about the lesser of the two.
“Sowhy did you?’ he sayseventudly. “Y ou didn’t want to, so why did you?’

“Who says| didn’'t want to. You're so0 ">"So ort of cute.” We re having this conversation now when |
never wanted to know before.

Before. Before abastard in anice suit showed me footage and said, Thisiswhere we control.
Theminutesfed like heavy bootsleaving imprints on my chest. A long march until tomorrow.
“Y ou sarted walking,” Finch says. “After.”

“I'vedwayswaked.” Not redly.

“You wak inyour deep, and you talk to me. And it sarted after.” Hisvoice sounds hollow with the lack
of light.

“Yeah, | told you about my dog, right?” Thefirst time, he said. Then he never told me again what | said
to himwhile | spun adeep.

“That'snot al you talk about.”

“Then what ese?” Maybe my voiceisabit too sharp.

“Your life)” hesays, and it sinkslike an anchor.

Sarcasm keeps me unmoved. “1 was born, | grew up?’

Heignoresit. “1 told you about Hephaestus. So now what the hell was that optic?’

“Ops. They wanted to make aded withme.” If anyone slistening, they know this aready.
“Black Ops.”

“They’ re sending me back to space.”

“Why?" Alarm. Thinking of hisown skin, probably.

“Don’'t worry, the dedl includes your safety. He said he' d protect you, and once I’ m off-planet I [l have
resources. | can follow up and make sure he does.”

Why, isthe silent question, but he doesn’t ask it, and | don't offer. Why would you bother, Y uri.



“Won't people look for you?’ he saysingtead. “How are they going to get you out? What does he want
you to do once you' re back in space?”’

“You don't need to know dl that.”

“Wdl ...when?’

Now the black fedls oppressive. “Tomorrow.”

“They’rejust going to waltz in here and free you?’

When are people like Lukacs ever that generous? “No. No, first they’ re gonna make me hurt.”

The lockdown liftsfor breskfast, and Finch and | go to the mess hall with looks and murmurs biting at
our heds. Thelittle humility lesson has become common gossip. Morry the Guard eyes me with
something between fear and disdain—uwith ahint of something elsethat | read as smugness. Whatever
he' s smug abouit.

“There sDulay,” Finch murmurs, aswe take our end of the table with our trays of prison gourmet.
| don't bother to look.

Start something, | think at them. Get it over with.

But they won't now. They’ ve got better idess, dl dectrified by EarthHub Black Ops.

It'san hour before lights-out and common lockdown, Finch is off in the shower, and | need his absence.
There was adread following behind us the entire day and maybe he saw it in me, felt it, because he
hovered in the pod when | decided not to leave it. No games, no exercise, no idle benign deals with
felow inmates. And | didn’t tell him to go; we were Sllent attendees to the same party, watching the
fedtivitiesfrom the safety of thewall. But now he' s off in hisroutine and | need ashank. Itsweight could
fool meinto thinking | have defenses, but there are none when it comesto the fever and aded. There's
nothing but that itch and the heet, and the findlity of apromise.

| crawl over to hisbunk and edge my hand behind his pillow and down to the iron frame. There, right
wherel left it, asharpened tip of atoothbrush. | yank it from its taped housing and lean back against the
bunk, breathing hard even though it took no effort. My hands shake, my grip diding damp against the
plagtic length. It' s been along time. | had nothing sharp in solitary.

But old friends or old sicknesses don’t need introductions. They housein you like breath in your lungs.

| hold minein until | let out the scarlet fever. A long line across my skin with that sharp point, and it
doesn't redlly hurt. The path isfamiliar, therelief so strong | dmost bone from it. My leg stops shaking
and my eyes haf shut. And my mind dipsto that onetime | had him and theway hishair smelled like
cheap prison cigs, not like my spacer brand at al. Not like space. | ran those dark waves through my
fingers and thought about the stars. How they winked with promises, but they dwayslied.

And he said, “Areyou done?’ with his cheek turned into the pillow so | could barely hear the words. But
his neck was red from my marking him with my teeth, deep and damaged enough that anyone who saw it
would know. Y ou're mine. Areyou done. No, thisisjust the start of it. The rest of my lifein here, and
some dark passing of yours.

But | climbed out from his bunk and went to the sink and drank from the tap. | leaned ahand on the edge
and expected to hear him turning to thewall, but instead | heard nothing and when | looked over he was



daring a me, unmoved.
“What' reyou doing in here?’ | asked him.
“| don't redly have achoice.”

He was answering the silent question, thething I’ d just done to him, but it wasn't what | asked. And
maybe he just couldn’t somach the idea of men like his CO doing the same, and | wasyoung at least.
Onthe surface, | was young.

When | went back to the bunk I saw how gtill he got, how the shadows from the dim light cut his body
into sharp edges. And | knew if | touched him again he would make me bleed.

Likel’m bleeding now, except with acut dong your arm you don't fed that stillnessin anything but
yoursdlf. Nothing gazes back with that black judgment except that thing you see whenen | oo b you
shut your own eyes. And my heart settles.

When | hear the door dide open | want to smile and say to Finch, C' mere. Becausethisisthe last time
before | go, and | promiseit won't hurt. Not you, at least. Sex is no antidote to death, but it can giveit a
buzz.

“Pirate,” they say, and it’ snot Finch’ svoice.

| open my eyes. Insde the cell are three men. Wex, Jones, and Dulay.

“Look,” Dulay says, “ he started without us.”

The blood runs down my arm in addicate rivulet. And everything it carried surges back to mein arush.

In that interview room Andreas L ukacs sat acrossfrom me and said, “ Y ou're going to have to be killed.
The only way to get you out of this prison without causing suspicion isthrough the morgue.”

And | laughed, because a the time it was funny. And appropriate.

“It'sthe only way,” Lukacs said, with this agreement between us, asraw and hard as arape.

“You don't haveto be so smug,” | said. “They can kill mefor redl, and that won’'t get you anywhere.”
“No,” hesaid. “I gave specific ingtructions. And they have astakein it. Cred, for one.”

So Andress Lukacsis my first Black Ops cocktail. But | doubt this drink will go down smooth. He says
there are guards he can use. There are men | haveto face. And there spain | haveto take, but it’sal
right, after that I’ [l befree. Like asoul onitsway to heaven, if you believe that sort of shit.

| don't even bdievein hdl. But | think hdl bdievesin me.

| get to my feet asthey edgein, two large men and one wiry sadist with a bare moustache We dl know
why we're hereand retdiaion isonly asmal part of it, the officid part of it. The part that will hit the
Send and convince the govies until someone figures out the truth. Wex or his partners don’t say aword.
They look a me, waiting for some reason. For me to move, maybe. Or run. Because running gameis
much more of achdlenge.

But there' snowhere to run, and that’ s not part of the deal.

When someone bests you until you' re unconscious, you stop fedling the blows long before the dark.



These men aremilitary. They’retrained. They know exactly whereto kick.
“Keep hisface clean,” one of them says. “L eave the head.”
Brain damageis nearly impossible to repair. But everything e se—

Dulay and Jones hold me by the arms and the hair, on my feet, and Wex works up asweat with his boot
and my body.

This pain fucks you from the insde out. Degper than sex and more intimate than akiss.
It feastslikean animal. | fed every bite.

Wex findly kneesmein the groin, and they let mefall. On my knees and then on my face, and everything
isajumbled, pulsing netherworld. Sound pools around me and congealsto distant noise. Voices. Violent
words. A kicking foot and abanging door. And I’'m back in my memory to thefirst time | was ever on
thefloor likethis. My cocktail dammed the toe of his boot into my sde. My back, my thighs. Then he
stroked my hair and called me pretty assin.

“Yuri,” hesays “I never should veleft.”
A drange, bruta thing to say.
“Yuri. Stay with me, stay awake. One of you assholes get the doctor!”

My body isawet cocoon, upside down, hanging from my feet. All the blood rushesto my head. It must
be there because | hear it flow through my ears. A loud roar, pulling at me, dashing me against arocky
shore. But someon€' s breath isin my face. Someone' s breathing for me. Trying to anchor me, but | just
want to float. To disappear in the dark whereit’ s safe. But it’ sakiss of rain on my tongue. | remember
the taste from my childhood. Out by the lake, under gray skies. Cool droplets caressed my skin in misty
touches. Gentle astears.

And after that | die, but it'snothing | haven't felt before.
It snothing a all.

Thefirg night | carried on a conversation with Finch in my deep he said I’ d did down from the top bunk
and went to the sink, drank water from the tap, then started to pace the width of the pod. He asked me
what was wrong, and apparently | said, “I’'m sorry, | didn’t mean to.” He asked me what | meant by
that, and | answered, “I won't do it again.” And | walked around and around the perimeter of our space,
tracing my hand over surfaces, telling him about the dog | had on Colonid Grace. After an hour | climbed
back up into bed and didn’t speak for the rest of the night. | woke up the next morning, took apiss,
looked over at him haf-hidden under blankets and he was holding the sharpened toothbrush in hisfigt, his
back to thewall. | threw my towe at hisface to wake him up. | asked him if he' d had an urge to brush
histeeth in the middle of the night or what.

And he stared a me with hisdark eyes, and said, “What was al that shit about your dog?’
| didn’t know. | was adeep. He must’ ve been high.

Hesad, “You circled this pod like awhirling dervish and wouldn’t shut up about your dog.” And then his
voice dropped. “ About your ship.”

Then | remembered sometimes on Genghis Khan, and later on my own ship, | used to deepwalk



through the corridors and talk to people—vacant-eyed, they said. | never remembered what | said.
Sometimes it was gibberish, they told me. Sometimesit wasn't. Apparently onetime | knifed somebody.
It spooked them because | knew them and the ship, even without lights. And when | walked | made no
sound.

Finch looked at methat morning asif I"d died and come back to life. Like he wasn't sureif something
€lse had returned with me, or if | had returned at all.

Somebody’ sstroking my hair with icy fingers. | open my eyesto adim white light glowing from thetable
KTW beneath me, casting close shadows around my body. It isn't agentle hand on my head. It'sjust
the cycled air tinged with the breath of outside. Cold freedom.

I’m in the prison morgue, on ameta drainage table, covered with a sheet up to my chin. Above are
round medica lamps and an examination arm leaning over melike acuriousindustria dragon. | know it's
the morgue from its chill air, its sllence—the sarcophagi nothingness of a place where only the dead are
kept. I'm naked. And the pain isamultitude of sharp fists pushing into my body, al over from the neck
down. Beneath my skin and the transparent aidtape is the incessant itch of industrious bot-knitters, fiery
nano-ants with healing purpose.

They gave medrugs. | fed them sailing through my systemn, hydroplaning, but they didn’t last long enough
to keep me adeep. | can’t move though. | try to lift ahand, twitch it, and the sheet fals open. The frosty
ar againg my skin makes the swollen areas around my bruises come dive. With teeth.

My breath soundsloud. After amoment | redizel’ m crying.
The most usdessthing.
But it'sjust pain and drugs, and it passes, like everything.

A door bangs open on my right, throwing light over mein shards. | squint. It shuts, and footsteps
approach. A woman says, “ Y ou're awake? Good. That will makeit easier.” She grips my shoulder.

| flinch and jerk to the side, uncontrolled, one flop like afish. The movement kicks mein the gut. All
movement now is nothing more than extended abuse.

“We haveto hurry,” she says, and callsup adim glow of yelow dl around the room.
“Screw it.” My throat israw, my wordslikelittleiciclesfaling to thefloor. Shattering in syllables.

She grabsmy arm and tugs meto st up. | flail afigt, hissing. It isn't much of afight. | end up dumped
againg her shoulder, her hand gripping the back of my hair to get my face from her neck. And |
recognize her clean femae scent. Lovely Dr. Jorgasson, prison nightingae.

“So you shag Lukacstoo,” | dur &t her.

“I'm helping you, Terisov.” She pulls my legs off the table so they dangle. Blood runs down my limbs,
from theingdethistime, swirling circulation and pain through my nerve endings. She yanks meto my feet
anyway, holds me up. Her grip around my chest finds the hard grooves of my ribs, snking through the
bandage. She can touch my guts and giblets, just dip her fingersinto my sides and poke al the wet life
around.

The shadows sway.
“Up,” shesays. “Up.” Struggling with my near deadweight. “ Turn around. Lean here.” She plants my



hands on the table and | fed the cold meta edge dide up against my pelvis. | shake but stay standing
even though | can’'t much sensemy legs. | look at the table and think of Finch and hisbig dark eyesand
what he looked like facedown in hisbunk. Right before | warmed mysdlf against him. He was so warm.

“Finch...” Washethe oneyelling for the doctor? It had to Zgs. | lookbe, nobody e se would.

She wraps one of my arms around her shoulders, helping me into athick, nondescript coveral. Oneleg
and the other. Loose, a least. My balls chafe against the fabric. It ill hurts. | put my hand there.

Jorgasson says, “What?’ Preoccupied with dressng me. With moving my hand asif I'm going to jerk off
right in front of her.

“Finch...
“He snot your worry now,” she says.

He' smy ded. My mistake. I'm going to space, and if | don’t want him killed, likethis, if | don’t want to
trust Lukacsthat far . . .

The tendrils of my thoughts disintegrate.

But Finch’s voice echoesin my head. A false memory or abruta truth. The panicked sound of
desperation, caling for help.

Just now or when hefirgt arrived a the prison? It dl muddiesin my mind. | remember hisface when the
guard deposited him in my cell, announced him as my podmate, then dapped him on the ass. Finch stood
therewith al of hisanger wrapped up inside his chest, but it pounded in the pulse beneeth hisjaw. And |
knew he was going to get himsdlf killed within the week.

Unless| did something. Unless| claimed him and cut anyone who came close. Wex got to him first in the
mess hall. Hipped histray. Tried to start something. Bloodied Finch’snose. Then | bloodied Wex. And
at that point | was committed. Like afool.

| can leave him and then. Then. Wex will kill him now just out of spite, before Lukacs gets Wex sprung
for “murdering” me, and | don't see Lukacs caring or even telling me until 1 am done with hiswork.

“I can't leave him here.” | knock Jorgasson' s hands away, lean my ass against the table to zip mysdf up.
These rough coveralsthat burn my chilled skin.

Sheleavesmeto it and digsinto alower cupboard for apair of stashed, heat-adjusting boots. “The dedl
isyou done,” shesays. “We don't have time to worry about him, and neither do you. Morry’ll be herein
five minutesto take you out.”

“I'm nat going without him.”

She stares at me, then shoves the boots into my arms. “Put these on.”
| let them drop.

“Terisov, | have specific ingtructions. And so do you.”

“Then put me back in my pod.”

Middle management is easiest to confound. She gives afrustrated growl. Likely she sees her promised
cred floating away with my stubborn words.



“It won't take much.” If she doesn’t cooperate, I'll have to hurt her. “ Just comm Morry to pick Finch up
ontheway here”

“There sthe tower guard to get past in the Hangout and one section gate. Not to mention he' sin herefor
areason. He deservesto be here”
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| sit back on thetable. It feels good to be off my feet even though my ass gets goose bumps on that
metal. | pressan arm to my gut. | think the pain ismaking me crazy or at least too determined about the
wrong things. But her judgment gets under my skin. Where did you grow up? What pretty life did you
lead?“Y ou know they’ Il kill him tomorrow. Or worse.”

“Why do you care?’
Why don't you.

| stare into her shadowed face. She'sasmall woman with calloused hands, but she keeps us patched up
in here, gtitched and stuffed no matter how many times our seams rip gpart and our insdesfall out. But
compassion doesn't pay well, and sheis scared of what Lukacswill do if she deviatesfrom the dedl. She
must know him well. Maybe, probably, she’ shelped him in the past. Ops could have assets from the

papacy to aprison.

“Just get him here,” | tell her. “Get him herel” | kick at her thigh, even though it hurts. Breathing hurts.
She doesn't expect it, nearly crumples where she stands, so | grip the table edge, stretch, and kick her
again before she can recover. Shefalls down. And that makes my vison cloud. But | dide off, standing.
Show her that if it comes down toit, you can get her. Cornersdig into my pams, and she must’ ve picked
hersdf off the floor because her hands grip my arms. If her nailswere claws | would be bleeding.

Don't want to be touched, especialy by an Ops pigeon. Snarl and a shove, one-handed, then a
supporting lean again, right hip to the edge. She backs off, lifting her hands.

| look over my shoulder at her, till holding to thetable. I'll hurt you. Y ou know I'll hurt you if | haveto.

We stare at each other. I’'m not so faded that I’ m not determined. Probably she has orders not to
exacerbate my injuries. So she goesto the comm. | Sit again and breathe. She argues with Morry ina
hushed voice. | hear him say, “Just cuff and gag the bastard, and I’ ll be there. Forget the other one.”

Cred makes him careless too.

| lift my hand a her when shelooks at me. | let her know from my face and the gesture that she'll haveto
trang meto get meto obey, and with this much drugs aready in my system that might annoy Lukacs
when hewants me thinking.

She says, “Get Stefano Finch, Morry. Tel them | need to examine him because Terisov had an STD.”
It sthelast bit of absurd perfection to this plan, and it makes me laugh.

Jorgasson paces while | sit on the table tucked in and dangling feet. Everywhere hurts but my face.
Everywhere itches from those damn bot-knitters until 1 bully Jorgasson to injet me with morefade. Just a
bit. Something to numb al the parts of methat can fed. Even for alittlewhile. Soon I’ m just an etherized
Spider on that table, thick with lack of sensation.

Eventudly the door opens again. Two shadowsfill the rectangle of white light that crawlsin from the
corridor. Then the door shuts, cutting it off, and Morry says, “Here syour baby doll.”



Finch yanks from the guard’ fonwith mos grip and trips up to me, stopping against the short edge of the
drainage table. His hands are cuffed behind him but nothing restrains the expression on hisface. Therage
of shock.

You'redive, hiseyessay. They don’'t move from mine.
“Heneedsto dress,” Jorgasson says, “or he'll freeze.”

Helooks at her, then back at me. He wears nothing but a T-shirt and fleecy black pants, and now a
confused and wary glazein hiseyes.

And something in my chest tightensand twists.
“What' s happening?’ Finch nearly shoutsinto my face.
“Shut up,” Morry says, even though thisroom is asthick asatomb.

“I told you.” They’ re going to make me hurt. They made me hurt. | see him remembering our
conversation. Patching it dl together. My provocation of Wex, not entirely on his behalf.

The dlencefals over hisbody language like a sudden muteness.

Jorgasson motions Morry to uncuff Finch, holding out the same winter coverals. Except now that I’'m
more awake | seethey aren’t winter coveralls. They' re designer body bags for those dead prisonerswho
don’t have reatives to bury them proper.

“No bloody way,” Finch says, looking at them, eyeswide. Looking al around at exactly wherewe are.
“What in bloody hdll isgoing on?’

“Wereout,” | tdl him, pathetic optimism.
“Thisisn't out.” Uncuffed, he pointsto the grid of metal drawersin thewall, sized to fit prone bodies.
Well, it'strue. It'skind of morbid.

“Put these on.” Jorgasson shakes the clothing at him. “ Or we' Il leave you in here with the rest of the
dead.”

| massage my arm. “Doit.”

He stands motionless. Staring at me. Asif I’'m spesking, till adeep.
And maybel am.

“Let’'sgo.” Morry yanks me off the table, and my knees buckle.
Finch comesto life, pushes himsdf toe-to-toe with the guard.

Jorgasson pulls him back and setsthe clothesin hisarms, even though he till looks at Morry. Suspicious.
Unyidding.

Thislittle bird that | thought needed protection. Hisjaw setsin stubborn menace.

“Get dressed,” | tell him, asMorry propels meto the door. And to Morry: “We re walking out of here?
And I’m supposed to be dead?”’



“Don’t concern yourself with the details,” Morry says. “ Just move.”

“Wefixed the camfeed,” Jorgasson says from behind us, shoving Finch dong as h’ m speakiOe zips up the
dead man’ s clothes.

“Opsisgonnabe poor by the time we re done. I'm amogt flattered.” I’'m the only one who seemsto find
it funny. Finch stares at me like I’ m one spark short of ablast.

Still, dl of these eldborate detailsfor me. All the connections Mr. Black Opscaled in. Just more
information for me to pad a proper mental jacket on our boy Andreas.

He Il have histurn. | think of dl the different ways and can’'t stop giggling. | can barely walk. Thefloor
seemsto undulate like it's made of water. | think the drugs have latent effects, and Finch’s voice floats
forward.

“Areyoudl right?’
“Jugt alittle siff, don't worry.” 1 am the funniest piece of shitin the universe.
Nobody laughs.

Thefour of us creep through the corridor like revenants. Not along walk, just around the corner to a
couple of interlocked doorsthat lead out to asmall retrieval bay. Where the bodies get picked up for
shipment el sawhere. Jorgasson passes her nanobranded wrist over the verification pad and punchesin
the code to open the doors. They dide gpart with adeep belch. Biting Arctic breath blasts usin the face.
Wakes me up. A watery ydlow light on the outer wall beams a piss puddle to the trodden snow on the
ground. A black truck waits with the engine humming and aglow of blue from the chassis, floating it a
foot off the packed snow. The back end of it aimstoward us. So thisisthe way they transport the dead,
Charon’svessdl. A man in awhite skinsuit lowers himself from the right Side of the cab, leaving the door
open. Thefurred hood and dark shades obscure hisface. He comestoward us at aclip.

“What'sthat?’ Cold smoke curlsfrom his nodgtrils. A gloved finger pointsto Finch.
Lukacs svoice. Mad.

“My bonus.” | tilt forward, grab the front of his skinsuit. My fingers dip on the sengtive fabric, but | dig
in. His hands clamp around my wrists to shove me back. “Thanks for saving my face, mano, | knew
you'd gtill want me prety.”

| can barely breathein thiscold. All my insgdes seemto crystalize.
“Get himintheback,” Lukacs says, pushing mea Morry.

“What about him?’ Morry jerksachin at Finch, whose teeth chatter, eyes squinting againgt the wind.
Fixed on Lukacs.

Lukacslooks back at him. A long time. Then at me, just atilt of hischin. | can’t seehiseyes.

“Put himin,” Lukacs says. “Both of them.”

“We can't explain hisabsence,” Jorgasson says, apologetic and not alittle scared.

Lukacs says, “He was s0 traumatized by Terisov’ s death he committed suicide. Now do what | said.”

| don't fed the cold. Not anymore. Just something deep and dark, like the water beneath afloe. Fine



grains of snow whip againgt my skin like sand. Morry yanks open

Lukacs peersin a me. He' s eyeless behind the shades. It' sway past sundown and he still wearsthem.
Maybethey’' re scopes. “You and | will talk.”

| lean back on my hands, plant my feet, and spread my legs. “ Anytime, sweetness.”

Finch clambersin beside me and shoves my kneestogether. “ The hell isthis?” My attitude, thisman, this
ded. Why. It' sin the curve of hisback as he sits. The question mark. His breath cloudsin my sight like
smoke, but it smellslike snow.

Thetruck doorsdam in. Black now, and nothing else. The wind howls outside in muted complaint. Ina
second the vehicle jerks forward and the hum rises by afew pitches. We bob up and down, subjected to
the repulse of theterrain. All my bones jar and quake, but | stifle any sound of pain until | taste blood on

my lips.

| think of Lukacs.

In the darkness our voices seem more intimate than we are, and he sounds closer than heis. But heisn't
closeat dl, he' s across the space where we can't accidentally touch in thetilt and rumble of the drive.
The corrugated sides of the truck dig into my bruised back, but | don't care. | don’t know how long

we' re going to be on thisride, so | tuck into the corner with my arms against my chest and my knees up,
conserving warmth.

“Who isthat wank?" Finch says, aragged question that sounds more like an accusation.
“Our ticket out. Be grateful ”
Silence and the sound of shifting. Then he says, “He sgoing to kill me.”

“No hewon't. If hewanted to hewoulda doneit dready.” My throat burns with every breath. Pain
shoves a heated gtick into my chest and wigglesit around. “If anything he' sgoing to use you.”

“Use me?’

Or not. He |l decide. And when he sees Finch serves no purpose, my chivalry will be Finch’sdeath
sentence.

Thisiswhat you learn.

“| thought you were dead,” Finch saysfindly, againg my silence. Hisvoiceisraw from the cold. Closein
the darkness.

It echoesin thishollow cage. | let it.

Impossible to know how much time passes, but it fedslike hours. Most of it dipsaway in Slence, nothing
but our breaths and the grating thrum of movement over a barren scape. | doze despite myself and
succumb to theinvitation of the floor. Eventudly the engine whines down to alow, steady hum, and
movement stops. My aching body twitchesin the dark, more when the sound of doors opening and
shutting crack through thewalls. | push mysdif to sit.

Theinjetted fade haslong gone, and the pain is back with avengeance. Soon the rear door opens and
Andreas Lukacs stands there, hood lowered thistime, hair dusted with specks of blowing -ed stick
iMsnow. The sky bleedslighter behind him. His shades are till on. Beside him isanother maninasmilar



hooded skinny, aiming arifle a us. The prom date. | can’t see the lower haf of hisface from the high
tight collar, but hiseyesare that flint blue.

“Move,” Lukacs says, one hand in his pocket.

Finch glances at me and eases out. | grit my teeth against the pain and hold the back of the truck for

bal ance as my feet touch the ice-crusted ground. All around usis nothing but vast mountainous
landscape, svept white with snow and illuminated like a comp console from the barely awake sun. At
least the sun risesin this late February season, on thislatitude. The cold air forcesitsdf into my lungs, but
it sclean. It reminds me of Colonia Graceinthewinter. It all would be beautiful if not for the existence of
Lukacs.

He grabs me by theright arm and pushes up my deeve.
“Hey!” | yank back, but hisgripisavise, my skin adready bruised.

Finch takes a step but the other man shoves him with the nose of hisrifle. Finch dipsand falson the
ground, assfirgt. It’sjust enough distraction for Lukacsto wrench my arm straight out and injet me just
below theingde of my elbow, right on my Genghis Khan tattoo.

“What the fuck?’
“Just ananotag,” he says, letting me go. “ So we can track you.”

“That wasn'tintheded.” | know it'suselessto say as soon as| hear it. “If anybody scans my tat, they’ll
seit”

He smiles. “No. To standard scans this one reads like the ship 1D code.”
Opstechnology.
| hear scientists do the same thing to endangered animals.

Which means he plans on being in fairly close proximity to me a al times. Or someone he knowswill be
in my orbit. That’s not such a problem on aplanet. Good tech can be tracked anywhere with a satdllite
pickup mate. But how that will work when I’m on amoving ship, | don’t know.

Unless someone on Kublai Khan works for him. Someone who gave him my journd files.
Thethought burns, but | ill fed the dap of the cold.
“I don't need to tell you what will happen if you try to removeit,” he says.

No, you don't. And thisisreal, he will put me back in the stars. The prison was rotten, but among the
pirates and their long memories there might be no apped. To them | got caught, | couldn’t kill Azarcon’s
son after Falcone' sdeath, | couldn’t finish the job or hold the network together. And you don't fill an
empty seat by warming aprison cell. Six months EHSD since Azarcon put me on aship and sent me
insystem. I’m going back to a different landscape with an out-of-date map.

| could St in the snow with my pain pooling a my feet and refuse to move. | could make Lukacskill me,
and maybeit’ stheright sort of fate for piled-upon months of mistakes. | should, | could, cK Pwhy didn’'t
| ayear go. Instead of nurturing a conscience, | should' ve poured flames on my courage and burned it to
the ground. The ashes pile up, and | can choke instead of facing Finch’s dark eyes and the black above
meinthe sky.



Lukacssays, “1 didn't plan for your lily.”

And out of me doesn’t come adenid. I’ m protective till, when maybe | should be sdlf-protective aone.
“I didn’'t plan to betagged.”

Heamiles. | know histhoughts. They would be mineif | wasin hisposition. Y ou let some things play out.
Y ou're nothing if not adaptable. Y ou have to be adaptable.

“He simportant to you,” Lukacs says. Now we talk, with the wind blowing around us sharp enough to
cut. Thiswhite world with its serrated edges giving back nothing but nature.

| just look at the bastard.

“Youredize” hesays, “that Snce he' shere now, hecan't leave.”

“Leavethisidand?’

Lukacssmiles. “Leaveyour Sde. Y ou're going to take him aboard Kublai Khan with you.”
Among pirates?“No. I’'m not.”

“Doubtless you' ve told him who we are. Or at least what we are. He' s come this far with you. | don’t
want him running around free. So ether | kill him when he’ sout of your sight, or you take him with you.
I’m being generous, Y uri. Clearly you fed something for the boy, so I’'m giving him achance.”

He sleverage.

“Begdes,” the other man speaksfor thefirst time. Blue-eyed and chilled in histone. With therifle
comfortably strapped off his shoulder, amed. “He sacrimind.”

Hiswords are nearly drowned out by the approach of an insect-bellied smal transport. The wind kicks
up worse under its descent and | have to shield my eyes. Through the scissor gap of my fingers| see
Lukacs approach it first. The starboard ramp yawns with an unfurled tongue that tastes the snow with a
soft lick. Ingdeisred-lit sted.

The other agent gives Finch a shove forward, after Lukacs. As| start to hobble after them, the man grabs
my arm. Swift words, whipped free by the wind like atattered banner.

“Wach him.”
Finch or Lukacs? Meaning what exactly?
But he shoves me. | glance at his eyes, and there' s nothing there but ice-hard impassivity.

| step up into the red interior. Finch is seated aready in one of the forward-facing chairs, strapped in. He
looks at me through thetint, but al of his questions, maybe hisfear if he fedsfear, he should be feding
fear ... dl of itisswalowed by the metallic scent and cold scrape of theair. And | have no answers
now. We both face the same shadow. | hold on to the overhead grips and turn as the ramp beginsto
shut. The other agent climbs back inside the truck. Not coming with usto space, at least not now. Only
Lukacs, who grabs my arm to shove me'theight="into a seat across from Finch.

Outsde thetruck tiltsand haf circles before tearing off in astraight line away from our transport. Soon it
disappears over arise of jagged land. The blue glow of the repulsors melds with the awakening sky.

Then the door completely shutsand | am insdethe red.



CURIOUS

2.25.2180 EHSD—PIlymouth Moon

| fdl inlovefor thefirgt timewhen | wasfour yearsold, if it can be called love at that age. Maybe it was
just proximity and appearance, but either way she had most of my attention. She was ablond pixie
named Mishka and her mat worked in the Transplanetary loading office with my papa. Sometimes Papa
invited them over for dinner unexpectedly and Mama aways frowned and complained under her breath
to Babushka while Babushka chopped the vegetables with mild, silent violence. “He never comms ahead
to tell methat woman’s coming,” Mama said, and Babushka made a soft noise while the knife went chop
and chop. “Y urochka,” Babushka said. “ Stop lurking and take this slad out to the table.”

So | held the bowl with both hands and backed out of the kitchen to the round table that nearly
overlapped into the family room. There, three-year-old Jascha sat waving hisarmsin front of thevid so it
changed colors. My year-old sister 1sobel lay tummy down on ablanket by hisfeet, grasping at histoes.
If Mishkaand her mat weren't visiting I’ d go over there and bug them, but instead | reached up to try
and put the bowl on the table without it toppling onto my head. My papa sat there smoking acigret that
aways seemed to be near itsfilter, even when he just put it to his mouth, and Mishka s mat propped
beside him with her cat green eyes and shadowed stares, blinking alot. “Mishka,” shesaid. “Help

Y urochkawith the food.”

Mishkadid off the chair beside her mat and came round to take one side of the salad bowl! and together
we both managed to dide it onto the table. She had her mat’ s eyes but with ashy gaze that never looked
at mefor long. She was only acouple of months older than me, born February 3. At her recent birthday
party Mamamade me kiss her cheek so they could vid it to Mishka s papa, who was on station above
our Plymouth Moon. | smiled at her now because | remembered how she' d smelled like chocol ate cake.

“Hi, Yura” Mishkasaid, smiling back in her seriousway.

“Hi. Wannaplay outsde?’

She nodded. Her silky ponytail, tied up with ablue bauble, swung up and down.
“Papa, can we play outside until supper?’

Papadidn’t hear meright awvay. He wastaking in alow voice to Mishka s mat. | saw the smoke curling
tothe calling ashe held hiscigret, letting it burn asif he'd forgottenit.

“What, Y urochka?’ He peered down at me with aweary blink. He had tiny black pointsin the centers of
his blue eyes. Sometimes Mama said that | had his eyes, and for ! hca ssome reason | never liked to hear
it.

Mishka' s mat leaned over and plucked a baby radish from the salad bowl and popped it into her mouth.
Shelet her teeth hold it for asecond, and the white round end looked out at me like ablind eye before
she pulled it into her mouth and crunched down.

Ew.
“Papa, can we play outsde? Please?”’

“Only if your mother does't need you in the kitchen. Go on, ask her.”
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| thought he just wanted me out of sight, which | didn’t understand, but | pushed open thetal narrow
door and poked my head into the kitchen.

“Mama, can | play outsde with Mishka?’

Shewastaking at the hot-table to tell it what to do and ignored me. Babushka still sat on the high stool
by the counter, chopping green onions and tossing them into the big silver pot beside her. She smiled at
me, and | smiled back. Babushka had scars on her face from aflight accident way before | was born,
one on her chin, another on the left corner of her mouth, and one on her cheek. It made her ook like she
was frowning al the time, even when she wasn't. At night sometimes when shetucked meintobed I'd
ask her to tell me about the day she' d gotten them.

Shewasaypilot for our Moon's hauling company, Quadstar Transplanetary Shipping. Papa’ s suit had the
pin emblem on hislapd, the red stresk acrossfour gray circles. Babushka s uniform had the same
emblem patch on her arm, with wings. Onetimejust before | was born she was on anormal run up to
Plymouth Station with aload of ore that was going to be picked up by amerchant at the end of the
week. She'd smile at the beginning of the sory; she said she ways|ooked forward to these runs
because Grandpa (she said “ Dedushka’) lived on station and she' d get a couple of dayswith him before
flying back to the Moon. If | wanted, she would tell me stories about how she met Dedushka, how he'd
“wooed” her with apicnic facing the stars, somewhere on adusty part of the station that happened to
have aviewport, and how she' d sneezed and “drank wine until the stars outside looked like tiny pearlsin
an ocean of night.” Babushkaloved these stories. She’ d smile, then she' d pause, and her eyeswould go
far away and soon the smilewould die.

And then she dways held my hand as she told me how she got those scars, years after the picnic. How
when the gtrits attacked the station they blew out an entire section. Sheran to her shuttle and knew the
section was the off-loading bay where Dedushkaworked. And she never got to her shuttle. The strits
kept attacking, and as she ran the corridor caved in. Pieces of meta and parts of people hit her face and
her body, and she fdll unconscious. The Rim Guard drove back the strits, and when she woke up she
was in the station hospital and the doctor told her Dedushka was dead.

She said shedidn’t want to fix the scars. She said the scars on her body were ajournd of her life, and
even when she cried she remembered how she' d fallen in love with Dedushkaaat that dusty picnic years
ago. Sheliked to tell me tories of her life. She said it was the way we remembered, and she never
wanted to forget Dedushka. She' d kissmy head after telling the stories and say | reminded her of
Dedushka, with my bright eyes and dark blond hair and the way | smiled right before | did something
sneaky. Shenever sai D Yd | looked like Papa. | was my mother’s son.

Now she smiled a me while the sllver pot whistled and shook and Mama taked to the hot-table.
Babushkasaid, “Go play with Mishka, Y urochka, and we' Il call you when supper’ sready. But kisses
firg”

So | ran up and threw my arms around her legs because that was al | could reach as she sat on the high
stool. But she picked me up by the waist and noisily kissed my cheek. Then she set me down, plop.

“Goon.” She dapped my bottom, and | ran out.

“C’mon!” | grabbed Mishka sdeeve as| passed, and she followed, munching on acarrot stick that
she’' d stolen from the salad bowl.

“Metoo!” Jaschasaid, pushing himsdlf up from the family room floor, butt first.

“No, you can’'t come,” | said.



“Yurochka,” Papasaid, inaTone. “Take your brother with you.”

Isobel burbled and smiled toothlesdy at me. Surely they wouldn't make me take her out too? I’ d never
get to play with Mishkaif | had to babyst them.

Jascha came up to me and took my hand, so | sighed and looked at Papa, but he didn’t say | had to take
Isobel. | pulled my brother out the front door before Papa changed his mind. Mishkafollowed, holding
Jaschad s other hand.

We had asmall porch made of smooth cement. Farther out was a square patch of grass, edged up
againgt awide road that separated our homes from those across the street. Y ou couldn’t go outside on
the Moon without a suit on, so al of our play areas, everywhere we went, were closed in. But it was il
big. The ceiling arched above us, sprayed blue and broken by ovals of windowed black space. Trees
dotted every corner, carefully monitored and attended by environmenta engineerslike Mama. Our
section of grass had low lamps with thriving flowers beneeth, their petals spread like painted lipsto the

light.

Mama had made us amulticolored sandbox just right of the porch. | let go of Jaschaand jumped in,
digging for toys. Mishka sat on the rim with her feet together and traced afinger in therainbow grains.
Jascha helped me dig even though he didn’t know what we were looking for. Eventudly | uncovered my
plastic hunter-killer and dl of my Battlemech Bear figures, five of them. Mishkaliked Bear the best, so |
gave her the one that had the movable armor, and she smiled and knelt down beside mein the sand. |
carved atrench and put Kit the Cat Commando in it, to guard the Bear.

Jaschatottered right through it. “Yura,” he said, “I can’t find Panda. Can you find me Panda?’

“You just messed up my trench!” | pushed him out of theway, but Kit was facedown aready and
haf-buried from Jascha sfat feet.

He sat hard in the sand and hit my arm. His eyes squinted up like he was going to cry, but Jaschawasn’t
much of acrybaby. He said, “Don’'t do that!”

“Find Pandayoursdlf.”

Panda Paratrooper was his favorite because Panda had a big round head, and Jasched from JV ea
liked to chew on the ears.

“Here,” Mishka said, leaning to the corner of the box where Panda’ s black paw stuck out from beneath
aripped parachute. She dusted off the toy and held it out to Jascha, and it made me fedl bad for pushing
him.

Jaschatook it and growled Panda at my Kit.

“Say thank you,” | told him, like Mamaadwaystold me.

“Thank you, Mishka,” hesaid.

“Wecan dl play,” Mishkasaid. “Panda can help dig another trench.”

She dways had ideas like that. So we dug another trench, and when the hunter-killer came in to shoot
we all pow-powed it back until it crashed nose-firgt into the sand and blew up. Jaschaliked making
blown-up noises. He jumped up and down on the hunter-killer until it was super destroyed.

And then | thought it would be fun to bury Jascha, so | tickled him into the sand and sprinkled it all over



his bright yellow hair. Mishkalaughed, but she didn’t help. So | sprinkled some on her too, and Jascha
jumped on my back and wrapped his arms around my neck. | went down in surrender.

Thefront door opened, and Mamacalled, “Y urochkal Supper!” Then she got agood look at us. “Boys!
| told you not to mess up before we eat!”

It was a standing order. Her forehead wrinkled when she was displeased. | tried to shake Jascha off, but
he giggled and pulled my hair and | yel ped.

“Yurochka!” Mama snapped. “Get in here now and clean yourself up!”

It was dways Y urochka, Y urochka, even when | wasn't the only bad one.

“Jeschal” | elbowed him. “ Stopit!”

Mishkawasgiggling. | couldn’t redlly be mad at Jaschawhen Mishka smiled a melike that.
When shesmiled a me.

Before the world erupted and it was branded into my memory with heat and flame.

| don’t remember the explosion, but | remember waking up, being deaf. My little brother lay facedownin
the sand with singed holes on the back of his T-shirt. | reached to touch him, but somebody lifted me up.
Mama. | grabbed on to her blouse, feet flailing until her arm went under me, and she crushed me against
her breast. She was screaming, or it was something elsein my head going off like an darm.

| looked down over Mama s shoulder. Mishka stood in acircle of red sand. The sand was red because
she was bleeding. Shewasn't crying. She had only one arm, and her eyeswere wide and unblinking, and
the sand kept getting redder at her feet, making adark puddle. The ragged deeve on her |eft Sdewas
empty and soaked black.

The drops of blood seemed to fal in adow warp, making a crash asthey hit the sand.
My mouth opened. The air tasted burned. | coughed and |ooked away, pressed my cheek to Mama's.

Mamarturned, and | saw Jaschawith colorful grit all over hisface. He was crying, kneding in the box,
holding Panda Paratrooper in alittle fist. Mama bent to gather him up, trying to pick him up and hold me
at the sametime. She set me on my feet, and | twisted my fingersin her pant leg. Mishka s mat stumbled
out of our cracked front door with her mouth open. Shelooked asif someone had sucked all the color
and the life from beneath her skin, leaving only white bone. She held Mishkato her sde with one hand
and picked up Mishka s arm with the other. Mishka sarm.

Shesad, “Well fix it, darling, we Il fix it,” asif the words were separated from her voice.
Half-buried in the sandbox was an arrow of sheetmetal with red on its edges.

“Wrap it, Katarinal” my mother said. “'Y ou must wrap it tight! Quickly! Do it, woman!” And she pushed
Jascha against me so she could help Mishka s mat.

| held on to Jascha. He wailed. He never redly cried, but now he opened his mouth and lost hisvoice
among thesirens.

Our corridor was destroyed. Across the street four houses lay like broken teeth in arow of rubble,
spilling their pieces al theway to our patch of grass. | could see past the houses and into thewall. It was
black and fiery, and lights flashed in red and yellow emergency colors. The outer walls had closed. In



school drillsMrs. Glantz had told usthat if the colony was ever breached, we would not die from the
outside moon environment. The extra outer walls would shut tight to block up any holes.

Therewasaholein Mishka s deeve with nothing to block it up. Shejust bled.

Papawas there now, cuts on hisface, holding Isobd’ stiny head against his shoulder. She was covered in
her animal-print blanket. The dust and burned smdll swirled around me and my hand was frozen to
Mamad s pant leg. Jascha sgrip on my waist hurt like claws. Papasaid, “ The shelters—’

People ran, spilled from their houses like they’ d been tipped over the side of atable. A deep voicetaked
from overhead but it was too noisy to hear any words. Papa said again, “ The shelters!” but he didn’t
grab Mama. He took Mishka s mat by the shoulder. And for a second Mama seemed to stop and grow
dark, like someone had shut off the lights around her face. Papa started pulling Mishka's mat down the
dreet.

“Hold on!” Mamasaid, sweeping Jascha up into her arms. Jascha’ s arms went around her neck like a
knot, and we dl ran. Mishka s mat was ahead of uswith Mishka, but Mishka couldn’t wrap her arms.
Mishka stared down at me with her wide eyes. Red rivers swept down her mat’sarm. Miskha s mat ill
held Mishka sarm with its bits of white and black and red on one end, like wet, mashed-up popcorn.

“Babushkal” | cried. “Mama, where' s Babushkal”

But shedidn’t answer, she held Jaschawith one arm tight around him and clutched my hand with her
other, and we ran after Papa.

It was s0 loud by then | couldn’t hear our footsteps, couldn’t hear the voice from the ceiling, could barely
see Papa ahead of us cutting through the dugt, lit by firesthat f atable.b _licked the smooth walls.

“Sow down!” Mama said, coughing. | couldn’t fed my hand, she held it sotight. But it was okay. Just as
long asshehdd it.

Papadidn’t dow down. People gathered around us running too until | couldn’'t seethe walls and barely
saw the celling. Only bodies stampeding in a herd, shouting, screaming, and stresks of faces blurred by
tears. The press of flesh and clothing nearly squeezed out dl my bresath.

Then Mamalet go of me.

People diced between us. | couldn’'t see her anymore. They pushed from behind, moving me dong, but
they were so tall, and Mama disappeared in the shadows of the crowd.

“Mamal” | screamed.
The srens swalowed my voice.
“Maaamaadl”

The soundswere like araging bead, like dl the enemies of Battlemech Bear were faling to our Moon.
The world was crashing down. And | couldn’t see anything. | cried so hard that everything melted and
bled away, and Mamadidn’t find me, Pgpadidn’t find me. Babushkawaslost, and Mishkawas
bleeding, | saw her standing there with one arm gone. It wasjust in my mind, but it wasall | saw.

Huddled in the corner under the shelter’ sagqualight, | peed myself. The stream of heat cascaded down
my legs, and | shifted. | tugged on my pants and the bottom of my shirt, wringing it. A teenager standing
nearby looked down at me, then al around at the talking groups of people, the familiesin their pockets of



self-protection. People went deep through the narrow corridors and rooms of this solid building. The
shelter was one of threeand | didn’t know if my parentswerein thisone. I’ d stopped calling when
nobody answered, when nobody could help, and ran away to the corner. If they looked, they would find
me, | wasn't going to move. | clawed at my armswith blunt fingernails, looking up & thetall, milling
grown-ups. | couldn’t speak anymore. My throat was swollen by too many tears.

Thewallsblocked all but the most distant racket from overhead. Booms and echoes. Every onceina
whilethelightsflickered.

The teenager leaned down near me and put his hand on my hair. “What' s your name?’

| couldn’t answer. He rubbed my head for a second, then straightened and spoke to aman at his elbow,
maybe his father, who gave him adim packet from a shelf overhead. Now they both |ooked down at me
as the teenager handed me the packet, squeezing out the straw for me. | grabbed it and drank, and he
asked when | was done, “What’ s your name?’

“Yuri Mikhailovich Terisov,” | said. “Have you seen my mamaor my papa? Have you seen Babushka?’
“Mikhail Terisov,” the man said to the teen. “ Did you see him down here earlier?’
The teenager shook hishead. “I can go walk around again.”

The man said, “No, stay here with the boy. I'll golook.” And he disappeared among the el bows and
legs.

“I pee 'you mad,” | said, twisting my clothing.

“Yeah,” theteenager said. “It'sokay. Yuri, right? I’ [l get you something new. Take off the wet things.”
He started to move away .

“No, don't go!” | grabbed at hisleg.

He stopped and put his hand on my shoulder. “1t’sal right. I'll come back, | promise. Just stay here,
okay?’

| didn’t believe him, s0 | just stared at him. He had blue hair under the lights and very dark eyes. Hisskin
looked like chocolate and | thought of Mishkaand the tears al came down again.

“It'sdl right.” He hugged my head for abit and patted my back, then set me againg the wall. “ Stay here
and I'll beback in, like, thirty seconds. Promise.”

| put my thumb in my mouth and he went off. The other man didn’t come back. | waited, biting my finger,
pulling at the skin on the insde of my ebow with my other hand. When the teenager showed up again he
kind of frowned, then amiled. “| told you to take off your wet clothes.”

“l didn't want to.”

“Embarrassed, huh?’ He set some folded clothes on ashelf next to my head and reached to tug at my
deeves. | let him.

“Youweregonealongtime” | told him.
“It'scrowded. And | came back anyway. See?’
Hesmiled again but | didn’t smile back. | didn't fed likeit. And I didn’t think hefet likeit either.



He helped me remove al the pee-smelling clothes, then ripped open alittle package and shook out a
sguare of scrubby. He handed it to me and | rubbed myslf al over like Mamawould tell meto do inthe
shower with the soap. The scrubby smelled like—fresh. Like Mama' s garden. | sucked up thetearsso |
wouldn’t cry in front of him and just ground the scrubby into my skin. It came away black and brown and
ydlow. From the sand and the destruction. And the pee. Then he helped me dress. The soft sweater and
pantswere just alittletoo large, but | didn’t care. | reached up to him and for a second he paused. Then
he lifted me up by the waist and let me hug him around the neck.

Hesaid, “1t'll bedl right, Yuri. The gtrits Il go away and we' |l get to go back home. My dad said so. He
was here when they attacked the last time, and the time before that.”

| didn’t want to hear about any attacks. | just wanted to see Mamaand Babushka again. And Jaschaand
Isobel. And Papa.

| was scared to see Mishka. Or her mat. And theway her mat had picked up her arm like it was atoy.
| fell adegp on his shoulder, and my dreams were nothing but noise and red.

Papa woke me up. It was Papaleaning over me with ahand on my shoulder, shaking it. | shot toward his
chest and hung on. He held me for along second with one hand, then disengaged my grip and stood,
pulling meto my fet. | blinked in the dim light, saw him supporting Isobel in the basket of his other arm.
Behind him stood Mishk 6- @a smat, holding Mishkain her arms. Mishkawas adeep on her mat’s
shoulder and there was a plug of bandages on the nub where her arm had been. A monitoring chip
attached to it blinked colorful little dots.

We weren't where the teenager had sat with me. All around were grown-ups and kids on thin stretchers,
hooked up to doctor pods. All the pods werefull, so some of the injured people leaned against walls,
cradling themselves. Blood stained the floor in places. It was quiet like achurch, and the murmuring
around me could have been prayers. Except the smell was ugly, like burned or dying things.

The boy with the chocolate-colored skin was nowhere in sight. But it was okay. Papawas here.
He said, “ Y urochka, we haveto go. Y ou aren’t hurt, you can walk, yeah?’

“Y es, Papa. Where re we going? Are we going home?’

“No.” He glanced a Mishka s mat.

“Where sMama?’ | wished he would pick me up, even though he held Isobdl. “Why can’'t we go
home?’

“Mamaiswaiting for usin our new home, Y urochka. Come now. Come.” He held out his hand, gripping
my sster with the other.

Up above went boom.

“l don’t want to go to anew home. . .” | looked up at the blue ceiling. “Why can’t we go back home?
Where s Babushka?’

“Yuri!” he snapped, shaking his hand at me. “No more questions! We' re leaving now, and | don’t want
another word out of you!”

Isobel bawled. Papa grabbed my hand and tugged meto the exit. Mishka s mat followed, slent.



“Where sMama?’ | looked dl around &t the people, dl of them walking like zombiesin little groups
under the watery light. Going somewhere. Going up to where it boomed. “1 want Mamal”

“Yurochkal | won't tdll you again.”

Hedidn't look at me; he watched above the heads of everyone, where| couldn’'t see. Hisgrip on my
hand hurt. Isobd still cried, her voice joining others, babies and babies. Scared. | wished | could cry like
that, but | wasn’t a baby anymore.

| pressed up against Papa s side as we shuffled around the shelter. We didn’t seem to be going
anywhere. Thebits of floor | saw through the feet lay dirty and shadowed.

Then the booming stopped, and we all shifted. Somebody’ s bag jabbed into my back. | tried to twist
away, but Papatugged me to the right, and soon we were going up concrete stairs. One step at atime.
Up and stop. Up and stop. A flickering yellow light beet above uslike something was flying in front of it.
It got brighter aswe got higher. Voices buzzed. When we broke from the shelter it was like God had
cometo guide usto the next life. A man shouted into something that made hiswordsfal around uslike
little bombs.

| didn’t know where wewere. It didn’t look athing like the Moon and our home. All the houses stood
gap-toothed and burst open. Thelong w { Mcorridor was puckered and bumpy with debris, unrolling
into ablack mouth that swirled and blinked with lights. Red-uniformed Rim Guardians waked around
holding big, long guns. A dozen of them choked one section by the wall, checking people asthey went
through the tal, bent doors leading out from the resdentia area. People went through those doors when
they had to work in the mines or the port or the school and the offices. But Papawasn’t going to work
now. People bled. People hardly spoke. A lot of them wept.

The man with the God voicetold usto stay in line and board this shuttle, and if we were missing family it
would be sorted out on the transit station, and if not there, then at Grace. There were two shuttles going.
Wewould al be reunited on Grace.

| looked up at Papa. Where was Grace? Would Mama meet us on Grace? Would Babushka?

But he didn’'t answer me. He didn’t look down. And through the legs of al the grown-ups, there among
the patrolling Guardiansin their bloodred uniforms, lay bodies of other mamas. Other parents. And
children. | didn’t see Mama or Jascha among them, even though | looked. | stared until the broken,
mashed-up people seemed to stare back.

Except | knew they didn’t.

In the shuttle | looked out the oval window beside my sest. Down below was our colony. It was far
away and smal, round and gray like blind eyes. The long groovesin the ground, where the adults used to
mine and dig and carve, could have been the trenches me and Jaschamade in our sandbox.

My home lay cracked and jagged, shoved into the Moon like agiant had stepped oniit.
2.27.2180 EHSD—Basquenal Rimstation 19, Transit Center

Wewaited in line, on the floor, while field officers from the EHRRO asked questions and issued IDs. |
asked Papawhat “aero” meant. He said it stood for EarthHub Refugee Relief Organization. | asked him
what “refugee’” meant. He said, People who are forced to leave their homes because of war or
persecution. Then he told me not to ask any more questions, even though | wanted to know what
“persecution” meant.



Therewas abig crowd ahead of us, in thislong blue room with its bright lights high up on the celling.
They'd led us off the shuttle and waked us through narrow corridors to this room, then made us sit and
wait while people talked to us one by one, or family by family. It felt like nowhere, likewewereina
room that nobody knew about and nobody could leave. Rim Guards stood at the exits. We' d been
waiting for afull shift dready. They’ d fed us rounded little meds of wet vegetables and meat patties, but it
seemed liketoo long ago, and | was hungry again. 1sobel fell adeep on Papa slap. Mishka sat against
the wall with her legs stretched out, ankles dack, staring acrossthe aide at another little girl who rolled
marbles on the floor between her feet. | tried not to look at Mishka s nub, al bandaged and thick and
wanting. Mishkals mat had her arm around Mishka. | wondered where Mishka' s missing arm was and if
they would ever put it back on. | asked Papa.

“Don’'t ask such things,” Papa said, then he looked over my head at Mishka's mat.

Mishkasuddenly screamed and hit me. “Don’t talk about it!” sheyelled. “Don’t you talk abt and POout
it!”

Isobel woke up and started to cry.

| moved away from Mishka sfigt, againgt the wall.

Everyonein the center looked a us. A Rim Guardian came over, her rifle pointed down.
“What' sthe problem here?’

“My daughter, sheisjust upset,” Mishka s mat said, patting Mishka and hugging her, even though
Mishkajust sat there now, quiet like before. | stared at the floor. A pair of high heels approached. Not a
Guardian.

“What about some food? Are you hungry?’

They were passing out drinks and packets of biscuits. They still hadn't gotten to us. But maybe now they
thought it would shut us up. The lady in the high heelstook some wrapped squares and envel opes of
drinks from her plastic box and gave a set to each of us. The silver box had asymbol samped onitin
white—aring of starswith an open pamin the center.

“Thank you,” Papa said to the woman.
She smiled at us. Her eyeswere sad, asif we were never going to eat another meal again.

Papatook me and Isobel up to the desk when our number was called. There was aman there, younger
than Papa, and he looked at us with watery red eyes. | wondered why he would be crying. He hadn’t
been on the Moon.

“Name?’ hesaid.

So Papagave him al of our names. Then Papa said, “My wife. My wife and other son. Have they
arrived? llyanais her name. And Jascha. Jakob. They were on the other shuttle.”

The man didn’t even look down at hisdate. “The other shuttle' s been redirected to Rimstation
Twenty-three. Once they’ ve been processed, you will al be sent to Colonia Gracein the Spokes. I'm
sureyou Il seeyour family there”

“When?’ Pgpaasked, jiggling Isobdl, who wasfretting. “When will we be going?’



“A Guardian ship will take you to the relocation colony as soon as everyone hereis registered.”
“I need morefood for the baby.”

“One of our health service officerswill bring that by. I’ ve noted it here.” He tapped his pen onthe date.
It beeped. The other peoplein their slver EHRRO shirtsall had smilar dates. Passing information about
us back and forth.

| tried to look at what he input, but he did his hand over it asif by accident. | looked up into hisface. He
sad, kind of soft, “It won't be long.”

He gave Papa a hol ocube and explained that it was supposed to tell people who we were and where we
came from and where we needed to go now that our home was destroyed. It told people we were Hub
citizens, we weren’t criminas, and that we had aright to be helped.

| wanted to know why we couldn’t stay on this tation. But Papa said that Rimgtations didn’t hfn \ Xave
the facilities to take on refugees forever. So we were going to a planet. Where it was safe. And Mama
would meet us there with Jascha, and we would be together.

With Mishkaand Mishka s mat too. But | didn’t want that. | didn’t say anything though. | didn’t say that
if I had tolook at Mishkaand her no-arm dl thetime, | was going to be sick.

4.30.2180 EHSD—Colonial Grace

The planet was called Colonid Grace because it had started to be acolony for EarthHub, one they had
planned to make into a green paradise. But now it was just a half-terraformed rock that the Hub had
abandoned when the war started decades ago. But they didn’t want to just leave it empty, SO now it was
arefugee planet buried somewhere in the Spokes, far enough away from the main theater of war that its
transplanted citizens didn’t have to fear more alien attacks.

| heard the grown-ups call it the Camp. Not Grace.

It was barren until you looked alittle closer at the knuckled land; lifeless until you felt the striking hand of
wind on your cheek and knew it came from across the lake that edged up against thiseydid of homes.
Houses? They were boxes that hugged one another against the cold. Gusts swept in from the wide
expanse of unpopulated country, given free rein from the lack of development.

That' s where we were—in the dregs of anidea.

It was't much of ahome, nothing like they had on most stations or even on planet Earth, the oldest of
homes. The Camp was quickly built, barely maintained, and not made to accommodate the hundreds of
refugees they crammed in there. Most were children like me. Most were orphans because their parents
were soldierswho' d died or were too injured to care for them, and the nearest stations were too
overcrowded.

But the Camp was overcrowded. There was onetoilet for every twenty people and not much to do but
run around with astray dog or toss pebblesinto the water. | avoided the EarthHub Army guards because
they were usualy bored, peeved, and weary at this dead-end assignment, frustrated at our questions, and
sometimes mean. The relief workerswere generdly harried, understaffed, underfunded, and traumetized
by being around usin these conditions. The medica center wasfilled by sick kids and adultswith
nightmares too real to be swept away with drugs. People roamed the dirt paths between buildings,
remembering the things they’ d seen, muttering about them, while the guards sat on porches or walked the
edges of the Camp, smoking and silent.



Mamawasn't there when we arrived. | went to the landing pad every day, asfar asthe guardslet me,
and peeked through the wire. But the shuttle didn’t come. For weeks.

In other hours sometimes | went to school and listened to some worn-out adult drone on about subjects
that had nothing to do with the fact | was dways hungry, dirty, and cold. School had no link to the Send
or other colonies or stations because the sat hookup in the Camp had been busted for months, and the
govies hadn’t sent anyone out to fix it. The military or the other adults never could keep it running for
long. Not when the proper partstook yearsto get, or so the adults said.

Instead, govies dropped bins of nonperishable food into the Camp, an kFoniesd everyone had to line up
on digtribution day to get our ration. Once aweek there was enough food and energy to have ahot meal
of rice and beans and some sort of meat. And every once in awhile some charity group from some
No-Name Station sent secondhand clothing or handmade blankets and we were supposed to be grateful
for how generous people were, how lucky we were that we were awvay from the strits and the rest of the
Hub hadn’t forgotten about us.

The guards should' ve been out there killing aliens, not standing around looking at us to make surewe
didn’t cause trouble with the relief workers. Why weren't they looking for Mama? Every day Papa went
to Adminigtration to ask about Mama and Jascha, but they told him they didn’t have that information yet,
that the shuttle was dways Coming, and he would just have to be patient.

Isobel cried alot. Sometimes Papa handed her off to Mishka s mat, or to me, and went outside to
smoke. For thefresh air, he'd say. But | saw how sometimes his face got red when Isobdl refused to
stop crying, and I’ d usually take her from Mishka's mat because she was my sister, and she’d go quiet
when | held her. | liked to hold her.

Two months after we landed in the Camp, Papafound me under apile of blankets on the cot they’d
given usinthebig, pedling cafeteria There were about fifty of usjammed up nearest to the wall with the
huge slver EHRRO sed painted on it. We weren't yet assigned ahome. The Camp administrators had
hustled most people into prefabs until things could be better sorted, but some of uswere il left in public
until the EHRRO dropped more prefabs. I’ d gone to deep while Papaand Mishka s mat sat up talking
on thefloor. Papahad held I sobel againgt his shoulder, and Mishka dept with her head on her mat’slap
and her one nub of an arm stretched out, asif it searched for the rest of itsdlf.

When Papawoke me he was smoking, even though there were signsthat said you weren't allowed to
smoke indoors. But nobody redly cared. He leaned down and touched my shoulder, and said, “Mama
and Jaschawon't be coming.”

Thetrack lighting right above us had blown out two days earlier. Y ellow glow backlit hisbody, so |
couldn’t see his eyes. Hisfingers squeezed. | didn’t say anything and maybe he thought | hadn’t heard,
because he repeated it.

| thought of the bodies back home, on our Moon, and the way they’ d lain there asif somebody had
forgotten about them. | twisted the blanket in my hands. “Why? Papa, why?’

“Ther shuttle went to another camp.”
1] \Ak]y?’l

“Damn bureaucrats,” Pgpasad. “Ther trangt station thought they were from adifferent colony and
redirected them to another planet. And now they have to sort them from some other colonists and the
whole damn thing istaking too damnlong . . .” He rubbed his cheek, blinking and unshaven.



| didn’t know what he meant. “ Can’t someone go get them? Why can't the Rim Guard go get Mama?
Y ou said Mamawould be meeting us herel”

My voice echoed. Someone five rows down started to cry. Papa held both my shoulders now.

“Yurochkal” He gave mealittle shake. “That’senough. They’ ve put y< zin my handour mother and
Jascha somewhere ese, and it’ s going to take awhile for them to sort it. In the meantime we are here,
you and your sister and me. We will have to make do.” He released me and smoked and looked around.
“Wewill makedo.”

| asked about Babushka, and he didn’t answer for along time. Hejust sat on the edge of my cot, looking
acrossthe cafeteriaasif he expected someoneto wave at him. | put my cheek againgt hisarm, and after
afew moments he gathered meto hisside. Then he said, “Babushka s dead, Y urochka. Shedied inthe
house. Part of it fell ontop of her.”

And maybe it was the calm way he said it, or maybe it was because | was too tired and numb, but the
words went through me like aghost and left behind nothing but an absence.

Sometimes Babushka told me stories about my parents, like how they grew up together on Plymouth
Station. Dedushkawas friends with Papa s otyets, hisfather, they both worked in theloading bays, and
Jerzy Terisov used to complain about Papa, his son, to Dedushka. “Head in the sars, that one. What am
| to do? Y ou're so lucky that Ilyanahas her eye on agood solid career. | don’t want Mikhail to end up
likeme. | want him to go to Austro or even Pax Terra, you know?’ Babushkatold methisand | never
believed Papa could have had his head in the stars. He was always |ooking at the ground, or hiscigrets,
and only sometimes seemed to redlly look at Mama. But Babushka said when he was young he used to
write stories and poems to Mamathat made Dedushkaroll his eyes until Babushkareminded him about
their dusty picnic. All the poems worked because Papa proposed to Mama when they were nineteen.
When Mamawasin university, Papatook an office job to help her through it because it was expensive.
And then Mamagot ajob on Plymouth Moon to work with the environment team, and Papa went with
her to work in another office; and then | was born, and Jascha, and soon after that, Isobel. And | grew
up in that house on the M oon with the sandbox on the front lawn that Mama had made for us. Grew up
for four years.

And | remembered alot of it, Sitting there with Papain the big cafeteria, with strangers handing usfood
asif wewere poor, and it was cold in there even with Papa s arm around my shoulders. Everywhere was
s0 big it echoed, and | could even see my bresath.

Now Babushkawas dead, and Mamawas lost. The strits might have broken us up, but everyone else
kept us apart.

2.11.2181 EHSD—The Camp

| have alot of memories of dtting at 1ake’ s edge with my dog Seamus. | ditched boring school ahaf hour
after Papa dropped me off, bundled in secondhand coat and scarf and hat, and picked my way through
the brightly colored rocks aong the shore. Seamus wasn't redly my dog, it wasn't like | owned himin
any sort of records, or that he was even given to me. He just found me one afternoon down at the shore
and followed me around when he wanted. When he got tired of me he loped through the dant-roofed
buildings of the Camp, nosing under porches and around the cafeteria doors for scraps and affection.
Once he' d had a collar because the short brown fur around his neck was permanently flat, though the
rest of him was haphazardly fluffy. But nobody in the Camp claimed him. Maybe his owner had died, like
people did every month—frozen or Sick or just in despair. Or maybe hisowner just didn’t want him
anymore.



| don’t know where | got the name from. A story or asong,Qp Z o but he cameto mewhen | called
him. Most of thetime | followed Seamus around as he gnawed at mermaid-hair seaweed that had
washed up on the rocks, bloodred curls streaming from hisjaws. The water stank around the Camp from
pollution or alack of whatever was needed during the broken terraform process. We weretold strictly
not to drink it, but Seamus seemed unaffected by the things that dithered up from its depths. He bit them
and shook them about with hisjawslike one of hiswild ancestorsfrom Earth, and | trailed dong after
him, sometimes using his damp furry back to steady my footing aong the churned-up rocks. They lay
tumbled and jagged in places, remnants left behind from melted, receding ice.

One day Seamus led meto Mishka She sat on ablack, overturned dropbin that was cracked from time
and wesether like atombstone. Itsinsdes had long been gutted of nonperishables. She faced the gray
water and curled her one hand in her Iap. The brisk wind whipped her hair across pae skin blotched red
by the weather’ s abuse. Her mat let her run wild in the Camp, too sorry or too tired to restrict her. Poor
Mishka, our neighbors said. Even Papa and her mat said it. All thetime. Even when she threw tantrums
during meds and damaged our cabin.

We had our own home now, with our own stove, since a couple of months ago some company
somewhere donated a bunch with independent energy cells. Papaaways sat at the tilted table and
smoked the sweet leaf our neighbors grew under the noses of the Camp administrators. Mishka s mat
steamed eggs and onions for breskfast, and sometimes had to clean it dl up when Mishka decided to
pitch it on the floor. Papanever said anything to Mishka s tantrums, but once when | told her to stop i,
and Mishka s mat had yelled at me, Papatold her never to spesk to melikethat or he would ask
Adminigration to find her and Mishka another cabin.

The dslence between our families sometimes fel thick like the snow, or ran as cold asthe lake water.

Mishkadidn't look up when Seamus pushed his nose into her hand. Shedidn’t pet him or push him
away. | tottered up behind him and scratched my nose with amittened hand. She didn’t wear amitten
and her coat was open. She looked made of ice, so white and hardened on the edges. But | thought if |
pressed her skin she' d flake apart, and beneath would be the pale redness of an unhealed wound.

Our clotheswere old, not the latest lightweight skinclingers. Her wrist jutting out from the padded deeve
looked like one of those sticks you cracked and shook to get light, except she wasn't see-through or
glowing. She was pae and opague.

“Hi,” | said, stopping just in front of her with ahand on Seamus s back. He nosed a something near her
booted feet.

Shelooked up at me, but she didn’t say anything. Her gaze did to the rolling water. Her lipswere
stripped white from the wind and hurt to look at.

“Mishka,” | said. “How come you don't go to school ?’
She breathed out, ran her tongue over her bottom lip. “Y ou don’t go to school ether, Yura”

| leaned against the bin and toed a black pebble lodged in the ground between us. “ Sometimes| go. But
you never do.”

Shedidn’t spesk for along tn uhrough oime. | thought she might’ ve forgotten | was even there. | tossed
rocksinto the lake and watched Seamus bound after them. Then she said, “1 bet your mama s dead. And
Jascha”

| looked at her and forgot about the rocks. “Don’t say that.”



“| bet the dienskilled them.”

“Papa said they’ re on another colony. So shut up.” | wanted to hit her, but | saw her flat deeve where
her arm should' ve been and just curled my fingersingde my mittens. “Why do you say thingslike that?
Why' re you sO mean?’

She got up and walked to the shoreline, squatted and tucked her elbow against her somach. Just stared
at the horizon of water rippling under the wind.

“They say we'll never go home,” she said, and | had to step closer to hear the creak of her words
bending intheair. “I heard them. They say the stritswon'’t let us go home because the Moon used to
bel ong to them. They say the war Sarted because of the Moon, and the strits are till mad about it.
That’ swhy they attacked. And they’|l never stop attacking.”

Her one hand fingered the loose, empty deeve of the other.
“Y our babushka s dead too,” shesaid. “Isn’'t she?’
| hit her.

Shedidn’t make asound, so | hit her again across the shoulder. And | started to cry even though it didn’t
hurt me at dl. She was the one with the missing arm and the hollow eyes. Shewas only five like me, and
I’d loved the way she used to be so nice to my brother, the way she used to smile a me. But now she
never smiled, and she screamed sometimes, or threw things, or she hid herself away, and now shetold
me my brother was dead and she didn’t even seem to care.

| couldn’t touch her, even when | hit her. She didn’t make a sound.

9.10.2184 EHSD—Cigrets and Cookies

| got in the habit of avoiding Mishkaand her mat. Every other day | skipped school, hung out by the lake
with Seamus or skulked around the Pediatric Ward looking pitiful so the nurses gave me extrafood and
swesets. Most of thetime | took it all back to Isobel, who was nearly five years old now, a pae-skinned
girl with hair the color of brown sugar and eyesthat seemed too large for her face; they stretched the skin
around her sockets and made her look older than she was. She didn’t go to schoal, | think because she
screamed the entire day when Papa had tried to drop her off, so instead he sat with her at home and read
books with her from the primary date he got from the school. Sometimes she read on her own, or traced
the animation with her finger, tucked into the corner of the bed we shared. Sometimes she talked to her
doll. Sheinvited meto play but mostly she occupied herself, which gave me some freedom to explore the
Camp.

Not that | didn’t know every square meter of it aready, like where the guards went when they wanted to
do something illegd like smoke aleaf or screw someone while on duty. One time around the EHRRO
Staff Dormitory | caught this guard with his face up some orphan girl’ sskirt, and | just laughed and
pointed. She must’ ve been bardly sixteen and ran off when she saw me. The guard chased me all the way
back to th5@ [+e family cabins and kicked meto the gravel. But | never saw him around the dorm

again.

Bo-Sheng found mewhen | sat covered in pebble dust, scraped bloody. | was picking at aflap of skin
on the pam of my hand and blowing on the red underbelly when this boy crouched down beside me,
black-haired, black-eyed, and sharply angled like an adult even though he didn’t seem much older than
me. Maybe nine.



“You dl right?’ he asked, blowing smokein my face. Then | saw therolled lesf between hisfingers. The
smell waslike Papa’ s, except with something tangy underneeth, asif he'd just esten an orange.

“Yeah ... stupid guard.” | spat on the path where the guard had gone. It was an impressive gob, and |
grinned at the boy.

He made aface. “What' s your name?’
“Yuri.” | stood.

He looked surprised and got up too, and | was glad that | wastaller than him. “1 thought you wereagirl,”
hesad.

“You'resupid.”

“Wadl your hair'sso long,” he said, squinting at me. Then he said, “My name s Bo-Sheng. Want one?’
He offered the cigret |eaf.

| shrugged and took it. Papa never let me smoke, but hewasn't around. | put it to my lipsand it tasted
like orange and burned leaves and that honey sweetness. Maybe the orange was from Bo-Sheng. |
sucked on it and immediately started to cough. Bo-Sheng laughed and tried to take it back but | shoved
him one-handed and tried again. After about fivetimesit started to get easier. He let me have it and took
out another roll from hisdirty pants pocket and lit it with a blackened fingerband. | liked how his cheeks
hollowed when he sucked on it. It made him look tough. His skin was brown from being outsde alot,
and hishair fdl into hiseyesin jagged black spikes.

“I got cookies,” | told him. | dug out the packet the nurse had given me and ripped it open.
Hetook one and ateit in two seconds, then held out his hand for another. The packet had four.
“One'sfor my sgter,” | said.

“There sthreeleft,” he said.

| guessed | could get more. So | gave him asecond. He ateit just as quickly, then started to walk away.
“C'mon,” he said over his shoulder.

So | followed him.
6.17.2185 EHSD—Bo0-Sheng

Bo-Sheng was an orphan. He had grown up in the Camp since he was two. He didn’t remember
anywhere else. His homeship had been destroyed in some battle long ago, and he didn’t know details.
The woman who' d survived with him died when he was five, and he was too young to look at hisown
records. They wouldn’t et him. He knew the Camp and al the guards and aid workers, even when

they’ d just rotated on planet, and he grew his own sweet leaf in along box on the windowsill above his
bunk. He went where he wanted because he was fast and smart and didn’t have to answer to anybody.
There were older kidsin his cabi }/< n and adults who kind of tried to get him to go to schoal, but like
me, he preferred to wander.

| liked how his hands were aways sprinkled with gray dust in the summer. He liked to pick up rocks and
toss them againgt the sides of buildings. He could throw them hard. We started to tossrocksinto the
water alot, and he dways pitched them farther than me.



But | could get food from the nurses. They liked to comb my hair and fuss about how | needed a shower.
A nurse lady named Nancy caled me“child” alot, and took my ripped clothes and sewed patches dong
the collars and on the knees of my jeans. Sometimes shetied my hair back for me with black eagtic.
Bo-Sheng said they must’ ve thought | was agirl. We fought sometimes about it, when he said that, but |
didn’'t mind too much. | could wrestle better than him. Hewas nice to I sobel though. Sometimes | took
her with me out to the lake, and Bo-Sheng would dways give her hisratty jacket if he thought she was
cold. And he' d st there shivering on the shore until | leaned againgt him to share the warmth.

And it wasnice likethat. It was better than the cigs.

9.9.2185 EHSD—School

Papa asked me once at breakfast, before school, “Who isthat boy | dways see lurking outside the
classroom? Doesn't he go in? Ishe afriend of yours?’

| said, “Yes,” and left it up to Papato figure out which question | meant to answer.

Papa sghed. “Y urochka, the teachers have been telling me that you snesk out of classin the mornings
and don't go back. Isthistrue?’

| chewed theinsde of my cheek and pushed the cered around in my bowl, letting the milk glop-glop
from the spoon and typhoon against the wheet flakes. “ School’ s boring. And everyon€e s noisy and never
pays attention. And the teachers alwaysydll at us.”

“That's because you don't listen. They haveto yell.”
“Why do | haveto go anyway? |’m never going to do anything with it.”

Heleaned over and put his hand on my arm to stop me from playing with the food. “What do you
mean?’

“WEe re never getting out of the Camp.”
“That' snot true,” hesaid.

But the tightness of hisfingers on my arm said another thing. He “worked” with some EHRRO crew in
inventory, but he wasn't getting paid, and it made his back hurt, lifting boxes. Sometimes when | came
homein the evenings, after playing in the cool hourswith Bo-Sheng, | caught him hunched over thetable
with ascratched and dented date in front of him, writing. I’d go and hug him, and he'd kissmy hair and
pat me afew times, but then he' d tell meto go to bed. Up close, | caught glimpses of the words he input.

Every day getslonger on this planet until | think it will outlast my own life. And my children’s.

But | didn’'t tell him | saw that. Instead, | said, “Look how long it’s been and they haven't even brought
Mama back.”

He squeezed my arm tighter. “ They will. And if you don’t go to school, then why don’t you stay home
with mein the mornings, and we can read together. Y ou, me, and Isobel. Yeah?’

| shrugged.

“I"dlikeit if we could,” he said. “We can play gamestoo.” Then heleaned over and kissed my hair,
smoothing the back of it with hishand.



| looked at him, tiny smile. He hugged me more since we |eft the Moon. Maybe he missed Mamaand
Jaschaasmuch as| did.

Sincel didn’t go to school in the mornings, but stayed with Papa and 1sobel, after aweek Bo-Sheng got
in the habit of rapping on my bedroom window after lunch to draw me out. We walked aong the
lakeshore and he gave me apack of cigs and afingerband that he said he stole from one of the older
boysin his cabin, who'd got them from aguard.

| wiped my nose with the back of my hand, then lit one of the sticks. It took afew tries because the
fingerband was too large and kept dipping down before | could get a decent spark.

Thewater rolled in gray at our feet, and | felt the cold tickle even through my boots. Seamus sniffed my
anklesfor ahit, then loped off to dig among the rocks. Bo-Sheng led me to an abandoned dropbin and
we climbed on and lay back on its dented surface, looking up at the sky. | could see around patch of
pale blue, the only break in the clouds, like an eye. The wind always sounded hollow when you were
lying down.

“| wonder if thewar'sover,” | said.

Bo-Sheng laughed. “The war’ s not over. We' d hear about it.” He blew a stream of smoke up toward the
clouds, tojoin them. “I wish | was up there killing some strits.”

| chewed the edge of my thumb where the skin cracked and frayed. “Like you could kill astrit? Maybe
with your ugly looks”

He nudged mewith hiselbow. “1 could. All you needisagun.”

Killing strits would be good. Especidly the strits that had attacked the Moon. | barely remembered, now,
but | ill fdtit.

And | missed Mama. Especidly when Mishka s mat would get on my back to go to school just because
she didn’t want me underfoot, asif she had aright, asif she shouldn’t have just tried to make her own
daughter less of azombie. Sometimes missng Mama came on so strong | couldn’t control it. But | shook
my head and wiped my face with my deeve, and in asecond it was gone. Like her face. | couldn’t
remember her face. Papadidn’t have any images.

| sat up and dipped down from the bin, picked up arock, and threw it into the lake. Bo-Sheng eased up
and dangled hisfeet for a second, then jumped down and joined me. He cast hisrock farther than mine. |
elbowed him out of theway, held the cig between my lips, and threw another rock. It made a hollow
gplash, way out.

“I think you just knocked out some strit’ sbrains,” he said.
We grinned at each other. Tossed more rocks. Then | chased him down the shore.

That night the wind was s0 loud, rattling my bedroom window, that it woke me. | lay in the dark, fedling
Isobel nestled againgt my back in awarm lump, and stared across the tiny space at the shadows moving
behind the curtain.

Someone was outside.
| pulled the blanket up to my chin just as atapping sounded, sharp againgt the glass.

“Yun!”



| did out from the bed and padded to the window, knocking my ankle against one of Isobd’s spinning
toysthat she'd left on the floor. Biting my lip, | swept the curtain aside and came nose to nose with
Bo-Sheng, the grimy barrier of the window between us.

“Openit,” hesad, hisvoice dightly muffled but still night-clear.
| undid the latch and did aside the glass. Coal air rushed in, raising goose bumps aong my arms.

“What're you doing?’ | glanced over my shoulder at my bedroom door. The diver of space beneath the
door was dark; Papaand Mishka s mat had gone to bed aready.

“Get dressed and come on,” Bo-Sheng whispered. “ There' sashuittle landing!”

For asecond | didn’t know what he meant. But the cold and hiswords woke me up with adap. It
wasn't distribution day for another two weeks, and the Army had just dropped arotation of guards last
month. So any shuttle coming to the Camp wouldn’t be for food or protection. It had to be for something
dse

Like Mama. Finally sent back to us?
“Hurry!” Bo-Sheng said.

| grabbed my coat and boots from the floor, had to pause to pull on the boots but ran after Bo-Sheng in
astumble, coat flapping open. Hefinaly lost patience and grabbed my arm, hauled me aong to the fence
around the landing pad, where we saw the shuttle squatting in a pool of white from the control tower.
Red-and-blue lights from the little ship strobed the tarmac al around its shark body.

| didn’t seethe Guard sed on itsflank, the distinctive round shield with aflaring sun in the center, ringed
by ars. It wasn't aRim Guardian.

Unless some merchant brought Mama home?
My fingers curled through the wire as the rear door whined down.

A couple of men emerged under the lights, met by an Army guard from the tower. They stood around
talking on the tarmac, and nobody e se showed up.

Bo-Sheng looked a me. “Ah, I'm sorry, Yuri.”
| just shook my head. | didn’t know why. It wasn't like | expected good things to happen.
Hopewasarabid animd, and it ate you dive.

Bo-Sheng left because | wasn't in the mood to do anything, not even smoke. | just sat against the fence
and looked at my shadow cast black on the grave in fronxaNit of me from the landing lights. Going home
seemed the wordt thing to do, even though I' d at least be warm in bed. But sometimes the weight of
Isobel’ s silence and her sad eyes pressed hard against me, and the memory of my father’ swordsin his
journa seemed to tattoo black into my skin.

It was easier outsde in the cold. | wrapped my arms around my knees and put my chin on top and tried
not to think of Mama. Or Jascha. And what it might' ve been likeif I’ d been able to stay with them. Were
they onawarm planet, or dowly freezing, becoming numb?

The fencerattled behind me. “Kid.”



| jumped and turned around, saw a pair of green-clad legs, and squinted up againgt the lights. It was a
man, but | couldn’t see hisface, just the outline of short pae hair that looked likefirein the white glare.

I’ d been chased by guards before for hanging around thisSite.
So | got up and ran.
9.18.2185 EHSD—The Captain

| went to schooal, | didn’t know why. But something out of routine seemed like agood ideaso | wouldn't
think so much about Mama. | took the date that Papa had gotten for me, with my journd in it, and wrote
in that. The teacher was glad to see me, after she' d reprimanded mefor skipping al thetimein the first
place. | didn't bother telling her that Papawas teaching mefine at home. | just ignored her and dl the
other things she talked about, and just poked at my date. | liked that | could save my entries encoded so
nobody could see. | drew some shapes beside the words, long shipswith finslike fishes.

“Yuri.”
| looked up toward the door of the classroom. Bo-Sheng stood in the foyer, motioning me to come out.

| glanced at the teacher. She was leaning over agirl’ s desk, explaining something. All the other kidswere
working. There were about three grade levelsin here, fifty kids, most of them so obedient they bored me.

“Yuri,” Bo-Sheng hissed.

| did from my seat, gathered my date and my coat, and went out to him. He tugged me out the door,
making metrip over someone’ s discarded shoes. Outside was gray and cold, atypica day, and we
paused at the top of the steps so | could put on my coat and bum acig from him.

He smiled. “1 want you to meet somebody.”

“Who?’ | followed him down the metalic steps and across the front quad, which wasn’'t much more than
asquare of gravel, sparse brown grass, and strewn toys. The skeletal swing had been broken for at least
ayear, torn up by abad storm.

“He sfrom the shuttle,” Bo-Sheng said, and | realized he wasleading me to the landing pad.

“Y ou met one of the men from the shuttle?’ | hadn’t told him about my scare that night. | wasn't sureif it
had been aguard or one of the vigtors.

“He came by the orphans quarters.”

“Why?" The cig tasted rotten for some reason. It must’ ve been abad batch, or maybe it was my own
spit. | wiped the corners of my mouth.

Bo-Sheng said, “You'll see. | told him al about you. He wanted to meet you.”
| wrinkled my nose. “Why would you talk about me? Why would he bother with kids?’
“Hewanted to know if | had any friends. And adults bother dl thetime.”

| knew what he meant. The guards bothered with us when we explored where we weren't supposed to.
A few of them bothered with the older kidsin away that got the kids perks like cigs and extrafood and
clothes.



But this man from the shuttle couldn’t be like that, or Bo-Sheng wouldn't deal with him. Bo-Sheng didn’t
play those games.

By the time we reached the gate leading to the tower and landing pad, my cig was dmost done. | dug
into Bo-Sheng's coat pocket as we walked to try and get another one and not drop my date at the same
time. He stopped to let me, and | fumbled for awhile until he took the run-down cig from between my
fingersand finished it off for me, freeing my other hand. | tucked my hair behind my ear so | could see
what | was doing. Thewind was strong.

I lit the second cig and looked up, and there was a man watching us, standing near the base of the landing
tower, usng it asawindbresk.

Bo-Sheng ebowed me asif | wasn't dready paying atention.

The man had short slver hair, even though his face was younger than that, and wide blue eyes, like the
bottom of aflame. He wore green fatigues and a gray jacket with some sort of merchant patch on the
arm. When he got close enough that | saw the stubble on hisface, | wanted to run again.

Because hewas staring a me. And | knew he wasthe one I’d run from last night.

“Sothisisyour friend,” he said. He had an accent that sounded somehow rich, like chocolate when it
melted on your tongue.

“Yuri,” | said, before Bo-Sheng could speak. | stared straight up at him. Couldn’t run now and show |
was scared. But there was nothing to be scared of, Bo-Sheng was here. “Who're you?’

Hedidn't blink. He hadn’t blinked. He watched me smoke.

“I"'m the captain of aship that'sin orbit right now. And I'm recruiting.”

| glanced at Bo-Sheng, who was smiling a me asif he'd just sumbled on atable of desserts.
“Recruiting?’ | said.

“Towork on my ship.”

| scratched the back of my hair. Tried not to glare a Bo-Sheng, who was clearly in love with the idea.
“I don’t wannawork on your ship.”

Bo-Sheng sad, “Yuri ...”

The man looked around like he was bored, not irritated or disgppointed. He fished inside his jacket
pocket and pulled out asilver case. Heflipped it open and did free along white cig, then lit it with his
fingerband. A clean rooty scent floated over our heads, strong enough to cut through the cold air. A dight
whiff of it seemed immediatdy to warm my insdes. It was an expengve smoke.

“You d rather stay inthis pit?’ he asked, breathing dragon funnelsa me.
Bo-Sheng caught my deeve. “We can work for real up in space, Y uri. Quit here for good.”
“I got my family here. Isobel and Papa.”

The man wasn't paying any attention to Bo-Sheng. He just kept staring &t me. And | didn’t likeit.



“Y ou can take care of them from space, if you have cred,” Bo-Sheng said. “When you get enough you
can bring them with you too.”

| looked up at the blue-eyed man. He brought the cig to hislips, and the smoke swirled from his mouth
likewater, flooding up to the white sky.

“Why don't wetdk first,” he said, likel was an adult. “ And then if you want, you can take me to meet
your papa.”

He told me his name was Marcus and his ship was cadled The Abyssinian, which | couldn’t even
pronounce. He said it came from a poem about a*“ pleasure dome,” whatever that meant. He asked if
we d like to see the shuttle, and Bo-Sheng immediately said yes. | didn’t mind seeing it either; | couldn’t
much remember the onewe' d rodein to Colonia Grace, and besides, this one was a merchant outrider.
So | dropped my cig and crushed it out and followed them through the gate and onto the landing pad.
While Marcus strode ahead | snagged Bo-Sheng’ s deeve and dowed him down.

“1 don’t know about him,” | said.

“Ah, Yuri ...” Bo-Sheng looked at the clouds. “I been talking to him al morning. Captainsrecruit dl the
timefor their ships, especidly orphans.”

“ButI’'mnot—"

He stared into my face. “Don’'t you want to get off this planet? Fight gtrits, after what they did to your
Moon?’

“Merchantsdon’t fight strits.”

“Merchantswith gunsdo. A lot of them have’ em. Marcus says he does. Sometimesthey even run
missionsfor the military. Y ou never know.”

| shifted the datein my arms. “ Are you going? With him?’

Bo-Sheng looked down at the ground and kicked the concrete with the toe of his shoe. He buried his
handsin his coat pockets. “1 want to, Yuri. And | want you to come with me.” He chewed hislip and
looked to the side.

His cheeks were windburned, and if | touched them, they would be cold. Like thisworld. Maybe soon
we'd turn gray like the skies, or poisonous like the lakes.

“Hey,” Marcus caled, standing at the bottom of the shuttle ramp. “Y ou kids coming?” k- G

Bo-Sheng blinked a me, flicked his hair from hiseyes. It couldn’t hurt; | could practicaly hear his
thoughts. So | went with him to the shadow of the shuttle. Marcus led us up the steep ramp, our smaller
footsteps echoing lightly on the ridged stedl. | stayed behind Bo-Sheng' s shoulder, peered over it as
warmth engulfed us. Insdewaswell lit in asoft blue glow, with clean beilge wals and cushioned seatsin
the passenger cab, running on both sides with an aide in the middle. Cabinets tracked the same path on
the calling toward a single door leading to the cockpit. Everywhere smelled like fresh caff and those
high-end cigrets. My stomach gurgled, and Bo-Sheng elbowed me.

Marcus pressed a hand to a pandl on the wall, and the ramp whined up behind us, cutting off the cold.
Hesad, “Areyou boys hungry?’

“Yes” Bo-Sheng said. | didn’'t bother answering.



Marcus reached into one of the overheads and pulled out afew sealed bags. He folded up a couple of
the seats, tapped at something on the bulkhead, and atable came down from the wall. He dropped the
bagson top. “Hereyou go, digin.”

We swiveled acouple of chairs around, climbed on, and tore open the bags. There were chipsand
crackers and strips of fruit. | lost where Marcus went, my fingers buried in the bags and Bo-Sheng
grinning across at me, but he soon came back, thistime with two boxes of hot food and frothy juice
drinks. The scent of tangy mesat sauce and steamed, candied vegetables made my stomach grumble
more, even though haf of the chips were gone dready.

For awhile nobody spoke. Marcusjust sat across the cabin, smoked, and watched us gobble down the
food. Then he said, “ So what do you liketo do, Y uri?’

“Do? Eat. | wasdternating between the med and the flavored chips.

“Wall, even though there must not be much to do here, | assume you boys occupy yourselvesin some
W@/_”

“He gets the nursesto give him cookies because they think he's pretty.” Bo-Sheng laughed.
| kicked him below thetable.
“Oh?" Marcus said, amused.

“No.” | glared a Bo-Sheng. “They giveto alot of kids. But not him because he' sstupid.” | looked at
Marcus and shrugged. “| liketo do lots of stuff. | draw and writein my date, and sometimes we hang
around the lake. There' sthisdog . . . or we throw stuff in the lake.”

“We like to smoke,” Bo-Sheng added.

“I liketo beat him up. And | have asister and sometimes Papa readsto us or we play games and stuff,
like puzzle games. | like puzzle games, and | like playing with my sster sometimes. . .”

Hewaswatching so fixedly | got nervous and ate more food.
“Do you go to school or do you skip it like Bo-Sheng?’

| Spped my fruit juice and wrinkled my nose, but not at the drink. “1 don’t like schooal. It' s boring and
there' stoo many kids and the teache mo.

He nodded asif thiswasn't asurprise. “Y eah, these camps aren't al that good for learning. Kids should
be given moreindividud attention.”

Y eah, maybe. | scraped my plate to get the last bit of gravy. All the food was so yummy by thetimel
wasdone | didn’'t mind so much how Marcus stared. He was probably just curious. Or pitying. Which
wasdl right if it got usfood like this. The nurses pitied metoo, and it kept me and I1sobel fed with
Swedts.

The shuttle seemed more warm, now that | had afull mea in my ssomach. In afew minutes| started to
get deepy. | was so suffed | thought I’ d roll right off my chair. The burned-wood scent of that expensive
cig wafted around my head, and | blinked when Bo-Sheng nudged my arm. | blinked again and saw
Marcus standing over me holding out a stick. Offering.

| looked at Bo-Sheng. Hewas smiling. So | took the cig and held it as Marcus sparked the end. His



fingerband winked at me, reflecting the shuttle’ s cabin light. | took adeep drag, and it waslike breathing
slk. It warmed meto the inside, seamed my blood until it quickened, and the scent of it made me think
of deanthings

| looked up at the captain and grinned.

Marcus said that on his ship hetook care of his crew. Nobody went hungry, everybody contributed to
the work, everybody could learn new skills and be rewarded for them, and everybody got leave on lots
of stations where you could play games and meet new people. He said he' d take anybody who was
willing to work and willing to give back to the ship and his crew. He said The Abyssinian was respected
throughout EarthHub. For kids our age, underage, he would sign an agreement to make him our
guardian.

He said his ship was like afamily, and he was the papa.

Marcus wanted to leave the next morning. Too soon. Bo-Sheng and | waited outside the shuttle while
Marcustaked to his comrade, ayoung man he' d introduced as Estienne. We were going to go home so
Marcus could talk to Papa. But maybe my nervousness was written on my face; Bo-Sheng said, “ The
captain says he' |l help you look for your mamaand Jascha.”

“When did he say that?’
“When | talked to him thismorning. | made sure and asked.”

Marcus was a merchant who went to alot of ports. He was an adult, and people would listen to him,
maybe even Rim Guardians. He could find Mama easy.

| held my date to my chest and squinted at Bo-Sheng through the whipping breeze.

“Okay,” | said. My gut clenched.

Hesmiled at me and held my deeve. “Okay?’ Excitement made his eyes shinelike the winter |akes.

| smiled back, and he hugged me.

“It'll beus,” he said, squeezing me amost out of my coat. He let go and pointed at the sky. “ Up there!”
But | wastoo busy looking down the road toward my cabin.

Papa listened to everything Marcus had to say, there a our kitchen table with Mishka s mat while
Mishkawas sent to Isobel’ s room to mind her. Papadidn’t nod or interrupt, and Marcuslaid it al out as
clearly as he had for me and Bo-Sheng: if Pgpa and him both signed a contract, dl the earnings| made
on The Abyssinian would be put in afund accessible by Papa. And Marcus said he' d do everything in
his power to locate Mama and Jascha.

“Why can't you hire Mikhal?” Mishka s mat asked.

“And who would take care of 1sobel?’ Papasaid. “No. . . sheisill too young to work on amerchant.
She needs her father.”

| clasped my hands on the table and didn’t speak. Papa gazed a me along moment while Marcus lit
another cigret. He' d given Papa a pack.

Papasaid, “Y urochka, what do you want to do?’



Bo-Sheng sat to my right, durping a noodles Mishka s mat had made for us. He looked at me with his
face bent over the bowl.

“It would begoodto go,” | said, eventhough | felt sick a the idea of leaving. Evenif it wasto go with
Bo-Sheng. But | had to stop thinking of just myself. | was getting older, and so was my father. “Papa, if |
made enough cred, we could al leave the Camp. Maybe even before Isobel’ s my age.”

| knew it hurt him to look at 1sobel, who was so quiet and so tiny, smaller than she should' ve been.
When | held her at night it was like hugging one of her dolls, dack and bardly stitched together.

| looked down at the table because when | thought of my sister, sometimes | wanted to cry. Sometimes|
talked to her about Mama, but she had no real idea. She thought Mishka s mat was our mama.

Papatook adeep breath, stubbed out the end of hiscigin the ashtray, and looked across at Marcus.
“Can | seethe contract, Sr?’

| had no real possessions, so dl that | wanted to take with me—Ilike my date—fit into one shoulder bag.
Marcus said he' d supply uswith what we needed anyway, until we had enough earningsto buy our own
gear. Papabundled me up in my coat and scarf and hat, and | hugged Isobdl. | told her | was going to
come back, but she cried. She hit my arm and my chest.

Mishka s mat had to tear her away and take her to her room, but | still heard the crying even through the
shut door.

Mishka stared at me for asecond asif I’d hit her or shouted at her, then ran after her mat. Without a
word.

“It'sokay,” Papasaid, putting an arm around my shoulders.

| didn’t cry. We walked to the landing pad and my stomach just got tighter. But | gripped the strap
pressing againgt my chest and listened to the scrape and clump of my steps dong the road. Once at the
gate, Papa stopped and stared at the shuttle. Specks of early snow blew around its struts. Shadows ran
from the tal tower and huddled around the body of thelittle ship. Dots of red and blue surrounded | ta-
~the pad like bits of glowing candy.

Bo-Sheng was dready there by the shuttle’s nose. He waved at me.
| didn’t wave back. | looked up at Papa.

“Waell,” he said. Then he paused. His mouth worked asif words were trying to get out, but he wasn't
letting them. Then he hugged me hard, patted my back, and et me go.

“Papa,” | said.

But his hand pressed my shoulder, he was looking over my head, and in the next moment he made his
way back down the road, toward home.

My feet didn’t touch the floor of the shuttle. Me and Bo-Sheng were the youngest onesthere. Six other
kidsfrom the Camp, dl older, sat scattered around the cabin talking or just staring out the windows.
Beside me, Bo-Sheng shifted restlesdy, anxious and excited aswe roared into the air. Benegth us
growled and rumbled with the force of thefiring jets. | peered out the cabin window as the Camp drifted
away like asmall pebble dropped in alarge, dense lake. Soon the clouds mottled the gray haphazard
expanse of occupied land. The homes and buildings and carved, scratched pathways were nothing but



toy models on the surface, a playground made of plastic and paint, with tiny roboatic figurines going about
their day.

I’ d forgotten to say good-bye to Seamus.

| thought of his dark amber eyes, cold nose, and dirty fur. Heused to lick my hand if | held it out, like he
expected treats.

But dogs didn’t belong in space, anong steel and cold and narrow corridors, and | was never going to
seehimagan.

And | cried then. Because of that animal.
9.20.2185 EHSD—Estienne

Estienne was warm gold to Marcus s cool silver. Hewas alot younger than the captain and his hair
shonethe color of reflected sunlight, thrown forward on hisface asif he looked at everything with his
head bowed. He had to look down at me alot, and something about the way he smiled put me at ease.
There was nothing nervous or twitchy about him, just acam acceptance of everything and everyone. He
watched Bo-Sheng' s energetic stride down the corridors of The Abyssinian, hanging back fromit asif
he was afraid the enthusiasm would infect him. The older kids were ahead of Bo-Sheng, their own little
group. | was dower going, clutching the bag strap across my chest, keeping mysdlf in among the
shadows and tall walls, and Estienne walked beside me, dowing down to match my smaller steps. He
spokein alow voice with words that took their timeto fall through the air.

“It doesn't look like alot, but you'll get used toit.”

If I were Jonah, likein the stories I’ d read about, then thiswasredly the belly of thewhae. The ship
seemed to haveribs, arching dark and smooth over my head, with small round lights running dong the
spine, bumpy gray. The deck was triple-paneled and opened bel ow through the tiny holesinto black.
Our steps echoed, and my face started to itch from the cold.

“Bo-Sheng,” | said, to cal him back to my side. He waited until we cait asiswas ught up, somewhere
between Marcus, who walked ahead with the older kids, and the silence coming up from behind.

“It'screepy,” Bo-Sheng said, and giggled. “Like Halloween!”

Edtiennesaid again, “You'll get used toit. And it’s just the passageways that' re like this. Therooms are
different.”

Marcus paused at alev, holding the doors open with his hand on the call pad, and looked back at us. At
Edtienne. “ Take the kidsto Dorm Two. Then cometo my office.”

Estienne nodded and Marcus half smiled at us before disappearing into the lev with the older group. So
far he hadn’t shown much interest once he got us aboard his shuttle. It had been mostly Estienne sitting
with me and Bo-Sheng in the passenger cabin, talking to us about the ports he' d seen and the stritshe'd
killed (because, he said, The Abyssinian did in fact run information for the military sometimes, and
sometimes they ran into agtrit ship; Marcus, he said, was't the type to back away from afight). Now it
was Estienne looming over usin the dim corridor, looking perfectly at easein the shadows, wearing athin
jacket for the cold. | was bundled in my Camp coat and sweater and scarf, and | still wanted to crawl
under some blankets to warm up.

“Where severyone else?’ | said, peering up a him.



“Working,” he said. “ Peoplework on thisship.” The smile did across hisface again, but his gaze drifted
over our heads.

“Where re the other kids going?’ How come they got to go with the captain?

“You ask alot of questions.” Helooked down at us again. “ They have a different schedule because
they’re older. C'mon, let’ s get you both settled.”

His hand rested on my shoulder as we went, but not to hold me back or even for comfort in this strange
place. Heleaned alittle asif he needed mein order to walk. Bo-Sheng was quiet and sower now,
looking al around from behind his bangs, staying closeto my ebow. There was just enough room for the
three of ustowak side by side.

“I think it’skind of cool,” Bo-Sheng whispered to me.

Hedidn't seem scared, but | think he knew | was. | couldn’t think of anything except how much |
wanted to be back in the Camp, even with its grit and grayness, instead of here without Papa or Isobdl.
But maybe that was baby talk. Maybe | needed to just grow up.

Estienne paused in front of a hatch and tapped the control pad above our heads. We d have to stretch to
reach it. Then he turned the latch and shoved with his shoulder, and the hatch swung in. Light came up
automaticaly, stark white, and we squinted into it, poking our heads under hisarmto look in. It wasa
small cabin even for akid' s size, with afold-down bunk, web storage, one locker wedged into the
corner, and anarrow door |eading to something else. Maybe a bathroom. The blanket had ared stripe
onit, but everything else was stedl gray. Eventhewadlls.

“Sorry, but thisisthe best we ve got right now until you guysearnit,” Estienne said, sounding like he
redlly was sorry. “Bo-Sheng, thisisfor you.”

“We renot A*nd his ban staying together?’ | said, before Bo-Sheng could speak. My voice sounded
too thininthe cold, heavy air.

“Doesthislook likeit can fit two people?’ Estienne asked, squeezing my shoulder. “Don’'t worry, you' |l
be right next door.”

| didn’t likeit. | started to follow Bo-Sheng into the quarters. But Estienne caught my hood.
“Yuri. Let him get settled.”

“It' sokay,” Bo-Sheng said, smiling, sanding in the middie of that small spacelikeit was somerich
paace. “We each get our own. | mean, it’ s better thisway. We're old enough to be by ourselves.”

Maybe he was. But I’ d liked sharing aroom with my sister, even though | was nine.
“You'll ssehim again,” Estienne said, laughing beneath the words.

So | didn’'t say anything when he shut the hatch and guided me to my own, right next to Bo-Sheng'slike
he had said. He opened it up and it looked exactly the same, except the blankets were pae yellow. |
went in and turned all around, then looked up at him. He stood in the hatchway.

“Unpack your things, and I’ ll come back. If you'retired you can take anap. Explorein hereif you
want.” Heruffled my hair, gently. | didn’t hit him, even though | thought abot it.

He stepped out and shut the hatch, and | heard something beep. | went to it and tried to open it, but it



wouldn’t open. So | banged on it and yelled, but nothing came back but an echo.

| sat unmoving on the bunk with my bag il solid across my back, holding on to the straps on my chest,
and watched the hatch. | didn’t need to explore this narrow space. | wanted to know if I’ d ever get out.

Eventudly Estienne came back, dressed in different clothes, al black and shiny, with black dots around
his eyesthat faded into smudged darkness on hislids. It made his gaze fierce, too shiny, but then he
smiled, and it was that same soft expression, asif dl histhoughts were gentle.

“You didn’t even take off your coat?’
| stared at him, then shot toward the corridor.

“Hey!” He caught me around the waist and lifted me off my feet. My legsflailed but hisarmsheld me
tight. “ Settle down, Y uri! Hey!”

“I wannago! Take me back!”

He carried meinto that horrible little space and kicked the hatch shut. | clawed at hisarms, but he set me
on the bunk. | wasn't that smdll, but he didn’t even flinch or seem bothered by my activity. He grabbed
my wrists but not hard enough to bruise. Just to hold me till.

“Yuri.” The paecolor of hiseyes pierced through the feather cut of his bangs and those painted dark
smudges. “I’'m sorry, it took melonger than | expected. Pleasejust relax.”

“Y ou locked the door!”

“For your own safety. If you wandered around U }iv>

It sounded reasonable. But | stared at him, quiet.

“You'reawfully cute.” He grinned. It was a Bo-Sheng thing to say. Just to bug me.
“Shut up.”

“Youare,” hesaid, and poked my stomach.

“Stopit!”

Of course he didn’t. He picked me up under my knees and shoulders and dumped me on the bunk, then
darted to tickleme. | hit him and shoved, but he rolled me back on the blankets. And | couldn’t helpit, |
laughed until | couldn’t breathe and then he sat back, satisfied.

| kicked him. Just s0 he wouldn't think he could do that anytime. He winced.
“Comeon, let’ s get you settled, then I’ll take you to Marcus. He wantsto talk to you.”
“What about Bo-Sheng?’

Estiennerolled his eyes. “He dready talked to Bo-Sheng. Y ou' re the lazy one that hasn't even unpacked
your bag.”

So | let him help me unload my few items of clothing, my date, my socks and extrapair of mittensand
thelittle robot 1sobel had made for me along time ago, out of spare plastic parts we' d fished from the
lakeshore and glued together in schoal.



“What'sthat?” Estienne said.

“A robot.”

His eyebrows went up. Hetilted his head and gazed at it. “1t looks like it encountered a strit.”
| kicked him, but not too hard. He grabbed me by the collar and hauled me to the hatch.

“Y ou need maintenance,” he said. But nicely.

“Why’re you dressed like that anyway?’ | waked beside him down the corridor, and he kept hisarm
around me. | could' ve easily twitched it off, but his deeve brushed the back of my neck beneath my hair,
and the materid was velvet soft.

“I’m going to meet somebody,” he said.

“Atapaty?
“Kind of,” hesad.

“When' sthe ship going to move?’ That was scary, but in afun way. We d |egped once to get from that
Rimgation to Colonia Grace. Mostly | blacked out, but | wanted to know if it’ d be different for the
second time.

“Don't worry,” Estienne said, “you’ [l know it when we do. Ther€ Il be an announcement, and you'll bein
quarters.”

It had taken long hoursin the shuttle to get to The Abyssinian. Maybe we weren’t even near Colonidl
Grace anymore. | didn’t like to think about how far away | was from Papaand Isobd, but it w B
“Xinkas naturd to worry. Wasn't it? And maybe it was going to fed better. Estienne liked to play, a
least. And Bo-Sheng was just next door.

“What will we be doing first? For work?’

Estienne smiled and pulled meto astop in front of ahatch. “Marcuswill explain.” He hit the call pad up
on thewall, and when it flashed green he shoved open the hatch with his shoulder and ahand on the
latch. It sounded like adeep sigh. | peered under hisarm and saw Marcus on the bunk, holding a black
boot.

“C'monin,” hesad. And, “Thanks, Estienne.”
“Wecome, Sr,” Edtienne said, and gave me asmdl push insde. “Seeyou later, Yuri.”

“Uh-huh.” | waved alittle then tucked my hands up my deeves, looking at Marcus. At his quarters. He
had asmal desk jammed up againgt the wall, acrossfrom asingle bunk. It was dl larger than my quarters
but still smdl for aman. | gazed up at the bright panels of lights, the smooth scars on the wadls asif

people had dented the surface with furniture. But aside from the desk and the bunk, there wasn't anything
elsein the room but a couple of narrow tower lockers, webbing, and another door. So | looked back at
Marcus. “What're you doing?’

He patted beside him on the bunk. “Have a seat and I’ [l show you.”

| walked over and sat on the edge of the mattress, resting my hands beside me. After asecond | did
farther back until my boots didn’t touch the deck. The blanket was scratchy warm beneath my hands,
and | picked at it idly, making fuzz. He didn’t seem to mind even though | knew he noticed. | saw mostly



the back of his shoulders, how they made two sharp lines beneath histhin gray jacket. He leaned on his
elbows, holding the boot in hisleft hand and wiping at it with ablackened cloth in hisright. The boot
shone so much | saw the overhead lightsreflected onitstip.

“Why don't you useaspray sain?’
He sighed, but not at the question. “Doing it thisway alows meto think.”
“About what?’

“Thiswar. My shipinthiswar. Thingslikethat.” He did alook back at me. His eyeswere bluer than
Papa s. Bluer than mine.

“Bo-Sheng sayswe can kill gtritshere”

“Doeshe? Marcus smiled. His profile showed a sharp nose, more obvious because hishair was so
short. Likeamilitary cut. | wondered about that. “Bo-Sheng’ sright,” he said. “My ship runs acrossthe
dienssometimes”

“And you fight?’

“Of course wefight. Why, do you want to fight them too?’

| picked at the blanket some more.*Y egh, | wouldn’'t mind.”
“They attacked your colony, didn't they?’

| shrugged.

“Bo-Sheng told me,” he said. “Y ou have aright to be angry at the strits and the government. Too many
attack:">

| wasn't thinking of the government, just the gtrits. “ The Rim Guard tried to help.”

“But did they?’ He stopped polishing. | didn't say anything, just bounced my feet over the sde of the bed
until he put his hand on my ankle and stopped me. “ Come up here, you want to try?’

| dragged mysdlf forward, and he reached down to the plastic box at hisfeet and took out another
gmaller blackened cloth and handed it to me.

“Here. Y our boots are scuffy.”

It didn’t sound mean like how the teachersin the Camp sounded sometimes, or the guards. So | watched
him rub the hed of hisboot and did mine off, sticking my hand insdeto hold it while | swirled theclothin
circleson thetoe. Soon it was shiny black just like his, and | worked my way around it toward the hedl.

“How come| can’'t stay with Bo-Sheng?’ | didn’t wait for him to answer or roll hiseyeslike Estienne. “I
don't likeit by mysdf.”

“You'respecid,” he sad, polishing his boots.
“NoI'mnot.”

Now he looked a me. For along second before he answered, ignoring it when | fidgeted. “Y ou know
you' re smarter than heis”



“NolI'mnot.”

“Oh, don't play around, Yuri.” Hislipscurled, and | wasn't sureif he meant it, or if it wasthe kind of
smile you gave when you thought the kid couldn’t understand.

“I'm not playing, Marcus,” | said. In case he got dl Papa-tone on me. “1 don’t get what you mean.”

“I think you do. That planet was holding you back. Y ou love your family but it waskilling you to be
there. What did you used to do with Bo-Sheng aside from run around the lake? Nothing good, | bet. But
you brought your date aboard. Y ou read or write alot, don’t you? Even though you didn’t like school 7’

He must’ ve talked to Bo-Sheng more than | knew.

“Bo-Sheng isn't nearly as concerned about you as you are for him. He' swell-adjusted and ready to
begin histraining.”

| didn’t want that to hurt, but it did. A lot. “He hasn’t asked about me?”’

Marcus looked at me for amoment, then leaned on his hand, closer to me. His voice lowered, asif
someone could belistening. “Y uri, this ship can be agreat opportunity for you. I’ ve decided to train you
mysdf.”

| blinked. Watched him, but he stared so completely that | couldn’t hold it. Hewasn't dismissing melike
theteachersdid. And he didn’t look tired like Papa. His eyes were wide like cam-orbs.

“Traininginwha?’ | asked, rubbing my boot again.
“Widll, to begin with, wegpons.”
| do c| ohenubted that. “Redly?’

He set aside his cloth on the deck and pulled on his boot. “ Everyone learns wegpons on my ship. Kids
included.” Then the other boot, which he d finished with earlier. “Come on, you must be hungry. I'll show
you the ship, then we can go eat.”

Without Bo-Sheng. Because Bo-Sheng had already eaten probably, and didn’t seem to care where |
was. So why should | care where he was?

| pulled on my boots and climbed off the bunk. “ Got acigret?’

That made Marcus smirk. But he dug out a pack from his breast pocket and tossed it to me. The
expensive brand. “Keep it. But | don’t want you to overdo it.”

| did out astick and sparked the end with the old fingerband | dwayswore, and grinned up at him.
“Why not?’

Helaughed. “Y uri, thefirgt thing you better get straight iswhen | tell you to do something, you don't
guestion me. Not yet, anyway, when you don't know athing about anything.”

That stopped my smile. Above the laugh, hiseyesdidn’t move. So | nodded. And blew the smoke out
toward the deck.

He put his arm around my shoulders and wa ked me out of the quarters. “Good. Y ou know, I'm fair.
And my ship isgood. But that’ s because my people do what | tell them. I’ m not exactly your father, and
thisisn't quitelike schooal, but | am going to take care of you. You'll dowell here, | know it. | think you'll



do extremely well.”

“Really?’ Nobody had ever said such athing to me. “Why?’

“I told you why. But you won't believe me until you start looking at yourself apart from that boy.”
Bo-Sheng.

“He'smy best friend.”

“Only?’” Marcus said, and | had no ideawhat he meant. Then he dropped it. “We do need to get you
new clothes, those are practicaly in rags. But don’t worry, | won't make you cut your hair. I think I like

itlong.”
“Bo-Sheng saysit makesmelook likeagirl, but | don't care” Even though | did.

“Bo-Sheng'sjedous,” Marcus said, which sounded stupid until | thought about it. And then it didn’t
seem S0 unlikely. “And looking like agirl can haveits advantages.”

| made aface.

“Y ou don’t think s0? Those nurses gave you sweets, didn't they? Because they thought you were
pretty?”

“Yeah. | guess”

Helaughed. | didn’'t see what was so funny, but aswe walked he ruffled my hair, then settled hisarm
back around my shoulders. | didn’t dare hit him like | would have Etienne.

Here and there people passed usin the corridors. His crew seemed to respect him alot. Men and
women, shadowed benesth the dim lights, appeared angry and mean with their tattooed skin and
graffitied clothes, but then the shB8oQcusadows passed and | saw how their eyes acknowledged Marcus
with quiet acceptance. Some even taked to him, briefly, with “sir” and * Captain,” and when they saw me
they nodded aswell, asif | were agrown-up. One man stopped with us at alev. He was stocky and
hawk-nosed, and Marcus introduced him as Cdligtiera. Cdl, he said.

“Sir,” | said, because everyone else used the word.

Cd squinted down a me, sniffed. “Y uri, eh?’ Hisgaze did to Marcus, and the corner of his mouth
quirked. That wasall. Hedidn't end up getting in thelev with us. Marcusled mein and when | turned
around Cal remained outside, staring in a me. | folded my arms against my body and the doors did shuit.

“He sjust curious,” Marcus said. “And he doesn't talk much.”
“Why’ s he curious about me?’

Marcus looked down at me asthe lev grated and roared on its ascent. “ Because one day you might take
hisjob.” He grinned.

| laughed. “Y egh, right!”
“Y ou never know,” Marcus said. “1 told you that you're smart.”

Even though he wasjoking, it sill made me smileto think about.



Hecdledita“messhal,” not acafeteria, and | wasn't sure why since there was nothing messy abouit it.
Shadowed like the rest of the ship, noisy and full of the drifting scents of different hot foods, it was
otherwise bare of any overall grit. Maybe because people ate here. It would have to be clean. The
spine-wrought walls, a continued design from the corridors, formed odd reflections of light on their
twisted dark sted.

Marcus sat with me while | scarfed down the free hamburger and fries and fizzy caff. All around us some
of the crew milled, eating and talking. The noise climbed high, harsh voices and laughter and the
occasiona angry word, but it was so dive and generally everyone seemed to like being together. The
people pulsed with energy. They didn’t drag around like the bodiesin the Camp, wistful for better things.
Some of them looked over at us, curious, silent, maybe even in astrange kind of recognition asif they
knew who | was aready, but nobody approached. Marcus brought me dessert too—chocolateice
cream.

Hesaid, “Estienne will take you to get your new clothes, you have agood shift of deep, and tomorrow
we begin.”

Maybe he saw how nervous | felt despite the ice cream tredt.
“Itll befine, Yuri,” hesaid. “And | haven't forgotten. We' Il find your mother and brother.”

| didn’t want to hope, but maybe | could. | wasn't in the Camp anymore. Things were different in space.
And when hishand stroked my armiit felt like he redlly cared.

Estienne took me to Supply for the clothes and toiletries. Warm sweatersin dark blue, black, red. Light
blue that Estienne said matched my eyes. T-shirts. Underclothes. Pants of strong, faded manufiber and
denimin just as many colors. The man distributing them peered down a me with asecret smile. Hewas
bald, and his head was tattooed and studded with dots of silver. | stared until Estienne put hisx/ gJhand
on my shoulder and turned me away.

“He slikethat with al the new recruits,” Estienne explained, though | wasn't quite sure what he meant.

Back in quarters he helped mefold and stack the clothesin my locker and ding the little bag of toiletries
in the webbing beside my bunk. Isobel’ s robot sat up beside my pillow. If | had been alowed to paste up
pictures, it might' ve started to look like my room on the Camp.

“Go brush your teeth,” he said, squeezing my shoulder.

| was glad he stayed, and heard him singing something to himsalf as| fumbled around in the narrow,
sainless-sted bathroom. It was built for an adult, and even though | wasn't short for my age, | had to
stretch to adjust the mirror above the Sink so it tilted down.

When | came out he' d laid out my deepwear and was Sitting on the end of the bunk, his back to the
bulkhead and his knees bent so his arms rested against them. He was looking at a black-handled
switchblade, turning it around in hisfingers.

“What'sthat?” What do you useit for? Since hewasn't looking at me it was easier to just changeinto
my pajamasright then. When | was done he glanced over.

“My littlefriend,” he said. “Wanna see?’

| smiled and nodded, held out my hand, and he closed the blade and placed it in my pam. It wasworn,
but when [ flipped it open again, the long sheen of metal shonelike brand-new. | sat on the bunk and
closed my fist around the hilt. It was small enough | could easily fold my fingers. Estienne scooted closer



and arranged my grip, then held my arm and moved it dowly like | was going to dice somebody. |
giggled when he put his other arm around me and moved my |eft hand, asif it had aknifeinit too. |
watched the movements | made, even though | was't controlling them. 1t was like alanguage.

“Doesit work? Could | kill something thisway?’

“Ohyeah,” Estienne said. “But only if you werefaster.” He dipped his hand down my forearm and took
the blade back, then hiswrigt flicked so fast | didn’t seeit.

The knife embedded in the dats of the tower locker.

| looked at him, eyeswide, and he grinned. “Go get it. And you can keep it.”

“Redlly?’ | scrambled off the bunk and went to the blade, tugged it out of the locker and turned to him.
“Redlly,” hesaid, and did off the blankets. “Now go to bed, we' ve got along shift tomorrow.”

| closed the blade and crawled into the bed, beneath the covers. After asecond | did it under my pillow.

“I’m going to lock the hatch again,” Estienne said, crouching down beside me. “Okay? For your own
ﬂay.”

| nodded. If that was the way this ship ran, then | had to learn it.
“Do you want to keep thelights up allittle?’
8g ht="0em" width="2em">| made aface. “I’'m not afraid of the dark.”

He laughed. “ All right then.” His hand went into my hair, but | leaned away. That made him laugh more.
“Funny kid.”

| watched as he stood and went to the hatch. Somehow | knew he was going to turn around, and he did,
for alast look. Hishair covered most of hiseyes, dmost white under the lights, framing hisfacelikea
glow.

Then hel€ft, and the hatch beeped, and | cdled off thelights.
Pure darkness.

| expected to fed 1sobel’ swarmth along my back, but there was nothing but the bulkhead. | tried not to
think of her though; otherwise, I’ d fed the londlinessjust as cold asthe cycled air. Eventudly | dept, and
the dreams stretched out ahead of me until | couldn’t see them anymore.

| didn’t hear Estienne comein, | just felt ahand on my forehead. | blinked open my eyes, confronted soft
light and the hao of his hair hanging down, a crown of brightnessthat cast hisfacein shadow. He said
quietly, “Timeto get up. We ve legped.”

“Welegped?’ | croaked out, pushing mysdlf to sit.

He nodded. “Y ou dept right through it. That’sagood sign for you living here. And you say you didn’t
grow up on aship?’

| shook my head. He helped me disentangle from the blankets, and | went to the bathroom to pee and
wash up. When | came out he had some of my clothesin his hands. Black like what he wore.



“Put these on.” He amiled.

So | did that while he made up my bed. He held out the switchblade to me as | ran my hands over my
hair to smooth it down. Once | had it in my pocket, looking up a him, none of thisearly shift felt so
drange after al. I'd seen him the most since lifting off from the Camp, and hewasn't demanding at all.
Maybe Marcus had asked him to take care of me especidly, like Marcus himsdlf was going to train me

epecidly?

Me and not Bo-Sheng. | bit my tongue before | asked how Bo-Sheng was doing. | would probably see
him today at some point.

“| gart with the gunsnow?’ | asked Estienne as he took me out to the corridor, toward the mess hall for
breskfast.

“Y ou might. The captain will tell you.” He did hisarm around my shoulders again like he did yesterday,
steering me around the corners and out of the way of passing crew. They al looked like they had
somewhereto go and barely glanced at us. | asked him about that, if something was going on, and he
said, “We ve mated with one of our sister ships, and some of the crew are going over there.”

“Another ship?
Hegrinned. “ Shiva. It samerchant. We have lots of friendsthere.”
“How long are we going to be—mated?’

He shrugged. “ Aslong as the captain wants. Apparently they have some gtrits aboard.”
re hheight="0em">
| nearly stopped walking. | didn’t think he'd say it so casudly. “How do they have strits?’

“Theway any Hub ship gets strits. They saw a ship where it wasn't supposed to be and attacked it. And
Shiva won.” Heamiled. “ Shiva’ s as heavily armed aswe are. Y ou have to be now, every ship.”

“What are they going to do with them?’

“Hmmm, maybe take them to the nearest military port.”

He didn’t sound too concerned. | said, “Maybe?’

“Well, after we have abit of fun. Y ou know how many of our comrades died because of gtrit attacks?’
Maybe he read my face,

Hesaid, softly, “I’'m sorry, Yuri. | forgot. Marcustold me. . . your family, huh? The strits attacked your
colony?’

| nodded, then shrugged. “Long ago. When | waslittle”
Mishka s bloody stump where her arm had been.

| hadn’t thought of that in along time. Now it wastherein front of my face likeablinding light. But
Edtienne'sarm was around my shoulders, and | kept walking.

By then we were a the mess hdl. It was alot quieter than the last shift. Only aquarter of it was
occupied. Maybe the others were over on Shiva.



| wondered what a gtrit looked like up close. | wondered if it would understand meif | yelled &t it.

Halfway through my breskfast of peanut butter toast and warm cered, Marcus camein. Hedidn’t
acknowledge anybody, just approached our table directly and put his hand on the back of my seat in

gresting.

“So how was your deep, Yuri?’

| swallowed my bite and looked up at him. “Good. Sir.”

The corner of hismouth twitched. “ Thelegp didn’t bother you?’
“Hedept right through,” Egtienne said, with a glance of approval a me.

Marcus seemed surprised. “Well then . . . are you just about finished with your meal? | thought maybe
you'd like to come over to Shiva with me. Estienne told you we were mated?’

“Y eah! He said they have stritsthere.” Maybe I’ d see one. With Marcus there with me they couldn’t do
anything. They must’ ve been locked up somewhere. “ Can Bo-Sheng cometoo? The stritskilled his
homeship, you know.”

“Someonewill take Bo-Sheng later, if we havetime. But I’ m going over there now, and Estienne has
dutiesto seeto. If you'regoing to go, let’sget on.”

| stood so suddenly Marcus had to step back or | would’ ve plowed my seat into him. | tried asmile.
“Sorry.”

Heonly raised his9 . are re eyebrows at me and hel ped me clamp my chair back to the deck. | turned
and waved alittle a Estienne. “ Seeyou later.”

Edtienne nodded. “ Absolutely.”
“Excited,” Marcus commented as he took me out.

“It sandien.” People heard about them, and | remembered vaguely seeing pictures on the Send, but to
see one live would be so much different. I'd smell them. They must’ ve had a scent. They must’ ve had a
reason for atacking shipsand colonies. What | redlly wanted to do was kick them hard for making me

lose my mama and Jascha. Why was their war so important that it killed people and lost others?

“Areyou interested in seeing them just because they'redien?” Marcus said.

“I hatethem,” | said. “1 want to see them because. ..” | imagined them scared of me. Begging not to be
hurt, or blamed, or yelled at.

“Because?’ Marcus said.

“Haveyoukilled any? Like, by yoursdf?’

“Oh, sure” hesad. “It' swhat we do, humans. Kill diens.”

For asecond | thought he might be joking, but when | looked up his face was serious.
“It' squite satifying,” he continued.

| chewed my lip. “Why do they keep attacking us? Why can’t the Hub do something to stop them?’



Marcuswas slent, walking dong. He didn’t touch melike Estienne did but kept his pace short so | didn’t
haveto trot to keep up with him. After amoment, he said, “ The Hub made adeal with them along time
ago. The Hub expects them to keep to thisdedl, to stay in their place. But obvioudy they don’'t. And
everybody in between gtrit space and the Spokes suffersfor it. Like your family.”

That was the end result. Camps full of peoplelike Papa. “But why?’

“Some people in the government are more concerned about keeping things asthey areinstead of trying
to make them better. | know it doesn’t make any sensetoyou. . . it hardly doestome. . . but that’ sthe
way it is. Frustrating. Which iswhy most of the time we don’t bother handing over the strits we capture.
The Hub might just end up letting them go, and how doesthat help? It' sjust eeser and morefair to vent
them.”

Hisvoice was soft. He didn’t brag about it.

| would've. To Bo-Sheng. And I’ d write commsto Papa and tell him.

“Do you truly want to meet them?’ Marcus asked, |ooking down at me as we paused outside the airl ock.
“You'll bethere, right?’

He nodded once. He wasn't going to make up my mind for me, and that made me stand alittle taler.

| said, “Thenyesh.”

Shiva waswhite. It didn’'t look athing like T Hubour famihe Abyssinian. Itswalswere white, itslights
covered by smooth panels. Dots ran aong the deck, iridescent paint. Red, green, blue, and yellow that
Marcus said led to different places on the ship. So you wouldn’'t get lost eveniif dl the lights went out.
The crew seemed neater, somehow, not as ragged on the edges of their clothing. Not studded or so
tattooed. And there were far more kids weaving past us, holding dates or following behind adults. We
glanced at each other, but they didn’t spesk.

Everyone walked wide of Marcus. And me, because | trailed dongsde him. Even the adults. But they
didn’t have any reason to respect me. They didn’'t quite look Marcusin the face. He didn't say athing to
any of them, but we didn’t get far down the corridor before a dark-haired woman approached, alittle
hurried, smiling.

“Captain,” shesaid. “Sorry | didn’'t meet you at thelock.”

Behind her stood a sullen boy with a shaved head. No more than light brown stubble crowned his skulll,
and his gaze wasflat. He might’ ve been my age. He had his hands behind him and didn’t look at me,
even though | tried to catch hiseyesto say hi. They were rimmed red, hisskin was ashen asif hehad a
fever. | wondered why he was out of bed.

Marcus was saying to the woman, “I’d like to take Y uri to the gtrits.”
She nodded. “ Of course.”
“Isthisyour protégé?’ Marcus asked.

The woman stepped aside with anod and put her arm around the boy. “Evan, say hello to Captain
Facone”

The boy’ seyes came up and he smiled. “Hello, sir.”



Even| could seehedidn’t meanit.

Marcus stared at him. “Does he give you trouble?’

“No,” thewoman said. | thought she must be the captain.
“Hemight.”

Thewoman didn’t seem ableto answer that. Her mouth looked wilted. Then shesad, “He sl in
training.” Her eyesdid to me. “He doeswell.”

Marcus sad, “Come with me and leave the boy.” Then he touched my shoulder and guided me around
the woman and Evan. | glanced back, and the woman stroked Evan’ s neck and said something in alow
voice. He nodded, turned, and headed away down the corridor. Maybe Evan was her son? Although
Marcus cdled him a* protégé’—whatever that meant. Maybe he got specid training like me.

The woman walked fast to join us at the lev. She and Marcus didn’t speak aswe got in and shot down
the decks. | watched the blinking lights, my back to thewall.

Marcusled us both out asif the ship were his own. It could’ ve been the same deck except thelights
were dimmer here. It was colder, emptier, but the wals were still white. Two men with rifles stood
outsde adouble hatch, but Marcus ignored them, just gave the woman a glance, and she moved up and
palmed the call pad. The doors did aside and Marcus put his hands on both my shoulders and walked
mein. To Shiva’sbrig.

| didn’t notice anything except the blurry white figuresingde one of the stedl cages. Marcusled me up to
itso | could seeinside.

Thediens. Trussed to the bulkhead in chains, their arms gpart. Transparent wingsfdl from their wriststo
both sides of their waidts, attached. Wings, like theflies| used to find collected on the windowsill of my
bedroom in the summer. These wings were shredded or torn. Five gtritsin thiscell. | glanced to the other
cdls tenindl, but could only make out shadows. None of the lights werelit except in thisone.

They were white-faced, black-eyed, and one of them bared sharp little teeth at me. | stepped back
aganst Marcus, but he squeezed my shoulders.

“They can't hurt you,” he said. “Open the gate,” he ordered the woman.
“No, wait,” | said.

“You'll haveto face them sometime,” he said. “For what they did. Y ou're not hiding away on that planet
anymore.”

| hadn’t been hiding. | twitched away from histouch and glanced up.

He held my shoulder. Held on. “What' re you going to do about it now? What' re you going to do for
your father 7’

Papawasn't here. Only me.
And | was aready forgetting Mama. And Babushka. | didn’t remember Jascha sface.

But | remembered Papa and I1sobel, and how Isobel had no memory of Mamaat al, and how Papa sat
at the kitchen table late at night and wrote words about pain.



And it wasdl thefault of these things. When the gate did asde they tirred in their chains. Even their
ankleswere bound. Their clothing pedled off their skinin shreds, in long strips, so | saw the white skin
benegth. White like thewalls of thisship.

They could be human, with their basic faces. Their limbs. Their hair, though the colorswere al wrong.
But they weren't human.

My heart galloped. | stood in front of the onein the center of thewall. It wastied and bruised, with dark
ydlow stainsonitsbody asif it had wet itsdf. | pointed at it and smiled. Couldn’'t stop the smile.

“It peed.”

“No,” Marcussaid. “That'stheir blood. I’ syellow. See?” Hewalked up to that one and grabbed its
slver-white hair, lifted its head so | saw the gold drops onits skin. Their blood looked like honey. And
its face was marked around the bottomless eyes and down the cheeks with dark blue tattoos. “ Aliens,”
Marcus said, and let it go.

Now that | saw that none of them could move, even when Marcus touched one, | went closer, looked up
at the black eyes. It seemed to stare down at me with hatred, without lines or expression except that
dark emptiness.

Itydled a me.

The sound was araw call, noword | understood, just somethellow. Seeu ing from deep in itsthroat that
shot through my nerves and shredded them.

| kicked it, heart thudding in my ears but not loud enough to drown out the thing asit wailed and cried in
that inhuman voice. | pounded on its chest to stopit. | thought Marcus might pull me back, but he didn’t.
“It hurt your family,” he said. “ Take your revenge.”

| kicked it again. For some reason that seemed to make them al erupt. All of those gtrit voices cdling to
me, each with an echo asif some smaller verson of themsalves sat degp within their chests, clawing to
get out. The cawing rose high through the steel cages, hurting my ears. | remembered the switchblade in
my pocket, pulled it out, and flicked it open.

The chainsrattled. Marcus didn’t stop me. And | jabbed the blade into the strit’ s chest.

It didn’t make asound. The noise cut off all around me asif someone had finally gagged them. And the
slencewasworse. It stung.

So | stabbed it again, around the same area high on its chest, to get it to cry out. Anything. Now they al
looked a me, dl of those stritswith their demon black eyes and sharp little teeth, and they were just
things. They werethingsthat killed humans, attacked homes, and took away half my family. Who would
miss them?Who would care?

| stabbed the thing in front of me until its chest was the color of frozen amber, jeweled and flecked black.
Until my arm throbbed and my fingersfelt swollen and dick; then | stepped back, nearly faling over if
Marcus hadn’t held my shoulder. Hisfingers squeezed. The other thingsdidn’t yell or even move now, as
if they didn't care. Cold and heartless. For dl | knew dritsdidn’t fedl. Not like humansfelt. Not like
fdt.

That was for Babushka.



The blade was sticky al up the handle. | tried to wipeit on my splattered clothes, but Marcus plucked it
frommy grip.

“Let me” he said, and rubbed my hair with affection. He cleaned the blade on his own pants, then folded
it and handed it back to me. “Estienne gavethisto you, didn't he?’

| nodded. | wanted to st down but | blinked, breathed in until it wasn't so much of an effort.

“Itll bedl right,” Marcus said. “ Something crosses you, you teach it alesson, then you move on. And
diensare dwaysthe enemy. Kill it or useit, but keep it at the end of your blade. Understand?’

| nodded, though hiswords seemed to gush too suddenly in my ears, asif I’d tilted my head wrong in the
shower. Heavy sound.

“You'll bejust fing,” hesaid. And when | looked up, he was smiling.

The woman walked usto the airlock. She'd stood in her own brig and hadn’t said aword. Now aswe
left she il didn’t say anything until Marcusturned to her. “1I’ll bein touch.”

“Yes, Captain,” shesad.

He gtill had hisarm around me, and my hands were clenched up in their deeve cuffs. They till shook for
some reason and fed Cir deevelt cold. Had | just killed a strit? Their voices till echoed in my head.
Except they weren't voices, really, not any more than some anima had avoice. Even Seamus had looked
at me different from those gtrits. Seamus knew me, even though | was't his owner. These stritswere
just—strange other things. My skin crawled from the thought of their black eyes and big insect wings.

Marcus s hand gripped my shoulder. Maybe he felt me shiver. | went with him through the mating tube to
our own airlock. Our own. The Abyssinian. | glanced once over my shoulder at the other captain, in
parting. She met my Stare.

And for some reason she looked afraid.

10.5.2185 EHSD—Captain Falcone

Every goldshift now, asthey cdled it on ships (not day and night, ahabit | wasn’t going to break soon),
Estienne took me to Marcus' s quarters for breakfast. Captain Marcus Falcone. I'd put it together and
garted calling him “ Captain” like his crew did, or Captain Falcone, and thefirst time| did he' d asked if
I’d picked that up from Estienne. “No,” | said. “Thelady from Shiva.”

“Obsarvant,” hesaid, with aamile.

He had meals brought to his quartersinstead of the captain’s galley in the morning before he went on
bridge and we sat across from each other and ate. He showed me maps of the Hub on hisdate and
pointed out features like legp points and the Demilitarized Zone where the strits were never supposed to
cross but dwaysdid, to attack us. Hedidn't mind it if I put my feet up on his bunk, or tried on his
jackets, or crawled dl over hisdesk chair when he wasin the bathroom shaving or taking a shower.
Sometimes he came out of the bathroom dressed only in his pantsand | saw the tattoos on his body.
Glimpses, until the third time when | worked up enough courage to ask himif | could see them up close.

So he stood in front of me, patient with my curiosity. He had two tats: a blood-covered four-armed
woman on the left Sde of his chest that danced with knives and dangling hands about her waist; and on
hisright wrist was the detail of her dark face. They were ugly but they were pretty in how detailed and
how colorful. | reached up to touch the lines of theink, itsrich reds and staining blacks, but stopped,



peering up & him.
He put ahand on my hair. “Go ahead. One day you'll get onetoo.”

“Really?’ | pressed the pad of my forefinger againgt his skin and traced the lines. “What does it mean?
It skind of gross.”

Helaughed. “ This symbol”—he touched the dancing woman—"is Kdi. The Hindu goddess of
destruction. Fitting for awarship, initsway. Shewas my ship before thisone. My carrier, Kali.” His
voice lowered to barely awhisper. “ Saving lives and taking down enemies.”

“You wereacarrier captain?’ Maybe that was why his crew sometimes |ooked scared of him when he
walked down the corridors. | thought of the Rim Guards and their long black guns.

He nodded. “ A long time ago. Now thisismy ship. How do you likeit?’ He sat on the bunk beside me.

| fell back on the tucked blankets and leaned againgt the bulkhead. “I lont sizeXeigike when we go to the
shooting gdlery.” Guns. He' d taken me after I d killed the &trit. | grinned at him. “I like the chocolate. |
likeEdtienne. . .”

13 Butl?l
“But can | send messagesto Papa? It's been two weeksand . . . | haven’t seen Bo-Sheng either.”

“Y ou’ ve been keeping track, have you?’ Hetouded my hair. | made aface, but | didn’t mind so much.
Hedidn't do it to make fun of me. “Y ou know your father doesn’t have private communicationsin the
Camp. So.. . . if youwriteto him, I’ll send it to their general comm, and they can passit along to him.”
He paused. “I gave him my private comm, but he’ s never sent anything.”

| sat Sraighter. “He hasn't?’ It cored me out to hear that. “Maybe it got lost. Papawould send
something!”

Marcus shook his head dowly. “I’m sorry, Yuri.”
| stared across the quarters at nothing.

Marcus dipped hisarm around my shoulders. “It’ s difficult for them on that planet. | didn’'t want to tell
you, | knew you'd be upset. But Yuri . . . you'rein adifferent place now. And your father wanted you to
come. And I’'m glad you' re here, you' re doing very well.”

“I am.” It was aquestion, but my voice wasflat. What would be the point of al thisif Pgpadidn’'t even
care? What if 1sobel had forgotten about me too?

“You are.” Marcusturned my head to face him. “Doing very well.”

| wasn't going to cry, even though the span of space seemed to yawn insde my gut. | wasadoneonthis
ship. “What about Bo-Sheng? Can | see him please?’

“How about | give you thisfirst.” Marcus reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a pair of tagson a
dlver chain. He draped them around my neck.

| looked down. One of them was atagcomm with tiny contact pads and adiver for the input display.

“I"'ve dready programmed my and Estienne' s comm numbersin there. Thisisfor if you get lost on the
ship or something happens, you just hit the right button and you'll get us. Ak it questions, and it'll tell you



how to work it. Okay?’

“Doesthat mean | get to walk around? By mysdf?’ | must’ ve passed something, even though | hadn’t
actualy been tested. Now | could go talk to Bo-Sheng. | could explore.

“Y ou can wak around by yoursdlf. Y ou can come and go in your quarters.” He smiled. “All of that.” His
hand played softly inmy hair.

He liked to touch me the way Papa sometimes did. Asif | were his son.

Papa.

| picked up one of the tags and looked down at it. “Why wouldn't he ask about me?’
Marcus didn’'t answer. And the sllence was enough.

Nobody cared anymore except on this ship.

Things weren't o strange here. | got used to the whump and whine of the ship’ s drives, the way the
shadows squatted in the corners of the corridors, and even the way the crew looked. Their studs and
tattoos, harsh words and occasiond fights. Marcus had told me long ago that | didn’t have to be scared,
though, because nobody on the ship would ever touch me.

He said they knew he was my guardian, and | was his protégé.

| went to Bo-Sheng' s quartersfirst. Even with Estienne or Marcus escorting me back and forth all over
the ship for two weeks, and living right beside him, | had never crossed paths with Bo-Sheng. | wanted
to tell him abouit killing the strit, and the gun and knife training | was getting, plusal the date work about
how the Hub ran and the important stations and leap points. . . it was so much and was Bo-Sheng doing
it al too? Was he beating me at it? But there’ d never been time. If Marcuswas't talking and teaching
me, it was Estienne, and I" d learned to stop asking about Bo-Sheng. Clearly he didn’t ask about me.

Nobody did.

| fingered my new tags and buzzed Bo-Sheng’ s hatch. Maybe he wasn't eveninsde. It wasjust after
breakfast. Maybe he was till in the mess hal? Or off to hisown training?

But the hatch opened and ateenaged girl stood there. Behind her | saw Bo-Sheng and | didn’t think; |
just shoved past her and careened into him, hugged him.

“Yun!”

| held on. | was more glad to see him now that he was standing right in front of me. He till smelled like
those cheap cigrets. | only smoked the kind Marcus gave me. | touched the ends of his hair, and they
were ragged. He hadn’t changed.

He returned the hug for along second and behind me the hatch shut. “ Sheleft,” he said, sounding
surprised. Then, “Where ve you been?’

“Training! Likeyou.” | dragged my eyesfrom hisface—maybe he was alittle thinner, but not surprising
with the exercise they made us do—and looked around the quarters. A sweater was strewn here and
there, the locker stood open, spilling toiletries. The bunk was unmade. | jumped on it and bounced. “I
got so much totdl you!”

Hedidn't join me. Hejust stood there, looking surprised sill. He rubbed hishair from hiseyes. “Yuri . . .



what’ s been going on? Areyou dl right?’

“Of coursel’mal right. Look.” | stopped bouncing and pulled out my switchblade. “ Estienne gavethisto
me. | killed a strit withit. D’you know they have, like, yellow blood? It's S0 gross.”

“You killed astrit? Where?” He still had that just-woke-up look. Like he was shocked the galaxy was
dill here.

| scratched my head. “ Over on Shiva. Our sister ship. They had abunch of gtritsin the brig, and Marcus
let mekill one. They'relike. ..” | twitched, plucking at my deeve and holding out the blade to him. |
wasn't ecstatic anymore. “Like animals. Don't you want to look at it?’

“No,” hesaid, and looked around asif someone e sewerein herewith us.

| shrugged and sat on the bed, flipping the switchblade in my hand. “Well, I’ ve been learning to useit,
and to shoot, and basically they gave me afree pass around the ship, Marcusjust gave me thesetags. .
" Hedidn’t seem excited for me. “What' swrong?’

Hesad, “Yuri ...” Now he approached and sat beside me on the bunk. And whispered, “Y uri, thiswas
amigake.”

“What' re you talking about? And why are you whispering?’

“Becausel” Hiseyesdarted. “1 don't think this ship isamerchant.”

| kind of laughed.

“Look,” hesaid. “Thecrew . . . | came fromamerchant. Thisshipisy't amerchant.”

“Not every shipisyour ship, Bo-Sheng. Besides, what do you remember about your ship? Y ou were too
little when the gtritskilled it. When | went acrossto Shiva, it had atotally different look and—" | didn’t
understand why he wanted to ruin thisfor us.

“Yuri, you gottalisten.” Hisfingers dug through my deeve. “I don't like it here”

| pulled away. “Wdl | do. And since you never even cared where | wasal thistime—"
“What?’

| got up. “I have to meet Estienne. Y ou go and do what you want.”

“Wait!” He snagged my wridt. “ Y uri, thisisa pirate ship. We have to get out of herel”
| yanked away. “Y ou're being stupid.”

“They haven't been dl that niceto me!” His voice cracked. He stood and came close, holding both my
ams,

“What do you mean?’ | tried not to flinch from his grip.
“They just...” Hisface bled adeep pink beneath hisskin. “Yuri, | just want to go. Please, can we go?”’

Was he chickening out? He was always the one who got meinto trouble in the Camp. “1 don’'t want to
go, Bo-Sheng. Besides, where would we go? Back to the Camp? | don’t even know how to get off this
ship or what to do if wewere on station. And | likeit here! They'reniceto me.” | looked in his eyes.



“Maybe you're just not doing what they want. Maybe you're just no good at it.”

He dropped his hands from my arms and moved away, his nose wrinkling asif | smelled bad. Hisvoice
was harsh. “What' swrong with you?’

“Well what' s so bad about being here, eveniif it is a pirate ship? So what?’
“FAraesaecrimindd”

“So what? Did the Hub ever do anything for us? They just stuck us on that planet to rot. At least here
I”’m doing Stuff.”

“Bad stuff, Yuri. They—"
“Likekilling gtrits? T1ko” Hhey deserveit!”
Heflinched from my shout, but said, “Has he found your mamayet?’

| didn’t know why, but | wanted to hit him for mentioning Mama. “No. He says Hub bureaucracy isdow
as shit, but he' strying.”

“Hesays”

“What's wrong with you?’

“I don't liketo beforced to do things!” Bo-Sheng shouted in my face. “ And you shouldn't either!”
“Nobody’ sforcing meto do anything. What are they making you do?’

He saw my doubt. It seemed to pisshim off. “I haveto go.”

“Where areyou going?’ First heyelled a me, then he was going to walk away? “How come you get to
go around by yoursdf?’ Before me?

He stared & me. Then he opened the hatch, and the girl was outside waiting. Shelooked at us,
blank-faced. “1 don't,” he said. Then hejust went with her, not even looking back at me.

Asif I'dlet him down in someway. Asif he hadn’t brought me here himsdif.
And before it made me sad, it made me angry.

Estienne noticed my foul mood but didn’t comment on it until the end of the shift, after gym and shooting
and fighting class (I sparred mostly with Estienne, and sometimes Marcusif he didn’t need to be on the
bridge or somewhere else, and it wasn't redly fighting, just punching and kicking pads and “learning
balance,” Estienne said). We aso had lunch, and more book work about the stationsin the Dragons, and
finaly on our way back to my quartershe said, “What’ swrong?’

| didn’t want to go to my quartersin case Bo-Sheng was around, so | glanced up at Estienne. “Can | see
your g7’

One eyebrow quirked. “ Sure. Why now?’
“I just never seenit.”

He shrugged. “Okay. Thisway.” He put his hand on my shoulder and guided me ahead of himsdlf, upa
flight of stairs. It wound around twice before we ended up on another deck, quieter, its shadows receded



from cones of pae bluelight that washed down from the ceiling. Therewas alanding and awall with two
doors, no other exits but the stairs and alittle to theright of us, alev. He had to tap acodeinto aside
panel before the doors parted, then he took me through. Every hatch on this deck had alockpad beside
it, and numbers. No names. He took me down to the end of the corridor, to the last hatch, and palmed
another pand. Then he pushed it open with his shoulder and cdled up the lights.

Inside the room was black. And red. Thewalls and floor were gloss dark, reflective asamirror, the
pipes and lights overhead coated black like they’ d been carved and frozen out of space. Red transparent
materia hung from the ceiling in airy waves and dripped down thewalls. Asif the pipesbled. | ran my
hand aong the curtain covering the bathroom door. It was so soft it seemed to dip through my fingers, no
more solid than water.

Estienne sat his date on the desk, even the furniture was black, and collapsed on his bunk. “Now what
happened?”’

| walked dl around the quarters. It looked as small asmine, but | knew just from the five strides thisway
and the other that it wasin fact twice the Sze. Findly, | sat beside him on the bed, rubbed the puffy soft
red comforter, and looked up at him. He douched against the wal with one foot on the mattress, biting
the edge of histhumb with concentration.

“I went to see Bo-Sheng,” | said.
“Yeah?" Hiseyesflashed a mefrom behind blond shards of hair.
“He complained. He doesn't like it here. He thinkswe re a pirate ship.”

Edtienne dropped his hand with asigh and leaned forward, dinging hisarm around my neck like he
usudly did.

“We are apirate ship, Yuri. Technicaly.”

“What? What do you mean ‘technically’ 7’ 1t wasn't agreat shock, and in the end it didn’t much matter
now, but the secrecy?

“Technicaly wedon't like to answer to the Hub. So technicaly we are apirate.” He shrugged. “Does
that bother you?’

“No, not redly.”

“But it bothers Bo-Sheng.”

Now | shrugged. “I don’t know what his problem is. He says people make him do things.”
“What things?’

“I don’t know, hedidn’'t say.” | looked at Estienne instead of at the black floor. “Do you?’
“Dol what?’

“Make him do things.”

He squinted in disgpprovd. “ Y uri, he came on this ship voluntarily just like you. He' sbeing trained just
the same as any crewmember. You get extra-specid treatment because Marcus—Captain
Facone—thinks you have that potentia. Maybe Bo-Shengisjedous.”



“I don’'t know.” Suddenly I didn’t want to talk about it. Or remember the way he' d looked at me. “Why
doesthe captain think I'm specia?’ Because | didn’t believeit, redly.

It made Estienne laugh, but not at me. And it was aquiet sound. “Y ou’ re smart.”
Was|1?*But how’d he know?’

Egtienne rubbed my hair. “He' s smart. He said when he talked to you he could seeit in your eyes. And
how much you wanted something different. And even though Bo-Sheng acted like the big tough one, you
were the one who would survive.”

“Survivewhat?’

“You know. Just survive. Inlife” Hetugged my hair. “Plusyou’ re cuter.”

| made aface.

“Seel"0em" he?” Hegrinned.

Now | didn’t want to talk about that either. “1 don’t want Bo-Sheng to be sad, being here.”
“Do you think he' s been treated badly? Have we ever mistreated you?’

| looked at my hands. “No.”

He squeezed my neck alittle with hisarm, then ruffled my hair. “Y ou know, it'sgood of you to be
concerned about your friend. But you redlly don’t have to be. Maybe he just hasn't, you know, gotten
aong aswdl asyou. Do you want me to check up on him?’

“No. I'll ... I'll ssehimagain, won't 1?1l go tomorrow—next shift.”

Estienne glanced at the celling asif pulling areminder message from the pipes. “I don’'t know . . . actualy
| think histraining schedul€' s changed. He Il be awake when you' re adegp. Sometimes shifts work out
that way. | think they’ retraining himin technica stuff, you know, like how to fix things on the ship.”

“Why am | not learning that?’

“Youwill eventudly. Marcusisjust doing things differently with you.”
Because | was specia. But that meant | wouldn't see Bo-Sheng for awhile.
But | had Egtienne.

He hugged me, both arms, until my chin scrunched to my shoulder. “I'm glad you cameto me. Never
keep your worries bottled up, deal?’

Edtienne was my best friend now. | liked how he never hesitated to hug me. | felt swallowed up by him,
and sometimesin my quarters, inthe dark, | wished.. . . | wished. | missed the comfort of Isobel beside
mejust so | knew even adeep that | wasn't done.

Maybe Estienne felt something of it. He kept holding me, so | wrapped my arms around hiswaist. |
looked up at the cascades of red al around the quarters, and it waswarm, like his arms were warm.

“I' likeyour room,” | said.

| felt him smile againgt my hair. “Y ou want to stay awhile?’



| nodded.
“How about a nap before dinner then?Y ou worked hard today.”

| nodded again, glanced up at him. He let me go and did back on the bed, tucked against the wall on one
elbow. | curled up beside him and sank into one of the pillows. He had two, and they were both thick
and smdled like his hair—clean and touched by the sun, even though there wasn't asun on this ship. He
draped his arm over me and rested his chin near the top of my head.

“Edienng” | said.
13 Y%?!
“Doyou likeit here? Even though it'sapirate? | mean . . . would you ever leave?’

“No,” hesaid immediately. “1 would never leave. Thisismy home.” He paused. “1 want it to be your
home B x6too, Y uri.”

| said, “Itis. Itisnow.”

I’d never go back to the Camp. Not now. Not if Pgpa didn’t even comm and especidly not just because
Bo-Sheng couldn’t handleit in space.

| shut my eyes. Estienne’ s arm tightened around me and his face pressed into the back of my hair. Behind
my lidsthe black lay divided by the red, an imprint.



RESCUED

2.27.2198 EHSD—Pax Terra Station

Andress L ukacs takes us up to the station in his transport but he doesn’t disembark with us. “I'll bein
touch,” he says. “With both of you.” Meaning, Finch better not sart thinking he can go on vacation to
Austro Station just because he' sfree.

“What's he going to do,” Finch mutters to me as we pass through the security arch between this dock
and the checkpoint Customs booths, tenin al even though only five are manned. Typicd. Wewait inline
in harsh lighting and forest green wallsto hand over our fase IDs. L ukacs had mine made aready, coded
on afinger-sized chipsheet, dong with a couple hundred cred because he' s generous like that apparently.
On the twelve-hour ride to the station he’ d gotten the same transmitted and encoded for Finch. Black
Opsare nothing if not expedient.

“Hang out and smoke a sweet leaf, | dunno.” | want to smoke, but we can't in the open deck without
polliesready to haul you away.

“I mean,” Finch says. “What's he going to do with me.”

Because L ukacs gave no indication on the ride what he was planning or thinking, didn’t much
communicate with us at al. He knowswhat | have to do, and he'll ded with Finch when he' sready.

I’m still stiff and distractingly sore from the best down, and while talking to Finch servesto keep me
awake, it dso takes more effort than | have right now. And | need to store up my energy to deal with
Petra, my contingency plan, who hasto get mein touch with my ship.

“Yuri?’ Finch asks, when | zone out.

“Best that he hasn't done anything yet. Look, whatever you do, just don't get in my way.” It comes out
bitchier than it soundsin my head, but | don't quaify it. It shuts him up.

We pass through Customs without incident, thanks to the IDs and the change of clothes Lukacs had for
us—navy blueflight crew uniforms, ubiquitous on any station—and enter the busy traffic of Pax Terrd's
main concourse. | look firgt for a public washroom. Easy to find once you find thefood, it' s hidden
between two eateries. A long corridor into ablue-tiled room and Finch waits outside, he says, whilel do
what | have to do.

| look inthe mirror & my unmarred face, feding the bruises beneath my clothing from the neck down. |
smooth my hair, splash my face with cold water to get mysdlf aert. Petrawon’t want meto walk into her
club looking like drug addict dross. She has animage, and | have an obligation. Even here and now.
Even for aroom to stay in and a se3 fontcure link to borrow. She knows me as geishaand Falcone's
protégé, so thisiswhat she'll get. | rub beneath my eyes, get some color there other than dark circles,
bite my lipsinto amore natura state. The cold on that planet bleached most color away inthelast few
months. Now, back in space, | tear at them with my teeth, not to break skin but just to get the red.

When | come out Finch asks, “What took you so long?’ But | don’t answer. | try to pick up my feet as
wewalk somy drideisn’t so crippled. Hefollows at my right shoulder like awraith. Two ghodts, it
seems, haunting this old station. Pax Terrawasthe first commercid station in the Hub and became, pretty
quickly, just as diverse asthe planet “below” it. Y ou can see Earth from most view windows around any
of the twelve connected modules. Y ou can put out your hand and touch another world. Inside, among
transsted corridors and the latest fashions, we're just two of 120,000 people flowing from one module to
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the next like blood cdlls converging on disparate diseases. This dock, that office. This gpartment and that
shop.

Augtro Station, haf its Sze, was modeled after Pax Terra, it’ sjust considered the Rim version of thisfirst
jewd of Hubcentra. But Austro isfar newer by fifty-some years, and Pax showsitsage most of dl inthe
pleasure digtrict, where | take Finch. Where Petraiis, mistress of one of ten flash housesin the section.
The onewe go to is caled Red Square, her headquarters.

Low celling, flickering light, and there’ sa definite hiccup of moderated temperature, moisture, and airflow
control through the corridorsin this district. Scents released here tend to stick, and we' re not five minutes
wandering the burrow holes between flash houses, pushing by the press of bodies, before Finch presses
his deeve to his nose and mouth. How many people—cigret smoke, acohol, and drug scent clinging to
their clothes—have passed through here?

“Why don’t they do something about the ventilation?” He coughs behind me. Asif | can do something
about it.

“Who'sgonnapay for it? Y ou?’
“They should shut this place down. At the very least ahedlth inspector . . .

“Govies come by here every year. But the amount of money it would cost to clear peopleout . . .” They
don’t think it'sworth it. It serves one good purpose though. Peoplein placeslike thisdon't look at you
too closdaly or ask too many questions.

| just wish Finch didn't haveto tail me. Wishthat if 1 got him out, he could &t least be on hisway, and me
on mine, though my track back to deep space fedslike looking into the long barrel of agun. Any minute
now someone sgoing to pull the trigger and you won't see anything but a flash, and maybe you won't
even fed the shot impact. Sometimesit’s S0 sudden you don’t have timeto fed anything.

And that can be lucky.

But with Finch | fed him by my sdewith dl of his questions and his nervousness, and when the shot
comes| think I'll get the pain. Or maybe thinking you fed anything isjust the sort of lieyou tell yoursdf to
make your universe make sense. To make you think you still have that capacity, and you' re not just filled
with dread.

He' slooking off the wrong way, o | grab his deeve and tug him toward th igerle opague front of the
club—black sheen with ared star on the door. It's 1340 hours and the placeis closed, but we can a
least get in the foyer. Once the door shuts, cagting usin russet haf-light, Finch lowers his deeve and
takes a breath of the latent smoke-and-acohol scent. But it’ sfresher air cycling down from the house's
interna system.

He squiet, I'm quiet. | think of past business|’ ve done with this woman and hit the intercom.
“Da?” the man sayson the other end.
| answer back in the same Russian. “ Kublai Khan. Turn on your scan.”

In asecond asquare of red light gppears on thewall a elbow height, camouflaged until activated. | pull
my deeve up and pressmy Khan tattoo to the surface. Now we' |l seeif Andreas Lukacs sfancy Ops
technology can pass mugter in the underworld. The scan will pick up my ship ID since | helped them
cdibrate it to my nanocode long ago, but for al | know they could’ ve upgraded, dropped my code once
| was incarcerated, or received kill ordersfrom Tgja“justin case.” | wouldn’t be surprised.



But the scan shuts off after amoment, and the inner doors buzz briefly. Finch says, “Maybe | should—"

“Y ou're coming with me, or they might decide to sweep you off their entrancewhile’minsde.” | yank
the door open and step through to the club’ s bottleneck front space. The walls morph on acycle of
snowy sunset, antique soldiersin a goose-stepping march, and large graven images of dead paliticians.
The door shuts behind Finch and he has the good sense to be quiet when a small Asian man approaches
from behind the heavy-laden bar that runsaong theright sde of the wall.

“You'reout,” he says, in accented mgority language. Hiseyes areflat.

“Where' s Petra?’

“Who'she?’ Mr. Asan points behind my shoulder.

“Crew.”

He doesn’t believe me. Obvioudy. One look at Finch. “No crew adlowed in here.”

| remember my command voice. “L ook, you can sass me for an hour, or you can tell Petral came, got
fed up, and left in two minutes. And then I’ Il come back when you' re no longer in service.”

The man doesn’t argue. He just walks off, straight into the shadowed back area of the club.

In five minutes she comes out, a stout woman with around face and long black hair, straight down to her
ass. She'sdl amiles, and | return it, leaning down to kiss both of her offered cheeks. Thisiswherethe
work begins.

“Yuri, | had no ideayou d got out. When? How?’

“Maybe we can St?It'sbeen along flight.” And | want to curl up somewhere and just let my body hedl.
The bot-knitters till work, but it'samaddening itch easiest ignored when adeep.

But not yet.

“Of course, of course. ..” Shetakesmy arm and lew |Oem™ widtads me to one of the empty cushioned
booths, glancing over her shoulder. “ And who' syour friend?’

“Prison mate. Busted him out too.”

Finch hangs back, but Petramotions him forward. So he goes. | sit with asigh, because | ache, and
watch her take Finch by both arms and look him up and down. He does well not to flinch or look too
discomfitted. He has no idea that she’ s broken boysin half with those same hands, and would do it to
himif | pay her.“Youtrust him?’ sheasks.

If I say no, she'll kick himout. If | say yes, she might use him against me in some way once she getstired
of the pleasant routine.

“I trust him aslong ashe sinmy sight,” | tell her.
Shelaughs. “Then by al means. Sit.” To Finch.

He does, right beside me, without aword. Mr. Asan brings across drinks asif hewas slently
caled—which he probably was from a subvocdizer or commstud—and sets them down in front of me
and Finch. White Russian for me, she remembers. Some amber-colored booze for him. | don’t touch
mine, and won't, until I’ m relatively positive Petraisn’'t out to poison me. Finch takes his cuesfrom me



and doesn’'t even look at the glass.

“Sotell meagood story,” Petrasays, leaning back in her seat across from us and lighting along black
Cigret.

| open my mouth.
“No,” shesays. “Not you. Him.” She pointsthe cigret to Finch. “1 want him to tell me how you got out.”

| don't say anything. Protest would make it worse. But we haveto do this, or | won't get the help | need.
| don't even look at Finch, because Petrais|ooking at Finch, and a me though not directly. Mr. Asian
behind the long bar, facing our seats dead on, can see me too, and | don't doubt that he might have
ocular zoom implants. So | pull my own cigrets out of my pocket, cheap ones L ukacs gave me on the
trangport because | bitched for an hour straight. | light one and smoke, mingling the scent of our two
different drugs.

Finch holds hishandsin hislap and saysin his sweet accent, “We had help. The military might be stupid,
but we il couldn’t just walk out of one of their prisons.”

“True,” Petrasayswith anod. “What help?’
Finch shrugs and jerks his chin at me. “Not anyone | know. That’shisarea.”

| don't look at him even though Petra still does. Maybe he did learn athing or two ingde. He at least
learned how to keep astraight face.

“Pirates,” | tel her. “Who d 7
“How?’ shesays.

“Killed me,” | answer. | roll up my deeve s0 she can seethe bruises on my arm. “Beat me to death, you
know. | guess| deserved it.” Geishacan smile evenin theface of that. If we don't kill because of it firgt.
So | amileat her, to keep it pleasant.

She looks amost impressed. “Y ou do deserveit. Which captain or9 Lk dered it?’

“They told me Cd, asthey were tossng meinto the morgue.” Because her and Ca never did get along,
and the chances of her comming him aredim.

“Cd and not Tgja?’ Her smileis mocking. She knows| despise Tggamore than Cdl. “Y ou trust that?’
One painted eyebrow goes up.

“No.” | laugh. “But sofar I'll go dong with it. I'm Stting here having adrink with you, after dl.”
Lies Jug dl lies.
“And | don't mean to berude, but | redly need to comm my ship.” That’ strue.

“Of course,” she says smoothly. “But you won't & least relax in one of our dens?’ Her eyes shift to
Finch.

“Surewe will. But you know my ship comesfirg.”

“Ah, businesswith you, Y uri. Even when some businessisa pleasure.”



“It' smy upbringing.” Training soundsfar too cold. And some people don't want to be reminded that it's
ajob for me.

She grins now, and hauls herself off her seet. “I’ll tell Koto to link you. And give you some privacy.
Afterward, you come see me.”

“Of course” Thisisn't something we haven't done before.

She moves off toward the broader back rooms, hidden behind along velvet curtain, and | don’t look at
Finch. He doesn't say anything. Koto from behind the bar comes over and plops down acommpad. “It’'s
secure,” he says, and walks off.

“Go stand by the bar,” | tell Finch.
“WI‘N’?’

Now | look at him and tap my ashesin the silver tray on the table. Fatigue kegps kicking in my brain for
atention. “ Go stand by the bloody bar and make sure nobody’ sloitering around the corner or by the
doors.”

“Thisplaceis probably bugged anyway.”

“It'snot. Not that detailed, or do you think anyone would do businesswith her in these seats?’ Drugs.
Small wegpons. Bodies. Shetradesinthem all. “ Just get over there.”

He dides out and goes, but not without atired glare. The hours since the prison weigh on him too.

Ded with him later. | poke the pad to activate it and run my finger aong the options. Won't bea
real-timetalk, but text will do. Probably better. Less explanation.

There sadistress commcode that my ship will immediately recognize, and unless Tgja somehow got into
my primary command keys these won't have changed, even if sheimplemented new ones. Minejust lie
dormant until | send asignal, akind of fail-safein case the ship gets usurped. Which isn't unheard of
among pirates.

So | send the activation set to the system and wait. Comm officer Chriswill see the dert and answer
back.

And he does, in about ten minutes. The ship must not be in the Dragons for the signa to hop back so
quickly, consdering verification time. The message pops up on the pad.

| dentify.

| tapinmy old captain’sID.
Nothing.

Then, | dentify.

| snk my burned-out cigret into the ashtray then input: It’s your captain. | need a pickup on Pax
Terra, Red Square. Make it quick. And Chris? If Taja removed Dexter from my quarters, I'm
going to kill her.

Nobody but shipmates know about my pet bird. And nobody but intimate crew knowsthat | threetened
Tajamore than once about how she treated Dexter when | had to be off ship for one reason or another.



| wait for thereply.
Yuri? Holy shit.

Come get me. | pam off and motion Finch over. “We' re set. Stay here while | go see Petra. Don’t drink
anything.”

“What' reyou going to tell her?’

“Nothing. We re not gonna spesk.”

“Meaning what?’ Hisvoiceis sharp.

| don't look at him. He doesn’t know anything about me, certainly not enough to judge.
“FHgureit out.”

| leave him thereto Sit.

Petraasksfor perks, so | give her ahaf hour of body barter and she makes sympathetic faces at the
bruises and bandages. | let her do most of the work but still | ache afterward and | want to deep and just
not have to move. But to show that would insult her, so | keep it dl to mysdlf. While I’ m pulling up my
pants she lights acigret, lying there on the couch in her office with her naked legs crossed and her long
hair draped over her breastslike amermaid.

“They coming?’ she says.
“Y eah. Got aroom for me and my mate for afew shifts?’

“Sure. Just don’t wear yoursdlf out on him, | want more of this.” | hear the smirk in her words. “It’snice
to see prison didn't ruin you, Captain.”

| let my hair hide my expression as| look down to seam up the pants, because now I'd liketo kill her.
“Y ou never have to worry about that.”

She motionsto the door with her chin, licking her bottom lip briefly. “ Take the Argentaroom.”

| nod and leave. | meet Finch, who hasn’t moved from his seat or touched the glass as ordered, and
ignore hisstare.

Koto unlocks the room for us from the master controls behind the bar, then leads us down anarrow hall.
The den area of the club is aten-room curtained-off se “]nction just past the VIP lounge. The room she
lends usis midnight purple and silver, draped with acanopy. At least it snot red, but it' sgaudy, redly,
with its main feature being the single middle-si zed bed with an ostentatious peacock headboard.

Finch says, “I think we need two rooms.”

| unload my pockets on the side table. “ Get over it. She' snot going to waste an extraroom when she
aready thinkswe' re shagging.”

“We're not shegging.”

“Don't flatter yourself.” | collgpse onto the plush covers, on my back, and shut my eyes. | hear him walk
around the room and poke into corners, opening the bathroom door, investigating things like some
curious anima. Eventually he must have gotten tired because the end of the bed sinks down under his



weight, then hesitation, and findly | fed him stretch out beside me. Hedoesn't moveat all.
| roll my back to him, and | fed him do the same.

| wake up hafway through the shift with my back to the peacock headboard and the lights up at alow
glow. And Finch isgtting a the foot of the bed with one of the pillowsin hislap, staring a me.

| pull my knees up, rest my elbows againgt them, and rub my eyes. Again. What did | say?1 don't want
to ask.

“Yuri,” hesays.
“Don’t.” Don't tdl me, don’t look at me, | don’t want to know.

This started when you screwed me, his eyes say. With guilt? But he' swrong. My active body and
deadened consciousness didn't need him to trigger it.

“Go back to deep,” | tell him. So you won't hear me,
But he doesn’'t move. “Who' s Estienne?’

| can’t tell if he knows already and just wants meto say it awake. | look at the bathroom door and miss
the switchblade in my pocket.

“Bo-Sheng?’ he says.
So | dide up and go inside the bathroom and lock the door. | Sit on the tiles with my eyes open.

For the next week the routineissmple. Welielow in Petra’ s flash house, drinking and egting there, and |
have sex with her every other night to pay the rent and feed us without having to spend dl our cred.
That’swhat I've come to and me and Finch don’t talk about it, even though every time he sees Petra his
face goes solid blank. He doesn't quite look at methat way. Mostly | think he’ s disgusted. | would be
too since doing thisfor rent seemsto degrade the years of geishatraining in the Hanamachi on Falcone's
ship, whatever that means now, except | can’t have that much pride and work for Ops at the sametime.
There sno pride involved here, any more than thereis emotion.

While Finch goes out on foraysfor first aid, food, clothes, and smokes—easier for him to show hisface
on the decks than me—I scroll the Send for info on the comp in our room. In the heart of Hubcentral,
thereisn’'t much on the popular links but Centralist propaganda. President Judy Damiani seemsto

b; ghe basking in the glory of diminishing gtrit attacks on ships and military basesin the Dragons. Her
politics makes no mention of Captain Cairo Azarcon or his adoptive father EarthHub Joint Chief Admiral
Adhrafi and their attempts to make peace with the strits and their human sympathizers, nor isthere much
mention, of course, of her subtle Fundamental Centralist opinions and tiesto antidien terrorist groupslike
the Family of Humanity—which | know for afact.

She and her followers play it up asif the strits are quiet because of better work by the deep-space
carriers, but anybody who' s skated deep space—wasn't that long ago | wasin Azarcon’s brig—knows
that pulling back has more to do with Azarcon’ svoluntary exile to the strit Sde and his communication
with the sympathizer Warboy. But Damiani hates Azarcon, and the thing shewantsto do least of dl is
keep his name in the collective consciousness of the Hub, where he can do damage.

Like his son Ryan seemsto be doing damage. A bit of aburndiver, that one, inteligent and inherently
rebellious—like hisfather, whose ship he's on right now thanks to Family action that resulted in his
mother’ s death on Austro Station. Not my family, not pirates. Family of Humanity. The boy can be



vengeful, encouraged by hisfather, | don’t know. Bit of ameedee darling thanks to good looks and a
sharp tongue. | scroll afew marginalized reports apparently transmitted from across the Demiilitarized
Zone, origins no doubt heavily coded with deep-space military technology. And maybe some drit
protocolstoo, | wouldn’t be surprised. That’ d make them pretty much impossible to trace. Ryan
Azarcon, drumming up suspicion about Damiani’ sred motivesin the EarthHub presidency. HE simmune
just like hisfather, who Damiani dready branded atraitor when he refused to be recalled. Her mistake,
forcing hishand. To prosecute the son for dander or congpiracy or treason they’ d have to find him, and
thereisn’'t acarrier in the Hub that would go up against Cairo Azarcon and the Warboy, at least not
without plenty of persuasion.

From the moment Falcone died, the persecution of pirates by those same carriers stepped up, and it's
not afar stretch to believe they’ re too busy chasing pirates to be that engaged with afallen brother like
Azarcon. Deep spacers tend to stick together, and they al hated us.

Not alot of mention about pirates on the Send, but then we never seem to make the main news cycles
thisfar insystem. Deep-space links make passing mention, but it’ s not advantageous to harp on pirate
attacks when you want merchant shipsto take quicker routesto deliver goods instead of the long way
around in order to avoid interception.

We prefer it that way. Lack of meedee attention means people are more ignorant of our existence, or at
least in ahedthy denid, and criminas do work better in the dark.

Reading dl of this, hearing the reports, there is nothing more sure in the Hub right now than constant
jockeying for political power. No matter the faction. Within the Hub government, out in deep space, and
especially among the pirates. | don’t need to find reportsto remember how | [eft it. Why | leftit. Why |
regretted leaving it, stuck in Azarcon’ s brig with aman too angry over awife' sdesth and ason’s
blindness

Push and pull of attention, desire, and agenda. Now I’ m here with this warlord woman so she doesn't
give me up to badder eements, and that' sall politicsis, really—this give-and-take on your back in
someone el se's bed.

| suppose | must please Petraalot because she gives me agun, nothing fancy, but it worksand it'ssmall.
Finch and | sequester oursalvesin the room in late blueshifts when the music and voices of the club
penetrate into the dens, loud and teeming. The less people see me here the better. He bought a deck of
cards, cheapest entertainment, and we play that on the bed, sitting amid little avalanches of sheets,
blankets, and pillows. He doesn't talk much. Once or twice | catch him smiling when he bestsme at a
game, but then he seemsto remember the Situation, and it al fades.

On the seventh full shift, at 1200 hours, when the club isin full swing and we re holed up in here, he
findly asks. “When are your people going to get here?’

“They have to send someone in from the Rim. They weren’t in the Dragons| don't think, but it’s still not
ashort haul. Anyway, don’'t be so eager. They might just decidetokill us.” | lay down acard. We' ve
resorted to playing Go Fish. W€ ve played every other game ever invented for adeck.

After aminute of concentration that doesn’t seem needed for a child’ s game, he says, “How’ re your
inuries?’

“Better.” And | know I’m baiting. “ Concerned?’

Heblinks, hisonly reaction. Hisvoiceiswry. “ Since my well-being is directly tied to yours, thanks
to—him—then yeah.”



The devil must’ ve heard that tangentia invocation because the very next shift, when I’ min the bathroom
taking apiss, Finch bangs on the door.

“Yuri, comeout.”

| sent him to buy cigs. After washing my hands | open the door, and he says, “L ukacs. Out there. Told
me he wantsto seeyou.”

“Where€ remy cigs?’
“Did you hear what | said?’

| hold out my hand. “Of coursel did, you'reyeling it in my face. Petra probably even heard, and now
she’ sgoing to ask questions, thanks, now gimme my cigs.”

He pulls them from his pocket and takes out a stick before handing me the pack. “1 wasn't yeling,” he
whispers.

No, hewasn't. “If talking to that man makes you so freaky, then maybe you should just let mekill you
and be done.”

Thisiswhat passes for humor between us. He doesn't answer it, just lights his cig. My expensive spacer
brand. | inhale his smoke before lighting my own, then | head to the door. * Put on your game face.”

Finch leads me to the shadowed back booth of an off-ramp Irish pub, alittle away from the main strip of
higher-end clubs and dens on the primary concourse. It’s il part of the regularly patronized shops and
restaurants that fuel the resident population, tourists, and stopover travelers heading outsystem, so there's
enough of a crowd to obscure usin arear booth. Andreas L ukacs sitswith his back to thewall and a
beer in hishand, sipsit casudly aswe dideinto our sests—one on each side of him. Finch takesthe cue

frommy eyes.

But our benign outflankim«>ng maneuver is counteracted by the other agent who disengages himsdlf from
the bar and pulls up achair to Sit across from Lukacs, back facing out but with clear lines of sight to both
of us. He leans back with hisfingers laced across his belly, watching us. Less of abodyguard pose and
more of a partner. They must be partners, and yet that odd warning before liftoff from Earth. Watch him.
| try to see behind the shadows cutting hisface from the dim lights, but there’ s no getting through that. His
expression isthe same hard evaluation and despite the relaxed pose | can fed he' s hair-triggered.

Lukacsis casua and undisturbed at being fenced in. He eyes my new dark sweater and cargo jacket and
pants. “Y ou' re looking better.”

“Y ou mean better-looking,” | reply.
“Y our boy here let me know that you' re waiting for someone from your ship to pick you up.”

| don’t say anything, just poke the table menu with my order. White Russan. And | plan on leaving him
with thetab.

“Onceyou're aboard, | expect you to get in their good graces in areasonable amount of time and get to
work setting up my cover.” He didesover asmall chipsheet and areader. “My contact information.
Memorizeit now.”

| stick the sheet on the interface and peruse the codes. Trained memory, and he gives me the sillence.
Five minutes, then he holds hishand out and | passit all back.



And what will you be doing in the meantimewhile | arrange dl of this? My eyes drift to the blond man.
And you?But | don’t bother to ask because they won't give any answers.

We don’t speak as the waitress comes by to set down a small square ngpkin and my White Russian. She
leaves, and | sip, and then | say, “You're paying.”

“Then why don't you order?” Lukacs glances at Finch. The question somehow sounds like achallenge.
| don’t want Lukacsto focus on Finch but Finch says, evenly enough, “No thanks.”

“Trained himwdl,” the blond man says.

| look at him, razor-cut direct. And that means what?

“Not to take favors from strangers,” the man continues, with athin smile, asif he heard my thoughts.

“But you' re not strangers now. We' redl practicaly kissng cousins.” | can smiletooif just for the
entertainment of it.

“I’d advise you not to get too attached,” Lukacs says, talking to me but looking at Finch. “But | think my
words come abit too late.”

Enough. “Because you plan to—what? Use him against me somehow?’

Now Lukacsisthe only one smiling. “ Of course. The moment | knew you’ d do thisthing in order to save
hislife, the better the odds for successif he'sin the picture. Isn't that so? And how do you fedl about
that, Mr. Finch?’

Finch says, “I think you can guess,” in the sort of tone you take right bb~ thefore you kill someone.
Maybe he' sthis brave because I’ m gtting right here, or maybe heredly isso angry it provides akind of
focus.

Lukacsfinisheshisbeer. “Yes, | probably could.” Helooks at me, expectant, as the blond agent rises
from his sedt.

So | haveto dide out so Lukacs can get to hisfeet. | only edge away far enough to give himwiggle
room, and our bodies brush as he passes.

“Thank you,” he says, with sudied politeness. “ Thank you for making thisso easy.” Just to me, while his
eyes cut to Finch like an edge of paper on soft flesh.

Thisiswhat happens, | can amost hear him think, when you alow yourself to be compromised. Or
maybeit’sjust my own voice, louder than memory.

| 9t back down &fter they leave the pub.

Finch says, “What now?’ Showing discomfort in theway both hishandslieflat on thetable, fingers
digging dightly.

| pick up my glass and look down into its white depths before taking asip. “ Y ou can do what you want,
but I'm finishing thisdrink.”

Oh-three-fifty in my blueshift and someone knocks on our door. I’'m up and off the bed before Finch
evenrollsover and cals up the lights to a comfortable 30 percent.



Rika, finally, geishasister once upon atime and the Elder Sster of Kublai Khan’s Hanamachi. Of course
Tajawouldn't come herself, but I’ m surprised she sent someonethat | actually trust. Or had trusted. Or
maybe she knew | wouldn’t go quietly at gunpoint.

For asecond | wonder if Rikawill shoot me.

But shejust says, “Hey, brother,” in her naturally hoarse voice. Asif it hasn't been months. “What idiot
let you out?’

I’ m not ashamed, suddenly, to grab her into atight hug while I hear Finch climb out of the bed behind
me

“Oh, what' sthis?” she says.
| fed her hand leave my shoulder and drop to her waist, where her gun’ s hidden. | hold her wrist.
“He smine, don't shoot him. Let’ s get the hdll out of here.”

| Sit inthe copilot seat with Finch behind me at the artillery controls while Rika pilots the outrider, part of
her training. It'salittle shuttle registered to my ship whose skin ID is Orlando. But seeing Rikaagain, |
think of nothing but the Khan. Both of them. The one that’ s dead, Falcone's, and the one I’'m going back
to—mine. | haven’t been back tominein. ..

“Beenlikeayear,” Rikasays. “Bastard.”
That long.

“What the hell wereyou doing?’ An old anger pushesto the surface of her eyes. “How the hell did you
oet cuffed by Azarcon?’

Do | gointo my catalogue of mistakes, missteps, and misconceptions? Pp7No. I'm her captain, and
better she thinks for aslong as she can that | was maybe outwitted instead of smply out of joint. She
can't know my didocation from the moment Falcone died. From before that, in cornersthat the geisha
weren't supposed to reved.

“Azarcon caught uptome.” | stare a her. The hard veneer of bitterness. No | don’t want to talk about
the fact he' sabetter captain than me. “What'd Tgasay?’

Her response is delayed because she' strying to chip at my shell. Seeif I'm soft insde. But her tools
aren’'t sharp enough, and eventudly she shrugs a bit, leavesit done, whatever she thinks of me and my
absence. “Tgasad to come get you.” Rika pokes at the system display, swirling her finger around to
elicit some information for the ride. She said we' ve got two legps to go through before we can get to the
snkholewhere Kublai Khan waits. “The bitch hasn't told meif shewantsto kill you or not, but there' s
folks on board who' d kill her if sheleft you adrift.”

“Good to know. I’ [l need your help with that.”

Her glance pinsme, but | don't elaborate. Not yet. So shejerks her chin back at Finch. “Who the hell is
rE?1

“Cdlmate”
Her eyebrow lifts.

“Not likethet. I'll tell you later.” | have no intention of explaining Finch in detail to anyone, but Rika, my



Elder Sigter, she a least deserves to know something. But not while Finch is behind us listening.
“He scute” she says. “Maybe he'll dance for us? With afan?’

“You'd have better luck trying to blow up Macedon buck naked. He sfeisty.”

Finch mutters something incoherent, but | don’t ask what.

“Y ou know thisexclusvely, do you?’ Her grinisfamiliar.

“Speaking of Macedon . . .”

She leans back, on autopilot, and props her foot up on the seet, rocking it back alittle and gazing out the
cockpit at motionless space. “ Behind the DMZ 4till. Slegping with the gtrits. Every oncein awhilethat
Azarcon kid gtirs up the meedees with some politica criticism, but nothin’ from Azarcon Sr. at dl. | bet
the govies reworried.”

Fal cone used to go under the radar sometimes too and come out a dragon. Govies got to think that the
captain’ s plotting. President Damiani and her terrorist connections at the very least must be getting very
littledeep.

“The sanctioned carriers till on our asses?’ | don't want to talk about Azarcon too deeply with Rika
snce shehasnoideal tried to get on his ship. Twice. Both mistakes, but she wouldn't split hairsthat
findy.

“Archangd’stheworst.” Macedon’ssister ship, whosejets' reputations are only upstaged by Azarcon's.
They run joint exercises sometimes and | saw the cross-pollination from the vantage of both brigs, less
than ayear ago. Their crews are close, know each other by name, and sometimes jump from one or the
other ship if deep relationships form. Rare but not unhe « and sofonard of, and when Macedon handed
me over, the abuse was much the same.

Fdcone knew carriers.

Rikalightsacigret that she pullsfrom her pant leg pocket and blows smokein disdain. “ Archangel’s
bascaly taken up the dack in the Dragons.”

No surprise there. “And how’smy ship.”

She' sslent for asecond. It makesthe hair on my arms crawl. A new captain and she obvioudy fedls
some loydty—or fear—toward Tga

But it'sonly asecond, and she says, “ Tgaisn't as convincing as you were with the clients. And whatever
charm she had with Marcus doesn't work on Cal.”

So everything Lukacs said wastrue. My ship’s hurting because Tgjadoesn't know her shit. Or the shit
she offers nobody wants. It' s abackward sort of compliment to me, | guess, athough it points moreto
the fact of the backstabbing nature of this businessif the benefits are right.

| lean over and take the cig from her fingers, just for adrag, that’sal | want right now, then hand it back.
“What's Cal been upto.”

Rikasmileswithout humor. “ Stedling your contacts and reorganizing the trade.”

Not surprising in the least. He' shad hiseye on it for decades. Which only means he won't be that happy
to know I’m out.



“AndI’'mcurious,” shesays. “How did you get free?’

“The sameway Marcusdid, in histime. Some of those cats remember who scratched their backs.” | say
it becauseit's smplest, and even though we shared a Hanamachi | was dways a protégéfirst.

3.10.2198 EHSD—The Blood

A week and ahdf later Kublai Khan guides usinto bay two with winking red lights. I’ m groggy from the
last legp, which was deep, Finchis nearly still unconsciousin his seet, but Rika s stimmed on rapid infeed
and floats us easily to the grappling marks. As soon aswe hear the clamps secure on either side of the
shuttle she powers down and turnsto us. “Home.”

The ramp grates open behind us, and she edges by me. | stand and follow, feding for the gunin my
backwaist, snagging Finch’sarm on the way. He' snot steady on hisfeet.

But it doesn't matter. Tga s sent an escort—five men with rifles. They meet us there aswe hit deck, and
Rikaglances a mein gpology. No apologies, redly. It's expected.

Tgd sthere hersdlf, her hair pulled back from her face, emphasizing her cheeks and the dark cant of her
eyes. Her features pinch and seem to fix like that, the mark of stress.

“You look likeshit,” | tdll her, fully awarethat it'smutua. But I’'m not going to pretend that I'm glad to
see her.

She says, “Y ou should' ve stayed gone, Yuri.” Her eyes cut across my shoulder. “ At least you brought a
friend.”

He' sleverage for her too, unless shethinks he' s here just as extramuscle. | don’t look at him.

She motions one of the men forward. Tall, with ablond half-hawk haircut. | don't recognize him, which
means it’'s someone she recruited in my absence. Someone who doesn’t know me or care. He patsme
down roughly and confiscates the gun and my fake ID and even my cigrets, which | glare at him for, but
he' s paid and dispassionate and doesn’t crack an expression. Then he does the sameto Finch.

And Tgasays, “You know where you're going, don’t you?’

Thewalk through my own ship, under guard, is both tense and humiliating. Some of the crew Sarein
disdain, othersturn their eyes away because the gun pointed at my back is embarrassing for them too.
I”’m someone they supported, and maybe if Tgja seesthem react any other way, their nameswill go on
thelist dl pirate captains keep about their crews. A few look with anger, but not at me. Those | take note
of in particular. Loyaty can be used.

My Khan looks the same, though it' s been ayear removed. It's aKomodo-class merchant like its
bloodmother, outfitted with the same grade of weagponry as Falcone had. Thefamiliar glow of thelights
along the spine of the corridor make the shadows in the corners come alive, little black dancers at the
edges of my sight. Our footsteps echo on the deck grille.

All theway to the brig. Imprisonment isalifestyle.

She makes us stew in silence and blinding overhead lights. One cdll for the both of us, frigid and bare
with nothing but a crooked bunk, adirty toilet, and asink that spillsonly ice water. Looks familiar, | tell
Finch.

“Shite,” he says, with his hands tucked into hisarmpits.



“Thisplace’ sgot optics,” | mutter, before he starts cursing Lukacs aoud.

“It'syour ship?1 figured.” He sits on the bunk with hisarms againgt his somach. He' s holding up well,
but along ay in apirate brig will kick that down soon enough.

“Wadl.” | 9t besde him with my back to the cold wall and my legs over the edge of the bunk. “At least
wewon't die of suspense. Likdy she'll just starve uswith neglect.”

“Didn’'t you know thiswas going to happen?’

“Pretty much. But what am | going to do about it? Nothing | can do if she doesn’t come down here.
She'sjust being abitch.” 1 hope the optics pick that up.

He doesn't say anything.

“But. She might also see the benefit of keeping me dive.” That for the opticstoo. Then | poke hisback
with onefoot. “ There sonly one bunk here. Are you going to be freaky about it?”

Why in my own distressdo | persecute him, even mildly. Maybe because | likeit when heretaiates.
Hiseyesdiceto me, black blades. “No, | won't be freaky. Y ou' re gonnadeep on thefloor.”
| don't deep, asit turnsout, so | give him em'">

| know this. I count my own years backward to the beginning and dl thetimes| dept like him, with
interrupted breaths.

The thoughts spin around, and | can’t turn and look at him, or shake him awake and demand he tel me
everything, dl of it, what'sin his head and why he never tried to kill mefor what | did to himinthe
prison.

Instead, just his silence. Protection with apriceisjust mutua prostitution, so maybe that’ swhy he can’t
hate me enough to kill me.

He deeps, and I'm amost dozing when the brig hatch clangs open. | haul myself up and go to the bars,
glancing back over my shoulder. Finch facesthewall in atight curl, so far adeep after the siress of those
legpsthat he doesn’'t hear athing. So | lean againgt the bars and watch Tgja approach on the other side.

“Why areyou dill dive?’ she says, meaning in the generd sense.
But | answer her in specifics. “Because you haven't killed meyet.”

“Right,” she saysdowly, folding her arms and looking at me up and down. “And remind me why you're
not dead now. In my brig.”

Her brig. What reason does she have to keep me aive?
“Because you' ve fucked up my operation, and you need my help.”
She snorts.

“What're our resources like, Tgja. Our caches. When' sthe last time you’ ve met with a client and shook
aded?’

“You logt the right to take that tone when you got your ass captured by Azarcon.”



“Y eah, but look at me now, aboomerang. And you need me.”

She doesn’t dance around that. She just looks at me.

“I can help,” | tell her, flat out.

“And take my ship?’

“Y ou know you' ve just been babystting. By the way, where smy bird?’

Sheignoresthat and gestures behind me. “Who ishe? One of your playmates? A client? What?’
“Lint.”

“Handsomelint. Right up your—aley.”

| grin a her theway animalsdo. “Y ou know the crew will kill you before they alow you to run this ship
aground.”

Sheturns and walks out, damming the hatch.
Finchwakesup and rollsover. “Yuri?’
Maybe hethinks I’ ve been degpwalking again.

“Y our watch now. | want thebed.” | turnto look at him. Thelight'shigh bright, soit’'s harder to get a
true restful deep. He squintsat me. “Unless” | move closer and look down at him. With the glow behind
my head | know my face is shadowed. | touch his shoulder. “Y ou want to cuddle with me.”

That makes him move, and | laugh. It’s crudl, but my thoughts are on Tgjaand my ship when | lie down.
The bunk iswarm from hisbody and holds his scent. It helpsmeto fall adeep.

When | wake up, minutes or hours later, he' sgone. My mind' s fuzzy from something more than deep,
and when | glance down the transparent shininess of adrug tape winks a me from my arm. They snuck
in here and put me down so | didn’t hear them kidnap Finch.

| rip it off and look up to the corners where | know the optics are embedded.
“Y ou hitch!”
But of course nobody answers.

She doesn't waste food on me. Or soap. Or time. | don’t see or hear from anybody for maybe three
days. Threefull shifts. Impossibleto tell. | think about gnawing at my own arm. I’ m nauseous from the
lack of eating, and | pisstoo much from just drinking water. The tap makes the water metdlic andicy,
and it Stsin my gut like the cold ocean depths. My nails aren’t even sharp enough as| scratch at the
hedled cuts on my arms. Nothing from Finch, or Rika, or anyone else. Maybe there are guards outside
the brig. | know somebody watches. | lie on the bunk, or stretch and pace, but mostly | just sit and
concoct el aborate scenarios of murder. Andress Lukacs. Tgja Roshan. That nameless blond agent.

All of them.

The hatch opens, and it' s Finch. I'm too tired to roll off the bunk, and he approaches the door of the
cage. He' sdressed in black. Not geisha black, but they aren’t the clotheshe arrived in. He carries atray
of food and the aromasinksitsteeth into my gut and makes it open wide.



“Where ve you been?’

He says, “On the ship.” Hesitant. Maybe because of the optics or maybe he just doesn't want to tell me.
“Get meout,” | tell him. Because | won't be bought even with toast and eggs.

“Shewill,” he says, in aquiet voice, and setsthe tray edge in the delivery dot. “Here, take this.”
“What'sin it?’

Helooks down. “Bread, tomatoes . . .”

“What' s she been doing with you? Isthere poison in there, drugs maybe? What the hell isgoing on?’ |
don't care about the optics now. He looks far too well fed.

“Yuri, take the food. | wrangled that out of her at least, and you need it.”

So | get up and | takeit and go back to the bunk. “What' s she been asking?’ Because she would have
asked something. Interrogation didn’t aways come with beatings nT od and intimidation.

“About the prison, mosily.”

| gaze at him as| et, try not to gobbleit al down and make mysdf sick. If it spoisoned, at least I'll die
quicker than starving to death. “And?’

“Not redly anything dse”

“That'sbullshit.”

“Shedidn't ask anything else, Yuri.”

“That' sl bullshit, and if you' re playing me | swear I'll kill you bare-handed if | ever get out of here”
Hishead tilts, and hiseyes narrow. “I’m not playing you, dammit.”

Paranoia comes easy when you're done. | set aside thefood, full after a couple of bites, and approach
the bars again, diding my hands around the cold columns. “Finch.” What can | say that they won't hear?
It simpossible. But | risk it anyway. “If you mean it, then at least try to check on my bird.”

Now helooksat measif I'm spesking gibberish. “Bird?’

“Y eah, my bird. Dexter. Haven't seen him in months, and he better be till dive. If you can find Rika,
she'll takeyouto him.” | gareat hiseyes. “Rika sometimes took care of him when | was off ship.”

| need to get to Rika somehow. | need to know who | can count on.
Hisfaceisguarded. Or maybe just scared. “I’ll seewhat | can do.”

| reach through the bars and grab hold of him to make him listen. “Finch, don't believe athing she says.
Understand? Don't trugt it, any of it.” Thisisn't your world.

Helocks his hands around my wrists asif to shove me off, but instead he just holds there.
| stareinto hisface. “Has she touched you?’

Now he wrenches away and steps back. “No. You think I'd let her?’



“I think you can't stop her.” She'sno bullying Army officer, for dl of her faults. When it cameto men she
got what she wanted. And he' s marked because of me. “What happened.”

He doesn't answer.

| push against the bars but don't reach through them. “ She wants to work you against me. She'll giveyou
things and let you go so far, then she'll ask for afavor.”

He wantsto know how | know in such specifics, but | read it in his eyes—he answersthat himsdif.
“Shewon't get anything from me,” he says, alow voice. “The optics, Yuri.”
| fedd my jaw tighten. That sinksinto the cold like a bare hook.

Hunger and fatigue, or maybe compassion, have made me stupid. If shewasn't surewhy hewaswith
me, she'll be positive now. But | had to warn him. | have to make him hide himself beforei ~ Jshelulls
him into abit of safety. Even abit. Thisshipisn't safein any way.

“I'll bedl right,” he says, out loud maybe for his own benefit, not for mine.
Because | know better.

There safork with thefood. It isn't as sharp as aknife, and they don’'t carethat | have it because
whenever they come back to get the tray they can just make metossit out before even stepping closeto
the bars. Guards with guns who' d begrudge me afork.

| useit. | think of dl the things Tggamight be doing to Finch, and like everything else he kegps most of it
slent. Thingsthat | did, because she' sone of us, and dthough she wasn't a protégé, she ill knowsthe
common language. Exploitation for your own ends. Innocence, or ignorance, isatool you can use.

| sit on the bunk with my back to the wal and dig thetines of that fork into my arm. Thisisal thetool
I’vegot inthisbrig.

Blood.
And then | breathe,

She makes me Sit another shift. It seemslike afull additiond shift by how hungry | get after that one med,
but I'm hungry dl the time now, so maybe it’ s shorter than that.

Two guards | don't recognize come to get me, cuff my wrists behind my back, and yank me out. They
take me up the lev to the command deck, and I’ m so blind with hunger and the borderline state of
permanent nauseathat | don’t notice anything except there are no crew here, maybe they’ ve been told to
day insde quarters.

The guards dump meingde the captain’ s mess, which isladen on both sides of the main table with fruits
and vegetables. They uncuff me and push meinto the seat. Then they both leave though I'm sure at least
one stays outside the hatch.

Onthefar sde of thetable Tgasits. No Finch. But | don't ask. | just stare at her, and we could be a
married coupleif sheisn't wearing a gun somewhere below my line of sight, like | know sheis.

“Fed free” she says, gesturing to the food.
“I'd rather talk.”



She picks up acelery stick and bitesthe end. “ So talk.”

“If dl you'redoing is pampering my cellmate and asking him about prison, then | think you know more
than you give off.”

“lan’t that what you claim, Kirov?’ Using my pirate name, of course. It'sbeen so long since I’ ve heard it
said doud, when dirtsiders, officids, al ingsted | wasthat other person. The onewho owned Terisov.
But thisnamefdlsfrom her lipsand settleson melikeafamiliar am. “You clam,” she says, “to know so
much more to make my ship run better.”

“And you would seemto agree since I’ m il dive” Unless. “Have you talked to Cdigtiera?’

| seein her face before she even answers. “Why? Do you want to? Maybe make alittle alliance to get
me out of the equation?’

“Well, Cd would never put up with your lack of take, would he. He likes his people productive.” And
you are below him, make no mistake, just like you were below Falcone.

She seesthat in my face because | let her. “ Obnoxious evenin cuffs.” She meansfiguratively, as she'sgot
the guns.

“You mean I’'mright. Let's cut this off, okay. | know—" | stare a her, the way she leans back in her
sedt, rocking dightly, eating vegetables with acertain smugnessin her eyes. Of course she should be
smug, she thinks she’ sholding dl the cards—me under her whim. But it’snot only that. Thefact I'm even
free doesn’t surprise her in theleast. Thefact | was able to bring someone else out with me. Finch didn't
tell her about Lukacs, or she' d be spitting fury a me for hooking up with Black Ops. Like dl pirates
would, or at the very least she'd cadl meanidiot.

So she doesn’t know about Ops.

Or maybe she does. My encoded journds, last left in my private system, booby-trapped to delete on any
detection of invasion—in the hands of Black Ops. And their fancy tech.

And how would they get it?
And how would they track this nanotag under my skin?

| wasthinking of atraitor, standing in the snow and cold of Earth. I’'m looking at her now. | recognizeit.
Of course | do.

And agentsfor Black Ops can double-dedl in their deep. Bring down the pirates? Maybe build abridge
instead. Maybe my cover isn't acover at al.

“What do you know?’ she says, with amocking bite.
| don't move. “You'rein bed with that Ops agent.”

She sniffs. Does't even try to deny it. Why should she? I’ m the one under her gun. “Y ou know, Y uri,
for someone whose job was to bein bed with any number of our clients. . .”

“Black Ops, Tgal Falcone—"
“Isdead.” Her eyesflare.

“Just because he' s dead doesn’t mean he was stupid. He warned us about them for a reason, and here



you go giving them my fucking filesl”

“Wdl you didn't need theminjail.”

“What dedl did you make?’

She amiles, false sweetness. “What dedl did you make?’

“Likeyou don't know?What did he promise you if you let me back on the ship? To keegp mein line or
get rid of me once | served my purpose, so you can keep my captaincy?’

“The cgptaincy’ smineto begin with.”

“We can stop pissing in arcs, Tga. Lukacs wants me here because you' re messing up the operation,
none of the other captains like you very much, and I’ m your way back insde. Admit it, I’'m the only one
who' s got a chance with Cal, and Ops can give you afew perksif you cooperate. Pse < Because my
ship’ sbeenfailing under your command. Haan't it.”

“It didn’'t gart with me,” she says, leaning forward and pushing her forefinger onto the table veneer.
“When you decided to take a vacation on Austro instead of taking out Azarcon’ s son, we werewell on
our way. | cameinto clean up your mess, Kirov! And whilewe' ret it, let’ stake note of the fact that
you couldn’t even do your job for Estienne.”

| grab up the plate of food and throw it at her like aweapon, then rush around the table. But she' sfas,
knocks the plate away with a crash. She'son her feet and back toward the corner, her gun out and
amed.

“Back!” sheydls.
The hatch opens. Her men are there.
“Sit your assdown!” she says.

| fed the snarl on my lips. | know she’ s not above shooting mein the leg or am, so | ignore her goons
and walk back to my side of the table. Not an immediate move as| dowly retake my seat and look at
her. “Y ou’ ve been eyeing this ship since Genghis Khan.”

She waks back dowly but does't Sit, just leans her gun on the table and stares a me. And waits until
the men leave. “If Opsoffersaded,” she says, ignoring that, “and the only dark spot is getting your ass
back here, then I'll takeit, yeah. But don't think just because you' re out of those cuffsthat you got any
freedom here. Y ou breathe wrong, and I'll take it out on your little friend before | move on to you.”

Of coursethisal works so well for Lukacs. I'm guessing his motivations, she's convinced she knows,
and we refighting among ourselves.

| don't say anything.

Her eyeshunt. “Thisisthe way it sgoing to work. Y ou make nice with Ca, you regain the trust of your
contacts—any way you can. If they ask you to shoot Azarcon himsdlf, you'll walk al theway to stritside
and put agun to his head. Once that’ s cemented you set Lukacs up with Cal, and whatever deal Black
Ops makeswith our network, Kublai Khan will get thelion’sshare.” She picks up her glassand spsthe
concoction. Confident in her plan now that she’ s got me at gunpoint. “Y ou know you don’t want Cal
running Falcone' s operation and directing our dlies. That'll leave no room for us except as hislapdogs.
Asfar as|’m concerned, trading spit with Opswill give us an actud foothold in the government, and it'll



be alot less tenuous than shadow puppetry with the Family of Humanity or second-tier Centralist
fanatics”

“You'reafoal totrust Lukacs,” | tell her, because that’ swhat it comes down to, past the pretty
ambitions.

“I don’t trust him. Any morethan | trust you. But Opsis none too pleased about the treaty, and if they
want to encourage usto harass Azarcon and hisallies, it's pretty much what we want to do anyway.”

“What treaty? Azarcon's exiled, for al intents and purposes. Thereis no treaty that the Hub will
recognize”

Sheamirks. And | could hit her for that face. “'Y ou’ ve been too far insystem for far too long, Kirov.
There' sno official

treaty. But we dl know who' s been supplying Macedon these past few months, and they aren’t human.
Now why don't you stop worrying and eat from the plate you haven't broken. You'll need it.”

That'sdl I’'m going to get out of her for now. For al | know she' s bedded Lukacs dready, intheliterd
sense, and thinks that makes her immuneto hisbetrayal.

She' snot geisha, and she never did get that part right.

At least she doesn’t put me back in the brig. | get my own quarters. Not the captain’ s quarters, since
she'sin them, but quarters on the command crew deck with aguard outside my hatch who | don't
recognize. How much of my crew did she put off, kill, or otherwise dienatein order to bring her own
alieson board?

Something | can ask Rikaif | ever see her again.

Tgaisal smilesasshelocks me up. “ Get somerest. You' Il want it next shift when you talk to
Cdigtiera”

“You'resetting it up?’

She says, “Hethinks| want to grovel, and he will probably think we're playing him, but he doesn’t know
my deal with Ops. And you're not going to tell him if you want your boy dive. So you' d best get your
geishaskillstogether.”

Sheshutsmein.

| go over those bare quarters millimeter by millimeter, looking for optics. | have nothing elseto do.
Surprisingly, | seenone. It’s possible she' s adhered to that ungpoken rule—you’ [l never get loyaty from
your crew if you spy on them unduly. Not even Falcone pushed that far with his people, at least not with
optics. He tended to use the kind of optics that traveled on two legs, as they always saw and heard much
more through interaction than pure observation.

So I’m not surprised when Finch shows up, carrying Dexter in hisblack cage. Sheletsustalk, then she'll
talk tohim, | can't stop it. Finch doesn't say anything as| take the cage from him. Thelittlebird islosing
feathers from the excitement of seeing me. The guard locks usin, and Finch stands out of theway as
Dexter flutters, frantic. | immediately put the cage on the floor and crouch down to open the door.

“You'renot goingtolet himout.” Finch comesdive, unfolding his crossed ams.



“Of coursel’m going to let him out, he' s been in here for months|1 bet.” 1 coo at the bird. Hissmall eyes
roll a me, and his screech echoes in the space. No curtains or soft cushionsin here to dampen the sound.
Lovebirdsare loud.

“Shit,” Finch says, putting ahand to hisright ear.

“Hedoesn't like strangers.” | cast him alook, then | open the cage. Dexter darts out and flies straight at
Finch.

“Gah!” Hishandsgo up.
“Don't hit him!”

Finch covers hishead with hisarms. | call a Dexter and after abit of bullying he flies back and lands on
top of the cage, fluffing hiswings, then sticking hisbeak into them.

“That anima’smad!” Finch says, brushing bits of green feether from his shoulders.

“He' sabird.” | turn my shoulder and stroke Dexter’ s soft, feathered head. He bites me gently on the
fingertip. He remembers me. That small contact makes my eyes suddenly water. | keep my back to
Finch. “Where ve you been?’

“Isit safeto talk in here?’
“Maybe not.”

| hear him walk over to the bunk and St on it. “ She’ s put me next door. And sheinvites meto mealsand
triesto get meto tak about you. About what it was like in the prison.”

For smug, prurient reasons, maybe. Or maybe just as lead-up. She thinks she has dl thetimein the
universeto dowly pull Finchin. | can’'t hear much from hisvoice, so | turn and look a him finaly.
Clear-eyed now. “And you tell her . .. what?’

He eyes Dexter on the cage then meets my stare. “ That it was prison. Not aresort.”

Inthissmal quarters, it'samost the same. Behind me Dexter squawks for no apparent reason. Fatigue
presses behind my eyes, and | move to the bunk and drop down. Finch gets up like | have some sort of
disease, but it gives me more room to stretch out.

“You'regoing to deep,” he says.

“Unlikeyou, | haven't been given thefive-star trestment.” | can’t look at him now, al the threet that heis
for me without even trying. I’ ve made him stand in that position like amad generd in alosing battle, and
now both Lukacs and Tgjadon't need to point agun at me. They just point it at him. And | can’t think
about it, or think about being here, or what I’ll have to do tomorrow to make Caligtiera not shoot me.
How well I'll haveto lie. Thisship istoo familiar and my thoughtstoo muddled. | roll to my Sde, facing
out, and stretch ahand to Dexter, who tiltshishead at me. “Did you talk to Rika at al?’

Hewatches the bird, and me. “No, | haven’t actualy been able to move around without escort.”
“If you can, try to get to her. She'll help us.”
“Withwha?’

Now | look up a him as Dexter darts with his clipped wings across the short distance from his cageto



my finger. | bring him close, roll over to my back, and et him perch on my chest. He hops forward and
pecks my lipswith hislittle beak. Bird kisses. “ To retake the ship, of course. Y ou wouldn’t happen to
have any cigson you?’

The next goldshift Tgja and three guards escort me from my quarters, past Finch’ s silent one, and we
take a shuttle acrossto Caligtiera s ship, Iron Cross. Hisis an Orca-class modified merchant—heavily
modified, larger than Kublai Khan and ouitfitted like a battleship. No scan could mistake his slhouette
for some war-era Rim hauler, and that probably suits him fine since he prefersto dedl in the shadows. His
ports aren’t EarthHub-sanctioned, but pirate-maintained, deep-space sinkhole stopoversthat are the
nodes of theillegal network—where we refud sometimes, store merchandise and maintain caches,
execute repairs and just smply relax outside the purview of ‘e u-military interests.

The empire Falcone buiilt.

Everyone wants control of it, so far nobody’ s been able to dethrone Cal, who worked as Falcone's
second for most of Falcone' sillegal career. All of our contacts respect Cal, know Cal, and would
definitely go to Cal first over any other captain with something to prove—like Tgja. | was an exception,
handpicked by Facone, proven to follow in his footsteps, and our alies knew that. But Ca knew the
operation just asmuch as| did asthe protégé, and he never wanted meto forget it.

Hisship, hisrules. His superiority, as| walk off the shuttle under Tgja s guard. Of course the man himself
is't there to meet me, but there are a couple of brawnies with guns and awoman in atight gray suit who
says, “ Sorry, Tga, just Yuri alone.”

Tgasays, “What?’
And now | amile.

The gray-skirted woman says, “ Y ou set this up, but the captain wants to speak to Y uri alone. Meaning,
without you butting in.”

| continueto grin.

Tgaturnsto me, takesmy armin ahard grip, and leans close to my ear. Whispers, “Don't fuck with me,
Kirov, or I'll space your toy dog before you' re even back on my ship. Got it?” Her fingers dig.

| et her threaten, wordless, ignoring. Which | know aggravates her even more. When shereleasesme |
walk over to the unfamiliar woman. One of Cal’s men frisks me thoroughly, comes up with nothing of
course. Thewoman saysto Tgja, “Wait here with your shuttle.”

And | don't need to see Tga sfaceto fed her expresson. Thereis nothing more humbling in this
bus ness than the knowledge that you are not the onein contral.

The woman doesn't tell me her name, just leads me through the ship, one of the men trailing uswith agun
aimed at my back. Iron Cross isadark ship, not just in lighting but in stedl surfaces and ambient noise.
Kept full of shadows, its crew has no time or inclination to dack or dull their senses. If you aren’'t dways
on the lookout here, chances are you won't survive. Genghis Khan'’s crew deck had the same fedling;
but hereit’sal over the ship as she takes me into alev and up, then back out again on another deck that
differsin noway | can discern from where we' ve been on flight. The schematics of this ship are different
from mine, but | think we must be headed toward one of the conference rooms. Trust Caligtieranot to
wine and dine aguest.

And I’'m right, as the hatch opens, and the woman stepsin after me. And there Ca sitsat along



discussion table, holding court in aroom of one.
“Captain Kirov,” the woman says, then leaves us.

The man hasn't aged. He doesn’t seem to age, in al the years |’ ve known him. Maybe he’ sgot a bit of
voodoo hidden in his quarters, or maybe he' sjust that wily. Timeitself can’'t corner him.

“Yuri,” hesays, dill gtting. | fed hiseyes. “Y oulook surprisngly—"
“Alive? Y eah, it shockstierano/p>

He doesn't answer that idle question. He just picks up asif the length of time we' ve been gpart in our
separate dedlsisonly aslong asthistable. “ So Tgaactualy managed to spring you. | didn’t think she
heditinher.”

“Mendther.”

“Why would she do that? | thought she wanted you dead, or at least out of the picture. Which you were
on that forsaken planet.”

| smirk. “Clearly she wants meto get my ship back in the game, Since she' s effectively dedlt usout.
Right?”

His smile stayslonger than mine. “Right. But Tgja s known to have more pride than sense. And it must be
abig insult, not to mention athreat, to have you on board.”

Hewon't let it go. “1 don't think you redly understand how badly she’' sdoing.”

“Tell me” Hisfaceisasflat ashisvoice, but it doesn't fool me. Of course he' sgot hiseye on my ship.
“Wdll, for one, the crew’ sdivided.”

“You vetaked to your crew aready?’

“| talked to Rika.” Sofar | haven't had to lie much. Truth isalways easier to ddliver. “ And you know the
geisha...

They often have sway on a ship, ambassadors and assassins for their captain, and generdly respected by
the crew. It' sthe only reason Rika s <till on board. If Tgjagot rid of her and therest of the Hanamachi, it
would cause more problemsthan it would solve.

Ca’ snever had a Hanamachi. His smileiswry now. “So Roshan hasn't got the balls to vent your
whores, eh?’

| know better than to take that bait. “Which iswhy she’ slosing my ship and agood ded of cred that
could, possibly, go partly to you.” If she had senseto swalow her pride and make asolid dliance.

“I don’'t need acaptain like her.” A statement that provides an opening.

“But you could use onelikeme.”

He shrugs. “And here you are with an offer, hm? She was rather eager to set thisup.”
“I"'m herefor me, not for her.”

“I'll believe that when you can board my ship without a guard of your own crew.”



It' samild insult, but accurate. | lean back and tap the table twice with afinger. “ That’ sjust a matter of
time. In the meanwhile | don’t want to waste yours. | do have aproposa.”

“I thought you might.”

“Just because Azarcon' s gone stritside doesn’t mean we' rein the clear, doesit? If anything the
carriers re more pervasive because the gtrits ve stoppediv>

Hejust looks at me because he knowsthis.

“So right now we' ve got awhole ot of product and not alot of opportunity to moveit.”
He doesn't say anything.

“What about our contactsin the Family of Humanity?’

“They'relying low,” he saysfindly, swinging his seet gently from sdeto Sde, handslaced on his
someach. “That Azarcon kid and his big mouth with the meedees’—his eyes pin me, becausethekid is
my fault—"has got the govies like Ashrafi looking hard and fast at the Centries and their playmates.”

“So,” | tel him, “redly the only way to get insde the Hub isto get oursalves on their side. And right now,
for dl Falcone smilitary and senatorid buddies, we re more outside than before. With him dead.”

“I'mwaiting for this proposa.”
| goinfor thekill. “Y ou have ahold on the pirates, on this network. So far. | can give you the Hub.”
Now helaughs. It even sounds genuine. “Kirov, you redly are an arrogant son of abitch.”

“Who has the power there to change paliticsin our favor? Not Damiani and her wheezing breed. Not
with Azarcon and hisadmiral papa focused on where she beds her ass. There s<till an organization on
that side that not even Azarcon can penetrate. Because they hate the strits as much aswe do. They don’t
trust those damn diens. They haven't been fighting them for decades only to have one rogue captain with
high ideals and a bleeding heart come roaring in to upset the status quo. And threaten the borders of
humenity.”

Cdigtieragtaresat me.
“Tgadidn't soring me,” | tel him.
“Clearly,” he says. “I ought to shoot you where you sit.”

“It' sadifferent galaxy now, Cal. Y ou know it. Everything changed when Falcone died on that dock. A
lot of hisold rulesdon't apply anymore.”

“What did they tdll you? What lies?’

| shrug. “Maybe alot. But we won't know that until we run the prog. Personally, | think they’re sincere.”
About which part, my dedl or Tga s, that’saguess. But to Ca: “1 met the bloke. And he' sabastard.”

“That’sno qudlification for aliance, even among our kind. For dl | know you're here on hisorders
because he wantsto bring us down. Get you inside, stedl our codes, our sinkholes, our dlies? Exposeit
al?

He sgot agun in hishand, under the table, and hewon't have to raiseit to my faceto kill me. He' sgot



accurate aim, even blind.

“Cd.” | leen my elbows on thetable. “Y ou may have most of the piratesin your corner now, but you
know aswell as| do that it’' s tenuous. With the deep-space carriers hopped up on Azarcon zedl, and
piratesb ci}

Lad out likethat, even I’m convinced.
“Andwhat’sinit for them?’ he asks, to the point.

“A fleet of shipson the front linethat won’t put up with Azarcon’ s shit. Someone to do the dirty work for
them when the Council or Hub Command squint too close at their corners. My contact would be able to
explain it better to you, if you wereto meet him.”

“So they got you out of prison because you' re Falcone' s geishawith al the pretty words. Isthat it?” His
dareis hard.

“They got me out of prison because next to you I’ m the one with the most influence in the network. And
you know it; that’ swhy you don't like me. Aside from the fact I’ m less than half your age and
better-looking to boot.”

“You'reabitch of thefirst degree, Kirov.”

“But I'm picky about who | bed. Geishadon't spread for nothing, and you know it. Now are we going
to dance or just get to the good part?’

It pullsasmileout of him, but one with definite angles. He leans forward and removes his crumpled,
half-empty cigret pack from his shirt pocket, tapping out abrown stick, then tossing the pack on the
table. He sngps hisfingerband lighter on the end, and a stinky volcanic smell waftsinto theair. “1 forgot
what it’ slike to spar with you, Yuri,” he says. Which | bet isn’'t true. He takes a deep drag and blows
smokein my direction. “ So get your captaincy back without dying, and maybewe |l talk again.”

Tgatriesto grill me on theride back to the Khan, but | don't tell her anything. Not until she threstensto
space me, then it salmost funny. | ook at her as the shuttle docks back in the bay, grappled and
secured.

“Go ahead and space me, and Cd will comefor you next. Y ou want to know what he said? Y ou let me
go freeon my own ship.”

“That's not going to happen, Kirov. Sinceit'smy ship.”

| stand, ignoring her guards hovering like angels, and face her when she risesto meet my gaze. “He s not
going to talk to you, Tgja | may be geisha, but you were nothing but Falcone’ swhore. Don't think just
because you st in that captain’s chair that it earns you respect.”

Shetriesto deck me, but | grab her writ, then the guards grab me back by both arms and she hitsme
then, across the face with her figt. | tongue the bleeding inside of my mouth and just amile.

“Y ou were the biggest whore on that ship,” she* Q A snarls. “And worse till, you actually loved it.
Geisha?’ Her teeth show. “Not even Estienne bought that line as big asyou. Y ou thought it all pretty, and
he knew it was just afacade. Wake up, Yuri.”

“OhI’m awake. Kegp saying hisname, Tga.”



“Words. Geishawords.”

“Cd listened to them well enough.” To bring it back to the point. When | want to kill her. “When areyou
going to redlize that they played you? They told you what you wanted to hear so you' d get me back here,
then get meto talk to Cal. There sno ded for you, only me. And if you want to stay dive, you better
listen to me. Ca will take this ship unlessyou let me go.”

Her head tilts, like her frown. “1 can’t do that. But | can let your bedbug go.”
“Under guard, | bet.”

“Just to make sure he does't sabotage my engineering deck. And you can till have shagging privileges”
Shegrinslike adeath’ s-head. “ Although | might take a sample or two mysdlf.”

| don’t need to addressthat. “ And | want Piotr to scan my quartersfor optics. Thoroughly.”
Her smirk disappesars.

“Or,” | tel her, with my face smarting, my gaze pinned to her face, “you can turn this shuttle around and
go offer your servicesto Ca. On your knees.”

That would earn me a shot in the head at any other time. But she knows I’ m right. She knows she lost as
so0n as her ass got ordered to stay behind with the shuttle, but she ill won't let go that easily. So we
dragitout. And | rubitin.

“Piotr,” shesays. “Fine.” Then she saysto her men, “Take him back to hisq.”
And they do, rough. But | don’t fed it. Only my smile.

Five minutesinside, then Finch comesin, dlowed by the guard. I’ m stting on the floor poking my finger
at Dexter in the cage, who triesto bite it off. The hatch damsin, Dexter screeches, and Finch rubs his
ear, looking surprised that I'm still alive. | open the cage so my pet can fly out. Finch moves away and
says, “What happened?’

“Wetdked.” And now | haveto plan.

Soon enough Piotr comesin, holding athin black case, singing like he often does. “ Y uri!” he says,
bresking off to engulf mein alarge hug. He' s shorter than me but built twice aswide, solid muscle, and
he picks me up off my feet.

“Ah, put me down!”

“I will. But you're back! The nasty rumors aretrue.” He sets me abruptly on the deck. “ Pity. Now you
will cometo my Engineering and order me around again, no?’

“My ship. My Enginesring.” It'safamiliar debate, and he shovesmein the chest until | fall back onthe
bunk.

“Y ou bother me till, runt. Now what isit you want meto do?’ Helooks at Finch but knows better than
to ask. “Hopefully not him.”

“Scan, didn't shetell you? | want some privacy.”

“Eh, no doubt.” He grins at Finch. Hawk-nosed and strong-jawed, Piotr isn't pretty, but his smile makes
up for it. He smilesalot, and singswhile heworks asif al the ship were an opera stage. He knows he



liveson apirate, but it doesn’t seem to bother him. Maybe because he serves the captain before the
work, and he'sawaysliked me.

Finch folds hisarmslike he' strying not to punch somebody for that innuendo. Probably me. Dexter
knows Piotr and caws a him.

Piotr says, “ Still with that bird, eh.” And for asecond he looks at me serioudly.
“Hegave methisship,” | answer. And | intend to get it back.

“You earned it,” Piotr says, then sets his case on the cage and flipsit open. Ingde are histoys, and he
takes out the detector and pokes at it before dowly walking around the quarters, aming it at every
available surface and into the air vents. Finch and | avoid him until he’ sfinished. “Nothing,” he says. Then
eyesFinch.

Two-legged optics. Y ou don't need a scan for those.

“He'sclean.” On my sde. If only out of necessity, likeit'sbeen since day one. “Thanks, Piotr. Now I’'m
going to need your help.”

He nods. “ Sherotated half the crew and dumped them on other ships. Meyers, Law, Christensen,
Dacascos. . .”

My department heads for medicad, armory, environmental, and conn.

“But not you.”

Piotr grins. “Nobody can keep this ship running but me. But she did ditch half my staff.”
“Rika s4ill here. And Ville”

“Tga d get nowhere without aHanamachi, and she knowsit.”

They hold sway over most of my contacts. Theway | intended it, if | wasn't around.
“Then get amessage to Rika. | want Tgjadead by next shift.”

Finch’sarmsdrop to hissdes. But hisslence persgts, smartly.

Piotr says, “Done. But the crew she hired after you were gone will fight.”

“Then we re going to need guns. I [l send Finch to thelibrary, have—Angela, is she ill around?>—have
her meet him. He was allifesystemns mechanic, so he can help with the environmenta controls. | want a
battle strategy done up in two hours, where we can cordon al her goons and get the bridge with a
minimum amount of damage to the ship.”

“She'sgoing to expect it.”

| nod. “Yeah, shewill. But she’ sgot no choice. Cal won't deal with her, and she' s greedy for some
action. Shewon't try to kill me because she needs me, but she'll clean housein lieu of that.”

Piotr s| 5ht=hrugs. “We know this. We are not acruise line. Just tell uswhereto be.”

| can't buy loyalty like that. But when they’ rewilling to die for me, and maybe | wouldn’t for them, it' sa
bittersweet taste.



For long minutes Finch doesn’t say aword, Sitting on the edge of the bunk with his armsfolded against
hischest asif he'scold. | sit on the deck playing with Dexter, letting him grab my deeve and wrangle it
with his sharp, tiny besk.

“You'regoing tokill her,” Finch saysfindly.

| keep my eyes on Dexter’ s bright green feathers. “I have no choice.” And even though he doesn't open
hismouth yet, | preempt him. “No different from the man you killed.”

“That was sdf-defense.”

“So'sthis. | leave her dlive and she'll dways be after me.”

He pulls up hisfeet then, cross-legged, and just stares at me.

“Y ou disapprove?’ | glance a him. You're naiveif you disapprove.

He doesn’'t argue with me. “What do they want you to do?’ Black Ops. “ Specifically, what are you
doing?’

A reasonable question, delivered in areasonable tone. He' s not going to spin on me.

| concentrate on thelittle bird. “1t might be best if you didn’t know.”

“It might be bestif I'm not in the dark.” Cam voice.

But you know too much aready, | could say. About me. Theway | fed him watching me. Theway he
must have watched me when | was adegp and talking.

But this. | don’t need to tell him. Thisis business he doesn’t need to know. “ Just follow my orders.”
“I’m not your crew.”

“You'reon my ship, you' remy crew.”

“I'm not your crew, Yuri.”

| look up. I'm not a pirate, hisface says. Hisface sayshe' s an exception to the rulesin my life, sparse as
they are, and maybe he sright. I’ ve given him every indication that I’ [| separate myself for him.

But not inthis. | can’t bethinking of himwhen | havetokill Tgja. | fed dirty enough.
Somehow hereadsthat. “Y ou tried to leave before.”

This. Piracy. Maybe him. Maybe he means dl of it. | don’t answer.

“Yuri, why did you never leave before? Before dl of this happened.”

That ignites me, his curiosity where he has no business being curious. Because we shared a cdll? Because
I might fedl bad for screwing him, and he thinks that makes me saintly?“ Finch, don’'t mistake what this
is”

“What what G himis?”’

| make sureto look him in the eyes. “Thefact you're hereand | haven't killed you yet.”



uYa?!

| cup my hands around Dexter, lean, and dip him back into his cage. Shut the door and watch him flutter.
He ssafein there. People think birds alwayswant to fly. But Dexter goesinto his cagewhen he's
stressed, when he wants to fed secure. Too much spaceis freedom for anything to grab you.

“Yet?' Finch saysagain, alittle sharper.

“Y ouwouldn’t be so cam if you knew how many people |’ vekilled.”

A best. Then, “1 know.”

| stand and look down a him. Cramped quarters. “ Y ou know what exactly?’

His hands tighten on each other, dow whiteness. He doesn't blink, but it's out of caution, not defiance. “I
know you weren't born into this. I know this ship—or the ship you grew up on—I know it hurt you.”

Thear ssemstoo ill, despite the whine of the vents.

“I know,” he says, amost sumbling on himsdlf ashe stares at my face, “1 know why you started to cut.”
A beat. “Bo-Sheng.” And now hiseyesdrop to my arms. But not in judgment, and that feelsworse.

“Y ou don’'t know shit.” How can one look make methisangry. “Y ou don’t know shit!”
He getsto hisfeet.

“Leave” | tel him.

But he doesn’'t move,

“Get out!”

Dexter screeches. Finch raises ahand to hishead asif to block it out, but hisfeet stay locked to the
deck.

Then, insandly, he says, “I’'m sorry.”
Aggravation. | go to the hatch. Of course| can't leave. “What the hell for?’

Now he sounds desperate asif he wants me to understand something. “For asking you. In the prison. |
never should ve asked you because the things you said after—"

“I never said anything after.”
“—inyour deep. When you waked. The things you said that had happened to you—"

| move away from the hatch, keep my back to thewall. “Get out, Finch. Go meet Angdlain thelibrary,
make yoursdf useful.”

“I didn’t know. I didn’'t know about Estienne, or Bo-Sheng, or what they trained youto do asa
geisha—"

These names and words he says, asif he knows them. My blood fedswhite with rage. Or retreat.

“And now you're back inthislife,” hesays, “and what it’Il do to you—"
<2 >



| shout into hisface, “1 never left it!”

Except the fact he' s standing here says different in some unexpected way.

Hetakes astep asif he wantsto come closer.

“Finch, I'm getting rid of peoplein ashift. Y ou don’t want to fuck with me.”

And why does that sound more like adefense ingtead of athresat. | mean it asathresat.

He doesn't hear it that way. He never seemsto hear theway | say things, only what’sin my heed.
Because of that prison where we had nowhere to run, no corners or shelters, no barriers except our own
words. And mine ran ahead of me like unsupervised children. These children that aren’t children at all;
my seeping words are old and clotted. That waswhat he heard, and now he’ s here because | let him
make me weak. But that won’t work on this ship. | have my plans, and now he' s screwing them up in my
head because he keeps walking closer and these quarters are small.

“Y ou only think you know me.” The words stop him, or maybeit’s my tone.

“I think I know . . .” Hisvoicetrails, but not out of uncertainty. His eyes search for theright words. They
search me and only need to go so far. “You run alot into yourself.”

Thisishow I’'m bruised. My voice soundslevd, but it fedstorn in my throat. “1 got you out, but I’ll kill
you anyway, Finch. At some point I'll kill you.”

“Likeyou'regoing tokill Tga”

“No.” He sonly ameter away, and now my arms start to fold before | stop mysdlf and forcethemto
stay loose at my sdes. “No, I'll kill you dower, and you'll believeit’ sbecause| care.”

The curiogity again. “Don’'t you?’
“Not as much asyou seem to think.”
“Don’'tyou.”

Thereisn't another answer to give. Any questions he might ask now are only because he wants me to ask
them too.

Except | don’t want the answersin my mind, much less said aoud.

| won't stand with my back to thewadll asif I’'m cornered. | moveto get by him, to the hatch, to bang on
it and get outsde in the corridor evenif it means getting in an argument with the guard.

But as soon as our arms brush he turns, and his arms are around me. Not a straight-on embrace, hejust
catchesmea what angle I’m at in passing and it’ s both his arms around my body, pulling mein.

| will push him away, but then he says, “Don’'t go back to it.”
I"'m leaden, standing there. I’ m leaden and lost.

| struggle from hishold, but in asnap he encircles me again, and for asecond | think, No use. No use.
And it' s strange to be held when you don’'t want it. Y ou don’t want it just becauseit feelsso go oT

“Stop.” | push a him.



Not hard enough. | think he's scared, and maybe he' snot holding me so | canfed it, but for himself. He
should be scared, he should remember why he avoided me before, when | taunted him. | can’t have his
fear on me, polluting me againgt what | need to do. Thisship will pollute him, but he' s muddying my
thoughts.

| shove harder and cuff him across the head. “ Stop it!”

He backs up, fast. I'm out of breath asif he had me running.
He leaves without alook, and the hatch damsin.

And| flinch.

He makes me pace. Before amajor action, when | need to retake my ship, and he makes me pace. | try
to st on the bunk, but he was sitting on it, so I’m up again, and there’ snothing in my quartersto cut with.
There snothing sharp here except my memory. My own fingers are too blunt, and what the hdll isgoing
on now?

| pace and claw at my arms.
Wheét the hell isgoing on now.

Dexter isquiet, and I’m on the bunk, on my back, arm over my face. Listening for activity, some
indication that I’ ve won. That thisthing could get going again—my ship, thisplan, my life. Help Lukacs,
whatever his agenda, but stay ahead of the game. It isn’t an old notion, it’sinbred at this point.

The hatch rattles briefly, then yawns open. | lean up on my hand—Tga? Come in to threaten me?

But it's Finch again, holding bird food in aclear plastic bag. He glances behind him as the hatch shuts and
holds out the bag to me.

“Rikasent this. Tgawon't let herin.”

“Did she say anything to you?’ | dide up and take the bag, open it. Dexter hops and screams at me,
recognizing amed.

“Rikaor Tga?' He sounds surprisingly norma considering the shit he pulled.
“Both.” | ick my hand in the bag, feding the colorful pdletsroll between my fingers.
“Rikajust gave methefood.” Not mentioning Tga

| look up. Hisface, forced impassivity. But his collar’ sabit torn, and my hand shoots out, grabsit and
pullsit asde so | can see the red marks on the side of his neck. Fingers and teeth.

He shoves my hand away.
“Thehdl, Finch?’ | forget the bag, look at the hatch.

“Forget it, Yuri.” He stepsinto my sght line. “Look, she can have her thrills, and I’ m not telling her
anything”

But my thought wasn't on information.’t let#a Faced with it in bruises | thought only of what’smine.
What Tgiahas no right to touch. Thisingtinctud legp that’ s got meinto trouble since prison.



“I can handleit,” he says, and | look a him. He has a geishaface, the kind of features that would show
gtark under paint. | can amost see my color on hisskin. | don’'t know what he sees, but he stares kind of
concerned. “What?’

This heavinessin my chest. It snot even what | touch; everything | ook at is somehow tainted by my
eyes. But | ill look at him and how he' shandling it. Giving in because there’ sno way out. Thisishow it
darts.

“Rikadidn’t give me anything but thisfood.” He gesturesto it to draw my attention.

So | ook down. It freeshim to break expression if hewants. “Not just thefood.” | fed around some
more and pull out atightly wrapped scroll of paper, bound by an dagtic, and asmall card of cigrets. My
gpacer brand. Rika, you beautiful bitch. “Here, drop some of thisin hisfeed cone.” | hand the bag to
Finch.

Hetakesit but stares at the paper in my hand.

Rare paper. But Rika sageishaand likesfinethings. | dip the eastic around my wrist and read her
cdligraphic handwriting.

Talked to Chris. He passed private messages to the ones | know are on our side. Piotr’ll block off
Engineering with his people down below. Angela’ |l take your boy and a team to the biosystems for
the sabotage. Ville' s got the Hanamachi on command crew deck, flight, and the armory—our
bedbugs will help—and Buckell, Chance, and Rickert are going to move on the bridge. Chrisis
there too. Will pump smoke through the environmental controls, seal off forward deck sections C
to F, knock them all on their asses, sort them later. Bridge needs to be barricaded and Taja taken
down. Then therest won’t put up a fight. Fence-sitters will capitulate. Then she added, Brig's
going to be crowded.

But only by the fence-sitters. The ones around Tgjaas her persona squad will be vented. Anyone who
puts up too much of afight will bekilled. But Rikaknowsthat. And my sdivatastes sour at the thought.

These quarters seem too smal. Worse when | read the smaller print benegth the brief. Where do you
want your boy after?

| look across at him. He' s on the deck poking hisfinger at Dexter, trying to get himto biteit. Not afraid
anymore, but then it’ sjust abird, and they’ re both insde something larger. Maybe hefedls my silence.
Helooks over his shoulder a me.

“After you hedp Angelal want you to go to your quarters,” | tell him. “And stay there.”

He doesn't say anything, but it splainin hiseyes. No. He doesn’t want to hide, he wantsto help, like he
thinks he' s helping by bedding Tgaor whatever it is she' sgot him doing, and the thought of it scrapes me
again. | should beydling a her, but | ydl a him.

“I said you'll go to your quarters and not move your assl” Now, until you' re needed. After, or you'll
regret it.

He doesn't attempt to convince me otherwise. But when heleaves| have nothin } Jo]g but the echo of
my anger.

| let Dexter out of his cage s0 he can hop or flit around, then | lie on the bunk again with alit cigret and
look at the celling. Waiting. Smoking to calm mysdlf, to distract mysdlf, but it does’'t redlly work
because | listen too closely to the environment. Finch doesn’'t come back even though he' s stubborn and



he can. And that’ sfor the best. It d be best if hewasn't on the ship at al. But everything’s gone too far
for thet.

Tgaknew from the moment | set foot again on this deck that it was going to cometto this, but maybe,
despite the Ops deal, she knew aready that she had to show her hand in abig way. To the Khan, to the
rest of the pirates. She needsto have it out with me—instead of winning the ship by default—or she's
never going to get anywherein the organization or with our clients. And certainly not with Caligtiera

No captain retires on apirate ship. There' sonly one way you lose your seat. And if you want to be a
pirate captain, and you serve aboard a ship aready, there' sonly one way you can get it. Unlessyou'rea

protégeé.

Cdligtierais apatient man, and he had genuine respect for Falcone. But like any snakein the grass, he
walited to strike. His ship has no Hanamachi. That's one part of Falcone svision that he never did agree
with and will never perpetuate. For whatever reason.

Protégés perpetuate protégés, that’ s the theory, but | wasthefirst to get my own ship. No other ship
turned out a geisha protégé. That was Facone s gift, and hisfailure.

Except now.

I’'m il dive, and there will be more deaths. | smoke to settle nerves and cloud my sight. | smoke and
blow the tendrilsto thelights. Thelines perform bdlet in the air with an accompaniment of distant
violence. When the shots grow closer outside my hatch Dexter launches himsdlf acrossthe quartersina
flurry of bright green, adart of color inthe gray.

Eventudly the hatch opens again, bringing in astrong acidic wave. When | smdlled that from the air vents
| knew thingswerewell under way. Now Rika stands here with arifle dung on her shoulder and blood
smudges on her cheek. The guard' s dead at her feet. She tosses me an LP-150.

“Bridge?’ | check the ammo read on the side of the weapon’s pulse pack. Still well over 70 percent.
“Waiting for you, Captain.” Shegrins.

“Toja?

“Also waiting. With your boy.”

“What?1 told him to go back to quarters!”

Rikafrowns. “Hedidn't tell me”

Thisisn't prison. He better learniit.

| lock Dexter back in his cage. He screams at the commotion, the smell, and the sound of the hatch
shutting behind me.

Bodies guide my path dl the way to the command deck and the bridge. Some of them | recognize, most
of them | don't. Cleanup’ s going to be tedious, and there' s nothing to do but s x cv hehut down agood
part of your brain and your senses. Push them to the shadows so your world is just white.

“How much did welose?’ | ask Rika, as she walks along beside me, her wrist casually resting along the
muzzle of her weapon.

“From reports?’ She wears apickup in her ear, hands me one so | can link to the comm chatter. “ Forty



percent of the crew, maybe. Maybe more. Ville and histeam’ s got the brig covered.”
“We rerunning dmost skeletd.”
“We have bridge and Engineering.”

And that' swhat counts. The hatch stands open. | step in, see three of the six bridge personnel facedown
on the deck. One of them with her hands behind her head: Tgja The three replacements for my bridge,
plus Chris, stand off to the side with gunstrained, and amid them is Finch. Someone gave him agun at
least.

No timefor questions. He disobeyed me. He looks a me, and he fedlsit. HE sgoing to fed! it.

| push my dung rifleto my back and walk up to him. His eyes narrow. Maybe he thinks 1’ m going to hit
him, but | take the gun from hishand, check it. He put it on safety, and | thumb it back to kill.

“Kirov,” Tgasays. “Ligentome.” Her voice muffled in the deck.
“Shut up,” | tdl her. “Dead woman.”

Faced with it in an enclosed space, | see him pull in arough breath. But he just gets amouthful of
dissipating smoke. The vents are shut, but it ill cregpsin. Hiseyes say, Don't. But not for her sake or
mine, for yours.

Maybeif my crew weren’'t sanding around. Maybeif | didn’t have this deal with Lukacs and Cdigtiera
waiting off my starboard side. Maybeif | wasn't bred for it. Blooded for it.

Maybeif she' d kept her hands off him. Maybeif he'd just stayed in q like he was supposed to he'd
never have to see me quitelikethis.

“Youdon't haveto,” he says. Wrongly.
| fed my crew shift. | fed Rikatilt her rifle, just abit.

“You have your ship,” Tgasays. Kegps saying. She knowsthe routine, but like any of us, maybe, her
convictionsdon't stick this close to desth. “Y uri, you have the Khan!”

“I' know,” | tell her, and look away from Finch. | aim the gun and shoot.
“No!” Finch says, abest too late.
Rikasays, “Findly.”

Rikatakes Finch back to my quarters. The cgptain’s. | go to the comm station and tell it Cdligtiera’s
private link, but not for an open call. | want to leave him to think and contact me. With my rifle scope |
freeze ashot of Tgiaon the deck and trandoad it Sraight into the message to him. With two words:

Your move.

I’'m aone on the bridge with therifle in my lap, in the captain’ s seet, watching the console waver in
standby, helio images morphing and twisting in the air just above the hardplate. | can lean over and finger
acoil or acommand nebulaand the ship will power up or fireits cannonsand | can go anywhere with it.
| can takeit to Lukacs and blow him to the gtrits. Or | can deal him to Cal, and together we figure out
this operation once and for dl. 1t sounds so plausiblein my mind, but | know better. Redlity is never that

rosy.



WEe re motionlessin space, anchored to the stars, and Tgja sprawls dead behind me on the deck.

The bridge hatch beeps and opens, and | swivel the chair to look. Rika. She stepsin and around the
body, then drops down in the conn seet in front of me. She' s ditched her rifle, and now dl she'sgotisa
sdearm, which she places on the console beside her elbow.

“Yuri,” she says, “what are you doing with that boy?’

“What are you talking about?’

“Thet Finch.”

“I"'m doing nothing with him. In any sense, in case you wanted to know that too.” Warning. | ook at her.

Sheleansforward on her knees. Her cheek still hasblood onit, like geisha paint. But flakier. Darker.
Shesaysasif | don't know it dready, “You can't let him question you like that in front of the crew. For
your sake and for his.” She plows ahead. “He' sweak. Any idiot can see she had to be shot.”

Becausethisshipisapirate.

“Hewon't do it again. | made my point. He saw it.”

| saw it. I'm dtill seeingit.

“Y ou made your point because he' sin love with you, and you want to hurt him,” she says.
| stare. “What have you been drinking?’

Sheanswerslike shedidn’t hear me. “Because you'rein love with him but he' syour protégé. That's not
how it works, Y uri.”

“I'm not in love with him and he sureashdll isn't my protégé.”

“It'd be good if hewas, so people know you' re on board for it. Y ou never showed interest in getting
one”

| have no answer for that. Becauseit’ strue and I’ m tired and there’ sabody that’ s my fault lying bleeding
onmy bridge.

No | don’'t want a protégé.

Her eyessay | better want one. Theright one. *Y ou' re going to severely messthings up if you take him
on and you can't separate. | don’t know what went on with you on Earth—or Austro for that
matter—but it d be best if you dump him on Hades right now.”

| still don't say anything. | just ook &t her.
Shesays, “You know I'mright.”

“I know that just becauseyou' b T INre the Elder Sister of my Hanamachi, you can't assume you can
talk to methisway. Especidly with wild ridiculoustheories. Y ou think | don’t know what I’ m doing with
him?'Y ou want this fucking seat?’

“No,” shesays. “I don't want the seet. But | just helped you get it.”

We dtare at each other. This captaincy comeswith conditions. Of courseit does.



How did | forget?

She picks up her gun again. “I’ll stay on bridge and get someone to remove the body. Y ou better go. . .
do what you haveto do.”

“Isthe ship secure?’ | ask dully.
She says, “It'ssecure.” Without the“sr.”
So | get up from the chair and leave it behind.

Rika put a guard outside the captain’s quarterswhere | told her to hold Finch. I'm amost at the hatch
when the intercom sounds overhead.

“Captain Kirov, commone.” Rika svoice.

Caligtiera. So | bypass the guard without aglance and go to the library, which isjust down a deck,
whereI’ll have comm access.

Theroom isdark and empty of life. Knowledge here is clogged inside comps and probably not accessed
much since | left. | doubt Tgjaencouraged my crew—or hers—to read, explore, or experiment. | used
to. Theinformation might be screened, but a crew ignorant of basic date-learning can't serve you well.
Differencein my captaincy and Tgja s. Stop thinking of Tgja. When | Sit at one of the center consoles|
can fed the cold coming off the black equipment, the table, the chair. There' safine layer of dust onthe
smooth surfaces.

It’' s habit to let my expression fal to blanknessas| comm Rikato link us. Cd’ sface gppears on the
display, bland and lined. He says, “ Are you up and running?’

“Yeah. To get from A to B and even fire afew shots.”

“Comm your contact and get him out here. Not to Hades. We' |l meet at Ghenseti. I'll let you know
where specificaly on station—Iater. But first | want you to come aboard.”

| tell him, “No. Whatever you want to say to me, you say it now.”
“What | want to say won't go over comm. Come aboard, or the deal’ s off.”
He shuts down.

So now he' stesting me. Maybe hisinterest in Lukacsisalie, and dl he wantsisto get me back on the
Cross s0 he can kill me and take my ship, too easy inits half-staffed stage.

But you don't figure aman like Caligtiera by keeping adistance. And thistimeI’ll go to him armed.

Rikaaccompanies me, and two men | vaguely recognize that she assures me are good. The same woman
inthe gray suit escortsdl four of usto the conference room, with three of her own guards. | tell Rikato
wait outside with the guards, which ream jsheisn't happy about. But she does't argue in front of them.
Me and the woman go into the room where Cdligtierawaits, sitting with adatein front of him. The
woman stson hisright sde and | mirror them on the opposite end of the table.

“Did you comm your Ops contact?’ he says.

“I want to know what you have to say to mefirst that can’t be said over a secure comm.”



“Well for somethings | need to seethe face up close.” He didesthe date acrossthetable, and | stop it
with adap of my hand before it goes off the edge.

Clearly hewantsmetoread it, so | do.

They’ re schematics of the EarthHub carrier Archangel . With patrol schedules. Deep-space carriers have
gx to eight thousand crew.

I look at him. And he’ sactudly sort of smiling as he smokes histoxic brown cigret. He says, “ Thiswill
send amessage to the Hub. And Ops. If they even think to fuck with us.”

It'Il send amessage to the other piratestoo.
Macedon’ ssister ship.

And stting here my gut tightens and beginsto twist. | force mysdf not to swalow, show anything except
that dead gaze Fal cone used to say made melook like | was one step from committing an atrocity.

And look, herel am.
| set the date back on thetable. “When?’

“Haven't figured that out yet.” He might belying. | amost bet heis. “But since you went to dl that trouble
to retake your ship, | expect you to be my bloodmatein this, and if thisflies, then | think we' Il do al right
with Ops.”

| nod. “Why'reyourisking it to tell me?’

“I' honestly didn’t think you had the ballsanymoreto do Tgja,” he says. If he could see my hand beneath
thistable. My nailsdig into my palm. “Since you managed not to do Azarcon' skid. But this has restored
my faith in you. And from now until this deal goes down with Ops, you' re not leaving my portside space.
Understood?’

“Yeah.” Of course.
| may have my own ship, but | till don’t have my freedom.

On theflight back to the Khan, Rika asks what happened so | tell her the bare minimum. Kill Archangel.
Shegrins. “Cd hasbdls, man. You think hecan do it?’

“Yeah.” | pretend to check my sSidearm. But I’ m not seeing the gun.

“Takedown acarrier.” Sheisimpressed. “Especialy that one.” There' s no talking to her about the black
dosagein my veinsfrom this, she' sl ajunkie wanting afix, and I'm gtill feding withdrawd pains. “Only
Faconedid that,” she says.

“Fdcone knew carriers.” State the obvious.
“Cd must have somel) [t>
But of course he would. Everyone sdirty.

Finchis4till in my quarters. He sitsin front of the cage watching Dexter but getsto hisfeet when | step
ingde. | dismissthe guard and shut the hatch. Maybe | should dismiss him too. The cold | felt from the
docking bay to these quarters doesn't seem to dissipate. It just settlesin my chest and in theroom like a



broad net, pulling us down.

He doesn’t say anything. And it’ sdl right because now | have to speak. Now | fedl sick. Nobody else
will listen, and if | keepitin my head, it'sgoing to mangle mein some way, or infect me until | have no
choice but to givein.

We gtand gpart, and | tell him, “They plan on blowing up Archangel.”
A flicker in hisgaze. “Isthat aship?’

My quarters. Its forest green wallsin some vague semblance of nature, the polar opposite of thisship’s
angled gray interior. The bed’sunmade. Tga ssheets But | St on it anyway to dleviate the growing
nausea.

“A carier,” | tdl him. “ Macedon’ s sister ship. Y ou know Macedon?’
He nods. Who doesn’t know Macedon.
“They’ re going to blow it up. Archangel . Six thousand souls.”

Not so long ago they would' ve been six thousand enemy. But somewhere along theline | lost the flavor
of theword.

“Can’'t you tll them? Comm them?’

| rub ahand through my hair and pull a the rootsalittle. “No.. . . no, | don’t know their link code, they
change them every week, and eveniif | did, if they’ rewarned, he'll know who did it and kill usinstead.”

Finch moves over to me, leaning back on his heels on the floor beside where | sit. Just watches me,
thinking of Tga | can see him thinking it because it' s there on the surface of hiseyes.

“I hadtodoit.” Likel haveto explain mysef to him for somereason. Asif | hadn’t yelled and hit him
just afew hours ago. But one death against thousands can bring argument to a halt.

“What about thiscarrier?’ he says.

Thisisdifferent. The other wasn't completely right, and thiswould be completely wrong. | try not to
make it form too solid in my head though.

“| tried to leave before,” | tell him. “It didn’t work. Y ou don't just walk away.” Maybe I’ [l haveto go
through with this. And it’ smaking me sick.

“So,” hesays il mild, still watching. “Y ou just kegp going?’ Til someonekillsyou or you kill yourself?’
But that’ sthe pattern of thislife.

Hands on oppositearms. | dig.

“Yuni.”

“I'vedoneworse” What do you cal pulling children into this? Recruiting from a station and sinking them
to aplanet to rot until some dark ship takes them up and drowns them in its blood.

“Soyou'll doit again?’ Not so much judgment in histone as acomplete confusion. Maybe my mind
redly isthisdiento him.



My wordsfed like another language. “Which isworse, killing achild or killing aship? What isit, just
numbers?’

“They'reequdly wrong.”
“But say that’ syour only choice.”

He sslent for along minute, and | don't interrupt it. “ Then whatever makesit your only choiceiswrong.
And the choiceitsdf isachild of that wrong.” He answersit, but he' s questioning me. Why areyou
asking these things?

“Then what does that do, absolve you when you actually do choose one or the other? When you're
forced t0?” Was| forced? Maybe not. LikeI’m not in this. Maybeif it meansyour life or taking lives,
you' re expected to self-sacrifice.

He rests his hand on the mattress. “People do shit for complicated reasons. Absolution isn't something
we get for oursalves. It sgiven.”

I look him inthe eyes. “But maybeit'sal alie. Who givesit, anyway. Who is so fucking pure that they
can give absolution? The law? The government? Rdligion?’ Distant concepts, like the stars, and when
you'rejust akid you look to more immediate influences. Estienne, teling meit wasdl right that he did
things with me because my mouth said | wanted it but my mind wasin the pam of his hand. So people
like me take the children because nobody’ struly innocent, everybody’ s the same. Everybody hasto be
the same or how can people pick and choose what they care about. Maybe kids are only important
when they’ re yours, otherwise, people don’t make the effort. At least not the right people. | can taste my
own hitterness, years removed from that bloody Camp. I'm not even so involved that | can't see exactly
thetrack of my own thoughts. They leave deep imprintsin the black snow of my memory. Cold thoughts
with geisha detachment.

Maybethisiswhat | tell mysdlf to judtify thething | will be doing and al the things I’ ve done. My gaze
driftsto the deck.

“Yuri,” Finch says now. With acertain firmness. “What does dl of this have to do with that carrier?It's
obvioudy wrong.”

I’ sobvious but not easy. Like leaving alife. Or anecessary killing. “I don’t know what €lseto do.”
That'salie. | know what should be done. | just keep weighing my options, hoping the scaleswill tip
better inmy favor.

Finch doesn’'t speak. He doesn’t need to, and he knowsit.

“You should go.” | say it without any heat. Not like before. “None of thisisyour decison.” Or your life.
“I'll drop you off at the nearest port onceit'sall over.” If we'redill dive.

Heasksasif hedidn't hear anything that | said, “What exactly do those Ops want you to do? Don't you
think you should tell me now?’

Y eah, there' sthat. If it' snot Cdligtieral sagenda, it's Andreas Lukacs s. And maybe it makes perfect
sense that the only person | can possibly trust isthe one | brought out of prison. But there sTga. . . |
look at Finch and remember Tgjaisn't an issue now.

“Yuri, tell me.”

Has he ever said that to my deeping saf? Isthat how he knows?



Thisdliance of onecan’'t hold. So | pull my handsthrough my hair, just hold them there with my ebows
on my knees. “ Ops wants me to set them up with Caigtiera—that’ s the captain of the other ship—"
These words to him bleed out of me like atransfusion, he' s pulling them out, and | fed less steady with
each gyllable. “1 don’'t know if those agentsredly want to infiltrate the operation or if they just told that to
meto protect their own ass. They might actually belooking for ared dliance. Either way, Ca wantsthat
carrier dead to give everyoneasigna. And now | know and now | haveto go through with it or he'll kill
this ship, Finch. Hewon't hesitate, and we re running on low crew asit is. There' s not enough hereto
fight with. Tggawas just the beginning.” For me. This ship. My blood tied to thisship, and | don’t know
where ese to be and what € se would keep me contained. “Thisismy ship.” | shot Tgjabecause this ship
can only be my refugewhen I’'min control of it.

But I'mnot redly in control of it. It sdl illuson.
“You can get out of it, Yuri.” Hishand makes afist in the sheets.
“I toldyou | tried. You don’t get out.”

Hetwitches asif he wantsto touch me, but stops. “Didn’t they say—didn’t they say on the Send long
ago that Azarcon had? Isn't that why al the politicos hate him?’

“I’'m not Azarcon. | don’t have an admira in my corner.”
“Then gpproach him.”

| shakemy head. “| tried already. | amost killed his son. He sent me to Earth to be put in prison. He
would never ligento me.”

“Y ou have information he would want. HE d be moreinclined to listen than any other captain.”
Therearered lineson my armsfrom my fingernails. Finch grabs my wrigt, scops my clawing.
“Yuri.”

“He |l kill me, Finch. HE Il kill meand likely al of you.”

“Tell himwhat you know.”

What | know.

That I'm aprotégé too? I’ m Facone's protégé in blood.

I’m what heleft behind.



WRECKED

5.19.2186 EHSD—Protégé

| wap"'=sten years old when Marcustook meinto my first command crew meeting, which was once a
week. None of the ten department commanders, plus Caligtiera, found it odd that | wasthere, which
madeit easier. So easy that | was bored. Even though Bo-Sheng had said this ship was a pirate, and
Estienne confirmed it, it seemed to run just like any other ship. Not that | knew firsthand. But Marcus
went over procedures and costs, cargo and schedules and flagged crew files with meticul ous discussion.
They dso talked about their dlies, like Shiva, who was their bloodmate, and othersin the network
gpanning al the way to Hubcentral. He made me take notesin my date, which | had to send to his comp
30 he could review.

It only got interesting when they talked about punishing people for breaking ship rules—like people who
stole from each other or the ship, or witheld profit that they’ d made on one mission or another.
Sometimes the punishment was brig time, other timesit was athrashing.

Once or twice Marcusjust put peoplein the airlock and vented them. At the end of my first month of
mestings they talked about this one girl who used to stedl drugs from medica. Shewasajunkieand lied
twice about getting on recovery. Marcus said he didn’t abide drug use on his ship because it made
people stupid and desperate and dependent on something other than their Blood (which iswhat he called
the ship). So out shewent. And | took notes.

Y ou couldn’t just let people go on gations if you wanted them off your ship, Marcus said. Because they
knew the operations of the ship and the network, and he wouldn’t risk them getting caught and blabbing
to Hub authorities. But he dways gave a couple of warnings before venting you. So it wasfair, he said.

She shrieked like adtrit. It hurt my ears.

He had me watch because | had to learn to somach it. The girl was a shivering, sweating mess—from
fear aswdl as her addiction. She might’ ve been sixteen or twelve, it was hard to tell from her
drug-abused body. They stripped her naked and set her in the airlock at gunpoint. Her nippleswere like
little withered grapes. She screamed alot. He d taken the ship to adrop point only he knew. There were
dozens, he said, mapped by this ship or the othersin the network. Like how Hub ships mapped the
Dragons. But the Dragons were big. And she was just going to be one more piece of refuse floating
toward some dar.

Nothing like that was happening in the fifth meeting though. | knew the routine by then. Before the
mesting wrapped Marcus would tell meto go outside and wait for him. | figured it was because they
wanted to discussthingsthat | was il too young to understand, and that was al right, usudly by then I’d
be so bored | needed anap. So | stood outside the conference room on maindeck and smoked. And if |
had to wait extralong, | dways ended up crouched on the deck with my back to thewall, watching the
Crew pass.

Thistime Cdligtierajoined me for asmoke. He' d done it twice before, just came out while they took a
break insde or something, but he never talked to me. He had his own cigrets, smal brown sticks that
stank up the corridor like avolcanic fart. He hunched there beside me, and muttered something about
“Vin getting comms every time they had to discuss payroll,” but then he laughed and | guessed it wasn't
S0 srious. Half thetime | didn't understand what Cdigtierawas mumbling about. He might ve been
Marcus's second-in-command, but he was aghogt. | barely saw him. And when | did he dways looked
fjust xat mefunny and never said much. Like he knew exactly what | was thinking and was amused by it.
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“Who'sVin?" | findly asked him.

“Vincenzo. Falcone. Y our captain.”

“| thought hisnamewas Marcus.” | wouldn’t put it past Cd to lieto mejust for kicks.
“That’shismiddle name.”

“Oh.” Cd probably just liked to make mefed stupid. | shrugged and smoked. At least my cigssmelled
better than his. And probably cost twice as much. Marcus bought them for me even though | had an
account now. He was generous like that.

“So,” Cdigtierasaid.
13 &?i
“How's Edienne?’

| glanced up at him. He looked older than Marcus, stout and well lined, like achair you had kept around
for years. It seemed comfortable until you used it and found the hard edges actuadly bruised. But the
clarity in hiseyes seemed younger. Or maybe he just kept the things he' d seen well hidden so they didn’t
show.

“Wdl?" hesad, flicking ashes so they trailed down near my shoulder.

| scowled and moved away. “Ask him yourself.” | didn’t have to be polite to Cdigtiera. Much. And
Marcus wasn't there anyway.

“I'm surprised heisn't jedlous,” he murmured, blowing smoke to the ceiling.

“Of you. You know.” He peered at the burning end of hiscig asif hisfortune wasin the glow.
“No | don't know. And heisn't jedlous. That'sjust stupid. Helikesme. And he's older
“Mmhm. Likesyou even though you' Il surpasshim?’

“What doesthat mean?’

“Surpass. Go by him. Or above him.” Hislipsquirked. “To thetop.”

Because Marcus treated me specid?“Maybe I’ [l surpass you first. Or instead.”

He held the smoke in his mouth, staring at me. | didn’t look away. Then he exhded, and it streamed from
his nogtrilslike alanded shuttle venting drive coolant. And the smell made my gut twidt.

“I guesswe ll seg, littleman,” he said.

The hatch to the conference room opened. Marcus stood there. “Don, we' re resuming.” His gaze flicked
tomeas| stood. “ Y uri. You keep smoking that much and it will break the recyclers. Toneit down.”

“Yes dr. Should | still wait?’

“Yes” hesad, then jerked hischin at Cdligtiera, who stubbed out the cig against the bulkheed, let it fall
to the corner, and stepped by the captain back into the room. Marcus held a0 out his hand. “1 ran out.



Give meyour pack, hm?’

| pouted but handed it over.

Hetook it, then shoved my head lightly. “ Ten minutes. And clean up Cd’scig.”
| scowled. “Yes, Sr.”

“Review the notes. I'll be asking you about them.”

“Aww!”

“Yuri.” He stared a me, not easy.

“Yes gr.”

He disappeared back insde, and the hatch shut with aclang. | picked up my date from the deck. And
the dropped cigret. It still stank.

Theworst thing about a pirate ship, after the people, was the work.

Since Bo-Sheng was on another schedule, | didn’t see him at all, but they kept me plenty occupied. My
first red job among the crew wasin the cargo bays doing inventory on the supply bins stacked in the cold
storage area. | wore a skinsuit againgt the chill and had adate with alist of serid numbersand itemized
contents, namesthat | couldn’t pronounce. They looked scientific or medica, or just numbers and | etters.
Weagpons, | thought for some of them, but wasn't sure, and nobody | worked with confirmed when |
asked after aweek of working. They just said, AsK the captain. So after that week | asked him, and he
said, Where do you think we get the guns that I’ m showing you how to shoot?

The contents didn’t matter to me just aslong as| verified everything every two weeks. It was busiest
when we got new inventory, usudly off-loaded from Shiva since Marcus said he was running The
Abyssinian in the shadowsfor awhile.

By July I had my solid routine and the regularity of it made the dark corners and tall crewmembers seem
more familiar. Or lessintimidating. | had goldshift medswith Marcus, then bridge observation and
weapons training, then library lessons or research on any kind of topic Marcus or Estienne
assgned—which usudly had to do with military strategy, mathematics, Sation and star systems, the
most-used languages in the Hub aside from mgjority, and politics. For fun | got to look up stuff about
Earth or entertainment, pick vidsto watch in my quarters a blueshift done or with Estienne. That was dll
before lunch. Then Marcus or Estienne would have lunch with me, and after lunch | worked on the ship.
Until August it wasdl cargo bay inventory, and after August it was Engineering observationin the
afternoons. Before dinner was gym and sparring time. And after dinner was my time. Asthe months went
on, Marcus said, | would learn anew area of the ship. In arotation.

It was better than school. Nobody treated me like akid because | was the captain’s protégé, and when |
did my work well Marcus rewarded mewith cigrets or clothes or just extra cred, which | could useto
order stuff from Austro. Some of the crew would pick up orders on their outrider foraysto the Rim.
Sometimes Estienne went because he had businessthere too. He' d dress up in hisblack like one of the
first times|”d seen him and say he was going to a party on station. Austro was the biggest station outside
of Hubcentral, and I’ d read about how the rich people there had vid premieres and socidite gatheringsto
raise money for “the destitute” and some of it G ing, t even went to placeslike Colonia Grace.

Papa never wrote. And Marcus said the trangit station where Mama and Jascha had passed through had
been blown by some symp marauder, and now many of the relocation records were lost. So it was



taking along timeto try and track where they might’ ve gone. Therewere alot of relocation coloniesin
the Spokes. Mama and Jascha hadn’t shown up at Colonial Grace yet.

| tried not to think of Papaand Isobdl. | fill wrote to them in a separate part of my journas, which
Estienne encouraged me to do, and when I" d gathered aweek’ sworth | gave thefile to Estienne to send
to Papa. But Papa never wrote back. By September | stopped bugging Estienne to send them, and he
stopped asking me. We just stopped talking about my family atogether, and | thought he preferred that
anyway. Marcustoo. They were sad for me, maybe, and it made them uncomfortable when they had to
tell me that nobody on Colonia Grace cared where | was. And neither did Bo-Sheng. He didn't ask for
me either, Estienne said. Let Bo-Sheng work, Marcus said. And you do your work. And you'll both be
al right.

If it weren’t for Marcus and Estienne and al the things | was learning, | would' ve been alot sadder.

There were ten other kids on board that were on my shift schedule, and sometimes during gym timewe' d
get agame going with aball. We weren't supposed to take the gym equipment out of the gym, but |
snuck afist-gzed bl in my pocket to my next Engineering observation block. Sometimes the men and
women there Sarted to talk among themsalves about things | didn’t understand, and that was when |
went to the bathroom for a half hour, or so | told them. | started to go to ararely used back corridor
somewhere near the supply rooms and bounce the ball on the deck and bulkhead. Bounce-bounce and
back to my hand, over and over again, traveling down the corridor as | went if | wanted a challenge.

Thefifth timedoing this| heard singing coming from the main corridor, then aman appeared, heading for
Supply, voice echoing in alanguage | didn’t understand. He spied me midcast and threw up his hands,
one of them holding adate, in mock surrender.

“Please, don’t shoot!”

| grinned. Hedidn't seem likethetypetoyel & me. “Thisisn't agun, it' sabdl. My gun’sinmy
quarters.”

He gpproached, hair gticking up in al directions asif he'd just awakened or run his hands through it too
many times.

“Still, abal can kill aman in the right hands.”
“1t' srubber!” | bounced it once to show him.

“Ah, indeed it is” He caught it before | could and looked at it dl over. It was ared marble design. “Bui,
you know, the captain doesn't like these toys just al around the ship.”

“It' snot dl around the ship, it’sjust here. When I’'m bored.” | wondered if he was going to report me. “I
keep it in my pocket most of thetime.”

“I see. So you should be working, but you come hereto play, hmm?’ He held out the ball to me, though,
withagmile

| smiled back as| took it. “ht="0em" NPWhat' s your name?’
“Piotr Tyborsky. And you?’
“Yuri Mikhailovich Terisov.”

“That'squiteaname.” He rubbed his chinin thought. “But it's much too long. Just too long for me.”



“Youcancdl meYuri.”
“Yoo-ree.” He emphasized.
| laughed. “Yuri.”

“Yoo-ree.” He started to sing the name as he punched in a code to the supply room. “What work do you
do for thisgreat ship, Y 0o-ree?’

| shrugged. “ Stuff for the captain. I’ m his protégé.”

“Oh, yes?’ He glanced down at me, crooked grin, as he disappeared into the supply room. | leaned
againg the hatch and peered in a him among the high shelves stlacked with smdl bins. A light tracked him
overhead as he moved down the aide, consulting his date as he went and running hisfingers over lit
labdls. “ Protégé, hmm?'Y ou are a specia boy!”

“Eh.” | shrugged again.

“The captain has many specia boys. . .,” he murmured, pulling down abin and setting it on the floor so
he could open it.

“What? Does he? Who else?’
“Oh, never fear, Y oo-ree. Nobody else at the moment. | just meant—from before.”
“Before what? Before me?” Who else? And where were they now, on other ships?

“I’ve said awrong thing,” he muttered, taking out an opague plastic packet from the bin and tucking it
under hisarm.

“WM!
“It'sup to the captain to tell you, not me. | am sorry.” He stood, diding the bin back into its space.
“No, tell me. | promise | won't say anything.”

He shook his head and ushered me away from the hatch so he could shut it again. “Nah. I've said too
much.” The hatch made ahollow thud asit closed. Then helooked down at me. “Please do not mention
it to the captain, Y oo-ree. For both of us. Captain Falcone doesn't redlly like talking about the others.”

| tucked the ball in my pocket. “Um, okay.” But | was curious.

He put his hand on my heed, till for amoment, before ruffling my hair. “Good boy. Now. Go do some
work.” He whacked my bottom.

“Ow!” | tried to kick him, but he moved away, too fast, and started singing some ridicul ous song using
my name asthe chorus. “ Shut up!” But he made melaugh.

He waved a me and strolled off. That blueshift at dinner in the mess hal | asked Estienne what Piotr
Tyborsky did, and Estienne smiled. “He sone of our drive technicians. And he drives the senior staff
down there crazy with hissinging. Or hewould if hewasn't so »-m">

| waited aweek into October before asking Marcus, casualy over breskfast in the captain’ s mess, if
he' d had any other protégés before me.



“Yes” hesad dowly, sipping his caff. “Why do you ask?’

“I just wanted to know . . . if | wasthefirst.” | wasn't going to get Piotr in trouble. And | rocked abit on
my chair to distract Marcus, to be cute.

“Sit properly, Yuri.”

| clunked back and picked up my toagt, bit into it. Sometimes he wasn't in the mood for mewhen |
wanted to act like akid, but other times he seemed fond of it. HE d toude my hair and hug me alot. He
seemed this shift to bein ahuggy mood because he smiled a me.

“No, you weren't thefirst, but you' re certainly the oneto do best sofar.”
“Yeah? Grin.“Sr?’

“Yes. All of the othersfailed mein oneway or ancther. | don't think you'll fail.”
“Redly?’

“Really.” Helooked seriousfor aminute. “But it'll be hard. | won't lie. It svery hard sometimesto work
on thisship. But thereward isgrest. | reward my crew.”

“I know.” | smiled so hewouldn’t be so serious. “How many were there? Before me?’
“Three.” Heleaned back with his caff and didn’t smile back.

| wanted to ask what had happened to them al, but something about the way he didn't look at me
anymore made me hesitant, and | |eft it at that. | never wanted to push too far on his patience or
kindness. | remembered the girl in the airlock. There were limitsto what he tolerated, like any father, |
guessed, and if this crew were his children, then | wanted to be the son he favored most.

For along time.

We had ahorror vid that late blueshift, Estienne and |, which | liked to watch in his red-and-black
quarters with the lights off. He propped his comp on a chair, and we sat against the bulkhead on his bunk
with the red materid hanging down al around so in the particularly bloody vidsit gave afun atmosphere.
He curled hisarm around me, and even though | tried not to, sometimes | shut my eyes and made “ ew”
NOISes.

“Y ou're going to give yoursdlf nightmares at some point.” He laughed.

“Y ou' re not supposed to laugh, it’s supposed to be scary.”

“Okay then. I'll be scared.” He hugged metighter and said in an exaggerated child voice, “Help, help.”

| shoved him and he laughed again and the mood was ruined. But it didn’t matter because | wastired
anyhow and curled up with my head in hislap, watching the vid Sdeways. Hisfingersran through my hair
inlight caresses, and it made me deepier. But | remembered my questionsand if | couldn’t ask Marcus, |
aways asked Edtienne.

“Did you know the other protégés?’
His hand stopped moving for a second, but then continued. “No.”

“How come?’



“Wdll . ..” He started to rub my back, and | liked that the most. “I wasn’t here when thefirst two were
around, 0 | never met them.”

“What happened to them?’

“Oh...thefirst oneleft. Betrayed the captain, | hear. It wasredly ugly, and Marcus hatesit mentioned.
The second one killed himsalf. Apparently he was just unstable. He was't suited for thisat al. | guesshe
wasweak. Don't talk to Marcus about what | say, okay?’

“l'won’t, | promise.” | fingered the fabric over hisknees, the soft worn pants of his deepwear. “What
about the third one?” The one before me.

“Hewasn't cut out, so the captain let him go on station. Chaos, | think.”
“Yeah?' So | wasdoing well, or else he would' ve kicked me off too.

“Mmhmm.” Hishand did up the back of my T-shirt and started to rub. Thisaways got me deepy red
fast because the pads of hisfingers had dightly rough calusesthat just ssemed to tug my eyelids shut with
every groke. | forgot my questionsin the [ull, then he said, “Want to deep here this shift?’

((Okwl”
So he ordered off the vid and lay down with me, and caressed my back just like that until | fell adeep.
4.10.2189 EHSD—The Khan

| didn’t see Bo-Sheng for three years. For my thirteenth birthday Estienne threw a party, which | figured
had Marcus s approva since Estienne made ahuge ded of it. He hadn’t done it for any of my prevous
birthdays. Before it had just been dinners between me and him, or me and him and Marcus. Small gifts
like extratime on stations or like last year Marcus had given me my own LP-150rrifle, just like soljets
had, but it was never a party. Turning thirteen was an occasion though, despitethefact | did what plenty
of adults did anyway, but for the sake of dates and numbers, it was adeal. Or maybe three years later
I’d finally earned the right to be fussed over outside of work.

Edtienne went dl out. Full-surround decorations, invitations dropped in comps and derts, and lots of
presents. He tried not to imply that he was giving me anything beyond the party, but | saw theway he
watched mewhen | wasin his quarters. If | poked behind too many cases or into hislockers or behind
thisor that curtain, he was ready to take my arm and distract me with talk, food, or games. | played
aong. If | truly ruined it for him, he’d make me pay in training. And it would get back to Marcus,
because | knew Estienne reported on my progress to Marcus, and when it was Marcus sturn to test me
or make mework he'd be sure | paid too, in some way—doubling me with the smelliest crewmember to
oversee cataloging of supplieswe d hauled in from one ship or ancther, or making me itemizethe
weapons with the meanest son of abitch assigned to the ship’sarmory. It was hisway of punishing me
and training me at the same time. Sometimes | went to deep bruised, but it was ne «—ver serious. |
was specid in the crew, like Estienne was specid. The crew never touched him either so whatever
roughing up he got it must’ ve been from hisclients.

He had clientsthat we met at portsin the Dragons or that he flew to see on other ships or stations. They
left him some shifts unwilling to leave his quarters, so he’d comm mein acroaky voice and say | should
just catch up this shift. Never knew exactly what he did at that point, and he never explained, but it was
important to Marcus, and Estienne didn’t seem to mind (always back the next working shift without any
change of behavior). It seemed to require expensive clothes and a knowledge of wegpons. And sex, |
suspected. Which | knew about from watching vids and talking to the other crew—and Estienne, even



though most of thetime| got the fedling he was't telling me everything. Later, he kept saying. Now | had
to learn languages. Or guns. Or fighting. Or planetary trends, weather systems and terraforming and
satellite communi cations across legp space. | read alot of old literature, and new, and they even let me
learn music. | dso had to know military procedure, even though The Abyssinian wasn't amilitary ship.
But Marcus had been a carrier captain and | learned about EarthHub carriers.

But sex waswhat | thought about. | wanted to ask him so many times—how did it fed when you did
those things specifically beyond just kissing. Kissing was easy. He kissed me alot, on the cheek and the
hair and the mouth sometimes, but it wasn’t anything like some of the crew did in the mess hall or the
lower-deck berths. That kind of kissing took skill and | didn’t have it yet; nobody would take me on,
which | figured was Marcus s or Estienne sdoing.

Sometimes | was tempted to go through Estienne' s belongings while he was till adeep or if | waswaiting
in hisqwhile he wasin the bathroom. But | never did. HE d kill me, redly. But | thought about it. A lot.
About what he knew from experience and | only knew from observation. Especialy when | cuddled with
him. That was nice, and | dept better with it, but | thought about it, who he' d been with and why and
what he did, and how did that help our ship?

He shouldn’t have been with other people. He liked being with me the most. He said so.

But whatever it al was, hekept it to himself. He loved alittle mystery, and my birthday was agreet
excuse. He made me wear ablindfold for the party, even when | said I’ d keep my eyes shutt.

“I don’t trust that you won't peek. You're such arasca.” He laughed and dipped down the black mask
over my eyes, then took me by the shoulders. We were in his quarters but that wasn't where the party
was going to be. “Okay, walk.”

“I'm gonnatrip!”
“Youwon't. | won't let you. Now just walk.”

| spread my handsin front of me so | wouldn't bump into anything, not entirely trusting he wouldn’t let
me run into abulkhead just for fun. His quiet laughter didn’t let up as he steered me through the
corridors. | heard low voices and little giggles as | went. Estienne’ s hand was firm on my shoulder, his
other one gripping my waist. | mapped the turns and steps we took and soon knew exactly where we
were going. The captain’ smess.

Private party.
| X * g” heard ahatch open, and Estienne said, “ Step over.”

Thethreshold, which | knew, so | did, and immediately the smell of warm, spicy food—my favorite, rice
and dd and peppered roti—hit my nose, then my stomach, making it rumble. | grinned, and Estienne
squeezed my sde. “Don't teke it off yet!”

Something chirped.
| smiled wider. “What' sthat?’

He growled at me and made mewalk to the left, positioning mein front of something. My toe hit what
might’ ve been the leg of aclamped chair. | felt other people crammed in the room, the hest of bodies and
the silence of stifled voices. Egtienne held me now on both sides of my wais, and said, “All right, take off
the mask.”



| yanked it off and blinked, pushing hair from my eyes. In front of me on the long table sat atal cage, and
insde it was a hand-sized green bird with a dusky peach face and a curved beak. It hopped dong its
perch, opened its mouth, and screamed. Its round black eyesblinked at me asif it had no ideaor didn’t
carethat everyonein the room (and possibly the entire ship) cringed.

“Ahh!” | leaned over to peer into the cage. “You'reloud!” | put my fingertip through the thin black bars.

“Be careful, he might bite,” Marcus said, standing right besideit. | hadn’t even noticed him. | looked up,
and hewas smiling. “I’m hoping you'll train him to be quieter. Do you like him?’

“Yeah! HE sso colorful. HE smine?’
“Of course he' syours. Happy birthday.”

“Thank you!” | threw myself into the cagptain and hugged him. He wasn't nearly as demondtrative as
Estienne, but he never spurned my affection. He didn’t even care that there were othersin the
room—Iike Cdigtiera, who il tended to lurk around the captain. | felt hiseyes. | dwaysfdt hiseyes.

Marcus hugged me then, patting my hair. | had grown, longer-limbed, and the top of my head reached
the bottom of hischin. | pressed my cheek againgt his shoulder, then pulled away and put my face back
near the cage. “What ishe? | mean, what kind of bird?’

“A lovehird,” Marcus said.

| looked up, and the whole room was silent. Nothing but the sound of the food sizzling on their heated
plates. Marcus held my gaze, and | tried not to blush. He never did anything just for the hell of it, but |
hardly thought he' d be so blatant. Behind me Estienne said nothing.

So | sadsmply, “I lovehim.”
Marcussmiled. “I’'m pleased.”
Estienne hugged me around the waist from behind, lifting me off my feet. “Now cut the cake!”

| laughed and pounded on his armsto set me down. The lovebird caled, fast kind of shrieks, and |
wriggled out of Estienne sgrasp toward it, placing my hand flat on the cage. The bird arched its beak and
pecked a my palm.

“Dexter,” | said.<>

“Hm, what’ sthat?’ Marcus said as he motioned the steward to bring over the plates of food.
“Hisname! I’ ve decided.”

“Dexter?’ Marcus said.

Everyonein the room chuckled or outright laughed until Estienne said, “It' sagreat namefor abird. All of
you shut up.”

I’d had adog called Seamus, and | couldn’t remember where I’ d gotten the name. Dexter must’ ve been
lodged in the same place in my memory, because it was an outrageous name for athing that size, with
that color. Thelittle bird screeched at me, and it pierced dl of our earsuntil | let him nibble at my finger
again. Hiswingsfluffed, and his head twitched, asif everybody outside of hisworld frightened or
fascinated him.



| sat scraping chocolateicing off my plate and licking the back of my spoon. Everyone had |eft, even
Edtienne, who' d promised to give me his giftsin private instead of in front of everybody. | liked the sound
of that. My other giftsincluded gameware, clothes, and alot of certificate numbersso | could order
things for myself and pick them up when | got to station next. It was agood haul.

Marcus sat with mein the quiet room, and even Dexter had calmed now that we were done. | watched
my new pet as he hopped from one perch to another in the large cage, occasiondly flitting to the colorful,
ropy toysthat hung from the barslike streamers. He liked to pick at those with his crescent beak. |
leaned on my elbows and put my nose to the cage, watching with the spoon in my mouth.

“I'mglad you like him,” Marcus said, on the other sde of the long table. All the dishes and plates had
been swept away dready by the stewards. Nothing but the scent of food lingered inthe air. “They say
they die of heartbreak if you separate the pair, but it’ sjust an old romantic myth. These birdswill taketo
human ownersjust aswell.”

Dexter stopped his nibbling of the rope and looked at me, opened his beak, and yawned. He even had a
tiny tongue. | grinned and set the spoon on the table. “Y ou think he'll take to me?’

“Why wouldn’t he?” Marcus amiled.

| got up and went around the table and hugged his shoulders as he sat. | had the best birthday. But |
guesstomorrow iswork?’

“Yes, next shift iswork. Which iswhat | wanted to talk to you about.” He put his hand on my arm and
lifted it from his neck, guiding me around so | could lean at the edge of the table and he could look up at
mefrom hisseat. Hedidn't let go, just did hishand down to hold melightly by the wrigt, histhumb
caressing the pulse there. “ Y our learning and work over the past three years have been exemplary. Both
Edtienneand | areredly proud.”

| quirked asmileat him. “Good.”
“I think it’ stime you get the ship’ stattoo.”
| sraightened. “Y eah?’

His hand did up and he leaned forward so he could touch my chest above my heart. “Right there. But for
that you' Il have to know the true name wantednt of my ship.”

“IgT'tit The Abyssinian?’

“No...wereapirate ship, aren't we?’

“Yeah. S07’

“So it wouldn't be smart to advertise the true name of my ship when | go to port, now would it?’
Of course not. | made afacefor being so stupid. “I guess| just didn’t think about it.”

“Now you will. Because to everybody not in my network, we' re The Abyssinian. But to othersin the
Family, we re Genghis Khan.”

“Family.” | chewed onmy lip.

“That’ swhat we are.”



“Likethat antidien group? The Family of Humanity?” The Hub caled them terrorists, but | thought they
were only protective of humanity. I’d done my reading.

“No, not them.” Helooked up a me, serious. “Y uri, | want you to listen.”

When he said that it meant | better Remember. That it was for always if | wanted to stay here. More
than just training; between him and me—his protégé. I’ d looked that up too, and he hadn’t just taken me
under hiswing. He gave me another life. And even though he never said it directly, | knew heloved me.

“I’'mligening, Sr.”

Histhumb il stroked my pulse. It dmost made me deepy, with my belly full of spiked punch and food
and cake. Behind me| heard Dexter flitting about in his cage like a besting heart.

Marcus said, “Once you' re marked by my ship, you' re going to begin training asageisha. Y ou’re going
to learn everything that Estienne knows and everything | can teach you as my protégé. Do you
understand? Y ou won't be one or the other.”

| started to nod, but then shook my head. “One or the other?’

“Halfway between adult and child. Given certain things but sheltered from others. Redtricted. You're
thirteen now. Y ouwon't berestricted. Y ou'll no longer be achild, hidden away. Y ou'll be both geisha
and protégé, you' Il know the most of anyone on my ship besides me. I’ ve had others before, but none of
them pleased me as much as you. None of them succeeded so well at this point. Y ou’' re my perfection,
Y uri. You' rethe future of my Family.”

It seemed to echo in the room, but that was just my own disbelief talking back at me. He was holding my
hand. | would be Family, with the mark of his ship on my heart. The true name. And when hesaid it like
that it meant forever.

I’d have everything, even Estienne' s name. Estienne’ s other name. The name he wore when he wore the
black. I’d know his mysteries.

Geisha, Marcussaid. | said it too. | loved theway it felt on my tongue.

With my arms around the birdcage and Dexter screeching at me from the movement, | headed to
Estienne' s quarters. It was up &> at this p@ deck, in that barricaded corridor, but my tags worked to
open the doors. Once at hisq | had to kick the hatch because | didn't fed like setting down the cage. By
then Dexter had quieted and just fluttered around from one corner to the other. Little bits of his bright
green fegthers drifted to the bottom.

“Excited? Once| get you in my quarters!’ll let you out of thisthing.” Maybe Estienne would let me
release Dexter in his quarters. | had my mind set on deeping here this shift, after Etienne gave me my
presents, and | could grill him about the geisha duties. | made faces at the bird, and hetilted hishead at
me, then flapped and squawked when the hatch grated open.

It wasn't Estienne at the entrance, but agirl. With an open shirt and low-dung pants, messy hair and a
dender way of standing that gave attitude as much asit gave skin. She had dark eyes and thick lips,
young in every way, but older than me. Estienne’ s age. Her body and the hatch hid the inside of the
quarters.

Her eyesflickered, and she said, “E, it' s your boy,” and turned away to look behind her.

| felt my insdestighten. | wanted to hit her, just like that. Hard. For the way she looked a me and the



way she caled him Est. | thought about kicking, but at that point Dexter let out along squawk, and the
girl turned around, ahand to her ear.

“What isthat thing?’

“He'smy bird!” | stuck my fingers through the bars on the cage door. “ Should | let him out so he can shit
on your heed?’

Her lip curled, then Estienne appeared behind her, obvioudy in ahurry for something. He raked haf his
shirt onto his shoulder and blinked asif he' d just woken up. But not from deep, I’ d bet. The belt on his
pants was undone.

“Yuri . . .didthe captain send you?’
Asif the only reason | wanted to see him was on Marcus s orders?
“No, but it’ still my birthday, and you haven't given me my presentsyet.”

He and the girl exchanged glances—the kind adults gave when they had thingsto say that they thought
should be kept from children.

Except | wasn't achild anymore, even the captain had said.

“You cango,” | told thegirl. Because | was Marcus s protégé and even Cdigtieradidn’t order me
around.

Estienne lifted his chin at her, which made me mad. My words weren't good enough? She moved then,
zipped up her shirt, and edged by me (because | didn’t move and | was glad when Dexter screeched at
her), off down the corridor with asmall glance behind. | glared after her to make sure shewent inthe lev
and disappeared, then | looked back at Estienne and shoved the cage at him.

Which wasn't fair to do to Dexter, who flapped insde and protested sharply. Estienne stepped back,
nearly tripping since |’ d surprised him, and hurriedly set the cage on the floor. | walked in and shoved the
hatch shut.

“So who was she?’

He pushed his hair from his eyes and straightened, patting the cage to reassure Dexter. Helooked at me
for asilent moment, then went to his desk where his bronze-and-black cigret case lay. He flipped it open
and tapped out a stick, then struck the end with his fingerband.

“You sound jedlousfor areason?’ he sad.

“I’'mnot jealoud! | just asked aquestion!”

Dexter added to my voice.

“Dammit, Yuri, shut it down.” He pointed with the cigret. “ And shut down that bird.”
“He’ snot acomp.”

“These are my quartersl” Estienne yelled suddenly, his hand twitching asif he meant to open ablade. |
froze, mouth clenched, until he came over just as swiftly and hugged meto his chest. “Sshh, dl right,” he
murmured, like | was upset. But | wasn't. | stood there, till angry and just alittle unnerved. He rubbed
my back and kissed the Side of my hair, stroking his cheek againg it until | finally hugged him back. “I’'m



sorry, I’'mjust tired,” he said.
“I guess| interrupted.”

“Nah.” Helet go and went to his bed. The sheets were kicked to the foot, the pillows shoved againgt the
bulkhead. He sat and patted the mattress. “C'mon so | can give you your presents.” Now he smiled.

| wandered over, not too keen to sit where that girl might’ ve been. But he grabbed my arm and pulled
me down beside him, and it was so familiar herein his quartersthat | forgave him the girl. Sort of.

“Isshe your—girlfriend?’

His eyebrows rose and he laughed. “No. That'sjust Tgja. She' sabedbug.”
| made aface. “Is she part of your geishaduties?’

Hischintilted. “No. . . and hetold you, huh. About being geisha?’

Now | smiled. “Yeah. And you' re gonnateach me.”

| thought he’' d smile back, but he didn’t. Instead he said, “ First let me give you the presents.” He stubbed
out hiscig in the ashtray at his feet and went to one of hislockers behind along strip of gauzy curtain,
edging it asde. It obscured his handsin a crimson film. He came back with athin gold-wrapped box, less
than thirty centimeters and too narrow to house aknife. A fork maybe, but not an actua fighting blade. |
forced mysdf not to frown in disappointment.

“Happy birthday,” he said, placing the gift in my hand and closing my fingersaround it. Then he kissed
me on the forehead.

“Thanks” | amiled a him for that kiss. And forgave him alittle morefor Tga
“Wdl openit,” Etienne said, shoving my shoulder.

| pushed afinger beneath the envelope of paper and ripped it off. The box wasthe same color. | lifted
thelid, flicked away the top layer of slver tissue paper, and lying embedded there was ot tdth a smooth
black thing. Looked like two chopsticks stuck together. “What isit?’

“Takeit out, I'll show you.”

| lifted it out, set the empty box aside. The two chopstick things dipped apart a bit, yet they were
connected by what looked like folded paper. So | spread it open and a painted image appeared on the
delicate golden surface. A white face with black crescent eyes, wearing along dress covered in colorful
flowers.

“It'safan,” Ediennesad.
“Oh,” | said. “Um. Thanks.”

Helaughed, when | thought he d be insulted. “For the geisha. Look.” Hetook it carefully from my hands,
closed it, and stood in the center of his quarters. With aflick of the wrist he snapped open the fan and
turned it face out, its curve covering the lower half of hisface.

Now | smiled, because his eyes were bright.

Then he began to dance. In his party black with the paleness of hishair like the reflection of asun. His



eyes never quite connected with mine, aflirtation. He moved so fluidly it was asif the room danced with
him, thewalls and the curtains and the air that | breathed. All of them took turnsto dide around his body
as he gave me his back and his shoulders and the side of hisface. The fan closed and opened like a
gilded eye, in whipers. He held it sometimeslike ashield, other timeslike an invitation, and when hewas
finaly done, paused in front of me and bent at the kneeswith his eyes cast down, | wanted to lay my
hand on the top of hishead and pull him toward me. Because nothing that beauttiful should go untouched.

| reached toward him, but he straightened, and my fingers grazed the air. He was smiling a me, but
secretive, and held out the folded fan.

“You'll learn,” hesaid. “And you'll bregk people with alook.”
Break him, maybe?| took thefan. | stared into hiseyes. “What'smy other gift?’

“Rascd,” he murmured, holding my gaze. Then hetook my head in his hands, hisfingersthreading into
my hair, and leaned down. My eyes shut, | didn’t know why, but | just breathed in, and it was Estienne
everywhere. Theimprint of his quarters behind my lids, the movements of that dance, and his fresh scent.
He whispered into the top of my hair, “ Go next door. To theright.”

| looked up. Our nosestouched. “It'sin that 7
“Just go,” he said, and released me.

| wanted to stay here. A heat had started at the base of my stomach, and it spread down. But when
Estienne walked to hisdesk, the coodl air in hisquarterswashed it al away.

“Aren’'t you coming with me?’
“No,” hesaid.

Sometimes| didn’t understand hisgamesat dl. So | got up and set the fan on top of the cage before |
|€ft.

My tags worked on thelock, not surprising at dl considering Estienne srein on thiss. “What’ sjship. |
shoved the hatch open and stepped in, looking around. It was the same size as Estienne’ s quarters, but
unpainted.

Bo-Sheng sat on the bunk.

| squinted. It must’ ve been him, even though his hair was finger-length short, and his face seemed harder.
His cheekbones stood out more, sharp planesthat angled sweetly against thetilt of hisblack eyes.

He stared at me and rose from the bed.
“Bo-Sheng?’
Stupid to ask. But | couldn’t believeit.

The heat that had melted in Etienn€' s quarters started to spread again from the base of my belly. His
shoulders had broadened, he was taler but not quite astall as me even ill, and benesth the gray mesn
swester, as he crossed hisarms, long muscles drew ataut outline.

| grinned and engulfed him in ahug. | hoped he wasn't gill mad about our last conversation, which |
barely remembered.



Hedidn’t return the embrace. Instead, he wriggled and pushed me back. “Stop it.”
| stared a him, clenching my jaw. First Estienne and now him? Playing these games?
Helooked down asif | intimidated him. And for some reason that made mefed alittle ashamed.

“Why’re you here?’ | moved away and dug into my pocket, taking out the Red Star brand of cigretsthat
Marcus had introduced me to way back in the Camp. Therich scent filled the quartersin no time.
Bo-Sheng till smelled like his chegp smokes.

“They told meit wasyour birthday,” he hedged.

“Oh.” | tried asmile. “It' sgood to see you.” Even though you won't even hug me. “They put you on that
different shift, and we never crossed paths.”

He nodded alittle, sill didn’'t look at me.

| blew out the smoke and tilted my heed, resting my elbow on one folded arm. “What' ve you been
doing?’

“Working,” he said. “Technician Suff. I'm sorry | never tried to, you know, send acomm or something.”
| chewed theinsde of my cheek. “Well ...” | hadn't either.

He looked at the walls.

“I’'m sorry too.” For the fact we' re not friends anymore. But maybe this was what happened when you
grew up. Oneincident and you became awkward around each other and it was never the same.

But he came toward me then, looking somewhere at my feet. He put his arms around me and pressed his
nose into my shoulder.

| should’ ve set him back, becauseit didn’t feel like he meant it. This robot wasn’t the same Bo-Sheng
who used to chase me down the shore in the Camp. But maybe it was that memory that made me return
the hug.

| felt his chest pushing against mine as he bresthed. | tightened my arms.
“I'msorry,” he said, muffled in my shirt.

“You dready said that. Don't worry about it.”

“For bringing you here.”

Hewaswarm and small in my arms. Felt narrow and dippery, so | squeezed. He was older, but | was
the captain’s protégé. Ships had rank, and I’ d stepped over Bo-Sheng. “1’m not sorry about that.”

Hedidn't answer.

| pressed my fingersinto hisback. He didn’t squirm thistime, but his body wastense. | tried rubbing his
back like Edtienne did with me, eventualy moving one hand up to his neck, fedling for the pulse.

“How have you been?’ he asked, in that close silence.

“Good,” | answered, even though | was't thinking of answersat all. “Y ou?’



Hedidn't speak. Hisheart ran, | feltit. Hewasfeding it. It was like candy, but better. | moved my cheek
from hishair and rubbed it againgt histemple.

He stepped back with alittle shove, breathing in asif he' d been burned.

“I’'m—going,” he said, making for the door.

“What' syour problem?’ | could ve hit him for that. My skin tingled with it. Hest. And now irritation.
“l can'tdothis, Yuri.”

“Thenwhen?’

He paused at the hatch, a hand pressed againgt it, and looked back at me. | started to smoke the
forgotten cigret again. It was dmost burned down anyway so | dropped it on the floor and toed it out.
Scowled.

“When?" hesaid. Stupidly, | thought.

“Y eah, when. When can we spend time together? Y ou weren't thisway when we got on board. And
suddenly you don't want anything to do with me?’

“I do,” hesaid, glancing at the walls. Afraid to look mein the eyes, maybe. “I wasworried.”

“I told you there was nothing to worry about. We haven't seen each other in ages, and | want to—" My
teeth clenched. “1 like you. I’ ve dwaysliked you. Why don't you like me back?’

“I likeyou,” he said. But herefused to look at me. Hisfingers picked at the scars on the hatch.

The heat had traveled to my head. The room felt tight, the floor too sunken. The color of humiliation was
abruising red, and it filled my sght.

“Just go,” | said.
| wanted him to stay and knock me over like he used to do when | got an attitude.

But hejust Ieft, quietly.

< h Fpheight="4em" width="2em">| waited enough time until | was sure Bo-Sheng would've got in
thelev, then | went back next door, to Estienne. | kicked and pounded the hatch until he openediit,
swearing a me.

“Some other people on this deck arein their deepshift, you—"

| shoved by him and went to Dexter and picked up the cage.

“What' swrong?’ Edtienne said from behind. “ Didn’t you like your—?7’

“Some gift! Thanksalot! Bo-Sheng’sdl weird with me, and | don't even know why you bothered!”

“Bo-Sheng wasn't the gift,” Estienne said. “Wadll, not only. | thought you’ d want to see him. Why, what'd
he do?’

Dexter set up asquall. He flew from one corner of the cage to the other and punctured the air with his
cries.

“Dammit, Y uri, you better teach that bird to be quiet. | don’t know why the captain would give you such



anoisy pet.” He rubbed the side of hishead. “It echoesin this ship.”
“I like him, so shut up!”

“What'd Bo-Sheng do, Y uri? Hewasn't the gift, | just thought you' d like to see him. The quarterswere
your gift. New quarters. And I’ ll help you ouitfit them, however you want. Won't come out of your pay.”

| was at the hatch. | paused and turned. Dexter stopped squawking and rustled benegath the paper at the
bottom of his cage. Thetiny shape of him moved around under the cover, like he was hiding from
something.

Quarters next to Estienne. It dampened my temper. My embarrassment at Bo-Sheng'’ sreaction to me.
But | didn’t say thank you.

Edtienne said, “What happened?’

| shrugged. “Nothing. He sjust dl different and weird. | don’t wanna see him again. It was obvious he
didn't wannasee me.”

“Aw, Yuri.” He cametoward me and extricated the big cage from my grip. He set it on the floor carefully
then hugged meto hischest.

| pulled away.

“Now what,” he said. “1 swear you have more moods than agirl.”
“Shut up.”

“ Gee?”

| looked at him from behind my hair, murderous. But he never took that serioudy. He knew it would
pass. He knew | couldn’t stay mad at him, especialy when he grinned at me. He said, “Next shift is
geishatraining. And you'retired. We Il move you over to your new digstoo. But for now, if you don't
want to go back downtoyouroldq. . .”

| looked at him full inthe face.
He smiled. “ Go get ready for bed.”

My heart was trotting. | went into his bathroom and brushed my teeth, because he aways kept toiletries
for meintheresincz E lel stayed over alot, and Marcus was big on me keeping good teeth. By the
time | emerged again Estienne was dready tucked in his bunk with the sheet and blanket pulled up. But
his shoulders were bare. Which was different.

| tried not to breathe asloud asit sounded in my head.

| remembered vids and talks with Piotr and joking with some of the other younger crew. Imagesand
wordsal mingled in my mind. But they were distant things.

| didn’t fed so distant, looking a him. | was still wearing my party clothes, my good swester and pants,
but | sat on the bed and took off my swesater at least and threw it at the desk chair where it doppily hung.
| started to tuck under the blankets but Estienne said, “Y ou’ll ruin your pants.”

Ruin? With wrinkles, maybe, which laundry could press out anyway. But he gave my back alittle push so
| did off the pants and tossed them after the swesater, then hurried up and tucked under because it was



cold when dl you wore was underwear that cut above the knees.

He wasn’t wearing anything but underwear either. Our legs grazed as | stretched out, and | swallowed.
His had short, dmost wiry hairs. Maybe they were even as pde asthe hair that fell into hiseyes. | lay on
my back and didn’t move because thiswas different from hugging with al your clothes on. Different from
even wanting to be kissed. And I liked it when he kissed me, but thiswasn't it.

It was one thing to know the mechanics and to laugh at the vids from embarrassment, and then bein the
gtuation. It didn’t matter how many things |’ d seen. Just then | didn’t know what to do. My curiosity got
trumped by nervousness.

| knew he waswatching me, but | stared at the celling. The lights were still on and | wished they weren't.
“What' re you thinking about?’ he said, quiet.

“Nothing.” My voice seemed too loud. But | couldn’t seem to make it soft. “I mean . . . um. How come
you' re not one of the captain’s protégés?’ | just wanted to talk.

Egtienne propped his head on his hand and fingered my shoulder.“l don’t have. . . well, | don’'t want the
command responghilitiesthat you'll eventudly have.”

“Why not?’
“Yuri . ..letsnot tak about this now.”

| kept staring at the calling. “I wannatalk about it. He said I’ m going to be thisthing, and | wannaknow
what it dl means”

“You'll find out what it dl means.”

“Why protégés? Why' s he got this—system.” Not that | minded, but it wasn't anything nonpirates did as
far as| knew. | pulled the blankets tighter against my body. It made him move his hand, and he sighed.

“Y ou know how in the military people go to academies and get training, and if they want to do like
specialized things or get on the command track, they take extratraining that’ s harder and more focused?
Wil that’ sthe idea. Marcus used to be in the EarthHub Armed Forces. He grew up in that system, |
think b8Not that Ihiswhole family served. But instead of gpplying al that training stuff broad like that he
wanted to do something more persona. Because he believesit’ |l create better captains. Ones that would
beloyal to each other because they had this specia thing in common. Onesthat would be most loyd to
him because he set the bar and trained the first.”

| listened. It was hisvision, then. Like the govies talked about their vison for a safe Hub against the gtrits.
Marcus had avision for his crew and the shipswe ran with. “Do dl of them have protégés? All of our
dlies?

“No. Just certain captains that Marcus handpicked, who he thinks could actually train one properly. Like
Captain Townsend on Shiva. | mean, it’salong-term thing, right? To train someone from when they’rea
kid. Marcusiskind of thinking about it in generationa terms. Hewants hisbusinessto last. And it arts
withyou.” Egtienne smiled alittle. | heard it in hisvoice. “Or the others. But | guessit took awhilefor the
captainto get it right, it’ s not like math or something. But you' re doing well. Y ou have what it takesto do
what the captain does, eventudly. You'll see” He did down and tucked against my arm, his head near
mine on the same pillow. “Now can we stop talking about it?’

| couldn’t think because his breath was warm against the side of my face. I’ d run out of questions



ayway.
“Don'tyoulikethis, Yuri?” hesaid.

| wanted Dexter to make anoise, but | thought he was adeep. He didn’t peep. And | thought about
crawling out except Estienne put hisarm over methen, like he usudly did when wewere bothin
deepclothes and just went to deep. That was dl it had been before. But now my eyesweren’t shut, and |
knew hisweren't either.

“Doyoulikethis?’ he asked again.
“Likewha?’

“This. On your birthday. When you' re going to get your tat tomorrow of the Khan, and be ared part of
the Family. And everything dse”

| dug my fingersinto my forearms. Hisarm lay across my neck, warm and defined. | was getting muscle
fromdl thetraining, but | was till girl-thin and unmarked. He had nine years on me. He was adullt.

But sowas|, wasn't I? What did time and standard dates mean to deep spacerson ships? I’d killed a
grit when | wasten. | knew how to shoot agun and | had aknife.

His hand did down and caressed my arm. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “Y ou’ ve been wanting me
to do thisfor awhile, haven't you? When you | eft earlier you wanted this. It'sgoing to be okay.” Then,

“Lights fifty.”

They softened to shadows and glow. The red fabric canopy looked like a sunset. And | was amost
deepy from the way he touched me, dl dow and light, and the fed of his breath on my cheek.

Almog.
“Areyou okay?' he asked.

No. Yeah. | couldn’t decide. It was hard to think. But he was familiar. And he stopped the caresses and
just hugged me, likewe dways did, except as| rolled into hi

It didn’t take much. He must have felt how rigid | got, dl over, but he didn’t say anything. Hisleg moved,
his knee did abit between mine, then up, and | made a small sound and tried to pull away, because now
al the heat in my body was moving fast to just two places—my brain and below my wais—and, even
though I’ d seen vids, thiswasn't avid, it was me, and he was going to laugh or something.

“It'sdl right,” he murmured, ahand on my back. “Y uri, it'sdl right. Thisis supposed to happen, | don’t
mind.”

Maybe | minded. Except—it felt nice. And scary. And nice. | ached. And | wanted to roll over and hug
the pillow and stop feding down there. Or something. But | didn’t.

His knee moved again. Not an accident. And he was soothing me with hisvoice and hishand on my
back, so | started to move againgt hisleg, | didn't know, it was an awkward little dance, and it didn’t last
long, | couldn’t help it when dl the sunsin the gdaxy seemed to die behind my eyes, flood my limbs, and
burn meto the core.

And afterward, the cold of space.
Except he hugged me, even though | wriggled, and | was damp and weak and embarrassed.



| couldn’t think past that. He held on despite my struggling, until 1 hugged him back;, just fit againgt him
like afamiliar sweater. | didn’t want to move.

“You'refine” hesad. “It wasfine” Rubbing my back.
Andit felt so good, just like that. It felt so good that | was guilty.

When | woke up he was gone. Assoon as | climbed out of the bunk Dexter squawked agreeting. So |
went over and poked my finger through the black bars, and he fluttered up to it and nibbled. Therewasa
feed cone hanging in the cage, so | gestured to it. “Breakfast, go on.” Eventudly he got it, or he got

bored of me, and went to it. | checked my tag for messages, and Estienne had left a short one: Go to
medical .

| was gticky in my underwear from lagt shift, and it made me glad hewasn't around. Medical for that?
What were they going to say? It had happened because of Estienne instead of just during deep, but was
that such abig difference?

| took my timein his shower, and looked in the mirror afterward with my hair damp and combed back.
Of course | didn't seem any different. Maybe | needed ahaircut, but | liked how Estienne played with it,
and he couldn’t do that if it was too short. Maybe he wanted me next door because it made thingslike
thiseaser? | knew he was going to teach me about geisha duties, but | dways thought he liked me best.
And not just because | wasthe captain’s protégé. He didn’t need to like mefor that since Marcus
treated him specia too. And he'd said that girl Tgjawas just a bedbug. | wasn't just a bedbug.

My tag beeped. | pamed it, and it was Estienne.
“Medicd, Yuri. Now.”
“Okay.” | smiled. His stern voice.

| landed up there, and both Estienne and Marcus were waiting for me, wearing their work faces. So |
straightened my shoulders abit and swept my eyes around. Doc Wachter wasn't in sight, but therewas a
small girl stting beside one of the examination tables near Estienne and the captain, her head bowed asiif
shewas|ooking at something in her lap. Medica was an oval room, smooth surfaces splattered with
arthritic-looking scan equipment that clawed and poked you when they used it. Fitiless doctors and
medtechs. Whether aflu or abroken bone, they seemed to think it was dl your fault. It was plenty of
incentive for me to remain healthy and unmarred, so | didn’t have to see them except for annua
checkups.

Marcus motioned me over to the table now.

Closer, and the girl looked up, the long black hair parting away from her face as she tossed her head.
Her face startled me so much that | stopped. It was covered in tattoos, right down her neck to the collar
of her shirt. What exposed skin | saw on her hands was aso inked. It was such an enmeshed puzzle of
imagesthat | could only make out familiar shapes here and there that created something identifiable—a
bird, agun, asword, flames. . . wordsin stylized red or blue or black |ettering that made cryptic
gatementslike “truth isbeauty” and “ eéimi hosti eimi.”

When she smiled her teeth made awhite line across a colored landscape, like a scar.
“ThisisMnemosyne,” Marcus said. “ She' sgoing to give you the Khan’ stattoo.”

“My name means‘memory,”” she sad, “and you' re not gonnaforget where you come from. Take of f
your shirt.”



| did so, rolling it in my hands, and smiled at Estienneto say hello. He smiled back, but with reserve, and
patted the examination table. “Lie up here.”

| hauled mysdlf onto it and lay back, tilting my head to the girl. Reading her skin. Mnemosyne swung over
atray with little bottles and what looked like aneedle gun. | sat up.

“Noinjet? Nobody used needlesto ink tats. That wasold. And it looked likeit hurt. A lot.

Marcus pushed me back down, not hard enough to bruise but firm enough to keep me there. He didn't
amile like Estienne had. He hovered in view, blocking Estienne behind his shoulder. “ This ship isyour
Blood now,” he said, “and you're going to fed it.”

Genghis Khan’s symbol was ablack horse reared on its hind legs, with red flaring hooves and red eyes.
Marcus said the ancient Mongols were great horsemen, and Genghis Khan spread his empire from the
back of the horse. He told me to read the history, so | did eventually, and even though the tattoo hurt, it
was good. The pain kept me dert, and the color on my chest was amark of my new status. In Captain
Falcone' sfleet. That was what he meant by network. And empire. He had afleet, of sorts, of shipsthat
weren't going to let the Hub tell them what to do, and didn’t have to hand over diensin thiswar. Marcus
sad the Khan waslying low for awhile, but it didn’t mean we weren’t going to work. It was the perfect
time, hesaid, for meto learn.

Even though people couldn’t see the tat beneath my shirWugh thetakt, | thought they saw it on my face.
| kept my Serate handgun tucked in my backwaist and walked those corridors with Estienne to begin my
first shift asageishaand a protégé. We weren't going to his quarters. He said there was aroom.

| glanced up at him aswe waked. He saw me looking, smiled, and dung hisarm around my neck.
“Ow,” | said, because even alittle movement stung.

“Ah, you cantakeit. | can’'t wait 'til it'sall healed up.”

“Why?'

“Sol cantouchit.” Hegrinned.

| blushed. | fdlt it to the roots of my hair. And he laughed, but not meanly.
“Don’t you want meto touch it?’ hesaidin ady voice.

“Shut up.”

Heruffled my hair, hard, so | dodged my head. “How’ s Dexter?’ he said.
“I'let him out in your quarters.” | grinned.

“No you didn't!”

| grinned. “No | didn’t, but I got you.”

Helaughed again. “Demon.”

We went back up to the sequestered deck where his quarters were, and my new one. He said, “These
are the Geisha Quarters. So you know. We call them the Hanamachi, from the old name of the geisha
digrictsin Earth Japan. Flower towns. It' skind of pretty, the name.”



“It'sjust you and mein thiswhole section?’
“No.” He amiled. “There are others. Y ou’ re going to meet them now.”
“But I’ve never seen them around here. . .”

“They stay hidden rather well.” His smile had secrets, but he gave my shoulders a squeeze and took me
through ahatch I’ d lways passed but never entered. Insde was awide lounge with painted
brushed-gray pandlson thewals, lined by thin columns of lights so that the ambience was soft white and
close. Streams of the same pae color fluttered from the ceiling to the floor, which was carpeted.
Surprisingly. In the shadowsit looked blue, like water. Dark couches circled a bottom-lit table. There
weretal drinkslaid out, and people seated around them. Fivein al. A drink per person. They dl
stopped talking when we entered and looked over.

Three girlsand two boys. | thought. They weredl very pretty.

Edtienne put his hands on my shoulders and guided me closer, walking behind me. “Hey everyone. Thisis
Y uri—finaly.” Andto me, “They’ve been dl curiousto meet you.”

“Yeah?' | tried asmileand asmdl wave. “Hey.”

“Yuri,” Egtienne said, gesturing with one hand to the leftmost person, ablack-haired girl with skin dmost
the same shade, so deep and smooth that the light made her seem metdlic. “ ThisisHestia, your Elder p
X enterSigter. Therest are your sibs. That's how we refer to each other here. Hestiaand | are your Elder
Sister and Elder Brother, and the othersyou cal just by their names. Rika—" He nodded to a
brown-haired girl sitting beside Hestia. Then continued around the couch, “Yasmin, Ville, and Jonny.”
The last two were the boys.

Jonny shifted closer to Ville to make room on the end of the couch crescent. “Have a sedt, Yuri.”

They were both dark-haired, the boys, dmost black, with pale eyes, but where Ville had avague
arrogance in the set of his mouth, Jonny’ s smile was quick, without edges. | sat beside him, and he
smelled abit like sweet musk. Estienne joined me and spread his arm aong the back of the couch.

“Yasminisour dancer, she'll show you those moves with the fan that you saw earlier. The others. . .
well, you'll get to know what they do. Sometimeswe' | meet like this but one or the other will be absent.
That’ s because of clients”

“What do you do for the clients?’ | had to ask it before Estienne rolled over theissue. Now that | was
here, inthiscircle, he couldn’t just avoidit.

“Have sex with them,” Hestiareplied, leaning forward to pick up her drink, which she sipped briefly. “Or
just talk. Or rather, get them to talk. Sometimes when the captain has meetings he wants us there to relax
the stuation, and we don’t do anything but play music and dance for them, or serve them drinks and
food.”

“Likered geisha, you mean?’ |'d long ago read about it, but | hadn’t thought there were many smilarities
except in the name.

“Something likethat,” Estienne said. “ The dlientsare al people who do busnesswith us. The ship. Soit's
business, aways. Y ou understand?’

“Even the sex, you mean. Like bedbugs.”



“Wall, not even. Less than bedbugs. These people aren’t our friends.”
| nodded. | was starting to get scared of theidea.

Villesad, “Don't worry, it’ s not nearly as exciting asit sounds. Mostly you just put your mind
esawhere”

“But the perks are good,” Jonny said. “Some of our clientsredly give uslots of stuff. And that makesthe
captain happy too.”

They weren't helping to calm me down. | looked at Estienne.

“It'sokay.” He could read me easily. “By the time you' re ready it won’t sound so bad. That’ swhy
you're here. We' re going to train you. Mostly me, but your brothers and sisters too.”

When hesaid it | thought of Isobel suddenly. And Jascha. And | had to bite my lip, hard, to stop any
more imagesthat way. They weredl slent, Saring a me, maybe seeing through to my thoughts. They
had eyeslike that, like they knew dl your little movements and gestures, things you weren't even aware
of.

“You're very sweet-looking,” Hestiasaid. “Like an angdl, redly, with those eyes and lips. The onesthey
paint on churches.”

“A cher w k O puub,” Yasmin said suddenly, very quietly.
| didn’t know much about all of that, but | said, “Thanks. | guess.”

Jonny laughed, and that seemed to bresk the muted pauses. “He doesn't even know when he' spaid a
compliment, Elder Brother. Weredly have our work cut out for us.”

And they did. | thought | knew stuff, but when Estienne told me what the six of them did—and me,
seven—it was clear that | didn’t know much at dl. | knew gunsand fighting (which Estienne said was il
good to know, because sometimes Marcus sent the geishato kill betraying clients) and how aship
basically ran, and stuff about the Hub and other kinds of date-learning, but geishalife was different.
Geishaknowledgewas. . . gentle and brutal. And they talked about it all, especidly Estienne, with a
frankness that shocked me.

Dancing, he said, camein al forms. Y ou danced just to dance for someone, to tease them or to begin
something. Or you danced with words and songs. Y ou danced with touches too, danced with bodiesin a
bed. Or you danced with wesgpons. Like the captain’ stattoo, the woman with the knives and the hands
hanging from her belt.

Ultimately it came down to one thing—what was best for the ship. That was the captain’s bottom line,
and if you kept that in mind, he rewarded you, like thiswhole section of the deck to keep his geisha apart
from the rest of the crew, because they were apart. We were apart. We were specid, privileged,
soft-edged with art and perfume and expensive clothes, and sharp with words and eyes and the freedom
to kill other captains, politicians, and officias. Those people were al some of the Khan’sclients. And
Marcusrepaid betrayals.

Sk and stedl, Estienne said. That was our world. That was my world at last, and oncel’d learned it no
onewould ever hurt me again. Not without consequence. And I’d dedl it mysdlf, with skill. I'd end the
dance mysdlf, he said, oneway or another. Geishaawaysdid.

The fan was our symboal.



At the end of the shift, after dinner and after Estienne had helped me clean my new quarters of dust and
grit, then moved my few belongings, he promptly took over my shower to wash himself of the sweat and
dirt. | sat on the floor and twitched my fingers at Dexter, who didn’t seem to care that he wasin anew
place, | guessed, because he was il in hislittle cage. Dexter burrowed benegth his paper, and when |
stuck my finger in and pushed at it he darted forward and tried to bite me. It reminded me of Seamusfor
some reason and | laughed.

Then Estienne came out, completely without clothes on, and | saw the fan tattoo just below his nave,
spread there like an open eye, except it wasred and gold and black, with the chevron end pointed down.
And then | wasn't looking &t thefan at al.

| waslooking at Dexter. Fast.

“Yuri,” Estienne said. | heard hisvoice but didn’t see him. | didn’t see anything, | was so fixed on not
looking anywhere, even with both eyes open. “Y uri, thisistraining. | want you to look. Y ou haveto learn
to look.”

But the shift was over, wewere il training? | asked him that, absently poking through the cage.
>ourGel
“Yes,” hesaid. “Oncel say s0, we are. No matter the hour. So look at me.”

And | hadto. So | did. | saw him like that, naked, for the first time, head to toe, but | didn’t much look
into hiseyes. | wastoo embarrassed. And | couldn’t, even then, seem to move my gaze from his privates
anyway. Even though that was far more embarrassing athing to look at. But thereit al was, dl of him,
and he was older, | knew, and bigger.

| wanted to shut my eyes, but thiswas work.

Thehairson hislegswerejust like on hisarms. Sparse and pale and soft-looking.
It didn’'t fed like work when he came over and did hishand into my hair.
“Youredly are sweet,” hemurmured, “like Hestiasaid.”

Dexter sarted to toss up aruckus for no apparent reason, but he was aloud bird and probably didn’t
need any. | looked at him and patted the cage. “Dexter, sshh.”

But Estienne pulled meto my feet. “Leave your pet, he'll befine”
“You said you don't like how he screams.”

“I don’'t care now, he'll settledown inabit I'm sure.”

| stood, not knowing whereto land my gaze.

“Wewon't do anything much,” Egtienne said, in his soft way, reading my mind again. “I just want you to
get used to it. Go take your shower, then come on to bed.”

“Here?’ It was hardly asnice as his quarters. Not yet anyway.
“Yeah, here. Thisisyour place now. Where do you think?’

Hisvoice had ahint of impatience, so | just went to the bathroom. | ran the water and stood under and
looked at myself. Did he expect me to come out naked too? Well now | had to because I’ d forgotten to



take achange of clothesinwith me, al | had was my dirty ones from the shift, and if | put on dirty clothes
after taking a shower, he was going to frown.

| stayed in the shower for along time, poking the cycler three times. Until abanging came on the door
and Estienne opened it, and said, loud above the water, “ Y ou’ re wasting it. Hit the dryer and come out
here.” The door shut.

So | did come out, eventualy, blasted dry, smoothing my hair and going straight to my locker where my
deepclotheswere. He was dready in the bunk with the blankets up to hiswaist. | was so aware of him |
didn’t even need to look.

Dexter was silent. | glanced at the cage, and he was hidden again under the paper.

“Am | so awful to bearound?’ Egtienne said. “Y ou' re around me all the time during our goldshift. What
difference does it make just because we' re not in clothes?’

| didn’t answer, just tugged on my pants.

“Leavetheshirt,” hesaid, “and | want you to\ bPB answer me, Y uri. | want you to think.”
“It' sdifferent,” | said. Snapped. “Of courseit’ sdifferent.”

“Why?'

“Becausal”

“Don’'t givemethat,” hesad, just assharp. “Y ou aren’'t going to get away with little-boy answers
anymore. Come here and Sit your ass down.”

| went over and sat on the edge of the bunk, my arms folded and my back to him.

“Yuri.” Hisvoice was soft. He could changeit like that, in asecond, and for thefirst time | wondered if
that was part of being geishatoo. His hand touched my bare back and moved around, light, in circles.

Without thinking about it, | let out my bresth.
“Yuri,” hesad.

“Do you even care about me at al?’ | asked, still with my back to him. “Or isthisal just part
of—traning?’

“I think you know the answer to that.”
“I don't. That’swhy I'm asking.”

Hisarm came around my stomach and gently pulled me back againgt his chest. 1 think you know.”
Somehow his nose found the side of my neck and it made my shoulder curl. “ Sometimes,” he whispered
into my skin, “we have to work. And other timeswe get to play. That'sjust theway itis. But | likeit
better that it' sme training you, just because we' re like this, and it's not somebody ese. | want you to
know what you' | dways come back to, no matter what clients you have or who elsetrainsyou. It's
awaysthis, you and me. Do you understand?’

“But I'm thirteen, and you' re—"

Hisfingersdug. “1 don’t want to hear that. Age means nothing here. Did it matter that you were only four



when the strits blew up your home, and you lost your mama? People like to make such abig fucking deal
about age and this separation of children from adults, but people like you and me, when were we
children? When? If it' s so bad for meto love you just because of some number, then why’ sit okay that
my family died when | wasfive, dl of them, the gtritsjust blew our ship because we were in the way
between a battleship and a marauder, and | spent aweek in apod waiting for someone to pick us up and
you know nobody ever came? Nobody. Nobody until the Khan. So fuck it dl. If they want to say some
things are bad because of age, then everything ought to be, everything should be watched and listed and
made better for kids, but they don’t do that, do they? They don’t fucking care. So we make up our own
rules. And | loveyou, Yuri, thisisn't aweapon, I’m not killing you. | love you, and what’ s so wrong
about that?’

Nothing. Nothing waswrong. | turned around and hugged him because | heard thetearsin hisvoice.
And therage. And | knew them both like we were family.

Y asmin taught me the dance with the fan, therein aspecia room with mirrorson thewallsand awarm
faux-wood floor. We had to watch ourselves, like Estienne had wanted me to see him, because you
couldn’t be self-conscious about your body if you were going to useit. Y ou had t bEACo be aware of
how you looked and how others saw you, or you could never control what you said—with your body or
your mouth or your eyes. She taught me how you could use your body to speak, to capture, and to
control. If they were fixed on your body, they couldn’t see your eyes. If they were fixed on your eyes,
they didn’t see your hands. When you knew your body and how it moved, you could move among
people and not be noticed, or you could walk into a crowd and demand attention. I’ d thought she was
quiet and shy, but when she danced she seemed to hook me with afinger and pull me closer without
taking astep in my direction. Her hair waswavy and long, like her body, and my eyeswere fixed oniit,
her body with its softer curves and smoother skin. | wondered what it would fedl like pressed up against
mine, fitted into mine like | fitted into Estienne and his harder angles. And she caught me watching and
laughed, pointing at my nose and giggling until 1 laughed with her. Because she had just proved her point.

Ville taught me music, Snging, and soft guitar. Clientsliked talent, they liked you to be in aroom soothing
them, making a nice background, and if you did that and listened at the same time, you picked up alot.
People were drawn in by song. Peoplefell in love with someone who could make their voices soar and
whisper in aheartbeat. My voice was undeveloped, but he said it was workable. | would never belt out
an aria, he said, but enchantment camejust asreadily in rawness. Ville was so pae and hishair so black
that he seemed to be areversed sort of boy, half-there, with spirit gray eyesthat made methink of those
fera dogs| saw sometimesin the Camp, the ones even Seamus had avoided. But Ville was soft-spoken,
despite the sullen set of hismouth and the way he grinned, teaching me, asif it fed him in someway to
know that he knew more than me but was generous enough to let meinonit al.

Jonny taught me language, and the weapon of words, how to pick up on what people truly said despite
the shape of what came out of their mouths. We watched vids of interviews, forma and not. We read
reports. He explained how to pitch your voice to be pleasing or commanding, and when in pleasant
conversation what sorts of things you had to say that would steer the other person to talk about what you
wanted. And when not to speak at al. There were so many shades of it, but Jonny said not to worry.
Soon | would see and hear it dl without even knowing, and I’ d respond to it the same way, like walking.
Or breathing. Jonny had agentle sort of accent and afast smile. At some angles, as| watched him over
the horizon of my compscreen, he seemed far too plain to be ageisha, far too thin and long-faced, too
ugly to beagirl and too pretty to be exactly masculine. But then he smiled or his eyesfocused on mewith
unblinking attention, and the force of that was powerful, the way beauty was.

The second week of training he sent me amessage on my tag that he couldn’t make it this shift because
he had ameeting, and | caught him in the corridor heading toward the lev, in geishablack, shiny asink,



with his hair long about his shoulders, wet-looking, reflecting lights. And through the outline of black on
his eyes, his stare was haf-lidded, smoky blue, deep. In thisrole and in those clothes he even walked
differently. It wastruewhat Y asmin said.

Rikataught me the silent and subtle ways to incapacitate someone who touched you the wrong way. |
knew some fighting but not the quick-and-dirty things she said you had to do sometimesto keep yourself
aive. And where to put small wegpons on your body or in your clothes so even if you were naked, you
knew exactly where they were and how to get to them. How to be quick, and how to khat you Ckeep
your distance. Rikadidn’'t smilemuch at dl, and Estienne asked if she scared me even alittle, and | said,
“Yeah. A lot.” Andingtead of laughing, he said, “Metoo.”

Elder Sister Hestia taught me about service, drinks and food, and if | had to sit with someone, how to be
pleasant in movement and posture. The worst thing to do was knock over aglassin aclient’slap. That
would end any dedl right there, or just add stressto the Situation, and it was dl about flow. Y ou should
be so smooth they didn’t even know you were there unless they wanted to. Unlessyou et them.

They dl knew thesethings, like | waslearning dl of it, but they were particularly good in one or the other,
and so they taught. They were dl older than me—I thought Hestiawas the oldest, even more than
Estienne—but none of them were more than twenty-five. Or so | guessed. Not that it mattered. | wasthe
captain’s, and they didn’t treat me like akid or haze me like anewcomer, and when we had our mealsin
our private mess hall in the Geisha Quartersthey even let me pick the dessert first. Y asmin liked to poke
me at unexpected times and for no reason. Jonny loved to hug me even though he never went further than
that (“Y ou belong to Elder Brother,” he said). Hestiawatched me sometimes asif gauging just from my
faceif thingsweregoing al right. Rikaand Villedidn't say much, they seemed too involved with each
other, and | asked Estienne one shift if Marcus didn’t mind that, and Estienne said, “ Of course not. The
closer we are, the better we work.”

A monthinto it and Elder Sster Hestiatook me into her quarters. She reclined on the small couch there,
her thumb and forefinger caressing the smooth pink thumbnail on her opposite hand, and motioned meto
stonthebed. So did, bouncing alittle. It was very soft.

“Youlike Egienne alot, don’'t you.”

| nodded. Liked himin lots of ways, which | thought she meant.

“Good. You'll enjoy learning from him. But you know some things he can't teach.”
Shewaited, so | sad, “Likewhat, Elder Sister?’

Her teeth were straight white when she smiled, prettily contrasted to the dark of her skin. “Women, for
one.” Then she stood with smooth purpose and began to disrobe, diding the long materid off her
shoulders. “You do the same, Yuri.”

Therewasn't the same kind of warmth in her tone, but that was all right. | didn’t expect it. For asecond |
didn’t move, just stared at her as she revealed her body. It was dark everywhere, and when | reached
out my hand it looked pale and Sckly againgt her skin.

When we were both undressed she joined me on the bed and took my hand in both of hers. She was
warm and | was cold. And when she placed my hand on her breast | was shaking. It was hard to breathe
just like when | stood too long outside in the winter on Colonid Grace. The air took away my breeth.

Herein her quarters, the rich sweet scent of her skin made it difficult.



But her voice and her movements were easy with me.

It was regular with her for awhile, but completely just training. WWomen needed to be handled differently
from W u="3men, she said. People, she said, liked to homogenize the genders. Whatever aman could
do, so could awoman. And vice versa. And while that was true in some cases, she said, it wasidiotic to
believe that men and women were just the same. With al of her ingtruction though, she never encouraged
meto stay longer than it took, so | still bunked with Estienne in off shifts, either in his quarters or my new
one.

He helped me organize and dress up my new cabin so it was al shades of green and blue, with little
sparks of orange. | thought Dexter liked it. It wasn't too soft or dark like Estienne’ s space and it wasn't
going to stay quite as nest, because | just couldn’t seem to keep things that straight, but it was colorful
when dl the lights were up, and when they weren't it flt like ajungle. Mostly we just dept, pressed up
againgt each other in the black. He' d touch me and cuddle and once in awhile he got me off just by that.
But nothing more. Maybe he didn’t want to interrupt what | was learning with Elder Sister Hestia, but as
the weekswent | could fed it, every deepshift, building.

| wanted to, with him.

Too dow, it seemed. With thoughts of dance and words and song, | wanted to know everything he could
teach me, everything that complemented what | was|earning e sewhere. Everything | learned | showed
him in private, except for sex, and he' d test me on the mundane things, and he was testing me with this
because dl the affectionate touches he had didn’t stay my curiosity.

What € se? | wanted to shout. Show me.

| didn’t go much into the other parts of the ship anymore, everything was in the Hanamachi, our Geisha
Quarters, except for when Marcus called me down for meetings or moretraining in thingslike drive
basics and flight, things geishadidn’t know and didn’t have to know, but protégés did. After thefirgt
month heinvited me for aprivate dinner in the captain’ s mess, just me and him, and he gave me ahug
when he met me at the hatch.

“You'relooking well.”

“Thanks” | smiled at him and went to the table, waiting for himto it before | pulled out my chair and
followed suit. The steward brought the first course, a spinach leaf salad with what smelled like raspberry
vinaigrette. Thewinewaslight. | Spped ashedid. Our cutlery flashed under the hadf-cast lights.

“Your Elder Brother and Sister are redlly pleased with your progress,” he said, leaning back ashe
chewed. He picked up hiscrystal water glass. “How are you about the things they’ re teaching?
Comfortable, uncomfortable?’

| swallowed, took asip of the wine before responding, putting my handsin my lap. “I was uncomfortable
inthebeginning but . . . it's better now.”

“How isit better?’

“I understand it now. It'slike agame, but not . . . | don’t mean like some fight contest. It’ s conversation.
It just uses everything, not just your spesking voice. And it' sfun on that level. Knowing dl thelevels
when most people don't.”

Hiseyes gppraised me. | wasn't telling him anything he didn’t know aready—not just the meaning of
what | said, but thet | said it at all. Estienne and Hestiawere reporting on me dl thetime. They never said



50, but of T Z Qcourse they would. Before | wastheirs, or ageisha, | was amember of the Khan. And
all of thiswas Captain Falcone sidea.

“How isEstienne?’ he said, changing the subject. But not redlly. He was dropping linesto know what I'd
cast back.

“I likehim,” | said, withasmile.

“Helikesyou,” Marcus sad.

“I know, hetold me.”

“When do you think you' Il be ready for your first assgnment—as ageisha?’
“Whenever hetelsme”

“But you might haveto tell him. Do you think you' re ready now?’

| hated to admit it. “No, Sir.”

“Why not?’

| resumed egting. The steward brought the soup, a creamed broccoli. | waited until he'd left and sat quiet
for asecond, not wanting to just blurt out a deflective answer. That wouldn't work in thisroom, at this
table with the captain.

“I don’t know how I’ d like having someone touch melike that. All the other stuff, even thekilling, | think
I’'m fine with. But Estienne touchesme, and | likethat. | even like it when Elder Sister Hestiadoesit. |
likeit when | likethe person. What if | don’t like some client?’

“But it'snot about like or didike” Marcussad. “Not with aclient.”

“I' know, but . . .” | should’ ve kept that quiet. That was the sort of interjection that got you nowhere and
didn’t make anything happen in the conversation except let the other person know you were more
undecided than you let on.

“Estienne’ s explained to you about work and play,” Marcus said.
“Yes gr.”

“Your body’satool, Yuri. It's something you wield with skill, likeagun or aknife. In and of themsdaves
those things are harmless. It takes someone who knows what they’ re doing with them to make them
dangerous. And my geishaare dangerous. That’swhat | intend. Y ou don’t have to hurt peopleto be
dangerous. Giving other people an gppearance of power putsyou in control. When you st with clients,
or deep with dlients, whatever it isthat you'll haveto do, they will al think that they are the oneswith
power. But you know what you' re doing when you let them touch you. It snot love or affection. You're
not giving them anything that means athing to you. They want the motions of it, and you giveit to them,
and if you didn’t, they’ d be in want. And who then has the power?’

| listened, hard.

“So when you go to work,” he said, “you take your knives and your gun and your body, they're all
weapons. Do you understand?’

| thought. He watched me.



“What' syour question?’ he said.

And he did want to hear it g( A*. He wanted meto work it out. So | said, “But my body and mind are
connected, and it'smy mind that wields those weapons. | choose to take up agun or aknife, and | can
put them back when I’'m done. But | walk around with my body, it'sapart of me. When | look in the

mirror | seeit, and when people touch meit doesthingsto me. How can | separate that from aclient?’

“Control,” he said. “Before you can properly control other people you have to learn to control yoursdlf.”

| thought about that. | ran hiswords through my mind, and helet me. We didn’t spesk for the rest of the
medl. But we didn’t need to. He' d said dready what he wanted meto hear.

Power and control. Two sides of the sameidea. Like ageishaand a protégé.

| wanted to talk to Estienne about what Marcus had said, so | went to his quarters. It was dready at the
end of the shift, timeto relax, rall into bed, and do nothing for awhile. My head fdt alittle warm from dl
thewine, aglassonly but I thought it was expensive Stuff.

| buzzed Estienne' s hatch and waited. He was usudly in quarters by thistime, catching up on comp work
or reading or something. Sometimeswe sat in hisbunk and did individual work, propped up againgt each
other with our backs to the bulkhead, and that was my favorite way to spend the end of shift.

His hatch opened, and Tgja stood there, looking just the same as she had the last time | saw her. On my
birthday.

| pushed by her into the quarters. Estienne was il putting on his pants. He wasn't wearing a shirt, and
his chest was ruddy and damp.

“Hey,” Tgasad.
| turned around and shoved her out of the quarters.
“Yuri!” Egtienne said, reaching for my arm, but | darted away and followed her into the corridor.

“What the hell—?’ she said, putting her hands up to deflect my pushes. Trying to shove me back. “ Stop
it, you little weed!”

“Get the hdll out of my face!”

“I'mnot in your face!” She knocked my fist away, and her leg moved to trip me. | jumped to the Side, hit
her a the back of her neck. Shefell forward.

“Yuri!” Hands grabbed me around the upper arms, but | drove my elbows back. They met air, and | cut
free. | turned, but Estienne dodged, and his hand shot out, grabbing me around the throat. He shoved me
to the bulkhead. In his other hand a knife snapped up and pointed at my right eye. “ Stand ill,” he said.

Hatches opened up in the corridor. My brothers and sisters and Elder Sister Hestia peered out at us.
Quiet.

| breathed. Shifted my gaze as Tgja got to her feet and gestured at me. “ That boy iscrazy! Y ou better
train him, Etienneg!”

“Fuck you!” | yelled back.

Edtienne sfingerstightened. | started to cough.



“Go,” Ediennesad.
She stared at me, cheeks sucked in.
“LEAVE!" Ediennesaid, a alevd I'd never heard before from him.

She went. Straight, without looking back. And he held me there, pinned, until the only sound in the
corridor was my bregthing.

“Areyou going to behave?’ he sad, in anormd tone. Still pointing the knife a my eye.
“Yeah,” | said. “Let go of me”

Hedid, dow. Snapped the blade shut and turned his back to me. Hestialooked at him, and maybe he
looked back because she shut her hatch then, two down from his, and once that happened they al shut
themsdalvesin, and | was done, watching him walk off.

| rubbed my neck. I coughed and spat after him, “Y ou defend her over me! Fuck your lies!”

Hewhirled and came back to me at aclip, grabbed my arm, and shoved meinto his quarters, right onto
his bunk, with its soiled sheets from his sex with her. | tried to get up but he pushed me back down.

“I told you long ago that she was nothing but a bedbug. What’ s your problem?”’
| stared up at him, gripping the mattress. “Why do you need to shag her anyway?’

“Wejust doit. You don’'t have to be stupid about it. And before you think of attacking her again, sheis
the captain’ s apharight now, so you better not mark her up in any way. Pulling my knife on you was
saving your ass.”

“Hiswhat?’

“Marcus screws her on asemiregular basis. He likes her, for what it’' sworth. So messing around with her
inagood way only helps on this ship. Messing with her in abad way will get you brigged or worse. Even
if you are hisprotégé.” Estienne set hisknife on hisdesk. He hadn’'t looked &t me at dl. “ Y ou don't
know everything yet, Y uri. Tread lightly until you do.”

| watched his back, the fingernail marks on his shoulder blades. From her. And something coiled in me,
black and thick and pitiless.

“Fine. I'm going to quarters”
| left, and he didn’t stop me.

| didn’t go to quarters. | went down the decks to the forward crew, with my Serate and my switchblade.
The curves and angles here were al dark, imploded, sharp night on a ship that knew no day in thefirst
place. But the rib-cage arc of the corridor made you fed like you were inade something that might just
belch you out if you disagreed with it. The rumble and scream of the drives sounded louder therethanin
the Hanamachi. The walls were scarred.

| had the ship specs memorized by now and made my way to the lounge. It was noisy and crowded,
amelled of caff and smoke and bodies. Blue haze hung above the people, lights or stae air or something
of both. | looked around but didn’'t see her in the shadows or the blue. So | pushed my y cMway in,
ignored the looks, and unclamped one of the empty seats in the corner. | climbed onto it.



“Anyone know where Tgais?’ | yelled.
Taking stopped. Facesturned up to me. A blunt silence.
“Tga” | said again.

“What d’'you want with her, kid?” aman said, and | tried to seewho it was, but bodies shifted, and it
wasimpossibleto tell. Three men approached my sest. None | recognized offhand from my training.

“That'smy business” | sad.
| heard someone say, “ That' s the captain’ s boy.”
Good. Now they’ d know not to touch me.

But one of the men suddenly grabbed my legs and jerked me from the chair. | fell to the deck with ayelp
but managed to kick mysdlf free. | rolled over and sprang up, hobbled a bit toward the wall with my gun
inmy hand.

“Touch meagain,” | said, aming at the one who' d grabbed me. Blurs of faces, dark eyes, dark skin,
paenessand ink. They kept their distance, but | was surethey al were armed. “Now whereis she?’

“Just tell him,” some girl said, “before he peashoots us to deeth.”

“Put him to use. Our crew needs culling.”

“Berth 20C,” another voice said. With laughter. “ Go there. The captain will thank you.”
“Hewouldn't thank you for coming down here with agun and your little threats.”
Untethered voi ces floating from the mash of faces and the smoke.

But it didn’'t matter. | had anumber. | walked to the door.

“Pissant.”

No such silence and respect, as1’d got when | was new, but then | never went to the crew decks, and |
hadn’t been ageisha. Maybe on the captain’ s orders things had changed for them, maybe not. Pirate
crew. They mugt’ve known | wouldn’t go running to Marcus.

“C'mereand say it.” | looked into the crowd, kept my back to the wall just right of the exit. “Come up,
unlessakid with agun’sgot you al anonymous and brave.”

A man stepped out. Old, rangy, hisarmsjust taut flesh over whipcords. He said, “Don’t waste our time.”
| shot him. Twice. Onein each leg so he tumbled to the deck.

| heard guns being gotten al through the room.

But | walked out. And gambled that nobody would fire.

And nobody did.

Berth 20C. | buzzed the hatch and held my wrist behind my back, the free hand holding the Serate. |
was't going to kill her, of course, but she could back off Estienn



The hatch opened, and Bo-Sheng stood there.
| blinked. We stared at each other before | said, “Tgja s shagging you too?’
“What?" He squinted at me. Hislipslooked parched, his hair touded asif he' d been deeping.

“What're you doing in Tgd squarters?’ | said, trying to see over hisshoulder. | gave up and just shoved
him back, going in mysdif.

“Tga? Theseare my quarters.”

And they were. It was obvious a boy lived here, one bunk with clothes strewn on it and a mess of what
looked like eectronic supplies. Hiswork?

Damn adults played me. Our crew needs culling. They wanted to put my gun and temper to use. On
Bo-Sheng.

| turned around and looked at him.
“Why do you have agun?’ he asked dowly.
| remembered it, tucked it into my waistband. “Never mind. I'm—"

Helooked scared. His arms wrapped around his body and he kept blinking at me, rubbing the side of his
face.

| was sober enough to know when someone else was't. “ Areyou high?’

“No.” He scowled.

| moved him aside and shut the hatch. “ Bo-Sheng, you can’t be high. The captain doesn't like that shit.”
“You comedl theway down here from your high mountain just to scold me? Screw you!”

Maybe | should' ve been angry. But instead | said, “What' s happened to you?’

He snorted. “Oh, that’sajewel coming from you.”

“What' sthat mean?’

“Look at you!” Hishand jerked in my direction before tucking back againgt hisbody. “Y ou'rethe
captain’swhore, they dl talk about it.”

My teeth pressed together. “I’m not hiswhore, I’ m his protégé. He' s never touched me. For your
information.”

“Wdl itisn't like he hasn't before”
“Beforewhat?”
“With his previous‘ protégés’ . . . or whatever you cdl it. He likes to fuck kids.”

| reached to him and shoved him againgt the bulkhead, my fistsin hisshirt. He didn't struggle, just stared
a mewith wet, black eyes.

“Who's saying thosethings?’ | pushed my faclbleinto his. “What' re their names?’



“Likel’mgonnatd!? They’ll kill me”
“I"ll kill you!”

Hedidn’t answer. And my words rang.
Thenhesad, “Yuri ...

| heardit. And dl the anger just vented from my system. My fingers unclenched, and instead of bruising
him, | hugged him. And he didn’t fight thistime, hisarmslocked around me. And then he said, “Where's
your family, Yuri?’

For asecond | didn’t understand why he' d ask that. It was obvious—my family was here. The geisha
and the captain . . . and Estienne. But hetilted back his head and blinked at me. “Where' s your mama
and Jascha, has he found them yet?’

“No,” | said, rdleasing him and walking to hisbunk. | fumbled out my cigrets and lit one, shoving the case
back in my cargo pocket.

“Why not? He said he would. Maybe your mama’ sin agood place, and we can leave here and go see
her. Or go back home to the Camp.”

The pleading tone grated on my nerves. “Fuck the Camp. I’'m never going back there. What would we
do if wewent? Sit on those old boxes and piss at the lake 'til we got sick and died?’

He sniffed, rubbed &t his nose, then hisarm. “Then we should find your mama oursalves and go to her.”

“Bo-Sheng, don't you get it?’ | stared at him and sucked hard on the cig in frustration. “Nobody wants
us! Papanever once tried to comm me, so what makes you think my mamawould care where the hell |
am?’

“Of course she'd care! And how do you know he never tried? The captain told you? Why do you even
bdievehim?’

“Y ou beieved him! Y ou brought me herel”

Herecoiled asif I'd struck him. “ So you blame me.”

“No | don't blame you. | likeit here! Look at what he' s given us. Why the hdll do you wannaleave?’
Edtienne was here. | was never going to leave.

“Yuri,” hesaid, “they do bad things. They kidnap kids and force them into thislife. Just because we came
herein total ignorance doesn't make what they do al right.”

“Forcethem?’ | laughed, sheer surprise. “Nobody hereisforced.”
“Maybe not up where you are. But down here' sadifferent story.”

| shook my head. “Estiennewould' vetold me. . .”
“Him?Hefucking recruits for Falcone!”

| still shook my head, but my mind started to spird. “Y ou’ rewrong.”

“They lie, Yuri.” He came close and took my shoulders, fingersdigging. “I bet he’ s been lying totared at



usdl aong, in everything since we got aboard. Since before. They had your papa sign paperslikethis
ship was alegit merchant, but it' s a pirate, and those papers don’t mean shit. None of what they told
your papaor the Camp officials means shit. They took us.” Heblinked rapidly. “They—"

| broke away. “I like it here, Bo-Sheng. | don't wannaleave. So what if we do some bad things? What
would you rather do, go off and livein afoster home on some station? Or be held in some detention
center until the goviesfigure out we didn’t mean to get on this ship? Oh, except we did. And | get a
better education here than anything those tired old grown-upsin the Camp couldagiven. | got my own
weapons, my own berth, my own pay. So what if we steal cargo here and there. So what if it’s hard.

Y ou earn what you get here, and that’ s more than the Hub would ever alow anyone our age.” | took a
drag from the cig. “ And Marcus has never touched me, that’ s just fucking rumor.”

“Maybe he knew you could be got in other ways. What about Estienne?’

| hit him. Ashesflew from the cigret, and he kndlt in a hegp on the floor, holding hisface. Crying. And |
bent down and hugged him because | didn’t want to fight with him, | just wanted him to be happy here. |
held on tight. “Maybe | can get you moved up to the Hanamachi with me, and you' |l see. It'snot bad a
al”

“No.” Hewrenched away and staggered to hisfeet, putting his back to thewall. “I"m not gonna be your
whorel”

| could’ ve shot him for that. But he was pathetic, hisface muddy with tears. | could ve made him regret
those words.

“Then stay,” | said ingtead. “ Do your drugs and live down here and don't ever talk to me again. Then
maybeyou Il learn.”

| left him. Without killing him. Even though | wanted to, right then.

| wasin my quarters, on the floor, with the cage door open and Dexter on the lower bars, ducking his
head at me so | could scratch it. So much like adog it was funny. He made me smile, and for awhile |
forgot about Tgjaand Estienne and Bo-Sheng.

But then he let out a screech, and a second later the hatch beeped and swung in. I’d locked it, but
Marcus had acommand override, and he stepped in. | got to my feet and Dexter flew from the cage with
another screech and perched himsalf on my desk, flapping hiswings before settling. The captain gave him
aglance, then looked at me, not amiling.

“Y ou went to crew deck?’
Hewas going to brig me or worse. “Yes, Sir.”

Histonewascdm. “Tel me, Y uri, what fucking busnessisit of yoursto go hunting another member of
my crew when she did nothing to you? Then shooting aman in the process?’

“Hebitched at mein front of al of them. | wasn't going to take it. How’ d they respect methen?’ |
wasn't going to answer about Tgaif | could helpit.

Hewalked right up to me, two strides that changed the expression on hisface. “Before you go shooting
my crew you find out who the hell they arel”

Dexter launched from the desk and flew about the room, squawking, biting at my nerves, but Marcus
ignored him completely. His shout was louder than the bird. “That man is one of my drive engineers, and



| can't fucking afford to have him lying abed in Medical!”
| couldn’'t move.

“| expected better,” he said, in asudden normal voice. “Y ou did something rash because you' re pissed
that Tgais screwing Estienne. What the hell did we talk about at dinner? Are you being led around this
ship by your dick and your silly notions of romance? | want it out of your head, Y uri, do you hear me? |
don’'t give ashit that you and Estienne snuggle on off-hours, but your entire say on my shipisn't al
off-hours. Y ou're going to work for what you get here, and if that requires you to bare asswhen | say,
you will do it and not complain. Do you read me?’

| couldn’t answer. My chest wastoo tight. | couldn’t breathe.

He hit me at the side of the head, so fast | felt it some seconds after the fact. And then the pain, sharp.
“Do you read me?’ he shouted.

“Yes, gr!”

“What you'refeding now for Estienne,” he said, “isfase. What have you been learning hereif not that
fundamental fact? Y ou can control your emotions. Y ou can use other peopl€ s emotionsto control them.
Thiswill saveyou alot of grief in thefuture, in your work. Y ou may have affection for people and make
attachments, but you learn to balanceit. And not let it consume you.” Hisvoice was kinder then, asif he
regretted having to yell. “ Do you understand?’

| nodded. | did. Even when I’ d offered kindness to Bo-Sheng he' d done nothing but spit in my face.

“Edtienne will aways be herefor you.” Marcus said. “Likethe Khan will be. But sometimeswe haveto
go off ship for missions. That doesn’'t mean you' re forgotten. Just because he degps with other people or
you' re both geisha doesn’'t mean that central part of your reationship isvoid.”

| nodded again. Tried not to let my eyesleak. | kept them open, and the cool air dried me out.
Hesad, “You saw Bo-Sheng again, didn’t you.”

| said, “Yeah. And he doesn’t want anything to do with me.” It hurt.

“He s been difficult Snce he came here. Jeslous of you because | saw morein you thanin him.”

| didn’t say anything. | didn’'t want to believe it. But Bo-Sheng seemed determined to drag me back to
the Camp with him. That fucking Camp.

Instead | said, “Marcus, you haven't found Mamayet?’
Marcussaid, “No.”

And why should | doubt him? Even a pirate, maybe even especidly a pirate, wouldn't have had ready
accessto Hub information.

| said, “Isit true you kidnap children?Isit true you raped your other protéges?’

He stared down into my face. “What do you believe? What do | have to do, let you interview every
crewmember until you decide you can trust me? It’ stime to make up your own mind. It'slong overdue.
Havel ever been truly awful to you?’



The truth was | wanted to be here.
So | shook my head, and said, “I’m sorry, sir.”

He nodded. “Fine then. No more shooting my crew. Now that you' re older they havelittle restrictionin
how to dedl with you. So I’ d advise you not to troll belowdecks for alittle while.” His mouth tugged at
the cornersjust ahit. “Y ou definitely made an impression though.”

But of coursel had. | washis.

| didn’t see Egtienne until he commed me early next shift, before breskfast. Some part of me thought
about gpologizing for the whole ded, but then he didn’t even open the hatch for me, | just saw thelight
go green, and | opened it mysdlf.

Ediennesad, “Sit.”
It wasn't atone that invited argument. Maybe Marcus had come down on him for my behavior?

| went farther into the q and perched on the end of the desk chair. He was dressed in geisha black, but it
al had adightly transparent quality to it that gave his skin underneath awet sheen. Hewas Sitting on his
bunk, but when | sat, he stood, and took the two stridesto get in front of me. | had my hands on my
knees and didn’t know what to look at. Up into his eyes was suddenly too intimidating. | remembered
the knifein my face. So | settled on his navel, which showed through the unseamed bottom half of his
shirt.

My pamswere damp. | didn’t know why. For weeks I’ d stirred with wanting just exactly this. So what
was different now?

Maybeit wasjust alittle too abrupt. A little too conscious. And if he was angry at me till, wasit going to
hurt?

“Look at me,” he said. Gently. No anger.
It struck methat we' d never redlly kissed. Not like the way a geisha should.
So | looked at him.

Hiseyeswere dark. His hair was long. And when he leaned down to my upturned face, the ends of his
hair grazed my cheek, and things were blurry for asecond, then not there at all because hislips pressed
to mine. | felt his hand snake around to the back of my neck.

Hewaskissng me.

And | sat there, sweaty pams.

He said with warm breeth against my mouth, “Y ou have to kiss back, Yuri.”
So, redlly, what was | waiting for?

| didn’t have to wait anymore.

| reached up to touch hisface, but he pushed my hand down.

“Kiss” hesaid, dill soclosel couldn’t I'd stirr] wredly seehim at all.



| leaned forward and up, put my hand somewhere on his shirt to steady myself even though | wasthe one
sitting down, and | kissed him, soft lips, open mouth, tasted the caff and the cigs on him, inside him, and it
was al wet and smoky and did things to me that maybe or maybe not were supposed to happen. So
much different from Elder Sister Hestia, just because | cared about him in adifferent way.

His tongue pushed my mouth wider, so | guessed that was what he wanted, or what he wanted to show
me, and | let him, but just asit was threading awarmth down through my body he leaned back, licking
hislips, and sad, “Do something. Don't just wait for me. Y ou haveto initiate.”

And damnit dl, hewasfrustrating me. So | stood, forcing him back, and twisted his shirt in my fist. His
hand clamped around my wrist, and | knew he was going to protest, but | said, “Y ou want meto. So
shut up and let me.”

“Kiss,” hesad. “Nothing more.”
“Tease” | said. “ Soforget it.” With my knuckles grazing his bare belly. The fan tattoo.

| thought he' d smile, push my head in that playful way heliked to do, but there was nothing playful in his
face. He grabbed my wrigts, painfully, and disengaged my hands from his body.

“Thisiswork,” hesaid. “Not play.”
“Can’'t it be both?”
Hiseyes narrowed. “Yuri.”

“But | know that | know you. That we—we do things aready. | know it’ll be different with ared client,
but do we haveto pretend that’s now?’

Hesad, “Yuri, don’'t confuse the Situation. Just because | touch you and we fool around doesn’t mean
you know what you' re doing when you haveto do it for areason other than getting off. Y ou haveto
learn. Despite the fact it's me—keep your heart out of the equation. Copy that?’

He sounded like Marcus. And hisvoice was studied. | wasn't in his equation now.
| clenched my hands a my sides. “Copy that.”

“Good,” hesad. “Sokissme.” Hedidn't smile. “Properly.”

He didn’t mean to be proper. He wanted me to manipulate.

So | watched hisface, etched my gaze adong the curves of hislipsand the lines of hisjaw, down the
sretch of histhroat to his collarbone. And | took astep until we were chest to chest, and | could fed him
breathe. | dipped ahand to hiswais, curled afinger in hisbelt loop, and pulled his hips closer. He was
watching mewith hishands at hissides. | leaned and kissed him, barely atilt of the chin, so our noses
brushed. | bit hislower lip, gently, and tugged on it, then tongued his mouth wider, ddved in likeinto a
burndive. Forget the edges of the real world, the dirty color and mundane solidity. His world was a soft
pressure, wet warmth, and dl the colors were behind my eyesin flavors. Caff. Cigs. Heat and smoke.

| trailed that kissaong hisch3t hi beek, hisjaw, down histhroat when hetilted back hishead. And | felt

hishand in my hair, and maybe it was just training the way he said, “ Good, good,” in alow voice, but if it
was, | was determined to train him. He was going to learn. Thiswas going to be more than work. In the

end it was going to be worship.



And even as| touched him | wondered if hefelt thisway with Tga If hefet anything a al now that
wasn't so conscious and so deliberate. And maybe my seeing Tgatwice like that hadn’t been an
accident. Maybe he was making a point to me.

| bit the sde of his neck, and he pushed me back.
| amiled.
Hesad, “Thisisn't going to work. Turn around.”

“What do you want meto do? Y ou said kiss. Didn't that work?’ My gaze did down to fix pointedly on
his crotch.

Hetook my arm and faced me to the bed. “Lie down. On your scomach.”

All thejoking left my brain. | glanced over my shoulder and smiled at him, but he didn’'t smile back. “Lie
down.” Softer voice. So | did that, and he climbed onto the bed and straddied my hips. | raised mysdlf
on my e bows because now—

Couldn’t breathe.

“Thisisn't fun,” he said from behind me, as| stared at the side of the lockers pushed against the top of
his bed. “If someone wantsthis, you build them up if they want it, there’ sno emotion involved.
Sometimesthey don’t want al the buildup though, so you just go to this.” Echoing parts of what Hestia
had said. As he spoke his hands did undernegth the back of my shirt and pushed it up. Not quite the
same way he did when we were just casud in his quarters. Hisfingers pressed my ribs on their way back
down. Heraised himsdf off me. “Lift your hips”

| tried to roll over, free now, because thiswasn’t how | pictured it would be. | thought he'd hold mea
littlefirgt, or talk to mein hisrea voice, not with this sort of voice asif he were standing at the side of the
room, watching.

But hedidn’'t let meroll over. One hand pressed between my shoulders. “Lift your hips,” he said.
“Pease”

So | did. | thought he was going to reach under just to touch me, but he unseamed my pants and tugged
them down, and didn’t touch meat al.

“Edienne” | said.

He moved off me without aword, and | wanted to look back at him, but I didn’t for some reason, | just
kept staring at the side of the lockers, their dented metal covered in afal of red fabric, and maybel

heard him rummage around for something benesath the bed, maybe | heard him remove his own pants, but
it wasjust me and the lockers and my grip on one of his pillows, my chin pushedinto it. | wasflat on my
chest. Then he said he had to prepare things so he put this stuff inside me and it was cold and | squirmed
but he pressed a hand to the small of my back to keep me mostly still, and | wanted to say Stop, but of
course | didn’'t because he wasn't going to and | had to learn. Then it happened. He put himself insde me
indow increments, al of himand dl of me, until dl of mewasjust wet and red, like the pillow benegath
my ftuff ingd

[t wasn't him. And it wasn't me.

It wasjust the geishain thisroom.



He sent me back to my quarters, just like Hestia had. | wanted to go because | hurt. And as soon as|
got there | threw up in the bathroom. Grasping the cold stedl seat | tried to remember that Estienne loved
me, that as long as he loved me it made anything right, because how could anything bad come from those
fedlings. | tried to keep those thoughtsin my head, but as | coughed and spat they wanted to come out of
me like the Sck. They wanted to revolt.

Early next shift Rikabuzzed my hatch. | was till in bed, and she camein, maybe I’ d forgotten to lock it, |
couldn’t remember. She saw me curled up benegth the blankets, and said, “No fight training today |
gu&”

| shook my head.
“No anything today?’ shesaid.

“No.” | watched her as she came closer to the bunk. “Can you tell Estienne? Or Elder Sister? 1 don't
want to leave here.”

“Sure, but they might not go for it.” For al her generd ruthlessness, she could still be caring. She cared a
lot about Ville, theway they sometimes held hands a meals. Now she reached down and touched my
hair. “You did it findly with him, didn’t you.”

“Yeah”
“Y ou need to go see Doc Wachter.”
1] Lae,-”

“Thisshift, Yuri. It' simportant you go.” She sat on the side of the bunk. Now | wondered if Estienne had
sent her. | wondered why he didn’'t come here himself. *'Y ou want anything? Food, drink . . . agun for
target practice?’

It made me smile. It was a good thing to think about and not the fact Estienne hadn’t visited before her.

“I'll come back in an hour to take you to Medica,” she said, standing again. “And don’t worry, it does
get better.”

In generd or with him?
But | didn't ask that. She wasn't the one to ask.

Doc Wachter said | was dehydrated (because I’ d been throwing up most of the shift), so hetold meto
drink lots of liquids and gave me an injet of something, then he examined me and did something with a
bot-knitter spray and told Rikato bring me back at the end of the shift. | didn’t see Estienne for the entire
shift. And | had to go stand on the bridge for two hoursright after medica for my regular training watch,
with my envelope of water. | had to pay attention to what was going on so | could see al the things
Marcus had made me study about bridge command.

Except | didn’t pay attention to any of it, not even Cdligtieraand hislooks. All | thought about was
Edienne.

After another checkup | skipped dinner “9ratedin the Hanamachi messhall and just went straight to
quarters.

And Egtiennewasin there. He held out his arms as soon as he saw me, and | hesitated.



“It hurts” | said.

“I just want to hold you,” he said. And, “1’'m sorry, but you need to know, Y uri. That waswork. And
now | just want to hold you.”

And helooked so sorry. So | dropped my date on the desk and went to him, and he hugged me just like
that for the rest of the shift.

Weworked in his quarters. We played in mine. He was norma Estiennein my quarters.

Hetold me| was going to get my geishatattoo after my first client. He asked me one degpshift if | was
ready, with months of work and play making my body grow in waysthat | couldn’t seewhen | looked in
themirror, but it wasthere, | fdtitinsde. And | told him, “I’m scared.”

“l know,” hesad. “But after thefirst it seasier. Trust me”

Thismade it better, he said. When we came hometo this, just him and me and the ship. After shopping
runsto station or even when | went as a protégé with Falcone to other shipslike Shiva, checking up on
their operations. My brothers and ssters al told me the same—you came home to the Khan. And |
couldn’t keep putting it off, so one shift | just told him, “Yes, I'm ready.” Because I’ d learned where to
put my hands, my mouth, what words to say and how to say them, how to move and how to defend
mysdf, and thiswas my work now.

Thiswaswork.

6.19.2190 EHSD—Debut

The party for my debut as afull-fledged geishatook place on Chaos Station. Geishafrom Shiva aswell
asour own Hanamachi were dl going to be there, with our captains and a bunch of clients. Marcus said
the clients were arms dedlers and sympathizers—humans who sided with the strits. He was helping them
get together because the sympathizers wanted better weapons for the war, and the arms dealers needed
to unload their stash somewhere, to someone. Marcus knew alot of arms deders, and he' d lately beenin
contact with some symp leaders from the other side of the Demilitarized Zone.

“Why arewe hdping the dirits?” | asked, therein the captain’ s office as he explained the Stuation. Ashis
protégé | was going to be by hisside. For this meeting he didn’t want meto circulate that much. He was
going to assgn methe client himsdlf.

Hesad, “Nothing in thiswar is black-and-white.” He scrolled his comp for aminute, sitting behind his
granite gray desk, then paused and looked up at me. “ Are we going to have a problem?’

“No, 5r,” | said.

“I’ve sent afile of dossersto your comp. Memorize them, they’ re the information on the dedlers and the
symps. And you' Il be wearing this.”” He took acommstud from one of his drawers and flipped it over to
me. “Y ou might not be directly beside mein theroom, and I’ Il want to talk to you. Gather at the main
arlock in twelve hours, we dock in ten.”

Estienne watched me dress. He was dready in hisgeishablack, agiffer shiny materid thistime that made
his silhouette as sharp and dark as ablade. My black had tiny crystals embedded in the fabric, so |
glittered likeajewd. Tama, Estienne said. The euphemism for payment. Geishawages, in the old days.
That was how they were counted, when you were sold. Jewels.

Except | wasn't going to be sold. The transaction wouldn't be that cut-and-dried.



“He |l save you for an important client,” Estienne said. “I have anideawho, but . . . he wouldn’t want me
to say until he does. But this one likes them new.”

| tried toignore that. | was getting good &t it, al the talk and thoughts of working with someone other
than Estienne or Elder Sister Hestia. So | turned around from the mirror and smiled. “ My eyes don't look
right.”

“I'll doit.” Edtienne unfolded from my bed and came over to take the red inkpen from my fingers. He
held my chin to keep me steady, and murmured, “Look up.” So | did, and he carefully ran the pencil
around my eyes, making asmooth catlike upsweep past the corners of my lids. Still gripping my chin he
leaned to the desk and took the red shadow, rubbed the pad of hisforefinger in it beforefilling in thelines
so my lids were the same nebula crimson. He dusted the indents at the corners with some star black.
Then hetook the gloss stick and rubbed the sponge over my lips. “Clear,” he said, “because your lipsare
just naturdly al bitten up and pink.”

“Shut up.” | gave his chest ashove.

He laughed and tossed the makeup on the desk. “ And your skin is so pae, you don't need powder at
al.” He patted my cheek.

| sngpped my teeth at hisfingers.

“Vicdous” hesad, pulling hishand away, still smiling. Trying to put me at ease. | went dong withit,
because | wanted to be, even though the gnawing in my gut told me otherwise. “Look.” Heturned meto
the long mirror on thewall.

| reached up to move the hair from my face, but he swatted my hand down.
“Letitfdl.”

In my eyes and down in soft spikes on my cheeks. My hair was adarker blond than his, and while his
eyeswere fogged black on thelids, | had the maiko red. Apprentice until after this party.

Thelast thing | did was dide my switchblade up my right deeveinto the little pocket I’ d sewn there, then
held it in place with apullable tab.

“Ready,” | said. A lie.
“Beautiful,” hesaid, which waan't.

All seven of uswaited at the airlock. All in black, al carved with makeup around the eyes and powdered
to aperfect sheen. Hair was glossed, tied back except for mine, as polished as our nails. Jonny smiled at
me. “You'relikeamurdered angel,” he said, which made me frown, and Estienne squeezed the back of
my neck. “Don’'t make aface,” he said. “Theway you look now can break abody.”

So it began. And while de | ywe stood waiting, | saw their expressions form. Become silent and till and
unreadable.

| tried not to fidget, pull at my forearm deeves, or shift on my feet. Estienne kept hisarm loosely around
my neck and smoked acigret. | bummed one off him because I’ d left mine back in quarters. Of al the
timesto forget my cigs.

Soon Marcus waked up with Tggaand amae crewmember | didn’t recognize. Tgja. She looked at me
but didn’t say anything, and | just blew smoke at her. | hadn’t seen her around Estienne since we fought,



but that didn’t mean she hadn’t been with him. They just didn’t let me see now. Marcus moved in front of
my line of sight, putting her behind his shoulder, and his eyes grazed me. | looked back. Hewore a
tailored dark suit, thefirst time I’ d ever seen him in anything so expensive. The lines made him seem taller
and accentuated aferd leannessthat I’ d never really noticed before even when he was shirtless. His hair
was combed back from his eyes and his eyes—chemica blue.

“Good,” he said, as he watched me. “ Good.”
It wasn't gpprova; it was assessment.

The seven of usand his two guards followed him out the airlocks and down the ramp, merchant crew off
to aparty. The IDs he presented to Chaos Station Customs said we were legal, and what €lse were
merchants going to do when they docked and emerged in party finery?

They waved us through and by the time we got to the high doors of theinner sation, my cigret was
smoked down to itsfilter.

The gathering wasin the VIP lounge of aclub and den called Tartarus. It was adark décor with
embedded floor lights of gold and orange, tattooing the room with flames. Aside from our group of ten
from the Khan, Shiva came with their captain, their captain’s protégé, a couple of guards, and three
geisha, dressed similarly to us except their predominant color was red (with the black). Our clientswere
aready circulating when we got there, served by the Shiva geisha. A quick count came up at twenty. |
recognized facesfrom thefiles. Ten dedlers and ten symp buyers.

Estienne squeezed my hand then headed off with everyone elsein our Hanamachi to work the room,
leaving me with Marcus, who strode over to the Shiva captain. So | followed. | recognized her protégé
frommy firs vigt to their ship. He looked older, naturdly. Hishair waslonger. But hisface was il
aullen, and he looked right through me.

“How do they seem?’ Marcus asked the other captain.

“Cordid,” she answered. She wore aform-fitting white suit and held atall glass of apale green drink.
“But nobody’ s going to break out in afirefight with Marines on station. At least the symps have that much
common sense.”

“Don’'t say that word too loudly,” Marcus said. “ They’ re touchy about it.”

| listened with one ear and scanned the room. Already half the eyes were straying toward the captains,
and consequently toward me and the other protégé—Evan, | remembered. He wasn't in geishaattire,
and | didn’t think he recognized me, years removed and with my different look. | turned away from him
when | caught movement on my left—one of the arms dedlers approached us, drink into break o | hand.
A short man with eyebrows too dark for the rest of his hair, which was asiennabrown. Gregory Arndll,
or so hisfile had said. Ex-Army colond with a penchant for young things. | didn’t say anything ashe
scanned me with astare.

“Captains,” he said, holding out his hand. Earth-raised.

“Good to seeyou,” Marcus said, taking it. They exchanged boring pleasantries even though they al had
gunsingdether clothing. Then Arnell turned to me, an afterthought Since he was dready paying attention
to mewith everything but hiseyes.

“He snew,” he said to Marcus, but facing me.

“Yes, thisshift ishisdebut,” Marcusreplied.



“Oh?” Arndl smiled a me. “That' swhy he’ sso serious.”

| supposed that was what superiors did—talked about me when | was standing right there. Asa
reminder that | was owned, maybe.

“1 don't have to be serious,” | said, unasked, because the file had noted that he liked to spar.
“Ohno?’ hesad, with abit of asneer.
| smiled at him asif | hadn’t noticed, locking eyes. “Oh, not at dl.”

And it was true then, everything the other geisha had been telling me. | practicaly saw his heart rate
increase.

| had him then. That quickly. Even when Marcus diverted his attention back to business, | had him.

They danced around each other, the symps and these dedlers, like proper lovers waiting for achanceto
consummeate their commitment. Marcus acted as the go-between, Shiva’s Captain Townsend asa
second ameliorating factor and a ship willing to escort the wegpons to the DMZ and beyond, and we
geishacirculated with food and drinks, open ears and soft words. Ville played music and halfway through
the meeting Y asmin danced with her fan. It was al very pleasant and cooperative. We weretrying to
establish along-term dedl, and Marcus had it in mind to treet it like any other business transaction. Just
because we were pirates didn’t mean we couldn’t be civilized. Even symps.

The symps were Hub-born but for some reason sided with the gtrits, and | restrained mysalf to blank
looks when any of them cast an eye my way. If | hadn’t done that, | would' ve been too tempted to hit
oneor two of them with my serving platter. Strit-lovers. Every once in awhile Marcus called me back to
his side and whispered in my ear to linger alittle longer a one person or the next, and so | danced too, in
dy subtle ways, powdered and painted and as unobtrusive as the walls, woven among the conversation
likeaneedle stitching dl of our dliestogether.

When the party findly started to break up, over three hours later, Marcus motioned meto hisside. |
grolled over, and he rested his hand on my shoulder. “1 want you to go with Arnell.” He nodded toward
the ex-colond.

“Yes, ar.” Now my gut Started to twist again, asif | were back in Estienne’ s quarters being touched for
thefirg time.

“When you' re finished,h} ause we we come back to the ship. Hewon't care for you to linger.” He patted
my back. “Y ou did well, very smooth. The deals are made, and Arndll isahappy man. Don’t messit up
now. Reward him.” Hedidn't ask if | wasup toit, of course, he just squeezed my arm and walked off to
Captain Townsend.

| looked around for Estienne, saw him talking to another of the dedlers, arather tall blond woman. Why
couldn’t I have got stuck with her? Instead, Arndll and his contrasting eyebrows stared at me from the
corner with aspiced rum drink in hishand. He d been drinking it and refilling the entire time.

Ville said to take your mind elsewhere. So | made sure my face wasin aproper neutral expression,
glancing once into the column of mirror on thewall, and headed over to Arnell at an easy pace. The
sympswere aready leaving, bowing or shaking hands with Marcus; but Arnell hadn’t touched the symps
the entire time, could barely even hide his disdain for them. But whatever hate he had, it wasn't asloud as
the mewling voice from his bank account.

“The serious young man,” he said, when | got close enough to hear hislow voice.



“Not dways,” | replied. “As| mentioned.”
“What will makeyou smileagan?’ hesad.

Jonny’ straining didn’t go to waste. Or maybe this man wasjust too easy to please. “1 could tell you,” |
sad, “but I'd rather show you.”

It was up to him to direct things from here. | was sure thiswasn't hisfirst time with one of the geisha. His
mouth quirked, and he rolled his shoulder againgt the wall, turning toward an exit at the back of the room.
Thisone led to the club’ s main rooms, which would lead us eventudly to the den.

| followed him, mapping the route, noting the exits, staying just behind his shoulder. But heturned, taking
my arm lightly and pulling me up to hisside. Less out of courtesy and more out of asense of paranoia
that | might smply shoot him in the back regardless of the dedls he’ d just made.

“So what’ syour name?’ he asked, still holding my arm like we were two friends out for astroll.
“Yuri,” | said. Never giveyour last name.

“And how old areyou?’

Never givethem your red age ether. “ Sixteen.”

“Redlly? I’ d thought you younger. But | suppose deep spacers. . . it gets pretty tangled, doesn't it?’

“Yes, sr.” Heknew | wasfourteen or thereabouts. He just wanted to be lied to so hewouldn’t have to
think about the fact | was underage.

Our grall took us through the main bar area, which waslit and lively with people, music, and much
acohol. Despite the shadows and activity, he seemed to know exactly where he was going. And of
course he did. He' d probably done this before.

Eventudly he directed me to the den entrance, deep through the halways there. It was a high-end warren
of rooms, no junkies or drass hanging out the doors, no thin walls where embarrassing noises might filter.
Arndl em">mSstopped at a door marked twenty-nine and lifted out a key from his breast pocket. He
smiled at me and pressed it to the lock, the door clicked open, and he motioned mein firs.

| thought | should be back on ship in ahdf hour, an hour at the most. This man didn’t seem too terribly
exciting, and with any luck | could just admire the room design, get him off, and leave before he could
smudge my makeup.

| walked in and stood at the foot of the bed. The walls were velvet red, with spacescape hotdl art
shimmering and morphing al around us. Everywhere smelled of hospital. | doubted thiswas even the
room that hewastruly staying in, but at least it was clean.

“Have asedt,” he said, tossng the key on the dresser.

| perched on the bed, and he came over and sat beside me, immediately placing his hand on my leg,
above the knee. Hisfingers clenched.

| could fed it dl happening, even though a part of me wanted to separate, stand, and walk acrossthe
room to face the corner.

Instead | faced him, and he was smiling.



“Your firg time” hesad. “Ever?’

“No. Just here.”” Maybe he didn’t know how the geishatrained. Probably not. | didn’t see Marcus
making that common knowledge even with hisclients. Or especidly with men likethis.

“Scared?’ he continued.
Disgusted. But | said, “No, sr.” Ex-Army, he' d like the fal se respect.

He released me and shoved me back on the bed. | tried to Sit up, reflex, but he pressed ahand to my
chest, and | stopped myself. No, thiswastheway it had to happen. Right? This bastard was dl into the
power thing. He held himsalf aloof from the symps, sneered at melike | was stupid, walked around like
the Hub owed him something. So confident, so smiling. My heart galloped, and he could fed it with his
hand there and maybe he took it to mean | was liking this because he leaned down, knedling there on the
bed, and did hishand up to my hair, gripping.

“Y ou know what to do, don’t you?’

Someone like him wouldn’'t want it any other way, so | nodded once. When helet mego | rolled over.
“Youdon't talk much,” he said.

The blanket on the bed smdlled like detergent and flowers. | said, “Would you like meto?’

“It might make things more interesting,” he said, grabbing thewaist of my pants.

“I can giveyou acritiqueaswego aong,” | said, because | knew it'd make him laugh.

Hedid. He worked my pants down. | barely felt the air on my skin before his hand gripped my ass.
“Wdl, would—7" | started.

But he hit me on the back of the head.

It Sunned me quiet.

“Shut up,” hesaid. “I know you think you know me and what | like. But you don’t.”

| thought about getting up, tossing him back, leaving the room.

Except Marcus said not to mess things up.

So | lay there, quiet, and heard him unzipping, didn’t need to look to know he was getting himsaf ready.
Just heard the silly sounds he made, and | rested my cheek against the smooth pattern of the blanket and
stared to my right where achair sat in the corner, empty and alittle worn about the handles, with atable
beside it and an interface menu bobbing unused just above the surface. Waiting for acommand. The
lamp was up halfway, so the shadows cut the wall into shards.

Hedidn't prepare meat dl. He didn’t warn me or say aword, he just shoved himself into me, and |
couldn’'t help it—any training went out of my mind. | yelled and struggled. | swore a him, but he shoved
my face into the bed, and thiswasn't what hisfile had said, it never mentioned anything about cruelty or
humiliation or an inclination for extreme roughness, yet he didn’'t stop, and | couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t
see. | lost my voiceinthe pain until | was desf fromiit. Blind fromiit.

It rolled over melike amachine.



The morel moved theworseit felt, so | just stopped.
| stopped.

The menu above the table nodded, expectant, waiting for someone’ s hand to intervene and make it come
dive

“Wdll, pull your pantsup,” he said.
| couldn’'t move.
“Y ou're not passing out here, pull your pants up and get out.”

| bled. | felt it even past the numb. | tried to push mysdlf up to my knees, and | guessed | wasn't moving
fast enough because he grabbed my arm to drag me from the bed.

And it wasreflex. Or revenge. My switchblade landed in my hand somehow, popped from its sheath in
my deeve. It snapped open, and | stabbed.

Into hisarm. He recoiled with acurse, and | sstumbled to the floor. Saw his boots. | drove the blade into
hisfoot.

Hefédl back with acry, heavy on the carpet, and he hadn’t even pulled up hispantsal theway so | saw
histhing, al wet and red and still half-aroused, that thing he’ d used to rip me gpart, and he hadn’t warned
me, he knew the rules, he must’ ve known, and till he had something to prove, or hewasjust that crud. |
had tears on my face, but | crawled onto his chest and stabbed him in the heart, just like I’ d done with
that gtrit long ago.

Stabbed him to make him bleed, like | was bleeding.
And hebled. A lot.

| commed Estienne. | told him the room number. Then | curled in the corner and watched the stain grow
on the carpet.

And he k="4em" width="2em">*What' ve you done?’ Estienne said, Standing over me. “Y uri, what've
you done?’

“Hehurt me!”

But Estienne was't looking at me, he stared at the body. Its pants were ill down. “Comeon.” He
grabbed my arm and dragged me to my feet. “Y ou have to get the blood off your hands before we walk
out of here. Put that blade away. At least you' re wearing black, so it doesn’'t show up.”

“Stopit!” | could barely walk, but he made me hobble to the bathroom anyway and waved on the tap
himsalf. Water gushed out and he pried the blade from my hand, folded it, and shoved it into my pants
pocket. Then hetook my wrists and put my hands under the water. | had no tears. “Why’re you doing
this?’ | meant, Why don’'t you care?

Hesad, with alittle shakein hisvoice, “The captain isgoing to be mad.”

Before he took me to see Doc Wachter, he took me to Marcus, who was in the primary cargo bay
looking over some of the arms shipments. Crates of it lined up like soldiers on the deck, falsely labeled
and electronically sedled. Marcus paused in his conversation with one of the crew and stared at us. At
me. Seeing my Sate.



“Wheat the hell happened?’
“Arndl’sdead,” Edtienne said.

Marcusdidn’t ask him. He said to me, “What the fuck did you do?’ His voice was dow and acut below
an outburst. But his eyesraged. Flame blue.

Everyone was staring. Crew in the bay, Marcus, Estienne. | wasn't going to act like that bastard hadn’t
deserved it, so | looked the captain in the face, even though | wasfedling so sick | thought | was going to
puke on his shoes.

“Heraped me,” | said into hisface.

Marcus moved a step until we were toe-to-toe. | would’ ve backpedal ed, but Estienne was behind me.
“That' swhat you'retrained for!” he shouted down at me. “It’ s not fucking rape when you' re assigned to
fucking takeit! Do you know what you did?’ His hand shot out and grabbed me by the sde of my hair.
Wrenched my neck to the sde. He yelled right into my ear. “ Do you know what you just did?’ Then
before | could answer, move, or make a sound, he said over my shoulder, “Get hisfriend. Now!”

| heard Estienne go away.
Marcus shoved me to the deck, just pushed my head so hard | lost balance.

“You'regoingtolearn,” hesaid. “I know you haveit inyou, Yuri. Y ou were doing so well. Now what's
gotten into you that you can’t follow smple orders?’

| lay there, half on my side because it hurt too much to actudly sit. Supported my weight on my right
hand and didn’t want to stand in case the captain decided to toss me down again.

Thelogic of everything just seemed to stand in columnsin my mind.
Don't look up.

Don’'t move.

Don’'t make a sound.

| just breathed. It wasdl | felt.

Then footsteps came up behind me, and Marcus said, “ Get up.”

So | hauled myself to my feet and Estienne had Bo-Sheng, holding hisarm. Bo-Sheng' s eyes captured
mine, and he was scared. He tried to wrench hisarm from Estienne s grip, but he couldn’t, and
Bo-Sheng said, “Yuri,” in achoked voice, red eyes, red like his tears were made of blood.

Marcus held out hisgun to me. “ Shoot him.”

Now | couldn’t breathe. | looked at the captain. | didn’t move.

“Takemy gun,” Marcus said, dowly, “and shoot your friend in the head.”
Bo-Sheng was crying. | felt my chest start to heave, to force mysdf not to join him.
“Takethefucking gun!” Marcus shouted.

It made me jump. | took the gun. It dmost did right out of my grip, but Marcus grabbed my wrist, swung



me to face Bo-Sheng, and lifted my arm to aim.
Estienne stepped out of the way.

Bo-Sheng turned and looked at the exit, but two of the crew from the deck were standing there with their
OWN guUNS Out.

“No,” Bo-Sheng said. “Please”

“Youkill him,” Marcussaid, “and I'll call it evenfor what you did to Arnell.”
“No,” Bo-Sheng said. “Please, Y uri. Please, Captain.”

But Marcus wasn't listening and my ears rushed with blood.

“He sinjetting drugs,” Marcus said, “and he' shad warning. HE sweak. | don’t want him onmy ship. It's
ether thisor theairlock.”

Theairlock, | thought. Like acoward.
“Shoot him,” Marcus said. “And make it count or you' Il be making it worse.”

“Don’t,” Bo-Sheng said. Started to back up, but Estienne gave him ashove to set him back in front of
me

Estienne. He didn’t even look a me. His eyes were on Bo-Sheng.

My hand shook. | couldn’t am. | didn’t want to am but it didn’t matter. It was point-blank range. And
the captain wasright besde me.

“Areyou weak? Are you going to screw me again?’ heydled into my ear. “Pull that trigger!”
“Please please please,” Bo-Sheng was saying.

“Doit or you're next,” Marcussaid.

So | him Bo-Sheng. In the head.

| didn’t cry. | handed Marcus his gun. He grabbed me around the K wizeneck, and | thought he was
going to break it because now they had to clean up the deck, but he just held me and stared into my
eyes. | stared back, but | didn’t really look.

“You'regoingtodojus fing” hesad. “Youkill for me. Youkill for thisship. You don't takeit on
yourself when you have specific orders. Copy that?’

My voice was hoarse. “Copy that.”

“I want you to think about this, Y uri. Control. For the sake of our Blood.” He meant the Khan. There
wasn't any other blood between us. Not the kind that bonded, anyway.

“Yes, dr.” | remembered that much. Thewordsfell out like some more awake part of me pushed them
with ablunt finger.

Marcuslet go of me. “Estienne, take him to see Doc.”

| il felt the pressure of his hand. But he wasn't going to kill me.



But | couldn’t properly bregthe.

And now Estienne put hisarm around me, held me close. Aswe walked out he murmured, “It had to be
done, Yuri. It had to be done. Arndl made aded, and now it' s threatened, but if the captain tells them he
punished you properly, it might gppease them. The deal will go forward. It'll bedl right.”

Fuck the dedl, | thought.
Fuck you, | thought.

But | didn’t say anything al through the checkup in Medica, didn’t spesk as Estienne took meto my
quarters and insde, and held metherein hisarms. He said, “ Do you want me to stay?’

| said, “Do what you want,” and went into the bathroom. | locked the door. | took out my switchblade
and flipped it open and there was blood till crusted on the steed and dl over the handle. From that man’'s

body.
My legslost their strength. | crouched on the floor, rocking, the blade in my hand.
Why couldn’t | cry?

| wanted to tear at my hair. Claw at my eyes. When | rubbed them my fingertips came away red from the
makeup.

My nails weretoo blunt as they pulled and stretched my deeves, pushing into my arms.
Why couldn’t | cry.

| was sweating. | was cold. The air sank to the floor and swirled around my ankles and al of my body
hurt in the distant way of a half-forgotten dream. Not even the pain would come when | most deserved it
NOow.

So what if the blade was dirty?
Sowasl.
| pressed the edge to my forearm. Nothing but a pressure, and it wasn't enough. Not to make mefed.

So | drew it back aong my flesh, and thered came out in aline, my scarlet fever. It painted my skinlike
atattoo.



THE DEEP

4.14.2198 EHSD—Caged

Tga shlood ison my hands, and if | don’t do something, sowill Archangel’sbe. Thisiswhat it comes
down to, what Finch doesn’t have to say because | hear it dready in my head, in the captain’ s quarters.
My quarters again. But different. Different sheets, different scent, different occupation because of this
person | had no intention to save or protect beyond the walls of aprison.

But he' shere, and he wantsto protect me. Not in any way physical. But quieter. Intangibly. He sitson
thedeck inthiscabin whilel pull a my hair. Whilel try to claw my amswith my fingernails. HE s never
seen me cut, | was always careful about that; but he' s seen the scars on my skin, and he says he knows
why | started. He' s heard things from mewhen | didn’t conscioudy tell him. But isn't that what | was
trained to do too? Geisha can read people like people read the Send. So many stories.

| want to know yours, he says. Because he doesn't believe I’ m apirate. Not truly. If he did, he would
never touch me.

Andif | an completely apirate, | guess| wouldn't let mysdlf be touched. I’d never consider doing what
we' regoing to do. I'd never befedling this need, like my scarlet fever, to tuck mysdf avay from my
memories. To go back, somehow, to another birth. Search in some other womb for answers, because
this one suffocates. The mother fluidstry to drown, or she' sadrug addict pumping filth into my system.
Thisiswhat it fedslike, even here on my own ship. My lungs are black from breathing someone else's
shit.

No, Finch says. Just by the way he sits here with me. Just in how | can read in his eyesthat killing
Archangel would be another layer of taint. Thereisan umbilical cord to Cdigtieraand | need asharp
blade.

It'sso tempting to cut. It swhat | want, it'smy release. But now Finch looks at me and stillsthe clawing
onmy arms.

Cdigtierawants meto set up the initid meeting with Lukacs at Ghenseti, but Finch and | work out aplan.
| tell Cdl that L ukacs wants a pickup from Austro Station, no arguments, because he' s doing business
there, then | comm Lukacs from the memorized codesin my head and tell him Cdigtierawants meto
pick him up a Austro Station. It'san old trick, usualy reserved for setting up blind dates, but it works
exceptionaly well when the partiesin question aren’t communicating. We |l al rendezvous at Ghenseti.
Finchiscoming with meto Austro and while | meet with Lukacs and his partner, Finch will find Otter to
tell him about Cal’ splansfor Archangd!.

Otter. Tunnel kid on Austro Station, sympathizer contact working for the Warboy, but also someone
who knows Captain Azarcon. If | can't get to the captain directly, thiswill haveto do. I’ m risking Finch,
but | can't trust anyone else, and Finch says smply, I’'m not staying on thisship if you aren’t here.

It makes sense I’ d take him with me anyway. Everyone dready thinks he' smy protégé.

With Tgjadead, my loyal crew wouldn't be keen on Ops. They didn’t know about Tgja s deal anyway,
soinacx: _Weommand meeting in my officel just tell Rikaand Piotr that I’ m running an errand for
Cdligtierato pick up acouple of clients. Captainsdon't have to overly explain themselves, and it isn't any
surprise that Cdigtieramight want to test mein someway. Rikawill beleft in command, and she's
pleased about that, not because she wants the seat on a permanent basis, but unlike Estienne she rather
likesit on occasion.
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And Finchishere, in my quarters, two hours before we plan to leave. | Sit looking through the comp to
try and crack Tgja s security protocols. To get into her files. To not look at Finch as he sits on the bunk
with Dexter next to him on the locker talking in bird voice.

“Yuri,” Finch says.
| keep my back to him, staring at the comp. I’ ve stopped seeing the words along time ago.
“You should go deep,” | tdl him, not turning. “Y ou mightn’t be able to for awhile.”

| hear him shift, the flap of ablanket that he went ahead and found somewhere and changed with the
sheetswhile | wastaking to Rikaand Fiotr. Just like he removed everything that was Tgjd sfrom the
quarterswhile| was gone.

Now he'sin my bed, not saying aword. | keep staring at the comp until | start to hear him breathe, then
| turn and look. He's a cocooned shape beneath the heavy brown blanket, curled toward the bulkhead.
Steady riseand fall of bresths. Maybethisisthefirst rea deep he's had since weleft Earth. Even
Dexter’ s adeep on the locker, beak beneath hiswing.

| stand and walk over, look down at Finch. He trusts me. But of course he does, we dept in enclosed
quartersfor two months.

But there’ smore here. He put himsalf near enough to the bulkhead to give room for meto lie down. Why
this change? Because he saw me break allittle? Because Tgatreated him worse?

| could deep on the deck. | tell the lights, quietly, to dim to 20 percent, then | fold down beside the bed
to St, leaning my arms on the mattress, watching his back.

| don’t redlize my head dropsto the hollow inmy armsand | deep until | start to fed ahand inmy hair,
stroking. And there’ sdark until | take a deep breath and lift my eyes. Finch hasrolled over and watches
me now. Still half-lidded with deep.

“Come up here,” he says.

Maybeit' smy fatigue or the fact it’san invitation without any expectation in hiseyes, but | crawl up
beside him and lie on my stomach on top of the blanket, head turned away and arms benegth the pillow.
So hedoesn't haveto look at my face. He can roll away if he wants.

But instead he folds his half of the blanket over me and | fed hisarm make atight line across my back.
To hold the blanket there maybe. Or maybe just to hold me. I’ ve taken the pillow, but he doesn’t ask for
it, he doesn't need it, he just rests his cheek on the back of my shoulder, ashdll against my side. | fed his
breath againgt the ends of my hair, hisbreathing against my body. Both of us clothed, but | don't think
I’ve been this close to anyone.

| shut my eyes, and so doeshe. | don’t hal. heightwve to look at him to know.

Somehow Finchisin my bed, along warmth againgt my body. Making me nervousin some weird way,
just by breething. | look at the white glow of the time stamp on the wall. Slept an hour, but it fedslike |
sank for aweek. His head’ s still on the back of my shoulder, and | think of Estienne.

And even now it builds up pressure behind my eyes, so | sniff, and it’ s pathetic and old, thisfeding, this
reaction to roll over, didodging him only enough so | can put my arm over him and tighten my hold asif
thisis something that can't be broken. When in fact everything breaks. Especidly people.



Hewakes up, | don't fed it, but maybe I’ m holding him too tight because he says, “What' swrong?’

Of course everything iswrong, we ve talked about it, | opened my arm and bled it out for him, thisworld
that he' sin. But he asksit anyway because it’ s not the world he’ s asking about.

It' sdark, and I’'m glad of it, but not even darkness can hide avoice. “Nothing.”

He shiftsonto hisback, and | let him, pulling my arm away, but he grabsit and laysit over hischest
again, then herestshishand dlong it, just easy like that.

“Y ou haven't kicked me out yet,” he says, “soit’snot so bad.”
“I have aknife under my pillow.”

“Youwant meto get it?” HE samused in some way.

“Finch.” | redly don’'t understand him. “I’ vekilled in my deep.”
“Isthat athreat or arésumé?’

“Why areyou joking about this? It' s not funny.”

“Yuri.” Hisfingers caressthe scars on my arm, and | want to pull away, but then what? He Il only grab
meagain. “If | don't joke,” he says, “I’ll be scared.”

“You're scared anyway.”

He doesn't answer. There' struth evenin silence.
“Scared of me?’ Because hewas. He must be.
“Maybe.” A pause. “More scared of the absence.”

The absence of me. Because he' son apirate ship, and I’'m the only barrier he has. Likein prison. | move
to pull away my arm.

“What?' hesays.

“Y ou don’'t have to do this because you think you need protection.” | Sit up but his hand snags the back
of my shirt.

“I know we' re not on Earth anymore.”

| shrug, partly to make him let go, partly to dismissit. He can fed the motion but can't seeit. “Y ou're not
obligated.”

“I'm not asking for sex.”

| need to see hisfagHe must bece. | can't judge otherwise. | call up the lights 30 percent and turn to
look down at him. “Then what do you want?’

“I don’'t know.” And maybe he doesn’t. “But it’ s not that. | mean, it’ s not the prison. How could | be
asking you for that? | seewhat it does.”

| reach back and remove his grip from my shirt and turn to put my feet on the deck.



“Why do you cut yourself?’

A lean to the locker where Dexter dtill deeps, and | dide my cigretsinto my pam, light one. Familiar
motion, familiar scent, and taste that cms me just alittle. Has he asked me this before? Maybe.
Whatever answver | might' ve given him, if | gave him any at dl, probably wasn't ared answer.

“Areyou. .. areyoutrying to kill yoursdlf?’

| shake my head, and my throat closes up, so | just hold the cigret and watch the end burn. | can’t be
brave enough to kill mysdf instead of doing these things. Hurting people. Sdfishnessisaflame that makes
good intentionsinto ash.

He touches my back again, and | hear him sit up so his hand dides under my hair.
| can find my voiceif thetak isjust busness. “You'll need to stay on Austro.”
“I can't.”

| turn enough to stare at him, to be threatening, exasperated at his stubborn streak, and it'samistake
because now he stares back too.

“Maybe | should be more scared of you.” He picks up what | thought | left behind in conversation. HE's
been thinking of it for these minutes in between. “But what part did | play in that?’ He breathes out and
leans back on his hands, looking away now. “Maybe what | did to you wasjust as bad aswhat my CO
didtome”

“Y ou didn’'t do anything to me. I’'m the one that screwed you, remember?” So he' s here in my bed out of
guilt. I turn back with my ebows on my knees and take adrag.

“| asked. Because—you know what | thought? They say he' sapirate, S0 he must want to do this. So
then I'll befinein hereaslong ashewantstodoit.”

“I don't hold it againgt you. | did it to you. | could' ve said no. It' ssurviva.”
“I'mtired of surviving.”

“Ther€ snothing ese, Finch.” The cigret’sdown to astub, and | should put it out properly, but instead |
drop it on the deck and watch it disintegrate.

“There sfedling. You fed in your deep what you don't alow when you' re awake. And maybe. . . that's
why | can’'t be so scared of you. Because | know you'retired of surviving too.”

Now that my cigret’sgone | look at him again. Clear-voiced. “| could ve said no. | didn’'t. So stop
fedingguilty and . . .” | look &t the hatch. Direction.

“You didn't touch meagan.”

“That doesn’ Z(9Jt mean anything except it served me no purpose. I'm not awhore, | screwed people
for areason, and when there was no reason, | didn’t do it.”

“I didn’'t say you wereawhore.” And in my silence herepeatsit. “I didn’'t say you wereawhore, Yuri.”
| am.

“That’ swhy you cut?’



Full cirde. Thesewords. Just spinning in my mind. And how can he turn me around like thisso my
emotionsared| ablur?

“Wehaveto go,” | tell him, sanding. Y ou haveto go. Thisiswhere dl thetalking ends. Thisiswherel
would absolve him from guilt and et him go, except I'm not pure enough to give anything but orders.
“None of thismight work.” The plan to save Archangdl . | might not be good enough even for that.
Despite soft touches and emptying words.

He doesn’t answer the doubt. It stoo strong, and we are wesk.

| take one flight team to shuttle us from our sinkhole at Hades, and we leap once to get to Austro
Station. Orlando-registered, the shuttle’ s skin 1D saysto the station. I’ m not thinking of Lukacsthough; |
can't focus on anything except the fact that Finch can quit as soon as he' s on station and never ook
back. He doesn’t even have to meet up with Otter. Sixty thousand people here? | don’t havethe
manpower to find him if he runs. He should run. His records from the prison would say he committed
suicide, if Lukacsdid hisjob, and dl he' d have to do isfind new ID. Not impossible, especialy on
Austro, with their healthy underdeck crimina activity.

| dmost ask him again to do it—order him—as we wait for the shuttle to dock. Just go. And don’t look
back.

But I'm sdlfish, maybe, or acoward, and stay slent.

Once we re on deck, passed through Customs with the IDs Lukacs supplied, thereisn't any timeto
dawdle. For dl I know Lukacs has eyes on us even now, so | just ook at Finch. We're surrounded by a
crowd on the busy concourse heading to shops or eateries, businesses or the dockring. We' re just two
people in the shadow of atal support column with the comfortable screening noise of activity al around.

He knows to find amaintenance access and just dip in. Hewon't have to look far for the sympathizer
kid. Otter knows the underdeck likeit’sal hisdomain. Andinaway it is. Those few who know he'sa
sympathizer refuse to mess with him. Heisthe Warboy’ s. Everyone e se thinks he' sjust the head of a
gang (which heis), and they stay wide of him for that. Finch can find him. | gave himagun justin case,
along with my commcode. | can changeit after atime, when | decidethat | truly want to let go. Maybe
hewon't use it anyway except to tell meif he got through to Otter.

“You'll come back and get me?’ he says, the question he held to himself al the way over from Kublai
Khan.

“Yeah,” | tdl him. “Of course.”

Of courseit'salie. | won't say it doud, that he should not be around me. | won't say it now. But | can
say it in my absence from him and not haveto look at hisface. Because in this odd warmth he' s made me
sfishly kind. Reti And | don't have the inclination to ruin it with words. Even oneslike, Be careful.
They’ re useless now. And they aren’t anything that’ s not understood aready.

He understands. His eyes are abit too wide as he looks at me, maybe he wants to memorize my facelike
I”’m trying to do with him in an unblinking stare that fedsal too intimate in this busy open. Wedon’t
touch. We have the memory of my quarters.

But now he goes, when not even the memory can hold together against the inevitable, swallowed by the
crowd. And | watch his back until it's one of many. Until | can’t tell which oneishisanymore.

| arranged to meet Lukacs at the Hart & Hunter pub in the den digtrict. Pubs are dark, private, and



generdly ubiquitous on stations. People go off shift, there salways just enough noiseto mask level
conversation, and it’'snot out of place to see two or three men smply stting by themsalveswith drinksin
their handstalking. We could be off-duty pollies, busnessmen, furloughed crew off some military shipin
dock.

Both Lukacs and his blond partner are waiting for me. | dide in the booth across from the blond man,
with Lukacs on my |eft.

“Order first,” Lukacs says, without any other greeting. Must keep up the appearance that thisisfriendly.

So | punchin for my White Russian and after the barista bringsit by, Lukacs says, “ Congratulations on
getting your ship back,” without ahint of remorse at Tgja s death. He hasto assume Tgja sdead if he
knows anything of how pirates operate. But he' s <till confident, till assuming | need him in some way.
And | guess| do, if only to discover exactly what hisgameis.

“Y ou knew exactly what to tell her, didn’t you.” | sip thedrink, roll the milk on my tongue before
swalowing, sweet velvet with that burning underbite.

“She was rather desperate at that point,” he says. “How’s Finch?’
“Alive”

Thismakeshim smileasif it'sabit unexpected but still something pleasant. “ Tell me what went down
with Cdigtiera”

“Firgt you should probably know the man plans on destroying Archangel.”

“What?’ the blond agent says. A low voice, but fixed attention, leaning forward over hisbeer. | watch his
fingerswhiten around the glass. “When?” Harsher.

“I don't know.” | watch Lukacs sface. It sblank compared to the other one. | look back at the blond.
He says, “ Y ou better be telling the truth about that, pirate.”
“Thefact I'm eventdling you at dl should convinceyou.”

Lukacs sips hisdrink. Not beer, but some sort of deep red concoction. “How does he plan on doing
this?”

“He has schematics of the carrier. I’ d assume some sort of sabotage. Bombswould be easiest. Bombs
by the drive towers.” It'show | would do it. “It must be an inside job. Someone he bribed, someone
who'sdisllusoned with ze= u-Azarcon.” They're Sster ships. Itisn't incredible to believe that crew so
close to Macedon’ s might take exception to Captain Azracon’ s actions lately. And be more incensed
because their own captain supports him. Y ou don't spend years fighting strits and suddenly renew your
thinking just because someone cdls a cease-fire. “Maybe someone at their last resupply or maintenance
stopover, even. And Ca has cred.” Falcone' s cred. “He can bribe them.” That’ saways a possibility.
Very few people don’'t come with aprice.

The blond agent says, “Isthat everything you know?’
“Yegh”
He movesto dide out of the booth.

“Wait.” Lukacsholdstheman’'sarm. “O’Neil.”



So that’ shisname.

Lukacs gazesa me, and O’ Nell tugs hisarm free. Lukacs says, “If this plan is stopped, will Cdligtiera
assume the lesk was through you? Who else hashe got inon it?’

“I don't know. But he'snot aman to brag. He' sinterested in the dedl if it'll give him asolid foothold, and
he knowsit’ | only come through me. So thismight beatest.” It isprobably atest. “To seeif I'll tell you,
then to seeif you' rein earnest about wanting adeal.”

O'Nell getsup.
“Wait,” Lukacs says. Sharper.

“To hell withyou.” Hewaks off. | stare after him, and Lukacs dides out of the booth and follows at a
steady clip. Not fast enough to attract attention but fast enough to catch up to the other man’slong
srides.

Thisisn't thereaction | expect. But | Sit there and watch as L ukacs talks the other man toward a
shadowed corner. | can't read their lips, but their body language says plenty. Lukacsistrying to speak
reason and O’ Neil wantsto deck him. In afew seconds O’ Neil smply walks out of the pub, and L ukacs
comes back to me with adark frown.

“There are six-thousand-plus people on those carriers,” | remind him. And thisiswhy Finch hasgoneto
Otter. Because I’'m not sure we can depend on Lukacs to do the decent thing.

“Yes” Lukacs says smply. “Now when will we depart?’

| gareat him.

“My colleague is none of your concern. We're till going to meet Cdigtiera. | want it to be soon.”
| wonder what he'll doif hefindsout | let Finch go.

Probably get some other Ops agent to track him down.

So | keegp my mouth shut and play aong, finishing my drink beforerising. “Meet me @ the Orlando
shuttlein an hour.”

| have idle thoughts about going to find Finch, but that would be—usdless. To show my facein the
underdeck where Otter’ s gang would probably recognize me. Usalessto go back to Finch asif | have
anything to offer other than probable death. Protection in the prison, but a death warrant in space.

But | wonder if he' sfound Otter. | wonder if he'sworrying. Like I’'m worrying. And wondering. And
thinking, What if | try to disappear too.

My feet take me on ameandering path in the generd direction of the dockring. They don't lieeven if my
mind does. I’'m going back.

| can go back to the shuttle and just wait for Lukacsto arrive, but | don’t want to Sit, I’ ve been sitting in
holding patterns long enough, switched on and off in intervas by other hands. The stationisfull of my
immediate life before Earth and that prison, and so | pull the hood of my sweater over my hair and walk.
Ordinary people on an ordinary schedule, somelifethat’ sasforeign as strits and their eyes. What does it
mean to be oblivious? Instead of shaping something out of someone ese'sclay. Thisisonelast tour
before Lukacs and Cadligtieraand my hand in their dliance.



My ship. Just think of Kublai Khan and thefact it's mine for meto go back to. Evenif itisn't for long. If
Finch succeeds, and Azarcon succeedsin warning Archangel , my ship and my lifelikely won't be for

long.
There are no convictionsin my thoughts.

| don't get far in the shopping district before ahand closes about my arm. | jerk and turn and see O’ Nell,
blue eyesjust centimeters from mine.

“Over here” he says, directing meto aside corridor toward the public washrooms. He pushes mein, not
roughly but not with any opportunity for refusal, and quickly checksthe stalls. Oneis occupied, so he
turns on the tap and washes hishands while | light acigret. When the guy leaves O’ Neil goesto the door
and leensagaing it. “My sonison Archangel,” he says.

| stare at him, blowing smoke. Y ou mean your kind can spawn?
“He'sajet,” O’ Neil says. “We re going to stop that sabotage.”
“Did you comm him?’" So that’ swhat they were arguing aboL.

“They’reslent running. | sent acomm to hislast link code, but | haven't got any confirmation. He might
be on maneuvers, he might be anywhere.”

“Don’t you know the carrier’ slink?’ Mr. Black Ops.

He scowls. “ Since this shite with Damiani and Azarcon they’ ve been changing their codes every day.
Don’t know who to trust among goviesthese days.”

Govieswho technicaly are the ones giving orders, even to degp-space carriers. Not that it struein
Azarcon's case or his allies among the deep spacers, but carrier security protocols are the same whether
they’ reinsystem or in the Dragons.

“IsLukacsgoingtoletit blow?’ Even | didn’t think the man would be so coldhearted—if he' s genuine
about working in the Hub' s best interests. Wanting to dismantle the pirate network. “ Are you positive
he' splaying thisright?

O’ Néil doesn't answer.
“Y ou know his cover for me”
“Yeah,” he says.

“What are you doing in this?’ The question that | wondered sincein the prison. “What angles are you
playing?

He might not answer me completely. He might not answer me a al. But maybe he went into thisthinking
| was oneway, and thislittle meeting has proven different.

“I’'minit to dismantle the network,” he saysfindly. “Lukacs. . . I'm not so sure.”
“Y et you work with him.”

His smileisnothing but muscles moving, an emotionless expression. “Wehavesmilar goals. . .
elsawhere. But maybe now two completely different ways of achieving them.”



I”’m not going to get more enlightenment than that. “I have aman on hisway to sending Azarcon a
heads-up. So if you can’t contact your son or Archangel, then that should pan out.” If it isn't too late. If
Finch can convince Otter he' sgenuine. I'm counting on the fact that even if Otter doesn't trust him, he
will ill tell Azarcon asameatter of course. Threatslike that can't be taken lightly.

“Y ou' ve got contact with Azarcon?’ More suspicion than disbelief. Skeptica about the veracity of it.

| have no intention of giving Black Ops aposition on Otter. They might not know about the kid's
usefulnessto Macedon. “Pirateintel is't half-bad, you know.” Especidly for ageisha

He straightens from the door. “ 1’11 be keegping tabs on you on your ship while Andreas brokers this dedl
with Cdligtiera. Y ou work the pirate, and I’ ll work my partner. At some point we' ll get verification of this
threet.”

Hesaysit likeit'saforegone conclusion.

“Lukacswould redlly let a pirate destroy acarrier to further hisown agenda.” And that’ s not a question
ether. But | till want confirmation from the person who knows L ukacs best between the two of us.

“Yeah,” O'Nell says. “Inthiscase, yeah, if he'sinit for an dliance, not aninfiltration. Whichiswhy if it
comesto that, he smy kill.”

Ontherideout of Austro’ssystem | St in the cockpit with my flight crew, away from Lukacsand
O'Nell, staring out the viewport as the station hangs distant and lit, flat curved modules birthing ships a
different dockrings. It' s oblivious to my thoughts or the hard clench in my chest, and too soon it gets
smaller. | gare until it disappears.

Rikaand Ville meet us aswe disembark in the hangar bay. They’ re visbly armed with handguns, and her
eyes assess Lukacs and O’ Nell. Questions there that she won't ask now. She frisks them and takes their
sdearms. O'Neil isn't pleased about that, but he doesn’t comment.

“Thecdlients,” | tell her, leading the way out. “I’ m setting them up in quarters on maindeck. | want aguard
rotation there.”

L ukacs doesn’t protest because now he' s on my ground.

“Separate quarters,” | add. In case | want to say thingsto O’ Neil that Lu E$ G kacs doesn’t need to
hear.

“Yes, gr,” Rikasays.

With my command codes reclaimed | override the locked quarters and put Lukacsin firgt. “I’ll tell you
when Cdligtierd sready to meet.”

He nods. Suited and carrying asingle case, he can bein any kind of regular businessthat wetradein.
Arms, drugs, information. O’ Neil lookslike aguard in hismore casua black. | know that’sthe
appearance they cultivate. Rikaand Villedon't question it, but | give them aglanceto stay put as| follow
O'Nell into his quarters and shut the hatch.

“My gun,” he says.
“Standard protocoal. If | let you haveit, my crew will be suspicious.”

Typicd Ops, hegoeson asif what | said didn’t matter. “I’ll need it.”



“Lisentome, O'Nell.” | wak up close enough to infringe on his personal space. He doesn’'t move away,
but then | don’t expect him to. Men like him operate just as well from short distances. “You're here, I'm
cdlingit, and | won't have any Ops running around my deck with aweapon.” | move to the hatch.
“None of thismeans| trust you.”

“You'll haveto,” he says, with arrogant cam. He sits on the bunk and lightsasmoke. “If you want to
aurvive Cdligtiera. Or Lukacs.”

“Then sowill you.” And I’'m till not giving you agun aslong asyou' re on my ship. | open the hatch and
walk out.

They’re both locked in, so Rikadlows her rifleto lower, and says, “What was that about?’ The private
powwow with one and not the other.

| can depend on some aspects of the captaincy. Liketerse dismissd. “Business.”
It makes her frown, but it also setsher in her place. “Do you need me or the Hanamachi?’

Towork either Lukacsor O'Neil. Most clientswould take that bit of hospitdity, and | would take any
information my geisha could provide.

But. “No,” | tell her. “These men aren’'t the type to appreciate that. Just let them be.”

Shenods. Villelingers until the guards show up. And | leave them both to go back to my empty quarters
and comm Cdligtiera

Ghenseti’ s an abandoned military outpost, awart among the stars with its half-exploded sections and
dead darkness. It's become ameeting place for pirate dedls, two legps from Chaos Station in the
Dragons, gutted and forgotten by the Hub after the last strit attack decades ago that destroyed it onetime
too many for redevel opment.

It’ sthe place where Falcone logt his captaincy. Or the beginning of hisloss. Chasing after agtrit attack
group out of rage or pride, he left the base undefended, and a second ambush on the station caused the
death of half its people. Worthy of acourt-martia.

Facone never liked to revist it, but Caligtiera has no such compunction.

So here we are in the one section of the old base that the pirates made breathable and walkabl e, that
wasn't entirely crippled by that attack long ago. The grav nodes might be alittle off, making our steps
and our breaths a shade heavier than norma, but we' re not here to set down roots, just shake adedl.

The room used to be a barracks cafeteria. A few long tables are set up, scarred by time and use, the
galley black and dusted in the corner. Rack lighting above makes al the surfaces too shiny, reveding
cracksin thefloor. Cdligtierabrings his gray-suited woman and two men with guns. It' sjust me, the two
agents, Ville, and one of hisjunior geisha. Ville and the girl stay standing out of earshot by the doors, as
do Ca’smen, but the rest of us Sit across from each other. | take position on Caligtiera sright, so there's
no mistaking who' s apirate and who'sagovie. And whose pocket I’ d rather dip into, asfar asCal is
concerned.

Lukacs places hisrazor comp infront of him, O’ Nell just Stswith his hands under opposite armpits, near
his shoulder holgter.

We'redl armed here, | gave back their weapons once we hit dock, they weren’t going to come on deck
without them. A mutual mistrust.



“Kirov explained,” Cdligtierasaysto Lukacsand O’ Neil, to the point asusud. “But let’ s hear it from
yw.”

Introductions were taken care of a disembark, brisk and cold. But names are still too persond for this
mesting right now.

Lukacs passes over hisdate with his proposdl in it and launchesinto his spidl. | watch Caligtiera sface,
He' stoo good to show whether he’ sbuying it or not, but heisn’t ordering us shot at least. | can fedl
O'Nell acrossfrom methinking, My sonison that ship, you bastard. And | don’t entirely trust Black
Ops, but neither, gpparently, do they. Admitting to me that he might not be on board with hisown
comrade—maybe it shouldn’t have been so surprising considering the self-serving nature of their lifestyles
(and mine), but | think of little ese but the possibility Lukacs might be playing both of us, meand O’ Nell,
so consequently O’ Nell ison my side.

And maybe he does know away | can get out of this before bedding down with Cal.

Take my ship and just go? Except some of my crew might protest. Not al of them, but given the
opportunity to escape apirate | think some of them might go. They weren't trained as hard asme, and a
fear of being caught and thrown in prison at this point is probably what keeps some of them ill on
board. Like maybe Piotr. Stay with what you know if what you know at least keepsyou free.

After amanner, free.

Even with Finch somewhat safely away, | can't yet ditch Lukacs. | can't yet remove this nanotag from
beneath my skin and walk away from what they’ re discussing here.

O'Neil isthe reminder why. If | can get the exact plan from Caligtiera, | can stop this. There sno gun to
my head. But if there hasto be onein order to make mekill sometimes (Bo-Sheng, | don't think it, not
hard enough to show), then maybe there shouldn’t be one to make me do the opposite. Maybe all of my
falluresbefore to leave were dress rehearsdls, training, and thisis my debut. I’ m sitting across from Black
Ops, sitting beside a pirate, and despite what t4s, but nei ahey think, there are things they don’t know
about me. Thingsthey can’t touch. My faceisblank, and Finch isaway from Lukacs and Cdigtiera
doesn’'t know about Otter and Azarcon, and with my private knowledge comes alack of obligation to
anyone at thistable.

Thisisn't what freedom fedlslike. I'm not sure I’ d know that flavor. But it' s got a scent of power. It's
got ataste alittlelike control.

“It’ sbeen lesked among the pirates,” Cdigtierasays, pulling my attention more vividly to hiswords now
that Lukacs has been interrupted, “that Kirov’ s back in the Khan’s chair and that Roshan isdead.”

“Leaked purposdly,” Lukacs says.

“Of course. Already some of the captains are murmuring about whether he and | will start aninterna
war, but that isn't so, isit, Yuri.”

“Not at the moment,” | answer.

“But whether or not we care to trust you is another matter. Tell me, what did you have on Kirov that you
got him on board for your little proposition in the first place? Just springing him from prison can’t have
been it. The govies gave him that opportunity when they asked himto roll onus.” Ca doesn't take his
eyesfrom Lukacs except to regard O’ Neil, while he lights one of his brown cigrets and |eans back to set
one hand on the edge of thetable. “Or isit that he willingly went to you?’



Asking Lukacswhile I’ m gtting right here, Cal getsto see our dynamic under the heet of the question. |
either have some vulnerability that he’ s not aware of, or I’'m more on the side of Opsthan on the
network’ s best interests.

“There sayoung man,” Lukacs answers smoothly, and | force myself not to react. “Met in the prison.
Pretty enough, | suppose, to be of worth. His name's Stefano Finch. He came adong for therideand is, if
I’m not mistaken, aboard Kublai Khan now.”

And now Cdligtieraknows. One more thing for him to possibly hold against me.
“Brought down by aboy,” Ca says. “Why am | not surprised?’

“That does't change anything about thisdedl,” | tell them both. Let them taunt. “ThefactisI’m here, and
we either do thisor get gone. We gonna get our products moving again among our—how do | say
it—hypocritica goviedients?’

“It all looks good written down,” Cal says, tapping the date. Which doesn't mean he buysany of it yet.
“How about first we get a show of good faith, from both sides. | have a shipment of armsthat’ s been
gathering dust in my hold for amonth. The Family of Humanity’ s aways |looking for extras, but at the
moment they’ re too nervous to take any deals. Arrange something, and | will, in turn, provide one
less—concern—abouit this off-books dliance between the strits and Azarcon. Azarcon and hismice.”

“That concern would be?’ Lukacs says.

“I'll surpriseyou.”

“Don't like surprises.” O’ Nell speaksfor thefirst time.
Cd looksat him dowly. “1t' sagood surprise.”

“By whose standards?’

| tell the Ops, “Takeit. Or we end this here.” Y ou got your mesting, Lukacs. Now I’ m not looking out
for your best interests. Whatever they are.

Lukacsdoesn't look at O’ Neil as he takes his date back from Cd. Hejust says, “Very well. Givemea
shift to arrange the meet with my Family contact.”

“That'll work,” Ca says.

I motion Villeto come closer so he can hear. “ Take them back to the shuttle.” And take their weapons
too. He knowsthat. Hopefully O’ Neil can grill Lukacsin someway while | have equd time donewith
Cdligtiera. Soon the agents and my guards are gone, and | light acigret and look at Cal sdelong. “Works
for you?’

“They’re completely untrustworthy,” Ca says.

“Yeah, but so arewe.”

He shrugs. “We Il see how far thiswill go.”

| sare at the Sde of hisface. “When'sit going down?’ Hisend of the dedl.

Cdligtierasmiles and doesn’t even bother to look at me. He just taps his ashes on the table. “ Go home
with your agents, Kirov. We re not o friendly yet.”



A dlent trip back and my hangar bay seemsto yawn its disapprova aswe disembark into the cold
cavern of itsmouth. Thereis my flight deck crew, severdly decimated now, and the depressing sight of
shadowed outriders hunched near the bulkheads like tranquilized beasts. Once fierce, now just kind of
sad intheir inactivity. At the height of it my ship would never be adeep. There was aways cargo to ship,
prepare for, or off-load. There was always a deal ongoing in some way that kept the whole crew busy.

Now thereis Black Ops, and the two of them on my deck, even if nobody ese knowswho they are,
fedslike some sort of capitulation. Of courseitis. But | tell myself they are the stones| need to skip in
order to guage the ripples of what | want. Of my actions.

Rikameets us on dock and trails us again with Ville, back to the assgned quarters. The other geisha
meltsaway. Thistimel get Rikaand Villeto pack O’ Nell away while| follow Lukacsinto hisg.

Oncethe hatch shuts: “ Happy?’

He setshis comp on the small desk and lightly dusts the front of hissuit asif being on that station with us
created some sort of resdue. “It’s an acceptable start. Now if you leave me aone, I’ ll make that contact
inthe Family. I'll need acoded link to insystem, by the way.”

“You'reon my ship now,” | remind him. “Just in case you think you can till control me when my crew
outnumbersyou. What's O’ Neil’ s problem?”’

“Not aware he hasone.”

“| see, s0 that little tango in the pub was my ddusion?’

Now he staresat me. “O’ Nell ismy concern.”

So he' saconcern. Because he has a son he cares about? Naturaly | don't say that.

“Andyou cal uspiranhas.” They'll turn on each other just asreadily.

“Kirov.” Hiseyesareimpatient though the rest of hisfaceis studied and bland. “I need that link.”

| hit him, afigt to the temple that rocks him on hisfeet until he sits heavily on the bed. And wisely does’t
come a me, sincel’m the one with the gun. But hisexpression isv't bland anymore.

“Don’t fuck withme” | tell him. “I know you' re thinking about it. | know you must be running something
else. You cantell mewhat it isand save yoursdf thetrouble.” It's cast out there, | don't expect a bite.
Not from someone like him. But punching him felt bloody good.

He stands again, blinking a bit from the reverb of that hit. “My ded stands. Give memy link.”

| could beat him sensdless, but it wouldn't get me any closer to stopping Cal or figuring Lukacs sred
agenda. For histraining that would take weeks. | can’t do anything but depend on O’ Neil wherethat's
concerned, and it burns. Operating in darkness.

“My comm officer will contact you for your code.” And you better know we will try our best to
piggyback any outcommsyou make. | leave him to it and meet Rika outsde. She' swaited with the
guards, but Ville sgone.

“Thisded,” shesays.

| look at her. And wait.



“Thisded. These men seem twitchy. Like they haven't dealt with us before. With Ca, even. They new?’
Geisha eyesthat can read bodies and faces where other people see only masks.

“WEe're pirates. They’re not. Of course they’ retwitchy.” | start to walk toward the bridge.

“We got Cd’ s back, then?’

“Aslong asit'sgood for the ship.”

She says, “You got Ca’ s back?’

| stop and look at her. “What isthis, Rika?’

Shedoesn't blink. “Where' sFinch?’

“Where he needsto be.”

“| said to put him off on Hades, not Austro Station.” Where he can go straight to authorities.

“| said he' swhere he needs to be. Why are you ragging me? Do you know Caligtiera? Did you work
with him?’" Were you Falcone' s protégé? | step toward her, and she moves back toward the bulkhead.
“I know whet the hell I'm doing, and you don’t need to know dl the details. If that bothers you in some
way, then you' re welcometo get off my ship.”

| remember how she took meto see Doc Wachter after that first time with Estienne. | remember when |
stopped being scared of her because | knew just as much as she did about how to kill somebody.

“Austro changed you,” she says. That year | was away from the Khan. Maybe it was Austro. Maybe it
was before, but | can't tell her that. | can’t tell her anything, and it’s not just because I’ m captain, and
she' snot.

| walk off without looking behind. “Y ou were never in Macedon’ shrig.”

Oncel ditch Rikal circle back to O’ Nell’ s hatch and override the lock code. Heisn't surprised to see
me, standing in the middle of the space with hisarmsfolded.

“Wel?' | ask him.
“Hedoesn't give up hisanglesthat easly.”

Clearly. “What isit. Specifically. The part you' re not telling me. When you two came to me on Earth you
both had something else beneath your offer. Maybe he' sworking an extraangle, but | want to know
what you know. | need to know everything if you want meto work this properly with Cdigtiera”
Ignorance helps nothing in this case.

He purses hislips and makesthe decision in the flicker of hiseyes. “We weretold by the director of the
Agency to forge an dliance with the pirates. Exactly what your cover says. Andreas and |—at least, what
| believed of him—didn't exactly agree with that. We haven't agreed with the Agency for sometime. So
we built and ran our own op: you. To infiltrate the pirate organization under the guise of doing what the
Agency told us. In the end we hope to dethrone the current director and basicdly dismantle our own
organization. And then build it back up with us at the head of it.”

Layersupon layers.



“Andreas,” he says, “isthetype to sacrifice one Hub ship for agreater good, which he consders bringing
down dl the pirates one ship a atime, one contact at atime. To him, that’ sworth morein thelong run
than one deep-space carrier or so he says.”

“Evenif your son'sonit.”

“Youlearn,” O'Nell says, “as|’m sure you know, to put persond concernsaside.”

Except we can't. We don't. We get to a point, and the only thing keeping us breathing isthe persondl.
“Not everyone thinksthat way.” Falconedidn’t. Cdigtieradoesn't.

“No,” O'Neil says. “But whether he' s been playing me all dong in order to expose me to the Agency, |
don't know now.”

“Why you spedifically?”

He sayswithout any kind of arrogance, just asfact, “I'm astar-ranked field operative.” And that'sall he
sys.

He' sin some sort of long-term operation then, something more pressing even than this. Star-ranked?
Y earsof training and experience. If he' sgoing rogue with personal fedlings, and the Agency knowsit,
they might go to dl thistrouble, yeah. To find out what he knows, who e seisinvolved, and what they
canuseon him.

Like his son. Which Lukacs now knows is not acceptable collateral damageto O’ Neil.
“Y our predicament soundsfamiliar,” | tell him.

“You reach apoint,” he says shortly. No need for elaboration. And adds, “We need to leave your ship
before this shit comes down.”

“Cd didn’t tdl me anything. Hewon't. Thisishisshow.”
“Then we need to find away to let Archangel know conclusively, or Azarcon.”

“It'sFinch,” | tell him. “1 left Finch at Austro to contact Azarcon through asympathizer | know of. If he
getsthrough he'll comm meto let me know.”

He considersthis briefly. “ Either way, I’ m not staying aboard if that carrier doesn’t blow and Cdligtiera
turns his torpedoes on the Khan.”

“And Lukacs?’ If he son the up.

O Nell sayswithout ablink, “Evenif he'sgtill working our origina op, he'sgoing about it the wrong
way.”

And can fend for himsdif.
“We haveto meet Cd again . . . maybe | can get morefrom him.” Although I’m not counting onit.

O'Nell isn't ether. “Every time we meet with that man it adds opportunity for suspicion and for
something to go wrong. Thisisabad ded.”

It doesn't take along time to figure these things. If something smellsrotten, al you haveto doistakea



breath to know.

| take Lukacsand O’ Neil back to Ghenseti a shift |ater when Lukacs has the information—and
presumably the agreement—for his contact in the Family of Humanity. It’sthe same group of usinthe
same abandoned room, and that table with its dents and scratches, witness to numerous past deals just
likethis one. Except maybe thisisthe first time two agents from Black Ops occupy aside. Problemis,
you don’t know which side. | watch Lukacs but am acutely aware of Cdigtierabeside me as hereads
the proposa from the Family. He doesn’t show it to me, just takes out his chipsheet and pastesit to
Lukacs s comp. Trand oading coordinates maybe, some message.

“I'll contact them to set up arendezvous.” He pedls the sheet back and putsit in hisfront cargo pocket,
then didesthe date back to Lukacs. “Good job.” Like he's praising adog.

Lukacs slip curlsjust dightly. “ And your end of the ded ?’
O’ Nell staresat Cd with hisarmsfolded and a disaffected expression.

“Imminent,” Cal tellsthem. “Be patient, and trust meit’ [l beworthit. Y ou don’t gpprove of Azarcon and
hissway? Thiswill say something.”

“Likewhat.” O’'Nel’svoiceisaflat kepticsm.
“Likefuck you.” Cd staresat him.
No hewon't budge. But “imminent” isbad enough.

Helooks back at Lukacs. “Once | off-load my weapons, then we' |l talk again about the7 F detail s of
your expectations of me and my ships. And ours of you.”

His ships. Mine, others . Assuming he' sgot me at hedl, at least for now.
Thisisno different from Falcone. It might even be worse. He' sgot no time or training invested in me.

Back on the Khan | try onelast time to sound out Lukacs as | button him back in quarters. “If we're
going to do something about Archangel, now’ sthetime. Cal won’t cop to the event.”

“Stop it now and then what?’ He sets his comp on the bed, shoulder to me. Dismissd. “He grows
suspicious and murders us dl. And then where will that leave things? Onelive carrier and one till-active
pirate network. Status quo.”

He can shove hisdismissd up hisass. “1 might dmost think you want thisaliance. For other reasons.”
Pause. “It occur to you that | can kill you right now, claim you looked to betray us, and thereisn't athing
you can do about it? Y ou have no access to Finch, so you can't hold him over my head.”

Thisdoesn't faze him. He taps at his comp idly and doesn’t even address my first stab. “Of courseyou
can kill me. And O’ Nell. Y ou can even remove that nanotag, but you haven't. Why? Because you're
aready on my Agency’ sradar, you know you have been for afew months now. There’ sno getting rid of
us.” Now helooksup. “After O’'Neil and metherewill just be another. Thisway at least you know who
you're dedling with. Kill us, and it will spring up on you, and trust that my successor won't be as
magnanimous.”

Practicdity tendsto get in the way of judtified killings. “Y ou people fucking spawn, don’t you.”

Hegrins. “Like pirates.”



O'Neil next door says nothing but, “Y our boy better have gotten through to Azarcon. Get me off this
ship”

The question ishow, with Cd right besde me. Moving O’ Nell to spaceis an issue; moving myself seems
impossible. | can opt to go down with my ship if it comesto that, but I'm not suicidal. Or gallant.

| go straight to engineering deck and Piotr, who' srunning askeletd division, just him and two other techs
at the drive tower monitoring station, the rest of the deck on autoeyes until there’ s an emergency. The
city-block-sized room where the towers are housed is framed on one end by a separate enclosed space,
plex-fronted and filled by compswhosejobs| have afundamenta familiarity with, but nothing that |

could use to keep a ship running at optimum. That’ s Piotr’ sjob, and he seems confident in our
downsized crew neverthdess. He's humming to himself as| step in. The other two crewmembers|ook up
from their gations, gazeslingering. Knowing I’ d shot their previous captain. | don’t recognize these two,
they must’ ve been Tga srecruits. But not loyal ones. Serve under any captain just aslong asthey’re left
aoneto work; every ship hasthose.

Not Piotr. He likesme. “ Y uri! Have you brought me homemade cookies?’

| smile. “No, but I'll get Rikaon that.”

If Rikamade acookie, she'd probably dip poisonintoit.

“I need to talk to you.” | give the other two techsalook in dismissa, and they promptly leave.

Piotr leans back in his chair, rocking, one hand on his section of the comp console. | St across from him
at the neighboring station.

He says, “What' s up, Captain?’

I”’m conscious of the Sidearm under my shirt. There’ sno point softening him up, he'll either understand
what | want or turn on me, no matter how sweet the words. “If you had a chance to leave this, would
you?’

One eyebrow arches. “Captain, | would never leave this ship or you. And go where? Straight to jail?” He
laughs. “No thank you.”

“No, nottojail. I mean. .. onthe run, maybe, but not with pirates anymore. Not dongside Cdigtieraor
any of them who're vying for Falcone' s operation.”

His amused expression turns concerned. “Including you?’
He still thinks | want control of the pirates. And now | haveto be clear. “ Say | ran too.”

To hiscredit he doesn't react overmuch. He just looks at me, unblinking, chair till rocking at the same
dow rhythm. “If you want to run in this ship, you will need help.”

| feel some of the tension bleed out from me. “Not everyone would be on board for theidea.”
He shakes hishead. “I can think of one offhand.”

Rika. And all of the crew who follow her asageishaand my right hand. She was aways my second,
despite Tgd sambition.

| rest my elbow on the comp console, interrupting harmless gatic helio images, and rub my hair back.
“It’d require another internd attack, and | don’t want to do that to her. But you understand . . . | can’t



stay here. There s—something going down with Caligtiera, and if | stopit, he'll turnon us. | don’t want
to be around when he does.”

Piotr pinchesthe bridge of hisnose alittle, sniffs, and looks a me. “Y ou want off the Khan, but you
can'tleave”

For complicated reasons, yeah. But for this purpose. . . “Either Ca will shoot meor Rikawill.”
“Eh...notif thereisnothing to shoot.”

“Meaning?’

He shrugs and looks out the plex window to the drive towers. “ Sabotage.”

Any lingering doubts about him get vented at that one word. For him to even suggest it, on this ship that
he prides himsdlf in, isenough to tell methat he counts himsdlf loyd to mefirgt, then the Blood. | don't
know when that happened for him, and | won't ask; it's enough just to haveit.

And we are actually discussing this. He doesn’t need to hear my reaction. He says, “When?’

“Thelife podsareintact?’

“Yes ar.”

“Cd would take us on. We're not even at half crew anyway. And the rest who wereloyal to Tga. . .”

“They get on the pods that we don’t fill. I can set the brig to open after most of us have left the ship.” He
knows | don’t want to murder the ot of them. He acceptsit, and | have to wonder why he'sin piracy in
thefirst place. He reads the question in my eyes and shrugs. “My mother was Blood to Genghis Khan. |
had no choice. And it was livable. Y ou don’t see much when you' re down here, in thisplace.” A look
around hisdomain with alittle smile.

| think of Finch, suddenly. And the one geishatactic our elder siblings kept secret from us because it
does't require amask. Gelshamind-set never would' ve alowed that |last shift in my quartersbefore | et
him go on gation.

“Y ou don't see much in the Hanamachi either.”

| check on the bridge and monitor Iron Cross’ sactivity for awhile, but they aren’t moving from
Ghenseti, and neither arewe. Not until Cal givesthe order to rendezvous with the Family, so | can do
nothing but wait for Finch’s comm and Piotr’ sword. | dread the comm that might tell meit’ stoo late,

and Archangel isdead, and in the same twitch of thought I wonder what’ staking Finch so long to tell me
he' s contacted Otter, and it' s all been stopped. If that would be his comm. He could also comm to tell
me Otter wouldn't ligento himor . . .

I’ snot knowing that makes you spin.

| meet with O’'Nell againto tell him Piotr’ s plan. And even asthe words leave my mouth | sart to shake.
Hands clamp behind my back. But he sees something anyway, and says, “I think you need to deep.”

But degp won't help the inevitable. My decision. Thislivedin fear.

| comm Rikato tell her to wake me as soon as Caligtieraor Lukacs or O’ Neil even blink, and | return to
quarters. Avoiding it does no good. | let Dexter out of his cage and St on the bed holding him on the
pam of my hand, letting him peck kissesonmy lips. Liedown, Y uri, and shut your eyes. And don’t think



about how the blanket and the pillow and the sheets still hold his scent, and thisis something you actualy
miss—even though, or maybe because, it was so flegting. Don't think about destroying dl of this.

Dexter sandson my chest and | stare at the celling and thisis not something | ever wanted to fed again.
The absence of someone. And something.
And | think it cuts more because it’s purer, if that word can even be used for me.

Eventudly Dexter flits off, and | roll over, facein the pillow. | imaginethereislessroom around me, and
more of the warmth of his body and the sound of his breathing.

Rikawakes me. And I’ m standing in the corridor with ablade in my hand. She’ sthree meters away with
her gun out, pointed down, and | blink at her, my shoulder pressed to ahatch and dowly, dowly | begin
to recognize maindeck, acorridor run away from the primary airlock. She says, “ Captain, put the knife
away.” Maybe he was some sort of kingpin down here. It might’ ve been agood contact. “What' s your
name?’

Kid said, “Otter.” Which was alittle ridiculous considering the lack of water or wooded areas on a space
gation. “You' ve been talking to alot of kids,” he said.

“Yeah. How' d you get that mobile?’ They weren’t cheap.

“Gift,” Otter said. Then hejust stood there silent, and | realized he was reading something on the
interface. Then he said, “ Okay. Y ou can go now.”

“Go.” | gared at him, &t her.

“Youcango, Yuri."

“What did you ask me herefor?’

“Just wanted to mest you.”

Ddseamiled a me, anding at her brother’ s shoulder.

So | walked out, and felt at least one pair of eyes on my back.

Nobody talked about Otter, though they al knew of him, aside from mumblings about the fact heled a
large gang underdeck. That might' ve been an explanation for the reticence, and it certainly was an
explanation for how he seemed to know what | was doing. Any kid | passed or talked to could ve been
part of hisgang. | tried to find any common tattoos or other markings that might set them gpart but saw
nothing consstent. He and his sster were like some kind of dirty little secret that | couldn’t penetrate; so
for fear of it getting back to him that | was grilling this child and that, | stopped asking.

The children wore me down. | went abovedeck every other full shift and commed in the possibles from
an out-of-the-way public console so Falcone could look over the files. Since thiswas my first major
recruitment, and he wasn't going to spend resources getting them off sation if haf of them turned out to
be duds, | had to be thorough. So over the shifts | collected data on the kids, kept an eye out for Otter
or hissigter or anyone who might’ ve been their spies, and ran into quite afew political aidesand
professionas. They' d sneak down to pick up people for their bosses or themselves. From police officias
to Merchants Protection Commission officers, the cocktails were wide and varied. Men and women. |
noted them too. It was helpful to know when powerful people had certain vices.



| didn’t so much mind reporting on the adults. But the kids. After afull week | just sat up a acaféfacing
the main concoursein Module 7, had ahot drink, and didn’t think about how trusting they were.

Falcone had gone to Colonid Grace, he told me later, to meet with a contact he had there. Eveninthe
refugee camp. Some of the suppliesthat Hubcentral shipped for the destitute families got diverted to
pirates, and his contact helped to make that happen. He d told me this maybe expecting a reaction, but
by then | was numb. I d killed Bo-Sheng, and the Camp was somewhere distant and blocked off. Best
not to think of it. Really best not to let Falcone see methinking of it, even alittle. Heliked to test me that
way, drop hints of thingsto do with orphans or rapes or shootings—key words that would tell himif | il
had a problem. | guessed | worked through my problems with the cutting and the deepwalking, because

| was ableto loing="0em">

All thetruth came out in afterthoughts, when it no longer mattered. What would | do with thisinformation
now?

| never asked him why he chose me. Estienne had sort of explained along time ago and when it came
down toit, thisgrand vison of aprotégé, of the geisha, was dl Facone. He had in hismind how to
restructure the galaxy to suit his own ambition, how to create afleet of shipsthat would be cored by
specidly trained people strongly loya to captains who were strongly loya to him—and aong with the
mind behind that came some sort of ingtinct. Y ou were supposed to honeit for command.

He d had an inkling about me, through my dynamic with Bo-Sheng, through talking to my father, through
adozen different sgnds, al confirmed when | wasin training, like these kids | was recruiting were going
to betrained. Not in the technical parts of pirating, but the mind-set.

Hetrained me sowell | could recognizeit, but that didn’t op mefrom living it fill. Obvioudy | wanted it
to some degree. Or else how had | got so far? It waswho | was now, and maybe it had always been a

part of me.
Sitting on atation picking out children like you’ d pick out apair of shoes.

It wastoo easy to wak among children. They flocked around your legs, even the suspicious ones, if you
showed the proper face. Promised them better things.

The people around me at other tables stared at my rough clothing and disheveled hair. Of course | had
cred to cover thisfake lifestyle, but the appearance set everyone on edge. These were the same people
who did nothing to help al those children | was recruiting underdeck. How would they fed if | took their
children?1 put that in my stare when | looked at them. Maybe | should follow you home and take your
children.

Eventudly | returned to Boysdeck. And Otter caught me. He sent Delsie again, who bummed another cig
and told me to come along. | looked at her narrow back as we walked, looked at the shadows on every
sde. Shetook meto the same corner of the tunnels, and her brother was there, without the mobile this
time. Instead now he had agun.

“What the hell isthis?’ | fingered the end of my deeve where my switchblade was tucked.
“Sit,” Otter said, pointing with the muzzle of hisgun to an overturned crate in the center of the space.

| sat. Kid with territoria issues? | hadn’t seen them dl thistime, but maybe some of the dross |’ d talked
to walked their observationsto hisears.

“Y ou make an awful lot of comms abovedeck,” he said.



So he had metailed even there. Must’ ve been real good because | hadn’t spotted one. “And thisis your
busness?’

“Who' reyou comming?’ The gun didn’'t waver, and Delse moved behind my shoulder, out of sight and
gl out of reach.

So these kids knew their shit. | said, “My ship.”

“What ship?’

| sared a the muzzle. “1 don't like answering stuff at gunpoint.”

“At gunpoint should be the only time you answer suff,” he said. “ So answer.”

“You know alot for atunnd kid.” | turned dightly to peer a Delsie over my shoulder. “Who's paying
you?’

This could go on. He knew it too. Unless he shot me. But he wouldn’t until he got his answers.
Hedidn't answer my question.

“Who'spaying you?’ | stared a him. “I want to know who I’'m dedling with.”

“Maybewe |l keep you until you talk.”

“Black Ops?’ He was young, but it wasn't unheard of. “ Some other govie agency? Y ou give me
something and I'll give you something; otherwise, you might aswell kill me now and diein ignorance.”

If he had any sort of insight he could see | wasn't bluffing.
So he said, “1 work for the Warboy. Who do you work for?’

That had been the last thing I’ d expected to hear. | stared at him and al of hisbarely shoulder height. He
wasan dly of the big human sympathizer? The Warboy was at the top of the govies' hit list, even ahead
of Falcone.

“Who do you work for?” Otter repeated. Not just akingpin. A symp himsdf. With obvious connections
besides the commander of the strit fleet. A part of the sympathizer network on Austro Station. No
wonder | hadn’t been able to detect atall.

“Merchant,” | said. “ The Abyssinian.”

“Try again,” hesaid. “Merchants don’t leave their crew on station, solo, for thislong.”

So | said, “Merchant that doesn't report dl of its cargo.”

“Pirate,” he said.

“Technicdly. But coming from asymp, that’ s pretty ironic.”

“Sympsdon't sed children.”

| smiled. Theway armed people did, though he was the one with the gun. “ Just recruit them?”

“Thisismy home. They don't stedl children. They give uswork.”



| didn’t answer.

“Don’'t come back,” he said, with ajerk of hisweapon.

Whichwasmy cuetoleave. So did.

| had to kill them. | went abovedeck and sat in that café and thought about it.
A longtime.

| didn’t know why it was so difficult. Not only were they suspicious of me, but they were symps. It
wasn't hard to figure. Only one answer for aproblem like that.

But | sat at that café, unable. Rented alow-end den and dept there, procured a gun from atrafficker we
knew, and dawdled in that room popping out the pulse pack and clicking it back in, over and over. Then
| tucked it into my waist and went back to the café. | ordered one milked caff and nursed the thing for
three hours, just Sitting there watching the concourse traffic flow by.

| didn’t see him at first, he was so smal and lost among the color, but then Otter peeled himsdlf away
from acrowd of tunnel kids loitering abovedeck. He strolled over to my table, stood on the other side of
the low gate that separated the outdoor seating from the traffic. *'Y ou haven't come back to kill me?” he
sad.

Thisodd kid. | didn’t answer.

“Why not?’ he continued. “Don’t want to?” Then he hopped over the gate and plopped down across
fromme. “Let’stak.”

“About?’

He stared at me from behind shaggy dark bangs. No sign of the ruby-eyed interface. “Y ou pick.”

| was't going to talk.

Hesad, “Okay, | pick. We want someone in the pirates.”

| took asip of my now-cold caff. There was nothing but thick flavor at the bottom. “To serve you cake?’
“Toget usinformation.”

“Why would | do that.”

“There something you d want from us?’ He leaned on hisarms, scratched his hair, at every glance awiry,
twitchy teenager.

“Not particularly.”

“Think hard, Yuri. Think of our resources. There s gotta be something you’ d want.”
“Symps can read minds?’ | looked at him.

“No,” hesaid. “Just faces.”

Not my face. “Kid, I’'m one minute away from shooting you in cold blood.”

“In public? Go ahead. Optics.” He nodded his chin up at the second tier of the concourse. Of course |



knew that, and of course being asymp he knew it too.

| said, “ Go back underdeck and maybe I'll forget we met.”

“Y ou're here done? Nobody else from your crew with you?’

| didn’t answer.

Hesad, “I can get you out.”

| stared a him. “Out?’

“Of your ship. Of your life” He shrugged. “Out. Don't most criminas want out in some way?’
No. Theimmediate answer threaded through my silence. Stitched together my fear.

“l candoit,” hesaid. And mayb T

My heart thudded.

“I’mnot joking,” he said. Then scratched his cheek and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand when |
didn’'t speak. “ Tl methered name of your ship.”

“Symps are concerned with pirates?’” But of course they were. Some of them bought weagpons from us.
| didn’t think he was one of them. Not the Warboy’ s recruit. “Information never goesto waste,” he said.
That | knew. | wanted adrink. A stiff one. And | thought of Estienne back on the Khan, deeping done.

“Offer’ sopen,” the boy said, then got up from the table. He pushed the chair back in like a polite son.
“Seeyou.” He hopped back over the gate and disappeared into the crowd.

| ordered that drink.

Hiswords pounded in my mind so loudly that | began to fed sick. And that meant | was actualy
condderingit.

The dternatives were to shoot him and his siter, or leave them alone and forget about them.

After sending another report to Genghis Khan about what I’ d observed in the underdeck (leaving out
Otter and Delse), the following shift | finaly went back, wandered the dank gray until Delsefound me. |
knew she' d find me. She led meto the same point of contact, which probably wasn't where they actualy
bedded down on blueshifts. It wasjust one of his offices here. He didn’'t seem surprised to see me.

“GenghisKhan,” | said, trying not to twitch a how easy it wasto offer the namejust like that.

His eyesflickered behind the jewd red interface lenses. “ Genghis Khan. Y uri. We work together?”
| folded my arms. “Give me asolid proposa.”

Hesad, “I'll bein touch.”

Two shiftslater he cameto my den room with two other boys, older—muscle. Bold and foolish. | rested
my hand behind me a my backwai s, where my gun wastucked. And Otter said, “Y our info about
Genghis Khan. Would you like to trade?’



“For what?”’

Hesaid, “I have a contact aboard Macedon. A symp. A spy. He might be ableto get you aded. Tak to
Captain Azarcon, and you might not have to go to prison.”

The proposa had changed. No longer interested in just etting me go? Rely on another symp? Walk
straight into the arms of the person who had the most reason to hate Falcone? Who knew him maybelike
| knew him. Who' d want to own metoo in someway, | had no doubt of that. This deal was no good.
“The Warboy doesn't want me for himsalf, so he shunts meto that bastard? 1’ m not going to prison
either way. You can leave.”

“We want you. Azarcon wouldj |der—m need to meet you too. Y our kind are problemsto us both. But
wewon't help you unless you give us something back,” he said.

| barely heard the words asthey left my lips, but | felt the shape of them on my tongue. They tasted
bitter. “I’m not going to Azarcon. Symp.” That was no offer. And | would probably never get a better
one, not for who | was. So how would | liveif | [eft?1 didn’'t know how to live outside of this. | couldn’t
just walk away. Especialy to Azarcon, who hunted pirates above and beyond.

He watched mewith his red-covered eyes. “ So you' d rather recruit?’

| pulled my gun and pointed it at him. The two other boys were quick, but Otter stepped forward, once,
and it gilled them with their hands at their waists, on their weapons.

“Mutud amnesia” | said. “I suggest you take my offer.”

He held up his hand. Between hisfingers shoneasmall chipsheet. Heflicked it at me like aplaying card
S0 it careened over my shoulder and landed on the bed.

“If you change your mind.”

Heleft. And | didn't lower the gun until the door shut behind them. | didn’t look at the chipsheet until the
door was locked.

But | put it in my pocket like athieving hand.

| went back to Genghis Khan after two and a half weeks on station with afind list of kidsfor one of our
bloodmates to follow up with, confiscate, then distribute. Estienne asked me “how it went” and | just
looked at him, holding that date full of names and information. “How do you think?’ | said, and it was
wrong. Because he sat on my bunk looking up a me, and it wasn’t just confusion in his eyes, at my tone.
Or concern. Hewas curious.

“What' sgoing on with you?’ he said.

“Nothing. Just tired. The shuttle ride back waslong.” | pulled some clothes down from my locker and
started to change. He came up behind me and ran his hand dong my stomach.

“Why don’t you go take a shower.”
| stepped away. “Good idea.” | looked at him. “I’ll seeyou later.”

Hebit theinsde of his cheek, watching me. Wanting me because it had been more than three weeks for
him, counting my trangit time. He said, “ Are you still upset about—me not joining you on your ship?’

| had to wrench my mind around. | hadn’t thought of it muchin thelast littlewhile. “No,” | said, even



though now that he reminded me, it cut. Again. Even though right now | could barely look a him for
some reason, when usually | wanted nothing but to bed down.

He moved closer and held my facein his hands. But my hand came up before he could do anything more,
pushing hisarm away S0 helet go.

“Not now.” | stared at the deck.
| heard him release breath. Annoyed, maybe. Sad. But he didn’t say anything.

Sometimes | wished he would ignore the fact | was the protégé, and adult. | wanted him to do what he'd
done when | was younger. Not be hesitant around me. Stand up to me. Sometimes. In the muddied parts
of my mind.

Now | thought hewas alittle scared of me.
And so0 helleft.

After my shower | put on clean clothes, black and white, and presented the list in person to Falconein
his office. He made me stand there while he perused.

“Good,” he said, like he was checking for typos. “ Good. Have a seat, Y uri.”
| unclamped the chair in front of his desk and dropped down intoit.

“S0,” hesad, resting on hisarms, leaning toward me. “With this assgnment accomplished, | think it's
timeto tell you that I’ ve acquired a ship for you. Komodo-class, a bloodchild for the Khan.”

Thiswas something good to hear, findly. | felt my mouth pull into asmile. “Y eah?’
Hiseyesdidn't leave my face. “However, I’ m bothered by something, Y uri.”

| straightened. “What, Sir?’

Hesaid, “Y ou know Estiennewon’t be a part of your Hanamachi.”

“I know that.”

“But youdon't likeit.”

| looked at him.

“Answer me,” hesad, still mild. Except for hiseyes.

It wasn't aface you could lieto. And besides, | wanted to seeif | could bargain. “No, | don't likeit. I'd
likehimwithme”

“Because you think you'rein love with him.”

Edtiennetold. | wasn't surprised. He d been telling things to Falcone since he first set mein quarters
separate from Bo-Sheng. But in this. Maybe he was pissed because | hadn't dept with him when |
returned?

“Areyouinlovewith him?’ Falcone asked.

“No, gr.”



His mouth twisted. “ Oh, | know you say you aren't. | know on the outside you act likethereisn't a
problem when you both are with clients. And | know | told you that | don’t mind the connection between
crew—or geisha. But that relationship should never get in the way of thework. If you' re going to get
your own ship, and be a captain, you can’t be dependent on someone like Estienne.”

“What about Tgja?’ | said, Sitting very ill. But watching hiseyes.

He stared at me. It seemed like only the black pupils were looking a me. They were stark againgt his
blueirises. Then he got up and came around his desk and laid ahand on my shoulder. | didn’t expect him
todoit, and | flinched. He smiled. “Tgaamuses me. But | don't sulk about her other bedmates.”

He d touched me plenty of times growing up, but never in away that made me uncomfortable. In that
way.

But now.
| forced myself to look up at him, wanted to get up and push him back, but | didn’t move asheran his

hand over my hair, down the back, lifting the ends between hisfingers and off the back of my neck. |
didn't move.

Hesad, “You do want your own ship, don't you?’
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“I think you' [l make afantastic captain for me. If you just learn to separate what’ s good and bad for your
ship. Control and awareness are good. Deluded fancy notions of romance are not.”

What was so romantic about just wanting someone with you? | didn’t buy him flowers and chocolate.
Wedidn’t hold handsin the corridors.

But | didn’t say anything. | stared at his desk while he played with my hair.

“What do you think would happen if you took Estienne over there and someriva captain found out
about your . . . lovefor him. Y ou would be giving this enemy alarge opportunity to screw you over just
by threatening Estienne. Now isthat wise? Or fair to Estienne to be your hostage?

“No, g, of course not.”
Hesaid, “1 don’'t think you mean it.” He dropped his hand.
| said, “Doesthat mean you won't give me aship?’

“I had no intention of giving you aship.” He stepped away and sat back behind his desk, suddenly all
distant business. Not that what he’ d been doing wasn't also business. “Y ou know if you get aship, it'll
be because you' ve earned it.” He picked up hisdate. “Now get out.”

| dept donethat blueshift. Estienne didn’'t knock on the hatch or comm me, and out of sheer
stubbornness or muted anger at his evident conversation with Falcone, | didn’t comm him either or go to
him next door. | had half amind to go to Jonny or Y asmin, but decided instead to stay in and play with
Dexter before bed. He hopped around on my desk, sat on my hand when | input orders for the cargo
crew under my command (if | verbaly input he tended to think | wastalking to him and made noises at
me), and when | findly crawled into bed | heard Dexter fluttering in his cage, in the dark, restless. | lay on
my back after coming awake for the second time.



When the hatch beeped he screeched at it.

“Sshh, Dex. Lightsfifty. Open.” | sat up, expecting Estienne or at least one of the other geisha—and it
was Estienne. We' d cuddle and forget about any distance between us.

“Hey,” he said, moving in but keeping the hatch open.

“Hey ...” | sarted to push the blankets aside to invite him to bed but he shook his head.
“Put on your clothes, the captain wantsto see us.”

| froze. “Why?’

“I don’'t know,” he said. But that was alie.

So we went—not to the office, but to Falcone' s quarters. Spartan and gray, it wasn't geisha-decorated
in any way, wasn't comfortable. | hadn’t been in there since I’ d first been on the ship, and it looked no
different from my vague memoriesof it.

Hewas gtting at his smal desk and motioned usfarther in.

Without any other greeting, he smply said, “ Take off your clothes.”

Estienne started to unseam his shirt.

| stood there.

Facone said, “ Take off your clothes, Yuri.”

“Why?"

He put hishand on the desk. It held agun.

| stared at him. Estienne was naked and went over to the bunk and sat, unasked.

| didn’t know why | wanted to test things, but | said to the captain, *Y ou wouldn't shoot me.”
Hesad, “No?

“Youwouldn’'t kill me.” Even though | said it with more rebellion than | wasfeding.

Hesad, “1 don't havetokill you to hurt you. Now take off your clothes and join him on the bed.”
My skin turned cold.

“Get on the bed!” he shouted.

My handstwitched. | pulled off my clothes, dropped them to the deck near Estienne's, then sat beside
him on the bunk, covering mysdf, even though—why? 1’ d stripped for clients, I’ d done worse or had
worse done to me.

But nothing made mefed quite so dirty as when Estienne started to kiss my shoulder while Falcone
watched.

Hewatched the entiretime.



| walked blind back to quarterswith Estiennetrailing. He didn’t speak. | till felt him a my back even
though clothes and distance separated us. | ill felt Falcone' s eyes.

| barged into quarters so abruptly that Dexter started to squawk. | tried to push in the hatch, but Estienne
followed and | turned on him.

“Get out.”

“Yuri,” he said, looking guarded. Aswell he should.
“| said get out!”

“Itwasjudt atest. That'sdll it was.”

“Testing what! How bloody twisted heis?’ | saw Estienneflinch but didn’t tone it down. | turned it up. “I
don't giveadamn if there skink with clients, but thisisus! Thisishome! And he’—my damn eyes. But |
took a breath and finished it dry and strangled—" he watcov uY ched!”

“You havetoletitgo,” hesad.
Let him go, he meant.
| wanted to hit him. | wanted to grab him close and tear him inside out with what | felt.

“He' s screwed kids, hasn't he.” Bo-Sheng' s words seemed to swim physicaly in front of my eyes,
demanding attention. Demanding truth. “Didn’'t he?”

Edtienne didn’'t answer.
“Jugt likeyou,” | said.

Hisright fist flew. | grabbed hisarm, but he pelted with hisleft, and for afew violent seconds we shoved
at each other, but not enough to truly hurt because both of us could, both of us could kill each other if we
had real intent. But then he broke away and went to the hatch.

“I loveyou,” hesaid, “but if that isn’t enough to canced out dl this other shit, then that’ s your problem, not
mine”
| let him leave.

| screamed at the hatch, after thefact, “It’s your problem!”

But | wasthe oneit seemed to hurt the most. He' d said it as clear ashe could in the captain’ s quarters.
When it came down to it, he’ d screw mefirst before Falcone.

For aweek | cut every blueshift before bed until my arms were awebwork of scars and blood, wrapped
in bandages and covered by long deeves. But it let me breathe, it et me go about my work with aface
that gave nothing. | told Rikal wastoo tired to spar, so avoided her keen eyes. | ditched anything socid,
and | ignored Estienne. By now the crew just thought | was moody or busy when | got like this. Even
Cdligtieratended to avoid mein thisdate.

But not Falcone. We il had our dinners. On the seventh one since the shift in his quarters, he said,
“Some clients might like the scars, but | want you to stop until they’re dl fully healed. Do you read me?’

Y eah, they were dl right aslong asthey didn't infringe on business. Aslong asthey alowed meto do



what | did for him. Whatever it took to cope, when drugs weren’t an option.
“Yeah.” | speared ablock of mest.

“You'redill angry,” he continued, toneless. “ Just because | was witness to what you and Estienne do
ayway?’

“What we do outside of clientsispersond.” | held aknife and fork to cut into the steak again but set
them aside to take asip of my wine.

“Too persond for your captain?’

Maybe the mad mood had taken too much hold. I looked him in the eyes. “ Y eah. For the same reason
you don't like anyone reminding you of Azarcon, maybe | don't like the stuff between me and Estienneto
go further than us”

He boxed me acrosstheface, so fast | didn’t have timeto set the glass down. It flew from my hand and
shattered on the floor, spilling red. My ey o< teswatered, but | kept my seat and stared a him through
thetangle of my hair. Breath felt like shardsin my throat.

“That' sthe only warning you're going to get.” He resumed egting. “ Say it again, and I'll takeit out on
Edienne”

The next time | went on station to meet a client—Chaos Station, aweek later—I took Otter’ s chipsheet
withme

And | commed him.

The captaincy, whenever | got it, if | got it, would get me off the ship. I’ d till haveto follow Falcone's
orders, but I’ d be off the ship.

And inthe meantime | talked to the underdeck kid. Just to hear what he had to say. Just to hear
something in my head other than Fa cone' swords. Otter told methat it might be difficult to get my
message to Azarcon, but he was sureit would get there, | just had to be patient.

| could be patient, | told him.
Patient as a predator.

Neither Falcone nor Estienne ever mentioned it outside of when it happened; but we got caled into his
guarters every two weeks or so, in our degpshifts, and had sex for him. And after three months he
summoned meto his office and gave me my ship. | managed to smile at him. The expresson came from
the thought that I’ d be my own captain. | knew aready | wanted Piotr as my engineer commander. | was
going to fill my crew with as many people from thisship as| knew | could trust.

Kublai Khan, Falcone said. Genghis Khan'’sbloodchild. It waswaiting for me at Hades, wherewe
were headed. Silently | wanted to know how he could guarantee | wouldn't shoot him just as soon as|
got on my own bridge.

Then hesad, “Y our lieutenant will be Tga Roshan.”
And | couldn’'t protest. Even then. Though | didn’t much hide the faint sneer on my face.

But that wasn't the redl reason he had such confidencein my loydty. He smiled at me with this gift
between us, and he knew exactly why | wouldn’t shoot him. And | knew—so did Estienne.



It was abeautiful ship, my Kublai Khan. It smelled new. Polished and painted obsidian bones. | could
walk the corridors adegp because it was a Komodo-class ship, like its bloodmother, where I’ d spent the
last eleven yearslearning. But it had none of the other Khan’s scars, yet. There were no bad memories
or troubled dreams to mar its surfaces and seep into its bones. My ship was young and waiting, and our
steps along the deck sounded like playful music. As Estienne followed meto my new quarters, holding
oneof my bagsas| held Dexter’s cage, | almost regretted that comm to Otter.

My new quarters were twice the Size of my previous one, but without the years of lived-in comfort. Blank
walls, bulkhead gray, and a stripped bunk in need of occupation. In need of seams and sunken patches
that said abody was at home here. Maybe two bodies, occupying one mild depression. One small
sadness. “Thisisal going to change,” Estienne said. Like | was changed.

It was mild between us. | couldn’'t stay angry at him, even O T Bethough it felt that way sometimes.
Even though, sometimes, it felt hollow between us. Here now in my large and londly new place, | looked
a him and wasten again.

But only until he dropped hiseyes. Then | set down Dexter’ s cage and put my arms around him, and
Estienne let my bag drop and hugged me back. And leaving Genghis Khan was one thing, but leaving
him atogether or turning him over to Azarcon was something else, especialy when histears dampened
my collar.

“I’'m sorry,” he said. For everything? Maybe.

| didn’t answer, and hisfingers gripped metighter until | said, “It'sokay.” And of courseit wasn't, but
right then it was near enough toiit.

His voice was muffled. “Our shipswill ill run together. Just like we used to do with Shiva. You'll see, it
won't be so bad. Y ou' re on your own now, and it's good. It' s good to be away. Just alittle.”

Hewasright in that. But my quarterswere empty. So | asked him to Say, if only for awhile.
And he did that for me.

Eventudly heleft, and | sat on the floor of my colorless new world and watched Dexter hop out of his
cage and flutter toward me until he landed lightly on my arm. | rubbed his green head with my finger, and
histail feathers shook. He was one bit of color until I could redecorate and make this place my own. |
held him up to my lips, and he pecked hisbird besk at me, sharp little kisses.

| il tasted Estienne on my tongue.

He' d touched the scars on my arms. “Maybe you won't have to do this anymore.” He d never
mentioned them before. Maybe because he knew why they were there, and aslong as | wasthere, they
couldn’t be helped. Now hisfingers were soft long the lines like he was reading them, blind. He said,
“Rikaand Villeare here at least. Y ou're going to befine. And you' I take on your own protégé
eventudly.”

| hadn’t thought of that, for some reason. It made my stomach clench.
“Birdshaveto leavetherr nests” he'd said, trying for asmile. Glancing at Dexter in hisblack cage.

| let Dexter roam and flit fredly, then lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling. | could handle things here,
adone. | could wak these corridors, | didn't haveto belocked in. A dow smile formed.

Thiswasmy ship. It wasmy arsend. | was going to run things.



Before | went on my bridge | destroyed Otter’ s chipsheet under my hedl.
1.15.2197 EHSD—SIlavepoint

Almogt ayear into my command and the route to Slavepoint was aregular one, even though it sat behind
the Demilitarized Zone in dtrit territory. Not dl sympswere like Otter. | learned since my geisha debut
that Falcone dedlt with sympathizers on the stritside of the DMZ, and these symps didn’t support the
Warboy. In the war where EarthHub outweighed and outgunned the strits when it came to deep-space
combat, the gtrits and their symp dliesrelied on guerrilla>

We needed somewhere to put the confiscated children when recruitment occurred in droves, asit
sometimes did depending on how low-gtaffed the ships were in the network. Austro was alarge pool for
recruits, but so were hapless merchants on isolated routes between leap points. Leftovers were bid on,
and instead of tramping adozen pirate captains through Genghis Khan'’s decks, Falcone preferred to
use Savepoint.

He supplied weapons to these aggressive symps so they could better blow up Hub stations and ships,
and the symps gave us aplanet on their sde of the DMZ. It worked pretty well. Carriers didn’t normaly
run insurgent missions deep past the DMZ, especidly with Azarcon’ sfocuson us, and oneplanetina
vast space that was partialy charted but not visited by Hub ships provided a proper sinkhole to store
caches—of daves.

Mid-January Falcone ordered Kublai Khan to the planet as an advance tactic before he came later with
the weapons shipment for the symps. He had amission first by Meridia—to ambush Macedon. He'd
gotten intel from a contact somewhere in Hub Command; Macedon was going to Meridiafor aresupply.
Piratesin generd were high on arecent victory, Genghis Khan specifically—he d teamed with asymp
marauder and destroyed Wesakechak, a deep-space carrier, out by the Gjoa asteroid belt. Now, once
he d finished with Azarcon, he was going to meet us at Savepoint. He sent Caligtierawith meto assess
some potential new crew for hisown ship.

Every month | went down to the planet to see how the camp was running. Sometimes if Genghis Khan
was there, Falcone sent down Estienne to survey the daves, and Estienne and | would disappear for a
few hoursin one of the rooms the camp administrators always had prepared for the visiting captains of
the various ships. The roomsfor the khans were dwayswell stocked with liquor and clean sheets.

The planet itsalf was unterraformed, its atmosphere poisonous. It seemed drearier than norma because
Edtienne hadn’'t come down thistime. He commed me when | was il aboard Kublai Khan, in orbit,
and said they’ d got anew geishathat he had to train. “But don’t worry,” he said, withady grin. “He's
not nearly as pretty asyou.”

| stuck out my tongue. It made him laugh.

The children and what adults we kept in the camp were well taken care of—you couldn’'t exactly sl
damaged merchandise. | took awalk with Caligtierathrough the well-lit warren of corridors and rooms,
where guards stood at every exit and entrance with rifles. The people in the mess hal or recreation room
moved about with the quiet resentment or the total capitulation of criminalsin aprison.

| never looked too closdly at the children. | tried not to look them in the eyes.

We gtood in the prisoner messhall, Ca and |, which wasin the center of the prisoner wing. Therewere
only two wingsto the settlement—one for the hundred or so prisoners and one for the captors, with
heavily guarded gates in between. Nobody could escape to the surface of the planet, so the bottleneck
transfSotars er corridor was the only concern. We' d never had problems since 80 percent of the daves



werekids.

Ca smoked and watched them egting in the pervasive gray-painted room. He said, dmost idly, “Was
your camp anything likethis?’

| wasjust lighting my own cig to try and cancel out hisweed stink, and shrugged. “Don’t remember.”

“Ah, comeon,” hesad, glancing at me. “Don’t tell meyou don't Sit awake at night here and think about
theirony of the Stuation.”

“Oddly, no.”
“You'reaconvincing liar,” he said. “ Or maybe not.”

“And you're an annoying hole.” | took adeep drag of the cig. “If it bothered me so much, do you think
I’d be here?’

Not evenin Savepoint, but at Falcone' s beck and call.
“I don’'t know,” he said. “It could just be that you're patient.” He paused, blew asmokering. “Or cold.”
| looked at him sidelong. Kept staring until he had to look.

Then | smiled. “How "bout both. And since you' re so chatty today, how are things aboard the Khan, in
the captain’ s second chair?’

Of course hedidn’t answer. Not out loud.

My comm beeped in the middle of my deep. Three separate times. Thefirst was Tgjaback on the Khan,
telling me the symp marauder had arrived and was smply waiting for Genghis Khan to show up with the
wespons shipment. Symps were never idle talkers, so it was only a heads-up. The second time, Cal
commed to tell methat Genghis Khan and Beowulf, a bloodmate, had leaped insystem and were now
off-loading the wegpons. They’ d survived Macedon, pummeed it in fact, and made off with prisoners. If
Falcone had wanted to talk, he would' ve commed, but he didn’t, so | went back to deep. Lightly.

Falcone was going to bein agood mood for the next long while, for getting Macedon. Maybe one of his
prisoners was Azarcon himself.

Thethird comm was from my ship again.

Tgasad the Warboy’ s ship and three other symps had legped in and attacked both Genghis Khan and
itsbuyer.

| made it from my base quarters to the main control room in amad dash, though the walls seemed to
have contracted. Five, ten minutesto get through al the automaticaly locked doors between base
sections. Cal was there aready.

Hesad, “ Genghis Khan is dead. We need to get to the landing bay.”
| didn’t understand hiswords.

“Report!” | barked a him, going to the scan. The floating images there showed three different colored
blots. Symp red, Hub carrier blue, and Hub battleship green—two of them.

“That one' sour buyer.” Ca pointed to flee2wo oJing red.



Five symps, two outbound. Our buyer and another symp in pursuit of it. After their own.

Ca sad, extremely cam, “The sympstook down the WuIf and started an attack on the Khan. Macedon
legped in and shot the Khan, and soon after these battleships arrived. Our only escapeisyour ship.”

Macedon? So Azarcon wasn't dead. At least not his ship. Not like—

Thewordsfdl from my lipsamost before he' d finished speaking. They were ashes cast a sea. “ Then
let' smove.”

| dwayskept Kublai Khan on the dark side of Savepoint’s single moon, with the specific intention to
hide it from inbound shipsto the system. It was safe, and we took my shuttle back, amodified transport
that resembled a symp design so we could fly around on this side with alittle more disguise. But Kublai
Khan itsdf couldn’t face off against that many enemy, so we stayed put. | waited on my bridge as
Macedon and the symps eft the system in pursuit of our buyer. As soon asthey were far enough we sent
out rescue squads to the remains of both Beowulf and the Khan.

There wasn't much left, and not many survivors. We did as thorough ajob as we could, but there was
threat of at least one of the Warboy’ sfleet shipslegping in to take care of Savepoint, so wefled.
Abandoned the camp and its people.

| amed Kublai Khan to the deep and sent it hard. We would hide out at Hades.

It took hours for my people to wade through the bodies laid out in our primary bay and get to those that
were gill alive enough to treat. Not al of the crew would ever be accounted for, either blown completely
into space or disntegrated from internd blagts.

| saw Rikaand Ville, my Hanamachi Elders, and they both ran up to me past the medtechs and the body
bags and threw themsalves around me.

| didn't haveto ask.

| didn’t leave the bridge and, unless a crisis came up, nobody was going to speak. Not even Tagja, who
stayed on shift even though | was up. | sat in the chair and listened to the ambient hum of the comps and
my crew talking softly into their comms when they needed something. There wasn't much to do. The ship
was moving, the word would be spread: Genghis Khan was dead.

Cadligtieracame up to the bridge, unasked, and leaned down to me, resting his hand on the arm of the
chair, avoiding the controlsthere.

“One of the survivors said that Falcone was on the symp ship when it fled. Our buyer. Hewaswith its
cgptain.”

| stared at him. He didn't say anything past that. He wasn't going to suggest we go after it—with the
Warboy onits assand Macedon not far behind, escorting that damn symp through Hub space no less.
Or hunting it.

Cd thought of it too.

The Khan’s death meant more than just the loss of the crew. And unlesswe sent a strong message bng
sw jack, the network was going to falter.

| was his protégé. Caligtierahad no ship now, and he wouldn't chalenge me here. Not yet anyway. It
wasmy cdl.



“Get me Caliban on comm.” It was aHub ship in Falcone' s pocket, afriend of hisfrom when hewasa
captain. I'd read that they were assigned, either by accident or not, to replace Wesakechak, the carrier
Genghis Khan had destroyed in the deep.

Now we were going to see how strong the aliance held.

| had to think of these things now. | had to put everything else aside, this black fegling that had one name.
This open mouth inside me that wanted just to scream.

It wasn't agood timefor piratesto be out in droves. Macedon had been damaged, and every deep
spacer that patrolled the Dragonstook it as a persona insult.

But | arranged with Caliban to keep mein touch.

So they told me Macedon and the Warboy had captured our symp buyer, and the Warboy had taken it.
They told me Falcone was on Macedon, and they were headed to Chaos Station. So Macedon and the
Warboy were working together after dl. It made asick clench in my stomach. Caliban told me
Macedon had arranged to hand Fal cone over to Hub authorities so he could be tried back on Earth.

Azarcon just didn't kill him? He had more restraint than me.

But thiswas good news. We could arrange something between now and then. Like Caliban crew
snatching Falconein the handover on Chaos Station. They didn’t want to do it, but | reminded their
captain of Falcone' s stature among the pirates and what would happen to Caliban should he dieand
some of us decided we didn’'t want their alliance. Maybe we could no longer trust them? It would take
only one comm to theright authority to get their ship investigated.

So they agreed, and we waited.

| visited the injured crew from Genghis Khan, wandered among them in my medbay or the triage tents
set up inthe hangar, looking for Estienne. But he wasn't there, and finally Rika came and took me back
to her quartersand didn’t leave me aone unless | went to the bathroom or the bridge. Shedidn’'t say a
word, and | was grateful. Silence was better than speech. There was nothing to crack it, becauseif my
slence cracked, so would the rest of me.

Word came down but not from Caliban. From a contact on Chaos that said Caliban’s dockside attack
had failed when the Warboy’ s crew, moored at the station by Azarcon’s order, intervened to help
Macedon’sjets. Thisdliance would ruin us. It had aready begun.

Falcone was dead, killed by asymp.
Fa cone was dead.

| should have stayed on bridge, been there with Tgjaand Caligtieraso they couldn't, at least, plot to kick
me off my own ship.

But | had to be done. | had to be in quarters, with the lights dow L Hj n, and lie to myself.
| wasfree.

And Estienne was dead. Dead or lost back in the remains of the Khan that we hadn’t gone back to for
fear of the Warboy’ sfleet. His body could be among theruins, waiting. Yet | knew it wasn't. People
didn’'t wait like that. They lay with wide-awake eyes. The wakefulness of death.



And | wasn't redlly free. | had aship full of people, some of whom | cared about, others who wanted me
dead now that there was opportunity to advance themsalves. Who was going to protest? Not Falcone.

Estienne was dead, and that part of it wasn't alie.

That was the only truth that seemed to matter, and it threaded through me, aneedle. Making holes that
gaped and bled.

Cdligtieracame ashift later and stood in the middle of my quartersas| sat on the bunk, my deeves
pulled down, stuck to my skin from dried blood. But he didn’t see that, my swesater was black.

He said, “Y ou need to take out Azarcon’s son.”

| nodded. | didn’'t have to ask why. It was the way of things. Like all of this, as soon as |’ d stepped foot
on that shipwhen | wasnine.

Blood for blood.
And | was his protégé.
2.3.2197 EHSD—The Son

Ryan Azarcon was beauttiful, physically. Of course by paying attention to the Send, | knew this, snce he
wasal over it lately, the newest fad-face despite (or because of) the fact most of his candid transcasts
lately showed him giving meedeesthefinger. | dmost liked him for that. His mother was the public affairs
bigwig on Austro Station, hisfather was every pirate' s nightmare, and the two of them together, however
two people like them even got together, had reliable genetics for a pleasing face. The kid had that, and he
knew it. If people didn’t dwaystedl him, I’'m sure he saw it when helooked in the mirror.

He was nineteen, but not pirate nineteen. He was affluent, catered to, had a personal bodyguard in the
form of ayoung EarthHub Marine, and spent histime mostly in recreation at parties, vid premieres, and
cybetoriums. Watching him cavort from one socid engagement to another, | thought of Bo-Sheng and me
by the lake, tossing rocks and being cold. | let those thoughts fester, watching thisrich boy.

He had an addiction to Silver, or at least a headlthy habit. Silver was the number oneillega narcotic for
rich stitches all across the Hub, and for the most part he kept it a secret, it seemed, from everyone—but |
recognized his desler at atech shop called Macroplay. She had areputation for fine line swack. At least
he only put the purest shit in his system. Snobbery eveninvice. Drugsjust for the hdll of it, for recreation.
Drugsjust because it was the cool thing to do. Drugs to cope with the fact he was hisfather’ s son,
maybe, whether he wanted to be or not.

I’d arrived on Station in afake merchant uniform, hair covered with acap, eyes down, and bled myself
into the routine of the concourse—quickly. Thethreekids | used from Boysde@eneck, who I’ d trained
before for a previous operation—ypirate assets on station—were more than willing to be my eyesand
earswhen | physicaly couldn’'t be. They weren't part of Otter’s gang. They could go underdeck when |
couldn’t. They helped me keep track of Ryan Azarcon and his bodyguard. They were thorough and
mocking when they made their reports, usualy in my rented room in alow-cred den. | took one of them
to range shoot, and helovedit. | taught him about disabling laser tripsin heavily secured maintenance
tunnels, like the one near the flash housesin the den digtrict’sRed River, where I’ d seen Azarcon's

bodyguard.
My tunnd kid was going to help mein the job.



| killed amaintenance worker with no family and took hisaccessID.

It was amethodical process, like getting dressed in geisha blacks before meeting aclient, or inventorying
cargo to be shipped in some dedl. Planning ahit wasjust step-by-step.

| sent reports back to my ship when | checked up on Tgjaand Caligtiera. Rikaand Piotr let me know
that nobody had overthrown my captaincy yet. Rika said Dexter missed me.

Hurry, they said. Everyoneisdying to seeit on the Send.
Azarcon’ s son. Dead.

And who were they going to blame? There were plenty of people they could’ ve blamed, especialy once
Azarcon announced that the Warboy and the Warboy’ s strits that hel d helped in apprehending our
gunrunning symp were going to sit down with him in peace negotiations.

It made melaugh, redly, in my den, watching on my comp.
Treaty. With the Warboy and his gtrit patrons.
Cdigtierasad, Do it soon. The bastard’ s uniting them.

But | doubted it.

| watched the grumblings of the Family of Humanity. It was't my specific misson, but with this news of
possible peace, intel was at apremium. | told my tunnel kidsto trail the ones| knew of in the underdeck,
because we ran guns with them too, and followed the thread to awoman in the Merchants Protection
Commission. | needed to know how far she was connected with the fundamentalist factions of the
Centrdigts, and if they were going to get in the way of my op. If anyone else wanted to get back at
Azarcon, it would be the Family of Humanity and their Centraist alies.

Don't let them trump us, Caligtierasaid. That kill isours.

She wasin her midthirties, maybe more, but cured in suspended aging treatments; she looked about
fifteen years older than me, small brown eyes and long blond hair about ayear out of fashion inits blunt,
unremarkable cut. Shewasn't very pretty, asedentary woman judging from her size—about four or five
aboveided. And sheliked to decompress from along work shift at a medium-scale bar called Goldmine.

Onelate shift | put on casua dark clothes and found her in the bar. | pretended to jar her elbow as she
sat on the high stoal. It spilled her drink al over the colormorphing bartop. The basest of beginnings.

“I'msosorry,” | said to her irritated scowl, trying for an embarrassed smile and sneaking peeksinto her
eyes. “Redlly, | totaly wasn’t looking where | was going. Here, let me buy you another one. What were
you drinking?’

Her name was Elizabeth, and despite her dowdy 10oks, which tended to make her seem asif shedidn’t
care about much, she had a strong sense of purpose and alot of opinions about the state of the
government and the Hub asawhole. That first shift in the bar we talked politics, and | let it dip how
disgusted | wasthat Azarcon would even attempt a peace treaty with the strits after al the grief they’d
caused humans on thisside of the DMZ.

| played her like adrum, asteady besating of smilesand drinks and eventually sex. A week into it, and |
was in her gpartment in the executive tower, and she was speaking more openly like the Family she was.
And shewas only too happy for ayoung thing like me, someone to divert the passion for her Causeinto



something that would make her sweet. And | was only too happy to raid her comp when she was adeep.

They wanted Azarcon humiliated, discredited, and worn. But not dead. Because dead heroes became
martyrs, and the man had enough mystery.

If they only knew his secret. Knew him as| knew him, as one of Falcone's. Never mind that he was an
EarthHub captain now; some part of the pirate must’ ve il lingered.

She asked on that |ate shift, ten daysinto our relationship, “Where did you come from?’ In that way of
sodding romantics. She's asked about my fan tattoo and found it sad when | told her it was to remember
an old girlfriend. My ship tattoos | had covered with those semipermanent cosmetics.

Wewerelyingin her big bed, typica postcoitd laziness, and she was playing with my hair, propped on
her elbow.

Thiswas going on long enough. | needed her to be hooked completdly, not nibbling at the bait. She had a
sense of injustice about the war, it was what drove her to be apart of agroup like the Family of
Humanity. They were dl indignant about something.

So | told her, “ A refugee camp. Well, not originally. | was born on Plymouth Moon.”

Of coursethisimpressed her, asit would any Family. The flash point of the war had been on that Moon,
grits and humansfighting over resources.

“They moved the colony from there some years ago, didn't they.” Soft voice and sympathetic eyes.

| nodded. “So | grew up on Colonia Grace. . . 'til | was, like, nine. Then | joined amerchant crew, it
wasthe only way to leave that rock.”

“No family?’ She paused. “Or werethey ... 7"
“They weren't killed. My babuskha, yeah, but my parentsand my brother and sigter .. .”

It had been so long since I’ d thought about them that just saying the words made my distant mind falter. |
sat up away from her touch. She was atarget, though she didn’t know it yet, and I’ d said enough.

| reached to my pantsthrown at the foot of the oh6y bed, dug in, and took out my cigrets.
But she prodded. Gently. Looking to comfort. “What happened to your family, Yuri?’

I”d given her my name. And my old name. Terisov. Because it meant nothing now.

| smoked hard and shrugged. “Left ’em. We were separated, then | left ’em.”

And suddenly | wasn't thinking about Mama or Jascha, Papaor 1sobel.

It was Estienne. And | hugged an arm around my stomach, smoking and choking from it because the
tears clogged my throat. She sat up beside me and laid her hand on my forearm, stroked the scars there.
Hadn't asked about them, maybe she' d seen something like them before, but her touch was too sensitive
on the skin, and | had to get up, get out of there. | pulled away.

“I’'mgoing. I'll seeyou later.”

“Yuri.” Her hand reached a beat too late, missed my body, and rested instead on the bedsheet as |
yanked on my clothes. “I’m sorry,” she said.



“Not your fault,” | said, and meant it. The only thing I d truly meant since | started to play her. But | left
and didn’t talk to her for two shifts, just sayed in my den smoking, trying to collect myself.

But when you were divided into so many pieces, it wasimpossible to put yoursdlf together.

Shefinally commed me at the den. She thought | was a ship mechanic between contracts, and it had
helped that | had nowhere permanent to deep; she was quicker to invite me over, feed me, look after
me, spoil me. So she did again, said she wanted to cook amed for me.

| told mysdlf | needed to get more information off her comp, so | would deep over again tonight and dig.
| landed up there with some flowers, something expected and swest, and put on a smile before | kissed
her cheek. “I’'m sorry for running out like that.”

“No, no.” Shetugged meinside the apartment. “It' s understandable. | got something for you.”

“Me?’ | watched her shuffle off to the adjoining kitchen to put theliliesin avase, then she came back and
took a chipsheet out of her dress pants and held it out to me. | pamed it with acurious smile. “What is
this?’

“I found out where your family is” shesad.
| stood there, not smiling anymore,

“I have connections. . .” Her eyes hunted mine, unsure, wanting to please. “My people tracked your
mother and your brother from arefugee base in the Spokes, about aleap from where you were on
Colonia Grace. They’ ve resettled on Mars now with your sister Isobel. After your father .. .” She
stepped closer and | couldn’'t move. “Well . . . it'sdl inthe sheet.”

Shelet me accessit on her comp and it told me my father was dead. But the rest of them were dive, and
as| stared at the columns of information she wrapped her arms around my shoulders from behind and
kissed the side of my hair.

“1 f"3">"Y ou can contact them now,” she said.

Asshesadit, | knew | couldn’t. What would | say? Therewas't anything to say to them, my language
was |ogt to anything they might understand. There was no going back, no searching in the womb for
answers. Dead things didn’t hatch in birth.

Besdes, my presencein their liveswould put them in danger from fellow pirates who wanted me off.

But | pocketed the sheet to keep, | didn’t know for how long, and maybe | was going to lose it
somewhere along the line, or be killed before | could do anything with the information, but it was
information, and | dedlt in that. | committed it all to memory intheway | wastrained. And when | turned
around to hug her for it, she rubbed my back likel wasachild.

It didn’t take more than afull shift before Cdigtieracommed mewith adirect, “Why isn't he dead yet?’
| asked back, “Why aren’t you off my ship? Don’t plan on putting down roots, do you?’

Infact, he didn’t. Rikatold me he used some cred he had stashed away from decades of piracy and
bought hisown vessdl. An Orca-class, of al things, that | knew wouldn't Stay its basic shape. Thefirst
thing you did when you got a pirate ship was outfit it with wegponry. But while that was happening, with
some of the survivors of Genghis Khan, he was till on my ship, and | had amission.



| didn’t tell anyone about the contact info on my family. And | didn’t look at it again. The more | looked
at it, the harder it becameto think of Azarcon’'s son asatarget.

So | thought of Estienne instead, even though it hurt. Because it hurt. It hurt enough that | thought Ryan
Azarcon should fed it too.

| followed Ryan Azarcon on the shift of Austro Station’s elaborate Chinese New Y ear celebration.
February 17, 2197.

| had my list. My tunnel kid. My position on the second-levd tier of the flash house. | had opticsthat cut
through the bouncing lights and pinned my sights on the target.

| saw him there in white, on the dance floor. Suggestive, abandoned dancing asif al the stars and planets
were contained in thismoment just for him, spinning around his orbit, jeweled in hiseyes.

And maybe they were in some way. He was so close to death. In those moments maybe even God paid
attention.

Kill him, I told my tunnel kid. Go closein the crowd.

And | watched. Beautiful boy in his beautiful world. This specid son. Did he even love hisfather? Enough
to diefor him? Enough to kill for him. Did the captain redly love him? His bodyguard did, I'd seenitin
the animation of their interactions, and it wasn't true that one shot equaed onekill, a sniper’ s body count.
Onekill meant revenge, didn’t it, that led to other deaths. And if Azarcon didn’t really love hisson, he
might still take theinsult to heart, like dl piratesdid. It wasn't about love. Revenge was the greedy child
of hurt, and | felt it for Estiennne like a scabbed-over wound. My steps were thick through the flash
house smoke.

| followed my tunnd kid down to the floor, through the bodies and their ecstatic arms. They danced dll
around me, oblivious and innocent. But | pushed my way through until | saw him. In my scopes hiseyes
were very blue. Hislaughter wasn't laced with drugs, not yet.

Cairo Azarcon’ s son, so unaware of why someone would want him dead. He had scars too, but instead
of wearing them on hisarms, heinjetted them into hisveins, marred himsalf from the inside out.

Hewasjug alittle younger than my brother. By two years.
| just had to shoot him.
Child of apirate.

But | shot my tunnel kid instead. | shot the girl Ryan Azarcon danced with. | shot the lights out, and the
crowd rampaged.

And then | logt him in the madness.

| told Caligtieraover comm, He had too much security. The flash was too crowded. The conditionswere
too bad.

Hesad, “Why didn’t you pick another time?’

| said, “Youtry and nate someone on Austro, with hundreds of cam globes and patrolling
Marines. Thisisarich station with a penchant for paranoia ever since that dock bombing years ago.”

| doubted he bdieved me.



| stayed on the Station even after Azarcon blew in, collected his son, and took my target away.

| stayed, and ran the op on Elizabeth, who had so many talesto tell (in her comp if not in her bed) about
what the government was doing with terrorists, and the longer | was away from my ship, the easier it
became. Madnessullsinisolation, and my world was calmer done.

4.15.2197 EHSD—The Captain

Elizabeth had recent correspondencesin her comp to other Family members of the terrorist cell on
Augtro, dl of them regarding a plan to assassinate Azarcon’ swife. She dso had afew messages
exchanged with an ex-jet from the carrier who was willing, for the right amount of cred, to talk about jet
Security protocol.

She was s0oft with me, but in her commsto her dlies she said, Get Azarcon back to the station. Take out
Junior and send aclear signd to back off.

| thought about warning Captain Azarcon.

| thought about it until Caligtieraarrived on gation, met me in my den, and occupied me with news of the
network, my ship, how they were going to step up their attacksin protest of thistreaty and Azarcon's
involvement with Falcone' s desth.

| sad, “It wasasymp that killed him.”

Some symp, it said, aboard Macedon. Otter’ s contact? How many symps would’ ve been aboard aHub
carier?

Cd said, “It' sdl over the Send that Azarcon was apirate.”

Yeah, I'd seen. New Centralist President Damiani made it an excuseto rail on deep spacers.
“It'sgood for us,” Ca said. “Falcone would' ve been happy.”

If he wasn’t dead. If so many people weren't dead already.

And it wasn't going to stop.

Theradica Centraistswith their Family of Humanity ties nated Azarcon’ swife, on the station, and
pointed the finger at the pirates. Because now that Damiani wasin power she wanted no part of the
Family, even in suspicion. Even though the links went deep. Even though, Ca said, the Family talked
about an dliance with usto keep thiswar going for the benefit of dl. Exterminate the aliens, capitaize on
the occupied fleet, drive Azarcon to some dead moon, and let him rot.

Azarcon came back to gtation, with his son, and the funeral was long and publicized.

And Elizabeth had written in her comp to take out Ryan next. | read these thingswhile shewas adeepin
the bedroom, copied what files| could to my own chipsheet, and in the goldshifts she made me breakfast
and kissed me under the artifica sunlight that showered from the celling. And | Started to think that this
must be how norma people lived, how it might’ ve been if you weren't lying in every gesture and word.
Doing smd| thingsfor each other in safe places. Dancing in thisinnocent manner.

But shewasaliar too. Shewasamurderer like me, except shedid it for high politica idedls, and | did it
for blood.



She wanted to get Ryan Azarcon on the way back from the funeral, when he was the most vulnerable,
when it would make the biggest statement. When he was right beside hisfather.

The man would be traumatized, they thought.

Didn't they know what he' d been through with the pirates? Didn't they have a clue what it meant to be
Facone s protégé?

I’d watched him on the Send deflect al the rampant diatribes about his past. I’ d heard of his attacks on
pirates and his ruthlessness with the gtrits, when he’ d been at war with them. I’ d seen Falcone' s hatred

for him steep to such astrong taste that it could’ ve only been born of a sense of betraya. Azarcon had

|eft the pirates, left Falcone, and not just left—surpassed him.

Azarcon wouldn't be traumatized. He' d be brutal in his revenge. An estranged wife was bad enough. For
hisson, he d kill.

Cdigtierasaid, “Doiit right thistime.” He brought out a contact of ours on station and told the man to
“help” me. What he wanted was insurance that I’ d finish it. He didn’t know about the govie plans. He
was too busy trying to bed them for his own purposes. Rika said, “ Come home. Tga s getting delusons
of grandeur.”

But | stayed, and used the pirate contact Cal set on meto help with Ryan Azarcon’s nation—this
time

And dl it took was some distraction, a separation from his main phalanx of security. | let thisother pirate
smoke the captain and his son and their smaller security into blindness, and tl N/dihe pirate grabbed the
son, and | shot the pirate and took the son, because this didn’t involve some stooge of Ca’ s, thiswas
mine. My decision. A desperate sort of move, | knew it, but every time | commed my ship, and they
asked me to come back, | thought of being back in that world without Estienne. | thought of being set
adrift by Falcone' s death and how any pirate who wanted my seat would gun for it because | had no
implicit superior to protect me. The head of the family died, and the son became fair game.

His eyeswere amost unnaturally blue, kitten-large, as he sat across from mein the tunnel, as he bresthed
and | smoked and he tried not to pisshis pantsin fear. I d read that his eyes were genetically tampered
because he sure didn’t get that color from his parents. He didn’t like me staring, but | wondered what it
was like to be the son of Cairo Azarcon. | wondered what he thought of hisfather being apirate.

“Didyou kill my mother?” he said.
And it wasfunny, initsway, considering I’ d wanted to warn his papaabout it in thefirst place.
“No,” | sad. “That wasthe govies.”

He had attitude. | told him | was saving hislife because other people had bad plansfor him, and he said
with awell-honed sarcasm, “Y ou could save it by putting me back with my father.”

And that amused me somehow. This kid amused me. In the face of fear he managed to summon histeeth
and hisclaws.

Hewas Azarcon’'s son. | shouldn’t have been surprised.

Somewhere aong the line I’ d made the decision not to go back to my ship. Maybe it was from watching
thiskid live out hisnormal existence and wanting to kill him just for thet, but it was ridiculousto think that
way; hedidn’t ask to be born where he’ d been any more than | had. Maybeif I’ d been Cairo Azarcon’s



son, | would never have donethethings I’ d done. Maybe it was something inherent that made you
capable of committing atrocities.

Ryan Azarcon looked at me asif | was going to do one on him.

It helped that his papa thought so too. | took Big-Eyesto the cubby in the tunnels |’ d scoped out for
mysdlf, far away from Boysdeck or most of the underdeck traffic. | commed Macedon using the code
I’d lifted from Elizabeth’s comp, and while it took some finagling to access from that point of entry,
eventudly | got the ship’sgenerd comm. Azarcon came on, | kept the visual off, and he demanded, of
course, that | return hiskitten.

| told him, “1 wasin contact with a boy in the underdeck named Otter about ayear ago, who wasin turn
in contact with a symp spy aboard your ship. I’ d offered to ded Falcone in exchange for exoneration.”

He said he remembered. So my message had got through; | just hadn’t followed up.

“Obvioudy that didn’'t work,” | said, then lied: 1 had to cut contact when Falcone got suspicious.” If |
admitted | had just changed my mind, he would’ ve been even lessinclined to hear my offer now. |
wished suddenly | could see hisface. “Y ou know what | want.” How did you get out?

HesadinaflatL’d m2 voice, “Y ou want out. Falcone' s protégé. Y ou’ ve kidnapped my son.”
And | should’ ve known then. He was never going to believe me. | should never have taken his blood.

| managed to deal with him, at least. Told him to find out himsdlf about the pirates, the Family, and the
Centrdigts, becauseit was dl there for someone like him to find. Last gasp, maybe. With hiskid looking
at melikel wascrazy.

I’d saved hislife. There were people out there trying to kill him, they’d proven it with his mother, but this
wasn't much of an argument when | was the one who had him in adank hole. But you never showed
your doubtsto people like Azarcon—or Azarcon’skid. Laugh, if it helped. Hirt to make the kid
uncomfortable. Taunt him even. Better that they were scared of you or wondered about you. Better that
if it came downtoit, | could make the hard decision and kill my hostage.

| could always go back to Kublai Khan.

Junior said, “Y ouwould readly kill me?’ Doubting my threats. Even though he was cuffed to the pipeson
thewall. “How far do you think you' d get if you killed me?’

Hewas s0 naive. And rather untouched. | had to touch him. | wondered again if he loved hisfather, even
knowing what he’ d been. If he even knew what it meant. | put my hand on his soft long hair and ran it
back to theends. | told him, “1 don’t haveto kill you to hurt you.”

Herecoiled. Asif | would rape him. | considered hitting him just for that. Instead | reminded him, “Don’t
be so repulsed. Y our father did the samein my position.”

And hesad, “No hedidn’t.”
So | knew the captain hadn't told him &l the details.

| could’ ve shown him. But he had to stay undamaged o his father would know | was serious. Not to
touch hislittle kitten.

So | mocked him instead, just to test, just to seeif his mettle withstood a constant pressure.



He moved away from me and shut hiseyes.

| 1eft him there in shadows, adeep, to check on my tunnel kids. They told me some pirate had
approached them abovedeck to ask about little Azarcon. They said they weretold if | couldn't kill him,
then they’ d haveto. | had to hit the boy and scare the girl to make them believethat | wasgoingto doit,
that | was having alittle fun first, and that it wasn't any of their damn business.

When | got back to Junior he was staring at my comp.

Anditwasvtwisebut | pulled it away, then redized he’ d been burndiving, and as he ydled from the
pain, | knew that I'd made him blind.

Damaged him.

Then my tunnd kids showed up, they must’ ve followed me, I’ d trained them far too well, and Junior
cried out and | had to shoot the kids and | wanted to shoot him next but it was aflurry to get him away
from these bodies. Maybe | could get him back to Kublai Khan somehow, maybe then Az8y D \arcon
would listen once our shipswere in space. Maybe the trick was to make this boy listen, show him what
hisfather was, show how it could’ ve been for him if he'd just been born someone else' s son.

He refused to move, stopped dead in the tunnelswith afixed expression of rebellion on hisface, even
shining from hisblind eyes.

Hetold melies. “My father will help you. But not likethis” And, “Docs can fix my sight. Y ou might be
surprised what my father can forgive. I’ ll spesk for you; I'll make him listen.”

He was desperate. He said anything. He was listening for the sound of other peoplein these tunnels so he
could yell like he had with the kids. And that would beit.

He thought he had sway over hisfather? If Falcone was swayed by anything, it was becausehe' d let it. If
Cairo Azarcon wanted me dead, it wouldn’t matter if I'd helped hisson at dl. In any way, even
belatedly. To him | might aways be Falcone's protégé, whether | wanted to be or not. What was | good
for except to be killed? Especidly now.

Ryan would dways be an Azarcon.

And | wasapirate. I'd been too long on this station adone, away from my blood. I'd let my world
become diluted in ragged hopes of other people’ s promises. Like what thiskid offered. But it wasn't an
offer, it was apat on the assto distract me from the truth. | wasn’t any ceptain’sson, | wasjust a

protégé.
So | shot Ryan Azarcon in the chest and ran.

Otter, asasymp, didn’t work alone. He sent out droves of his gang to search for me, to help Captain
Azarcon, because his symp contact aboard Macedon must’ ve asked.

| saw atunnel exit, framed by the light of the station deck. | was on my way toward it when they shot me
in the back.

Paralyzed. Even my thoughtsfroze as| fell.

| woke up in Macedon’sbrig. A jet sat at asecurity station outside my cage, reading something on his
console. It wasn't that much different from my ship’ s brig except it was bigger, grayer. Colder. They'd
dumped me on the bunk at least, and when | sniffed and pulled mysdlf to Sit up, the jet looked over, then



tapped something in front of him.

| could barely move from that paralysis pulse, and a bite of nausea gnawed at my gut. | swalowed afew
times, but it didn’t go away. It got worse when the hatch opened and Captain Azarcon stepped in.

Worse when the jet got up and left.
| sat at the edge of the bunk, clutching the mattress as he strode to the gate and looked in a me.
Hedidn't say aword.

| stared at him. This man who aways seemed too dark around the edges, even when dammed with
meedee lights. His features—dark eyes canted dightly at the corners, fine eyebrows, along nose and
gracefully lined jaw, and skin so pale he could’ ve been wearing geisha powder. Except he was't, it was
the smooth pallor of a shipborn soul. It was aface that knew itsdlf, but not for vanity. f @> For control.
Hishair reflected the overhead lightsin white shards. A piecefell over hisforehead likeawing, and |
could see, if hewere younger, what the appeal would' ve been for Falcone. The face was already
younger than it should’ ve been, like Falcone' s had been. Deegp space wasin hisveins, and his blood
might have run just as cold.

“Captain Azarcon,” | said.

Heturned his back and went to the security station, pressed something there. My gate beeped. | hauled
myself to my feet, but he was fast, pushed aside the bars and came at me. He wastall, deceptively strong
beneeath the dender frame, and he had me up againgt the wall before | could take abreath, hisarm
shoved up under my chin and hisfree hand pinning my wrist.

“Theonly reason you'redive,” hesad, “is because my sonistoo. But I'm il deciding how long to
keep you dive”

Helet me go with ashove to the deck. | braced there on my hands and knees before | pulled myself
back on my heelsand looked up at him.

“Y our choice. But you—"

Hehit me. | didn’t seeit coming and barely fdt it for the shock. | leaned on one hand, haf-dumped,
touching my jaw inreflex. Asl saw hisfingersclench and unclench | felt it.

“Don’'t even try to manipulate me,” he said. “Nor do | have the patience to listen to taunts. | know you're
aware that we have acommon past—for whatever it' s worth. So you know you won't get anywhere
withme”

If I hadn’t before, | knew it now.
He walked to the gate and out, damming it behind him. “I suggest you cooperate with my crew.”

Macedon’sbrig had areputation, just like its jets. Thiswas the ship that had captured and killed Shiva,
among other pirates, aswell asitsfair share of drits. | looked down at the floor, and it had the scuffed
sheen of a surface scrubbed for more than casua cleanliness. There’ d been blood here.

They didn’'t feed me. The water from the sink tasted metdllic, but it was clean. And it could be hot if you
waved it onfirgt, though it was timed and shut off every thirty seconds. | used it to warm my hands,
splash my face to wake mysdlf up, then | sat on the bunk and waited. Nothing else to do.



The ship was moving from the sound of itsdrives. And | had no hope that Kublai Khan would ever get
me. If they even knew where | was now.

| thought of Dexter. Rikawould take care of him. But | pictured him pining for me and dying of
loneliness, like Falcone had said lovebirds did if they didn’t bond to another soul—be it bird, human,
animd. On the outsideit didn’'t make sense. But ontheingide | fdt it. Emotions or lack of them could kill
you well enough.

Azarcon sent jets. Two of them camein, in their blacks, atall blond with the name patch Dorr, and a
shorter dark-haired one—who didn’'t wear ajet uniform on closer ingpection, just black clothes. He held
my comp in his hand. Must have been retrieved from the tunnels. Otter.

Theblond said, “Fx Otter.
And | hated them all, right then, with such purpose and direction that it drew meto my feet to face them.
“I think he/ spissed,” the blond taunted. “He didn't die wdll, your big pimp.”

| rushed the bars. | screamed at them and | didn’t know what | was saying, but they kept saying his
name, Falcone, and he was dead. Marcus was dead, had died along time ago, and my resentment for
Falcone had laid itsalf where there’ d once been some kind of safety and achild’ s sense of love.
Protection. There d once been that, and kindness, shadowed in my memory and brought low from lack
of ar. From lack of light. Y ou couldn’t grow without some form of kind attention.

Hewasdead, and it felt crud, asif he hadn’'t deserved it. And it didn’t change athing, redlly, what came
out of mein rage and tears and violence. Banging the bars, trying to shake them or reach through them,
and the jet stepped back, the other one was well out of the way, and they looked at melike | was mad,
like | was some wild creature that needed to be put down.

Until I staggered to the corner and sank into it, pulling a my arms, my hair, one after another, with
nothing in my head but Falcone. And Estienne. | couldn’t think of one without thinking of the other.

Ryan Azarcon cameto see me. They’d fixed hissight, or | assumed so since he watched me, even
though he blinked alittle more than average, and the soft skin around his eyes looked sore and bruised. |
didn’t know how hisfather alowed it, probably didn’t, but the kid came anyway for some unfathomable
reason—testing himself2—and stood on the other side of the gate and tried to convince me to cooperate
with the jets. With what his father wanted—everything | knew. Then he asked me about my family.

He asked me about my family. Asif heknew.
But | didn't say anything. Therewas nothing to tell.

He kept coming back, like that blond jet Dorr and his silent partner who knew athing or two about
comps, because they got past my password gates to even the most embedded files and asked me about
what wasin there. The woman I’ d been spying on, my contacts on Austro, my little network on
Boysdeck.

Maybeif | cooperated, and it got out, | would just diein prison. If | went kicking and screaming, at least
| had some honor |eft among the pirates. Threadbare though it was. And Azarcon and hisjetsdidn’t
deserve athing from me.

Especidly when Dorr cameinto my cell and kicked me off the bunk while the other one watched without
aword.



“You nearly killed our captain’skid,” Dorr said, staring down a me. “Y ou pae-arsed pirate whore.”
And what could | do?| couldn’t deny it.

| didn’t speak, and they bruised me. They kept the lights on, they strung me up, they let me deep but not
enough, they fed me just enough to keep me dive and once in awhile they dragged me out to the
showers and doused me. Then they put me back, and it all began again. It dl frayed my nerves. It made
whatever was aive insde of me blow out like arow of overburdened ligh dspeciots. One by one. Shift
by shift.

And Ryan Azarcon visited. Twice, threetimes, and by the fifth | wondered enough to ask, broke my
slence and just shouted at him, “Why’ re you here?’

Hedidn't say anything for aminute. Kitten eyesin asdf-aware face. But not pirate-trained.
Meedee-trained. Maybe alittle inherent Azarcon guile. Theintengity of his stare was much like his
father's, despite the blue eyes.

Hesaid, “1 don't think anyone' s ever believed in you, &t least not for the right reasons.”

| wastired. Maybe his deceptive benign questions were just another angle to thistorture, to bring me out
of mysdlf and make me hisfather’ swhore. One captain to the next.

So | kicked at the bars. “ Get out of my face! Y ou sick littlewank! I’ m not your pet project!”
He backed up, but didn’t flee.

So | banged the barswith my fists and screamed at him. “I should’ ve shot you in the head!”
That made him go. And he didn’t come back.

Hisfather returned. | had no idea how much time had passed, but they got no information from me. And
it warranted avist from the captain himsdlf.

Helooked in a me again, much like thefirst time. Much like his son. He said, “Y ou' re going to Earth for
trid.”

| shrugged. “They tried that with Falcone, didn’t they.”
“Yes, but thistimeit'll stick.”

So sure? Kill me yoursdlf. | wanted to ask him, just to seeif hewould if he were taunted enough. | kept
my eyesto the deck, not out of deference, | was just too weak to lift my head.

“Why don't you kill me,” 1 managed to ask. Why hadn’t you killed Falcone when you had the chance.
“lan’t that the way it'sdone?’

“Only if you'reapirate,” hesaid. “It' s easy to be amurderer. All you do islose control.”
“It takes plenty of control to put agun to your head and pull the trigger.”
Hesaid, “You don't think everything he ever told you was alie? Even now?’

Now | looked up and stared through the bars. Bo-Sheng with my gun to his head. His child' sfacein
quarters, begging meto leave with him. Falcone had lied from the beginning to get us off the Camp. But
peoplelied al thetime, didn’t they, just to get off in oneway or another.



| got up from the bunk and shuffled to the gate. Azarcon didn't step back even though | could ve
reached through, at least my hands, and grabbed the front of his shirt. He stood that close. Like adare.

“Hislies? Compared to what?’

He sad, “ Compared to the truth. Hiswords are lies. They may be wrapped up in some sort of twisted
logic, but"Oe q at the heart it sonly alie.”

| peered into his eyes, but there was just awall. He was no cocktail, no client. Nothing but awall. “Then
everything isalie, and thereis no truth. Because even you—"

“Bven| what?”’

| felt my lip curl. *Y ou stand there in judgment when dl the Hub knows you did exactly as| did. Exactly.
Except | did it better. And maybe it’ sjust amatter of perspective. It' s easy for you to brush off the dirt
when you' re on the other Sde of thisgate.”

“And how do you think | got here? By swallowing those lies? That man can control you if you let him,
even in hisabsence. Isthat what you want?’

| couldn’t answer beyond, “I don’'t wannabein this brig, but I'm here anyway.” Some things you just
couldn’t contral. Like who you were born into, who you fdl in love with, and when your loved ones
would die,

Maybe he thought it too, in someway. He said, “ All of your actionsimpact something. It' sup to you in
what way.”

And heléft. Given up on me or just disgusted. His voice lacked emotion, he wouldn’t alow himsdlf to
fed anything around me, he just wore al hiswords with acold ashitter asthis brig.

He put me off on Archangel, his sister ship, because gpparently Macedon was on therun after illegaly
locking down Austro Station when I’ d kidnapped his son. EarthHub—or President Damiani—wanted
him out of the stars. The jetstalked as they escorted me to my new home. | pieced it together, even as|

ft mysdif falling apart.

Archangel would take meto Earth, personaly, adeep spacer going insystem. Far insystem, it went, to
the narrow core. Narrow as alack of choice or the gaze of an enemy.



MY DREAM

4.20.2198 EHSD—BIrd

Thismight bewhat it feelsliketo wait for death, Piotr and | in our pod, somekind of preparatory coffin
ready to be shot to the sun. Space makes ambient noise if you know how to listen, with instrumentation,
but otherwiseit’'samuffled darkness so vast you are stifled initsarms. | can't see my dead ship
anymore, which isamercy. We ve drifted out of reach and out of sight, and this part of spacelookslike
any other, maybe, like the embodiment of what took me to Earth |ess than ayear ago.

When Macedon left me behind. | wonder if it will do the same here, or smply sneak up and shoot us
without question.

But the comm from Azarcon comes soon enough, we' ve barely dug into the pod' s stores. He sendsa
Charger to pick us up, and the carrier turns out to be only aleap away from our position near Ghenseti.
Piotr and | St in the crew benches behind the cockpit with two jets guarding us, silent, with slence from
theflight crew. Dexter rustlesin the equipment case they’ d given mefor him, thelid up, but he has sense
enough not to fly here. Then the jets must’ ve heard something on their pickups from the pilot because
they suddenly look at each other, straightening abitP E where they sit. Rifleshaven't lowered toward
us, but now their attention becomes doubly fixed.

“What isit?’ | haveto ask.
They hestate, but the senior of the jets Sares at me. A woman.

“Your kind just blew our Sster ship.” Morerage at this point than immediate grief. Rageis so much
easer to handle. And for asecond | dread that they will kill usright here and orders be damned.

But then | think of that carrier and sink back againgt the bulkhead. Piotr says nothing, doesn’t move, he
trusted me enough to follow me, and | might be killing him too. There' s no getting around death once it
marks you as achild. Y ou succumb, or you serveit. | can’'t look thosejetsin the eyes.

“WEe re meeting up with Macedon at the Site,” the second jet says. “ And you better pray the captain’s
fedin’ magnanimousthis shift.”

Somehow | doubt it.
Because | wouldn't be.

| look out the small square view window in the Charger as we tilt—after amanner of gpesking—on
approach to one of Macedon’s hangar bays. The angle happensto sweep on haf of Archangel inthe
near distance, hunter-killers and bombers and Charger APCs al buzzing around the bodies of the two
shipslike carrion flies. Guarding and gathering.

Six thousand and more people. The carrier’ s honeycombed by explosion damage, hollowed out in
places, and the debris floats around like magnified dust specks made of transsted and—bodies. Whole
bodies, probably, sucked out from hull breaches, spinning in an inertial danse macabre.

| look away, and thankfully the Charger tilts again, and the clang of the grapplestaking hold jarsusfor a
bit. As soon asthe lights brighten in the compartment the jets stand. The back ramp hisses and growls as
it lowers, and the guns are on us, motioning us ahead.

| can dready hear the noisein the bay, even before we emerge into brighter light. We disembark under
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guard, two more jets there—and | go still because oneis Dorr. He stares at Dexter in the case. “What in
bloody hell isthet?’

It seems aridiculous answer, even though it’ sthe obvioustruth. “My bird.”

Hetransfersthat stare to me for a second, then motions one of the jets from the Charger to take the
case.

“Please.” I’'m desperate now, a sudden stab of panic, and | don’t care that they see. “Please don’t—"
“Shut up,” he snaps, then tells the other jet, “ Takeit to that other one.”
“What other one?’ Finch?“Dorr—"

He doesn’'t answer, just grabs my arm and givesit aviolent yank to shut me up. It works. Dexter
screeches as Piotr and | are pulled away by Dorr and his female counterpart. They take over from the
two on the Charger and escort us through Macedon’s corridors. Sate gray, narrow, not asorganic in
design asthe Khan. The ship is nothing but grim activityseemsar<, and | hear Piotr’ s breaths
becoming more audible aswe go. Mine are the same, ragged in my ears at the sight. The sounds. The
injured and the dying, medical personnel and their mobile equipment trailing after them like sheep, and the
thrum of the drives, astruggling heart—they dl surround us, unavoidable to the senses.

Dorr has his hand tight around my arm, but there’ s no point. Where would | run?

We pass aparticular jet, and Dorr stops suddenly and shoves me to the bulkhead. “ Stay put.” Piotr leans
beside me, and the female jet covers uswith her rifle. | have nowhere to look but at Dorr as he leans
down and snagsthe arm of an injured jet who' s just Sitting on the deck among two dozen others, lining it
like pieces of black garbage blown againgt awall.

“Rick,” Dorr says, and thejet looks up. It's shocking when they embrace. The hard grip of grief or
comfort.

But these ships know each other. And so does the crew. They're blood, in their way.

I’ m standing there with long arms and amedic in red-smudged gray goes by. She says, “Erret, we need
your help. The bays are overloaded, and we gotta move the bodies.”

“| gottatake these pirate asses—"
Sheeyesus. “They look hedthy. We can use them.”
“Fucking pirates!” Dorr says, hishand gripping the other jet’s shoulder.

“He'sone” shesays. “And so'shisfriend. And we need all hands. If they caused it, then the least they
can do is see what they’ ve done.”

“I didn’t causeit,” | tell her, but nobody’ slistening, and maybeit’salie anyway. In someway. Asthe
blood makestrails along the deck asfar as| can see down the corridor. Lines of red, smudged in places.
Tearson amottled face,

“Areyou dl right?’ Dorr saystotheinjured jet.

“My leg and my arm, but | can stand, and the bleeding’ s mostly stopped. | can guard them at least if you
need them.”



The medic says, “Do it and come on.” She heads off, pushing through the press of somnambulant crew.

So Dorr hands his sdearm to the injured jet—Rick?—and he hauls himself to hisfeet, determined and
iron-eyed. Dorr waves hisrifleat me.

“Good then,” he says. “We Il work.”

I’ snot work, it’ storture. There are people with burns, cuts, and lacerations, and blown body parts. Lost
armsor legs or eyes. There are people so covered in blood that you can't tell gender through the
sameness of the uniforms. Slight bodies made smaller by shock and despair.

These people used to have a home, and now they don't.
Now | don’t.

Dorr puts methrough it, me and Piotr, with hisfriend at our backs, gun pointed. We help one body or
the other onto Stretchers, into corners, tagging them for triage, or de ~ Me alivering basics like water
and sedlant. Piotr’ s eyes are hollow and shadowed, maybe mirrorsto my own. We look at each other
occasiondly, but there' s nothing to say. I'm glad he' swith me, even though | want to know where Finch
is, have they put him to work too among this, or is he till locked in quarters somewhere? | don’t seehim
inthisbay, but there are afew bays, and they aredl probably filled. Now isn’t the time to ask about
Finch, there are too many bodies and not enough handsto hold or help them all.

There sablond in the corner wearing jet black, but for a second when he raiseshiseyes| think of
Edtiennein his geishablack, and maybe he sat in his quarterslike thiswhile Genghis Khan disintegrated,
waiting for meto hdp him.

After awhilethe jet redly doesn't need to guard me. Everywhere| go there are dead bodiesin one state
of decay or another, all dead or getting there, or just dead in their gazes. | imagine the deckslook the
samefor dl of us. Flooded.

And | stop smelling the blood eventually, or seeing the injuries, or hearing the sobs and the moans. None
of thiscan befixed and thisisn't my ship or my deck.

It'sjust Mishka and Jaschaand Mamal see. On my Moon. Mama. And any minute now she' sgoing to
let go of my hand.

Dorr’sfriend isnamed O’ Neil. Rick O’ Neil. He gets called over by the corporal and | stare at his eyes,
and they are bluelike hisfather's. | catch the stark smilarity inthelines of hisfrown. Why didn’t | notice
before? Because hisfather’ s was another death | witnessed, and | don’t want to see any more.

It' s strange the connections we encounter. Asif the universeistrying to tell you something but you' retoo
blind to see it without touch.

He s never going to forget this shift, thisjet. Rick O’ Neil. HE sgoing to live with it for along time.
Because now | haveto tell him. Who dseisgoing to tell him? There' s nobody €l se here that knows, and
maybe it’ s better to hit him with it when there saready so much numbness seeping into his system.

| leave Piotr at abody bag and approach O’ Neil and Dorr. O’ Neil’ s stripes and badges say he'sa
sergeant. “ Sir,” | tdll him, it comes naturaly this respect. Or maybeit’ sjust amutua acknowledgment. If
he was on apirate, he' d haveto cal me*“gr.”

Dorr says, “What the hell do you want?’



Evenwhen | was acrossthe bay | felt hiseyeson me.
“I need to—to talk to Sergeant O’ Nell.”

O'Neil looks at me, surprised, hobbling on hisinjury with afaint grimace on hisface, but the kind that
comeswith familiarity. Hisphysical pain isnothing compared to the other kind.

“Hisfather,” | gart, and | have no ideahow to finish it.

“My father what?" He stares at me, and it’s so much the same as the dead agent that | can’'t hold it,
suddenly. | didn’t know the other O’ Neil for long, and we were barely helping each other at the end, but
thisishisson, thisis something | never thought I’ d face in thisway, with conversation. From someone
else. Thegrief of achildeahow to f{ at theloss of aparent. “My father what?’ he says again, sharper,
and Dorr’ s hand snaps out and cuffsthe side of my head.

| stlagger abit, but catch mysdlf. Tangle one hand in my hair and look up. “Y our father’ sdead,” | tell him,
O'Nel. “I'msorry.” The gpology might' ve been something you aways say when you precede it with
what | did, but | don’t know that I’ ve ever meant it as much as| do now.

Heglaresin shock. Dorr glaresinrage. “Please.” Listen. A strange word for this, but | say it anyway.
“Please, on my ship, he—"

“You killed him?" Dorr takes a step forward, but the sergeant has more sense or maybe he sees
something in my eyes, because he grabsthe corpora’s arm, holds him back. | can’t break my gaze from
hisface, it’slike watching my own confusion and tears, thethings | fed at adistance.

“How the hdll do you know my father?’ he says. “And how could he be dead?’
He hasno ideawhat hisfather was.

This has become too much to say, asif it weren't enough aready. Thisisaplummet of wordstoo
weighted by revelation; but I’ ve started now, and they both wait, a hair trigger away from shooting me
for beginning inthefirst place.

“Your father,” | tel him, disembodied voice, shaking hands, “your father was aBlack Opsagent, and in
the end we were working together against—againgt Cdigtiera. . .” Does he even know that name? But |
see recognition in both their eyes. “—and his partner, aman named Andreas Lukacswho . . . he'son
Cd’sshipright now | think, if hegot out . . .” If Rikamanaged to get him out with the others, and maybe
shedid, | hope she did, that she got out and she' sthere and maybe at some point we can meet and she
won't want tokill me. “. . . and we weren't sure if they were working together or . . .” Thisramble about
nothing.

O’ Nelil sngps me back, hisvoicethick. “You' re atwisted, lying son of abitch. My father’ s a security
chief for my mother’scompany!” Yeling it into my face.

| step back and suddenly there are two more jets there, drawn to the distress of their comrade. | spy
Piotr in the corner, ill and standing, under gun.

“I’'mnot lying.” | look a O’ Neil, hoping he'll seethat it’ snot out of pleasure that | open my mouth to
speak. “I swear I'm—"

Dorr movesto melike acat, rifle up, but avoice flares out in sudden command from a short distance
avay.



“Corpora!”

And there' s no mistaking that tone or the owner of it.

| turn, no more relieved than amoment ago when | thought | was going to be shot.
Captain Azarcon approaches.

I’'m aware that I’'m covered in blood as he gets closer, threading hisway through the bodies both
hedthy—his crew—and not. I’ m surprised he even seesthat it's me. Maybe he commed Dorr firs.
Dorr, who stepped back immediately at his captain’s command, and now both he and O’ Nell just stare
a me, pae death.

There' sacrack in the captain’ s fagade when he looks at me, surrounded by this. And maybe there’ sone
inminetoo. He doesn't say anything but, “ Come with me now.”

Andsol go.

His office has ablack desk, a sheer smoothness that reflects the lights overhead. His comp is up, and
there are holocubes at the corners of the desk surface. | catch glimpses of his son’sface in some of them,
and in others his dead wife.

He motions meto sit even though | might stain. But | take the offer and he takes his seat and thereis
nothing between us but that desk and my words. | tell him everything | told O’ Nell, just letting the last
twenty-four hours pour out asif I’'m serving him some ddlicate drink. If | spill any of it over the confines
of theglass, it will drown usboth. “Ca’sill freg,” | finish, “but | know his coordinates. If he'sill there.

“WEe rein no shape to go after him at the moment.” Still loading bodies. Refugees.

“Theship...” Archangel. “Nothing’s. . . | mean, thecaptain. .. 7" | get images of the woman on her
bridge watching sections of her ship exploding on some interna scan, where | might’ ve stood if I’ d stood
to theladt, that old notion of going down with your ship and your crew. Perhaps she had. When | glance
into Azarcon’sface | can seethat she had.

“She'slogt,” he says, meaning both the captain and the ship, maybe, and he doesn’t have to define it
further. They are one and the same.

It'sone thing to be shot a and lose. It' s another to do it to yoursdlf, in suicide.
“Survivorsfrom the Khan?” he asks, reading my thoughts. Or more likely just my face.

| shake my head. Then haveto shrug. “On Cal’s.” Thisfase nonchalance that neither of us bdlieves.
“Would you have?” All my words come gtilted, severed. Thelimbs of my syllablesflail distant from their
bodies. But he understands.

When you left, you didn’t lose aship. When you left you just killed yoursdlf in someway? And there he
dgtswith hisown ship, inexile. But it shisand heisdive. As| st herefeding likeless.

“If I could have,” he says, “1 would have killed the Khan before | went.”

| wonder if he'd had an Elder Brother. But it' s not something hewill tell me or that | have aright to ask,
and it sawonder maybe that he confessed that much. Maybe because it’ s obvious. Of course you' d kill
the thing you no longer want to be.



| look into hisface, and suddenly dl of that is secondary to the question pressing at the back of my eyes.

“Finch?’ | ask him. And it must bethat I'm tired or everything else, but the name pours through melike
water when | hear it doud, and | don’t know what I’'m doing, but | cover my face, elbows on knees. My
head bowed. Dry bresths, don't break down in front of this man, some part of my mind keeps saying.
Except | don't care. | don’t care anymore what he sees or what he wants or even what he might exploit
inme

My hands start to shake, and they won't stop.

The sllence pergsts from his side of the desk.

“Y ou want to see Finch,” he says at length, not really aquestion.
| nod.

S0 he stands, and whatever e se he wantsto say to me will wait. Heisn't feding vengeful, gpparently,
despite Archangel . What | seein hiseyeswhen | finaly look up ismercy.

Waking through Macedon’ s corridors escorted by her captain, we get alot of looks, but nobody saysa
thing or approaches. Theway this crew regards Azarcon could be smilar to the way it waswhen

Fa cone walked his ship, except here there is more open respect that isn't grounded in fear or
intimidation. And he walks me himself, the captain, with no other escort. He' sarmed and I’'m weary and
even when we get to crew quarters where there are less crew, dl of them on maindeck helping survivors,
he doesn't balk. He shows no sign of hesitation.

Instead he opens the locked hatch with his command override, and after | step through he shutsit behind
me.

Finch seesthe blood al over me, but | don’t try to explain. As soon as he stands from the bunk | just
lock myself in hisarms and he can fed that I'm not injured, that the bleeding’ s not from me. He can fedl
that I’'m whole like he swhole, and solid, and just there.

It' salong time like that, in the kind of silence you get on a deep-space carrier. It isn't absolute, it echoes
your insdes.

“Areyou dl right?” Quiet question, an encompassing one.

| can’t speak. Because the answer isn't ample, at least not on my side. But his hand dipsinto the back of
my hair, entangles there, holding my head to his shoulder.

Andtha’sdl | need. It'sdl that | want, and he givesit.

Dexter’sin the quarters with us, adlegp and till in hisbox. So jets have a sense of mercy too. Finchand |
gt onthebunk, and | tel him, “They got Archangel.” In case he hadn’t heard.

Theworry in his eyes darkens, but he doesn’t say anything. There' re no words for atrocity. All language
isjust abstract.

“I was helping.” The blood on my shirt, it’sdry and stiffened now, encrusted in the folds of the fabric like
they linethe skin of my palms. Lines of blood that | Sare at, flaking at idly with my fingernails. “We
should help.” | look up because maybe he can’'t. Maybeit’ stoo brutal, and | don’t even think | can
handleit, another hour or two or five of shuffling those bodies, dead or dive, from one kind of careto
another. | don’t know if Azarcon would let me again, but | can't St in here now.



| can't just Sit.

And maybe Finch is scared, he fedls scared in the coldness of his hand when it closes over mine. Or
maybeit’sjust because he hasn't been touched so much in away that makes him warm.

“All right,]-» " he says. “We can help.”

| knock on the hatch in the off chance there’ saguard out there, and it’s not aguard, not ajet anyway.
Captain Azarcon. He waited, knowing maybe I’ d want to talk or confess or ask for something thet |
have no right to ask for. | tell him we' d like to go back to the hangar bay, and he sees Finch behind me,
looks along moment before staring back into my face. He doesn't say anything but, “ Good.”

When he takes me and Finch there he calls O’ Neil over and the two of them leave the bay. | turn and
first see Piotr, on hisway over from atriage tent, then Dorr, following with his gaze where O’ Nell and the
captain went. Hiseyes arered at the corners, hisface tight from the effort of holding in hisemotions. He
turnsto me, pale restraint.

“What do you think you'redoin’ back here, pirate?’

| don't riseto hisanger. Instead | walk over to arelief station and gather afew envel opes of water to
distribute to the crew. Finch follows behind me and piles someinto hisarms, staring concertedly at the
deck instead of at the bodies. They seem to have multiplied since | |eft. More refugees.

“What'reyou doin’?’ Dorr says again, behind me now.
“What | needto,” | tell him.
And he lets me pass.

| losetime in the work. Then Dorr gpproaches, looking asragged as| fed. He says, “Come with me. All
three of you.”

We weave our way through the encamped survivors, uniforms of black and gray and blue. They're
bruises dl over the skin of this deck; touch them, and they wince.

Dorr leads with two other jets behind us, through the corridors again, these unmarked corridors, plain
and gray and military compared to the bone architecture that Kublai Khan had been. Finch’sarm bumps
againg minein fatigue, his gaze bleary and fixed ahead of him so he doesn't, probably, wak into a
bulkhead.

The jetstake usto afull washroom. Showers and sinks and clean unbadged shirts and fatigues. They are
al deep blue, laid out in front of each dll.

It takes no explanation or encouragement.
The water fedslike forgiveness, but it's cycled and timed, and the cold bites heavy through the steam.

A fresh squad of jets escorts us afterward to one of the conference rooms on the same deck, maindeck,
and insdeis Captain Azarcon and ayouth | vaguely recognize. Maybe I’ d seen him before when | was
on Macedon thefirst time. He sits behind a black razor comp, a pencil-thin interface wand tucked
agang itsedge.

| st with Finch on my right and Piotr on my left, and even cleaned up and wearing Macedon surplusl
fed like acrimina across from the captain. Maybe it’ sthe look on hisface. Mercy doesn’t come without



reprimand sometimes, and | don’t expect absolute grace from him.

Even with the horrors of what we' ve been doing the last few hours, he doesn’t give us more than the
minimum rest. He says,sv heightV “This conversation’ sbeing recorded. Y uri Kirov, please recount the
events |leading up to your release from the Kaaallit Nunaat Military Prison on Earth and everything that
occurred thereafter.”

| drag my mind together, hands clenched between my knees beneath the table. | want to shut my eyes
and put my head down and just not think.

But my words start fractured, and the more | talk, the more they bresk.

He gets statements from all of us, then we' re separated. Finch and Piotr are led away asthey take meto
medical to remove the tracking device from below my skin. It sasimple procedure, just an injet to
disntegrate the nanotag, it doesn’t hurt at dl. Or maybe I’ m till too numb. Afterward the jet, my
permanent fixture now, takes me to the captain’ s office, and by now | can barely keep on my feet. When
| 9t again acrossfrom him at that black desk | just prop my head on my hand, elbow on the arm of the
chair.

“Cdigtieraand Lukacsare dill free,” he says, “and according to you, Lukacs sinterest in the pirates
might not be in the best interests of the Hub. So you' ve got a decision to make, Kirov.”

I"ve been making them.
He says, “What do you want?’

It makes me look up and into hiseyes. No, he' s not playing with me; thereisn’t any trap or hotility inthe
guestion. It sounds like a question Falcone would ask except the tone is different and so isthe way he
looksat me.

| shake my head.
“Yuri,” he says. “What do you want most.”

“If I can get out of this” | start, unsure where my words are going, where any of thisisgoing, but it
doesn’'t matter. | hadn’t known that when | followed Falcone into space, and this man is not Falcone. He
wasthefirgt, but he must’ ve sat where | am Sitting at some point early on, with the admird who later
adopted him. And | don’t expect any grand commitments from this captain or hisship, hejust asksa
smple question, and my answer comes with the smplicity of bone-deep capitulation. If he doesn’t listen,
then there€ snowhere elsefor meto go. | just hold the words close even though | tell him. | hold them
close because they’ re honest.

“I'want...Finch. And...” | remember. “ Some point | want my family. | know wherethey are, | just
haven't...”

Thisstumbling thing, my mind and my words and my intentions.
But he seemsto understand. “Y ou know | can't let you leave.”
| don’'t haveto nod.

“And my shipisn't entirely lega. But—it doesn’t stop me from doing what | can. Y our staying here, with
Finch and Fiotr, will be rough. My crew have no lovefor pirates.”



“Hnchisn't”

“He' swithyou.” Stated fact, and | do know it, but then Azarcon adds, “ This may not be where you
wanted to end up, but it swhereyou are. | can let you contact your family, monitored, and you will help
me track Caligtieramhey are,nand Lukacs and whatever else | need you to do.”

| stare at him. Thereisresstance to that command. Like there would be with Falcone. Out therein deep
gpace we were equas, but insde of his ship I’m under his benevolence and hiswhim.

But maybeif | were dlowed to just be out there on my own it would be al too easy to find aship again
and gtart to take what | want, within reason, and then maybe it would build and eventudly return to some
familiar state, my life. | can seethe pattern asif it’s stitched to the stars. So for al the painthisis, being
brought low before this man, there’ saso akindnessin humility. Self-kindness that tempers arrogance
and greed.

“How did you,” | ask, and some part of me still expects him to take meto the brig and forget about me.
But he/' scam behind his desk, he's compassionatein hisway and | wish | knew how he survived it. Why
did he, why have I, and there was one that killed himself. Too many questionsin thisweird kind of
freedom that isn't freedom on the outsde—I’ m il serving some other captain. But Finch ishere, and
there is no Hanamachi, no clients, no gun to my head to tell me to shoot. They won't even give meagun.

And | see he' sthinking about my question and al of the questions behind that onethat | don't need to
ask. And of coursethe answer isn't Smple, it’snot anything | think he will truly share. If it even can be
shared.

But he does give thismuch, and it' sagift. He handsit to melike one, the kind you shake to hear what's
insde—but not hard enough to break it.

He says, “Listen to your future, not your past.”

The jet from the conference room that | almost recognized escorts me down through the decks, back to
the crew quarters. With Finch, | hope. Thisjet who, looking closer, isn't wearing ajet uniform. It'sjust
black, and his eyes are steady and eva uating aswe walk, no hurry, and if he’'sarmed | don’'t seeit, and |
wonder that they set just one dight kid to guard me. Maybe because I’ m in no condition mentally or
physicaly to fight anyone or anything, or maybe thiskid is deceptive in his stature and his delicate looks.

We are dmost to the quarters, | see the guard outside the hatch, when the kid says, “1 ran away. Why
didn’'t you?’

Histoneishard to the point of judgment, and | look at him. Surprised.
Ran away.
And he speakslike he knows mein someway.

It'snot afar legp. Azarcon’s gathered the other protégé here and something in me smiles. The one who
Facone had “let go” on Chaos Station. | don’t know his name, but | don’t need to. This brother of mine.
He sareswith jewd blue eyes. A color like Azarcon's son, but different in their thoughts. This one can
kill, and maybe he' s one step from shoving me to the bulkhead and doing just that.

“I don't think he trested me the same asyou at the beginning,” | tell him. “Besides, | had nowhereto go.”

“Neither did1,” hesays, “but | dill ran.”



“I ran. JusTZ t eventually.” And because | know he does't want to hear it, | add, “It wasn't al bad, all
of thetime”

We stop in front of the hatch, and thiskid, who isn’t akid despite how he looks, these looks are just
deceiving the same as any geisha paint, he says, “Y ou can acclimate to any environment, but it doesn’t
mean it'sagood one.”

| agk him, “Here?’

Hewatches me slently for aminute. No rush for words and no expectation of them. But—*“No,” he
says. “Hereisgood.”

Finch waitsinsde, with Dexter, dark color and vibrant green. And it fedslike I’ ve walked the entire
length of this ship to get back to these quarters, and talked enough to fill an encyclopediaof my life. Or
maybethisisjust theweary feding | get when | lose the things that weigh on me like some sort of dien
gravity. The heavinessleaves, and if I'm patient enough it can be replaced by something | need,
something that would fill instead of drown and |et me bregthe instead of bleed.
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