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For Andres.
You'rethe reason | get up in the morning.

And sometimes you're the reason | wind up lost
in chicken country.

Which is better than bat country.

This one' sfor you, like everything | do.
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CHAPTER 1
Areyou afraid of falling, baby?

No, I'm afraid of landing.



[He slaughing, and I'm smiling ]

Stupid idiot smile, don’t you know what comes next?

Wake. Wake now.
| don’t want to seethis, not again. It'snot helping me dedl. Thisthing isbroken—
Ohno. No.

| St up, shuddering, shoving the dark mop of hair out of my face, and my fingers come away wet with
sweat. With trembling hands, | yank the patch away from my skull. It hurts. But then, what doesn’t?
What the Unit Psych calls dream therapy, | call torture. Seemstoo cruel to do thisto someone on
purpose, and | know they’ re going to find away to blame me for the tech malfunction. They aways do.
But it'snot my fault they’ re using gear that should’ ve been decommed after the Axis Wars.

That’swhat | want to believe. But it’ s getting harder. There comes a point when you want to accept
culpability smply because you' re the only common denominator. So yesh, maybeit’smy fault. | pushto
my feet, off the degp-mat, restless, haunted, although they proved along time ago that it'sal just
electromagnetic energy, nothing spiritua. Nothing left of the soul, nothing left of him.

My Al asks, “Lightson, Sirantha Jax?’

Such apolite Unit spy. The fragging thing reports everything | do, every time| roll over, probably every
timel takeapiss.

“Yeah,” | tel it, and the soft yellow glow, smulated sunrise on the most hospitable of thetier worlds, fills
my cell.

Oh, they wouldn’t call it acell. These are my quarters, provided gratis, while my Unit assessesthe
damage to my psyche, decides whether I’ m whole enough to run. But I’ m incarcerated, even if I’'m being
watched by an Al instead of ahulking brute. There are prisons without bars and worlds without sunlight.
| didn’t know about either one until | joined the Corp.

| pace ten by ten, and when | reach the door, the Al inquires, “ Shall | summon an escort for you,
Sirantha Jax?’

“No.” Whedling away, | head back to the deep-mat and sit down, legsfurled.

TotheAl, I'm sureit looks as though I'm meditating. In fact, I'm envisoning ways to execute something
that isnot, technicdly, dive. Perhgpsthe introduction of avirusinto itssystem...I’ll haveto think about it
some more.

An escort.

Clearly, | can’'t betrusted. If | were dlowed to roam the station, I'd jump the first freighter | found bound
for the Outskirts. Desert. Frag my contract. And they can't let that happen, not until they determine
whether the accident was, in fact, my fault. And they won't let me go until they know whether my mindis
fried and | can’t run anymore.

Thefirg thing carries a prison sentence. I’ [l be shipped off to Whitefish before | hardly know the
judgment’ s been handed down. It’ll be some smug bastard who' s never been off New Terra, hearing my



caseviauplink. I don't know if they’ ve gotten to that point yet, don’'t know if barristersareinvolved. |
should be consulted for my defenseif they make me stand civ trid, but sincel am Corp, if it comesto
that, they’ Il probably handleit internally, and in which caseI’ll end up spaced.

Yeah, I'vegot the J-gene. And it srare. But if it seemslikeit’s my fault, that god-awful messon Matins
IV, they’ re going to make sure not awhisper of it getsout. Kai...he'sdead dready. So heisn't talking.
Thisleaves me marching out an air lock to keep shit nice and quiet, keep the Corp squeaky clean.

Funny, the shiny advertsthat get usto sign on the dotted line never show what bastards the COs are.

Thinking like that makes me swest. Fed it running down the divotsin my spineto pool inthe small of my
back, clammy beneeth the air refreshers blowing down on me. Maybe it was my fault, but | don’t want
todie evenif | deserveto.

And | could answer the second question right now. Not that anybody’ s asked me. | canjack in. | can
jump.

| just don’t want to anymore.
I’ m scared.

It's been aweek since | heard another human voice. Not counting my Al—I swear programmers code
them to be annoying, pedantic little fucks. Oh sure, I could summon an escort to walk me around the
promenade, but everyone on station knows what that means. I’ m not going to entertain the Corp
bureaucrats for even amillisecond. Instead I’ m pacing and not deeping except when I’'m forced to dream
therapy by the Unit Psych, via sedation and veiled threats. Crying and eating choclaste, asynth-food with
no sugar, no caffeine, and only burns your tongue dightly after you' ve eaten it.

| don’'t need amirror to know I’'m awreck. Coarse black hair standing up in long scruffy ringlets, skin
pallid from lack of sunlight, and let’s not forget the circles benesth my eyes. I'velost four kilossince |l
came on gtation, extracted from the wreckage on Matins1V. They didn’'t need to tell me Kai was dead; |
was there.

And yet they did, with excruciating, patronizing precison. Fragging bastards.

Four different Psychs cameto talk with me, that first day whilel waslying helplessin the med bay. One
of them wanted to know if | could describe the smell of burning human flesh. The Corp isfull of those
types, who in another time would' ve been chopping up their neighbors and burying them benesth the
porch. Now they receive specialized certifications and go to work insde our heads.

For awhile, | pretend to meditate, giving the room-bot nothing to report. And as|’m sitting there,
mimicking serenity | don't fed, my door chime sounds. The Al informsme, “Y ou have avidtor, Sirantha
Jax. Allow entry?’

It seither aPsych or a CO; nobody el se has clearance. Mentally | shrug, and say aoud, “Why not?’

The Al objects: “1 am not programmed to eval uate the prudence of an action, Sirantha Jax. Allow
entry?’

| Sgh. “Yeah. Allow entry.”

At this point, anything is better than waiting. | don’t get up asthe door glides open, then | wish | had.
Becauseit'snobody | expected, nobody | know. He stall, seemstaller because I’ m sitting down, and he
has a rough-hewn, authoritative face, the look you see on men who are accustomed to getting their own



way, dways. Doesn't look asif he'sever cracked asmile, grave aswell, the grave. But he' s not a Psych,
and he appearsto bein civ clothing, so not a CO, ether. Shit, he' s probably a barrister, which means
I”’m soon to be awhitefish, no daylight and no parole.

He looks me over, assessing my thin, foxy face and sharp chin. My noseistoo long, and afresh scar
bisects my left cheek. | know he' sregistering the dark hair, light eyes combo that marks my ditinctive
heterozygous genotype, tied to the J-gene. Mine areicy gray, ringed in slver. Wolf eyes, Ka used to cdll
them. Remembering that fills me with dmost unbearable anguish, and the only reason I'm not sniveling
again, while stuffing another square of choclaste in my mouth is because thisguy isweatching me.

“Haveasedt,” | say, and I’'mglad | sound camer than | fedl.

He s got the choice of dropping down onto my deep-mat with me or gtting in the only chair, over by the
desk. They didn’t go overboard with furnishings and took away anything | could concelvably useto
injure myself. I’'m surprised when he hitches up his meticuloudy tailored trousers and plops down next to
me. |I'd have figured him for achair man, al the way, which just goesto show you can’t judge by
appearances. Or rather, you shouldn’t because you' Il be wrong alot.

Assuming the lotus position, he till doesn't say aword, and just as |’ m thinking thisis getting weird, he
cants his head toward his open pdm. | lean over so | can read something that’ sinked onto his hand:

Say nothing for 60 seconds.

| raise my head, about to say, Are you shitting me? when hisdark eyes catch mine, irresstible intensity.
Hislook boresinto me, and damned if | can say aword for that entire minute. It’ slike he' swilling meto
slence, afedt that others have attempted numeroustimes, and failed.

“If everything has gonewell,” he saysat last, “then our people have sent your Al into its maintenance
cyde Still, our timeislimited.”

“And if everything hasn't gonewel?’ That isn't what | want to ask. | want to know who the hell heis.
Despite mysdlf, | glance over the termind, flashing blue, the color code of routine maintenance.

“Then someone would aready be hereto arrest us.” He flashes me adecidedly saturnine smile. Yesh,
that word suitshim.

Huh, wonder why I’ m not reassured.

CHAPTER 2

I’ m just staring at him, mouth half-open. As soon as| redizeit, | find something to say, anything.
“Who the hell areyou?’

“March,” hetdlsme.

“That aname or an order?’ The smart-ass answer comes naturally, even as|’ mtrying to figure out his
angle. What mattersiswhy he' shere, and I'm not surewhy | haven’t queried him.

Maybeit's because | know it can mean nothing good, thisillicit entry to my cell, and thisisaway of
postponing my al-but-inevitable hop from the frying pan to the fire. Such aquaint descriptive when
we' ve been cooking with molecular agitation for so long, but in my circumstance it’ sjust too apropos.

Besides, he'll tell me anyway. Histype always does. He has an agenda, and it doesn’t matter adamn
whether I’'m on board with it. Doubt anyone' s ever told him no and made it stick.



“Takeyour pick,” he says, shrugging. “We need to get you out. Y ou have three minutesto decide, Ms.
Jax, and the clock isticking. How tight is procedure here?’

When the Al comes out of its maintenance subroutine to find (&) an unapproved vistor or (b) Srantha
Jax missing, Klaxons are going to make this place sound like abunker in wartime. But | shrug. Honestly,
| have no idea. Perlas Station isn't anywhere |’ ve set foot before, and it wasn't a conscious choice this
time. Thiswas smply the closest port from Matins 1V, where the salvage crew found me, quite
inconveniently, dive. I’ ve often wondered why they didn’t just finish the job and | et the accident go
unexplained, atragedy that the Corp could sweep beneath the metaphorical rug. Dead men tell no tales,
and dead women tie up loose ends.

“What makes you think I’'m going to leave with you?’ Even as| say it, I’ m thinking about it, and I'm
aware of the seconds winding down. | haveto decide fast. If | don’t leave, Newel, the Psych who asked
me to describe burning human flesh, yes, that one...he' scoming again today. He' Il be overseeing my
“treatment,” now and forever.

Deep down | know it’'smove or die. Haven't | been imagining desertion the whole time I’ ve been locked
up in here? Trying to figure out away to escape? And now it's been handed to me, I'm like a caged bird,
afraid to venture beyond the bars, terrified of what liesbeyond. That'snew. | didn’t used to fed like that,
used to be thefirgt to diveinto freefal.

Maybe thisisatrap. Maybe they want meto do this, and I'll be killed during my escape atempt. But at
least thisway, | have achance. Hereinthiscell, I'm atrapped rat, and given the choice, I'll aways opt
to go down fighting.

“Because you haveto. They're not investigating anything, Ms. Jax. Thisisolation and the so-called dream
therapy they’re forcing you to undergo, it's not standard. They’ retrying to break you. They don’t want
to know what happened; they just want to make sure you' re in no condition to talk about it. Ever. And
when you crack beneath the stress, they’ [l write you off and bury you benesth piles of policy. Ninety
seconds, Ms. Jax.”

With aninward jolt, | redlize he' sright. Nothing they’ ve done to meis conducive to healing. That’ s not
thegod at adl. Most likely, | was supposed to fall gpart by now. What jumper could live without her pilot
and not go mad? Especially when forced to relive the event, over and over and—

When | cracked, | wasn't going to be sent to Whitefish. Instead, I’ d wind up in the Corp asylum where
they hide the broken ones. All of us snap, sooner or later—you can’t spend so much time jacked into
grimspace without losing part of yoursalf. Jumpers know the risks and yet the drive toward exploration,
the need to be the first to see anew rim world, makefirst planetfall with our pilots, these thingsfire us
aong an ultimately self-destructive course. We re alittle crazy, the J-gene carriers, or we wouldn’t be
ableto handle grimspace in thefirst place.

With that, | make my decison and push to my feet. “Let’sgo.”

There' snothing here |l want. All my persond effects burned up on Matins IV, and so I'm ready to follow
this guy into the unknown, trusting wherever he' staking meis better than where | am. That’sahdll of a
hope to pin on astranger.

| haf expect him to want to talk some more or outline aplan, but he'son hisfeet aswell, expedience
ruling the day. That's awel come change from the bureaucratic bullshit I ve dealt with for the last ten
days. | doubt the COs wipe their asses without formsin triplicate.

“Need you out of the uniform,” hetellsme, so brisk that | don’t think even for amoment he' sangling to



get alook at the body beneeth. “ They’ |l probably guessyou' re making for the docking bays, but it'll help
if they can’t get avis-ID at aglance.”

Heintendsmeto strip, but | know it’ snot prurient interest. Even before, | wasn't anything special to look
at: lean, strong, and energetic, agood partner in bed, but not because | was beautiful. | think that might
be tied to the J-gene as well, the hunger for sensation. People don’t understand my loss; the Psychs poke
at it with morbid curiogty. Intellectudly they know it’ s bad for ajumper when her pilot dies, but they
don't understand the relationship.

Imagine for amoment—Iover and brother and guardian and partner and—

There are no words. Even if ajumper never deepswith her pilot, there are still bondsthat can’t be
articulated to the layman. He' s the one who watches while you' relost in grimspace, the hands on the ship
controlsthat interpret your sgnas asyou cue the jumps. Every timeyou jack in, he' sthe reason you
come out safe again. Perfect trugt, perfect symbioss; there comes atime when words aren’t necessary
anymore.

Wéll, | can’'t waste any more time on hesitation. March hands me aplain brown coverdl, and | change
quickly under hiswatchful eyes. My whole body’ s webbed with faint purple burn scars, souvenirs of the
crash, o if hehasany sense, he'll look away. But he does't. He just Stares, eyeson mine. | don't trust
him, and he doesn’t seem to like me, so we make a perfect match. Dressed, | ook like asan service
worker.

He finishes the makeshift disguise with a bottle of Spray-bond, aerosol colorant used by part-timer
punkers who want to be able to wash out their weekend revel s and return to the office looking
respectable. In my case, dark hair goes grungy gray, and suddenly I’ ve aged twenty-five years. It s not
hard to ater how | move because | fed physicdly stiff from my incarceration. At anod from him, | stuff
the Corp gear down the recycler, and then he manually keys the door open.

“Unauthorized exit from crew quarters” my Al sings out maybe thirty seconds later asaarmsbegin to
sound. | fed faint satisfaction at having thwarted it, even as we move off. “ Unauthorized accessto
atificid intdligence Q-15. Recommend initiation of lockdown. Unauthorized personnel detected in
detention leve C.”

Inthe distance | hear booted feet coming to investigate. Shit. We hasten down into the corridor, and |
can't tell what time of day it isbecausethe artificid lights never dter. Station lifewould drive me crazy. |
need anatura cycle, whichiswhy | often linger planetside after Kai and I—flinch away from that
thought, as | follow March at adead run. God, | hope that’s not a prophetic thought.

The Psychsdon't realize the reason I’ m not completely nuts, Snce |’ ve been running alot longer than
mogt, isthat my early life granted me the ability to compartmentdize. Just shut stuff off, lock it away. Ina
room inside my head part of me may, in fact, already be gibbering mad, but | don't let that one out to
howl. Just like part of me mournsKai, curled up in acorner, sobbing like a.child. And the rest of me
functions

Just like now. Can’'t help wondering what I’ ve gotten mysdlf into, but then I’ ve never been one to wait
around. And just what in the hell does he want with me—if thisisn't aCorp trap? | have abad feding
and adtitchin my side, but March isn't breeking stride, and damned if I'll let him outrun me.

Right before the first checkpoint, apair of Corp security drones stumbles on us, and he never dows,
diving between their bluelaser firelikethisisal part of the job, coming up beneath in their blind spot.
Brute force—he crushes them together, smashing their sensors, so their feed to the security station goes
black, then he damsthem again in aspray of sparks. | hear thelow whir of their tiny thrusters dowing,



then they drop, heavy, inert. Maybe two corridors over | hear more booted feet. They’re coming to
investigate the outage of the two drones.

“Move” hetellsmefiercely asthe second set of darmskick in.
Orange dert?Holy shit.
That meansthey don't careif they take usdive.

Up till now, | had aways thought of the Corp asafriendly Big Brother, hand out to help, interested in
exploration, in science and discovery. And sure, they had amilitary arm, but that was for defense and
protection, not for assault. Now I'm wondering just what | don’t know about the Corp, what else they
do, quiet and smiling, while yokelslap up their adorable ad campaigns about little boys pointing at the
heavensin awe as a shooting star carries the Corp logo overhead.

“If they’ ve gone into lockdown, we won't be able to use the doors,” | pant, as he makes for the security
dtation at abrisk walk, not unlike the pace one would use if abit pressed for time for amoderately
important business meeting. “Areyou crazy? WEe re going to have to fight our way through hdf the

Corp—"

Heignores me and lays out the first guard with ahard hook before the poor bastard hardly registers

we' re there. Even with arms sounding, you just don’t expect aman in asuit to fight like agladiator; you
expect him to stride up, and say politely, “I’m sorry, I’'m quite turned about. Do you know where the lift
isto the hydroponics gardens?’ The second man, March takes by the throat and staresinto his eyes. |
don’t know what the frag that was about, but the man just crumples, lying up againg thewall asif he's
about to piss himsalf. And once more, March keys the door open, and he' s hauling for the next point
without looking back.

We pass two more security doors exactly like that while Klaxons blare and more teams deploy. One
hand on my cramping Side, | can’'t help but think thisisthe crappiest rescue I’ ve ever seen and | want
answer's, not that I’m a hundred percent sure | needed rescuing. Maybe that was lack of deep and
paranoiaand the generd creepiness of Psych Officer Newd. | may have just fragged up and made things
way worse for mysdlf, ruined my career and put my fate in the hands of amaniac.

Aswe hit the freighter bays, agray squad opensfire. They aren’t telling usto hat or to surrender.
Mother Mary of Anabolic Grace, they redlly want to fry us. | divein behind aship and growl at March,
“Y ou owe me some serious answersif we get out of thisdive.”

He shoves me toward the boarding ramp of a cutter that’s seen better days. From his manner and the
way he' sdressed, | expected abig hauler or asporty little cruiser, something with ahigh pricetag and a
lot of amenities. Not thisjunk bucket that looks like it should’ ve been decommed before the AxisWars.
The gray squad closes on uswith military precision, using cover and working the perimeter in ametric
circle. Soon they’ll be on us, boarding the ship. A laser blast searsthe metal at my feet, and | fal back,
farther up the ramp.

Tak about ass choices. I"ve got this shit bucket and a nutcase or abunch of gray men coming for me.

He reads my look and shrugs. “However shelooks, this ship is sound. Can you jump, Ms. Jax? Our lives
depend oniit.”

Jump? But | don't have apilot.

My look or my mind? Because he adds, “Y es, you do.”



My throat tightens, and | fed afist curling around my intestines. It'sacramp, rising nausea. It sbeing told
you have to remarry before your husband’ s cold in the grave. Before | can say aword, he boards. No
more conversation. It's up to me now. Stay or go. Reluctantly, | admire the fact that he doesn’t bullshit,
doesn’'t explain, doesn't persuade. Maybe he knows | can’t resist amystery or achalenge or both. Or
maybe he just knows I’ m not looking to die today, because the gray men are dmost on me.

| follow.

CHAPTER3

Theinside of the ship restores my faith in benevolent deities.

Controls are new, shiny, and everything' swell maintained, clean, from the corridorsto the cockpit. It's
amog like they’ re using the exterior as camo, nothing to see here, just another struggling ship. And that’s
probably not too far from the truth.

I’ san eight-seater, at least | see that many places where crew can strap in for ajump. Possibly she
could carry more, but there’ d be no guarantee what would become of them while passing through
grimspace. Generally, only refugees are desperate enough to take therisk. But there aren’'t Six other
people on board. In fact, | just seethree, now gazing at me, athough there may be morein medica or
the holds.

“I got her,” March says, as the boarding ramp seals behind us. “ Use the override launch codes Mair gave
us, and let’sgo.”

| can hear the impact of gray-squad lasers striking the hull. Luckily, the Corp’ s responsetimeisn’t good
here on Perlas, they’ ve grown complacent, unable to imagine anyone could challenge their authority or
breach their security. Something tells me—times they are a-changing.

The others busy themselvesright away, asif there sno question he' sin charge. While they’ re not talking
to me, | sudy them one by one: an older man with the heavy musculature that signal's an upbringing ona
high-G world and another man of indeterminate years, dim and androgynous. The older man, slver hair,
neet goatee, runs adevice across my temple and smiles. “Positive ID,” he tells someone over acomm
unit, and I’'m left staring a him in bewilderment. Lagt, there’sawoman around my age, blond, butch. She
regards me with open animosity, and for amoment, | can’t bresthe, just scorched by thelook in her gray
eyes, but then thelook’ s broken like someone cutting alive wire. There' s even aresultant explosion.

“Shit,” she says, leaning down to punch somethingsinto atermind, pulling up mapsand grids. Even |
know that the blinking red square isnot agood sign.

The older man takes off at a dead run in response, and March disappears through a diding door. Not
much for talking, that one. Y eah, okay, | understand—action’ simperative. But lill, I’ ve been in solitary
for over aweek; | want to know something about the people taking me away. Isthat too much to ask?

Shit, it is. Someon€ sfindly thought to get the freighter bay turrets online, and the hull’ s now being
hammered. We ve got to get out of here. Like, ten minutes ago.

Of them dl, I have no ideawho my pilot is supposed to be. That’snot agood sign. A jumper is
supposed to fed instant rapport—how else can | trust him? The Corp offers hundreds of candidates up
for evauation. Initsway, the relationship is more important than marriage, more lasting and more vitd to
my welfare. | had ahusband once, but he couldn’t handle coming second to Kai, and he left me, severa
gpinsbefore | actudly noticed he was gone.



I’m not ready for anew pilot, not even one hundred percent surel can do this. | mean, I'm not fried. It's
not that. There comes apoint in every jumper’ slife where she knows she' s at the limit—next time she
jacksinto grimspace, she' s not coming back. Navigating those beacons will be the last thing she does,
but it’ slike being an addict to dmaost any chem. Y ou know it’ skilling you dowly, but you can’t quit,
don’t even want to, because the pleasure outweighs your fear of consequences.

And | guess most of uswould rather go out in ablaze of glory, burned-out, than to be one of the saddest
folks alive, someone who used to own grimspace and knows she can’'t anymore. Knows. | haven't hit
that boundary yet mysdlf, but | don’t think | want to retire. | didn’t become ajumper to die old and gray.

But there' saknot in my somach, and | fed like I’ m waiting in aseedy hostel for a stranger, unfaithful,
likeadl theyearswith Kal, firg friends, then lovers—so much more—meant nothing. My pamsfed
damp, cold, and | wipe them on my thighs while the ship shakes. Before, it wasdl exhilaration, pitting
mysdlf againg phenomend odds and coming out with my mind intact, guiding my ship and crew safdly to
our destination. I’'m the reason we rule the star lanes, me. Sirantha Jax. Well, me, and folkslike me,
Jgene carriers. There' s so few of us; we' re treated like Corp roydty.

Until we burn out.
Until wekill our pilotsand crew and haveto run—
Enough.

“Wherethefrag is Jemus?’ March emergesin fatigues, ablack shirt, and a combat jacket, which make
him look bigger, meaner but compelling, afact | resent because | hate how he superimposes himsdlf over
Ka’smemory, just sanding there. This gear suits him better than formdity, strips away dl pretense of
civility and civilization. Kai was dim and boyish, no matter hisage. Hewas, in fact, three years my senior
when he died, but nobody would' ve ever guessed. “ And why aren’t you in the nav chair yet?” Tome.

“Bad news,” The woman says, looking grim. “The turrets did some damage in the holds and the power
coupling—"

March grits histeeth. “If something needs repair, get your ass down there and fix it. What the hell does
that have to do with—"

“If you shut your gob, you dicklesswonder, I'll tell you what it hasto do with Jemus.” The ship rocks,
and | grab on to the safety harnesses that hang like webbing from the cabin ceiling. “We re screwed,
stranded, and no repairs are going to help.” She brings up an image on-screen, clearly from medical, and
even | cantell that the guy on thetableisn't getting up. Hishead's, well, open.

Please don't tell me that was my pilot.
“Why me?’ | say doud.

“Whét the frag was he doing in the holds?” March growls, pacing like acaged animd. We relosing
precioustime; the ship’s going to open up like an Old Terratin can if we keep sitting here.

“He won’ t—wouldn’ t—fly without hislucky hat. One of the san botstook it to storage because heleft it
in thelounge the |ast time we played mah-jongg,” the doc putsin quietly. | hadn't realized wewereon a
two-way feed, but it makes sense. He steps away from the body with a heavy sadness that makes me
likehimindinctively.

“Is't there anything we can do?’ They dl look at me asif surprised to learn | have avoice. “ Get
wegpons online, something.”



The young man with the disquieting eyestdls me, “ All that would accomplish isawanton waste of life.
I'mLoras”

Seemslike an odd time to be thinking of introductions, but what the hdll. * Sirantha Jax.”

To my surprise, the blond woman answers, dthough she does't say it’sniceto meet me. “Dina, ship's
mechanic, part-time gunner, engineer, whatever needsfixing.” Sheindicatesthe vid display with atilt of
her head. “The doc is Saul. And how you know the names of dl the people you' vekilled. Maybe.”

“Fragyou,” | tell her, without even asking what she means. Frag her for thinking she knows what
happened on Matins1V. Shewasn't there. I’ m the sole survivor, and even I'm not atogether sure. My
dreamstell different stories, day to day. I’m not certain | can trust any of them.

Dinaaddsto him, though she' still looking a me, “ After the Sargasso, | can’t believe we have her on
board. When you heard Svet died in the crash, you said—"

Shit. I’'verun away with people with agrudge, and hell, maybe they have cause. | brace because this
woman seems ready to gouge my eyes out.

“Dammit.” Theword sounds wrenched from March. Dinaand | both turn, on the verge of going after
each other, even with the ship about to come down around our ears. “1 can do it,” he adds, in the tone of
aman who has volunteered to be fed to the giant thing thet livesin the volcano. “Let’ sgo.”

“You'reapilot?’ Dinaregards him with puzzlement and dawning hope.

He doesn't answer her, glaring a melike thisis my fault. March—whatever reason he took it up,
whatever reason he stopped, hewasn't apilot for the thrills, like Kai, no he' s an older archetype, dating
all the way back to the conqueror Cortez. It's not enough to discover new lands, but he hasto seethe
natives bend at the knee, too.

Thefact that | have to place my lifein his hands makes me sick to my stomach. I’ d never have chosen
him, not in athousand years. There' stoo much dominancein him, too much that doesn’'t carewhat’s
damaged aslong as he gets hisway. And | think he knows my reaction by virtue of my expression or
some dchemy that | haven't pinned down. He doesn't seem like atypica P, but he reads my thoughts
too close for comfort.

“Get your assin the cockpit,” he says. “We came along fragging way, and we re not stopping here just
because you aren't sure you like me.”

“Wherée sthe jJumper who got you here?’

Findly, it comesto me, the question that' s been bugging me. Outside the ship he said, Can you jump?
Our lives depend onit. Perlasistoo deep for any ship to hit without jumping; thereisn't afar cruiser
outfitted that can haul the straight space between those two points. People have died trying. So why then
does everything hang on me?

Another explosion; shit, we don't havetimefor this. The ship won't hold much longer. Dinahisses, and |
whed on her, indinctively bracing. She really wantsto rush me now, | can tdll, but instead she just
exchanges aladen look with March, who nods. Giving permisson?

“It was her lagt run,” the other woman tells me in avoice sharp and hard asthe surface of 1elos, awinter
world ontherim.,

Last run.



March knows the moment | parse that. Their jumper understood that it was suicide—that she' d never
makeit out of grimspace intact, not thistime. Thus gambling their fate on getting me on board, getting me
inthe nav chair. When did | become someone worth dying for?

This changes everything. They sacrificed their jumper to get me out of here, sowe'regoing. I'll jump.
She died for me. Intellectudly, | know someone on this crew put her down, like an Old Terrahorse
whose wind' s been broken. Too great a heart, body can't contain it. It'sakindness most don't have the
gutsto perform.

“What was her name?’ | need to know.
“Edaine.” It'sthe woman who answers me, once again.

| can seein her eyesthat she' sgrieving. That’ swhy she hatesme. It isn't personal so much asthe fact
that Edaine died for me, and Dinawasn’t ready to let her go. Whether they were lovers or the mechanic
smply loved her, it’'snot my business. But | can respect loss. Understand it. Thisshipisn't ready for a
new jumper any more than I’ m ready for anew pilot. Something flickersin my brain pan, part of my
classicd Old Terraeducetion, long since discarded for the thrill of grimspace.

He must needs go that the devil drives.

Y eah, that. Sod what we want. We ve got to play the hand we' re dedlt. Not so long ago, | could call my
soul my own. Clean. Contracted to the Corp, sure, but | didn’t owe any karmic debts. But now I’ ve got
Ka and the rest of the crew weighing on me. Plus seventy-five souls who relied on meto transport them
safely to their destination, among them the beloved Miriam Jocasta, fregly e ected Conglomerate
representative to al thetier worlds. Now add to that body count this unknown jumper, the pilot in Med
Bay, and I'mfedling like abrick. | don’t say another word, just head for the cockpit.

It'stime

CHAPTER 4

Try to describe grimspace for us.

At parties, when everyone' s knocked back afew, there' s always someone who asks me to do that.
They don’t seem to understand, it’ slike trying to define red for ablind man. If you' re not ajumper, then
you're blind to the most extraordinary, primordia colors. And nothing | say will help you understand.

The name' s mideading. Grimspace means inexorable, implacable. Not to be appeased. Y ou see,
grimspace will haveitsduefrom al who traverseit. But it’s beautiful there, or we wouldn't be drawn
back, time and again, driven on by ajones stronger than anything mankind could devise. Jumpers burn
out smiling for areason.

My pretty, poisonous mistress, I’m coming back.
New ship. New pilot. Same old Sirantha Jax.

| settleinto the nav chair and run my hands over the interface, checking the port to make sureit’s clean.
Knowing that my predecessor fried right where I’ m sitting, well, talk about cold chills. | focuson
procedure, not the fact that the ship’s being bombarded. I’ ve never jumped under these circumstances,
but | can do this. | can. Just be cool, Jax.

It occursto me as |’ m setting up, ready to jack into the nav system, that it’ s got to be terrifying for a



pilot, working with anew jumper for thefirst time. And who knows how long it’ s been for March?
Meanwhile we ve got people shooting, and I’ m supposed to be his eyes, and he acts as my hands. For
the duration of ajump, we're literdly twined together viawetware, and eveniif | knew how, | couldn’t fly
the ship while I’ m tracking grimspace, finding beacons the old ones | eft ong the star lanes, so long ago
that we ve given up trying to dateit. Intrying to figure out FTL travel, someone, along fragging time ago,
discovered a better way.

Grimspace.

And 0, just as | haveto trust him to make the right adjustments to the controls, safeguard my body while
I’m seeing nothing but aworld so widethat | don’t have words to encompassiit, he hasto trust that I'm
not going to steer him wrong. Oddly, even though | can do it, | have only afundamenta grasp of the
principles.

Jump shipsall carry aphase drive that accesses the secondary space that bends distance beneath,
between, whatever, two pointsin straight space. To get from here to there, you jump into grimspace via
the phase drive, then your navigator finds the beacon nearest your destination, and you make the jump
back. The beacons are like doors, portas, something, a corridor back and forth, and the phase drive,
well, that’ sthe key.

Eons after discovering its existence, we' re still exploring the Star Road. That was our speciaty, Ka and
me. Making long jumpsto places no one s ever been. Tagging new beacons. Logging what’ sthere and
providing chartsfor the Corp, sometimes livable worlds, sometimes gas giants, sometimes asteroid belts
where a planet might have been.

| loved it. Loved him, after awhile.
Logthim.
Oh God, Kai, I'm sorry, baby. It s too soon.

March islooking at me. Waiting for meto jack in. But he doesn't say anything, nothing to ease the
moment but nothing to make it harder, either. He doesn't bitch at me to hurry, even though | need to, or
tell methat there are lives hanging on me. There are always lives hanging on me. Maybe that’ swhy

jumpers go crazy.
Control yourself, Jax; don’t let nerves get you.

He snot Kai, never will be, but I’ ve got to learn to do thiswith him. In away, it's more intimate than
fucking a stranger because he' s going to be part of me for the duration of our flight. | don’t want March
ingdeof me.

Loras spesks over the comm, cam, measured. “ Launch override codesinput, bay doors openingin
gpproximately ten seconds. Y ou'll need to hold them, though. Corp security won’t permit them to remain
that way long.”

| feel the swerve asthe ship lifts, reluctantly admire the way March handles the controls. The wespons
systems come online, and he fires, disabling the bay doors. They’ re standing wide now, and | can see
through the forward screen that the gray men are fighting vacuum; nothing about this has gone according
to Corp procedure. Gray men don’t boast flexibility as one of their dominant traits. They expected to
stop usin the bay; we weren’t supposed to get thisfar. But we have. One thing about gray men...they
just don't quit. They’re going to hunt usto the end of the galaxy.



Cheerful fragging thought.
“Dina, take over guns. Return fire, keep them off us.”

And in agraceful spin, we re out, wegpons fire coming in hard on aft shields. They’ re scrambling ships,
but it will take time to find ajumper fit to run, and we' ve got one ready to go. Me. The stars swim
around us, and part of methrillstoit, even as| suck in abresth, preparing myself for March. I'm avirgin
on her wedding night, arranged marriage, and I’ ve never even given him a closed-mouth kiss.

“What' s our destination?’ | ask. “Let me seethe star charts.”

That seemsto reassure him because agood jumper dways wants to see the locus of two pointsin
Sraight space before shetriesto trandateit. And I’ m no exception. | study the maps for aminute, noting
that we' re making for ahabitable rim world. Lachion. It' sjust an outpogt, redlly, a placeto refue, buy
suppliesand awhore for the night.

Taking adeep bresth, | plugin.
And the cockpit disappears.

Right now I'm smply blind. He sgiving ingtructions over the comm, and | hear the crew acknowledging
orders. They’ ve strapped in and donned their helmets. Supertitious spacers say if you don’t wear your
headgear during ajump, there are demons waiting to suck the soul right out of your body. While that
soundsawhole lot like Old Terra sailors who believed seamonsters would eat you if you sailed over the
edge of theworld, | do know it'sabad ideato run unprotected.

We haven't made the jump yet, and | can fedl the phase drive powering up, the trembling hum of the seat
beneath my fingertips. And then March plugsin beside me, and | can feel himinways| never wanted to.

There' sno giveto him, even here, but | sense a self-deprecating humor that | didn’t expect, and it gentles
him, making him easier to bear.

You ready? He doesn’'t need to say it any more than | need to vocalize my response. At this moment,
we're beyond dl that. We re pilot and jumper, and we' re going forth together.

Now.

The world opens up to me, an orchid unfurling at accelerated speed. | think of it asthe primeval soup
fromwhencedl life originaly came, amaelstrom of chaos and energy, sights the human mind isn't
supposed to be able to parse, let done convert into coherent images that can be used to navigate.

Because of the J-gene | can sense the beacons, fed them pulsing like sentient life, and perhapsthey are,
for al | know. Perhapsif we could find their frequency, we could converse with them and discover

we ve long been diving down the gullets of cosmic dragons and shooting out their cloacae to somewhere
else, and guesswhat, they aren’t exactly happy about it. On second thought, some mysteries ssimply
shouldn’t be delved into.

He senses my directivesin the same oblique manner in which I’ m conscious of his hands on the controls.
| fed him making adjustments according to what | see, asymbiosisthat’s never ssemed more miraculous
than this moment. I’ san eternity; it' s a heartbeat, and grimspace gazes back at me, scintillant and

impossibly dluring.

That' sthe bait in the trap, you want to stop focusing on yoursdlf and you want to explore in waysthat
aren't corporedly possible. For thefirst timeit occurs to me—perhaps burnout isn't such adreadful
thing. Perhagpsit’snothing to fear at dl, smply another doorway opening.



No. That'sMarch. Rarefor apilot to risk breaking ajumper’ s concentration, but | sense frissons of
tengon rippling through him, soul degp. That’s how a navigator thinks, preparing herself for the last
run. You're not there. You're not.

Ingtinctively, | reassure him. | don't know why he givesashit. But it hurts him to think of leaving me here,
| fed it, crashing over mein waves he can't quite subdue. Maybeit’ stransference. He sgrieving,
too...for Edaine, who was hisfriend, if not hisjumper, for someone named Svet, and for another
navigator whose name | don’t know. | glimpsed his myriad losses before hiswalls came up, and | don't
know when | ever saw someone so alone.

Before thismoment, | never thought about what it’ s like for apilot when hisjumper leaves him behind.
End of theflight, and she' still in the nav chair beside him, but she's gone. The spark, radiance, whatever
made her unique. Gone. | know what it’slike to be left behind. And that’ s rare for ajumper; we don’t
havelong life expectancies.

Almost there.

Gravitationa pull. My mind’ swide-open, full of flares, sheer artistry that even the best pilot cannot
comprehend. At itsmost basic level, the universe is beautiful. We re about to dingshot through our target
beacon and back out to straight space.

I’'vedoneit.

Digtantly I know that the ship’ s trembling benesth me again, readying itself for the second jump. And then
fed it, theingtant before | go blind again. Leaving grimspace hurts. But then, what doesn’t?

We should bejust ashort cruise away from Lachion. So many outposts spring up along the Star Road,
and the only thing that comes closeto the feding after asolid runisfreefall. For thismoment, | don’t
even mind that March is here, sharing my pleasure, that I'm making him fed good because | do. But he's
not sampling that on purpose. As soon as he can, he unplugs, and | do the same. Even though | don't
know him, not even sureif | like him, | dready misshim. Y ou don’'t know what it's like to be done until
you' ve had someoneingide your head.

And that, you see, iswhy so many pilots and jumpers wind up deeping together. 1t' stoo much on the
senses—that mutual stimulation needs an outlet, and there comes a point when nobody esewill do. You
want to share your body the way you’ ve shared your mind, so many times, and the sex is better,
stronger, and so intense.

Some pairsdo it while jacked in, not while jJumping, of course, but in the cockpit, joined both ways,
writhing together, ecstasy washing back and forth in aclosed circuit, congtantly driving things higher. It
becomes its own addiction after awhile, and I’ ve known pilots who smply can’t perform unlessthey’re
with ajumper.

Anything dseisjus too vanilla

CHAPTERS

Like he knows what I’'m thinking, March flicks me a scathing look as he sgnasthe crew it'ssafeto
ungtrap from the harnesses and remove helmets. While they report back, | decide that doing me, jacked
inor otherwise, isthelast thing on hismind. That'sgood; it'sacomplication | neither want nor need. |
sretch, conscious of no more wear and tear than aresidua headache, like a day-old hangover.

I’ve had worse.



Leaning forward, | take alook at our updated position on the nav charts, and yeah, we came out right on
target. Lachion’slessthan atwo-hour cruise, and | settle back to watch. Don't know what | think 1’11
learn, but he’ sgood at what he does; sure, capable hands manipulating the controls, attentive to various
readings. Stuff | don’t understand, to be honest. I’'m not a pilot, athough I” ve spent dmost haf my lifeon
board ships.

“Good jump,” hesaysfindly.

And it'sasurpriseto hear hisvoice, different, more forceful. Then | could sense his uncertaintiesand
congtant grief. Now he' sall sted and implacable resolve again.

“I don't think it was my fault,” | blurt, before I’ ve formed the wordsinsgde my own head. But | need to
say it. | need someone to believe me. Don't know whether March isthat someone, but | need some of
the weight off my soul.

He cuts me a sharp look, afull ten seconds away from the control panel. “MatinsIV?’ Asif there sany
doubt what | mean.

“Yeah.” | don't look a him. Instead | stare out into straight space, nothing too fascinating there for one
accustomed to wildfire. But it's better than measuring his expression, doubting my own credibility.

“Wedon't think so, ether,” he answers, neutral.

Something in histonetells me he' s speaking more for others than himsdlf. Having seeninsde him, | can
say with authority—March isaman, who, if asked to capture the legendary pink orangutan of New
Inglaterra, would devise afool proof plan to caich said beast and equip himself with al necessary
accoutrements, and never mind the fact that he doesn’t believe in the thing. So, no, he doesn’t necessarily
believe me. But that doesn’t matter to him because he' s been asked to deliver me, and I'm starting to
wonder why.

“Why me?’ | know | don’t need to clarify.

One of the advantages to the pilot/jumper bond is that even when you jack out, you carry certain
awareness with you, remembrance of how your partner’s mind works. He [l know what I’ m asking
athough he could choose to be an ass and feign incomprehension. | respect the fact that he doesn't.

“You'repretty old,” hetellsme, not unkindly. I'll bethirty-three thisyear. “ And you ve logged over five
hundred successful jumps and more new charts for the Corp than any navigator ever. There are people
who would like to know the secret to your success, Ms. Jax. | represent those interested parties.”

“And they can’t find out shit from meif the Corp cracks my brain like an egg and locks me up.”

Okay, 0...the Corp used mefor fourteen years, knowing | would eventually burn out. And | said yes
because | wanted adventure and excitement, wanted off New Terra. | wanted the universe; why should |
settle for one boring man and apassdl of kids? And now, someone wants to use meto find out why |
haven't burned out yet. Y ou know, I’'m abit tired of being used. They’ re going to learn I’m not the easy
mark they anticipate.

March offersthat saturnine smile again. “Just so. We were sent to prevent that from occurring if &t al
posshble”

And he stelling methetruth, asfar asit goes. There may be moretoiit, but heisn't actively lying. I'd
know if hewas.



“I"'m sorry about Edaine.”
Hissmilefaters. Dies. “Yes” he says, too quietly. “Me, too.”
Don’t know why | said that. It wasn’t my fault—

Then it occursto mel’m singing that refrain ahdl of alot, lately. At what point do | accept some blame?
No, | never asked her to make her last run with saving me as the objective; that was her choice. But if it
weren't for me, maybe she would' ve chosen retirement instead. | fed like I need to make her sacrifice
worthwhile.

“Okay if | gotak to the crew?’ | redly want out of the cockpit. Thisis more awkward than waking up
next to someone whaose name you don't remember.

Henods. And that’sal. As| go down the corridor, | can't help but think he'samost as glad to seethe
back of meas| anto go. They'redl chatting, still Stting in their safety seets, although not strapped in
anymore. When | comeinto the centra hub, though, conversation diesasif I’ ve lobbed agrenade. | drop
down in one of the empty places and fold my ankle up on my knee. Wait.

It doesn't take too long. Most people can't somach silence; it provides too much opportunity to think
about thingsthey prefer to avoid. It' s the young man who speaks first, something that doesn’t surprise me
much.

“Isit true you made the leap to Quaren when you were just nineteen?’

Don’t know if | should disilluson him. | didn’t realize I’ d acquired areputation. We just do what we do,
you know? And seldom think about how the rest of the universe percalvesus. “Infact, | was
twenty-three. Was nineteen when | made my first jump, period.”

| know my service record. Almost fourteen years, averaging forty-one jumps ayear for atota of five
hundred seventy-five successful runs, and of those, | charted eighty-eight new beaconsfor the Corp.
Decorated twice for bravery beyond the call. And the average jumper burnsout in lessthanten. So |
guess| can understand why someoneisinterested in finding out what makes metick. Unlock my secrets,
and maybe he could improve productivity for other jumpers. That’d be agood thing, overall.

However, the critter that winds up dissected for the greater good...well, I’'m guessing it probably doesn't
fedl too pleased about the contribution. So I’d do well to be on my guard and remember that even the
good guys probably don’'t have my best interests at heart. The only person | could’ ve trusted at my back,
no exceptions, had his molecules dispersed with al due ceremony about fourteen days ago.

| fucking misshim.

“There are some things waiting for you in quarters,” the doc, Saul, is saying. “ Clothes. Y ou can change
and make use of the san facilities, if you want.” He sounds strange, diffident, at odds with his stolid,
steady appearance. “Down the hall, second right. The door will recognize you.”

His sincerity getsto me. It' s easy to be tough when everyone around you is bristling with rancor and
suspicion, but let someone show you some genuine kindness, and you find yoursaf on the verge of
breaking down. So | just nod and follow hisinstructions. Can fed Dina s eyes boring into my back. That
onewould rather space me than deliver me safely to Lachion.

Walking away, | hear Dinalogging her report: “Aft shidds at thirty-five percent in sectors 12 and 18,
damageto the holds, structural damagein—" But | tune her out. That stuff isher worry. Aslong asthe
ship’sin one piece and will get usthere, | don’'t much care.



My quarters are smal, no more than a closet with abunk built out from the wall, but as promised, | find a
change of clothes and a san shower. Fedls good to be clean, and when | dress, | notice that someone's
been studying my file. Because this blue bodysuit is an exact replicaof onel wore for aphoto op with tall
s-leather boots and tribal jewelry from one of the inhabited rim worlds, al handmade stuff, very rare. A
gift when we made planetfal snce ajumper is part navigator, part surveyor, and part diplomat. I’ ve
meade first contact with indigenous peoples no lessthan fivetimes.

The outfit is smooth; it stretches at the neck enough to let you shimmy into it, then the fabric snaps back
into place. It's some poly-silk blend that looks €legant but doesn’t snag or tear and it’'s damn near
fireproof. | wish | had my boots; they weren't just afashion statement, as the toes were reinforced and a
well-placed kick would break someone' s kneecap.

As|’m emerging from quarters, March’ s voice comes over the comm. “ Approaching Lachion, planetfall
in haf an hour. All crew to gations please.”

That seems an unnecessary formality, given the size of the crew, but | watch, hoping to learn something

about my companions. And | do. From the centra hub, Saul headsfor medical, but | aready knew he's
the ship’sdoc. Dinatold me she serves as mechanic, and that just leaves Loras. He takes position at the
comm, so he must be the communications officer, and that usudly includes syslemswork and encryption.

“He sasavant,” March saysat my shoulder. “He hears alanguage once, intuitively understandsiits syntax
and structures. Vocabulary takes another day or 0.

| jump. “Going to put abell onyou,” | mutter.

Is hereading my mind? Or following the trgectory of my gaze, deducing my thoughtsvialogic instead of
Ps?1 honestly have no idea, and I’ ve never encountered that before. Nothing in his mind gave me any
clue. Unlike Kai, who was a chaotic whirl of impulses, half-formed ideas and inclinations, March was
orderly, silent, contained. Even while we werejacked in, | recaeived few things from him that he didn’t
specificaly send.

Compartmentalized, | redize. Like me.
| glanceat him.

And he amiles, cool and humorless. “They’ll bewaiting for you when we touch down,” he says. “Try not
to offend anyone.”

Smile swestly back and reply, “1sn’t that your job, dicklesswonder?’

I”’m pretty surel hear Dinachuckle.

CHAPTER 6

The sky looks like a boiled potato.

An ugly gray-white, overcast, beyond the hangar it’ s sputtering snow, and March didn't seefit to advise
me of the season or provide awinter coat. So I’ m shivering, arms wrapped around mysalf. Hard to look
imposing while your teeth chatter.

Don't know what | expected, some kind of diplomatic delegation or another sort of welcoming party?
What' swaiting for uslooks more like adysfunctiond family. There satan, lesthery man chewing on an
unlit cigarillo, yeah, | know—those have been outlawed on civilized worlds for along time. HE swearing



an old-fashioned gun belt, retrofitted, wherein he' s carrying the tools of histrade. | hope those are
spanners.

They don’t even manufacture live rounds anymore, do they?

And then there' s the old woman with a pouf of silver hair, cosmetics caked into the creases of her face.
Shelooks like astereotypical holo-representation of amadame; | half expect her “girls’ to pour out of a
nearby ship and cluster around her, giggling. But nope, that leaves the third member of the quartet waiting
for me, ashort, dight fellow with areceding hairline and arabbity face, very little chin. Thelast person
appearsto be asurprisingly young woman, athough I’ ve learned not to accept things at face value. But
she' sdim—smooth skin, dark hair...and she has pae green eyes.

My gaze sharpens. There' sa J-gene carrier, unregistered, out herein the back of beyond? The Corp
should have signed her up, begun her training, and had her making jumps by now. Wéll, if not currently,
then within ayear or two. | put her age around eighteen, but | might be wrong.

Widl, if I'mholding out for apalite introduction from my new crewmates, I’ll wait forever. They've
arrayed themsalves at my back, slent. | sense amusement from March; heenjoysseeingmeat a
disadvantage, | think. I don’t know why, as he' s certainly seen me that way alot. From the first moment
he entered my cell and caught me on the verge of tears, he's seen more of that than probably any other
living soul. It occursto methat, for the sake of symmetry, | should probably kill him.

March cuts me a sharp look. Okay, what the hell —
“I’'m Sirantha Jax,” | say aoud.

“Yes, weknow.” Redly don't like the way the old woman smiles; there sa spidery quality to her from
her wrinkle-web face to the strands of hair dithering from her bouffant bun. “Y our reputation precedes
you.”

By dumb luck, | retain my polite smile because there' s definite nastiness to her tone. I’ m trying to decide
how to respond to that, remembering that March told me not to offend anyone, when | feel something
drop around my shoulders. Glancing back, | seethat it’s Saul, the ship’sdoc. At least he' son my side.
He sgiven me his overcoat; the length is about right, but it would wrap around me twice with fabric to
spare. Still, | appreciate the gesture, and | shrug into it fully, nice heavy swool.

“Thanks,” I murmur, and he steps back, leaving me to dedl with these strangers. Oddly, just by virtue of
the coat, | fee more armored, more equipped to do so. “March didn’'t have timeto brief me.”

And the bastard elbows me in the back because he knows I’ m bullshitting. Guessit entertained him to
throw me in headfirst and watch whether I'd sink or swim. I’ m starting to wonder how bad it would' ve
been, lounging around a Corp asylum for the rest of my days under heavy sedation.

The leathery man chuckles. “That's March for ya. I'm Jor Dahlgren. Good to findly meet you.” Asif

we' ve been planning this rendezvous for a while. | must admit, it's more than alittle unnerving to have
people making those kinds of pronouncements. His handshake grinds my knuckles together, but | don't
wincewhen | pull my hand back. “Thisis my mother, Mair Dahlgren, and my daughter, Keri.” The girl
inclines her head to me like roydty, and the crone’ s smile widens, reveding yellow teeth.

“The pleasureé smine”

Holy shit, they redly areadysfunctiond family. A family had the power to dispatch someone to Perlas
Station, send my Al into maintenance, and manually unlock my cell door? If so, what' rethey doing ona



backward rock like Lachion? Damn, it’s cold here. Thewind’ s dicing right through the overcoat down to
the dinky s-silk bodysuit. | may look good, but I'm going to poke No-chin’seye out if he gets any
closer.

Jor doesn't introduce the little guy, so | turn to him, and he' s bright enough to take the cue. “I'm Carl
Zdaco, their financid advisor.”

Of course you are. With that face, you couldn’t have been anything else.

“A pleasure,” | repeat. And March snort-snickers. “1’m sure we have much to say to one another,” |
continue, though I’ m actualy not. “Perhaps we should adjourn inside and talk matters over?’

| don't actually see anything here but this godforsaken hangar. The sky iswide-open, no sign of
civilization, but surely there' s something. Or maybe thereisn’t, which isthe whole point. As| ponder
that, the scar beneath my rib cage chooses that moment to itch, and | can’t scratch it. Loras seemsto be
staring at something nobody el se sees, but then, March did say he was a savant. So who knows what
that’ s about?

“An eminently agreeable suggestion,” No-chin Carl says. “ Step thisway, we have arover waiting to
convey usto the compound.”

Compound? Hate the way my gaze goesto March, for reassurance or clarification, regardless, nothing
that | want to ask of him. But I’ ve dready done it because he' snodding at me, just as he nodded at Dina
on board the ship. There safive-year-old insde me who wantsto kick his shins.

Insufferably, he amiles.

With aninward sigh, | turn to follow the leather-tan man. Thisrover’ s new, shiny, with plating that makes
meworry about thewildlife. “ Arewelikely to be attacked?’ Even thetirerims are spiked, asif to dam
another land vehicle. I'm trying to remember what I’ ve heard about Lachion, but thisisthe last place any
jumper would linger. There' s nothing to discover or report, just some mudsiders playing—

Wild West, Old Terra style. Ah, shit.
“Oh, | do hope so,” says Mair.

“Probably not,” the accountant answers. “We re pretty far from—" He grunts as Jor dugs himin the gut,
but | guess he' s used to that because he doesn’'t double up or fal over, athough he cradles his ssomach
as hewalks. Huh, he' stougher than he looks.

“You'll beentirdly ssfewith us” Keri tellsme, smiling prettily, and | have to wonder why her sweetness
scaresmemost of all.

Dahlgren’sgot hisentourage, and I’ ve got mine, | think with some amusement, athough Dinawould
happily shove a shiv between my shoulder blades and twist. I'm less sure of Loras, and Saul, well, he
seems to admire me. Or perhaps he just possesses that old world courtesy bred into some men asarelic
from apatronymic culture. Whatever the reason, I’ m wearing his coat, and he’ s shivering, so | count that
awin,

That just leaves March. Obnoxious, odious—
“Obstreperous,” he suggests, sotto voce.

| nod, then jerk my head in hisdirection. His smile becomes asmirk. Oh shit, he sPS. He is. Theré sno



getting away from him, even when we're not jacked in. But what the hell, I’ ve never heard of aPs pilot.
They’ rerarer than jumpers and dmost dways scooped up in early childhood, whisked away to Psi-Corp
to learn how to filter out thought-noise. Historicaly, P-senstives bounced in and out of mental asylums
until they killed themsdlves. Until people figured out they were not, in fact, insane, and they redly were
hearing voices. Thoughts. Whatever.

So add one unregistered jumper, one fredance Psi, and me, and you get—
“—your assintherover,” March says.

Thedysfunctiona family Sts, regarding me expectantly. Behind me, | sense Dinadtirring. | don't need to
be Ps to know she' slooking at March, asking with alook, Can | kill her now, boss? And the bitch of
it, | can't even entertain myself plotting long, intricate revenges because he might hear me. And laugh,
knowing | can’t carry out any of my threats. Oh, but hisday iscoming. | Swear.

For now, | get my assin therover.

CHAPTER 7

We're making good time to the middle of nowhere, and | ill don’t have aclue where we re going

or why.

Let mejust say, that’ sgetting old. I’'m starting to think | was better off in my cell. March offers me atight
amile, asif heisn’t sure he disagrees. But before | can go dl prima donnaand start demanding answers,
ghit getsinteresting.

“We ve got Gunnars coming up fast,” Keri says, asif she' soffering ustea and biscuits, and Jor swears as
he swerves hard left, narrowly avoiding a collision with something that |ooks even sturdier than the rover.

“Those bastards,” Mair growls. “They must have us tapped. No other way they could ve known we' d
be traveling thisroute. Nobody comesthisway anymore.”

“Unlessthere saspy giving reports.” No-chin Carl makesthis observation, seeming unaware that asthe
only non—family member in the vehicle, he smost likely cagting aspersons on himsdlf unless one of
March’'s crew did it—

Thisismaking my head hurt. | fed like’m one big crackling box of crazy, and suddenly, | wonder if this
isUnit Psych stuff, if I’'m delusona and aready locked up in the Corp asylum, medicated within aninch
of my life. Certainly | fed paranoid—theworld | used to live in doesn’t make sense anymore. But
lunatics don't wonder if they’ re mad, do they? Isn't it dwaysthe rest of the world that' s off its nut?

Jor shakes hishead. “Doesn't matter. I'll kill her mysalf before letting the Gunnars get their hands on
I,H.H

Kill...who? Me? Frag that. What the hell have | gotten mysdlf into?

“Nobody said anything about that.” 1t's Saul, speaking quietly but firmly, from al the way in the back.
“That' s not part of the plan.”

But before anyone can respond, the rover rocks, and | close my eyes, not wanting to see how the
countryside dings back and forth as the back tiresfight for traction with the Gunnar vehicle damming us
repestedly in the Side. The reinforced doors seem to be holding, but Marchisredly being battered
around. | spareaglarefor the careful way he' s shielding Keri with his upper body, and then I’m smashed



face-first into the front seat. When | right mysalf, hands braced, my nose smarts, eyes are watering, and |
fed atrickle of hot blood running over my upper lip.

“She' shleeding,” Keri says, and | don't understand the rising note of hysteriain her voice.

Hatedriving. Hate it. I’'m remembering more than | want to about physics: drag and inertiaand the
momentum of, say, the human body when jettisoned from amoving vehicle.

“Open theroof,” Jor barksto his mother, who starts manipulating levers, then the panels part overhead,
which seemshighly ill-advised, given that there are peopletrying to kill us, for reasonsincomprehensible
tome.

“Get those bastards, Ma”

The old woman looks insane as she pushes to her knees. Her white hair streaming in the wind, she
activates another series of controls, and | hear the sound of weapons being readied. She'slaughing as
shefires, and | have the answer to my question; they do still manufacture live rounds, at least on Lachion.
| hear metd hit metd, like amudsider cannon from some old war holo, and achunk of their sde armor
panel blowswide, striking the plaininacloud of dust.

So fragging cold, the wind' sdrilling through me. | hear Loras chanting something low and eerig, likean
dien prayer, and the Gunnarsretaliate, launch asmal round device from side turrets. | don’t know what
to expect here on Lachion, but it strikes the windscreen and detonates in alow hum that appearsto play
hdll with the rover’ sengines.

“Oh, that’s not good,” No-chin Carl says, ever helpful.

The rover sputters, turbines dying. Our vel ocity decreases, then we' re hit hard. | fedl their grapplerslock
down, and they pull back, towing usto a halt.

“Anything | firé' sgoing to hit us, too. The rover can’t take any more damage and till carry us out of
here” Mair snarlsaword that | didn’t think old ladies knew. “We Il have to defend,” she continues. “If
they want us, make them work for it.”

Jor smply nods and metal shutters come down over dl thewindows and | seereinforced stedl plating
shoot up, covering the doors. The only opening’ sthe roof, and | don’t completely understand why
they’ re not sedling that, too.

“Air,” March tdlsme quietly. “ The rover doesn’t have life support. There aretoo many of usin here. If
we did that, al the Gunnars need to do iswait. We pass out; they cut their way in. Takeyou, kill the rest
of us”

I’m not sure that’ s abad solution, actualy. March narrows hiseyes, and | offer him avery sweet smile.
Okay, not Saul. | like Saul. 1 can’'t see anything, but | hear the sound of feet tramping over the rocky
ground. There sat least Six of them, presumably combet trained. | hear the thunk of climbing fet.

March pushes Keri toward the back, and Saul makes room between himsalf and Loras. Somehow, that
pisses me off as much as anything that’ s happened. “ She' s bleeding,” the girl repests, looking between
Saul and Loras asif expecting them to do something. “For Mary’ s sake, keep her out of thewind.”

“I hopeyou canfight,” Dinacdlsfrom the back. “ Seeing asthey’ re going to hit you first.”

She' sright. I'min the second row of sests, right below the gap.



“You better,” | tell her. “Because I’'m between you and what’s coming. When | die, guesswho's next,
bitch?’

Mair laughs; it'san ugly, grating sound, and I’'m not glad | caused it. When sheregards mewith an
approving eye, that’s somehow worse. Wordlesdy, she hands me awegpon, seeming to assume 'l
know how to useit. | turn it over in my hands. | was expecting something more Wild West out of these
crazy mudsiders, but thisis a standard shockstick—basic principle, hit the bad guy as hard asyou can
while smultaneoudy administering apowerful chargethat will short hisbrain pan.

Only one person climbing—why would that be? | heard others approaching. . .that doesn't make sense.
Send one a atimeto asmal opening that' s easy to defend? My internal darms are al going off even
before—

There' salow whine as the Gunnar |obs something down between the open pand, and just an instant
beforeit detonates, | hear Keri screaming. Ingtinctively | put my face beneath Saul’ s heavy overcoat, as|
identify...gas grenade. Shit, | didn’t even know they made these anymore. Frag this, my eyes stream with
tearsas| pull mysdf out of the rover. They don’'t want me dead; | know that.

That’ sthe one thing I’ m sure of, these Gunnars, they’ re not going to kill me, whatever they do to the rest
of thismotley bunch. | land hard on the hood of the rover, rall off onto the dirt, and the thud takesthe
wind right out of me. | can till hear Keri moaning, and Mair curseswith afluency that I’ ve only heard in
garportson therim.

Jor isominoudy slent, and the rest of the crew scrambles out after me. Except for March. He's
shepherding the girl with an excessive tenderness that makes me want to bury my foot in hisballs. Was|
ever like her?1 don't think so. Life...never gave me a chance to be soft. And maybe, if I'm honest, I'ma
little jealous—not of March, he's an asshole, but because nobody ever tried to take care of me like that.
Not even Kai.

Outsdethe vehicle, Carl taks quietly with the Gunnars, smiling. | redize he wasn't being stupid eexrlier;
he was boasting. He' swearing arebreather and amildly gpologetic expression.

“I’'m sorry for theinconvenience,” hetdlsme, asif my luggage has been misplaced on aninterstelar
voyage. “ The Gunnars pay substantidly better, and | think, given dl the satistica data, you'll agree with
my assessment. It sthe best possible outcome for you to sign on with them.”

Doing what?

It ssemsasif thereisn't going to be fight. The gas has thoroughly demoralized the Dahlgrens—but | don't
know; | fed like busting some heads on principle. I'm bloody tired of being dragged around, here to
there, without aword of explanation. And it’ s been like that along damn time, nothing’ s been right since
Kai died, and | am sick of it.

Mair chooses that moment to stagger from the vehicle; she sumbles, fdls, eyeslivid with grief. But asshe
pushes herself upright, more will than strength, she growlsto Carl, “Better to die on your feet than live on
your knees. Y ou spineless sack of shit.”

| somehow know that Jor’ s not coming out of the rover under his own power. Maybe the gas affected
him different than the rest of us. But whatever, why ever, he' sgone, and Keri weeps against March’'s
shoulder. Mair, with her wild eyes, looks like the living embodiment of the old Furies, cometoregp a
man’'ssoul. I’'m alittle afraid of her, and everyone fals back, as she surges toward the Gunnars. For a
moment, | think she'll rend them limb from limb single-handedly.



Carl glancesto mein apped, asif | have some power in thisinsane tableau. Then | redlize| do.
“Frag you.” | answer hislook in Keri’ stime-for-teatone.

And it takes him amoment to process the disparity of the words from the sweetnessin my voice. The
Gunnarslook likekillers, dl of them. Big men, hard-eyed, well geared, and ready to throw down. That's
fine

Soamll.

I’m Sirantha Jax, and | have had enough.

CHAPTER 8

“Jax,” March hisses. “Loras can’t fight, Saul won’t. Are you crazy?’
That leavesme, Mair, Dina, and March, if he'll weigh in. Keri isanonfactor, as she' s4till sniveling.

Soyeah, | guess| am. After dl thistime, you would think I’d have earned a better death, but at least I'm
going out swinging. | test the weight of the shockstick in my hand, and the Gunnars share alook among
themsdlves, like some hive-mind critter, before they burst out laughing. I’ m pretty sure these assholes are
related, too. What isit with this fragging backwater planet?

“Oh, Ms. Jax, do be reasonable—" Carl says, as| sprint for him, duck a half-assed grab from one of his
goons, open-hand-smash the bridge of No-chin’s nose, then come down hard on the backswing upside
mestwad’ s head. Yeah, asshole, that’s how it’s done. | smell thefaint scent of Szzling skinashe
crumples, the shockstick throwing blue sparks. Its live hum in my hands provesto the other five that I’'m
dead serious, and suddenly they redlize they’ ve got afight on their hands.

It'samistake people have made before. Because I’ m small, they assume |’ m aso spindless, that | won't
have the gutsto back up the shit | talk. Carl shriekslike awoman, his nose spurting like I’ ve cut his
jugular or something.

“He sbleeding.” Keri moans. “Mother Mary of Anabolic Grace, what have you done?’

Everyone sort of freezes and sharesalook of unilateral horror. And | don’t understand. It'sjust a
damned bloody nose. I’ ve got one, too. What' s the big deal ? But | use the time to make mysalf scarce,
ashismenrdly, swinging dow because they’ re so big. They connect, and I’m going down, not in agood
way. | don't have the strength to go one-on-one with any of these guys, but I'm betting my brain against
theirs. These nullsdon’t know how to fight women; it’ sa different game, believe me.

Asl| dive between the legs of abig Gunnar, | see Mair wind up and dam her shockstick hard as she can
between the V of another guy’ sthighs. Falling, he makes anoisethat | can’t say I’ ve heard a human utter
before, sort of like | imagine a puppy would sound being put through ajuicer. He curlsup on hisside,
covering those extra-crispy genitalswith his pam, then she' s after No-chin Carl. Guess abroken nose
is't satisfactory recompense for her loss. | wouldn't want to be in his shoes—that’ sfor damn sure. And
huh. ..for some reason the remaining Gunnars don’t want to mess with Mair—they leave Carl to take his
thrashing—and that has them hounding me. | evade aclumsy grab with afeint left, then | print for the
rover.

Just likethat, we' ve got afair fight on our hands.

I’m not sure they want me dive anymore, but that’ s al right because they’ ve got to catch mefirdt. | use



the rover, rounding it, then doubling back. If they think I’ m going to stand gtill and take my besting,

they’ rethe crazy ones. It' sachildish tactic, but it buys me sometime as March shakes his head, glares at
me, and throws a doppy roundhouse. He gets stomach-dugged twicein rapid succession and doesn't
even ssumble. Making asecond lap, | decide he' s one tough son of abitch and make amental note never
to gut-punch him. I’ll go for the eyesinstead.

Midfight, March glares at me, and for that sin, takes a solid uppercut to the jaw. | laugh out loud, starting
to enjoy this. Shit, the two behemoths have figured out my little game, and thistime, they anticipated my
turn. My timing’ s off, but | dive between them, roll, and come up behind Saul, who regards me
pleadingly. Don't know what he' s asking, no bregeth to inquire because I’ ve till got them on me and no
way to shake them.

March can hold hisown, but | have to deal with this somehow—

But not alone. Legping from atop the rover, Dina drops down on one of the flagdllatailing me. Sheian’t
ahuge woman but she' smuscular, and seventy kilos, landing hard, will flatten even abig guy if he' snot
braced. Her shockstick hums as she clubs him efficiently, athough one hit redly would' ve doneit. Still, |
can't hdp admire her artistry; he' sgoing to have quite a nice pattern in minor burns, assuming he's not
brain damaged by the time she’sdone.

| turn just intime to see March land the telling blow. The other guy’ s head snaps round, flecks of blood
and spit spewing from his open, rubber-lipped mouth. They did it the old-fashioned way: no shocksticks,
no finesse, just dug it out until someonefalsover. In aone-on-onefight, I'm guessing that’ srarely
March. And probably because he' s bleeding from a split lip and has what 1ooks to be a nice shiner
swelling on hisleft eye, March sinks his boot into the guy’ sribs, hard enough that even | wince.

That leavesjust one standing, againgt dl of us, so | figureit’s safe for meto stop running. He seemsto
redlize that around the sametime, nearly collideswith me, then raises his hands, pams up, in asymbol of

peaceable intentions.

“Truce?’ heasks, and | redizeit’ sthefirg timel’ ve heard one of them speak. “The Gunnar clan would
like to step back from this particular investment. 1t seemed like agood opportunity but the start-up
costs’—he gestures at the fallen—"are prohibitive.”

“They killed my boy.” Mair findly rises, siff and weary, from the broken body of her former financia
advisor. Although I'm not amedical officer, I'm pretty sure Carl’ s not getting up. Ever. “I want them all
executed, March. Here. Now. Every last one.”

“The gasisnontoxic!” The Gunnar defends himsdlf, sounding desperate. “ He must’ ve experienced an
dlergic reaction. Swear it'snonlethd, therest of you arefine.”

The doc hovers nearby, not quite wringing his handsin dismay, but it'sclose. | wonder if March
surrounds himsdlf with pacifists and untried boysfor areason. Make himself ook better by comparison,
maybe? | smirk as he narrows his eyes on me. God help me, but | love the fact that | can taunt him
glently, even with thisshit going on.

“Thank you,” | say softly to Dina, while the rest wait to hear what Marchisgoing to say. | know he's
thinking things over, weighing factors of which I, in my amighty ignorance, am unaware.

She shrugs. “You got balls, bitch, even if you' re dumber than abag of hammers. We ll be lucky if we
don't dietoday.”

Haveto laugh at that, and damn meif I’'m not sarting to like her, even if she hatesmy guts. I’'m glad



she’'son my side. Sort of.

“No.” Saul speaksinto the silence. He' s been circling among the bodies or soon-to-be-bodies,
adminigtering trestment. “ Carl Zelaco betrayed an honorable contract with clan Dahlgren for the hope of
financid gain. While clan Gunnar pursued thisinvesment”—he glancesat me asif I'm awaking, talking
stock certificate—"with regrettable vehemence, they intended no harm to clan Dahigren, save financia
embarassment. A lifefor alife; itisfar frontier justice.”

March surprises me by nodding—I guess Saul functions as his conscience. God knows | didn't sense
anything like one while we were jacked in together. Mair hisses, and | half expect her tofly at Saul. |
even sep in front of him, athough honestly | don’t want to take this old woman on. Sheisfragging scary.
But then Keri surprisesmewith afirmness | hadn’t expected of her:

“He sright,” she states. “Let’ sgo. We il have businessto discuss.” Right now, there' saresemblance
to Jor in the sat of her mouth, and her red-rimmed eyes shine with a hard light, dthough that may be the
way the setting sun reflectsin her pupils.

“I will not forget you,” the Gunnar clansman says. And yeah, he' slooking a me.
| give him my best grin. “Nobody ever does.”

All thistime, Loras has been staring up a the ky, asif helivesin aworld the rest of us smply cannot
percelve. He' s dreamy-vague, golden curls and sapphire eyes, afey, graven look that gives hisfeatures
an inexplicable purity. Now that | study him closer, | redize he' snot young so much as ageless, hisface
untouched by time or worry. There' sacertain kind of madnessin hisface, asif he cannot care for
anything enough to be moved by it, and | haveto look away. But he draws my eyes back as he speaks.

“We should go,” he says quietly, expressionlesdy. Studying the angle of the sun. “If we hope to reach the
compound by nightfal. They’re coming.”

“Shit.” For once, March seemsto speak for al of us.

CHAPTER9
“They who?’

It slike the tenth time I’ ve asked, but no one' s answering me. Instead they’ re rushing to and fro trying to
get al the wounded loaded into the Gunnar Landcruiser. The dead have aready been dumped
unceremonioudy into the cargo space in back, and it shakes me down to my bones, the way Keri

acceptsthat.

If she knows she can't afford to indulge in grief, moan and whimper and sob on March’ s shoulder, it can
only be because she knows something really bad is coming, something that will require dl of us,
functioning at our peak, to surviveit. My breath puffs out smoky like adevil’ssigh, and I'm shivering al
over. Ther slenceisfrightening me more than anything I’ ve ever known.

“WEe ve done everything we can here,” March saysfindly. “ All aboard, we ve got to make tracks.”

“WEe Il never stay ahead of them,” Keri answersin amonotone. “ Thereisn’t aland vehicle fast enough,
and they can pry off armored plating—"

| redlizeit’ snot resolve buoying her up. She'' s numb with despair, and | know thisismy fault evenif |
don’t understand what’ s happening entirely. But the others are too accustomed to listening to March to



heed the girl’ s objections. One by one, they climb insde, and the Gunnar takes his place at the whed!.
It's close, not meant to carry thismany, and so | wind up on someone' s lap. Not surprisingly, March
holds Keri, carefully athough not possessively. I'm figuring out she' slike alittle sster to him. Maybeif |
had a brother, he'd treat me like that, too.

| glance down at Dina, who rolls her eyes. “Y ou're so not my type,” shetells me, athough she doeswind
her arms about my wals, probably to keep me from hitting my head. “ Scrawny little bitch.”

“Dahlgren compound iscosest,” the Gunnar murmurs, presumably laying in the course as hisfingersfly
across the consoles. “We || make for it and pray.”

Loraspausesin hislow chanting. “ Already oniit.”
“Would someone please tell me what’s coming?’

“You cdled them,” Keri telsme, pae green eyeseeriein the hdf-light. “With the blood. They livein the
caves and only come above to feed, they’ Il descend in hordes...”

Before| can erupt and start pulling her hair out in sheer frusiration, Saul laborates. “They’ re anative
Lachion life-form, one of thefew thingsthat seemsto have thrived here—" He gestures, and glancing
between the miniscule gap in the plated panels a the barren plain, | can see why survival might be
difficult. “ Largely because the crestures eat anything that moves...”

“Or doesn't move,” Mair adds, cheerful as adeath’ s-head.

Saul continues asif he hasn't been interrupted, asif he' sgiving alecture, and we ought to have
holo-recorders fixed on him, lest we forget something important later. “1n some regardsthey are akinto
Nyctosaurus gracilis, from the Upper Cretaceous of western Kansas. That was part of Old Terra,” he
adds, seeming to notice that some of his audience look blank.

“There used to be great herds on Lachion,” the old woman tells me. “Bison. We cloned and raised ’em
here. We didn’t know about the Teras then. Didn’t know why nobody had developed thisworld. It
seemed like hard work but doable.”

“But you can't seethem coming,” Keri saysin areed-thin voice. | see March rubbing her back, his
expression as soft asl’ve seeniit. “ Just hear their wings.”

Now I’ ve got thisimage of these flying things, mouthsfull of jagged teeth to rend, talonsto pry the meta
off the Landcruiser, and leathery wingsthat carry them faster than anything can move on the ground. Plus,
you can't see them coming. And this is better than my cell, better than Psych Officer Newel? Maybe.
Despite mysdlf | shudder, but Dina doesn’t stroke my back comfortingly.

Instead she says, “And you called them down on us, dumb-ass.”

“Er, yes.” The doc looks discomfited. “ The Teras are natura hunters, and they’ ve evolved avery
complex camouflage mechanism theat gpproximatesinvishility. Trueinvishility isimpossble, naturaly,
m_”

“Quiet.” March holds up ahand, and everyone in the vehicle stops breathing. Or damn near. Over the
rumble of the Landcruiser, I'm pretty sure | can make out the faint sound of wings. To make that kind of
noise, there must be—"“Hundreds,” he says, after amoment. “And closing fast. Will this heap go any
fagter?’

The Gunnar shakes his head. “ Got her wide-open right now. I’ ve got their heat signatures on-screen, and



| figure our paths are going to intersect a good ten minutes before we reach the compound.”

“They’ll beon usin lessthan four minutes,” Lorasinforms us. Nobody asks him how he knowsthat or
how he was ableto sensethe Teras ftirring in thefirst place. I'm sick of asking questions everyone ese
aready knowsthe answersto.

“Powering up the shock fields.” March flipsafew switches, and | can hear anew hum in addition to the
engines and the ominous rush of wings growing ever closer. Through the seams between panels| can see
that the light isgoing, and | wish that didn’t fill me with such inexorable dread.

“That' Il deter them alittlewhile” The Gunnar’ s knuckles gleam white where he' s gripping the steering
consolealittletoo tightly.

His brothers are starting to come around, some of them. The one Mair whacked in the jimmy asks,
“What the hell are we doing with Dahlgrens, bro?” Then pauses, registering the sound: “Mother Mary of
Anabolic Grace, we got Terasincoming?’ Helevels angry blue eyeson me. “ Y ou'reahex, lady, dark
luck, powerful bad juju, ken?’

“Only to peoplewho try to kidnap me,” | tell him sweetly, and March snorts, so | fed obliged to add,
“Or rescue me...” And then Dinamakes a pfft sound. “Or who travel with me...” My gaze sweeps
around the darkened interior, trying to find an aly, but nobody will hold my eyes more than two seconds,
it seems. “Fine, frag you dl, I'm dark juju, bad luck, and you' re all doomed.”

“I don't think you' re bad luck,” Saul says, touching my shoulder lightly. “1 think you' re the best hope
we' ve had since the Corp bought out and shut down Clericon Stellar twenty turns ago.”

Before | can ask what the hell he means, something thumps hard againgt the roof, dinging the Landcruiser
Sdeways. | dmost hear something, just above the range of human hearing, but Lorasflinches, trembling
vishbly, and | can seeathin trickle of blood seeping from his nogtrils. Something. .. sonic about these
Teras, and poor Loraswith his hypersenses, their screams hurt him? Wl frag me, that's...redlly...not
good.

The shock fields hiss as bodies hit them, and | smell the obscene odor of frying mesat. But each timethe
power surges, the engines splutter, and the Gunnar finally says, “ Turn’em off, March. We re going to
gal out. There sjust too many of them, and they’ re overloading the systems.”

Mair says softly, in praise, “Y ou bought us sometime.”

“It'll be enough.” Keri lifts her head from his shoulder long enough to deliver this vote of confidence.
“March never lets us down.”

There' salways thefirst time, | think sourly, and am rewarded with aglare.

“Hard part’ s going to be getting from the Landcruiser into the compound,” the Gunnar says, fighting with
the steering column now. | can tell that only hisraw physical strength iskeeping the’ cruiser from being
towed off course. But he'stiring; | can tell that, too. “Unless you' ve remodel ed according to my
recommendations sncethelast time | wasthere”

Mair's expression seemsto indicate she didn’t want to take advice from a Gunnar, afact that we'reall
going to regret before much longer. But I'm distracted by the way Loras covers his ears, shaking
uncontrollably. Once I’ d have thought he was wegk, terrified, maybe having asaizure, but now | know
it' sagony, pure and smple. Heisn't human. I'm suddenly positive of it. HE' s more than a savant, and
people are treating him like he' s furniture, subhuman, not worthy of their regard. Even the doc, who by



certain sworn oaths, should give ashit, doesn't seem to.

Kneeing Dinain the chest, | crawl over the seat, pushing my way back between Gunnar brothers until |
reach Loras. He regards me, eyes wide and blank, tuned to the frequency that seemsto be liquefying his
brain. It'snot just their screams of pain; he can hear everything, their callsto one another, their rage.
Hunger. What it must be like, experiencing that, | cannot begin to imagine, but it makes him like me, dien
inhisway.

And for that | want to help him.

CHAPTER 10

“What can | do?”

Loras doesn't seem to see me, |et done hear the question, S0 | take hishand in mine, and it’s cold,
frighteningly so. If someone doesn’t do something, he' sgoing to die. Too many fragging people have
bought it because of me. I'll be damned if it’ s going to happen again.

Think, Jax.

For aminute, nothing comes, then—okay, maybe it’ sa stupid idea, but it’ sthe only onel’ ve got. If one
sound iskilling him, maybe another pitch can cancd it out; | just haveto find the right one. Watching his
face, | sart Singing, running the scalein “ahs” and everyone e seturnsto look a me asif I'minsane.
Maybel am.

But when | hit an F toward the lower end of my range, Loras responds. Hisfingers wrap around mine,
and he nods. He still can't speak, no more than he could articul ate his distress when the Teras came, but
that’' shelping, so | sing it louder. Though | have decent pitch, I’m not trained, so my lungs are starting to
burn from holding the note.

March raises abrow at me. “What the frag are you doing?’

| don’t pause to answer, but Dinafiguresit out. “ Saving alife, you brainlesshump.” With that, she adds
her voice to mine, finding the note after afew fase garts.

And then one by one, the rest of the vehiclejoinsin. The Gunnars are al tone-deaf and just succeed in
making racket, but Mair and Keri hit theright one on thefirst try. March isthelast, and | think it' smore
aggravation that it was my ideathan lack of desireto help Loras. | honestly think they just didn’t notice. |
don’t know why that should be, why they pay <0 little attention to him, but I’ m going to find out.

“Lights of the compound ahead,” the Gunnar says. “We can’t stay in the vehicle; they’ll pull it gpart. Do
you & least have shock fiddsingtalled?

“The entire perimeter can be eectrified, plusal building exteriors,” Mair answers. “We have that
capability remotely, and the fields extend twenty meters.”

“So you can turn it on after we makeit ingde the fences?’
The old woman nods.

“Wadll, it'd be better if you had an outbuilding big enough to drive the Landcruiser insde, like | advised
you, SO we wouldn’t need to run...but that’ [l do.”

“Wewere getting around to it,” Mair saystightly.



“That wouldn’t help with so many of them on us.” March sounds grim. “They’d just hold on, then we' d
have them chewing us up inside when we tried to disembark.”

“Oncewe re safely parked, we could fire up the shock fields on the Landcruiser without worrying about
galling,” the Gunnar points out, and I’ m surprised to see March concede with anod.

“If they damage the’ cruiser, with too many panels gone, the fields won’t work. Necessary connections
ripped out.” And the Gunnar nods at March’swords.

Holding the note dmost distracts me from what' s going on outside the vehicle. | can fed it rocking, and
the metal plates scream asthe Teras pry at them. | don't think I’ ve ever been this scared in my life, and
I’m garting to fed faint from thetiny, rare gulps of ar I’'m permitting myself to keep Loras among the
living. Keri hasn't faltered; neither has Ding, and | spare asmilefor both of them.

“Yes” hewhispers. “1 oweyou my life” Hisfingers squeeze mine. “It'sdl right,” he adds, louder.
Stronger. “1’ ve congtructed the sound barrier mysdlf now, using your voices, and I’'m holding it insde my

“So here' sthe plan,” the Gunnar says. “We driveinsdethefirst set of fences. When | park, | fire up the
shock fields. Mair activates the compound defense grid. Some of them are going to avoid the shock
fidds, that’ sagiven. We rejust going to haveto run like hell toward the nearest outbuilding and pray.”

“No.” Mair shakes her head. “Y ou know they won't return to the caves until they’ vefed.”
“Then what do you suggest?’ March sounds asif he' s at the end of his patience.

Mair closes her eyesfor amoment, and when she opensthem, it’ s like she' sanother woman entirely. “A
sacrifice”

And no matter who asks her, that’ sal she'll say.

One of the back panelsfindly ripsaway and | have the sense of things swarming, dthough | can’t see
them, and my flesh crawls. | hear the sound of something swiping, reaching, and No-Chin’'s corpse
seemsto fly back asif animated, and then | can hear the grotesque sound of bones snapping, the wet
sound of the Teras devouring their prize. The wind howls through the open Landcruiser, so cold, so dark
now, and an endless night full of davering fiends.

| don’t redlize I’ m trembling until Loras cups his other hand over mine. “Don’'t worry,” he whispers. “|
amyour shinai now. | will not let anything happen to you.”

My what?

Before | can ask, the Sde pand gives, and the Gunnar who told me I’'m bad luck, well, he goes
screaming, armsflailing, face contorted. I’ never forget the way he looked asthe Teras pulled him out.
Perhaps | am dark luck after all.

“Coming into the compound,” the Gunnar says, toneless. Hell of away to watch your brother die.
“Cruiser’ stoo damaged for shock fieldsto fire. Whatever you have in mind, clan Dahlgren, do it now, or
none of usare going to makeit out of thisdive.”

“Clan Dahlgren sacrifices to ensure its own perpetuity.” 1I'm not atogether sure what she means until she
bounds out of the Landcruiser, no longer old in her deportment, and somehow, she' s sprinting with
preternatural speed. | can smell the copper where she's cut hersdlf, and it' sanirresistible lure. Clan
leader, warrior, whatever ese sheis, Mair isn't merely an old woman. I’ ve never known anyone who



could movelikethat. | want to ask, but now isn’t thetime.

| sensethe Teras whedling away from the vehicle and giving chaseto living, bleeding prey. Keri screams,
“Grandmother!” and March hasto carry her away, asthe rest of us make use of the time she' s bought us
S0 dearly. It sthe bravest and most terriblething I’ ve ever seen.

We run, heads down, conscious that the Teras could return at any time. Loras still has me by the hand,
and he yanks the door wide, pushing meinside before entering himself. | don’t understand hisnew care
for my safety, then I’ m awed, humbled, to hear the live hum of the compound defense grid activating.
She' s out there with them, being torn to pieces, and dying, she saved usdll.

Tearsstand in my eyes, and Keri’ sgill screaming, fighting March with fists and feet, but he just holds her,
gentle but implacable, refusing to let her go back out. She' slost everyone today—her father, her
grandmother. And alot of itis my fault. I'll belucky if she doesn’t try to kill me at some point. | no
longer find Keri’ s higrionics ridiculous. Whatever her eccentricities, Mair was awoman worth mourning.

Dropping to my knees, | take stock with aglance. Of his clan, only the Gunnar chief made the run. They
were dl big men. Slow. Our crew seemsto be present, athough the doc’ s blood-spattered and collapses
againg thewall asif he may never move again. We' rein astorage building. | see crates stacked up
againg thewall, tools. Dinalooks angry, which is pretty much on par. Even though | don’t know shit
about Lachion, | know it’s not safe to go back out there. There' s no guarantee all the Teras were outside
the perimeter when the defense grid came up. We need to hole up and let them fry, trying to return to the
caves.

| hope there’ s somefood in here. Fragging starving. It seemslikeforever since | stuffed that square of
choclasteinto my face, and before that, | hadn’t eaten al day.

Maybethat’ s an irreverent thought, | don’'t know. But it'show | function. The part of methat feds
unworthy, wounded, totally shaken by everything that’ s happened, | shuffle her to the back because
she’' snot helping me dedl. And the Siranthawho steps up, well, she' sapragmatist.

And she' shungry.
CHAPTER 11

Also, | need to pee.

But | can't see anything like san facilitiesin this corrugated stedl box. Dinahas dready started to
rummage through the crates, looking for anything useful. The main house, with al associated amenities, is
probably deeper inside the compound, but | don’t think any of uswant to go back out there until the
drones have a chance to scout around and see what might be lurking in the dark.

Loras has settled down beside me, dmost asif he' sawaiting my orders, and March il holds Keri, who
appearsto have collgpsed entirely. Rest is probably the best thing for her right now, but her breath ill
hitches as children’ s do when they’ ve cried themsalves to deep. Leaning against thewall, | watch Dina
rooting around, tossing out items that may be useful. So far, she' sfound blankets, torch-tubes, and what
looks like emergency rations.

| snag one, tear the foil open, and yep, it’ sthe olive green paste that tastes like nothing you' d ever
voluntarily est, and yet smultaneoudy contains awhole day’ sworth of necessary nutrients. Why the hell
can’t they manufacture these in choclaste? Making aface, | hand one to Loras, who acceptsit and
downs hiswithout shuddering. March iswatching me, so | passapack to him aswell. Evenif | don't like
him, I’m not going to starve him while he can’t get hisown. He s il got Keri as deadweight.



Dina grabs a couple more and hands them out to the Gunnar and Doc, who opens his eyes reluctantly.
Everyone eatsin silence. It’' s hard to know what the hell to say after aday like we' ve had. The Gunnar
just gtslike asmall mountain, probably thinking about his brothers.

But then | remember | had a couple questions that just won't keep and glance et March again. Seems
like he' d know. “How did Mair—"

He pitches his voice low. “ Shewas afirg-rank chi-master, one of the last.”
| blink at that. “No shit?’

March gives me awithering look. But | didn’t even know they existed. All I've ever heard is
stories—OId Terramonks, who could adjust their breathing, stop their hearts. The greatest of them could
completely control their chi, resulting in superhuman feats. Like the burst of speed Mair summoned when
we needed it most.

“Did she have astudent?’ | ask. And his gaze goesto the girl deeping in hisarms. Wdll, of course.
Everything comes back to Keri.

| sigh. What can | possibly offer to counterbal ance her loss? Why did she think I'm worth it? Hell, |
don’t even think so, and I’'m generaly the biggest proponent for the surviva of Sirantha Jax.

Nothing | can do about it, though, and so | turn to Loras. He' s been watching me almost in the same
manner that he scanned the sky for thingstherest of us couldn’t see. It salittle unnerving, to tell the truth.

“Sotdl me about this shinai thing.”

And March laughs quietly. “That’ sright. HE syours now. Y ou don’t know how long I’ ve waited for this
day.’

Cdl me cynicd, but anything that makes March so happy cannot be good for me.

“I am now your shinai,” Lorastells me, but there' s sharpnessto histone. “ Thismeans | will put your
welfare ahead of my own and follow dl your directives, except ones wherein you ask me to do harm.
That, | cannot do, even for you.”

What the frag...?
“Soundsan awful lot likedavery,” | say.

Loras studies mefor amoment asif heisn't sureif I’'m messing with him or not. “ That iswhat shinai
meansin La hengrin,” heanswers a last. And yeah, there' sadefinite edgein hisvoice.

“How can she be so traveled and yet so ignorant?’ Dina asks of nobody in particular, but I'm too busy
glaring at March to respond to the insullt.

“Y ou have to be out of your mind if you think I’ m going to put up with keeping someone endaved.”
Mary, | want to break hisneck. | can’t believe I’ ve jumped, even once, with someone so monstrous. |
need to scrub my mind clean with awire brush, everywhere he touched it. Bastard. “No,” | tell Loras,
shaking my head. “If there sa ceremony or something, let’ sdo it because—"

Hisblue eyes burn as he claps his padm over my mouth. “Don’t,” he begs, dthough his gaze says
something else entirdly. “Y ou cannot deny me, or | will die. The La heng cannot exist outside the
protection of another species. It is part of thelegacy your people left us.”



Godammit, before | can help mysdif, | glance to March for confirmation. | fragging hate that | keep doing
that. But he snodding. “Did you redly think | run adave ship, Jax?’ Even though he doesn’t say another
word, | sense his disappointment. And maybe | have let him down. Because even though there’ sno liking
between us, maybe there was a nascent respect.

“You'reserious.” Dumb-ass thing to say—of course he' s serious, and suddenly | do fedl ignorant. | have
no ideawho the L& heng are or why they need to be... shinai. Even mentdly | shy away fromthered
word—dave.

“Yes” heanswersquietly. “When humanity first visted La heng, we did not greet them warmly. We
killed dl of their delegations, rebuffed dl attempts to establish contact. They correctly adjudged usa
hostile dien race and took stepsto civilize us”

| don’t know how long ago thiswas, don't know anything about this—I have lived in an oddly insular
world, made up of Kai and my CO, who directed me where to jump and to whom | reported when | felt
like taking a holiday. “What happened?’

Hatethat I'm making him talk about it when it clearly bothers him. Deegp down, | know I'm going to hear
atade of conquest and subjugetion, and thet it'sanother thing | can fed guilty for, dthoughit’ sracia, not
persond.

“They seeded our aimosphere with achemical that dampened our ability to fight.”

“RC-12,” thedoc putsin. “It'sgenerdly only used to sedate violent criminals. It had never been used on
aglobal scadebefore”

“They took La heng bloodlesdy,” Loras goes on, monotone. “And fed us more drugs to keep us
compliant. They didn’t take into account our physiology. We adapt quickly, integrate changes. The
RC-12 produced anew generation of La heng young incapable of fighting, even to defend their own
lives. We' re hdpless”

I"'m gtarting to understand, and my stomach rolls over, full of that disgusting paste and burning shame.
“So it was decided you each needed a...protector?’ | can’'t make myself say “master,” but that’swhat it
means. What we ve done.

Lorasnods. “At birth, we' re bonded to someone, who ostensibly will safeguard us and treat uswell.
Since many of us have aflair for languages, we are sought after on board ships.”

“Y ou don't stay with your protectorsfor life?’

“Generdly,” he says. “But we can be inherited, like property. And if someone savesour lives, outside the
family lineto which we re bound, then shinai transfersto that new person, asort of lifelink, | suppose.”

“I got him from my great-uncle,” March saysthen. “But he'syours now.”
Mother Mary of Anabolic Grace.
“Andif | refuse—’

“I'll die. It was decided that aquick degth is preferable for any La heng unfortunate enough to find
himsdlf without protection due to what might befal him thereafter.” Loras regards me, mouth
compressed.

Which explainswhy they were dl studioudly ignoring his distress. It doesn’t make it more acceptable, but



they al knew what might happen if they intervened. And March, who should ve been looking out for him,
probably couldn’t tell what was going on, dl theway in front.

| exndleinatired rush. “Don’t worry about that. I'll try to beagood...whatever. I’ [| watch your back
and let you do as you please, okay? Can we think of it asfriendship more than obligation?’

Loras gares a mefor along moment. “Could you think of one to whom you are wholly subservient asa
friend?

Guess not. I’'m suddenly exhausted and till need to pee.

CHAPTER 12

“Doit outside,” March dares me. Mocking. I’ d almost forgotten he could do that. “Go seeif it's
safe for therest of us.”

And for Mary’ s sake, that’ sthe last straw. | just nod and make for the door. If that’ swhat hethinks1’m
good for, live bait, the doll you dangleinto the cageto seeif the monster’ s deeping, then fragging fine. |
don’t see what happens thereafter, but he catches me just before | go out, spinning me back to face him.
Keri’s curled up on her sde, where he presumably dumped her as he came scrambling after me.

“Areyou crazy?’ he demands.

“Yeah.” | hold hislook, and I’'m just too tired to try to hide anything from him, not that | could entirely.
Hegetsit dl, oneway or another, then with amuffled oath, he pulls meinto hisarms, gentle ashe was
with Keri.

My whole world’ s upside down as he runs his hands over my back. March isjust never, ever niceto me.
| don't have any ideahow long it’s been since he found me on Perlas Station, but it ssemslike eternity. |
can't remember not hating March at this point; it’ sthe one truth to which | cling.

“Let mego before | cut your nuts off,” | tell him, then wonder why | sound like that. Soft. Broken. A
not-Jax voice.

“Will you just shag her dready?’ Dinathrows atorch-tube at March, hitting him in the side of the head
with asatisfying thunk. The light comeson asit lands a hisfeet.

| think | love that woman. Because he breaks away to glare at her, and | step back. “1 wasjust trying to
keep her from killing hersdlf.”

“Sureyou were.” Now the doc' sgiving him hdll. “ And that’ swhy you were finger-checking her scapula
and vertebrae so carefully for possibleinjuries, too.”

Can't help but snicker.
“I hateyou dl,” March growls. His expression adds, What'd | do to deserve this?

It seemslike Dinaregistersthat because she answersthe implicit question. “Duh. Y ou hired us out of
Gehenna. That’ swhere all the assholes hang out. You were there, weren't you?’

“Shemakesastrong case,” | admit.

Oddly enough, | fed better, lessaone. | till need to pee, but I'm not willing to feed mysdlf to the Teras
to do s0. We're dl surprised to hear the Gunnar finally speak up; he' s been quiet so long.



“We need to recall the drones, get alook at their security cams,” he says. “If it seems clear, we can
make arun for the house. Alternativeisto play it safe, stay here until daybreak. It might be along night,
but at least we'll get wherewe regoing.”

At that, March nods and snags Keri’ s bag, rummages until he findsaremote. “Think thisisit, let’shavea
look at what' s out there.”

Heinputs afew commands, and about five minutes later, there sametalic clang asthe dronestry to
proceed through the closed door. Bright, they aren’t. We open it just enough for them to pass through,
then closeit. Bolt it again.

Everyone watches as the Gunnar reviews the footage, grainy, low-tech stuff. But nothing seemsto be
moving out there.

“You think they’'redl dead?’ Lorasasks.

| can seewhy that’ d be aparticular concern for him, seeing as he can't fight, at al. Not even mongters.
He srdiant on me now for his protection. And if that’s not the shittiest twist of fate ever, | don't know
what is.

“Hard tdlling. If they’ ve dl fed...” The Gunnar pauses, and | know he' sthinking about his brothers, taken
within the compound proper. “ Then they might be nesting.”

Marchfoldshisarms. “It's choosing time. I’ [l have to take Keri. | don’t think she’ s going to wake up for
awhile, and even if she does, shewon't befit to run.”

Saul dearshisthroat. “Especidly given thefact that | sedated her.”

“We should wait,” | say quietly. “It’ s stupid to go when we' re safe enough here. We have blood al over
us, 0 if there are any in the compound, they’ |l catch the scent.”

“Daylight won't help us survive them,” Loras observes. “It' Il just give uslonger to fed afraid.”

“They’ Il be wanting to return to the caves by then.” For once, March seemsto be agreeing with me. “We
have a better shot of everyone making it if we do wait.”

The solution’ssimple, and | have to wonder why | didn’t think of it before. “Got an idea. Saul, can | have
your shirt?’

I’'m not being aperv; he' sjust got the most blood on hisclothing. After afew seconds' hesitation, he
pullsit over hishead, and | toss him back his coat. They watch as| tie the deeves around the first drone
and push it outsde. And the Gunnar nods like it’s a sound notion—

But holy shit, | hear wings, and Loras trembles, hands over his ears, snce they must be screaming right
outside the door. One of them dams hard against the reinforced meta, and | swallow, hoping they can't
smell usthrough the building, that their claws aren’t strong enough to get through these walls. | hear the
sound of the drone being smashed to hits.

Oh, Mother Mary, no, please don’t let me have fucked this up.

| don't notice I’ m rocking back and forth on my hegls until March puts ahand on my shoulder to steady
me. “It wasagood idea,” hetells me softly. “We d have died trying to get to the main house. We re safe
in here. And thisway, nobody secretly feeswe re being too cautious.” A little louder, he adds, “ Going to
cal the Dahlgren First and have him spread word that there are Terasingde the perimeter.” Shortly



thereafter, he gets on the radio and does so.

Throat thick, | nod. I’ ve just redlized that if I’ d gone outside to pee, well, what happened to the drone,
that’ d be meright now. Heredly did save my life. Oh shit. | have a smart-ass comment about being his
shinai on thetip of my tongue when, for probably thefirst timein my life, | hold it. Not because March
deserves something more sincere, although he does, but because what’ s been done to the La heng just
it something | should joke about. And at least I’ ve caught mysdlf before | can be an insensitive
asshole

“Thanks,” | answer. I’'m not just saying that because he complimented me. And by the shine of hisdark
eyes, heknowsthat.

Hejust shrugs, but it fedslike an gpology, asif he knows he pushed too far. It'll do. Dina swatching us,
and shejust rolls her eyes, smirking. “Let’sget somebio in place if we re staying the night,” isal she
sys.

All sheredly wantsistwo empty buckets, and we argue alittle bit. | findly say, “Okay, you must get off
on guyswatching you piss, then. I'm sorry, | didn’t redlize”

“Bitch.” But she ssmiling as she hdpsmerig a primitive setup of blankets on wire fastened to the
shelving on either side.

I’'m thefirst to test out the ladies bucket and man, | think | have apeegasm when | finally let go,
groaning. Theguysareal smirking when | come out. | know they heard me, but whatever, dammit. Can
we try to be a little bit grown-up? Please?

March seemsto think about that, then shakes his head. But he grins at me. He' sremoved his jacket,
tucked it underneath Keri’ shead. | didike seeing the gentle side of him; makes him harder to hate, and
I’ve been doing that so well. Doing my best to ignore both him and Loras, who | swear istrying to piss
me off with his attentive-daveimpression, | walk past and drop down beside the Gunnar, who looks as
sad as ahuman can without actualy weeping.

“So what’ syour name?’ | mean obvioudy it’'s something Gunnar, but surely they don’t just number the
big lugs
“Lex,” heanswerstiredly. “ Alexander.” His gaze goesto Keri, and | wonder what’son hismind. “I'm

going to have to marry her,” he adds, when he sees melooking. He sounds about as pleased about that
as|’d beto hook up with March.

Redly garting to like that glare, by the way.
“How come?’ | think he needs to talk more than | want to know. And that’ sfine.

“Clan compstitionisfierce here,” hetelsme. “As|’m sure you' vefigured out. We have to race for new
technology, resources. Everything. There savery definite hierarchy, and we two have been at each other
for the top spot for years now. That’s why we went after you so hard. Couldn't let Dahlgren get the
edge”

“How the hell do | qualify aseither?”’

“Commerce,” hetdlsme. “Right now, the only source of trained jJumpersisviathe Corp. They control dl
trade, more or less, athough they would deny that’ stheir intent with their refusa to permit unaffiliated
academies. Imagine the money that could be made if someone successfully created an dternative.”



“Y ou not only want to try and figure out what makes metick, you also want meto train jumpersfor you.”

I’ve put the pieces together now. My disgrace on Matins |V probably seemed like ahdll of an
opportunity. How often does ajumper wind up like that? Ordinarily they’ d have no hope of turning one
of us; part of our indoctrinationisa*“Corp for life’ mentality. That'swhat No-chin meant when he said
the Gunnarswould pay more, and it’ d be better for al concerned if | Signed with them. Teaching...never
even thought of that. Obvioudy, the Corp hasinstructors, former jumpers, who choose retirement over
burnout, and they impart what we need to know about grimspace. We make our first practice jumpswith
them, al jacked into atest ship that Smulateswhat we' Il one day do dl by ourselves.

He nods. “We could create new trade routes. Establish afree market, and it would help alot of outposts,
not having to pay Corp tariffsfor their supplies. But Mother Mary, in one day, such losses...” Lex closes
hiseyes. “ The only hope ether clan has now is consolidation. We become Gunnar-Dahlgren, marry up,
and combine our ranks, or we get wiped by the other clans.”

“When shell freezesh over,” Keri says, durred, sedated.
“Wall, put on your overcoat, sweetheart.”

Hard to say who looks more shocked to hear that coming from March.

CHAPTER 13

Theinevitable argument’ s postponed when Keri passes out again.

March pulls her up againgt him, awise idea—sharing body heat since this shed lacks climate control. But
everyon€e sregarding him speculatively, wondering what he hasin mind. Being March, in the face of such
avid curiosity, he leans his head back againgt the wall, closes his eyes, and goesto deep. Just like that.

Hits me then—that’ sa soldier’ s skill, being able to turn off and on. It'san invauable talent, one that
alowsthem to stand watch easier.. .but it takes yearsin thefield to develop it, usualy on rough
assgnments. | frown as | study him, trying to put the piecestogether. He' s clearly amerc, and I’ m willing
to bet if | got aglimpse of his bare chest, he' d have some battle scars to show. Not that | want to see
March without ashirt, Mary forefend. But how does a Psi-sensitive stay hidden for solong? And he's
clearly got some ability to contral it, or he would be nuts by now.

There' s something about that bugging me, some thought | had that would help me figure him out, but right
now I’ mjust too tired to get afix onit. As|’m gitting there, rubbing my hands over my arms absently,
Loras brings me one of the spare blankets. | wish it was agenuine kindness, but | can tell by his
expression it’s part of thewhole shinai thing. No wonder March was so glad to have it end—being
served by someone who resentsit with every fiber of hisbeing, well, it kind of sucks. | mean, not the
help. I’'m glad of the blanket, and | wrap up in it with amurmured, “ Thanks.”

But just thefact Lorasfedslike he has to wait on me. | hate that.

It'scold enough in herethat | can see my own breath. With dl the other stuff going on, | hadn’t
noticed...but | gave Doc back his coat when | fed his shirt to the Teras, and I' m freezing. Loras stands
for amoment, staring down a me. He' swearing asimple pair of trousers and pullover, so | don’t know
how histeeth aren’'t chattering.

Glance across the room and find Dinalooking extremely pissed off, sSince she's sandwiched between
Doc and Gunnar. “Say ‘cream filling, and | kill you. Serioudy.”



| muffle alaugh, but I manage not to say it. Somehow.
“Youwant meto...?" Loras gestures at the others, huddled up.

And | hate even more that he fedlslike he needs to ask permission. Mother Mary, it's common sense. |
scowl up at him. | am not persondly to blame for what my race did to his, however long ago.

“Okay, you haveto follow my directives, right?’ At hisnod, | continue, “ Then you're forbidden to do
anything but what you want. And if you’ d like to come down here so we can both get warm, do that. If
not, do what the hell ever. Becausel’mtired, and | am sick of this shit.”

At this, March’s eyes snap open, and now he looks extremely pissed. “| can't believe | never thought of
that.”

Bastard was faking, so he wouldn't have to answer questions. He givesme agrin and closes hiseyes
again, while Loras stands there, looking dumbfounded. “ It would be very foolish for both of usto be
cold,” he saysfindly, and drops down beside me.

| get thefeding thisisthefirst time anyone s said that to him. Hopeit' seasier on him, and me, too, for
that matter. I’m not cut out to go around giving orders about every little thing. Too much of that, and I'd
bekilling him ingteed of watching his back.

“Good cdl.”

He settlesin beside me, shoulder to shoulder, and we wrap up in asecond blanket. Takesalittle while,
but | can fed mysdf warming up, and as my body temperaturerises, | get deepy. Gonna close my eyes
for aminute...

Next thing | know, I'm fedling so good, not exactly surewhere | am, and it doesn't matter because I’'m
toasty warm, lying in someone sarms. | nuzzle my nose againgt histhroat, sretching luxurioudy. | want to
make love, soft and dow. My half-awake brain tellsme it must be Kai, because he’ sthe only one | ever
dept with like this, and then the other half rouses and points out that’ simpossible.

My eyes snap open.

A torch-tube glows in the middle of the room, providing alittle light. Enough to seethat March'sfaceis
right above mine, and he knows. The floor can open up to admit me now, thanks. At some point, he
must' ve given Keri to Loras and come to huddle with me himsdlf, though damned if | know why.

“Y ou were whimpering in your deep,” he whispers. “ And jabbing with your elbow. Almost broke his
nose.”

“And you thought you could fix it?” | pitch my voice low becausethe othersare dl still degping, but I'm
angry over his presumption, angry that | dept better in hisarmsthan | have since Kai died.

He shrugs. “If nothing else, I'm too big for you to hurt me.” At my look, he adds, “Okay, too big for you
to hurt accidentally.”

And he doesn't need to say that | settled down as soon as he pulled me close. | know | did; | can dmost
remember the dreams that made me restless, and | can almost see hisresigned expression as he pulled
me againg his chest, wrapped his arms about me, can amost hear my own small sound as| relaxed like
it' ssomewhere |’ m supposed to be. | redly am insane. | remember Dinamentioning that he lost
someone in the crash, and | want to know more. Does he blame me? Should he?



| don’t even know the answer to that.

“Why do you hate me so much?’ For amoment, | can't believe | asked. It' s got to be the false intimacy,
sound of other people breathing, lying in hisarmsin the dark.

“I don't...hateyou.” Hisvoice sounds gruff.

| gaze up a hisface, trying to read his expression, defeated by shadows fdl. “Didike me profoundly and
intensely, before we ever met.”

“Look, I’m not having this conversation right now. Go to deep, Jax.”
“Goto hdl, March.” But I’'m amiling as| say it.

As| doze off again, I’'m pretty sure he says, “Been there, done that, and I’ m keeping a spot warm for
you, babe.”

The next timel wake up, it'sto hear:
“No. How can you ask meto do this, March? It'smonstrous and barbaric.”

Grest. | guessthey’ re making wedding plans. My eydidsfed like they’ ve got paste under them, and |
am, mercifully, by mysdf. Maybe | dreamed that whole weird interlude during the night. Please let me
have dreamed it.

Because | don’'t want to carry the awarenessthat | fit nicely against March’ s chest and that his heartbeat
isacomforting way to fal adeep. | especialy don’t want to remember rubbing my face againgt histhroat
and liking it. I think | need to kill him. For amoment, | try to imagine agiant rock landing on him, but |
can't—

Mother Mary, | am deranged. Because | can't bring myself to picture any real harm coming to him. In
fact, it darms meto think of losing him. When nothing &l se makes sense, he' srock solid. Inexplicably, |
fed likel can count on him.

I”’m defanged where he' s concerned. Or something. It hurtswhen | press, awound | didn’t even know |
had. | don’t want to rely on him in any capacity. Mary knows, I’ ve learned the hard way that nothing
lastsforever.

“If you would stop thinking like astupid kid for aminute,” the Gunnar says, “you' d redlize thisisthe only
way to save both our clans.”

Oh smooth, Lex. That’s the way to get the girl.

“I'm not astupid kid...I just hate you! Which seemsto be the best proof of my intellect that | could
offer.”

Wonder if that’show March and | sound. If so, that’ d be why people think we want to shag each other.
And maybe they’ re not entirely wrong, sincel can’t deny he hasa certain raw charisma. Regardless, I'm
now convinced that Keri’s going to wind up a Gunnar. It'saforegone conclusion.

| climb out of my warm nest and start folding up the blankets. Someon€e s aready been outside to empty
the buckets, so | guessthat meansit’s safe. Everyone seemsto be here. Dina, Doc, and Loras are
sucking on packets of paste, looking no more pleased than I'd beif | were egting one. All three are
riveted on the funny little love triangle, funny because | don’t think March redlized until now that al his



protectiveness had created one gi-enormous crush.

Which makes me wonder how he missed it, being Ps and dl. He can’t seem to help rummaging around
my head likeit'sajumble sale, but he has no clue what’ s going on with Keri? Interesting.

Casein point, heturnsto glare a me.

CHAPTER 14

It's sputtering snow when we finally emerge from the storage shed, from what felt like an endless
night, into awhite-gray morning. There salesson inthat, | think. No matter how interminable something
feds, thereisaways, dways an ending. Sometimesthat’ s good, and sometimesit’ s bad; sometimesit'sa
matter of indifference, and sometimesit’ s heartbreaking, and your lifeis never the same theregfter.

March surprises me by holding up ahand asthe others set off. | wait without protest, but not because of
what happened last night. That’ snot it. Is it? He goes back into the building and brings me a blanket,
wragpsme up init poncho style. | give him ahaf smile, not understanding the shift.

But I murmur, “Thank you,” and we go adong behind the others, him matching his stridesto my shorter
ones. Thesllenceisoddly companionable.

Fried and fdlen Terasbodieslie strewn dl dong the perimeter. They died in the night, trying to return to
the caves, and in death they lose their camouflage. Dark and ugly, like something from achild's
gories—it isdifficult to believe something like this evolved naturaly. The stench is dreadful, and more
than once | swallow down bile that wants to become vomit, but | don’t have anything to upchuck. The
paste metabolizes quickly so your body receivesthe nutrients right away. And | chose not to edt it this
morning; I’m hoping there will be something better at the main house.

“I haven't been fair to you,” he says, so quietly | amost don't catchit.
But hesaidit. | know hedid. I actualy stop walking. Pause and gape up a him. “Y ou—"

“You heard me.” March scowls down a me, and | know he doesn't like saying it any more than | would.
“I’'m going to do better.”

Our eyesmeet, and | notice for thefirgt timethat hiseyesaren’'t amply dark; they possess gold flecks as
well, an amber ring around theiris. He aso has the most ridiculous lashes |’ ve ever seen onaman, a
sharp contrast to his hard-hewn face. HE' s almost too rough-featured in fact, unless you focus on those
long lashes. After that |ook, mustering a smart-ass response takes some doing.

“Well, it'd be hard for you to do worse. Come on.”

We start walking, and | increase my pace to catch up with the others. | don’t want Dinathinking | want
private timewith March. Mary forefend.

| don’t know what | expected, not like | had a chance to look around last night. But the compound
seemsto be a series of outbuildings along a path that leads up to the main house, a structure of
old-fashioned stonework. The whole enclave is surrounded by intricate wire-and-sted fencing, crackling
an eectrica warning aswe passby.

Aswe near the main house, clansmen whose names| don’'t know come to meet us. They liveinwhat |
take to be gpartments or longhouses nearby. Keri greetsthem and invitesthem insde. Therest of ustrail
in her wake, and | gaze around, surprised at the elegance of her home.



Floorsare marble, walls are pandled, and if it’snot real marble, real wood, then they il paid afortune
for such high-qudity synth. It even ringstrue when | rgp my knucklesonit in passing. They have Giovanni
paintings and sculptures from the Sheng Dynasty, just before Taiwan was reclaimed by China, or so my
spotty recollection of Old Terrahistory suggests. It' sagorgeous place, and | fed bad just walking on this
rug. My shoessink six centimeters, and who knowswhat’ s on them?

We proceed to ameeting hdl that looks amost like a senate chamber. Keri proceeds to the podium,
where a Speaker would ordinarily stand, and she does so with adignity | wouldn’t have expected. Once
there, she advises her clansmen of the bad tidings with solemn poise, and in turn, they report some losses
in the night. One day, she will be awoman of grest strength, | think. Depressing to contemplate, when
shereaches her prime, | will be quiteold if | even survivethat long.

“Leadership iswhat separates aprincipa clan from aweek one,” shetells her people, oncetheinitia
shuffling has ceased. “ And they will not yet listen to my voice on the Clan Council. Alone, | cannot hope
to hold the position of strength we have enjoyed. So it iswith aheavy heart that | propose consolidation.
In making amarita merger with clan Gunnar, we double our holdings, double our population, and double
our resources. Heresfter, the clan lineswill be joined and known as Gunnar-Dahlgren. | put the
proposition to avote, asit affectsthe way you live, asmuch asme.”

The rumble of voices greets her pronouncement, and | watch from my vantage near the back. | don't
know how thisimpacts me, but | fed apeculiar tension, studying her face. Glancing at the Gunnar, | see
hisinvestment in the proceedings. Both clans have lost so much. From what | can gather, they aretaking
avote. A black bead means no, awhite one means yes, and they passaround asiver dish. Itisa
remarkably degant system for itssimplicity. Findly, adark-haired man stlands, having counted the
tokens, spokesman by some tacit understanding or perhaps tradition.

“Rydad.” Keri recognizes him with anod.

“Thevoteistdlied in favor of consolidation,” he sayswith sad gravity. “Wejudgeit preferableto a
hostile takeover.”

Although I am not sure, | guessthat would involve wholesdle daughter of the clan and seizing dl assets
and territories. March catches my eye and nods. | fed like I’ ve just seen the world changein some
fashion thismorning, and | don’t understand the sensation. Lachion has never influenced the larger
universe o far asI’ m aware; these are mudsider poalitics, nothing that will make a difference,

Keri inclines her head, then fixes a pale green gaze on the Gunnar. “Have your First speak to mine; we
have contracts to negotiate.”

“My Firgt died out onthe NgannaPlain,” hetdlsher flatly. “1t will take time to decide who should fill the
breach.”

Y ou can amost see the sparks crackling between them, and | decide they’ re going to be bitching at each
other longer than | really want to listen. Seemslike I’ m not the only one who fedlsthat way because the
Dahlgren clansmen trickle out in twos and threes, and even Doc shifts hisweight on the balls of hisfeet.

| clear my throat. “Breskfagt?”

Even though | direct the question to nobody in particular, Loras pushes away from thewall and beckons
me. | fal in step besde him ashe says, “I’ll show you to the dining hall. There' susualy something laid out
for another hour or s0.”

“Communa meals?’ | can’t imagine the workload that must mean for the cooks. Unless...“ Do they have



food processors?’

“Thelesser clans, no. Some are astonishingly low-tech, but this one has done well. There are even botsin
charge of cleaning and maintenance here.”

That remark reminds me of my cdll Al, and my mouth tightens. “ Fantastic. Can we expect...Oh, that
smellsgood.”

Something sweet and smooth isbrewing. | know the scent, I’ ve had it once before—it’sa hot drink that
goesinto your veinslike pure chem, leaves you bouncing until you crash. | seem to remember it shighly
addictive. There' saso the aromaof honeyed pastries, fried ssmeset, and some kind of fruit, a sharp,
succulent tang. We come into alarge open room with acouple of bots circulating, ostensibly keeping
track of the food laid out on along table. It'sawell-lit space with windows on three walls, arrayed with
round tables.

| make mysdlf a sandwich out of the meat and the sweetbread while Loraslooks on in horrified
astonishment. “I don't think you’ re supposed to...”

Shrugging, | say, “It getsthejob done,” and take an enormous bite.

Actudly it’ s better than | expected, this blend of sweet and savory. He sighs and fastidioudy selects
somefruit. We ve dmogt finished by the time the crew catches up with us. I’ m drinking a cup of the

dark, pungent stuff that will probably make mejittery; the tasteisalittle difficult to pin down, but it seems
to have atrace of choclaste.

| don’t know what happens next.

But as March drops down in the chair opposite me with asmile, I'm pretty surel’m not going to likeit.

CHAPTER 15

“You'reserious,” | say, after hearing what they have in mind.
March nods. “That’ sthe plan.”

Doc looksfaintly apologetic, asif he suspected what my reaction would be. And if he supposed I'd be
horrified a the thought of aten-planet tour, adl in different quadrants, without scheduled R& R, well, he' d
beright. That does't even factor in the expectation of recruiting unregistered J-gene carriersfor our
as-yet-fictitious academy. And what about the gray men hunting me? The minute I’ m ret-scanned in any
Corp way dation, they’ re going to dispatch the nearest unit.

With some effort, | manage to make mysdf sound reasonable and not just start ranting, my first impulse.
“Look, firgt, you retalking about aredlly long haul. I’ ve dways had plenty of rest between jumps, and
we don’t know what our timetable will be. | have no ideawhat this could do to me.”

Dinaleansforward, ebows on thetable. “It killsyou.”

Something in her gray eyestells me she' stalking about Edaine. And | won't go there with her right now,
though | know I’ m not the reason the other jumper pushed herself so hard. She might’ ve made her last
flight asasacrificefor me, but | didn’t cause her total burnout. That decision was hers, and I'm just a
convenient source of expiation.

“Everybody dies,” | answer. “It’' sjust a matter of when and whether you do anything worthwhile
beforehand.” But | don't takeit any further, and asfar as|’m concerned, that’s a concession. Instead, |



ask, “What am | supposed to say anyway? ‘ Come join our renegade training facility. No, we don’t have
anything built yet, but they’ re working on that while | find thefounding class.””

“I expect you'll refinethe verbiage,” Lorasputsin. “That’s part of your skill set, isn'tit? It swhy you
were S0 good at making first contact.”

And damn him, he' sright. | do have aknack for swinging luck my way. Always have had—it'sone
reason | live through things that destroy everyone around me.

“The gray men—" | start to object, but March shakes his head.
“You won't be traveling first-class anymore, Jax. No more clean Corp stations.”

Takesmeaminute, but | get it. W€ Il be avoiding regulated routes, dinging out through the beacon
nearest our objective, then scrambling signd so they can't tell where we ve gone. There are a pretty low
number of potentia destinations at each point, o they may locate us vialegwork, but that will dow them
down some.

By keeping on the move, we stay one jump ahead of them. Literally. That means| won't havelong to
convince the unregistered resources to join up. It sounds crazy; the Corpisjust so big. How can we
imagine, even for amoment, that we might muster the resources to chalenge its monopoly? Grimspace
belongs to the Corp; it’s an undisputed redlity and has been, longer than I ve been diive.

| realize | don’'t even know the details of how Clericon Stellar went down. They were agtart-up like we
hope to be, and they failed. If we' re going to do this, | need to find out why. Information may be our only
hope. There might even be other renegade jumpers, athough I’ ve heard nothing. Stands to reason the
Corp wouldn’t want that getting out. In fact, | bet I ve been listed as officidly flatline by now, so maybe
they’ ve cdled off the gray squads and are pursuing me through unofficiad means.

Asmy training informed me, Corp intelligence tracks our jJumpsinto grimspace and there are pinch-faced
men that go over flickering screens, trying to make the numbers match up. Of course, in reveding this,
they were reassuring us that we wouldn't get lost. But now it makes me wonder how many unsanctioned
jumperstheir data minerstallied and what happened to those peopleif they got caught.

Deep down | don’t need to betold; | know. And unless | want it to happen to me, I’ ve got to make this
work. It'sadifferent life. No more am | Sirantha Jax, Corp superstar. Now I’'m just Jax, and | need to
prove mysdf dl over again. Well, that’ sfine. I ve survived worse.

| don't let myself think about Kal.

Glancing up frommy slver mug, | find them al staring at me. “Okay.” | glance a Doc. “What' sthe first
planet on the lig? And how did you find these sources? The Corp has tons of people constantly |ooking
for the samething. There aren’t enough J-gene carriersto replenish the pool, based on burnout rate. In
about ten turns, there aren’t going to be enough trained jumpers | eft to meet demand.”

Saul pullsasilk screen datapad from his pants pocket and dides it across the table toward me. | hit the
lower left corner to increase resolution so | canread, and firgt it' sjust alist of names. Marakeq, Gestdlt,
Fredey, Darengo, Collins, Sureport, Venetia, Lark, Belsev, Quietus. But after amoment, it Snksin.

“These are dl either nonhuman or class-Pworlds.”

The Corp doesn't interfere on class-P worl ds, where native technology falls somewhere between Bronze
Age and pre-Industrid. Once we make first contact, welog our findings, then categorize the planet as
primitive. In most cases, we could determine that much from orbit, but the Corp likes to know the exact



level of development: what sort of tools, customs, whatever we can learnin asingle visit. After that,
interstellar trade and travel remains restricted until such time as the citizens devel op sufficient technology
to comelooking for us on their own.

Furthermore, those five class-P worlds? They' re the ones where | madefirst contact, but | can’t imagine
myself going back to claim sons and daughters, taking them away to the sky. How inthe hell can|
rationalize that? Culture shock might kill them, let done grimspace.

“I don’t think you grasp the scope of what Mair wanted to do,” March says then.
“Sotdl me”

“Wearen't interested in spiriting away a couple adventurous souls here and there,” Saul explains. “We're
looking to relocate whole villages—we || cull them from remote areas where their disappearance smply
goes unsolved. Certain anomdiesin Old Terra history make me believe this may have occurred before,
Ever heard of Roanoke?’ | shake my head and he adds, “No matter. Y ou needn’t examine dl the
evidence as| have. But thisiswhy Gunnar-Dahlgren needsto be fixed to support asurge in population.
We re not smply starting an academy, dthough that’s part of it.”

“A colony of jumpers”

It'samammoth undertaking. | don’t ask if they have transport ships. Surely they must have passenger
freighters somewhere on thisrock, if they’re serious. | don’'t know how | fed about that. Part of me
thinks any breeding experiment is doomed to failure, and Mary knows we' ve seen bad results from this
kind of thing, time and again. Purpose becomes twisted, and even a scientist with the best intentions, like
Doc, gets swept up in the trappings of godhood. People shouldn't be pushed to mate to produce a
certain type of child; | fed strongly about thét.

“Nobody will beforced to do anything,” March sayswith adisgusted sigh. “Doc’ sisolated something
that the Corp never saw. He' s been going through medica recordsfor years.” Which doesn't quite
explain how he found it, but maybe he'ssmply smarter than the average Corp scientist. Given that

they’ re mostly bureaucrats these days, that hypothesis doesn't stretch my imagination much. “ So there's
another factor that determines how long someone can handle grimspace, and it’ stied to the genotype.”

He pauses, and we stare at each other. | fed asif he’swilling me to make amenta leap, like he'll be
disappointed in meif | can’t put it together on my own. Then it dawns on me, afedling of astonishment
and ave—sunrise on ldos. | sat in the therma rooms with Kai once, watching dow red-orange break of
light refracted over the glaciers. That'show | fed now.

“Not abloodling” | say dowly. “Y ou'relooking to engineer anew species. Y ou want human recruits
from class-P worlds with strong J-gene strains. Alien DNA provides for longevity—compensates for
burnout.”

March watches me, probably tracking my menta processes. He knowswhen | work it out. | dub that
unknown factor the L-gene, whatever alows inhuman navigators to withstand grimspace better than we
do. A number of aien races can sense the beacons, but many despise usfor our conquistador attitude,
and the rest consider usfood.

| say it doud for the benefit of the others. “Y ou' re going to make something new from mingling alien and
human DNA. I'mright, aren't 17’

Dinacramsthelast of asweetbread into her mouth and says through the crumbs, “Hey, you're not as
dumb asyou look after all.”



Maybe | realy was better off in my cell.
CHAPTER 16

So we're going to Marakeqg.

| wish | could say | enjoyed my time on Lachion, but with Lex and Keri growling likeapair of Anduvian
ice ottersin mating season, therest of usjust lay low. Barely, | manageto restrain awince when | see
that they’ re hauling crates of the nutri-paste, presumably to replenish our stores.

Great. We'll survive any emergency. We'll just wish we hadn’t.

Themorning of our departure, | runinto Keri outsde the training facility. I’ ve spent alot of timein there
becauseit gets the blood pumping, and pure physical exertion means| don’'t have to think. Something in
her face tellsme’m not going to like what' s coming, and | brace mysdlf ingtinctively. It' sawonder she
hasn't confronted me before now; | fed responsible for alot of her problems.

She doesn't say hello, merely looking me up and down with an air of indefinable scorn. | know what she
sees, awoman past her prime with burn scars raying out from the edges of my workout gear, but | don’t
shift beneath the weight of her eyes. | just wait.

“I don't likeyou,” shesaysat last. “But you' re necessary to bring my grandmother’ svision to fruition.
Make no mistake, that’ sthe only reason you're dive.”

A hbitchy reply springsto my tongue, but | swalow it down. | started trouble on this planet without
knowing therules. If I'd made a habit of being that careless on other worlds, I’ d have died long before
now, and thistime, her family paid the price for my unsteady impulses. So | owe her, and she' sentitled to
hate me as much as she wants. Right now, I’ m none too fond of myself, either. | haveto look a mysdlf in
the mirror, knowing I lived where eighty-two died, one of whom wasthe man | loved. Not to mention the
loss of Miriam Jocasta, a diplomat of incredible e ogquence and grace; she had been instrumentd in
achieving peace during the Axis Wars. The woman was an icon, and | killed her. Maybe. From theline
of their questioning, the Psychs had certainly been inclined to think o, at any rate.

Frag, | wish | could remember.

“Y ou want to go afew rounds with me?’ | blot away the sweat and head back to the training mat without
waiting for an answer.

Since shewasMair’ s pupil, she'll probably kick my assten ways from sunrise, given she' s younger and
faster and probably stronger, too. I'll take whatever she dishes out, but | won't hand it to her on aplate.
She |l enjoy my beeting moreif sheworksfor it.

Her amile seemstight somehow, wicked with anticipation. “Gladly. And should there ever come aday
when | need you no longer, I'll see you dead.”

There'sno moretalk after that. She positions hersalf in ahalf crouch that I” ve never seen before. No big
surprise—my combat training was purely perfunctory, augmented by a propensty for starting troublein
spaceport bars. Mary, she' sfast. She' s clocked me between the eyes with the hedl of her hand before |
hardly register the movement, and while I’ m regling, she sweeps my legs out from under me.

| land hard on my back, exhaing with a huff, but | roll before she can smash her foot into my stomach.
With amentd shrug, | grab her ankle and yank, thinking we' |l take this fight to the ground, but she
executes aneat maneuver that breaks my hold. The girl isgood. After that, | submit to my beating; my



fighting isclumsy as hell compared to hers. Swest pours off mein rivers by the time she seems satified,
maybe an hour later. I’'m aching in placeswhere | didn’'t even know | had muscles, and there’ sa deep
bruise forming where she kicked mein the hip.

“If you' d wanted to, you could have taken those Gunnars by yourself.”

She shakes her head. How | hate the fact that her perfect cheeks are smply flushed with arosy glow.
“I’d have needed Grandmother’ s help, but it was the height of stupidity to fight in the open. Theré sa
reason we use ammunition that disables vehiclesinstead of causing bodily harm. There' sareason we
fight our battlesinsde, safely in the confines of the clan arena.”

“I didn’t know,” | say, humbled. “I’m sorry about your father. And your grandmother. Asfor seeing me
deed, wdll. Giveit time. Thisten-jump journey might do thetrick.”

She seemstorn between pleasure in that prospect and chagrin. Finally, she responds, “I hope not, for
we Il till need you to head up our training academy when the program progresses to that point.”

“Essentidly then, you cameto tell methat you are resigned to working with me to honor your
grandmother’ swishes”

For amoment, thereis something regd in her young face, the set of her shoulders. | canimagine
condemned princesses facing down their executioners with the same blend of fatality and poise. Maybe |
don't entirely like Kexi, but | respect her now.

And | think she knowsthat because asmileflickers at the edges of her mouith like a corrupt holo-file.
“Kicking your asswas a nice bonus, though. | have too much business here to accompany you, but |
wish you luck. Not that | think you'll need it with March heading the expedition.”

Maybe she does't intend it so, but that feelslike abarb, so | answer, “Yeah. At least you'll have Lex
with you to get things done.”

Her sharp inhalation sounds like ahiss. Y eah, | know. I'm lucky she doesn't punch mein the face again.

| probably deserve another black eye, but I’ ve never been good at the antiquated doctrine of turning the
other cheek. Why give them the chance to hit you a second time? | say knock them out the first time they
swing, acombative philosophy that probably explains my current Situation.

But she surprises me by laughing. “Much as| hate the bastard, he does have a certain persond force.”
“He'samountain.”

“Hashisown gravity,” Keri quips, and | redize we re amiling a each other.

Life goes on whether we want it to or not. And laughter is a constant.

“Good luck rebuilding things,” | tell her. “Going to clean up, then go get agood seat in therover. | want
to seewhat it’slike all theway in back.”

“I wish...” She seems hesitant, and | pause, letting her assemble what shewantsto say. “That is,
Grandmother had al these idesas, tactics you were supposed to use, approaches for the different worlds.
She' d done extensive research on culture, traditions, both primitiveand dien...”

“That’ swhy she wanted to meet with me,” | guess aloud. “ To go over this Suff before we set out.”

Keri nods. “But mogt of it wasinsde her head. Not long ago, she started to get suspicious of standard



datapads and sys-terminals. She said the Corp could probably mine what you stored somehow or what
you were searching for.”

Once I’ d have dismissed that as the paranoid delusion of an old woman who' d missed afew too many
antiaging treatments. Now | consider the prospect for amoment before alowing, “1t' s possible. Do you
have any of her research, at least? The info she unearthed regarding our target ten would save me
retracing her steps.”

“I'll give you her PA. Anything she stored would bein there. Shewouldn't use standard datapads or
systermsany longer. Just amoment.”

Maybe five minutes later, Keri returns with a smooth silver sphere. I’ ve seen these before, dthough I’ ve
never even held one. They'reridiculously expensive, closed to any other system, and require three levels
of encryption confirmation before they will rdinquish their deta.

“I hope you have her codes. Don’t know anybody who can hack one of these.”
Sheleansin and whispers.
“Thanks.” Nodding, | commit that to memory and pocket the device.

With awave, | head off to the san-shower in my lodgings, which are substantialy nicer than anywhere
esel've stayed. There' saderile quality to any Corp quarters, regardiess of locde, like they don't want
youtofed at home. It'spractical, choosing furnishingsthat are easy to clean and maintain with the
congtant rotation of crewmen in and out. But the end result remains unchanged; people don’t want to

Say.

My in-room wardrober contained only basic patterns, but | fill prefer having my own clothes—itemsin
fabric, color, and stylethat I’ ve chosen mysdlf. It's hard to be confident and in control when you're
wearing what someone else selected. Makes you fed like achild, even if nobody ever picked out your
clotheswhen you were akid.

Casudly, | rake my new thingsinto abag Dinadonated. Y eah, | know; | expected the thing to blow up,
but so far it hasn't, and there doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with it, either. So | ding it over my
shoulder and head for the rover. I’'m not going to check on anyone else. When | woke up in Med Bay,
after Kal died, | promised mysdf | wouldn't et anyone get that close again.

Guess I’ m early because nobody’ s around yet. So | tap the door once, and the panel dides open,
alowing meto grab asest in back. If anyone shoots at us on thisrun, ways apossibility here, | don't
want to be under the gun hatch again. It’ sfragging cold, and | wrap up in my double-breasted s-wool
overcoat to walt.

My patience doesn't last long, though, and | remember the PA in my pocket. | fishit out and thumb it on.
It humsasit powersup, and atiny little keypad g ects from the front, inexplicably reminding me of teeth.
I’m nervous as | enter the codes Keri gave me. For al | know these things detonate if keyed wrong, and
my fingersfed big and clumsy. But no boom when I’ m done, just the sound of security disengaging asthe
thing clicks open, reveaing atouch pad and asmall data screen.

Theingant | touch the pressure point, though, a smooth, asexual voice speaks. “Welcome, Mair
Dahlgren. It has been seventeen days snce your last entry.”

Isthisthing an Al or just part of the data entry software? Caniit fed londinessif neglected? | pausefor a
moment, then answer, “Thisisn't Mair. She died amost aweek ago, and her granddaughter gave methis



unit to assst in carrying out her final wishes.”

“I am sorry,” saysthelittle machine in atone that approximates sincerity. “ Please provide proof of
identity with thumbprint and voice sample. Speak your name clearly, and | will update my recordsto
reflect transferencein ownership.”

“SranthaJax.”

There sapause, then aray of thin yellow light emits from the data screen, sweeps the upper arc of my
face, and | redize I’ ve been ret-scanned. My heart thumps, thinking that the datawill be beamed to the
Corp adong with my last-known location, and dl thiswill have been for nothing. I’ Il wind up in the asylum
after dl, beneath Newel’ stender care. Oh Mary—

“Congratulations.” The unit smoothly interrupts the near panic of my thoughts. “Y ou are confirmed as
new owner of PA-245. In the event you should misplace or forget your codes, depress the emergency
access button on the bottom of the device, and | will offer you the choice of retinal scan, voice
confirmation, or thumbprint to reset your security access.”

Right, it saclosed system.

“What if | want to change Mair’ sold codes?’ Keri knows them after dl, and | don't trust people
inginctively. This gadget ismine now, and | want whatever datal impart to remain confidentia.

“Doyou?’ it asks.
“Yeah. Let’ s get that done.”

Such an advanced interface. Thiscan't be asmple software package. It' s capable of reasoned
interaction. Most programs would' ve smply recited the instructionsfor doing so.

“I"'m bringing up input parameters on-screen. Please key the new codes, then confirm with reentry.”

Wow. Maybe I’'m giving the thing too much credit, but it ssemsto understand why | wouldn’t want to
spesk the code doud, dthough voice recognition is clearly contained within itsfield of expertise. As|
choose my three codes, then tap them in, twice, | wonder about itslimits.

“Areyouan Al?
Isthat a rude question?

“New codes confirmed,” it advisesme. And then, dmost kindly: “I am Artificid Intelligence 245,
persond ass stance and data management, fully equipped with the Hel pful Administrator persondity chip.
Do you requirefurther aid?’

“Y eah. Show me what Mair dug up on Marakeg. Please.” | fed dumb adding the last word, but | can't
help mysdf. There's something. .. different about thislittle machine.

And asthe others start to arrive, | settle back to read.

CHAPTER 17

Herel amin the cockpit with March again.

I’ve hardly seen himin the last week. | get the fedling he' s been avoiding me, but I’ m not surewhy. The



way | figure, I'm the one who should be embarrassed, but | refuseto let it bother me. | didn’t start my
life over just to turn into something I’ m not. As |’ ve never cared what anyone thought of me, I'm certainly
not starting with March.

He watches me settled into the nav chair beside him. We're cruising, dready agood distance from
Lachion. | took my time making my way up here; infact | made him summon me, something | cantell
pissed him off. | check the port, even though | know it's clean. Staling, because | have afist squeezing
my intestines, Sweat popping out on my upper lip, and asnail of discomfort crawling down my spine. It
doesn't get easier; we just don’t have people shooting to distract me.

Ka sarted every flight perfectly. He d lean over, alock of ash blond hair flopping into hiseyes, and he'd
give methe tender, sheepish smile | cameto love. Saying, “For luck,” he would brush hislips against
mine. But | never fdt likel needed luck with Kai. He was my luck. We were golden; nothing could touch
us. | wish | could remember what the frag happened on Matins IV, whether | killed him—

“Steady,” March says, resting a hand on my forearm.

| recail reflexively. Thewarmth of histouch lingers, but I don't want him to comfort me, if that’ shis
intent. He has no right, and he shouldn’t know the things he does. | didn’t confidein him.

“I'mfineg” | bite out.
“He' sgone,” hegrowls. “Not coming back, Jax. And I’'m al you’ ve got.”

Hiswords make me gulp twice in sharp succession, suddenly light-headed. Much as| don’'t like March, |
respect him—or | did. For along moment, | gaze at him, jaw clenched. You think | don’t know that?
You think I’m ever able to forget that? Heat suffusesmy cheeks, and | fed mysdlf trembling on the
verge of something extreme, like | might cry. Or kill him.

| know which | prefer.

“Tell thecrew to strapin,” | say, my eyeson his. “Y ou spesk to melike that again, | jJump usal the way
past the Polaris system. And if you don’t think I'll flatline everyone on board, take another look at the
wreckage of the Sargasso from MatinsIV.”

“Y ou talk tough, but—"
“But what?’ I’'m out of the nav chair and in hisface. “Take acloser ‘look,” asshole. Am. I. Bluffing?’

He doesn’t want to. But | know the moment he does because his face goes queer and ashen. “You're
saying you did that on purpose...?’

| shake my head savagely and drop back into my sest. “ But thistime, I” ve got nothing left to lose except
my life. Y ou keep pushing me, and I’'m not going to give a shit about that, either. | don’t careif you think
it' s pathetic that 1”—my voice bregks, but I’m not going to let these tearsfal in front of March—*miss
him. Keep your opinionsto yoursdlf, understood?’

| don’'t add: You're not even worthy to say his name. Buit it’ s there between us. He knows. To my
surprise, he' sthefirst to break eye contact.

“Just do your job,” he mutters. “ Sometime today would be good.”

Without another word, | take alook at the star charts. Marakeq would take monthsto reach if we didn’'t
have ajumper on board, so it'snot asfar asit could be. Theinformation | salvaged from Mair’ sresearch



advisessmethat it' s primarily aswamp world with isolated pockets of civilization, and the dominant
life-form appears to be amphibian intelligence. We re further handicapped by the fact that the planet is
both class P and nonhuman. Nothing like setting the bar high, right?

Asl plugin, | hear March telling the crew to prepare for jump. I'm blind again, waiting for him. Hating
him. Then I’'m crowded full of him as the phase drive sarts powering up. Before hiswals come up,
separding us as efficiently asaroom partition, something | never had with Kai, | glimpse something.

Something I’'m not supposed to see. And it changes everything.

But | don't have timeto reflect; the ship trembles beneath me, and | need to focus on getting usto the
beacon intact. So | push the new awareness to the back of my mind and ready mysealf for grimspace. Oh,
it feelsgood, arush | dmost forget each time leave it behind. But Mary, the colors—I’m aware of the
cadence, the cosmic tides, and the sequence of vibrationsthat tell meinarguably: That way. And March
responds to my directives as an extension of me. His hands are mine, sure and confident, guiding us
through the primordia soup. Even as| hate him, | wish | could show himwhat it’slike—

You already are.

I’m not sure what that means, and | want to challenge the barriers he' s put up to find out, but | can’t
divert mysdlf from navigation. If | let my concentretion dip, there sno telling wherewe Il end up. Soll
keep monitoring the wildfire outside the ship; everything seems so smdl, and our hull lookslikeit should
ignite plowing through the ether, but the colors don't touch us.

Now and then | see shimmers, reflections of others, maybe traveling paralel, maybetimetrails.
Grimspace ghosts. Sometimes | wonder if Il ever see shadows of myself, the echo left by my own
passage on another vessdl. That's a paradox the Corp didn’t encourage us to contemplate, and right
now, | understand why.

We're here.

| sense his assent, and the ship shudders, making the jump back to straight space. | don't need to see the
adtrogation charts to know we hit the mark, but before | can savor the pleasure of asolid run, the phase
drive whinesin powering down. I’ ve heard that sound before, and its feedback screamsinside my skull.
Hopeto Mary we don't need to leave in ahurry. Thefrog-folk aren’t likely to give usany troublein
orbit, but if gray men or otherstrack usdown, it could get real messy without a phase drive.

Sighing, | tug the plug out of my wrigt, and there samoment of vertigo as| accustom myself to seeing
with my eyes again. Everything flickers before coming into focus, and sometimes | wonder whether I'm
red a al, maybe I’ m aprogram someone' s coding for an interactive holo. The absurdity of the thought
makes me smile—who the hell would want to pretend to be me?

March taps the comm pand. “Dina, | need you to—"

“Already onit,” comes her waspish reply. “What am |, stupid? That’ sarhetorical question by the way.
I"ll let you know when | figure out what' swrong.”

Unlike last time, | don’t head out of the cockpit right away. Instead, | shift in my seat, watching him fiddle
with the controls. | know he doesn't need to be so proactive, adjusting this and that once he’ sinput our
cruising course. All he needsto do for the next severa hoursis monitor our progress. | smileas| redize
that means he' s nervous.

“I know what you did,” I tell him. “And why.”



“No ideawhat you' re on about, why don’'t you be agood girl and get me adrink?’

Oh, he' strying to distract me now by pissng me off again, but it won’t work. “Y ou can't bullshit me,
March. | saw.”

Heturns his head to face methen, and | seeasurprisingly vulnerable dant to hismouth. “Y ou were
upset,” he mutters. “I just didn’t want you killing us.”

“So you made yourself atarget. Better that I'm mad at you, hating you, than hurting, isthat it?’
“Exactly,” he answers, too quietly.

Perversdy | fed likethat' sjust about the siweetest thing anyone' s ever done for me, and yeah, | know
how that sounds. But I'm...not right. | wasn't, before Kai, and now, even less 0. But regardless, it
touches me that he chose to piss me off.

Exhding, | say, “Don’'t do that again, March. Please. | appreciate the concern, | do, but...I'll never get
over itif | don't ded withit. And if I’'m going to hate you, | want it to be real, not over mind games. |
know you' re good at them, better than me, but | redlly don’t want to play.”

He narrows hisdark eyeson me. “I’ll do whatever’ s necessary to protect this ship and my crew. I’'m not
making you any promises, Jax. I'm still not convinced you aren't aliability, not convinced we shouldn’t
have waited for someone more stable, even if that meant it took substantialy longer.”

That hurts, and it’smeant to, but | don't flinch. Because even though he’ s doing his damnedest to play
the hard-ass, make me think he doesn’t give a shit about me, | know that’swrong. | saw. | felt. Just
enough to make me wonder what el se was there, before he dammed the door so hard it convinced me
he has something to hide.

And I’m going to find out what.

CHAPTER 18

Asusual, we'rein the middle of an argument.

However, | am just an observer in this particular squabble, sitting in the hub with my ankle propped on
my knee. Dina beetles her brows, and she' sup in March’ sface, doing everything but shaking afigt. |
don't think she’ d bother, though. If sheintended to hit him, she wouldn’'t give warning; she'd let her
knuckles do the talking. In the time we ve traveled together, I’ ve learned some respect for the woman.

“I’'mtelling you, we need to take the ship down,” Dinasays heatedly. “If you four launch in the pod, then
I’'m fragged if they track us down before you get back. And what if | need to do some work outside the
ship? Y ou going to leave me up here doing the walk without backup? Plus, | can’t shut down certain
sysemswhilein synchronous orbit. They'll find it eeser to locate us.”

“Shehasapoint.” Everyone glances at Doc, who shrugs. | understand you' re worried about the ship
being damaged on the planet, but if something happens up here, we' re no better off, and we'll have logt
Dina”

“And nobody wantsthat.” 1 don’t mean to sound quite so acerbic, but Dinajust grins. To her, that
probably felt like an endearment, and | can’t help grinning back.

Dinabacks off, now that she has popular support. “ Take us down then. Find alanding spot, idedly a
clearing with some cover.”



“Anything else, your mgjesty?” March sketches a bow that would do credit to someone meeting regl
royalty.

“Fragyou,” shereturnswithout heet. “My family was deposed fifteen years ago.”

My brows arch as March returns to the cockpit, but Dina s already turning away to get back to work on
the phase drive. That leaves me glancing at Doc for clarification, and he shakes his head before heading
to medicd. Findly, | turnto Loras, who sighs.

“I believe Dina comes from the Imperid family on Tarnus, or rather, what used to be the Imperid family.
There was a populist movement on her world, perhaps twenty turns ago, and—"

“It ended in abloody coup?’ | guess.

Not that | don’t want to hear the two-hour lecture that Loras would have volunteered on Tarnian history,
but well, I don’t know shit about the universe, and | don’t want to know. Theonly thingI’'mgood at is
grimgpace, and it'll eventudly kill me.

“That isan oversmplification,” Loras observeswith adiver of disgpprovd, “but essentidly correct. |
believe Dinahad been exiled in disfavor for....consorting with her handmaidens and taking an unseemly
interest in dien technology, so shewas not in the capitd at thetime.”

| can't resst the urge to tease him. “ Consorting, huh?”
“Trust you to fixate on the prurient and miss the trauma she survived.”
“Trauma?’ Even as| repeat theword, | know I’ ve been amoron.

“She' sthe only survivor from theroya family, and they only permitted her off planet for two reasons. her
predilection for her own sex and her promise she will never return.”

“Her promise?’ That doesn’'t seem like much of awarranty, even relying on some antiquated code of
honor, not that | think Dinawould abide by such athing. I'm parroting shit like I’ m brainless, but | guess
| just never imagined there was anything more to her than met the eye.

“If she setsfoot on the surface of Tarnus, the chip in her head will discharge,” he tells me digpassionately.
“Any attempt to remove it will aso result in detonation. They made sure she will keep her word.”

And though I’ ve heard some horrific thingsin my day, | can’t help but shudder. Ingtinctively | know that
the implant contains some ritudistic dement, probably designed to shame her. | can't quite reconcilethis
with the tough ship’s mechanic, but | know he' stelling methetruth, or...most of it.

“What aren’'t you saying?’

Loras shakes hishead with afaint half smile. “There' salesson in that, Jax. Nobody hereiswhat he or
she seems”

Before| can ask, the ship bucks, and March’ s voice sounds over the comm: “Everyonestrapin, it’s
going to get alittlerough.”

For once | do exactly what he sayswithout finding him to argue about it. A few minuteslater I'mglad |
did because the ship’s shaking, and | can fed uswalowing back and forth as we enter the atmosphere.
Loras murmursthat we' re hitting thermal pockets, and | can’t tell from his expression how bad that is.
March is probably struggling to keep the nose up, increase drag, trying not to liquefy our hull.



“He doesn't use autopilot much, does he?”

L oras glances up from the console and seemsto decide it’ stime he strapped in aswell. “I don’t know,”
he answers. “We haven't flown with him any more than you have.”

“Right.”

| fed like ashit for forgetting the poor bastard who died on Perlas Station. Before we can say anything
more, we pitch sharply, and only the harness kegps me from being flung againgt the far wal. Asitis, I'm
going to have an impressive web of bruisesal over my throat and shoulders. | fed my stomach surgeinto
my throat because this reminds me of—

No. Oh no. Thisislike dream therapy, dl over again.

My fault...why did they think it might be my fault? | got usto Matins1V, didn't 1?1 didn’t hurt Kai. |
wouldn't have. But what...? | can’'t remember; there sared haze around everything. It hurts, and | fed
like—

Wehit hard, and | fed the ship careening. Screaming meta, something tearsloose. When there'sa
hangar or a port, you can expect a certain amount of help—a computer beaming ideal trgectory,
cooperative deployment of thrusters. Here, it’ sjust March and his best judgment. I'm holding a scream
insde my head, and my throat seems swollen shut. | see nothing but the dark, spreading acrossmy field
of visonlikeaplague.

She'sscreaming. | hear screaming. I’'m pinned. Both my arms feel like they’ ve been torn off, but
| can hear her screaming. | have to help her, Mary give me strength, help me move this. Hurts. I'll
crawl. No. No. Too late—I can smell the—

There sno burning meat, Jax. You're safe. Everyone's all right.

Thisisthefirg time I’ ve heard him when we weren't jacked in. But suddenly my heaed’ sfull of him, and |
don’t know wherel am. But | can fed my arms, and I'm whole, just like he' s promising. | become aware
of someone crying—rough wracking sobs.

OhMary, it'sme.

It' sgoing to be awhile before | can speak, and | don't even want to think of opening my eyes because
the crew is probably watching me with the horrified fascination usually reserved for theinterstellar freak
show. But | sense the negative even before | process hisresponse. They’ re checking out the Folly. We
took some damage coming in.

Congdering my meltdown, that seemslike quite the understatement. Now | can fedl his handson my
back, stroking, soothing. Guess he was right; I’'m nowhere near stable and probably aliability to the
mission. Shit, | can’t even handle arough landing.

You're one of the strongest people I’ ve ever met. That shocks me out of my self-pity. | wonder why
he' ssaying that, and asif I’ d asked the question, he goes on: | could hear you screaming all the way
up in the cockpit. And the second | touched you...Jax, | saw it all.

Shit. | did that? Gave him the charnd house from Matins 1V to bear dong with everything else? Mother



Mary, istherenolimittothepan Il inflict?

He givesmealittle shake, and | open my eyes. We' re dill in the hub, but he' sgot me on hislap by the
console. There’' s nobody e se around right now, ashe said. I'm gtarting to redlize that March’sword is
gold. He might be alot of things, but the man doesn't lieasfar as| cantell.

“Was| screaming?’
| don’t remember. My throat isn't sore, dthough the rest of meis.

“No,” Doc saysfrom the doorway. “ At least not so the rest of us could hear.” | register March's
surprise, but Saul continues, regarding us with an inscrutable expression. “He came from the cockpit a a
dead run, yanked you up out of your seat. What happened, Jax?’

“Psychatic bregk.” | fed likel’m signing away my persond liberty by admitting as much, like maybethe
Corp had apoint in keeping me confined.

But Doc just nods, looking thoughtful. “Let’ s get you to medicdl.”

It sonly then | redizethat I'm il Sitting on March'slap, and hisarmsfall away from mewith the dow,
swimming reluctance of amudsider learning to movein zero G. And | say quietly in the confines of my
own head: Thank you. Not expecting to be heard. To my surprise, as| fold to my feet to follow Saul, |
receive avery soft response that maybe | am not meant to hear.

| will always come for you, Jax.

CHAPTER 19

Ten minutes passin silence.

Doc' sbedside manner isalittle disturbing, but then he' sageneticist more than an actud physician. | need
to remember that. Findly, he concludes his battery of tests and regards me with an expression | can only
describe as bemused.

“Y ou have some unusuad activity in the tempord obe, both within the amygdaaand the auditory cortex.
We could work to neutralize those abnorma patterns, but | don’t know whether that would be tresting
the problem or the symptom.”

“Pretty sureit’ d be the symptom. | have some...bad memories.”

“Yes, | expect youwould,” he returns mildly. To my surprise he doesn't display the same kind of morbid
curiogity asthe Unit Psych. “Seemsahard landing acts as atrigger. Do you know of any other events
that might set off asimilar reaction?’

| shake my head. “ Thought | was anesthetized to it, after they made merevisit it so often on Perlas.”
“They did what?’

Frowning, | explain what my confinement waslike, and by thetime I’ m finished, well, | don’t think I’ ve
ever seen Doc look so outraged. He asks me a series of questions regarding the frequency and timing of
my treatments. “Barbarians,” he mutters. “Wish I’d known thiseerlier. It explainsafew things.”

“Likewhat?’



He pauses. “1 can't be sure without further testing, and I’m not certain | want to subject youtoiit,
but...Jax, | think they may have used sublimina suggestion in your dream therapy to guarantee your
eventua breskdown.”

“In case the Psychs and solitary weren't enough?’ The bitternessin my own voice surprises me, and
what’ s more astounding, | don’t doubt it’s possible. But there samore pressing question on my mind
now.

Doc regards me solemnly. “1 think it’ s critical we figure out what happened on Matins1V. They think you
know something—and perhaps you do.”

“Why didn’'t they just kill me?” It' sthefirgt time |’ ve asked that doud.

“I don’t know, my dear. But | suspect it’svita we discover that aswell.”
“Soyou don't think I'm crazy...or dangerous?’

“No morethan anyone else,” he answerskindly, “under theright circumstances.”

| don't know why, but that placates my fear better than anything else he could have said. Humans are
capable of horrific acts, but the aftermath of Matins1V left mefeding like | deserve aspeciad spot among
mongters. And | don’'t even know why. Examined intdllectudly, the feeling doesn’t make sense. | know
we made the jump; we arrived intact and something...happened asKai tried to put us down on planet. |
just can’'t remember what. But how could that be my fault?

My gaze wanders around the sterile medicad exam room, white and gleaming synth. Saul’ sinstruments
align with mathematical precison, revealing agreat ded about his character. | hop down from thetable
and decline his offer of a seddtive.

“No thanks. It won't accomplish anything if | sack out in quarters. Once | start asking to forget, well...”
| smilewryly. “1 might aswell have stayed on Perlas”

“I can’'t imagine you ever take the easy road,” he observes, putting away the scanner he used to check
my amygdaa, whatever that is. “ That' swhat March can’'t resist, you know. That grit.”

“He actslike he can hardly stand me—"

“There arereasons.” Before | can frame the question, Doc shakes his head. “ Oh no, I’ ve said too much
aready. Get out of my med bay, you'refine.”

“No, I'mnot. But | think maybe...I will be”

Saul givesmeaknowing haf smileas| turn down the hall, heading back to the hub. | can hear Dina
swearing from somewhere e'se within the ship, and Loras seemsto be andyzing atatus report at the
comm terminal. Wéll, things can’t be too bad if we' ve got systems online, right? Heignoresme, afact |
find comforting. It'd be so much worseiif he behaved solicitoudy.

| till feed somewhat shaken, but I’ ve got alittle distance fromit. Time to compartmentaize, push it back
and pretend the woman who broke down belongs to someone else, another Jax. So | square my
shoulders and go in search of March.

When | find him, he' sin the cockpit, but what bothers meis...he' s doing nothing. Just dumped in the
pilot’ s chair, gazing at a pand whose numbers mean nothing to me. A cold chill crawls down my spineas
| redlize I’ ve never seen that look in his eyes: averitable wasteland, blesk and grim. In anyonedsel'd



cal the expression despair, but | can’t reconcile that to what | know of him.
“What' swrong?’

I’d intended to demand to know our plan of action, Status of repairs, how long we might be grounded,
and when we' re heading out to meet the natives. But his eyes knock al that right off my agenda. Now |
just need to know why he lookslikethis.

“Better question iswhat’ sright? It d take lesstime to answer.” He manages a shadow of hisusua
saturnine amile, but I'm not buying it.

“Serioudy, don't bullshit me”

Sighing, he stsforward in the pilot chair, tapping afigure on the display panel with an index finger.
“That's population. Something bad happened here, Jax. There' snothing left dive abovefivekilos.”

For aminute | can’'t even process that. The amphibians we cameto visit beneath Corp radar, the
genetics we intended to tap. ..gone? Figuring out what happened, that will be work for anthropologists
downtheline.

“How isthat even possible?’ | can’t begin to guess.

March shakes hishead. “I don’t fragging know. The Mareq weretribal, barely even aware that there
were other settlements within reasonable walking distance: different traditions, different diaects. Don't
know how a plague could spread, given they had almost no contact with each other. And they werea
peaceful race, asfar as our records indicate.”

“Y ou think someone did thison purpose.” It snot aquestion, and | know damn well that’ swhat put this
look in hiseyes.

“Nothing else makes sense,” he says, too quietly.

| think about that for amoment, and I’'m surprised to see my hand hovering afew millimetersfrom his
shoulder. Isthat what | want? To comfort March? Perhaps | give mysdlf too much credit, believing |
might have the power.

It's been over a standard month since | touched anyone else of my own valition. Thelast time, | waswith
Kal, preparing for our jJump to Matins V. Hovering there, my fingerslook thin and spidery, blueveins
too prominent across the back, a map of bad choices. Maybe those arteries writhe with some poison that
contaminates everything | touch. So | drop my hand, and for once he doesn’t notice, till staring at the

pand.

There’ s something | have to ask, and afew months back, the question would never have occurred to me.
But now I’m born again in speculation and paranoia. My skin crawlswith it, and my mind fosters
susgpicion like abeloved child.

“Did Zdaco have accessto Mair’ sresearch?’
March'shead jerks up. “Possibly.”

“Let’'sassumehedid,” | say, carefully neutral. “Would it be within his character to provide some
intelligence to the Corp for theright price?’

He sucksin adow breath, both hands fisting on his knees. “ Absolutely. He wouldn't have revealed our



base of operations; he wouldn’t have risked them striking at Lachion while he was on planet. But if he
caculated our risk of failure greater than our chance at success, he certainly would' ve padded his take by
sling you to the Gunnars and added another dice by offering what he knew of our agendato the Corp.”

| fed numb.

“So we're looking at ten dead worlds, potentidly. If you can’t cull the competition, destroy their
resources. March, what if they took samples? What if they know about Doc’ s cross-germination idea?’

“Doubt Zelaco knew the science of it. Doc’ s been very tight with that.” But he doesn’t sound hopeful.

Infact, he looks dmogt totdly defeated, and | redize he' s paying me acompliment, letting me seehim
likethis. Maybeit' squid pro quo. He s seen me at my worst, so he can offer it back. Whatever the
reason, | won't snipe at him, not now.

“Arewe dill going to look around on planet?’

“Might aswdl,” he answers. “ Dina s going to be a couple of days getting usflightworthy. We took some
hull damage coming in, and the phase drive—"

“Broke down conveniently,” | finish. “Zelaco, or more to the point, someone he hired had accessto the
Fally while we were en route to the compound?’ When he nods, | add, “ At thispoint, | think we can
assumethere are gray men headed for our location.”

March offersatight smile. “ There' sabright spot, at least.”
“Or it s possible we re sharing aparanoid delusion.”
“Occam’srazor,” he murmurs, shaking his head.

“Huh?’

“Just someone who lived along time ago and died in obscurity. We need to move unless we want to
become anecdotal footnotes oursalves.”

Redlity as| know it is no more because I’ m in compl ete agreement with March.

CHAPTER 20

It's hard to imagine this planet holding the key to anything.

Through the view screen, | see the soil bubbling with agae asthe rain pours down. Everything is green,
but it' s unwholesome, dripping and dank. The atmosphereis borderline breathable, but we need filtersto
scrub out chemicalsthat might burn our lungs. | make no protest when Saul plugs my nodtrils; that’ s not
theway | want to die.

Mogt of thetime, | imagine mysdf passing whilel’ m jacked in, taking my last look &t grimspace.
Sometimes, mainly when I’'m drunk, | see mysdlf asan old woman, kedling over while eating smooth
sweset dices of kavi and ogling handsome waiters. That death wouldn't be hard to arrange, particularly on
Venice Minor. Infact, | could probably pay someoneto seetoit.

“Y ou think about that too much,” March tells me, aswe' re checking our gear.

“Everyone needs a hobby.”



With alook heinforms methat I' m unspeakably macabre, but | just shrug. Ship sensorsindicate there's
asettlement about four kilometers away, so we' re going for ahike. The Folly doesn't have anything like
aland vehicle, just the shuttle, which won't clear the jammed bay doors, courtesy of our crash landing.
We could sit around waiting for Dinato get that fixed, but neither March nor | qualify as patient. Besides,
we ve dready ascertained there' s nothing big left out there.

What could possibly go wrong?

Loras takes one look outside and declinesto set foot on planet; he doesn't bother with an excuse while
Doc states gravely that if there are no living Mareq, he will only get in the way. Dina presents the best
case for staying behind, asthe ship needs repairs.

For amoment, | fed asif they’ re throwing us together on purpose, aswe' Il probably spend the night at
the settlement. Even if there' s nothing dangerous left mudside, we could il fall down ahole or get
sucked into the swamp. Whatever March says, I'm not walking back in the dark.

But | don’t notice any significant glances, no conspiratorid grins, so | don’t think it’s matchmaking.
Seems more like they just don’t want to wander around this shit hole, and as | step off the loading ramp,
| can’t blamethem. | sink two centimetersinto the mud, and the stink of putrid vegetation almost
overwhdms me, even through thefilters.

“Our own dice of heaven, huh, Jax?’
Astherain plastersmy hair to my head, | sgh and shoulder my pack. “Right.”

Guess this might have been paradise for the amphibians. Part of me aches, likethisismy fault, likel’'m
the butterfly whose wings create hurricanes. | try to push it back. But it’ s hard to escape the feding that
my life has become a curse, athread that ought to have been snipped at Matins1V, and that I'm only
going to keep causing pain until | have the good senseto die. But even if that’ sthe case, I’ m just not
sflessenough tofixit.

Hefiddles with ahandheld nav device, getting afix on our location as opposed to the settlement. I'm
amost surprised not to be chided for my thoughts, but then he can’t live inside my head, can he?1
suppose I’ ve gotten used to the idea that he might, that he' s privy to everything about me.

Redizing hedoesvt and heisn't, now...| fed londly.

“Let’ sgo. Sooner we get moving, sooner we get there. See if we can make sense of what happened
here”

Nodding, | fal in behind March, not because | acknowledge his authority in any fashion but becauseif by
some chance we were wrong, and there’ s something big and ugly left in these wetlands, | redly prefer it
egts him first. Give me achanceto run.

“Nice” hesays, sparing aglance over hisshoulder. “ Redly nice”
Oh sure, that he hears.

For thefirg timeit occursto me, aswe rewalking, maybeit’ s not entirdly March. Maybe it' s something
I’m doing, something | didn’t even know | could do. | think back over the timeswhere he' stuned to my
frequency, and it’ s often when | wasthinking something | knew would needle him. Thislast time, | heard
him back, without effort, without equipment. What that means, exactly, | have no idea.

“It means our thetawaves are compatible,” he answers, surprising me. “It'samost dways a one-way



feed. | get impressions from other people, what kind and how deep depends on how disciplined their
minds are and how much | want to know. Used to be uncontrollable, couldn’t shut it off.”

“How did you—"

“Mair. Shewouldn’t teach me the higher forms, but she saw what amess| was and taught me how to
quiet my mind. Shut out the noise through meditation.”

Well, that explains a hell of alot. “I’'msorry. | didn’t know.”

His next words come out strained. “Before she took me in hand, | wasn’t even human, Jax. Y ou have no
idea how many people |’ ve ended. Broke mindsto set an example, for the hell of it, or just because |
needed aquiet kill. | spent years on Nicuan, feeding their endlesswars. By thetime | stole a ship because
they shorted my pay, there was nothing left. Mair rebuilt me, brick by brick.”

A chill shiversthrough me, more than theicy rain coursing down my neck. I’ ve seen echoes of that
darknessin his eyes sometimes, a soulless echo he kegpsin check. Am | safe out here with him?

“Who dse have | taken from you?’ | probably wouldn’t have the nerveto ask if | could see hisface. But
looking at his broad back in the battered flight jacket, | can just manageit. “I know about Edaine. And
Mair. | didn't redlize she was your mentor...that only makesit worse. But there's someone else, isn't
there?’

And it' s part of what he’ s been trying to hide from me, each time we jack in. Part of the reason he wants
to hate me. | know her name. Svet. Dinasaid it weeks ago. But who was she to him?

| hold my breath as we walk, ducking benesth low-hanging vines and ferny frondsthat clutch a my
clothes as we pass by. The sounds seem louder around us, insects buzzing and chirping, asmall
symphony fusing with the durp of ooze around our shoes.

“I"'m not having this conversation with you, Jax. Not now.”
“Why not?” Second time he' s given me that answer, amost verbatim.

At that, heturnsto face me. “Because we' rein the middle of nowhere” hetellsme ddiberately. “ There's
nobody to see, nothing to stop me but my conscience. And I’ ve only recently decided you don't deserve

Killing”

My bregth rushes out of mein asound that can't rightly be called asigh. It'smore of awhimper, and I'm
embarrassed because | sound like awounded animal. | don’t know what | thought. ..that his animosity
had become at least partidly feigned? That I' d proven myself somehow. | guess| thought because he
gpirited me away from the brain butchers on Perlasthat | could, to some degree, count on him for
protection.

But asit turns out, March isthe chief advocate of wanting me dead.

And what better way to accomplish that than to lead me, trusting as a sacrificid goat, out into the
wilderness? No wonder nobody volunteered to come with us. Wasthere ever anything on this planet?
And why wouldn’t he have detected the anomaly in life Ssgnsfrom orbit? | remember Keri giving methe
PA; she knew the codes. Maybe she planted al the data about Marakeg. Maybethey redize | don’t
know anything, nothing but grimspace, and I’ ve been played.

Maybe March doesn't give ashit about the grand scheme. | give him points for the thespian performance
inthe cockpit. | bought into it with al my credits. Believed he was suffering over the fate of these poor



bog-runners. I'm so stupid. | should have known there was areason for his sudden shift, why he came
running to help me.

Hisassurance, I'll always come for you, Jax, takes on sinister tones.

There probably isn't agrand scheme any longer, and al their hope of an academy died with Mair.
Maybethisistheir way of righting thewrong on Matins V. | thought it mysdlf; | shouldn’t have survived
where so many other, worthier people died.

Wonder how far we are from the ship and whether they’ d act against meif | came back done. Do they
know?1 can't believe Doc and Loras do. Saul has been the essence of kindness from the beginning, and
Loras, oh shit, Loraswill die without me. Those two can’'t possibly be involved.

Does he plan to return without me? Report atragic accident and move out? The Corp would probably
stop hunting them with confirmation of my deeth. Neat and tidy, isn’t it, March? And then you can
wait for someone stable, just like you said.

Cleandate.

My face fedslikeit’sblazing with heat, and | see clearly for the first time, every detail downto therain
trickling down his brown face. | back up a pace, then two, fumbling in my pack for anything likea
weapon. Come up empty-handed. I’m not scared so much as angry, mostly a mysdlf for being so
fragging gullible, and if he takes asingle step toward me, I'm going to kill him with my bare hands or die

trying.

| know which | prefer.

CHAPTER 21

“You can’t be serious.”

But he doesn’'t make amove, so | think he knows perfectly well that the time for bullshit isdone. He
fooled me once, shame on him, but I'm not falling for it again. Instead, I'm gauging the distance, trying to
caculate an approach where | can prevail againg his sheer physica strength.

| have to be honest with myself, though. The odds don’t look good. | probably have a better shot running
away from him, and | possess too much sef-presarvation to cavil. Surviva issurvival, and he' sjust said
he wants me dead. So | feint left and diveright, but before | can tumble past him and hit the ground
running, he catches me around thewals, easly, asif | were arecdcitrant child trying to avoid chores.

“Jax.” He pitches his voice soft, soothing. “You'relosing it again. Maybe not afull break, but you' re not
rationd. If | intended to hurt you, why announce it?’

| don’t respond except to struggle with fists and feet, my heart pounding in my chest fit to explode. It's
something else now, and I’ m trapped. HE sawall as| pumme him, managing to do nothing but bounce
off him like he' sthe ultimate immovable object. And he doesn't react except to leave hisarm around my
wast, keeping me from faling, even when | collapse.

Because he' sright—I"m fragging insane. | hatefeding likethis. For thefirst time since |l eft Perlas, the
tears come, and | can't stop them, sobbing asthe rains wash over us, heavier now. Asif from beneath a
blanket, | hear the rumble of thunder in the distance.

Afterward, the only reason | canlook him in the eyesis because he doesn’t comfort me. He doesn't



murmur soft words or stroke my back; he just keeps me upright, out of the mud, and the moment it
seemslike | can stand on my own, helets me go.

“I'mso sorry,” | say, low. “Don’'t know if it was the crash or something the Corp did to me afterward,
M_ﬂ

“Shut up and let’sgo,” he says brusquely.

For some reason, that makes me smile, but he doesn’t wait around for my reaction. I’ m left Staring at his
back as he heads down what passesfor atrail, a clearish patch between the trunks of bloated trees.
Oddly, | fed lighter. | have no ideawhat my Unit Psychsdid to me, but | think my head’saminefield
strewn with triggers, and maybe if | survive each explosion, what emerges from the wreckage will be me,
redly, truly me.

At that he spins, spearing me with alook. There' s such hest in his eyes, never seen this expression, not
from anyone. It'snot desire, but something deeper, darker. Ingtinctively | fal back a step.

“Not ‘if,”” hegrowls. “I’mtired of catching glimpses where you' re thinking about dying. Y eah, beforewe
met, | wanted you dead, not because | felt sure you were to blame for Matins V. Because you walked
away. But get it through your head, Jax. | will never let anything happen to you, not now. Y ou'’ re one of
mine, whether | likeit or not.”

My legswon'’t hold me. Or maybe my feet are smply swept out from under me by the wash running
between gnarled roots. | wind up on my kneesin the mud, face upturned, not to him, but for therain,
amost praying to be made clean. The fabric of our coveralsis supposed to be waterproof, but nothing
can withstand the saturation found on Marakeq in monsoon season. We' re both soaked through, and |
fed asthough I'll never be warm again.

“March, please,” | whisper, beneath the sound of the water. | don’t know whether he can even hear me.
“You havetotdl me”

| gaze up a him, touching him only with my eyes. And | recognize when he acceptsthe inevitability of this
exchange. For thefirst time | grasp that bending doesn’t necessarily mean weakness. Defiance doesn't
always equate to strength. And before he replies, | know he' s not going to deny me athird time before
sundown.

Raindrops spatter his hard face like tears, and when he reachesfor me, | let him draw me up. We stand
joined only by our twined fingers, as he answersin abroken voice, anot-March voice, “All right. All
right, Jax. Youwin.”

“I don’t want to win. | just need to understand.”

“How much do you remember about the flight before the crash?’ His hands tighten on mine, hurting me,
but | know he’ s not even aware of it.

| swalow hard around alump in my throat. “ It was uneventful.” Thispart isrote; I’ ve repeated it so
often: to the Psychs, to my CO, in the silence of my own head. “We were just coming off R&R, so | was
well rested. Kai and | intended”—small inner flinch a speaking of himin past tense, yes, he'sredly
gone—"to pick a mechanic and amedic from the pool and do aroutine exploratory. But somebody got
sck, ajumper who was supposed to make a passenger run. There were al kinds of diplomats and
dignitarieswaiting for the jump-flight off sation to Matins1V. My CO asked if I'd mind filling in, more
R&R to follow, since he knew passenger flightsweren't my favorite”



“Asked or ordered?’
| shrug. “ Samething.”
“So what went wrong?’

He squeezes so hard that | have to pull away, rubbing my fingersto bring back the circulation. Soon |
may have bruises, purple fingerprints where he ground skin against bone. There used to be flesh, muscle,
but I’ ve withered like the crone dolls children make from the husks of sere, out-of-season fruit.

“I don’t know.” Hurtsto say that for what seemslike the millionth time. “ Safety check went fine, theflight
itsdlf...nothing out of the ordinary when you consider we had seventy-five souls on board and only eight
crew, most of whom weren't accustomed to serving on passenger flights.”

“It wasahig ship then?’

“An X-class professond transport vessd. Kai had only piloted one like that maybe two or threetimesin
hislife, gpart from academy Sms”

“But hewas certified, competent to handleit?” When | nod without hesitation, since Ka was the best
damn pilot | ever knew, he asks, “What about you?’

| give himahdf amile. “ Sze doesn’'t matter much to anavigator. Interfaceis everything.”

Not until afterward do | redlize how suggestive that sounds. To his credit, March stays focused, although
| wonder where he' s headed with this. Probably he could’ ve accessed my Psych reportsto find al this
out.

“So you made the jump, then it was astraight cruiseto MatinsiV...?’

“Y eah. There was a conference, something to do with. ..l can’'t remember, actudly. But I'm sureit’'s
public record.”

“Tel metherest, Jax.” Maybe he doesn't realize how demanding he sounds.

“That'sdl. Inmy head it' slike there sthisbig red hole. | remember making our find approach, Kai
kissng mefor luck and me...” | suck in asharp breath. Oh Mary, can | truly say thisout loud? Yes, |
can—quid pro quo. “ Teasing him. As he started making adjustments to the controls, being extra careful
because it was astrange ship, bigger than he was used to, | asked, ‘ Areyou afraid of faling, baby?” My
voice breaks, and | fed tearswelling up, saty heet that doesn’t matter in therain. “And he answered,
‘No, I'm afraid of landing.” H-helaughed. | smiled. | don’t remember anything after that, March. On
Mary’s Sacred Shroud, | don’t. Next thing | know I’ m on the ground, pinned. People are...are...”

“Shh,” he whispers without touching me, which is good, because I’ d break. “1 know al that. Stop now.
Stop.”

“Your tun.”

I’'m not anidiot. | already know that someone important to him died in the crash. Questionis, who? The
body count from Matins IV stands at eighty-two, and that planet should have been my grave. I’ll spend
the rest of my life carrying scars from wounds that ought to have killed me.

Should be dead twice over. Thefacilities on planet weren't sufficient to handle burnslike mine, so they
jumped meto Perlas. I'mtold | lay there for twelve hours, listening first to screams, then to silence,



before the salvage crew arrived. The landing authority figured there was no hurry...nobody could ve
urvived.

“I'll tell you, Jax.” He offersa amile laced with wry humor. “On Mary’s Sacred Shroud, | will. But right
now we need to move.”

| follow the trgjectory of his gaze downward and see that we' re Snking into the ultrasoft Mareq soil.
Vinesgtir around usin away that | can't help but find disturbing, like the planet’ sdive, tentacles of a
beast about to feast.

Shit.

March pulls me out of the mud with a hard tug, then we sprint deeper into the trees. Hopeto Mary he
knowswhere he/ sgoing.

“Me, too,” he mutters.

Huh, wonder why I’ m not reassured?

CHAPTER 22

We stumble on the settlement by chance.

My legs ache because we had to run in long, bounding strides to keep from sinking, dip-diding dongin
thedriving rain. | fed the ging of it on my skin long after the downpour finaly abates. And my fingersfed
cramped because he never et go of me; | understand why. Getting lost here would be a degth sentence.

The community looks about as | expected.

But the mud mounds are the best biotecture I’ ve ever seen; class P or nat, this civilization clearly
understood the va ue of aharmonious habitat. We walk through the deserted arcology and see no signs
of struggle, no damage to externd environs. Though | don’t know what'son March’ smind, I'm
wondering what the hell happened here.

If we go inside one of the structures, we' |l need to do it on hands and knees. The openings are more
suitable for children, and | recall from my reading that the Mareq seldom reach more than 92cm at fulll
maturity. A chill rushesover meas| redlize we may be the only sentient creaturesleft on planet. I've
visited dead worlds before, logged the existence of ancient ruins, but that doesn’t possess the same
immediacy as knowing you' ve glimpsed the degth of athriving culture.

Aswe explore, the sky overhead darkensto date, and the gauzy star that functions asthisworld’ssun
dipsbelow the horizon. Apparently thisisthe closest thing to true night Marakeq possesses, adreamtime
twilight where the trees take on fantastic shapes.

“I thought thisrun would tell us something,” he saysfindly. “What type of wegpon was used, where they
went...” Sighing, March taps the communicator to get in touch with the Folly.

“Everything dl right?’ Doc’ s voice sounds reassuring, even from four klicks out.

“Yesand no,” he answers. “We got nothing, but we' re safe enough. Going to spend the night and head
back to the ship in the morning. March out.”

“Let’sfind aplaceto pitch camp,” | say, tilting my head toward one of the larger structures. “In there
might be good.”



“You think? If it was a disease that took them—"

“Where are dl the bodies?’ | shake my head. “Plus adisease that’ sfatal to the Mareq probably wouldn't
even trandate to our systems. We' re fundamentdly different; they’ re not even warm-blooded.”

Aswe re crawling inside the mound | indicated, something about what | just said resonates. | stop just
ingdethelow arch, and March butts me with his head. “ Get moving, Jax. It sfragging cold, and it's
datingtorainagan.”

But I’'m waiting for my eyesto acclimateto the dim interior. Hoping I’'m right. And yeeh, there are smdll
bulgesdl over the earthenfloor.

| laugh softly, delightedly. “They’ re not gone. Y ou said yourself, it's cold, March. They’rein the ground.
Seeping until it getswarm again.”

“And their heat Sgnatures have equalized to the earth around them. Shit, you' reright. We were sharing a
paranoid ddusion.”

“Partly at least, and | don't think I’ ve ever been so happy to bewrong.” I'm beaming at him over my
shoulder.

He smiles back, areda one, not the parody that twists his mouth and never reaches hiseyes. “Me, ether.”

Backing out, we make aquick visud ingpection insdedl the buildings and find most of them are
occupied, their resdents adeep for the winter. When we find an empty edifice, probably ameeting place,
not ahome, that’ s where we make our last stop, hands and knees muddy beyond belief from al the
crawling. Insde the hut, it's surprisingly inviting, cozy, the doping walls covered in soft moss.

“So what do we do? There' s no guarantee we can wake them, and I’ m not sure that’s agood idea, even
if wecan.”

“Firgt thing wedo iswarm up,” he answers, digging through his pack. “Or we re going to die of
exposure. Get your blanket, your lipsare blue, Jax.”

There' snoway he could tell that. Too dim in here, everything isgray. But | do asI’mtold, fish out my
supposedly weatherproof bedroll and wrap up. Sometimesit’ s stupid to argue. But why am | not
surprised to learn that dinner will be squeezed out of a packet? 1 sgh and suck it down.

Later, | fed substantially warmer, and I’ ve nourished my body, if not satisfied it. March sits across from
me, leaning againgt thewall. Hiseyes are closed, but he’ s not adeep. He might aswell hold up asign that
says | don’'t want to talk.

So | shut my eyesaswadl, and I'm nearly dozing when he murmurs, “1 hate how well you understand
rre”

“Y ou're not exactly inscrutable.”
“Therest of the universe doesn’t agree with you, Jax.”
At that | grin and open my eyes. “Right, sorry. Y ou're the soul of masculine mystique. Better?’

A paeflicker tedlsmehe s probably smiling. “Not what | meant, but I'll take it. Have you seenthe ship’s
offica menifex?’

Talk about non sequiturs.



| shake my head. “Why would 17?7’

“It' sregistered as aprivately owned vessd out of Gehenna, full designation—Svetlana’ s Folly.”

Now it makes sense; he' sjust no better at seguesthan | am. “Who wasthat?’

“My hdf sgter.” Hesighs. “Long story, dl that mattersis. ..she was among your crew on the Sargasso.”

| want to show sympathy, but that’ [| earn me arebuff quicker than anything | could say. So | just ask,
“Shejoined the Corp?’

| sense more than see hisnod. “ Shewastired of living hand to mouth. Said I’ d one day grasp the vaue
of working for the establishment. | didn’t want her to go, but she wasn't somebody who listened to
advice. When | could findly afford my own ship, | named it to poke at her that I’ d made good, right?
Without salling my soul to the corporation. We were supposed to meet up after she made the Matinsrun.
Said she had something important to tell me and wouldn’t trust open comm channels.”

| flinch. March, I’'mso sorry. But | don't say it doud, and | don’t even know what I’'m sorry for, redly.
Being dive?| don't recal what happened; | truly don’t. Clearly, the Corp intended it to become my faullt;
they shaped my treatments so | wouldn't be mentally competent to deny chargeslaid againgt me.
Whatever ese, that' s one reason they didn't kill me. A living cat’ s-paw serves anumber of purposes, PR
and otherwise. They probably hoped to get me to the point that | would confess, sobbing and broken.
Apologizein tearsto the bereaved families; you can't buy presslike that.

“I understand,” | manage through an aching throat.

And | do. Much as!’dliketo, | can’t blame him for fegling I’ m tainted by what happened on Matins1V.
| can’'t blame him for seeing in me aliving reminder of hisSster’ s death. He probably wishes she was
dtting hereinstead, and no, | can't blame him for that, elther. | wish shewas, too. Instead of family, now
al he hasisaship bearing aname that probably hurts each time he hearsit.

“No,” hesaysquietly. “You don't. If | hate you for what happened to Svet, then I'm no better than the
Corp, practicing prejudice because it’ s convenient. And I’ ve spent my whole life fighting againgt what
they represent. | wanted you to be the cocky, care-for-nothing nav-star we saw on the holo. That
woman, | could ve despised. But...you' re not. Maybe you were, | don’t know. But that’ s not the
woman | see now.”

Through the damp fabric of my coverall, bundled in my blanket, | feel naked. Raw. He seesmore than |
want, more than | can bear. It’ slike standing before him on Perlas al over again while he saresat my
scars, pitiless and unmoved.

“What now?’ My voice sounds husky, and | don’t even know what I’ m asking.

His shoulders surgein what | take to be a shrug. “We head back to the Folly tomorrow. It'd be wrong
to disrupt their life cycle for our agenda. There are nine other planets, so we hope for better luck.”

See, thisiswhere March differs from the Corp. Both agree the Mareq should be | eft alone. The Corp,
however, take that stance because they believe the Mareq don't possess anything that would benefit
them. Thanksto Saul’ sresearch, March knows better; he just won’t exploit them. | understand why the
otherslook to him—and what | thought before, Doc serving as his conscience, that’ s wrong. Because
that’ swoven so thoroughly throughout hisbeing, it does't register as a separate impulse.

“I liked it better when you sat around thinking about huge rocksfaling on me,” he mutters. “Don't
romanticize me, Jax.”



| sputter alaugh. “ Are you kidding? Have you seen yoursdf?’
“ Says the woman who looks like that.”

| can only imagine the mud-encrusted, matted-hair picture | present. Well, that comment silencesme
snce he' sright, but | smileas| dig the toe of my boot back and forth, making patternsin the soft earth.
Then | freeze as| uncover something shimmering-tranducent. | don’t think he can seeit from acrossthe
way, so | lean forward, raking more top soil away to see.

“March,” | whisper reverently. “Be careful in here. We rein the nursery.”

At that, he knee-waks over to examine my find, and I’'m surprised to see hisface light with asmile.
“You'reright.”

On my kneesin amud mound with thousands of little Mareq deeping beneath us, | fed the most
astonishing tranquility. We re surrounded by life, by perpetuity. They have language, customs, and these
bog-runnerswill never have to worry about grimspace or the Corp. Who' sto say they’ re not better off?

“Wishing you were Maregq?’ he asks, then emits athroaty sound that mimicstheir speech better than |
would' ve credited. He continuesto croak, teasing me.

| don't mind. The air’sclear between us, a least. Clean date. But it’ s hard to say who looks more
astounded when the egg | uncovered trembles and splitsto birth adimy, big-eyed Mareq that laiches on
to the back of March’s hand.

Poetic justice.
Managing not to laugh, | ask, “ So I’ ve been meaning to inquire...how d’ you fed about fatherhood?’

CHAPTER 23

Doc’s amusement is contagious.

He stapping away at atermind, educating the new father on nurturing hisyoung. | can’t help but snicker
at the picture March presents. Because he couldn’t trangport the little guy back to the ship in the cold, he
tucked it into his shirt, where it promptly attached to his chest.

Dinahas propped hersdf againgt thewall just outside medical, so she can mock him conveniently. “Tell
me you did this on purpose. Thisis how we re getting our DNA sample, yes? Because nobody’ s dumb
enough wind up likethisaccidentdly.”

“I'mthat dumb.” March glares at her.

She amirks. “I always secretly suspected.”

“Leave him done. Y ou weren't there, wereyou?’ So I’'m siding with March? That’ s got to be afirdt.
“Tel meyou vefigured out afix,” he begs Saul. “Comeon, it’s...licking me.”

Doc seemsfascinated by what he' sreading. “Well...yes. That’show it survivesthefirst standard month.
Apparently the parent that awakened the offspring expels protein-rich mucus through its pores, which the
progeny ingests until it isold enough to digest more complex organisms like vegetable matter and

insects.”



Dina s smirk becomesagrin. “Thisjust gets better and better. Y ou two smell utterly foul by the way. Just

SyIng.
Helooks at the smdl lump beneeth his shirt. “Y ou're kidding, right?’

The little Mareq makes aweak sound, and | wince. “We have to find something it can eat, or we might
aswell haveleftittodiein thecold.”

March sghs, gtill looking down. “Why the hdll did you wake up early, huh?’

Lorassitsat the other termina, skimming the minute data files. At that he glances up and says,
“Apparently it' syour fault. Well, you and Jax together. According to Canton Farr—he' sa Fugitive
xenobiologist who studied the Mareq covertly—for abirth, two conditions must be met. Firg, itis
uncovered by the parent that will rear it, and second, that parent declaimswhat Farr calsthe
‘Coming-Forth’ song.”

“Thisisyour fault,” March says, glaring a me. “Y ou dug it up.”
“Y eah, but who sang the Coming-Forth song? That’ |l teach you to tease me.”

“Pointless bickering!” Doc shakes his head, glancing between us. “1I’ll do abiomolecular andysisand
synthesize something. March, you' |l want to depilate your chest before gpplying the nutri-gel first time,
and you'll need to leave it on congtantly for the first month, unlessyou' re bathing. Then someone dse will
take over, but we' |l want to avoid switching hosts as much as possible. Thelittle one chose you, after
al”

“Y ou're shitting me!” March makestwo fists, but who's he going to hit? 1’ ve never seen himlook like
this. “1 have to keep thisthing on mefor amonth? Can't you rig something up? A surrogate?’

“You are the surrogate,” L oras points out.

“Asfar as| know, no one s ever raised aMareq outside its own habitat,” Doc answers, histone
remarkably gentle. “It' s vita we stick as close aswe can to what we know of their natura life cycle.”
With that, Saul gets busy, trying to generate something the baby can digest.

With its protuberant eyes, yelow trand ucent skin, suction toes, and scrawny usdesslimbs, it'sactudly so
repulsiveit’samogt cute. Then again, it’ s not attached to my chest. The creature isno morethan an
oblong blob beneath March’'s shirt, barely seeming to breathe. | don’t know how the oxygen-rich
environment is going to affect its development or what other chemicalsit needsto thrive.

“We should andyze the atmaosphere here and the contents of the soil. Maybe take some of that mud with
usfor whenit' solder?’

Dinasmirksat me now. “Y ou're nesting. | mean you finaly shagged, right?'Y ou two went out into the
wild aone and came back with ababy. Should' ve figured your children would be ugly but dasaaamn...”

“Go fix something,” March bites out.

To my surprise, she does, but not quietly. “1 get this ship flightready in less than forty-eight hours, and I'm
begrudged alittle amusement? When the revolution comes, | will destroy you dl.”

“Therevolution came” Lorascdlsafter her. “Youlog.”

Her response echoes back: “Kiss Jax’ s ass.”



And | laugh softly.

“Body temperature salittle on the high side since we' re warm-blooded, but itslife sgns are good. Just
need alittle more of thisamino acid...” Doc mutters. “Hm, try this? Theoreticdly, it' saclose enough
maich, and if thelittle fellow doesn't eat soon...”

“My chest hair,” he protests, as Saul comes for him with aglove full of goo.

“Good point.” Without so much asa*“please’ or “you look lovely tonight,” Saul yanks my coveral open
to the waist and dathers the stuff on my sternum. “ Passthe baby, let’ s see how | did. March, go depilate
yoursdlf.”

He headsfor quarters, muttering, “ This has to be abad dream.”

“We need to know more.” Loras glances up from hisresearch, uninterested in the spectacle. “We might
be able to sumble through the first month, but we' ve no ideawhere to go from there, nothing about their
skill development. The undisputed Mareq expert is Canton Farr, but he published hislast article more
than two turns ago.”

OhMary, it'sdimy, licking mewith its dithery pink tongue. Probably going to be a wonder at
catching bugs, later. The nutri-gdl is sticky, but its heartbeat grows stronger, steadier, thumping against
my chest. Thetoesfed redly bizarre againg my skin. But there sacertain pridein what I’ m doing, even
if it' sbeyond disgusting.

“Lagt-known location?” Doc asks, till monitoring me and baby-it.

Loras shakes hishead. “Doesn't say, but we don't have the range to search the full archives anyway, not
to mention it would give away our position if we tried. I’'m thinking we need to bounce amessage to K eri
and seeif shecan find out for us.”

“Dothat,” March saysfrom the doorway. “ Encrypt the relay if you can.”

“Congder it done.” Loras waves and heads for his station.

“So what' rewe naming him?’ | grin at March, who's staring like he' s been hit with a shockstick.
His mouth opens, but dl that comesout is, “Huh?’

Belatedly | notice hiseyesaren’t on mine, and | glance down. Shit, I’ m standing around bare-breasted,
nuraing like some class-P village woman, my scars shiny with dime. Rest of meis covered in dried mud,
and my hair looks like it belongsto aNew Terran dirt-dauber priestess, so yeah, I’ ve never looked
better. But frag him, what do | care? 1’ m doing agood thing here.

Doc seemsoblivious, so | glare at March. He s clean, the bastard. “Hey, | took your turn while you were
making yoursalf slky-smooth. Y ou could say thanks.”

He cdlearshisthroat. “ Thanks, Jax.”

But | don't recogni ze that tone. Shrugging, | say, “I’m dying for ashower. Doc, you wannagrease
March up?’

“Yep,” March mutters. “That’ s shooting right to the top of the list of questions | never want to hear
agan.”
The baby doesn’t want to let go of me, and in the end, | have to gently ped itslittle toes avay one by



one. However, once it tastes the gel on March’ s skin, it seems content to latch on. | think it’ sthe food
source; thing isn't old enough to form emotiona attachments, if the Mareq even do that as we know it.
Weredlly need to find this*“ expert” Loras was talking about.

What was his name? Canton Farr.

| don't Say to listen to March’ swhimpering, miserable moans, and I’ m proud of myself because| don't
collgpse laughing until I'm safely in quarters. But as| straighten | get alook a mysdlf in the mirror above
my bed. Mother Mary of Anabolic Grace, it’'sworsethan | thought. | squeeze my eyes shut and fumble
to the san-shower because | don’t want to see that filthy hag again.

Maybe an hour later, and yes, | took that long, my door chime sounds. Quickly, | scrambleinto the loose
ki-pants and cami that serve as my pgjamas and answer it. I’ m surprised to find March standing there.
The baby’swdll fed, it seems, and making odd little whirring soundsthat | interpret as contentment. Think
thisisthefirg time he's sought me out since Perlas, where he had no choice,

His gaze dropsto the diver of skin where my trousers and shirt don't quite meet, and | become aware of
my hip bone riding above the fabric. With atug, | fix that and step back so he can comein, if he wants.

But he shakes his head. “I just wanted to thank you.”
“What for?’
“Making me do theright thing.” He glances down with some expresson | can't begin to interpret.

But | know he didn't mean it, those firgt frantic moments gazing at the thing stuck to his hand. Didn’t
mean it when he muttered we should leave it. Through our interference, the little guy was born out of
season, and none of the mature Mareq will tir until it warms up. Far too late—and March would never
hurt something that couldn’t fend for itself, not even with neglect.

“Y ou've never needed mefor that,” | say softly. “And you never will.”

He samiling as| closethe door in hisface.

CHAPTER 24

We're two standard days out of Marakeq, cruising straight space, when Keri’ sreply reaches us.

Stupid to jump until we know where we' re going, Since by some miracle the gray men haven’t descended
on us yet. Maybe Zelaco didn’t make contact with the Corp after al. Maybe that was just March and me
relaxing with around of worst-case scenario. That' d be anice fragging change.

Evidently her encryption wareisn’t compatible with ours because the message playsin skips and hisses:
“...wish | knew what the...but anyway...Lex...exploded. Why do you...Farr’ slast-known
location....Hon-Durren’ sKingdom.”

| think | spesk for everyonewhen | say, “ Shit.”

Lorasplaysit twice more, coaxing afew more words from it, but nothing that adds to overdl coherence.
Everyone' s oddly subdued, and for once, | know why. Doc mumbles and heads off to medical, probably
to record hiswill or something.

“So how bad isthisguy, redly?’ | ask Dina, who sighs.



“Putitthisway,” she answers. “He calsthat shit hole on the Outskirts his kingdom. Serioudy. Do you
need to hear more?’

“Long haul in straight space,” March says, sounding thoughtful.

| sigh. “No shit. Why don’t we just let Doc do his best and get on with our mission? We need more
samples, don't we? Thistraining academy isn't going to build itself.”

For once Dina agrees with me. “ Sounds good. Let’s give Hon awide berth and say aHail Mary for
baby-it.”

Wearing his“captain” expresson, March says, “Look, it'smy fault thisthing hatched early. | can'tin
good conscience proceed without doing everything possible to ensureit thrives. Let’ sask Doc what he
thinks”

L oras studies March with an impassive mien. If thiscomesto avote, | suspect he' |l be the tiebreaker.
Then he beeps Doc in medical to ask, “If we choose not to seek out the Mareq expert, what are the
chances we can successfully raise the hatchling to an age where you can obtain viable amounts of genetic
meaterid for your research?’

Even through the screen, Doc seems startled. “1 thought thiswas decided. Very well, let me run the
numbers” Hetaps somefiguresinto his handheld and sighs. “Highly probable we Il kill it within thefirst
month without expert guidance. If it livesthat long, | can take some decent samples, but for the sake of
my research, | prefer we take the route that benefits the specimen.”

“| say wego, too,” March putsin. “Y ou and Dinavote against?’

| glance at her. Doc’ s detachment has made me twitchy. How ironic that Doc is arguing for the benefit of
the creature, though not for purely humanitarian reasons. On the whole, thissde junket seemslikea
waste of time.

With an apologetic look at March’s chest, | muitter, * Y eah. Let’ skeep working toward the origina god.”
Dinanods. So yep, it sup to Loras now. Everyone turns toward him to see which way he' Il swing.

“We should go,” he says at last. “Nobody will dieif we push back our schedule, but the little one might if
wefail to learn how to carefor him properly. And | won't be party to devaluing his existence because
he' snonhuman.”

Ouch. That cuts deegp on so many levels. Asahumanoid aien, Loraswould know al about being made
tofed lesser.

Though nobody elsewould notice, | seetheway March reaxes. His shoulderslose atension | hadn't
registered conscioudy until it dissipates. Thismeant alot to him, and | need to find out why.

“Youokay?' | ask.
“Yeah.” He makes some effort to shake it off, apparently registering my concern.

In two days, he seems to have gotten used to having baby-Z attached to his chest. I'm not sure what Z
gandsfor, but the name stuck. I’ ve caught March whispering afew times, trying to mimic the only
recorded example of Mareq speech among Farr’ swork. And, of course, I’ ve played surrogate twice
more while March wasin the san-shower. Nobody e se will touch the thing, not even Doc. Hesaid he'd
done enough, between the food source and the patch on its skin that provides other necessary chemicas



not naturaly present in our environment.

“If we'regoing,” | say, “let’s combine what we know about the place.” | wrack my brain for amoment.
“It was built as asupply station before certain beacons were discovered. Since then, trade routes
changed.”

| don’'t want them thinking I’m ignorant; | know why Hon-Durren rules that corner of space. Nobody
dsewantsit. But dill, the man isn't someone you cross lightly. He styles himsdlf araider, though nobody
knows how many ships comprise his“armada,” because he tendsto kill people who come calling, bad
for us and worse for Canton Farr.

“Farr might beall right.” March answers me without seeming to realize | haven't spoken. For thefirst
time | wonder if the others know. Obvioudy Mair did, but what about the crew? “He' saFugitive, after
al, and if hewasin deep shit after pirate-publishing hiswork on a Corp-restricted world, where better to
hide out?’

Dinanods. “And Hon-Durren hates few things more than authority.”

I'm familiar with the Fugitives aswell, scientistis who flout Corp regulations regarding restricted worlds.
Every now and then, they orchestrate an impassioned protest, shouting that the Corp has no right to limit
knowledge. Though | used to see them as afringe faction, rabble-rousers and dissidents, | don't disagree
with their ideas anymore.

And technically, we re worse than Fugitives, who are so careful when they study on class-Pworlds.
Under no circumstances would one of their scientistsreveal himsdlf; in fact, afew have died of some
ampleillnessrather than compromise an dien culture. Asfor us, we' re more like Freak Show Taent
Scouits, dthough | don't know of any that have kidnapped aMareq hatchling. Maybewe' rejustina
class by oursdves.

“Comeon,” March saysthen. “Timeto jump, Jax.”

“It'sgtill going to be thirteen daysin straight space, even from the nearest beacon,” | tell hisback, and he
wavesin acknowledgment over his shoulder.

Aswe sttle in the cockpit, he gets on the comm. “Head to the hub and strap in, people. We' re going to
pay an old friend avist.”

“Acknowledged,” Lorasreturns.

| pausein checking the port to dide him aglance. Lookslike the nav chair escaped damage in the crash,
but Dina probably already inspected it. Sheredly isgood at her job.

“Y ou know him?’

“Longtimeago,” he mutters.

“That'sdl you'regoing to tdl me?’ | gaze at him, incredulous.
He nods. “Right now. We have work to do.”

Sighing, | redlize| can't argue that. The sooner we leave this system, the better. We' ve probably been
here too long aready.

The comm crackles, and Dinaannounces, “We re ready.”



March taps afew panels, and | fee the comforting throb of the phase drive powering up. The whine that
accompanied its use last time trandates to low purr instead, so | know we' re good. “L et me see the locus
of along haul between our current position and Hon-Durren’ sKingdom,” | tell the nav computer.

“No match,” it answers, sounding dmost smug.
Fragging Als.
March thinks amoment, then suggests, “ Try DuPont Station.”

Shit, nobody’ s used that namein...well, forever, but...of course, that’swhere we find thefile. According
to officia record, DuPont Station is derdlict, but anyone taking these maps verbatim would receive arude
awakening. | study the coordinates and redlize I’ ve made this run before, maybe five turns back, athough
my fina degtination differed.

“Hate the Outskirts, but at least there’sminima Corp presence.” If there' saplace where lawlessnessis
therule, rather than the exception, then we' re headed right for it.

March grinsa me. “ Truer words were never spoken, Jax.”

Not until after | plugindo| redize| don't fed the same nausea and dread asthefirst two jumps.
Whatever elseheis, he's my pilot now. And part of mefedslike I’ ve made the adjustment too fast, asif
I’m betraying Ka in some fashion.

“He sgone,” March reminds me gently. “And I'm dl you' ve got.”

Hearing those words doesn’t hurt as much thistime. I know I’'m never going to kissKai for luck again,
never going to wake in hisarms, never going to see him smile, never hear hislaughter ring out. HE sgone,
and I'm alive, whether | want to be or not. Only the ache remains.

When March jacksin beside me, he does’t bring up the menta partition. He' s till compartmentalized,
just like me, but he' s not hiding anymore. Among other things, he lets me see that he needs meto seethis
thing through. | wonder if he' d let me rummage through his mind, as he seemsto do with me or whether
he' d dap my metgphysica hands.

Then | register his unmistakable amusement asthe seet vibrates beneath me. Make your self at home,
Jax.

I’'m starting to do just that as the trembling increases, and | decide that the way we' re rocking isn't right.
That dinging side-to-side motion amost fedls like we ve been hit—and then | hear Dina shouting via
comm: “Make the Mary-sucking legp dready! Since when doesthe Corp hire bounty hunters...?’

With aflick of hispam, March shuts Dina up, and the world explodesin color, scintillating, dazzling
patterns that form and fold in on themsalves. My whole body aches because thisis homecoming, and Il
never belong anywhere more than | do here. Grimspace steals my soul adiver at atime, and | loveit too
much to mind. Eachtime| leave, | forget alittle of the mgesty, or | wouldn’t survivetheloss.

| can’t worry about the ship that fired on us as we made the leap, can’t et myself wonder whether they
had ajumper on board and if they’re giving chase. It takes every ounce of concentration to make the
mental trandation from straight space, then fed my mind’ s eye spinning like an old world compass.

But thisis different, different than flying with Kai, different than the first two jumps with March. Because|
can fed what it’ slike inside his skin, each breath he takes and how his heart beats. | fed the steady pulse
of baby-Z againgt his chest, the faint stickiness of the nutri-gel that March no longer notices. And I’'m



aware of hishands on the controlsas| never have been. | could amost fly the ship if | had to, because
we' re not him and me, we're...we, then | sense his astonishment, sharing my mind’ s eye as we gaze
outward to grimspace.

Maybe | gave him some sense of it before, but thistime, he sees completely, and | know he does: the
glory, the colors, and the amost-manifest mongters that writhe ong the hull. The Folly plowsthrough
liquid fire; the world without is a conflagration of possibility, ideas and dreams barely concelved and
waiting to be given form.

But March and yes, it' s the March-me spinning my mind' s eye away from the beacon. He' s doingit, and
| didn’t even know thiswas possible. He strying to show me—

Shit. There' saship coming up fast behind us. | don’t know whether they stayed with usthrough the
jump or whether we' ve sumbled into atimetrail. Regardless, | don't want it following usinto straight
space, because it doesn’t seem friendly, and | sense accord from March. We ve got to get rid of them
and fadt, before | exhaust my mental energy. We both know some ships make the jump, and for some
reason, hever come out again, but the March part of me loves a challenge.

Come on, assholes, let’s play.

CHAPTER 25

| know what we're going to do before he doesiit.

The spinfeelsugly, graceless, and my stomach hurtlesinto my throat, bounces back aswe whip the way
we came. Suddenly we' re coming at them hard-forward, and they have to choose, collision or roll. What
happens when two ships crash here?

I"m pretty surel know why we' ve never heard of it happening; no onelivestotell thetde. | taste
March’s satisfaction, the pumping adrendine. Mary, helivesfor this, and with his—our>—pleasure
pounding through me, I’m not even afraid as the other ship dings sideways out of our path. Thisis
glorious, exhilarating, and | sense his agreemen.

Then we make the loop again, going nowhere, over the top, back the way we came, again and again,
until | fed dizzy. He sactudly doing it, though I’ ve never seen anyone create grimspace ghosts on
purpose. Now there are so many copies of Svetlana’s Folly that even | have ahard timeteling which
vess’sours.

Thisisthe longest I" ve ever been jacked into grimspace, and | fed my body shuddering, athough | fedl
srangely detached from its mesat. The visgain my mind’ s eye expands until | can see farther than | ever
have. What would be the horizon beckons, if this place possessed such athing. It' s not adoor but
something dse and—

No. Jax, no. Find the beacon.

But it’snot that easy. For thefirst time during ajump I'm aware of fierce physicd pain, and the outward
tug grows stronger. I'm not sure | can resist it, and what’smore, | don’t want to; | want to see. | want to
know. I" ve spent my whole life preparing for thisfina journey, and maybe through the
door-that-isn’t-a-door lie the people I’ ve lost. Maybe Ka’ swaiting for mewith akissand asmile.

Don't you dare leave me, Jax. Don’t you dare.

And then | fed stronger somehow. March wraps himself around meinways| didn’'t know were



possible. Everything | am isfilled with him. Every cold and shadowed place, he kindleswith light,
warmth, clutching metighter, until he'sdl | know, and | can’t hear the Sren song anymore.

Say with me. Stay.

The painreturnsas| try to focus, seeking the signdl that’s dways helped me orient in the past, but it feels
thready and wesk, diluted by my weariness and whatever’ s gone wrong inside my flesh.

| think, here.

March responds with sure hands, knowing we have to get me out of here, or I’m going to belost. Asthe
ship shudders, making the leap back, I'm not sure where the frag we are, certainly afirst. And my sole
satisfaction isthat the bounty hunters who hounded us here don’t seem to know which Folly to follow as
our ghosts split in different directions like the scattering of a school of fish.

My hands shake as | unplug, and when | try to open my eyes, it fedslike thelight is made of knives,
stabbing straight in my skull. | touch my face. Find it wet. And my fingers smell of copper. Never known
arun thisbad.

“Jax...” Hisvoice sounds rough, raw. “You're close, aren’'t you?’

| don't ask what he means. But for amoment, | can’t speak, can’t do anything but try to stop the steady
stream of blood trickling out my nose. Then | hear him moving beside me, and soon there saclothin my
hands. | wish | could see hisface, but | can’'t bear the brightnessin my eyes. At thismoment I’ m beyond
empty, remembering the delicious pull and the way he wrapped around me. Now, | have neither; I'm just
Jax, doneinsgdemy head inaway | never have been, and it isn't halfway to enough.

“Maybe,” | answer finadly, and then try to drive some of the despair out of my tone. “You said it yourself,
I’'m pretty old. Had agood run.”

“Bullshit. | just got used to you.”

| want him to lift me up out of this seet, hold mein hislap like he did after the crash. But he' sdready
nursing one heplessinfant, so | stand up blind, finding the open doorway with my fingertips. Before
heading for my quarters, | offer abittersweet amile.

“Haven't you figured that out yet, March? Sometimes bad things happen for no reason, and there's
nothing you can do about it. How close did | come anyway?”

His muttered curse tells me he hasn’t even thought to find out where we are. “Not the best jump,” he
says, after amoment. “But not terrible. We re about three weeks out.”

Eight days then. | added eight daysto our trip, but that’ swhat it hasto be, because | don’t have another
jump in me, not for along fragging time, maybe never. I’ [l haveto assesswhat I’ ve got | eft after | rest.
Theway that | fed, it’'sjust impossibleto tell.

“Do we have the suppliesto cover thelonger haul?’

Hedghs, and | hear him tgpping away. And then: “Y eah, but after day seventeen we're going to be left
egting nothing but paste. Hey,” he cdls after me. “Have Doc check you out!”

| dismissthat ideawith aflick of my fingertips, but as1’m coming out of the cockpit, | collide hard with
someone. | fed hands on my upper amsto steady me, but the faint flora scent surprisesme; | didn’t
redize Dinaever amelled so feminine. “Asshole,” she gripes. “Watch where you' re—oh shit, Jax. Are



you...What happened?’

| just shake my head and brush by because | don’t want to talk to her about it. March can tell her
anything she needsto know, or anything he fedslike she does. Right now, | just want to be left done.

“No viditors, no exceptions,” | tell the room-bot.
“Acknowledged,” it chirps.

| don’t clean up. Though I'm probably amesswith al thedried blood, | just don't care, need to crash
out on my bunk and close my eyes. Darknessfdls fast—this deep fed's heavy and inevitable asmy own
desth.

Yes, | must be dying because | hear Ka’svoice...

“Ground control, thisisthe Sargasso. I'd like you to double-check the suggested trajectory and
coordinates. Our readings don’t agree. That’s going to put us on the ground about one hundred
klicks from the landing site and—"

A hiss from the comm system, then an irritated male voice says, “ The information you received is
correct, Sargasso. Follow procedure. Control out.”

We exchange a look, frowning. Although we' re not jacked in anymore, we share the feeling that
something’ swrong. I”ve had that sense since we left Soltai Sation, and now that we're making
our approach to Matins IV, the bad mojo doubles. Waiting for clearance in this giant bolt bucket,
so different from the fast, elegant ships we usually take out with a minimal four-man crew, we do
our own math and come up with coordinates that differ dramatically from what the Corp landing
authority has provided.

When | nod in encouragement, Kai presses the call button again. “ Ground control, this trajectory
IS not going to create sufficient drag for a vessel of this size. What you' ve given usis a crash
waiting to happen.”

There' salong, ominous silence, then: “ Sargasso, you have seventy-five VIPs on board. Are you
refusing to comply?”

Kai looks deeply troubled now, torn between the need to obey the Corp and the fact we're both
certain they're on the verge of doing something terrible, either fromincompetence or some
agenda we can’'t begin to guess.

“No,” he saysdowly, “ but—"

“Thisisyour third denial of an approved flight plan. We have no choice but to categorize thisas a
mutiny attempt and respond accordingly.”

And then they aren’t talking to us anymore. There’s only silence, which isworse.

“ Going to autopilot,” the computer announces with seeming delight. “ Override codes accepted.
Trajectory and coordinates received.”

Oh no. No.

“We can’'t survive a hit like this—there’ s no way—" I’m scrambling at the terminal now, trying



to restore control on our end.
“ gri, what the fuck' re they doing...?”
“Wish | knew, baby.”

Dream-Jax hasn't registered the full implication yet, but the rest of me knows what’s coming. |
want to scream, but thisis scripted, so | just watch in puzzement, part of me still not wanting to
believe that the Corp, our benevolent big brother, will let us come to harm, or worse, cause us
harm. Kai, he' sterrified, reaching for me as the planet rushes up to meet us. All around me the
world dies.

| wake screaming so my throat is raw, and there’ s someone pounding on my door, shouting, “ Jax!
Jax! Captain’soverride, dammit, let mein!”

It sall coming back to me. Unit Psych Newd whispering through my dream therapy, Y ou wouldn't
accept the Corp flight plan, would you, Jax? Y ou used your own calculations. Just say it. Say it, Jax, and
thiswill dl be over. Say it, and I’ [l make everything al right.”

Unlike so many other induced nightmares, this one carriesaring of truth. | know what they did to me,
now—I just don’'t know why. Asl’m lying there, bathed inicy swest, | hear March swearing, muffled
murmurs of conversation:

“...been dmost three days,” Dina svoice. “I thought she was dead.” She doesn’t sound heartbroken that
I’m not, actudly.

“Open up, right now,” March growls, “or | get the cutting torch.”
“No vigtors,” the room-bot tells him sweetly. “ No exceptions.”
If I didn’'t fed like such apileof shit, I'd find that funny as hell.

CHAPTER 26

So I’'m up on Doc’s exam table once again.

I’m starving, but hewon't let me eat until he' sfinished with histests. Not surewhat the dedl is, | fed fine.
What | redlly want isabig bowl of pastaand a san-shower, not necessarily in that order. But heinssts he
needs to check me out becauseit’s not normal for someone to deep for three days without any sign of
dehydration.

| try to tell him it's happened before, anytime | have abad run—my body shuts down like that—but he's
not listening. Ingtead, he’ sfrowning over images of my brain. “ That’ simpossible,” he mutters.

Sighing, | ask, “Can | go? Please?”’
“Hm? Y es, go ahead. Get something to eat, and drink plenty of fluids.”

| take hisadvice, after cleaning up abit. The san-shower makes mefeedl amost human, and a change of
clothing dways helps. Today, | fed stronger than | have in months, so | dress accordingly: black
bodysuit, black boots, and atouch of perfume. Asaways, my wild hair is hopeless, so | Smply scrapeit
back.



Then | head to the gdlley, where | intend to eat a big plate of pasta, New Venice style, which means|ots
of s-cheese and red pepper. | find Lorasthere, picking a hisfruit. Looks like something’ s bothering him.

“You okay? | ask the question as| key my request and the kitchen-mate hums as it getsto work.

“I should not burden you with it,” he says, after along moment.

But that’s aroundabout way of saying yes, so | spintolook at him. “What' s that supposed to mean?’
He shakeshishead. “Y ou' ve beenill.”

“Just exhausted, but I'm all right now, so talk to me.” The kitchen-mate beeps, letting me know my
food' s ready, and the doors dide back to revea a steaming bowl, which | handle carefully as| join Loras
at histable.

He watches me with unmistakable intendity, and just as the silence beginsto fed uncomfortable, he sighs,
and says, “ Y ou haven't thought about me at al, have you?” To be honest, | haven't. I’'m not even sure
what he' sgetting at. “March told us, Jax. Everyone knows you' re getting close to burnout, and if you

kespjumping...”
It takes me aminute but | make the connection. “ Oh shit.”

Hismouth twidts. “Yes, precisgly. Isthere any chance March waswrong? That you can make the rest of
these jumps?’

I wish | knew. Somehow | thought it'd be clear, that I’ d be able to pinpoint how many jumps remain to
me. | aways thought jumpers chose to go out in style instead of the sad impotence of retirement. Now
I’'m seeing that Smply isT't so.

Because even now that I'm rested, | don’t know how much | have left in reserve. My next jump could be
my lagt, or | might make twenty more. I’ m just not sure, but | am positivel’m not as strong as | used to
be. The crudly candid Jax forces me to acknowledge that March isthe mgority of the reason | made it
last time.

With asoft sigh, | shake my head. “1 don't know.”
“Do you have any near relatives?’

“Just my parents, but | haven’t spoken to them in years.” It's onething to fed resigned to my own desth,
quite another to know I’ m condemning someone else. “I could look into adopting March, though.” As
the words leave my mouth, | know I’ ve only made thingsworse.

He stands, damming his chair back, and | register the glitter in hiseyesasanger. “Thisisjust abig joke
to you. | wish you'd let metake my chanceson Lachion.”

There snothing | can say to that, and so | watch him go. Now I’'m the one picking a my food, though |
was starving afew minutes before. Knowing | need the energy, | force mysdif to est.

“You just never stop making friends, do you?’ Dina saunters to the kitchen-mate and makes herself ahot
drink.

Guess sheran into Loras.

“Yeah. If it wasn't for you, I" d be the biggest asshole on thisship.”



But shejust grins as she joins me without waiting for an invitation. “ So you' reredlly dying or what?’

“Not if | can figure out away around it.” Saying it doud cements my resolve. “1t'd be different if it was
just me, but itisn’t. I'd forgotten that.”

Dinatakesadgp from the gleaming slver mug. “If you were married or life-bonded, your partner would
serve asnext of kin.”

| raise abrow. “Isthat aproposd?’
“Mary forefend. | wasjust giving you the big picture.”

Asl| shove abunch of noodlesin my mouth, something’ s nagging at me. | chew dowly, thinking it over.
“Technicdly, | think | am.”

“Wha?'
“Maried.”

She pauses, mug in midair. “ Y ou heartless dut. Making illegitimate lizard-babies with March and leading
him on. He' sgoing to be devastated.”

“I think it'smore of afrog-baby actualy.” But | wave away her bullshit, convinced I’ m on to something.
“Serioudy, listen. | got married about ten turns ago. He was Corp, permanently assigned to Soltai
Station, which was my home base dso, but the way | traveled with Kai, well, it was more than Simon
could stand. We separated, Mary, | don’t even remember when. But | don’t think we ever dissolved the
marriage legdly. He said something about wanting to keep the higher bennies, and | didn’t mind. Kai
wasn't the marrying kind.”

“Y ou got higher bennies for being married?” Of all thingsto focus on. . .but shelooks pissed off.
“More R&R, family days, that kind of thing.”
“What about life-mates? Do they get equa treatment?”

“I don't know,” | say in exasperation. “What the hell do you care how the Corp handles same-sex
benefits? Areyou looking to sgnon?’

She sighs, conceding the point. “Fine. So you think your estranged husband could save Loras? Isthat it?’

“I’m not sure, but...isthere something that states L oras must bein physica proximity of his protector at
al times?’

“Not that | know of, but I’'m not an expert on shinai-disposition by any means. So you' re thinking—"

“If something happensto me, Simon nominaly becomes Loras s protector but would remain unaware of
hisexigence. Until Lorasreceiveshisfirst order from Simon, which will never come, my last order should
be binding.”

Dinasmilesdowly. “That’ sremarkably clever. Since you told him he' sforbidden to do anything but what
he wants, if he doesn’t want to go looking for Smon—"

“Then he stays on the Folly and does whatever he pleases. In theory that cycle could continue, aslong as
Loraslives”



“With us, he doesn’t need to worry about actua physical protection,” she concludes. “ That’ satidy
solution. Obvioudy, the shinai-bond isn't supposed to function like that, so you'll need to check with
Lorasto ensureit will suffice, but otherwise, | think you may have found aloophole.”

“Would you do me afavor and talk to Loras about it? He' s pretty pissed at me.”
“Sure”

| fed alittle lighter. Even if something horrible happensto me soon, and it most likely will, maybe | won't
drag Loras down with me. It' s been years since | spoke with Simon, but | wouldn’t send Lorasto him,
even if wewere on friendly terms. To the best of my recollection, he sa serious, dutiful man, who lives
for rules, regulations, and order. | don’'t know what | was thinking when | married him except that he had
anice ass and gorgeous eyes.

“Dina...” | pause, wondering at the wisdom of bringing this up. But she probably till thinksthat Edaine
knew shewas going to die. “If it means anything, Edaine didn’t make the choiceto leave you. Shedidn't
know it was her lat flight until she jacked in.”

Her face pales, gray eyeslivid. “How do you know that? How can you?’

“You can't tel with any precison, Dina. It'samyth, put out by the Corp so jumperswon't be afraid.
They started telling usthat to keep their shuttles running and their shipments on time. So we go on
believing we' Il know our last flight before we get to it, believing we' || have a choice between burnout and
retirement. But that’ s just not the case. Maybe some jumpersfigure it out, after aterriblerun likel just
had. Then they have the choice of never jacking in again, but | don’t. Not unless we want to spend our
lives on Hon-Durren’ sKingdom.”

“All thistime,” she says, studying her hands, “1 thought she just didn’t have the balsto say good-bye. |
thought she wastrying to be brave, keeping it to hersdlf. After everything, al we wereto each other—"

“I know that’ s not the case. She must have felt terrible regret when she redlized she' d never seeyou
agan.”

Her eyes shinetoo bright, and | make an abortive move to comfort her, at which she jackknifesto her
feet. “Touchme, and | kill you.” And she bolts from the galley, leaving meto ded with her dirty mug.

Sighing, | finish my pasta
CHAPTER 27

We're sick of the ship and sick of each other.

A three-week haul isjust too long at close quarters. Nobody’ s mood improves when the kitchen-mate
runs dry, and we' re left sucking supper out of apacket. At first, Doc tries to keep everyone polite and
socid, but after the millionth game of mah-jongg, I’ m done. I’ ve spent the last four daysin my quarters,
reading Mair’ sfiles on the other nine planets. | don’t know if I'll liveto see them, but it can’t hurt to be
prepared. And PA-245 is better company than most of my shipmates.

But | don't know whether to be worried or relieved when March broadcasts on the comm, “We have
visud on Hon-Durren’ s Kingdom, docking in less than an hour.”

“If they don’t shoot usdown first,” | mutter.

“Areyou presently in physica danger?” thelittle machineinquires.



“I’'m not sure. Hard to know what to expect of Hon-Durren, he embellishes his own legend so much.”
Don't ask mewhy I’'m answering; we ve been having conversations like this for the last four days.
“Ligten, I’vegot to go, 245.”

| close the sphere with thisweird feding of regret. Know that sounds stupid and maybe abit nuts, but |
like my PA. And that’ s not typical for me. | despise most Als, who seem to be coded to maximize the
annoyance they can cause.

Sincel’m not sure what the near future holds, | don agauzy red shirt, yes, the color of blood and
mourning—hboth seem gpropos under the circumstances—and apair of s-leather trousers. Y ou never
know what climate control will be like on these old stations, so | add amatching black jacket and stuff
the PA into my pocket on impulse.

Then | tug on my boots. The wardrober on Lachion got them just right, so there’ sroom for meto
conced abladethere, if only | had one. That might just get usin trouble, though. Do wish | had some
jewdry, since throwbacks like Hon-Durren respect lavish ornamentation. As| don't, | improvise with

perfume.

To my surprise, the ship’saready empty when | emerge from quarters. At firgt, I’'m more than alittle
pissed, but that’ s the nav-star coming out. I’ m not a celebrity, not even in an artificid, Corp-crafted
world, and sincethisisn’'t ajump, they’ re capable of handling the Stuation. Now | have some distance
from the old Jax, | can admit March wasright. Thought | was specid because | possessed some pull in
the Corp, because | tagged some new beacons, encountered afew new races, and didn’t die of
Supidity.

But when you comeright down to it, that’ s a shitty reason for thinking you' re somebody. The J.geneisn't
something | accomplished on my own. It was agenetic lottery, which | won, then spent dmost fifteen
turnsacting like it was entitlemen.

No wonder most of them hated me when | first came on board. In retrospect, | don't seemuch [ like,
ether. Andit findly occursto me...maybethey didn't disembark so much aswere taken, in which case,
they may berelying on mefor help.

Shit. Subtlety isnot my strength, and | can dmost hear March chuckling over the understatement. So
what am | supposed to do?

Thinking about it yields no ready solution, but I’ d rather die than sit another minute on this ship. So that
decidesit. | pressthe pand, and the boarding ramp lowers with awhir that sounds louder in the empty
bay. As| step off, | redlize | don’'t have aremote keyed to the ship, so I’m stuck here until | find the
others.

It's cold, as docks tend to be, just afew meters of metal separating space and me. Definitely not a
high-tech place. | see no bots performing maintenance, though there are a couple other ships nearby,
and dl of them look worse than the Folly. There' s only one door, so | head toward it. Perhaps | should
be nervous; the place seemsto be deserted—

An antiquated speaker crackles, and adegp mae voice asks, “Who're you then, pretty?’

It'sbeen along damn time since | heard anything like that. Even before Matins IV, | was never apt to
win any beauty pageants. And | guess my unseen interrogator’ swaiting for aresponse, but | don’t see

how I’ m supposed to reply.
Then | hear March in the background, muffled but distinct: “ She' swith us”



The leprous metal door clangs open, and I’ m permitted to enter Hon-Durren’s Kingdom. The view is
decidedly indugtrid, derelict mining trolls and scavenged parts spread like mechanica intestines dong the
walls. | proceed with caution and come down along, dim corridor into alarger space.

Wish I’ d seen the place before we docked; now I’ m wondering about the design of the station itsdlf.
Three more corridors adjoin from here, north, east, and west. | think this must’ ve been the docking
authority, where spacers paid for their bay and use of other facilities. Now it’sjust empty but for a
couple of closed-up windows that seem to bear out my theory.

“Comewest, Jax.” That's Doc, being helpful.

If it were anyone else, I d probably turn east, but | trust Saul as much as| trust anyone. And then | start
to hear voices, so | follow the halway until | emergein what hasto be Hon's*throne room,” hung with
war trophies and contraband weapons. My shipmates stand in asemicircle, asif awaiting judgment. In
thefar corner, there are tables and benches occupied by ascruffy lot of the usual suspects, but the larger
Space remains devoted to an eevated pilot’ s chair, festooned with coiled wire and chains.

Mother Mary of Anabolic Grace, isthat him?

If people aretalking to me, | don't hear it, just gazing a the man sprawled on the makeshift dais. Damn,
he's...ddicious at least two meterstall, muscular, skin so dark it amost gleams blue, and long, wild
braids trinketed with platinum and diamond glints. Just looking at him, | want to say he deserves every bit
of hisroguish reputation.

And please, can | be plunder?

Probably accustomed to this reaction, Hon gives me adow grin, revealing white teeth, except for the
front two, which appear to be solid gold. Hisvoiceislow and rich, lightly accented with a Darengo drawl
unless| missmy guess. “ Seem you keepin' better company, March. Maybe | don't kill you after al.”

At thispoint | notice thetension in thistableau. “Wasthat an option?If | get avote, I’'m going to say you
don't.”

“Jax...” March casts me adark look. Maybe he thinks I’ m going to frag things up, but it doesn’t look
like |l can makeit worse. He cups ahand protectively over baby-Z, and | wonder if that topic’s been
bridged yet.

“Y ou got some stones, bwoy, askin' mefor afavor.”

Oh, that' sinteresting. March never did tell mewhat history he had with Hon. Looks like I’ m about to
find out, and asI’m waiting, it occursto me that the other three are pretty quiet. Especiadly Dina—if she's
locked down her mouth, then we're in serious shit, aren’t we?

Beside me, March nods amost imperceptibly. “1 know we didn’t part on the best terms after the Nicuan
conflict,” he says, “but thisis actudly ahumanitarian misson.”

What agreat laugh, deep, ringing, and infectious. | fight an answering chuckle even though | don’t know
what’ s going on. “Not on the best terms—you funny, March. Firgt you stole my woman, then my ship,
left meto die on that Mary-forsaken rock. But you make me curious, o I'll give you aminute beforel
kill you. Tell meyour sory.”

March seems stuck, though. His body language tellsme he’ sat aloss, so | step into the breach. If there's
onething | know how to do, it's run my mouth.



“I'm sorry | missed theintroductions.” | step forward and offer my best smile. “But I’ m Sirantha Jax.
And we ve come looking for Canton Farr. Do you know him?’

He sdready nodding. “My library man, yah. What you want him for?’
“During our travels, we found thislittle guy.”

Againgt March’smuted protest, | give Hon aglimpse of the docile amphibian curled againgt hischest. Z
raises his head and peers around with protuberant eyes. Y eah, he' s definitely grown abit, and he' staking
aninteres in hisenvironment.

“Grrrr-upp,” Z says, from deep in histhroat.
We ve managed to surprise the big man. “What the hell isthat?’

“He' sahatchling,” Doc volunteers. “ And Canton Farr is an expert on the Mareg. So if we have any
hope of raisng thisfelow, it' simperative we confer with him.”

Folding hisarms, Hon studiesthelot of us, asif wondering whether thisisthe whole story. Of courseit
isT't, but I know they don't want me blabbing anything else. “Well, | make no cred killin' babies” he
saysfinadly. “But | giveyou accessto Farr, you gift me someting back, yah?’

“What do you havein mind?’ March asks, closing his shirt over baby-Z, who doesn’t go quietly, and his
burgeoning paternd ingtinct strikes me as pretty damn funny.

Hon glances between Dinaand me. | suppose we do make anice visua contrast—I’ m dark where she's
far, and she' sthick where I’'m thin. “Oh...I think we can work something out.”

I’m afraid to look at Dina.

CHAPTER 28

I nstead of executing the lot of us, Hon throws a party.

| think it’ sadisplay of power more than true hospitaity. Everything in his demeanor says—You are
subject to my will, and | choose to be merciful, remember this. Or maybe he'll just seize any excuse
to celebrate. Heredly isathrowback, albet an utterly delicious one.

No chanceto talk to anyone dse, asthe throne room comes dive with lights and music, athrumming
bass-heavy best that soundstribal, and asthe rovers get to their feet to form astomping, spinning circle
of dancers, | notice dmost no women, and hisinterest in Dina and me becomes |lessflattering and more
daming.

But | can’'t worry about that right now. They'relaying the tableswith fresh food, and it smdllsfantastic.
My mouth waters at the prospect of eating something that doesn’t need to be sucked out of a packet.
They offer fresh fruit and vegetables, so there must be a hydroponics garden somewhere on gtation. Next
they serve mest in sauce, which meansit’ slikely synth-protein in disguise. For the perfect finish, add
steaming baskets of bread with peppered oil for dipping. And let’ s not forget the sweet, cold Parnassian
red.

Y eah, I'm going to be here awhile.

| lose sight of how many times my cup’ srefilled, but it doesn’'t seem to matter. Everything losesits
immediacy, gaining a pleasant veil, where the most important thing | need to do is shrug out of my jacket



and join the dancers. Someone takes me by thewaist, and | somp aong with him, trying to mimic the
sde-winding circle we seem to be making. | should realy be wearing abig bl skirt for this, more
dramaticinthe spins.

After awhile, | losetrack of how many men catch me and spin me toward them. But | definitely notice
when Hon stepsin. Not seeing him would be like missing asolar eclipse. For afew moments, we smply
dance, and | hear Dina saying, from somewhere, “1f she wantsto shag him, let her. | don’'t want to die
for saying no, dthough if | was going to try aman, it d be him.”

Then heleads me from the revelry, past the pilot’ s chair toward a sunken areafilled with padded
couches. Heindicates| should St, and | do, feding the music pulsing through the soles of my boots. As
he drops down beside me, the lightsflicker over hisskin, painting him in slver stresks and giving his
strong features an amost demonic cast. But ther€ sfascination in hisdarkly glittering eyes; he's
everything acivilized woman isn't supposed to want. He might treet her like an empress or awhore as
the mood strikes him, but she' d never possess the faintest doubt that he owned her, body and soul.

“Where you get such fine scars, lovely?” Hisvoice rumbleslike apurr near my ear, and | glancedown in
confusion, before redizing the digphanous fabric of my blouse revedsthe old burnsaong my armsand
shoulders.

“Crash landing.” That seemslike an overamplification, but | retain just enough presence of mind to be
way.

“Mugtabeen abad one,” he comments, touching my shoulder lightly. It takesamoment, but | redize he's
tracing the paitern through my shirt with afingertip.

| nod. “They don’'t come any worse.”

He regards me a moment, seeming thoughtful. “I think I know who you are now.”
Shit. Be cool, Jax.

“Oh?

“Y our bad crash was the Sargasso, yah?’ Hon doesn't wait for an answer. “ So you must be March’'s
jumper.”

There sno point in lying; that will just piss him off because he' sdready sure. “I’'m not on good terms
with the Corp anymore, though.” Like that needsto be said.

Helaughs. “We re both kill onsght, | think.”

| think | just increased my vaueto him, although I'm not sureif it's because | have a Corp bounty on my
head or because | can jump. Maybeit’s acombination of the two. So what now? | can't afford to make
him mad, and the wine s starting to wear off.

“Y egh, dthough I'm sure they’ ve listed me as officidly flatline. The bounty huntersthey’ re sending after
meare drictly onthedide.”

“So tell me, Sirantha Jax, are bad things chasin’ you here?’

| jerk my eyesback to hisface, but he doesn't seem angry. Infact, if anything, helooks amused. “1 don't
know. Think we lost them in grimspace, but—"



“Don’'t worry, pretty. I'll fix it.”

Well, | don’'t have the dightest doubt of that, but I’ m not sure his solution will benefit us. I'm frankly
astonished that we didn’t get blasted before docking, and | have to wonder what March said that
garnered safe temporary passage. Knowing March, it may have been something like: Don’t you want to
see my face when you kill me?

“Aredl the gation’s externa weapons functiona?” Hopefully he won't take that as me probing for
information that could be used againgt him.

Hon gives me an indulgent smile, leaning closer. Damn, he smells good, aspicy, smoky scent that renders
him narcotic. “Don’t fret” bout that. Nobody getsin | don’t want here, true. Now I’ m gone ask you,
what you know ’ bout my business outside?’

“Nothing, redlly.” And that’ sthe truth; most of what I’ ve heard is speculation. Because who the hdll ever
getsto meet Hon? If they did, this place would be overrun with women wanting to play pirateswith him.

“Me, | got afleet of ships, and we appropriate goods from the Corp shippin’ lanes, keep what we need
and sl therest in the Outskirts.” He seemsto study me asif waiting for me to ask an obvious question.

So | consider for amoment. “That means you have jumpers. From where?”

In fact, this gets me thinking about Edaine. Where did March find her? The Corp led usto believe we
were the only source of trained jumpers. Of course they aso had me thinking my shit didn’t stink, so
maybe | should stop bdlieving anything | learned from them. It might make adjustment to the real world
esser.

Hon grins, hisgold front teeth gleaming. “ The Corp’ s very wasteful. Hide jumpers away, don't even try
to fix them. | smuggle them out, two or three a atime.”

He must be talking about the broken ones, who suffer bad jumps and can’t quite rebound. They wind up
nervous, twitching, and heavily medicated in station asylums. And there are others, who possessthe
Jgene and begin training but lack the menta strength to handle grimspace. They’ re the saddest of dl. But
| gather he’smaking use of theselost souls somehow.

“How can you repair them?’
“My biomechanic. Not much personality after he' sthrough, but my jumpers get the job done.”

Part of mefedsrepulsed. Clearly he' stalking about amechanica integration that robs them of their
humanity, but then again, what sort of life did they have, sedated in the asylums? |s being made useful any
worse than remaining lost to horrors nobody else can see? | don't fed qudified to judge.

“That's...enterprisng,” | say a last.

Hisarm drifts around me, hislarge hand lighting on my far shoulder. “But you don’'t wannatalk * bout
that right now.”

I’d have to be anidiot not to know where thisis heading, but I'm not sure how | should react. How long
snce Kai died? How soon istoo soon? But Hon is gorgeous, and if | can procure safe passage with a
few nights of sex, why wouldn’t 1?

“What then?’ | let mysdlf lean againgt him, surprised by his heat and solidity.



“Me, | think you don’'t wannatalk at al.” He runs his hand beneath the weight of my hair, long fingers
flexing into my neck, and it fedls good.

| find mysdlf tilting my head, though he' sapplying minima pressure, and | think that’ s the point. Another
exercise of power—I’ m supposed to offer my mouth. Wonder if he likes to play master/dlave girl in
the bedroom. That'snot my thing; | don’t enjoy submission, but maybel’ll giveit atry, thisonce.

Stll, | can't bring myself to close the few centimeters between our lips. It' sjust not my style, and | enjoy
being chased, like it when aman makes an effort. That says|”m worth the trouble to pursue, dthoughiit’s
been along time. Firg, | was Simon’ swife, then Kai’ swoman, athough my toes curl, remembering the
way Ka used to tantdize me.

Hon givesalow, husky laugh, asif heredizes|’m not going to prove an easy conquest. It'll take more
than his proximity and the brush of hisfingertips on the ngpe of my neck. And then he whispers, “Oh, |
am gone enjoy you, pretty.”

Theflickering lights and the throbbing music only add to the surred qudity of the moment, asheleans
close. So close, | smdl thewine on hisbreath. | can amost taste his kiss, and while I’'m not advancing, |
don’t pull back, ether.

I’mactually going to do it.

From amillion milesaway, | hear someone clearing histhroat. “ Jax. Y ou’ re needed on the Fally. It's

urgent.”
Fedling giddy, | turn to see March behind us, and he doesn’t look happy.

CHAPTER 29

So far, | don’t see any urgency.

Doc has brought Canton Farr back to the ship to show him the formula he used in synthesizing the
nutri-gel March has been smearing on his chest for dmost amonth. | guessDinaand Lorasare till on
gation, enjoying the party. Farr isathin man with nervous hands, the sort who spills things compulsively,
then makes the mess exponentialy worse with his gpologetic daubing. 1t'samost impossibleto imagine
him living rough for years, as he reputedly did during his covert study on Mareqg.

“I can't believeyou did this” Farr’ s saying, not for thefirgt time | imagine. “ Stole one of the hatchlings.
It' sabominable”

“You'd prefer weleft it to die?” March snaps.

Fortunately, Doc remembers we need this man’ s help, and adds in appeasement, “ Y es, aregrettable
necessity, to be sure, but think of the opportunitiesfor study. You'll have achanceto verify al your
observations at closerange, won't you? | think it should be safe to take samples.”

| still don’'t seewhy I'm needed here.
Farr brightens. “Well, that’ s certainly true. Y ou seem to have gotten him—"
“It'sahim?’ Doc wantsto know.

Thestientist nods. “...past theinitial hurdle, which meansyou' re going to see anincrease in activity.
Typicaly the offsoring stays close to its parent, participating in—"



March seizes my arm then, hauling me out of medica and down toward the hub, but he doesn’t stop
there, towing me toward the dormitory section like aderdict craft. | scowl up a him, yank out of his
grasp, and stand there rubbing my biceps.

“What' sthe matter with you?’
“I need to talk to you privately,” he bites out.

Around this point, | notice he' s seething. Furious, in fact, dthough hel sdone afair job of reining it back
up until now. The door dides shut behind us; thisisthefirst time |’ ve seen his quarters, but they’re
standard, devoid of personal effects.

| foldmy arms. “Sotak.”
“Areyou nuts, Jax? Don't mess with someone like Hon.”

Ha, | certainly never imagined he' d care about my virtue. | wave ahand dismissively. “Don’'t worry, I'm
not stringing him aong. It won't be ahardship to keep him warm while we' re here.”

Hejust gapesat me, likeit’' simpossble for him to imagine someone deeping with me. | know | don’t
look as good as | did before the crash, but I’m arocket in bed. Maybe Hon knows that, so he' s not put
off the by the scars.

“You can't be serious.”
“About what?" | ask, incredulous.
“Segping with Hon.” Histone suggests|’d be whoring mysdlf out.

“Why?’ | start ticking off reasons to do so on my fingers. “He sgorgeous, he smellsgood, it sbeen a
long time since | had sex, and he might kill usif we pisshim off.” Y eah, the last reason does sound like
pandering, but till, if | want to, and it keeps Hon happy, what’ s the big dedl ? “ Give me one good reason
why | shouldn’t.”

| can actudly see hisjaw working, like he' s struggling with something, then he growls, “How about this?’

And then he'sin my space, body pressed up against mine. He' s hard against me, and he cups my cheek
in hispam as he lowers his head to claim my mouth with his. Oh Mary, I"d never have guessed March
could kisslike this, degp and devouring. | kiss him back, arms up around his neck, biting gently at his
lips. Hetastes like sweet wine and promises, and his tongue strokes mine in possession, teling me
wordlesdy why he doesn’t want me keeping Hon warm.

| fed his hands on my hips, tugging me closer. He bresks the kiss, leaning hisforehead against mine, and
| know he can fed how my heart gallops, hear my hitching breath. He probably senses more than that,
cometoit, my first soft pulses of arousa.

His voice sounds soft now, teasing. “How about it, Jax? Isthat a good reason?’
“Maybe,” | whisper.

“Maybe? Maybe, she says.” But when | tip my head back, | seethat he’ s smiling. “It’sbeen awhile for
both of us. | don’t see any reason for that to continue.”

My words come out husky. Unsteady. “I’ d just be using you for sex.”



His eyes have the power to slop mein my tracks. I’ ve been fighting thisfor weeks now, refusing to admit
it even to mysdf. How much he draws me.

Hegivesmeadow amile. “I canlivewith that.”
“Why would | pick you over Hon, though?’ Oh, I’'m abitch for teasing him.

And it is atease, because I’ ve been noticing the breadth of his shoulders and the round curve of hisass
for weeksnow. But | can tell he doesn’t mind by the way he moves me againgt him, dow drugging
circles hipto hip.

“Remember who you' re dealing with, Jax. | know dl kinds of things about what you want.”

“Thisisprobably abad idea” Last-ditch effort to turn things aside, even though I don’t want to, and
March knowsit.

He had me as soon as he cupped my hipsin his hands and moved me on him, just so. If I'm completely
honest with myself, he had me weeks ago, when he promised he' d dways come for me. I’'m not sure
I’m ready for this, but damn, do | want him.

“Mmhm.” Hefindsmy ear, licksatrail down to the lobe, then bites. “ So tell me no, Jax.”
Oh Mary, that’s good.

“No,” | breethe.

“You'resaying no?’ Now he's incredulous.

| givehimadow smile. “I'm refusing to say no.”

Then we reablur of questing hands. | want him naked, right now, athough the desire to bare my
scarred, skinny self is considerably less. He shakes his head in pedling my trousers down, and | don't
need to ask to know that’ s meant as reassurance. I’d dmost forgotten the perfection of sexing your pilot.
He s beautiful : brown skin, broad chest, and atight, etched stomach.

March pushes me back onto hisbunk and | run my pamsup hischest. | fed the resdue from the
nutri-gel, and that makes me smile, dthough it mdtsinto amoan. He s not gentle; he was't kidding when
he says he knowswhat | want. | fed histeeth next, dmaost enough to hurt, and the gush of response
makes me draw my knees up, making room for him between them.

“Likethat?” hewhispersinto my skin. “Likethat, Jax?" Ashetrailshisfingers down my belly, teesng me
because he knows how much | want him to go lower.

“Likethat. But more.” | buck my hips, and he rdents, dipping hisfingersinto mewith along, languid
motion.

Oh Mary, the way he touches me—it’ s like he knows exactly how—abut then he does, doesn’t he?|
whimper and arch, twisting benesth an intengity I’ ve never known. He strokes me, hislipsroving until |
can't stand any more.

“Too much?’ The bastard, he' staunting me.
“On your back,” | manageto order.

I’ shisturn. Maybe | don’t know his hot spots automaticaly, but I'll figure it out. With asmirk, March



rollsover and | run my hands over his body, caressng here and there. Gauging his reaction. Grinning
wickedly, | settle astride, my thighs framing his. He shudders beneath me when hefedsmy dick skin. My
weight amplifiesthe sensation, and | seesaw on him, watching hisface.

“Jax...” Now he' sthe one gasping, dthough it fedsfragging amazing to me, too, as| run my hands up his
chest. | seethe scars | speculated about so long ago, long and livid. Y eah, he' s seen combat. The one
above hiship looks like they dmost got him. That gives meatwingethat | don’t like.

“I'mjust using you for sex,” | remind him, husky and low.

“Souseme.” Hisabdomind musclesripple and go tight as he strugglesto hold himsdlf till. “Use me,

| need no further invitation. Taking himin my pam, | give him asqueeze, which dicitsagroan, then |
samply hold him steady and sink down. His hands cometo my hips, guiding me.

Oh Mary, that’s so good.

March doesn't need to be told how | want to ride him. Wefill the room with liquid sounds and our
labored breathing. Sometimes he moans; sometimes| do. | love the fed of hishands roving my body,
demanding and possessive, pulling me down.

| fed the pressure building as| move on him, swest, delicious hegt, then he flicks hisfingers down there
again. My whole body locks. He rallswith me then, pushing my legs up.

“My turn,” he whispers.

And | don’'t have the energy to resst as he takes me hisway, rotating his hipsin dow, steady thrusts. I'm
S0 relaxed that at first | don't register the tingles surging through me. Again? Really?

Then | hear March insde my head, just as he' sinsde my body. Again, Jax. I’musing you for sex.

Right now, | fed like that’s about the best news |’ ve ever heard.

CHAPTER 30

| sneak out like I’m leaving the scene of a crime.

As| dart into my quarters, part of mefedsthat | am, actualy. | know it doesn’t mean anything, and it
doesn't touch what | felt for Kai. BecauseI’m dive, and I’'m abiologica organism, | know | need to be
touched, but that awareness doesn’t assuage my guilt. In someways| think it would’ ve been better if I'd
picked Hon for some throwaway sex because | wouldn't have to see him on adaily basis heregfter.

Infact, I'm not entirely surewhy March cared whether | dept with Hon. Maybe it' saman thing, whichis
gupid. It'snot like I’ m untouched. Between my marriage breaking down and faling in lovewith Ka, |
did my share of fucking around.

But there was no premeditation with Kai; one night we were drinking and dancing, right after we tagged
the beacon nearest the Belsev system—and he asked me how come we' d never dept together. He knew
most jumpers and pilots do test the waters at least once, so he waswondering if | didn't find him
attractive. That certainly wasn't the case; he was adorable, blond boyish good |ooks.

| didn’t have an answer, so after some more drinking, we wound up naked. And it was fantastic. He was
funin bed, playful, but hisbest qudity had to be how he listened. When he propped his chin on his hand



and gazed at you with those liquid green eyes, you knew you were the only person in hisworld right then.
God, | misshim.

He certainly wasn't your typica man. Sometimes|’d try to make him jealous, point out someone |
thought was ddlicious, and he' d give me a deceptively mild smile. “Go ahead,” he' d say. “Try someone
elseif youwant. But hewon't be me.”

No, baby. He'll never be you.

Firgt time we talked about commitment, he said, “I don’t believein that, Siri. People stay true aslong as
they want to, regardless of spoken promises or legally imposed obligations. But we' re good together,
and | want to be with you aslong as you want me back.”

| meant to clean up, but instead | drop down on my bunk, startled by the yearning that overtakes me.
Who knew sex would make me fed so fragging lonely? There sadull throb insde me, the ache of
long-unused muscles, and | press my kneestogether, trying to forget what I’ ve just done.

If I let mysdif, | could cry, but I’ ve done far too much of that in the last few weeks. Instead, | measure
my breathing until the urge subsides; and then | do take that shower, washing away the evidence. Maybe
thisisno revelaion, but it feelslike one to me; good sex just isn't enough. | won't do that again for a
while

| dressin somber clothing that covers me neck to ankle, permitting no glimpse of skin. Now I’m not sure
what to do; | don't want to deep with Hon anymore, but | imagine he’ s not aman who handlesrgjection
well, not that he receives much of it. Still, I'm not accomplishing anything cowering in my quarters, ol
head out.

Although | know it'sbeyond idiotic, | can't help skulking, peeking around doorways, then making adash
for the engine room, where| find aspare remote. | pocket that. I’d like to avoid March for the next five
to ten turns. Failing that, aday or two will suffice. | retrace my steps, and I’ m surprised to find the door
out of the docking bay opensfor me automaticaly. | guessit’s been coded to recognize me, ameasure
didn’'t expect so quickly, and it makes me wonder what Hon' s planning.

To my surprise, the party seemsto be over. | would have guessed such thingswent on al night; shows
what | know. There' sjust afew scruffy spacersleft playing Charm, and they peer at me over their cards.

“Looking for the boss?” One of them smirksat me.
Might aswell get it over with, right? So | nod. “Know where heis?”’
“Y egh, hetook the blond girl upstairs.”

“The onewho arrived with us?’ | try to conced my astonishment. There'sadevelopment | never saw
coming, but then again, something about Hon. ..damn. Though I’ ve made up my mind to stay off men,
literdly and figuratively, I’ m still tempted, remember his smoky-spicy scent.

Henods. “Y ou want usto ded you in?’
“That depends. Y ou playing by Venice Minor rules?’

Dumb question, | know. Men rarely play Charm by Venice Minor rules unlessthey’ re competing against
women. There' sjust no motivation to seeing each other naked, except in specidized circles. But | don't
have any credsto wager. | bet my accounts have been frozen, and trying to access them would send up a



red flag.
The men exchange alook and start laughing, then the spokesman answers, “Well, we weren't...”
| shake my head. “I’d rather look around. Will restricted areas be inaccessible or clearly marked?’

“Y eah, you won't be able to go anywhere you' re not supposed to be. Be careful, though, we don't use
the third deck, so no telling what' sup there.”

Nodding, | follow the corridor leading in the opposite direction. Hismention of athird deck givesme a
sense of the station’ s design, however, and | envision the dow revolution of each tier, creating gravity that
keeps my feet on the floor. To my surprise, alarge space past the throne room appearsto be alibrary.
Hon even possesses some ancient ink-and-paper books, though those are housed within a protective
case.

“Find what you' re looking for?” | spin to see Dinastanding in the doorway. She doesn't look likeshe's
been ravished, though.

| spare amoment to give thanks that she didn’t see me dipping out of March’sroom. Mary knows, I’ d
never livethat down. “1 don’'t know what that’ d be.”

She offersafant amile. “Nobody ever does until it' sgone, then they redize they had it dl dong.”
Depressing but insightful.

“The roverstold me you went upstairswith Hon.” A nice, noncommittal statement, and yeah, okay, I'm
dying to know but | won't ask. That would be rude. Wouldn't it?

At that shelaughs. “Y eah, there’ sabazaar on the second deck. Il be heading back later with some
trade goods so we can restock the kitchen-mate. The *kingdom’ runs primarily on barter.” Sheliftsa
brow. “Y ou didn’t think—"

“Of coursenot,” | say quickly. “But...wdl, he does smell good...”

Dinaralls her eyes. “Male pheromones don't work on me. Now if he sprayed himsdlf with bitch-in-hest,
he might get somewhere.”

Pheromones? Wasthat the smoky-spicy scent? Here | thought it was Hon himsalf who put mein the
mood...and then | wound up on top of March—ah, shit. | want to cringe, but | refuse to give Dinaany
ammunition. Since | told her about Edaine, there' s been a sense of amnesty between us, but | won't
tempt her to break the cease-fire.

“Right. GuessI’ll go check out the bazaar. Which way?’

“Follow the hal I€ft, first right, down a the end isthelift. It'sabit temperamentd, though.” As| head
out, she adds, “Be careful, Jax. Hon' s being too cooperative, and men like him aren’'t proneto
forgiveness. | fed likewe regtting in the eye of the orm.”

| flash ahalf smile over my shoulder. “How’ sthat different from any other day?’ Then it occursto me,
she may be able to answer the question that’ s been bugging me since we docked, so | turn around.
“What' sthe deal with March and Hon anyway?’

She shrugs. “I’ ve been part of his crew maybe five turns now. He hired us out of Gehenna, right out from
under another captain.”



When she says“us,” she must be talking about Edaine and the other pilot, which means March stopped
flying quite sometime ago. | wonder why that is, not that Il inquire, seeing as1’ll be avoiding him for the
next month or o, at least. Now that | glimpse the big picture, Dina s been through ahell of alot.

“Made a better offer?’ | ask.

“We thought so, acut of every job, not just flat wages. Anyway, maybe Loras knows, he's been with
him the longest. Or you could try asking March.”

| snort. “Yeah...” Cause he' s so forthcoming.”

“Ask Hon. | bet he'd tell you.” Dinasmirks, sauntering down the hal toward me.
“I think you may beright. And that worriesme.”

“Me being right or Hon being willing to answer your questions?’

Pausing, | try to put my finger on what' s bothering me. “Both?’ | flinch when she dams her fist into my
shoulder, playfully. Thiswoman could kick my ass one-handed. “No...Hon, | think. His attitude strikes
me as wrong somehow. Y ou' re right; he’ stoo accommodating.”

She sighs, plainly agreeing with me. And that’ safirst. “Well, you know what they say, sweetness. When
you get abad fedling, collect your credsand jump.”

| nod. “Y eah, we need to get out of here as soon as possible.”

But as Hon comes down the hall toward me, smiling like he swon araffle, | think that may prove easier
said than done.

CHAPTER 31

| am toured out.

Hon has shown me around, athough | haven't seen his suite, and | thought that would be our first stop.
Maybe| just overestimated hisinterest? Mary knows, it’snot like I’ m irresistible, but the juxtaposition
bothers me. He' s gone from amorous, aspiring lover to gracious guide in three hours, and that’ sjust. ..not
right.

Anyway, the back portions of the first two decks are dlotted to housing, but | have no ideawhat an
gpartment herelookslike. So I’ ve duly admired the hydroponics garden, hisextensivelibrary, which he's
had Canton Farr catdoging for the last two turns, and of course, the oddly intriguing bazaar, where
permanent residents trade among themselves. Raiders have to do something when they’ re not raiding.

| particularly likethe artists section of the promenade. It' satouch of elegance | hadn't expected in such
aplace, but | supposeit’s human nature to want to adorn one’ sliving space, and when you' re isolated,
your best recourseisto tap your own credtivity. So | commend the bold paintings and metal sculptures
and various oddments.

There s even adark-skinned woman, shaven completely bald, demonstrating the ancient art of the
glass-dancer. Her movements flow smooth as the ddlicate treasures she creates from base chemicals, a
sensua symbiosisof form and function. As| watch her, | think thisritual surely harks back to our Lady of
Anabolic Grace, whose very name symbolizes the sanctity of change.

“Who isshe?’ | ask, admiring her.



“A priestess,” Hon tellsme, and leads me on.

Somehow I’'m not surprised, and | cast alook over my shoulder. The artist dances, obliviousto
onlookers, and | know | have never passed closer to Mary’ s grace than this moment. Of course there
are more mundane vendors, sdlling refurbished droids, PAs, used clothing, footwear, hacking codes,
weapons, oh, yeah, lots of those. There sawhole aide of stals devoted to them: shocksticks, blades,
sgppers, you nameit, you can find it here, but the trick isfinding something the seller wantsin exchange
because in Hon-Durren’ s Kingdom, they don't dedl in creds. If thislay beneath an open sky, it would
remind me of the starport market at Gehenna.

We stop last at the food stdls, just a couple redly, people offering fresh fruit and vegetables, bread and
wine. | don’t know what they want in exchange, but when Hon stops by, they offer food and libation
fredy. Well, he istheking, after all.

| take asip, more Parnassian red. Good stuff, but | don’t let it go to my head thistime. He still smells
wonderful, but now that | know it' sachemical effect, | find him easier toresst. Plus, I’ ve gotten laid
recently, which doesn't hurt.

“So what happened between you and March anyway?’ Dinasaid he' [l answer me. Maybe he will.
He shrugs. “ A woman, years ago, she chose him over me.”

“Why in Mary’ s name would she do that?’ | blurt the question before | stop to think about it, but
fortunately he' sflattered, giving me the wide, white smile that shineswith gold. | mean, comparing the
two, there’ sno contest, because Hon is gorgeous.

“Don’t know, don’'t care. That was along time ago.” Now why doesn't that ring true? Dina sright, men
like Hon don't forgive and forget. “Let me show you this, Srantha Jax...”

| follow him, dill thinking about why. And then | know. Makes me grin, imagining him using his giftsthat
way: My great passions? Why, Somalan ale, antique beaded tapestries, and white-maned Old
Terran ponies. Yours, too? How astonishing! It’s like we're soul mates...

March, you're such a bastard.
But I'm amiling as| continue Hon' sinfinitetour.

They' ve actudly crested a stable society, dthough they’ re short on women. If they got an influx from a
failing colony somewhere, they’ d soon start filling up al the empty places on station. | wonder what kind
of future Hon seesfor his people, and yes, athough we mock him quietly for hisego, he' s carved out a
small placein the universe that’ s unquestionably his own, not an easy undertaking. And it doesn’t lessen
the achievement that hisfief isrusted, badly in need of repair, and smdls of hydraulic fluid.

“What you think?’

And I’'m ableto say truthfully, “It'saremarkable accomplishment.” But to test my theory regarding his
strange shift, | add, “Well, | appreciate your time, but I’ d better get back to the ship.”

He nods, hisdark eyesinscrutable, and that’ swhen I’ m sure something’ s wrong. Because he hasn't
asked me what emergency demanded my attention earlier. | feel theweight of hisgaze as| make my way
to the lift, trying not to break into adead run while he watches me. I’ ve never been very good at cat and
mouse.

Assoonas|’mout of Sght, | sprint, and by thetime | reach the docking bay, | have to press my hand



againgt my sideto try to soothe the stitch. | don’t need to |locate the remote, though. The boarding ramp
descends as | approach the Folly.

Great, someone' s been watching for me.

I’d lay odds asto whom, but | don’t have the creds to back up my guess, so | smply dash up the loading
ramp, make a hard right, and continue into the hub, where | startle the shit out of everyone but March.
Hisdark eyeslook like I’ ve stolen something from him by creeping out asif he’ smy dirty little secret, but
| can’t worry about that now.

“Dina, did you get the suppliesyet?’

She shakes her head. * Still assembling stuff to trade for the base organic to power the kitchen-mate. It's
hard knowing what they’ re going to want. They don’t seem to lack for anything, which isinteresting,
giventhdar isolation.”

“Hon said they make trade runs to other outpostsin the Outskirts, in addition to hijacking Corp
freighters.” How that information helps us, | don’t know.

“We have enough nutri-paste to make it to Gehenna,” Loras offers. “We can restock thereif we must.”
Yeah, that’s a bright side.

At least Lorasisn’'t mad at me anymore. We' re back to the lukewarm efficiency he offers me and
everyonedse. | wish | had aclue what makes himtick, but there’ sno timefor that, either.

“Wherever we go, we need to get out of here. Like ten minutes ago.”
March finaly speaks. “What'swrong, Jax?’

I’mgoing to sound like I’ m crazy.

“I...don’'t know,” | mutter findly. “ Something.”

“What makes you think that?’ There' sno hint of the lover who held my hipsand kissed melikehe'd
never tasted anything better in hislife. I’'m grateful for hisdiscretion; | truly am. He must’ ve written it off,
as| have, asan interlude that should never be repeated. So | guess the awkwardness | feared will never
emerge Snce we' re pretending it didn’t happen.

“Well. Hon' sbeing too cooperétive. ..it' slike he ssdling us”
March raisesabrow. “ Anything ese?’
“Well. He doesn't want to deep with me anymore.”

Dinacan't be expected to pass up an opening like that, and of course, she doesn't. “1’d think you would
be used to that by now, Jax.”

They think | don’t notice when March and Saul trade looks. | know what they' re thinking—thisis more
manifestation of my paranoia. I’ m flipping out here, just like | did when | thought March intended to kill
me on Marakeg. And it’shard to believe they’ re entirely wrong. Maybe | have no intuition anymore;
maybe | am just crazy.

Maybe | belong in that cell where they had me on Perlas.



Once, that would' ve drawn alook from March, maybe awhisper in my head, but there sonly silence
now, and that’ s exactly what | want. Right?

“That’ s pretty thin evidence,” Doc says gently. “ Perhaps you need some rest. Regardless, we can't leave
right this minute. We need some supplies, and we still need to figure out what kind of gift we're going to
offer Hon. He's shown remarkable forbearance in permitting us to consult fredly with Canton.”

That'sjust it, exactly. Why would he do that? He hates March; | deduced that much before | knew why.
If he' sbeing kind to us, then he' sfattening usfor the kill. But they don’t seem to seeit, except possibly
Dina, who'slost so much that she probably feels a certain amount of fatal acceptance about such things.

| don’'t need rest. Mary forefend, it took us three weeksto get here. All | did wasrest. But | redize
there’ sno way I’ m going to convince them, maybe not until it’ stoo late. Anyhow, | may have screwed us
al—Farr emerges from medical, crooning to baby-Z inlow croaks. Shit, | didn’t know he was ill on
board.

It fedslike every musclein my body lockswith tension, waiting for him to announce hisintention to rush
to Hon and confide my suspicions. Then again, he’ snot astupid man, and if he saysthat, wewon't let
him leave. My own thoughts make me dizzy, the way they loop, and | dmost decide Doc’sright. I'm
incgpable of thinking in astraightforward fashion anymore. There are too many monstersin my heed.

Into the sllence, Farr says, “Y ou’ re right, and you' ve got to take me with you. I’ ve been trapped for two
turns, and | had al but resigned mysdlf to the fact that | would die here. | didn’t think anyone would
comelooking for me.”

“Y ou want to go with us?” March asks, sounding cautious.

“Please. Hon will extend docking privilegesto anyone who isn’'t Corp, but leaving...that’ sthething. I'm
surprised he hasn't filled your ear with talk of eugenesis.” Farr shakes his head and strokes baby-Z
through the ding he' sdesigned for carrying him. “ Give him time. He' s especidly pleased that you brought
acouple of new women.”

Dinaarches abrow. “Why does that matter, apart from the obvious?’

“New breeding stock,” Farr says softly. “They’ re doing something dreadful up on third deck. I’ ve only
been there once, Hon doesn’t know | know. | stole the access codes...” The scholar shudders. “You'd
haveto seeit, and I'm sureit’ sworse now.”

Our chances of getting off this station without afight just decreased exponentidly.

CHAPTER 32

“No. Absolutely not.” | shake my head for emphasis. We need to leave now, not go sneaking
around the third floor. “I’m not going.”

March shrugs. “Then I'll go done”

For this*reconnaissance’” misson—although the chances he'll do no more than fact-find are dim—the
choices are an dien who can't fight, ageneticist who won't fight, a scholar who would pisshis pantsina
fight, and Dina, who' sin charge of acquiring supplies. I'm not sure whether she' s planning to trade or
stedl them now, and | figure that’ sup to her. If she can swing it, though, I'd prefer she rips Hon off.

And me. The others have decided to pretend he never came up with thismad notion, but | just can't. |



follow him to the ramp leading down to the docking bay.
“Why are you so determined to go? It doesn’'t even make sense.”

He pauses then, but does't meet my eyes, hands clenching into figts. “Call it atonement, but | can’'t walk
away from people who need my help. | can't risk letting the monster loose again, so | have to be better,
stronger, more. ..everything than anyone else. See, | don't get to be a callous son of bitch because|
perfectedit. | don’t ask you to understand or to risk your life over this, so stay here. It'sfine. If I'm not
back in two hours, get the fuck off station. The Al can handleit.”

Though it'sabad idea on athousand levels, | want to touch him. Brush the dark hair out of hiseyesand
lean my forehead againgt his chin. We re both so fucking broken that | understand our strange attraction,
apush-pull magnetism born of amilar scars.

It' saforegone conclusion that | wind up heading back with March. | can’t let him die aone, the unsung
hero. | don’t know what he thinks he can do up there, but I’ ve got his back regardless.

| can’t help wondering about the broken jumpers Hon admitted to kidnapping. Who e se has he taken
and why?1 fed the pinch of an awakening conscience. Sometimesit’sapain in the asstraveing with a
bonafide hero, not that I’ d have thought to use that sobriquet on March ashort time ago. Buit it applies.

| wonder if he'sgoing to bring up theway | left and brace mysdlf for avkwardness. HE s quiet aswe
make our way back on station. Wish Canton Farr had been able to tell us more about security, but he
pent most of histimein thelibrary, trying to look harmless. So most likely, they’ re tracking our
movements viathat door. But there' s nothing we can do; it’ sthe only way into Hon' s Kingdom.

“Hetold me enough about his operationsthat | don’t think heintendsto let meleave,” | volunteer.

“Judt figuring that out, Jax?’ Histone sounds like nothing, though, no mockery, no teasing, and there san
agtonishing coldnessin his neutrdity. “I told you not to messwith him. I’ ve known the man along time.”

My mouth quirksin what can't rightly be called asmile. “I never clamed my brainismy strong poirt,
gpart from the J.gene.”

| offer the opening, so | expect astandard March dam, but ingtead he fals slent. We pass through the
throne room, eerily empty, even though | know it’sthe middie of the deep cycle. | fed likealittle kid
sneaking to the kitchen after hoursto pinch some cookies, but we'll get alot worse than awarm bum if
we' re caught.

Aswereach thelibrary, he says, “ Go on. Test the codes Farr gave us and seeif you can use them to
access complete schematicsfor the station.”

When | do, the archivesimmediately unlock and the sys-term says, “Welcome back, Canton Farr.”

It takesamoment, but I’m able to find the origina layout and design. Without looking & March, |
activate PA-245 and invite it to trandate the data to its data banks via scan. The dim beam flickers over
the screen as | pull each one up. | dso snitch info about DuPont Station’ sinitia wegpon systemsto give
us an ideawhat might be shooting at us when we makearun for it.

“Compile the separate images into asingle three-dimensiona map, please.”
“Certainly, Srrantha Jax.”

That tearsit. We have to take Farr with us, asit’ sinevitable thistermina will show what records he



accessed recently. A man like Hon will place only one interpretation on such research—the correct
one—and take steps accordingly.

PA-245 presents me a nice map of thefacility, and | study it for amoment. March seems
uncharacterigtically passive, or maybe he' sjust distracted. Eventually, he comes over, peering at the
clamshell termind before saying, “ Thelift isn’'t the only way up there. We should access the maintenance
shafts viathe ventilation ducts”

I"d like to protest. Crawling about in dark, dusty ductsisn’t something | want to do, but going straight to
the third deck in plain sight seemstoo foolhardy, even for me. There' s direct access to the maintenance
tunnels, of course, but we don’t have door codes. We re not authorized repair personndl. If we knew
where they lived, March might be able to get the codes as he' d done on Perlas, but that just increases
our risk of discovery for no guaranteed gain.

Sighing, | nod and indicate aspot on the display. “We can access it through a pand here.”
“Let’'sgo. With luck, Dinawill have supplies on board by the time we finish up.”

| follow him, and we retrace our steps, where | half expect to find Hon sprawled on his barbwire throne.
But the room’ s till empty, and March leads the way over to the far wall, behind the table where the
rovers were playing Charm, and drops to one knee. He tinkers with the catch, and it snaps open.

“Ladiesfirg,” hetellsme, polite asabanker.

Y eah, deeping with him was definitdy amistake. | misshim giving me shit, even the way we bickered.
Now ther€ sjust this silence in which everything dies. But | know what’ s expected of me, so | crawl into
the vent, whereiit is, not surprisingly, dark and dusty. My PA gives off afaint glow, enough for meto
read the map and orient myself. Thank Mary, it'snot dark enough to trigger a flashback.

“I guesswe might aswell get going. We have alot of crawling to do before we reach the maintenance
ghefts”

That turns out to be an understatement. My knees are sore and my shoulders aching by thetime we
reach the hatch where we' Il emergein the tunndls. The station’ s riddled with them like honeycomb,
permitting repairs to otherwise-impossible-to-reach pylons. | wonder how long it’ s been since anyone
ran asafety check, though.

We remaking for aladder that will take usto the third deck maintenance tunnels. From therewe'll
backtrack to the vents and come out. ..who knows where? Or what we' Il find. Thistime, March takes
the lead, scanning side to side like he thinks there might be mines. Can hefind or disarm them if there
ae?

“Yes,” heanswerswithout looking at me. “ Stay behind me, at least three meters”
“You redly think they’ d do that? Don't repairmen comein here?”

He spares me asingle glance. “I think we' re somewhere we' re not supposed to be, Jax. There may be
security measuresin place that we' re supposed to know how to circumvent. And | prefer to be abit
careful. Now get behind me”

Bitching benesth my breath, | fal in, Sx paces back like agood, submissive Somaan wife. Part of me
thinks he' senjoying this, and | fed cheated. | composed a speech mentaly, dammit. | was going to tell
him it was fantastic, but that it couldn’t be repeated. March couldn’t make it clearer that he doesn't want
to talk about it, though. Shit, maybeif | brought it up, he’ d read me my own speech. | scowl at his back,



disgruntled.

March knedsthen, running hisfingertips over the welded metal seam between wall and floor, then higher.
A red light higher up thewadll flaresin the gloom, then winks out. | tense, waiting for something worse, but
March rises and wipes his hands on histhighs.

“A seriesof pressure plates al the way down,” he says. “If they’ re triggered without someone inputting
the disarming sequence...” Well, he doesn't redly need to articulate it. “ Interesting thing is, | don’t think
Hon ingalled them. Thistechnology is older than that, moreintegral to the station.”

| can’t imagine how long it took to build this place; it'sarelic, older than any other outpost in the
Outskirts. But I'm not sure what thisinformation means. “ Thiswas a Corp station, wasn't it? Before they
decommed it and removed the last personnel when the star routes changed.”

March nods, and | think | seetheflicker of asmile, although it’s pretty dim. “ So what does that mean,
Jax?’

“Ohno.” | shakemy head. “Y ou’ re not going to get me to entertain you with another conspiracy rant.
Don't think | didn’t see how you and Doc looked at each other over my head on the Folly. Fragging
patronizing, thelot of you, and | turned out to beright, evenif | sounded crazy! Y ou owe mean

ml(ny.”
“Maybe” he saysquietly. “But you' re not getting it right at thismoment. Let’ sgo play hero.”

“Can’'t we play master and dave girl instead?’ It sajoke, but | flinch asthe words come out. Mary, do |
have a big mouth.

| can fed the heat of hiseyes. “I don’t think so. Come on.”

Asl| gart up theladder behind him, | don’t think I’ ve ever felt like such an asshole.

CHAPTER 33

| know something’s wrong the minute we crawl out of the vent.

Therest of the station looks like a pawnshop off Gehenna s pusher promenade, but the third deck,
which everyone but Farr has been so careful totell usisn’tin use, well, it’ slike the disparity between the
outsde of the Folly and the gleaming well-kept interior. Thislevd shines. Everything looks brand-new;
it sasecurelab, and we ve emerged in the middle of ahallway.

It samost too bright after the gloom in the ducts. I’ ve probably got something weird growing in my lungs
now from breathing that air, some parasite that will eventudly kill me, but what the hell, it was for agood
cause, right? | wish | believed that.

Redly, I'm testing March with these thoughts now and then. Waiting for his sarcasm, waiting for himto
bitch & me and tell mel’m depressing. Something. Anything. But either he’snot listening, or | just don't
have the power to provoke him anymore. Why the hell doesthat bother me?

“Because you're fragging nuts, Jax.” He givesme aghost of asmile ashe saysit. “I thought you wanted
meto stay out of your head.”

“Since when does what | want matter? If the universe gave ashit about that, I’d be dtting inacafé on
Venice Minar, sucking on some choclaste nosh and admiring the working boys.”



| take aminute to imagine that. Mmm. Given the choice, | prefer the dim, pretty ones, golden skinned,
without alot of body hair.

“You'retruly an enlightened soul, aren’'t you?’ March shakes his head, setting off toward aset of double
doors at the end of the hall. Thered lightsthat encircleit serve as an effectivewarning asfar asI'm
concerned, but March won't be deterred. “Come on.”

Neither of us doubts Very Bad Thingslie beyond this door, but there’ sameter of solid titanium between
usand...whatever. Mind, I" d be happy to turn around right now, but I know March. We're not leaving
until he' s seen thisthing through.

“Whenever | follow you, wewind up introuble,” | point out.
“How isthat different from what happens when you lead?’
| Sgh. “All right, genius, how do we get in? There are no guardsfor you to—"

“Let mehandlethat.” He withdraws adim rectangle from his pocket, and | recognizeit asa
codebreaker, definitely black-market ware.

Sender siver filaments snake out from the device, gliding beneath the edges of the keypad to connect. |
expect more animation, but it goesto work slently, and asit runs through numeric possibilities, thelights
snap off around the door one by one. When dl ten bulbs go dim, the door swishes open, leaving us
looking into yet another hallway. | don’t bother checking my PA; the map of the third deck is outdated,
more than the other levels. According to those records, we' re standing in an infirmary.

“Thisisredly dumb,” | mutter, as March sets off.

Presently we come to another security door, where he repeats the procedure. 1 hope there aren’t many
more of these. Thisthing only has one charge left.”

That much | knew. Like most black-market wares, codebreskers are crafted with afinite number of
uses, then they break down to base chemicals, leaving no hint asto their purpose. Maybe aredly good
chemigt, analyzing the residue, would be able to posit aguess, but there' sill no proof, and for most
criminds, that’ s the important thing. For obvious reasons, possession of them is outlawed on every Corp
world, and asfar as| know, they can only be purchased on Gehenna.

We hurry onward, trying to be quiet, athough skulking in abright corridor with no cover looks even
sllier than it sounds. Aswe pause a the next—and hopefully last—set of doors, | say, “ One of these
daysyou ' re going to stop surprising me.”

He givesme asaturnine smile. “And when that day comes, Jax, I'll missyou.”

Bastard. But | don't mean it. Very few people can keep up with me verbaly, and | wouldn’t trade
March for someone nice. Well, | don’'t mean that like it sounds. March isagood man, just not anice
one. Does that even make sense?

While I’'m pondering, he gets to work, and the door whispers open. Even before | step around the
corner to see, my skin prickles with wrongness. Y es, thisis the place Farr warned us about, where
they’ re doing dreadful things. | step into the room without waiting for March, scarcely ableto takeit in.

At firgt glanceit lookslike amed ward or possibly amorgue, so many rows of bodies, lying pae and
quiet. The only sound besides our breathing comes from the low hum of the machines keeping them dive.
And that’ s not even the worst part.



“Mother Mary,” March breathes, coming to stand beside me. “They’ re—"

“Helping populate the station,” a voice says from behind us. “We re growing only girl children right now.
There are S0 many men waiting.”

Shit. We' ve been had.

| turn to find Farr leveling adisruptor on us. Either one of us makes a sudden move, our molecules are
going to find themsdlves painfully rearranged. And that’ sredly not good for breathing and circulation.

“Canton,” | drawl. “What an unexpected pleasure. Decided you don’t want aride off station anymore?’

Asif he ever did. Thelast piece of the puzzle falsinto place. Hon doesn’t possess the scientific
expertise to execute this plan by himsalf. My stomach roils, seeing how they’ re using these poor women
as nothing but wombs. I’'m afraid to speculate just how insemination takes place.

“Yes, | was rather proud of that performance. | had to think fast. But why would 1?1 can’t study in the
field anymore...my lungs were damaged on Marakeq, and | have asweet setup here. Hon trustsmeto
take care of business, I'm hisright-hand man.”

“Where did you find al these women?’ March asks. Hishandsfurl into fists at hissides, and it doesn't
take aspecidist to read his body language.

“Med wards mostly, sometimes Psych. Y ou’ d be surprised how many throwaways there are, forgotten
by friends and family.” Farr shakes his head in what appears to be sincere regret, and | have to conclude
he' sjust about the craziest bastard | ever met. He thinksit’ s too bad these poor women wound up like
that but doesn't see anything wrong with this?“Don’t worry,” he adds, seeming to misread my |ook.
“Wetest for genetic anomalies, and I’ m keeping careful record so we don’t wind up inbreeding.”

“Thank Mary for that,” | mumble, but Farr isimmune to sarcasm. “Y ou' re behind the biomechanica
work on Hon' sjumpers, too, aren't you?’

He smiles, likewe re having afriendly conversation, and if it weren't for the weapon in his hands, | might
even bdieveit. “Yes, they' re kept in aseparate area, asit’sadifferent project. Our goa iscomplete
sdf-aufficiency, asettlement free of Corp influence, free from artificial cred-based commerce.”

“What happensif one of these women wakes up?’ March edges closer to the scientist by millimeters.

“Oh, they never do,” Farr answers, and | can picture him smiling as he dides the spike behind their eyes,
crooning, Thisisfor the best. “And no one ever leaves Hon-Durren’s Kingdom. Afraid there’ sno place
for you here, March. Hon smply doesn't like you. WE re keeping the women. Jax, after reviewing your
Corp record, | don’t trust you to be docile on your own, and you appear resistant to menta conditioning.
The blonde' samechanic, yes? We can use her expertise. The other two from your crew can join the
rovers. I'm surethey’ |l dl adapt...and if necessary, | can assst with that.”

Shit, why didn’t | see it sooner? He'sjust like the Unit Psych, Newel.

After abrief pause, asif thinking things over, March asks, low, “Will you take care of baby-Z for me, at
leest?”

No. Oh no. | find mysdf begging sllently, Don’t you dare leave me, March. Don’t you dare. But
there' s nothing but my own thoughts, nothing to indicate he heard me,

“Of course” Farr sayskindly. “I have him right hereinfact.” With hisfree hand he opens up his shirt and



Z pokes his head out the top.

“Grrr-upp.” For somereason, Z only chatsif he can see someoneto talk to. With hishead covered up,
he seems to assume nobody’ s around.

Fantastic. Now we re crippled because we need to be careful with the baby. Just when | don't think the
Stuation can get any worse, March divesfor the scientist’ slegs. Farr’ sfagter than I’ d have guessed,
though, and he fires—blinding flash, so | hit the deck ingtinctively.

When my pupils adapt, | see March crumpled at Farr’ sfeet.

CHAPTER 34

I”ve only got one shot at this.

AsFar levelsthe disruptor on me, asmug smile building, he says, *Y ou want to join your lover, Jax?
Just how deep doesthat devotion go?’

“Frag you. Where sHon? Does he know you' re doing this?’
Hislook shiftsfrom sdf-satisfied to irritated. “Like | told you, he trusts me to take care of business.”

“I bet he’ s going to be pissed that you robbed him of the opportunity to take March one-on-one. How’s
he supposed to command respect from the roversif he lets aweakling like you do his dirty work?’

I’'m flat on thefloor, gazing up a him. If looks could kill, he' d be asizzling pile of mest, but sadly, hejust
gandsthere. | can’t look at March again; hisleft arm’s amangled, bloody mass of displaced molecules.

And he' sso dill. Mary help me, | truly am poison. Part of me wonderswhether Smon’s till dive, and if
30, how he' s escaped the violent death that comes to al men who deep with me.

“I’'m not aweakling,” he respondstightly.

Good, I’'m making him mad. That increases the probability he'll get careless. I’ m neither brave nor
heroic, but I’'m not dying here. If | can get that disruptor out of hishands, I'll kick hisass, but | can't
underestimate him. He may be dight, but he' sfast, or he wouldn’t have been able to drop March. And
he' sgoing to die for that, swear to Mary.

AsI’mtrying to decide on the best strategy, | see movement, a shadow thrown by someone coming
down the hadl. Farr notices my shift of focus, but he thinks he’ stoo smart to fdl for that. “Oh, there's
someone behind me, isthat it?’

“Actudly thereis” Loras says, stepping into view.

The scientist spins, and | launch mysalf at hisankles and yank. He tumbles back, hits hard, and the
disruptor goesflying. | don’'t know what the hell Lorasis doing here, but both Farr and | scramble for the
wegpon. Since he' s about a meter behind me, he getsakick acrossthe chin as| roll and come up with it
in both hands.

“Let’snot behasty,” Farr says, placating. He triesto smile, and histeeth show smears of blood.

But dl | can seeisMarch lying behind him. | firein reply, achest shot, and then | stand for amoment just
ligtening to him scream. His heart pulses sickly trying to pump for afew beats before it bursts, spattering
blood dl over the white lab floor. Loras|ooks like he' sgoing to heave.



“YO'I ”

“Damnright,” | snap. “It' sus or them. Remind meto ask you later what you' re doing here. For now,
we ve got to get the frag out.”

“What about them?’ He nods toward the pae, gravid row of women, bound to machinesthat do their
living for them. “What about their young? What will life be like, born to servethe raiders?

“I don't know, but | draw the line at killing unborn babies. We can't save theworld,” | tell him weerily.
“All we can doissave ourselves. Now let’sgo.”

Aswe start toward the door, March groans.
“Heisn't dead.” Loras draws up short. “Help me, Jax. We can't leave him.”

| pause, weighing our options. When | hesitate too long, Loras adds, “Jax!” like I’ ve let him down
somehow.

“Shit. Okay. Okay. I’ve got hisleft Sde.”

My whole body cringes as the malformed mest that used to be March’sleft arm drops round my
shoulder. HE's so heavy. Between Loras and me, | don’'t know how the hell we can manage this. Not
with dl thoseraiders gunning for us.

But we haveto try.

“I cameupthelift,” Loras says. “Best we go back that way. | don’t think we can manage dl the
crawling.”

That' s quite an understatement. Thisway, we increase our risk of discovery, but it can’t be helped. We
limp along like that old joke, retarded man winning the three-legged race. L oras seemsto know when the
patrols pass, so we pause around corners and wait, clamping a hand over March’s mouth when he
moans. Give us away.

My heart soundslike atriba drumin my earsaswefindly hit thelift and—
“Wait, how the hdll did you get the codes?’

“| told the guard that Farr wanted me for aspecial procedure,” he answers quietly. “I knew something
was wrong when heleft. If he truly wanted to accompany us, he should ve stayed aboard, fingers
crossed for your quick return.”

“Shit, that’ s clever,” | say admiringly, aswe step out onto thefirst deck. Now we just need to get to the
docking bay. But here' sthe guard who let Loras go up, likely thinking he' d never come down again.

No hestation—I fire, another chest shot, but I’ m not fast enough to keep him from sounding the darm
before he starts screaming. More blood sprays out, a crimson fan over the guard station. | feel Loras
looking at me with abject horror, but we need to keep moving. Asthe roversrespond to the dert, we're
going to face more and more security. Time' sthe enemy now, along with about two hundred raiders who
love nothing better than afight.

Just need to clear the corridors, the throne room, and the last stretch to the hangar. Come on, March,
we need you awake. Aswe take off at gimp speed, my shoulders burn beneath hisweight, so | givehim
alittle shake, hoping pain may do thetrick.



“Shit,” March growls, findly sumbling with some valition. Hetakes alittle of hisweight off us. “Where's
baby-Z7’

Mary forgive me. | think | killed him. Inexplicably that hurts worse than anything that’ s happened so
far. | fed the hot burn behind my eyes. Forget Farr, I'm the monster. But | was't thinking of anything
but seeing him die.

“Notimefor that, stay with us. We' reamogt to the Fally. Just alittle farther.”

WEe re ssumbling now, even with March haf-conscious. Past the throne room, we can do this. We' re
amost there. But neither | nor Lorasis particularly strong. Lorasissmart, and I’ m fast, but that’ s not
helping us now. What | wouldn’t give for Doc’ s burly back. He could probably heft March over his
shoulder and go at adead run. | hear booted feet behind us, and the Klaxons blaring remind me of Perlas
Station.

Of course they do, thisis a former Corp installation.
And they’ re going into lockdown.
No. Oh no.

| start to run, seeing the doorsin the room that used to be the docking authority closing dowly. We need
more speed, and it'sal | can do not to shake free of them, sprint for al I’'m worth. They’re dragging me
down, and right now | don’t care whether they live or die. I’'m not afragging hero...I didn’t ask for this,
dammit, | shouldn’t have to choose.

“Come on, you bastards.” I’'m sobbing as| try to pull March along, and we makeit, bent double,
beneath the first set of doors.

But | don’'t see how we can make the second set across the room. Still, I'm not giving up. | dig my
fingersinto hismangled forearm and rouse a scream of rage, of pain, but it doesn't have the desired
result. Instead of goading him to speed, his knees buckle, and we al go down just before the second
door.

| dither beneath on my belly; there' slessthan ameter of space now. In that moment I'm sure I’ m the
only onewho’ sgoing to make it back to the Folly, but then | see Loras shoving March toward me.
There saterrible acceptance in hiseyes as | reach for March and haul him forward.

“Thank you,” Loras whispers, as March’s boot clearsthe gap. “Y ou gave me the power to choose.”
The door clangs shut.

| fedl tears streaming down my face, hot as blood. Part of me wantsto stand here screaming, shoot the
door with my disruptor, but | don’t know what it doesto metd, if anything, and | can’t bring mysdlf to
waste the chance he' sbought us. | refuseto listento him die.

“Wakeup!” | dap March ashard as| can, and he groans, trying to push upright. The bastard seems
surprised when hisleft arm won't hold hisweight. “Get your assup. | am not leaving you, not after dl
this. Comeon.”

He doesn’'t even seem to know who the hell | am, but | get him on hisfeet. Just thislast corridor now,
and | don’t know how the hell we' re going to get through the docking bay doors. | doubt they’ Il open for
usanymore, but—



There'sa smoking hole where the door used to be, Dinastanding there with asmile. “Y ou two done
sght—oh shit, isMarch...” Shetrails off, because obvioudy he's not, and the turretsin the docking bay
arecoming dive. “Where sLoras?”’

| just shake my head, and she gets under hisright side. “Head down now, it' sgoing to be a shitty run.”
CHAPTER 35

March is never going to be able to fly.

Doc’ s sedated him since the shock might kill him, and he' stending to the arm as best he can, but we
need ared medica facility for proper trestment. HE Il wrap it, get him started on afull series of
preventives, and that’ s about al we can do. Saul will need to keep an eye on him, though, o that just
leaves Dinaand me.

“All right,” she saysgrimly. “One of us needs to man the guns, the other needsto get us out of here. I'm
usudly inthe pit, you ever pilot?’

“Hell no. But I’ ve never been on guns before, either, so get back there. Cripple every ship in thisdocking
bay, then blow the doors wide open. These aren’'t the only ships on station, but maybeit’ Il dow them
down some.”

“Yes, boss” She sprintsfor the gun pit, and the funny thing is, she didn’t sound mocking when shesaid it.

| get my assto the cockpit, and as| strap into the pilot’schair, | can't help thinking how wrong it fedls.
I’ve never sat over here on theleft sde, but | think | remember enough of that last time with March.
Maybe| can figurethis out.

| tap aseries of panelsfrom memory and fed vaguely surprised asthe Folly powers up. It's not that |
know what I’'m doing, quite the contrary. I’m just seeing in my mind’s eye how March doesthis. So far
S0 good, the panels and switches seem oddly familiar. | remember how | thought, | could almost fly this
ship myself, during our last jJump. | need to stop doing that, because such mental boasts have an
uncomfortable way of coming back to bite meinthe ass.

This must be vertical movement...so this oneis horizontal.

As| skate my fingers across the second bar, the vessdl jerks hard and dings Sideways, careening usinto
thefar wal. Shit, thisthing isreally sensitive. | try to turnit, and it spins back, and soon we're just
spinning wildly in the hangar, damming into the ships Dinais supposed to be shooting. The Folly takes
damage aswe rewhirling; | hear the steady barrage of hitsalong the hull.

“Hold thisthing steady, dammit. | got no shot,” she growls at me over the comm.

So | stop touching the controls for aminute, and | hear the roar of our turrets firing on the docked ships.
Muted explosonstell me she' s getting the job done. Now | just need to turn so we can get out of here.

We spin threetimes before | findly steady the Folly long enough for Dinato blow the bay doors, then
we're out, dthough it'snot in agraceful swoop like March executes. Insted, | bang around the exit,
wincing at the painful sound of metal scraping along metd, but then we depart Hon-Durren’ s Kingdom.
Fndly.

With incalculable | osses.

The comm crackles, and Dina s voice comes across with amocking lilt: “Jax, asapilot, you' re agrest



jumper.”

“Yeah, yeah.” | flick the switch on her. “ Computer, autopilot on, set course for Gehenna, maximum
cruisng speed.”

“Acknowledged,” the computer tells me cheerfully. “ At our current speed, we will make port in
approximately thirty-six standard hours.”

“Alert meif there sany sign of pursuit or other problems,” | say tiredly, unbuckling from the pilot’ s chair.
“Acknowledged.”

| hope | never haveto do thisagain. March usualy stays up here awhile to monitor our course, but |
need to check on how he' sdoing, talk to Doc, then get this blood off me. Rolling my shoulders, | head
for medica. Not until thismoment did | redizejust how sorel am, but | fed like I’ ve been beaten.

When | peek around the door frame, | seethat Doc has sprayed March’'sarm in someliquid skin to
keep out bacteria. I’ ve never seen anyone shot by adisruptor before. They never perfected molecular
transportation, but naturally, the Corp capitalized on the failed prototypes, turning them into aweapon
that turns flesh inside out. Whoever invented that weapon was asick son of abitch.

Of course, I'vekilled with it twice, o what does that make me?
“How’ shedoing?’

Doc looks up from the life-sign readings with a creased brow. “He' s strong, sound constitution, so that’ Il
help. Thefact that you got him back diveis pretty impressive.”

“It was Loras, not me. He deserves dl the credit.” For amoment | think | might break down, tears
smmering in my eyes. Sometimes you find your heroesin the unlikdiest places. Wish I'd known him
better. Wish—

So many things.

Doc regards me asif he knowsthere s something I'm not saying. “Marchisin alot of pain, though.
Kindest thing we can do is keep him sedated until we reach Gehenna. | have some contacts at aclinic
near the starport. They’ Il help us out without asking any inconvenient questions.”

That hurts, too. If I'd done something differently... After amoment, | lock everything down, push it back
into the compartment where wounded Jax lives. I’ m the pragmatic Jax. “Y ou can keep him nourished
and hydrated?’

Saul sighs. “That'sabout al | can do with awound likethis, but yes, | can. What happened, Jax?’

| turn to see Dinastanding in the doorway, waiting to hear the answer. Her eyes as she gazes down at
March, so pae and ill, dmost like he' saready dead, well, it sthe look of someone who thought she'd
lost everything, only to find more could still be taken from her. And | fed like I"'m the harbinger of it all,
athough | didn’t even want to go up to the lab. That wasal March. But it doesn’'t seem to matter
anymore. | wasthere, wasn't I? And everything | touch goes bad—just like that dead Gunnar said.

Taking adeep breeth, | tdll them. | don’t spareasingle detail, and | certainly don't paint mysdf ina
better light. It doesn't matter if they hate me, couldn’t be worse than how | hate myself.

But when Dinasays softly, “It wasn't your fault, Jax,” 1 dmost fal down.



Infact, | haveto st down on one of the stools up against the wall, regarding her with incredulity. “Y ou
can't stand me. How can you say that?’

She shrugs. “ Y es, you' re abitch for even thinking about leaving March behind, but you didn’t, did you?
It'snot your fault he got shot. And it’ s not your fault that Farr was acrazy fuck. And it’s not your fault
that March wanted to go see if anyone up there needed help. That' sjugt...March. And it definitely
wasn't your fault that Loras didn’t make it. He made achoice, Jax. And you gave him that power. | think
when it came down to it, he wanted to die afree man, he wanted it to mean something.”

“Y ou spoke to him about my shinai-solution, didn’t you?’

She nods. “I1t wouldn’t have worked. He was touched you cared enough to put that much thought intoit,
though. And when he decided to go after you two, Doc and | respected his choice.”

Even though we knew something could go wrong. Though | hear the unspoken words, they don't
help much.

“She'sright, you know.” Saul turns from his examination of March’svital Sgnslong enoughto givemea
solemn nod.

“And nobody who wasn't there can say for sure whether they’ d have been thinking about what was
under Farr’ sshirt,” Dinacontinues, like she' s determined to make me fed better. “If it was me, seeing my
friend on thefloor, I d want the blood of the bastard who killed him, too.”

“Itisatragedy that welost Loras and baby-Z,” Doc adds. “ Fortunately, | have ten good DNA samples,
S0 it'snot acomplete loss asfar asthe project is concerned. | took them when | was sure he was strong
enough to bear it, shortly before we reached Hon-Durren’ s Kingdom.”

The project.

Sometimes | think Doc’' s as crazy as Canton Farr. Maybe dl scientists are. They don’t care who hasto
diefor them to test atheory. They lose sight of the important things; they spend so much timelooking at
cdlsthat they forget those units are the building blocks of sentient beings who have thoughts and hopes,
dreamsand fedlings.

Examining the cost objectively, I'm not sure | believein this project anymore. With the bodies piling upin
our wake—Jor, Mair, so many Gunnars, Loras, baby-Z—I don't think | can justify continuing this
course. | can'timaginethat it sworthiit.

So what if the Corp continues to dominate jump-travel, so what if they own al interstellar commerce and
travel? They aways have—status quo.

But before | cantell them that I'm out, | don’t want to do this anymore, the computer advisesus, | have
detected two ships on intersect course, Sirantha Jax. Since they have powered up their weagpon systems,
| believe ther intentions may be hodtile.”

And maybe I’'m bad juju, dark luck.

CHAPTER 36

Dina scrambles for the gun pit.

| figure if March were awake, he' d be in the cockpit, so that’swhere | head, even though | know
perfectly well we' re better off on autopilot. At least the computer will continue to move usin the direction



of Gehenna. Based on my performance getting us off station, the same cannot be said of me.

Regardless, asagood proxy, | take my place in the pilot’s chair, even though I’ ve got no cluewhat I'm
supposed to do. | peer at various screens and pands until 1 get visua on the two ships. At thisdistancel
can't tell wherethey hail from, but I'm willing to bet they’ ve been sent from the kingdom formerly known
as DuPont Station.

“Can you take evasive action?’ | ask the computer.

“The autopilot is programmed with the standard S-68 dodge and 410 spird. Please state your
preference.”

Shit, | have no damn idea.

| tap the comm, hoping shewon’t laugh a me. “ Dina, what’ s the difference between the S-68 dodge and
a410 spird?’

“Huh?’
| get the feding that encapsulates her knowledge on the subject. “Never mind. All weapons online?’

“Affirmative,” she comes back. “We re going to bein range soon. Get the shidds up if you haven't
dready.”

Doubl e shit.

“Computer, enable S-68 dodge with autocorrection based on trgectory of incoming enemy fire” | say,
hoping that’ spossible.

Hoping it makes sense and the computer won't argue with me or cal meanidiot. | certainly fed like one.

“Acknowledged. At current cruising Speed, the pursuing vesselswill overtake usin gpproximately five
minutes”

“Shields online, extra power to aft section.” That’swhere Doc and March are, and | don’'t want a hull
breach back there.

The computer objects, “Insufficient energy, Sirantha Jax.”
“Reroute power from secondary systems. | want stronger shiedsaft,” | ing<.

Maybe that’ s not the right thing to do, but I’'m not trained for this. I’'m not a pilot and certainly not one
seasoned in space combat. Apart from the time I’ ve been on the Folly, I've never had ship gunsfired at
me. | was Corp, for frag’' s sake—people rolled out the red carpet for Kai and me. How am | supposed
to know this shit?

And the computer starts beeping and humming, hopefully doing as| ask. Don’t know what I'll doiif it
doesn't because I'm not March. | can't program this by hand. | just hope my best is good enough up
here.

After amoment, it announces, “ All shields online, aft operating at one hundred thirty-five percent. Isthat
satisfactory?’

“Well sse”



That'sredly dl | cando. So | crossmy fingers and wait.

| fed the ship shudder as we take thefirgt hit, but the shields seem to hold. And then the Folly begins
what could only be standard dodge pattern S-68. Maybe the other pilots aren’t academy trained so they
won't recognizeit. It' soddly silent, except for the odd jolt where they score a hit.

The comm crackles. “What the hell are you doing up there, Jax? We re dinging around like an old
woman dancing drunk.”

“It'scdled evasive action,” | grumble. “ Just shut up and shoot.”
“I'will if I can keep from puking.”

But | see on-screen that she’ sgot one of them. | hear nothing, but the ship crumblesinto nothingness. It
should be more dramatic, perhaps, but these are deek, fast, one-man ships. Nothing el se could’ ve caught
us, and they don’'t quite have the durability they need to take us on. Maybe they thought two-on-one
oddswould do it, but they didn’t take a close look at the way the Folly isoutfitted, heavy shidds,
hard-core guns.

And then | fed another hard lurch, just before something explodes somewhere starboard. “Imminent
enginefailure” the computer tells me hepfully. “Immediate maintenance required. Danger. Primary
systems compromised. Immediate—"

| launch mysdlf out of the pilot’schair. Shit. Thispilot’s smarter; he' s not attempting to take us out by
himsdlf, just trying to cripple us. Leave us dead in space so that alarger vessdl can catch up, then tow us
wherever they want us.

There snoway | can repair those engines so let’ shope | can figure out the guns. | don’t know how to
trandfer controls to the cockpit, so | sprint for the gun pit, where Dina s dready unbuckling. “ Get your
assin there and take him out,” she tells me, running for the engine room.

The ship shudders again, and now the whole areaiis it with flashing red light, asif the blaring noisewasn't
enough to aert usto the fact we'rein trouble. | look at the panel in panic, trying to figure out—

Think | get it.

Insde the pit, | seem to spin as| tap the scope, and damn, Dina sright, this drunken lurch called dodge
S-68 that we' re running makesit hard as hdll to target. But | mash the button, launching avolley toward
thelighter ship. It swoops around uswith agrace| can't help but envy with the autopilot driving and me
onguns. If wemakeit out of thisalive, it'll beamiracle.

| learn to spin the scope counter to our evasive maneuverings, and | can't help but shout when | hit the
other ship. Just aglancing shot, didn’'t do any real damage, but it means I’ m getting the hang of this.
Maybe | can take him out before he destroys our engines completely.

Two hands on the controls, spin and target, then let it go. Yed | can see he' s crippled now, having
trouble. There' sadigtinct dip when he turns portside, so | focus there, continuing to fire. I’ m amost
surprised when the other vessel seemsto crumple, then there' saslent array of sparks. Now he' s nothing
but salvage.

I’'m surprised to find I'm covered in afine layer of sweset as| pull myself out of the gun pit. | dready hurt
from lugging March, and now every musclethrobs asif I’ ve taken these guysonin actud physica
combat. No wonder Dina’s so strong; she fragging hasto be.



| stagger out to the hub and don’t see anyone. Eventualy, | locate Doc in the cockpit, as he took over
giving the computer orderswhen | hit the turrets. We find Dinain the engine room, using mechanic’ stools
and voodoo magic to keep us moving.

“How bad isit?’ | ask, shoving the frizzy hair out of my eyes.

“Bad enough. Thisisjust aworkaround; we' re not even running on main engines, and with what | had to
do, the kitchen-mate isn’t going to work, among other things. Enjoy your paste until we get to Gehenna.”

If we get to Gehenna.

I'm so fragging tired, | fedl like | could deep for aweek. Onething’ sfor sure, though, | need to learn
some shit. Because this boast of not knowing anything but grimspace isn't agood thing, and it just may
get mekilled, sooner rather than later. 1’ s not enough to be agood navigator; I’'m not a Corp celebrity
anymore. | livein therea world now, likeit or not, and that means expanding my repertoire.

| need to learn to pilot in case this happens again. | need to learn guns. | need to learn emergency
maintenance. | need to learn—

Shit. I'mtoo tired to finish the list. But it’ sredly long. Maybeit’ sto my credit that I’ ve realized as
much.

“IsMarchdl right?" | roll my shoulders. Think | pulled something.

Doc nods. “1 strapped him down before | went to the cockpit, but | should probably go check on him.
I"ll let you know if there’ sany change.”

The old Jax would' ve taken hisword for that, but instead | follow him to medical because | want to see
with my own eyes. March has taken on greater significance than | can parse a the moment. He' slike the
last hope | have, the last chance to prove I’ m not aliving, breathing curse.

He squiet and dill, so fragging pae. It hurts meto see him like this, and for amoment my eyes sting
because | can’'t make mysdf believe he' |l ever wake up. I'm glad | don’t have to see the mangled mesat
of hisleft arm. Doc’ s got that wrapped, and a steady burst of painkillers keeping March quiet. Hisvitas
do look good, though, from what | know of such things.

| forget Saul’s standing there, as | step closer to the table. It seemswrong to leave him strapped, so |
gart unbuckling him. When I’'m done, | adjust the thin synth blanket, tucking it nestly around hiswaist.
What | wouldn't give to have him wake up and tell me what awaste of space | am, chew me out over
everything that’s gone wrong.

But he' s so fragging far away—I can't fed him anymore. Can’t help but press my pam to his cheek, fed
the too-cool skin, and trace the line of his cheekbone. I’ ve lost so many people. Some | |eft on purpose
and never looked back. Some were taken from me, and | never said good-bye.

March...he was supposed to be different, irascible but indestructible. Asit turns out, he' sflesh and
blood like any other man. | drop my hand, nod at Doc, and leave Med Bay without speaking. I'm so
tired, dl the way down to the bone. The old Jax would’ ve headed to quarters to shower and crash. She
would' ve figured she' d done enough.

So | head for the engine room to begin my crash coursein starship repair.
CHAPTER 37



We limp into port at Gehenna, not quite trailing smoke, but it's close.

Dinamust’ ve used every trick in the book to keep the Folly running. We dl know we can't afford
another battle or another delay. It may have dready been too long for March. | won't speak that fear
aoud, though. I put my faith in primitive gods right now, where you can keep the bad magic at bay by
refusing to acknowledgeit.

They say you never forget your first glimpse of Gehenna. Over thetal buildingsthe sky swirlswith
orange and red, truetitian, afeature of the unique atmosphere. Of course that same air would kill human
beings; hence they built the entire city insde adome. Eterna sunset, that’ swhy the placeissowild. You
know the feding you get, just before full dark? Sundown makesyou fed like the world burgeonswith
possibility, and that’ s Gehennafor you.

Like any other romantic notion, it’s based on bullshit, of course. Gehennaisn't theland of eterna sunset
and infinite potentid. The gasin the atmosphere just makesit impossible to see the sun.

Thewhole placeisarich man’sexperiment, redly. If Venice Minor isfamed for luxury and naturd
beauty, then Gehenna is pure man-made vice. At the open markets near the space port, you can buy
anything from exatic wegpons to designer drugs to trained daves. Twinkling marquee advertisements beg
for our money and our time. This club boasts“the most beautiful girlsin the gdaxy” and that one
promises “the biggest jackpot ever, you'll bresk the bank,” the one where apair of enormous luminous
dice seemto rall themsdves, again and again. It' samost hypnatic.

I’'m positive my landing skillsaren’t up to this chalenge. Getting into the port authority requirestraversang
acomplex series of locks; it'samessure that ensures the air insgde the dome' s not compromised. So
when the docking agent contacts us, asking for our itinerary, | answer, “Our pilot isincapacitated, and
we' re coming in on auto. Can you transmit vectors?’

She soundsirritated that I’ ve disrupted procedure. “ Svetlana’ s Folly, isthistrip business or pleasure?’

| don’'t know which thisqudifiesas, so | reply, “I repest, our pilotisinjured and in need of medical
attention. Thisisan unscheduled stop.”

That seemsto appease her. “I’ m sorry to hear that. We can bring you in safely if you accept the
override”

OhMary, | get acold chill, just thinking of turning control of the Folly over to strangers. For amoment |
flash on Matins1V, but then | give mysdf amental shake. Thisisn’t aCorp outpost. It'saprivate
playground, asmuggler’s paradise. That' swhy it was built in the Outskirts, and asfar as| know, nobody
hereistryingtokill us

Give themtime.

So | tap the panel to accept the override, and they bring us through the landing sequence, smooth as
sslk. Thereé sno way | could have managed dl these turns, the precise stops and startswhile we
proceed through the locks to the hangar. Maybe our computer could’ ve handled it; | don’t know. I’'m
glad we don't haveto find out.

Aswe come down the boarding ramp, an officia waitsfor us. “Y ou said you have injured on board?’
She'sdso outfitted in full hazard gear. “I'm afraid | need to check him to ensure you aren't carrying a
contagious sickness.”

“Go right ahead,” Doc says, stepping back from the ded.



The dockmistress, or whatever the hell sheis, runs a scan on March, head to toe, then nods, seeming
satisfied. She pulls off her helmet, and I’ m surprised to find she’ s quite young. “Note to log, merely an
injury to an extremity, nothing infectious. Do you need transport?’

“That would be perfect if you can arrangeit,” | say.

I’ve only been here once before. Ka and | rented a sporty little two-seater, but that’ s not going to get
thejob done. And in fact, he handled the details, so | wouldn’t even know where to start.

“I'll seetoit,” the officid says. “I’ll provide documentation for those traveling to the clinic with the
patient. Here.” She hands us an orange card. “But | do need someone to stay and fill out forms regarding
your stay and, of course, pay the docking fee.”

I”’m about to volunteer when Dinasays, “I’ll doit.” At my look, she shrugs. “| hate hospitals. No offense,
Doc.” But | can read thelook she gives our hel pful docking agent. “ Afterward, I’ll hit the market and see
about partsfor red repairs.”

“Let’sgo then.” Saul towsthe emergency ded behind him easily, which isimpressive, considering the
thrustersthat lift it don’t do anything for propulsion.

As promised, we find a skywagon with an orange cross on the sde waiting for usin front of the docking
authority, and it’ slarge enough to dide the ded in back. Doc getsin the front with the driver, giving
directions, and | climb up with March. With asmooth siwoop, we' re off. Gehennawhirls around me, an
impossibly bright collage of color.

| rest my hand on March’'s chest, feeling the dow, steady thump of hisheart. Thelast two days |1’ ve
found it impossible to deep, and I’ m somewhere past exhausted. Maybe | doze off sitting beside him,
because it feesto me like we just got moving, then we stop. Someone opens up the rear doors.

| recognize Doc hauling on the ded, so | hop down. Guess he' saready paid the driver, so we make our
way into the clinic, a posh-looking place done in ultrachrome and diamante with amarquee that
proclams, “We build a better you” and a second sign that says “Where the stars come when they fdl.”
I’m not sure what that means, but | follow Doc, hoping he knows where he' s going.

“Saul Solaith!” cdlsan extremely affable voice. It turns out to be attached to adim silver-haired man
around Doc' s age. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I’ d have booked the twins and a suite at
the Cepitd.”

“ Spontaneous stop,” Doc answers. “I’ve got afriend here in desperate need of your expertise, Ordo. Do
you have an op-room free?’

“Yes, yes, of course. Andif | didn’t, I'd put someone out for you.”

The two men walk away, leaving me standing in the foyer with the potted plants and an impressive view
through the skylight. | drop down into a padded orange chair. Overhead | can see an ad satellite orbiting
the salmon sky, but | can’t make out its dogan. Somehow it seemsimportant, like it's a specia message
just for me, so | continue to gaze straight up, waiting for the moment wheniit turnsso | canread it.

Working girls prefer Sapphire.

| don't know what that means, either, but over the next severa hours, it works on me. The words must
be amessage written in code, and if | can just unrave their hidden significance, then March will beal
right. But | can't work it out, and as | fed mysdlf drifting off, | redlize |’ velet him down.



Don't know how long | was out, but Doc wakes me with a gentle hand on my shoulder. “He' s awake,
Jax. Y ou want to see him?’

“Yeah, please” | yawn as| push to my feet, scouring the deep from my eyeswith my knuckles. “Did
you...that is—"

“We couldn’'t savethearm,” he says gravely. “1 had to choose between an organic and aprosthetic
replacement.”

“Hewouldn’t want a—"

“I know. It sgoing to take sometime for him to build strength in the new arm, and it looks a bit different.
But with physica therapy and exercise, he should eventudly return to normal. Come then, thisway.”

He leads me through awarren of hallways and opens the door to arecovery room. With luxurious
draperies, mosaic tile floor, and commodious bed with multiple settings, this space looks every bit aslush
astherest of the clinic; Doc wasn't kidding when he said he had connections here.

March sits propped up, his shoulder wrapped decoroudy in liquid skin. The new arm looks strange and
pale, not to mention dim, dmost delicate in comparison with hisright. Every now and then he flexesthe
fingersof hisleft hand, probably testing to be sure they really work. | can’t blame him.

“March,” | say softly, and he looks up asif he hadn't heard us enter.

Lost in thought, | suppose. | would be, too. Doubtless he has alot to think about. Neither one of us says
aword in protest when Doc backs out of the room and closes the door behind him.

“I understand | have you to thank.” He beckons me with hisright hand, and | gpproach the bed, fegling
oddly tentetive.

Shaking my head, | sit down, careful not to jostle him. “What did Doc tell you?’
“Not much. And that worriesme.” Hisimpaossibly dark eyes search mine.
“Itwasn't me,” | say then. “It wasLoras. And hedidn’t...hedidn’'t makeit.”

| expect him to light into me, tear me anew one over everything that’ s gone wrong, but instead hislong
lashes sweep down. His mouth compressesinto awhite line, and | see histhroat working. | don’t
understand what’ s happening any more than | understood the dogan Working girls prefer Sapphire.
March reaches blindly for my hand, and | curl my fingersthrough his. Waiting.

“I'msorry,” hewhispers. “Y ou were right. There was nothing we could do up there, and Loras shouldn’t
have died just so | could find that out.”

Tears burn behind my eyes, and he' s hurting me with his grip on my fingers. But | don’t pull back.
“Maybe you can't save the world, but you' Il never stop trying. It’ sthe best thing about you.”

He opens his eyes then, and they’re so dark | can’t see his pupils. | hopeit’sthe drugstalking as he bites
out, “ Savetheworld? | can’t even savethe people | care about. It'sjust fucking hopeless.”

I’ve never seen him likethis, and | don’t know whét to say. Reassuranceisn't my stylein thefirst place,
and to make it worse, | don't disagree with him. He' stapped into my worldview, but | don't like seeing
itonhim.

But in the end, the only answer he needs right now isthe warmth of my hand wrapped around hisas he



fades out.

CHAPTER 38

| give them three weeks.

Seg, it never seemslike theright timeto say it, from the moment | made up my mind. First Hon' s scout
ships came tearing after us, then we had to get to Gehenna, March needed medica attention. Then |
would vefdt like ashit to walk into the recovery room, ask how he' sdoing, thentell him I’'m leaving.
Not that it’ sgoing to be any easier now, but at least | won't fed like I’ m kicking the man whilehe's
down.

So | bide my time, helping Dinawith ship repairs when she' s not seeing the docking agent, whose name
isClary. Doc seemsto be taking advantage of the unscheduled R& R aswl, raising hell with hisold
friend Ordo Carvati. But I'm glad when the clinic gives March aclean bill of health because it means|
canfindly get it out in the open. Stop pretending I’'m in thisfor the long haul.

Y ou’ d think that wouldn't help me any, but I’ ve learned March’ s partition trick. | know he' swondering
why he can’t read me anymore, but I’ ve been careful not to give any sign of what I'm thinking. | didn’t
want to piss him off while he was recuperating.

Saying farewell aboard the Folly would proveimpossible, so I’ ve arranged to meet him for dinner a
Molino’s, got anicelittletablein the atrium. I'm early. The ship’scometo fed like home over the past
months, but it’' stimeto go.

| just want to step out into the throng and disappesar. Live the rest of my life quietly. I'mtired of being
pushed and pulled without my valition. | want to make my own choices from here on out, not do what
someonedsetelsme. | don't give ashit about the greater good or changing the universe. A training
academy isn't worth dying for. Shit, it’ snot even my dream. At this point, | don’t know what that would
be.

Yeah, | know it means|’ll never see grimspace again, never fed the exhilaration that follows agood
jump. But | guess|’m one of the rare ones after dl. | canlet it go.

Before he comesinto sight, | know he' sarrived. Don't ask me how; it’'s some March-sense | wish |
didn’t possess, perhaps aremnant of jumping with aPs pilot. | wish I'd learned more about him, but it’s
too late now. I’ ve dready removed my things from the Folly; they’ rein the bag Dina gave me, stowed
benesth the table. He strides between the tables, strong and vibrant, alittle incongruous among the
lattices and hanging vines. This part of the restaurant is meant to evoke atropica garden, but thankfully
they omitted the insects.

“Doc said you wanted me to meet you here,” he says, but there saquestion in hisvoice, echoed in his
dark eyes. March rests his palm on the back of the chair but doesn't Sit, asif he suspectsthisisjust a
stop on the way to somewhere el se.

“They have great stuffed peppers,” | say, and that seemsto startle him.
“Okay, I'll bite” He drops down in the chair opposite me. “What' s up, Jax?’

“Dinner?” Maybe he' Il take the news better with afull somach. Regardless, it can’t hurt, and | redly do
liketheir stuffed peppers.

So we est, but | sense the currents stirring benegth our casua conversation. When the waiters clear our



plates and we' re left with just our wineto finish, | wrap both my hands around the glass because | fed
the need to hold on to something. Thisis harder than | thought it would be.

“Y ou want to tell mewhat’ sgoing on now?’ He sitsback in hischair, propping hisankle on hisknee.

| take adeep breath. “It’ stimefor usto part ways. I’ ve been doing alot of thinking since we eft the
gation, and | just don't fed thisisworthiit.”

March gartsto smile like he' swaiting for the punch line. “No, serioudy.”

That’ swhen | drop the mental walls he taught me how to build, and now | can fed his presence more
than | ever could before. Perhapsit’ saresult of hisabsence; perhaps I’ m smply developing alittle of my
own latent sengtivity.

“Serioudy.”

He shakes his head, seeming unable to believe what he' s seen inside my head. “Y ou can't go. ..we saved
you.”

“Yes youdid,” | say gently. “And | saved you, too. I'll dways be grateful to you for getting me off
Perlas, but thisisn't how | want to live. Y ou don’'t own me.”

| cantell he' sgetting angry. “What the hell do you think you’ re going to do, Jax? 'Y ou have no creds and
notraning.”

“Doc paid methewages| should have earned during the time I’ ve been with you. He said he didn't think
| should be stuck on the Folly, unableto enjoy mysdlf.” I’'m trying not to argue with him becauseit’ s not
open for debate. My mind is made up.

“Y ou think that’ sgoing to last forever? What the frag do you think you can do here? Wait tables?” He
gestures a the handsome young man, who takes onelook at March’sface and heads the other way.
“You' d kick someonein the head the first time he complained about the food.”

| smile because he' sright about that, but I’ ve done some digging while we' ve been here. “1 can probably
get work at one of the fetish clubs. Gehenna catersto different tastes, you know.” Scars, piercing, and
body art are popular with a certain clientele.

“And that’ s what you want to devote your lifeto?’ He sits forward then, elbows on the table, and his
eyes sear me. “Letting freaks stare at you until you' re so old they don’t want to anymore?’

“No, but it’ll put food on the table until | decide what | do want. Too many people have died, and | don’'t
intend to be one of them.”

“Nobody ever accomplished anything thisbig if people weren't willing to diefor it. Maybe | won't see
Mair’ svison cometo fruition, but we' Il lay the groundwork so that others can come behind us and finish
our work. Onething’ sfor sure, though, | won't alow them to have died in vain because I’ m afraid to see
it through. Y ou' re afucking coward, Jax, and you' re running because you' re scared you found something
worth dying for, something more important than you.”

| grit my teeth. “Y ou know what | see? Someone afraid of finding something worth living for. Everyone
you love dies, so you decided it’s better to be a doomed hero, and you don’t care who you drag down
with you. Do you redlly believein this cause, heart and soul, or isit just that there' s nothing else for you?
Y ou're apilot who doesn’'t want to fly because his ship’samonument to his dead sister, and you have
the nerveto bitch at me? Get your own lifein order before you come a melike you have dl the



answers.”

As soon asthe words leave my mouth, I’ m sorry. | see him flinch athough nobody else would have
known they’ d drawn blood. He shoves his chair back so hard that the scraping sound momentarily
slencesthelow hum of conversation nearby.

“Part of that may betrue,” he growls. “But | don’t use people, and | don't fuck my friends over. | get i,
Jax, and I'll tell Doc and Dinayou took the opportunity to jump ship as soon as we arrived somewhere
you'd rather be.”

“March...”

Hedoesn't turn, so | watch until hisangry strides carry him out of sight. | don’t have achancetotel him
itwasn't likethat; | didn’t lieto them, pretending to believe in what they were doing until | saw my
chance to get away here. The cost just got too high, that’sdl. | didn’t want it to end like this, but maybe
aways knew we d never wind up friends. Though | didn’t aways agree with him or even like him
sometimes, March isarock, and you don’t run across those too often.

And losing him hurts more than | thought it would because I’ ve come to count on him. If nothing else,
though, | believed in March, and maybe deep down | hoped he' d see my point of view. If he hadn’t
reacted like that, | might have asked him to stay. | hadn’t made up my mind, but his response decided
mattersfor me. | finish my wine coally, pretending the looks people keep diding my way don’t bother
me

Like none of you ever argued about anything. Or maybe you never cared enough.

It occurs to me then, he probably came down so hard on me because | hurt him. Maybe it felt persond,
like abetrayal. And that pains me, but there’ s nothing | can do about it because it doesn’t change my
mind. | want alife, not sacrifice.

The waiter comestoward melike achild afraid of being dapped, so | muster up asmile and sttle the
bill. I collect my bag and leave with my head high. I’ stimeto put dl this behind me. | need to find work
and aplaceto live. Thisismy new life, exactly what | wanted, and if | have apainin my chest that won't
go away, then I'll push it back.

That survivd trick, you see? |’ ve taken the old Jax and boxed her up. It’ stime to move on to the next
Jax incarnation, but at thismoment, even | can’t see what kind of person she'll be, what she’ll dofor a
living, or whom she'll love.

My future seems misty, shrouded just like Gehenna s sun, and maybe that’ sthe way it’ s supposed to be.

CHAPTER 39

Have you ever watched a child learning to walk?

Before thisweek, | never had, but there’ sa certain graceto it. Well, if not grace, then tenacity. Fall down
nine times—get up ten. And the tenth time you get where you' re going, you don’t stop, not for obstacles,
not for other people telling you to stop. Y ou don't listen to anything but that inner voice until you arrive
where you want to be.

When do we lose that? Of course, maybe that inner voice needs some refinement because it apparently
aso tellsusto eat what comes out of our noses, and that it’sfunny to hit peoplein the head, but | think
maybe it carries atrue message, too, something we shouldn’t lose. | learned that working with children



thisweek, not school-aged ones with the start of civilization impressed upon them. No, these are hardly
more than babies, just learning to walk, little schooners of sdf.

It's strange how it worked out. | went to Hidden Rue, expecting to take my place on the stage. By dll
accountsit’s a hard-core fetish club, where my scars might be an asset, but the old woman who owned
the place took onelook at me, and said, “ Y ou’ re too old, too scrawny, and your burns aren’t interesting
enough. What else can you do?’

For amoment, March’s mocking words came back to me, and | amost said, “Not adamn thing.”

Instead | did what | do best, spun aniceline of bullshit, the result of which isme, helping to watch the
dancers babies. Hidden Rue is a decent place to work. Domina, the owner, takes good care of her girls.
Furthermore, she looks like she probably danced here in her day since she' stattooed, rit-scarred, and
probably pierced in places| don’t want to know about. They say an interesting life leavesits mark on
your face, and if that’ strue, she’ sgot one hell of astory. She' sthe one who told methat Sgpphireisa
line of cosmeticsfavored by strippersand joy girls.

The women have to stick together here because patrons tend to be rougher than what you get in aregular
bar, guys who wish they’ d inflicted those scars, those wounds. Or it’ sthe other side of the spectrum,
timid little submissives who imagine each dancer astheir own persona princess of pain. Occasiondly we
get others, too, mainly dienswho don't seem to redize the club’ s skewed west of the human norm.

| don’t work the floor, though, so my contact with the public isminimal. Instead, | spend my evenings
trying to entertain fractious toddlers who want their mothers, wail for no reason, and upchuck whenever
it' slikely to do the most harm. I’ ve been hired to assst awoman named Add e, who glows with serenity
like nobody I’ ve ever known. She's short and round, skin the color of choclaste, so of coursel like her
on sght. She wears her hair in loose graying curls and might be anywhere between fifty and ahundred,
though her smooth skin makesthe latter unlikely.

We see asteady stream of dancersin costumein the créche during the course of anight. They want a
quick cuddle between sets, but it usudly leavesthelittle one crying. Still, | think it’snice of Dominato
offer child care, dthough she doestake asmall cut from the dancers who use the service. That seemsfair
enough, no reason she should pay us entirely out of her own pocket. The babies |’ m |ess sure about,
athough ironically my time with baby-Z has prepared me somewhat.

Adele even comments, “I can tell you' ve done this before. What happened to your little one, honey?”
“Hedied.” | fed suffused with guilt dl over again.
If they knew what happened, they wouldn't let me work here.

She accepts that with a shake of her head and says nothing more. Instead, there’ sa spill to clean up, and
Mattin has hit Lledlain the head again. There sjudtice to dispense, and tearsto dry; we re constantly
moving until we get them to deep one by one. Thisismy fifth evening on thejob, and | go home
bone-tired, but it' snot abad feding. Ingtead, there ssatisfaction init, likel’m living agood life if not a
largeone.

It's penance. There' sareason | ended up here. | didn’t do right by baby-Z, so I'll makeit up asbest |
can. It snot what I’ d choose to do, but I don’t even know what that would be. The most important thing
isthat I’'m accomplishing it by mysdlf.

Inthe mornings, | like to shop. So first thing, | get up and head over to the market. Sometimes | [ook at
the digphanous veils and the belly jewelslaid out, then at the next stal over | find totemic carvingsand



blessed kirpan waiting for those who believein luck and talismans againgt evil. | linger over pottery and
paintings. It seems asthough I’ ve never had a place of my own to decorate. In my parents’ house, | had
aroom, of course, but | was never permitted to change it or make it mine.

Asl turn to leave the market, an old woman catches me by the arm. “Y our shadow troublesyou.”

| expect to find afortune-teller soliciting me, reading cards or bones or peering into a cup to glimpse my
future in sodden leaves. But thiswoman is simply garbed in black; she might beacook or a
housekeeper, certainly someone’ s grandmother, for her back is bent and her face withered.

“My shadow’sfine,” | reply with afrown.

“Sheisnot,” the stranger insgts. “ She has gone away and dreams another dream. Y ou shift what lives
ingde your skin until she does not know you. And without her, | do not know how you will face this
destiny hanging on you. So many ghostswalk behind you, so many ghosts...” She shakes her head and
gghs. “I will light acandlefor you a Mary’ sshrine.”

At that she rdleases my arm, and | expect her to ask meto pay for her blessing or insight, but she merely
wraps her black shawl around her head and hurries on, asif she starried too long. | leave the market and
head for home, fedling distinctly unsettled. Adele rented me aroom in her building; the word “ garret”
seemsto apply. My flat used to be storage space before someone took the bright ideato replace haf the
wallswith beveled glastique. Consequently, my ceilings dant beneath the line of the roof.

Shetold meit used to be an artist’ s studio; nobody’ s ever actudly lived up here before. But | don’'t mind,
the open vistaand the dtitude make mefed like I’ m flying, which might make amudsider uneasy, but
I”ve spent so much of my life on ships, this place feds perfect. It fedslike home.

When she brings abowl of soup up for my lunch, | just haveto ask, “Why are you being so niceto me?’

She gives me aMadonnd s smile. “Mary teaches usthat’ s how you change the world, one soul a atime,
onekindnessat atime. That' sthe only way it’ll ever takeroot.”

“Didn’'t they kill her for that doctrine?’ | ask, taking the dish from her.

Adele shakes her head. “No, that was her son. They knew better than to martyr her. It was meant asan
object lesson from the authorities, but it didn’t shut her mouth. She went on to live agood life”

I’ve never been religious, never thought much on the oaths | swear, but | pause in spooning up a bite of
soup. “That' swhy she' srevered? For living agood life?’

| don’'t mean to minimize itsimportance, but | can tell my tone struck a chord because she drops down
on the battered old sofa that came with my apartment. “1sn't that more than it soundslike, Sirantha? It's
easy to do right when everything goes right. But let everything go wrong, and see how difficult it
becomes.”

“That’scertainly true.”

When she cdlsme Sirantha, | think of my mother although | haven't seen her infifteen years. | don't even
know if she' still dive, but | don't harbor any illusions she' d be glad to see me. | made my bed when |
ran away from boarding school and signed a contract with the Corp, when | decided not to be the pretty
soulless accessory they were grooming meto be. And maybe| still don't know who | am, but it' s not
what they wanted. And that’s enough, for now.

For somereason, | can't bring mysdlf totell Addel don’t have any faith. Mary isan idea, someone who



lived long ago maybe, but she' snothing | believein. I’ ve never seen any sign of divinity or everlagting
grace, except perhaps awhisper in the movements of that glass-dancer.

Hard asit may beto swallow, | think this shot’s al we get. Science has proved there s nothing to the talk
of ghosts and spirits, no proof anything like the soul exists. And to my mind that' s an argument against the
existence of an omniscient force. | think people believe whatever makesliving easest, andwhoam | to
deny someone comfort?

So | just shut up and eat my soup.

CHAPTER 40
| haven’t been sleeping well.

It'sbeen six weeks, and | can't get the old woman’ swords out of my head. Sometimes | catch mysdlf
looking over my shoulder for my shadow, and | never find one. | tell mysdlf it' s part of living on Gehenna,
where there’ sno direct sunlight. Most citizens take regular UV trestments to make up for the deficiency.

But that’ s not the reason | wake up dripping sweat, hands fisted in my bedcovers. Where| deep would
give anyone dse vertigo, mattress flush againgt the glastique wal. That’ s not my problem, either. First
thing | doisroll over and look out over the city, see how the’ scrapers strive toward the unassailable
sky. The skycabs and private hovercars swoop with silent grace, and | lie there listening to my heartbest.

On another world, it would be dawn now, and | wake from the same dream, night after night, exactly this
way. | run my pam over my biceps and feel the skin marred by scars, further roughed by goose bumps. |
don’t know what to do.

He sthe last person | want to seewhen | close my eyes, and yet he' sthere, dways the same. SincelI’'m
anew Jax, building anew life, I try not to let myself think about March, but he comesto mein dreams. |
see him gitting on the edge of his bunk, elbows on hisknees, head sunk into hishands. That'sdl, redly,
but it doesn’t begin to encapsulate his solitude and despair. It’ s like he' s one of the ghogts the old woman
clamed she saw following me.

| hate how much | miss him. There’ sahollow where he used to be, and it echoes with saf-imposed loss.
Thisisthelifel chose, first decison I’ ve made since | was seventeen and ran away from finishing schooal,
30 | need to make the best of it.

| want to be happy, but my heart won't let me. In crowds | see hisface. When | close my eyes, | seehis
face. And in dreams—

With amuffled groan, | crawl off my mat and collect my bath basket. | don’t have asan-shower in my
garet, 0| go down and borrow from Adee. Shelivesjust below me, and most mornings we breakfast
together aswdl. Usudly it’s darjing teaand toast with good marmalade.

She' s coded the door to recognize me, so | don't wake her dipping in to take my shower. Thismorning |
manage to get cleaned up and make the tea before she tirs. Scratching at her degp-rumpled hair, she sits
down at the small metal tablethat looks asif she sdvaged it from arubbish pile. Perhaps she did. But it's
meticuloudy clean, if dinged and dented.

Adeetakes onelook at me, and says, “Y ou dreamed of him again, hm?’

| giveacurt nod in reply, wrapping my fingers around my mug for warmth | can’t seem to generate on
my own. It'slike| sweat away my heat in fitful deep, then for the rest of the day | walk around with a



chill I can't dispel. Doubtless the old woman from the bazaar would say it's something to do with my
missing shadow.

Shecantel | don't want to talk about it, though, so she fdls quiet, and we et listening to the bittersweet
melody of the music she callsfolkazz. Before work, we go to the piazza and listen to them play,
old-fashioned instruments with reeds and strings. | likeit, but there’ sa certain melancholy in their faces
that saysthey know they belong to alost era. Their music makes methink again of the ghosts that follow
me

Tonight, the children are especidly querulous. If Gehenna experienced wesather, | would say there’ sa
storm coming. Perhapsthereis, adry lightning tempest somewhere beyond the safety of the dome.
Maitin will not climb off my Iap, evento hit Lledain the head, and that little girl has attached hersdlf to
Ade€ sleg; shewill not didodge hersdlf for toys or treats. The others seem less affected, but they do
quarrdl more over smdl infractions of rights or persona dignity. And none of them will deep.

So we get no peace until the last of the dancers collects her offspring, then we walk home together
through the titian-tinged streets. Though the hour is late, Gehennalooks exactly the same, like awhore
who paints her face night after night and holds secret the ravages of time. | decline Adel€ s offer to come
in and trudge up another flight to my flat. There salift in thisbuilding, but shetellsmeit hasn’t worked in
years.

Even before | let mysdf in, | smell the scent of aman’s passage, but | don’t expect to find him standing in
my flat. | know how it must look to him: poor, eccentric, squdid. But it'smine. Hisback isturned to me,
and he seemsto be admiring the view. It' s strange to see him amid my eclectic furnishings, my deep-mat,
the battered sofa, asoftly glowing lamp with afringed shade. But he spins as he senses my presence,
even though | don't spesk.

“It' sbeen awhile,” Doc says, folding his hands behind him. “Hello, Srantha.”
“| thought you would have gone by now.”
Long before now, actually.

“Oh, wetried.” And ther€' s certain heavinessto histone that unnerves me. “We were so lucky to find
Edaine. Shefailed basic academy training, but not through incompetence. One of her instructorstook a
fancy to her and gave her low marks when she refused to deep with him.”

“Yes, | imaginethat’s pretty rare. Would you like something to drink?’ | keep my words neutrd.

“No thank you. | won't stay long.” He studies me for amoment, asif seeking something in my eyesor
expresson.

“How did you find me?’ | thought | had well and truly disappeared.

That bothers me. If he found me, then the Corp could as well, not to mention bounty hunters. Gray men
don’t dwayswork as aunit. Sometimesthey dispatch asolo quietly to neutralize targets on worlds they
don’t contral. I1t's not unreasonable to posit one such might be searching for me here, even now, and |
can't beon my guard dl thetime. To make it worse, my presence might pose adanger to the children
andto Addle. That | cannot permit.

“My old friend Ordo has excellent connections,” he answers.

| suspect that’ s an understatement. Ordo Carvati can accomplish anything he wantsin Gehenna. He's
from one of the First families, and he'sold money. It'sto Doc’ s credit that he doesn't flaunt his friendship



with such aman.
“But he can't find you another jumper?’

He hasn't moved from the center of the room, and none of his body languagetells methisisafriendly
vigit. Infact, | would say he doesn't want to be here at dl. That tellsme agreat deal about his sate of
mind.

At that he smiles, dthough there’ sa sad dant to it. “He cannot make miracles. | know what March has
said about you. And I’ ve listened to Dina sthoughtsaswell.” By his careful phrasing | can well imagine
the way the other two cursed me. He takes a step forward, and the glow from my fringed lamp finally
touches hisface. “ Two days ago Dina had ashunt ingtalled. Ordo wouldn’t do it, so shewent to a
black-market surgeon.”

“A shunt?’ | repest blankly. “Why?’ But even as| ask, | find mysdlf fingering thejack hidden in my wrig.
“She saysthere’ sno oneelse,” heanswers.
Now | understand the heavinessin hisvoice. “ That’s crazy. Sheisn't trained.”

| can’t even imagine what grimspace would do to someone untrained, someone who doesn’t possess the
Jgene. Don't know whether it will kill her, drive her mad, or if al of them will belogt. | could find out,
research the early days when they first discovered the Star Road, but something tells me knowing won't
makeit easier to bear.

Doc shrugs. “ She seemsto think determination and mental strength should make up for that. They don't
know I’'m here. March was supposed to ask you back, perhaps two weeks ago. He said you refused.”

That hurts. Aslong as | had known him, March never lied. And yet he'slearned how in order to avoid
seeing me.

“Henever came” | say quietly.

“I didn’'t want to believe what the others said, Sirantha. Now that you know, | can’t imagineyou'll let her
doit”

“I'won't.” My heart Snksas| say it. But like Gehennaiitsdlf, these past weeks have been nothing but an
illuson. | can't hide here. | can’t liveaquiet, smplelife. “Of course| won't. Just let me get my things.”

Dinahaslost so much. Sheimaginesthere’ s no reason not to take the risk. She might even seeitasa
way to get back to Edaine. The people welove and |ose never return to us, though, no matter how many
shades we chase. And March...March would do anything to keep hisword to Mair, no matter what the
COost.

Asl| brush by him, Doc touches my shoulder. “Y ou may not want to admit it, but you are avital piece of
the puzzle. No one has been the same since you went away.”

| know there are probably other difficulties, mounting docking fee costs. Obstacles | haven't even
congdered. Asin my dream, March sts on the edge of hisbunk, night after night, trying to find away to
succeed, trying to find away out.

“It'snot that | don’t want to admit it,” | tell him, weary beyond belief. “But I” ve spent my whole life doing
asl’'mtold. Thiswasthefirst timel ever did what | wanted. But it turnsout I’'m not alowed, so I'll live
and die on someone es2' sagenda. Burn out jumping, no matter what | want.”



“Oh...” Hisexpression tels me he hates putting me in this position but not enough to leave. And it's
probably best that | go. It would kill meif anything happened to Adele because of me. “If it makes any
difference, | don't think you can burn out.”

| pausein suffing my belongingsinto my bag. “What are you talking about?’

“I didn’t want to say anything until | was sure. But I’ ve compared your before and after images to other
case studies, quite extensively over the past weeks.” He shakes his head. “ Sorry, | am getting ahead of
mysdf. Inyour first scan, | detected brain lesons consistent with AGSS. That test indicated burnout was
inevitable and quite soon. Y our next jump should have been your last. Instead, you came out, dept for
three days, and when | took the next reading, al lesions had disappeared. Y our brain looks asif you
never jumped inyour life, astudent straight out of the academy.”

The duffel dipsfrom my hand. “How isthat even possible?’

“I don’'t know.” Doc shakes hishead. “It's something to do with the L-gene | isolated, but that’s...not a
humen trait.”

“You'resaying ' m—"
“I’'m saying you apparently don’t need to worry about burnout.”

| fed numb aswe head out of my glastiqueflat, like | don’t know what’ s true anymore. Doc takes my
bag from my nervelessfingers, and | tuck my favorite lamp beneath my arm. Althoughit’slate, | tap on
Adede€ sdoor, declining its offer to let mein.

She answers soon after, groggy but not alarmed, and her eyes go immediately to the man behind me. |
glance a him, and it’ slike he' s been hit by lightning. They smply stare at one another until | fedl
superfluous and clear my throat.

“I'mleaving,” | say without explanation or gpology. “I'm sorry | can't stay until you find a replacement
for me at Hidden Rue.”

Her eyesare so gentle. “It’sdl right, child. | knew your fate didn’t rest with me. Call it afuel stop for the
soul, hm?’

Yes, that' sexactly what it was. | hug her, then murmur, “Thisismy friend, Saul Solaith. Most people just
cdl him Doc, though.” Tohim, | add, “ThisisAdele.”

She amileswith unearthly sweetness. “I’ll be seeing you again, | think.”

| don’t know whether she' stalking to him or me. It doesn’t matter, redly. We go then, down many flights
of stairs and into Gehenna night, which looks the same as Gehenna dawn or Gehenna dusk. | think
maybe I’ m ready to go. Doc doesn’t speak during our return to the spaceport.

As| wak up the ramp to the Fally, | glance back once and see my shadow.

CHAPTER 41

I m unpacking when the door to my quarters slides open.

They’ve erased dl trace of my presence here; the room-bot doesn't even recognize me any longer. Sol
have no persona control over my environment at the moment although | have propped my fringed lamp
up at the end of my bunk. Without turning, | know that it's March standing behind me.



“You weregoing to let Dinadie before asking mefor help?’ Attack isthe best dternative here. “And
then you lied about it? Asshole”

| face him then, but it’ sa casual movement, born of stowing my now-empty bag into the bottom of the
storage closet where I’ ve hung my clothes. Though | manage not to react, I'm shaken by how haggard he
looks. He svisibly thinner, lean jaw unshaven, and there saterrible darknessin his eyesthat has nothing
to do with their hue.

“Yeah,” he sayswith aflicker of hisold bite. “ And that’ s so much worse than abandoning people who
depend on you.”

Y ou know, I’ ve never been in this position before. Never had to remember who | used to be and try to
become that woman again. Who was| before | walked away? | remember it hurt me to say farewell to
thisman. | bled when he left me Sitting in Molino’s, his accusations etched in acid, esting & me from the
ingde out. And now those fedingsreturn as| wriggle back into her soul.

My soul. A thing | didn’t bdievein until | spent timewith Adele. Oh Mary, I’'m so broken. Never
reglized how fragmented I’ ve become until this moment. I'm amirror where someone sunk hisfist, a
thousand tiny images refracted from that fissure, and none of them complete,

“I couldn’t make you understand then,” | say softly. “And | can’t now. | hoped you could find someone
ese. | don't see mysdf asirreplacesble.”

He stepsfully into my room, and the door swishes shut behind him. “Y ou think jumpers grow on trees?
Why do you think we settled for you in thefirst place?’

That sends a stab of fresh pain through me, but | don’t let it show. Maybe he can fed it. | don’t know
anymore. “I thought it wastied to Doc' sresearch.”

“Trust youto beliteral.” March glances around my quarters, which seem smdler with him standing there.
Heflexesthefingers of hisleft hand; that’s anew nervous habit. “ Y eah, it had to be you. But if you're
just going to run away agan—"

“No, I'll seeit through.” Like | have a choice. I’'m bound here, and | don’t know why | didn’t seeit
sooner. “March, I'm sorry for what | said about your sister.”

Hisintake of breath sounds so loud. “ She wasn't why | stopped piloting.”

“I' know. | was mad, so | put two and two together to make twelve.” Hesitate for amoment, then add,
“And | wanted to hurt you.”

“Youdid”

Thewordslie between uslike agauntlet. | don't know what he means, so | choose the coward' s course.
Apropos, | think. “I’m sorry.”

Heshrugs. “It’ snothing new.”
13 Wm_”

“You think it didn’t cut me every time you thought of him?” Hisjaw clenches. “You think | didn’'t bleed
when you left my bed to scrub away my touch and deify hismemory? Y ou think it didn’t hurt when you
left me? Jax, you' ve been dicing meto bitsfor months, and there’ s damn near nothing left.”



“March...” But he'snot interested in whatever | might say.
He shakes his head. “I’ m not | etting you do that to me anymore. It'sgoing to be different thistime.”

| know what’s coming, and I’m not going to let him say it, not when I’ m just starting to figure things ouit.
“I didn’t think about him when | went away.” | step closer and hiswhole body tenses, athough whether
in anticipation of pain or pleasure, | couldn’t say. “I dreamed of you.”

| can't believel told him that. But the moment thrums with such stark honesty that | can't offer him less. |
never knew | had the power to hurt him, only that he possessed the power to hurt me.

Hisridiculoudy long-lashed eyes search mine, asif for some sign I’'m going to turn thisinto acruel joke,
but I hold hislook, letting him see the truth. Funny how | can tell when he’ sreading me now; it'salittle
prickle on the back of my neck.

“Youmeanit,” he says, after amoment.

“Yeah.” That same candor compels meto add, “1 wouldn't have done anything about it, though. |
wouldn’t have come back.”

“I know.” He smilesthen. “We re great ones for burning bridges, you and |. Slamming doors hard
enough that we' re not tempted to knock on them again.”

“That sounds about right.”

March touchesmy hair, tentative, asif he thinks one wrong move will frighten me away. | close my eyes
and draw adeep breeth at thefed of hisfingers on the nape of my neck. When | don’t recail, he pulls me
close, and | wrgp my arms around hiswaist, running my hands up his back. He sso thin | can count his
ribswith my fingertips.

Oh Mary, | missed this. Hefedls...right, just ashe did on Lachion. | remember how he drove away the
bad dreams, even then. | remember how hisarms aways fet like they could protect me from anything,
but maybe | was afraid because | never accept that from anyone. | never admit | might need it.

“Tell methisisn’'t what you were running from.” Lacing our fingerstogether, he flattensmy pam over his
heart. “I can’'t compete with aghost, though. | won't even try. So if you want meto let go, just say 0
and—"

| shake my head. “I don’t know, it may have been part of it, but |...laid him to rest somewhere on
Gehenna”

March tips my face up, studying my features intently for amoment, then he swingsmeup in hisarms, and
| redize | haven't even asked about hisrecovery. He must be dl right, though, because he carriesme
over to the bunk and settleswith mein hislap. | fed him running his hands up and down my back,
stroking my thick, coarse hair. | expect...more | suppose, but he doesn’t even kissme.

“No,” he says, shaking his head. “ That was too soon, and | paid for it. Probably should’ vejust Iet you
degpwith Hon. | jus—"

“Couldn’t stand to see someone e se touching your woman?’

Heexhdesinto my hair, and | shift enough to glimpse his sheepish expression. “1 know. Big cliché,
right?’



| find myself reassuring him. “ A certain amount of territoridity between matesisnaturd. | know we're
supposed to be enlightened, but some things just don’t breed out.”

Hissmilewidensinto agrin, and it'sonly then that | grasp what I’ ve said. But | don't try to take it back.
When Marchtilts his head against mine, my mind swimsfor amoment, then I’m full of him. He showsme
everything, abarrage of impressions, and | understand why | can’t resst him. He sexactly like me:
compartmentalized, broken, ajumbled mass of jagged edges he conceal s benegth biting wit and
confidence.

“You can'timaginewhat it’ slike. Hearing secret thoughts, then listening to lies spoken with asmile. It
killsthe soul, Jax. | wasamonster when | met Mair. She turned me into a decent human being and taught
meto control it.” He hesitates, shuddering, and | reach up to stroke his cheek. | know he' s not going to
bein aconfessona mood forever. “But after our first jump, I'd find mysalf in your head without any clue
how | got there. It scared the shit out of me. I" d stopped piloting because Mair said there were risks
associated with a Ps-sengtive using wetware.”

“I guessit would. | thought you just were doing it to pissme off.” | smile up at him to take the sting out of
my words, but | have to wonder what risks Mair was talking about. Wonder if she left anything in my
PA. “ Do the others know?’

“No! They wouldn’t understand. They'd be afraid of me, afraid of what | know. Jax...” Histoneturns
wondering. “Do you have any ideawhat amiracle you are? What you say is exactly what | seeinyour
head. No disparity, no dirty secrets. Even when you detested me, you made no bones about it.”

| grina him. “Youlikealittle honest hatred, huh?”
“I guess| do. Spicesthingsup.” He pullsme closer, resting his chin on my head, and | listen to his heart.

Hard to say who's most surprised when the door dides back. Shit, | forgot it will open for anyoneright
now. Guessit’sagood thing we' re just curled on my bunk together. Doc still 1ooks astonished, though.

“I wanted to say that we're clear for departure” He clears histhroat. “ Anytime.”
“Wedidn't kill each other,” | say with agrin. “We |l head to the cockpit shortly.”

Right now, March looks more at peace than I’ ve ever seen him, and it’ sallittle hard to reconcile that
serenity as being related to me. | shake things up, create chaos and agitate for change, but I’ ve never
been accused of being restful.

He cups my cheek in his palm, and murmursto Doc, “Five minutes. Now get out.”

| truly hope we' re going to make good use of that time.

CHAPTER 42

WEe're not going where | thought we were.

AsMarch and | emerge from quarters, we find Doc and Dinawaiting for usin the hub. To my surprise,
neither looks like they want to kill me, athough Saul’ s expression gives me pause. He sighs and powers
up the comm station. | avoid touching it whenever possible because Loras is supposed to be sitting there.

“I think you' d better take alook at this.”

When | lean forward, | see an old holo-newsfeed, dated almost two months back. A dark-haired woman



with asmal mouth and a perfect coif smileswithout showing teeth. Thisis notable only because she
manages to speak without showing them, ether. | think she mistakesthisfacia immohility for a proper
“gravebusiness’ expression.

“Citizens of the Conglomerate, we urge you to be on your guard. Although we' vetried to contain this
matter internally, we of Farwan Corporation cannot in good conscience”—I snort at that—" continue our
search without revealing the inherent danger we dl face. Thiswoman, Sirantha Jax...”

Here, an unflattering picture of meflashesin the upper right-hand corner of the screen. “ A former
employee has escaped from our secure facility on Perlas Station, where she was awaiting trid for her
involvement in the death of eighty-two souls aboard the Sargasso. We do not know the names or
identities of her accomplices, but we speculate they may be the terrorists responsible for the strike against
the conference on Matins1V. Their reign of terror continues unabated. Our operatives tracked them to
DuPont Station, where for reasons known only to themselves, they—"

My bregth hisses out of mein arush. “Wedidn’t blow the station!”

“No, we most certainly did not,” Doc agreeswith asigh. “But so far asthe rest of the Conglomerateis
concerned, we did.”

“Why would they do that?’ My kneesfed shaky as| keep seeing the explosion, time and again. “And
how did they even know we were there?’

Dinafindly speaks but she sounds matter-of-fact. “My guessis, Hon contacted them, intending to cut a
ded. Maybe he wastired of playing mad scientist with Farr and wanted recognition from the
Conglomerate. Maybe he wastired of worrying about them showing up to evict himif he ever becamea
threat instead of an annoyance. But he wouldn't have been able to negotiate without you, Jax.”

“Hedidn't want to kill us, just stall usuntil they arrived,” March agrees.

| fed hishand light in the small of my back, a proprietary gesture. The other two make note of it, but they
don’t comment, which had to cost Dina. She even smilesa me. Just what the hell isgoing on?

“We don't know exactly what transpired,” Doc says, “but they’ ve clearly pinned the blame on us. And
that’ s not theworgst of it.”

“There smore?’

“Indirectly.” He picks up the device he was showing Dinawhen we emerged from quarters and starts
indicating readings that don’t mean anything to me. “The problemis, they’ ve closed the doors to us that
we need most.”

“Y ou don't need mefor this” March interjects. “I’m getting us off thisrock while you bring her up to

| guess he dready knowsthis stuff. And yeah, maybe’m alittle disgppointed when he walks off without
looking back, but | redirect my attention without being obvious. | dready knew Marchispracticd. HE's
never going to Sit at my feet and write me poems, which isgood because | hate poetry, except dirty ones
that rhyme.

“Anyway,” Doc says pointedly, and | roll my eyes. Sometimes he reminds me of my professors. “I've
been studying your scans, comparing them with the sample | took from the Mareg.” | flinch, but he seems
not to notice. “Your DNA isv't entirely...human. | aluded to it back at your flat, but thetruthis, indl my
case studies, I’ ve never seen the L-gene append to the J-gene, asit hasin you. | was hoping to achieve



that through years of engineering, but it appearsthat our work has been done for us, either by nature or
design.”

“You'resaying—"

“I don’'t know. | don’t even know how thisis possible.” He bites the words off. “What weneed to dois
retrace your steps, dig into your early life and try to discover how this happened, so we can duplicateit.
That may be the best shortcut available; otherwise, we' Il spend months gathering samples before | can
even beginwork.”

The Folly trembles, powering up, and Dina pushes away from the console. | think she doesn’t want to
look at it anymore, and | can’'t blame her.

“By making usinfamous, they’ ve shut the door onus,” she mutters. “We can't use officid ports, and you
grew up on New Terra, right? That's where we need to be.”

“Thethree of you can go. They said they don’t know who my accomplices are. | can wait on the Folly.
Maybe you can find something out.”

She shakes her head. “ That’ s bullshit, Jax. We registered on Perlas. They know the name of the ship,
and they have our sequence codes. How else did they send this?’

Saul firesup the terminal again, saying only, “What | showed you before, that wasjust the attachment.
Thisisthe message.”

A man with sea-blue eyes and elegant, chisded features comes on-screen. | drop down hardin Loras's
chair because | recognize him. For several moments| see hislips moving but no sound registers, and
Dinatouches my shoulder.

“Youadl right?” At my mute nod, she saysto Doc, “I think you better replay it.”

“Srantha, this message has been bounced off dl public relays. | implore you, surrender now. Turn
yourself in at the nearest Corp outpost, and we will tend to your trestment. Y ou’ re confused, unwell, and
perhaps do not redlize that your actions are wrong.”

Shit.

Simon aways was a persuasive bastard. On-screen, he’ sthe image of a concerned husband. | haven't
seen himin years, but now they’ ve got him acting as the face of Farwan, hoping to entice me back? They
must redly think | am crazy. | don’t understand why they’ ve painted me as an interstelar terrorist,
though. Isit spin, covering up their negligence on Matins 1V, or arethey using meto hide something e'se
entirdly’? Whichever the case, | suspect they’ rewidening the net.

“The only placewe re safeisin herein the Outskirts.” Both Dinaand Doc nod, waiting to seewherel’m
going by stating the obvious, | guess. “But you think something in my past could provide ansvers?’

“It' sour best hope,” Saul replies, stroking his goatee with two fingers. “ Also the most dangerous course
for obviousreasons.”

| glance at Dina, but she picks today to begin keeping her mouth shut. “ Then that’ s where we need to
g)-”

Can't imagine what my parents are going to say after dl thistime. Assuming we can find a place to dock.
After dl, New TerraisaConglomerate world, firmly in the clutches of Farwan Corporation. It'sgoing to



take al our combined ingenuity to keep fromwinding upinacell.

The ship lifts, asubtlejolt. We steady ourselves on the console as March guides us through the locks that
will liberate usfrom Gehenna. Now that I’ vetried flying thisdamn thing, | can’t help but fed impressed.
Consider how rusty he must’ ve been on Perlas, and yet he' staking us out of the atmosphere so smoothly
we can scarcely register the shiftsin dtitude. He sredly, redly good.

“I’'msorry,” | say to Dina.
“For what?’

| don’'t see a scar on her wrist or even abandage. The surgeon must have been fird-rate. Rareina
black-market doctor.

“Leaving.”

She cocksabrow at me. “I don’t blame you for wanting some leave, Jax. It' s been a pretty fragged-up
run, hasn't it? And we could scarcely have found asafer port.”

| narrow my eyesat Saul. “Youlied to me”

Heturns, offering me alayered smile. “ Dinanever doubted you were coming back. So | had to make
that happen, didn't 1?7’

They never told her | left for good?

Doc'siceblue eyestdl methings | never knew about him: He Il lie, chest, or stedl to unearth thistruth.
On the surface, he' sthemodel of chivalry, courtesy, and kindness, a gentleman scholar. But he analyzed
the situation and told me exactly what would get me back on board. And here | am.

“What'sgoing on?’ Dinaglances between us, interested but wary. And so | fill her in. By thetimel’ve
finished, she can't get her bresth for laughing. “ Just how stupid do you think | am?If you took off, we' d
stay till wefound someone. Like hell do | see mysdf asajumper; | had fun with Clary. Wouldn't have
minded hanging around another couple of weeks, but Saul said you were ready to get back to it.”

Beneath hisintdlectud exterior liesaruthless bastard. And thisisthefirst timel’ve seenit. | experiencea
frisson of unease, asif I’ ve been sailing aong a smooth sea, unaware of dangersthat lurk unseen.

Between March and Doc, | have been handled.

CHAPTER 43

We bitch at each other throughout the entire jump.

I’ve never done that before, didn’t even know it was possible. We re lucky we didn’t wind up past the
Polaris system, hafway to Old Terra. | unplug and bounce out of the nav chair, glaring at March, hands
on hips.

“I can't believe | bought into thisagain. Y ou and Doc, you two would say anything to keep me here.
What about the stuff you said in my quarters? Wasthat bullshit, too?’

“No,” he answers, setting our cruise course for New Terra. “He said he' d figure something out, but |
have never lied to you.”



“No, you have lackeys do that for you.”

“Areyou looking for areason to fight with me?’ He unstraps and pushesto hisfeet. “I can’t fake
anything with you. | had no fragging clue how he meant to get you back here. And when you said that
about Dinadying, | dmost said, ‘Huh?”

“Sowhy didn’t you?’

“| wanted to find out what he told you.” March cups my shoulders gently. “Look at me and swear you
honestly don't believe | thought you were never coming back.”

It strue, he looks like shit, but | don’t want to be persuaded. | want to argue. “I don’'t know.” Both my
hands curl into fistsat my sides. “I’ mtired of having nobody | can trust. Tired of people keeping secrets
from me, tired of not being sure whether I’ m even working for the good guys.”

“Jax, | can't promise we' re squeaky clean, but look at the opposition. They killed elghty-two people on
the Sargasso for unknown reasons. They blew up DuPont Station with two hundred soulsliving there,
not counting the unborn.” He breathes like merdly thinking of it hurtshim. “But I’'m solid, right?”

“l guessso,” | mutter.

When he pulls me toward him, | lean my head againgt his chest, wondering if | can truly trust him.
Wondering whether | can trust my own judgment. I’ ve known from the beginning they intend to use me,
and March is bound by so many debts and promises, none of them to me.

His hands play over my back. “1 know you' re mad. Did you yell a Doc?’ Fedling sheepish, | shake my
head. “Why not?’

“I'm afraid to provoke him,” | confess, low. “1 don’t know him like | thought | did.”

“You'reafraid to provoke Saul,” he repedts, looking incredulous. “Who'sa pacifist. So you takeit out
onme.” March shakes hishead. “Y ou’ re one of akind, Jax. We ve got eight hours before New Terra.
Comeon.”

Put that way, | know it doesn’t make alot of sense. | think about it, trying to quantify the feding, but |
can't. Maybe I’m mixing Doc up with the Unit Psychs or even Canton Farr. Do | redly think he's
capable of greater malice? | don't fucking know. At best he believes the end justifies the means, and |
can't sort it out. So when March reachesfor me, | take his hand and let him lead meto his quarters.

As he guides me to the bed, | whisper, “1 thought you said it was too soon.”

He kisses my forehead. “Not for this. I'm tired, but | want you with me.” In an economy of movement he
drops onto the mattress, then rollsto his side, back to the wal. “Unless you have somewhere elseyou'd
rather be.” There sacertain vulnerability in hisvoice, and maybe| play on that while | gaze around his
cabin, pretending to take in the bunk built out from thewall, the closet adjacent to the san facilities, and
the persond sys-term on the opposite wall. “ Jax?’

“I think I can clear my schedulefor you.”

The bunk fedsfirm beneath my knees; it doesn't give as| dide down onto my sde, facing him. One
thing’' s sure; whoever designed the Folly didn’t anticipate the crew sharing their deep space, which
seems alittle shortsighted. Only centimeters separate us, then he drapes an arm over my wais, pulling me
closer.



“Lightsoff.”

I’d know him in the dark. He aways smells of citrus and a darker woodsy scent, like standing in acedar
forest at midnight. His heat washes over me, chin to shins, and my toes curl.

“Do you ever think about him?’

“Himwho?" March sounds drowsy. He runs ahand over my head, knotting hisfingersin the coarse
curls. But gently, like | have silken princess hair.

“Baby-Z.”
We ve never redlly taked about that night. It's about time we did if weintend to move on fromiit.
He dtirsthen, pushing up on one dbow. “ Y ou fed guilty.”

“Yeah.” That seemsinadequate, but | don’t have wordsto trand ate that moment where we knelt,
mutualy awed by the small miracle unfolding at our feet to how | felt when | redlized | had splattered a
helpless, living creature along with Canton Farr.

| don’t know anything about what his life might’ ve been like, or how his parents may have felt when they
awoketo find one of their young missing with no explanation. | don't even have the framework to grieve

properly.

| squirm, sick with remembrance of my casud brutality. Beneeth the guilt, | suffer the certainty | wouldn’t
have shot so fast if it had been ahuman child in Farr’ sarms. Deep down I’ m another thoughtless bigot
who believesin human skin privilege. My lifeisworth more because | have a particular biochemistry?
Theredization repulses me.

And it devaluesthe heroism of someone who gave hislifefor me.

“I can't bsolveyou,” he saysquietly. “All | know is, if it had been you on the ground, I’ d have done the
samething.”

“You fed thisway alot? Like nothing you do could be enough to make up for it.”

Inthe haf-light, his eyes go strange and distant, fringed in those impossible lashes. “Y ou get used toit.
And occasiondly you run across something you can do to try to brighten up the dark places.”

March doesn't say it, but | know that’ swhy hefedlslike he needsto try twice as hard as anyone e se. If
he lets down his guard, he might go skidding down that dippery dope again. And maybe | won't
recognize what comes out the other side.

“Thusyou play the hero.”

With anod, he brushes hislips against my ear. Sparksjust shimmer down my spine. Thisman’'s pure
narcotic, delicious and addictive. Don’t know how | thought | could walk away from him for good.

“Jax, | can't think about what I’ d do if something happened to you, if it had been you on that floor.” His
mouth compressesinto athin white line, and ashudder runsthrough him. “Y ou just don’t know...the
things I’ ve done. What I’'m capable of. | hope you never do.”

When he getslikethis, he scaresmealittle. | run my fingers aong hisjaw, feding the tenson thrumming
through him. That would be why he still keeps certain things partitioned when we' rejacked in. | hope he
trusts me enough to let mein, someday.



“Letitgo,” | say quietly.

And redlize the suggestion appliesto me aswell, but it'seaser said than done. | can't just write off the
guilt or stop wishing things were different. Neither can he. March acknowledges the rightness of my
thought with ahdf amile.

Mary, I’ ve never had thiskind of connection with anyone. How does he bear being part of me?
Sometimes | can't stand myself.

“I’m sorry about baby-Z...he' sjust one more weight on me. If we hadn’t gone to Marekeq, he'd have
hatched by now. Beliving out his norma span. Instead, he' sjust abunch of samplesin Doc' s database.”

“| did thet.”

“Y eah. But ahundred turns from now, baby-Z will be remembered. He's making a contribution. Maybe
that will help, someday, when the academy is more than adream.”

| exhdle againgt histhroat in along sigh and close my eyes. “1 don't imagine that would console his
parents much. | wish we could tell them. Somehow.”

“Maybe we can. Somehow. Get some deep, Jax. We can't fix anything right now.”
March makesagood point. And I’'m flat busted, so | take his good advice.

Don’t know how much later it iswhen | stir, finding myself wrapped tight in someone' sarms.
March. I'm onthe Folly again. It al comes back to me although I’'m not mad anymore. How can | be
when | wanted this, deep down?1 couldn’t deep for dreaming of him. To reassure myself that I'm
awake, | run my hand across hiswaist, finding the gap between shirt and dacks. | delight in dragging my
nailslightly over hislower back and feding him shiver. Goose bumps spring up wherever | touch.

His eyes open to dits, dark choclaste, golden caramd flecks. “What' re you doing?’
“Stroking you.” | pillow my cheek on my forearm and continue inscribing patterns on his spine.
“I'mnot apet,” he murmurs. “And you' re making it hard to deep.”

“Am 17’ | amileand hook my thigh over his. Theway | figure, it' stime. Life-affirming ritua, sedl
unspoken promises to each other, and alot of other psychobabble that boils down to wanting sex.

And | do. But it'smore than that, thistime. | needed the time away to reflect and hedl, but | needed to
come back, too, evenif | would never have doneit on my own.

“You know you are.”

He skates his pam from itsinnocuous resting place between my shoulder bladesto curl around my hip.
The heat fedsgood, but it palesin comparison to the tingles that sparkle through me when March dides
his hand lower, cupping my thigh. Deftly, he searches out nerves on my inner thigh, caressing through the
thin fabric of my trousers. | squirm againgt him alittle, not an intentiona tease; | just can't helpit.

Then helooksinto my eyes. | register the sllent question and nod, but as hetilts his head against mine, |
redize| haven't said yesto what | intended. Thought he was going to strip me naked, but instead he
comesinsde me another way. My head’ sfull of him, awash in sensua images| only half process asthey
amplify my arousal. My breasts ache, asif he' ssucking them, and | fedl hot, damp, between my thighs,



so ready. He hasn’t even touched me.

“March...” At tha he shifts his head away, leaving me lonely and shuddering. “Wh-what did you do to
me?’

“I could bring you off that way,” he whispers. “Just me, inside your head.”

Ingtinctively | know that’s not an idle boast. He left me so close, panting on the precipice, and if he
moves, | might loseit, grinding mysdlf againgt him likeI’min hegt. The very ideawrenches amoan out of
me

“Have you done that often?’ I’m surprised a my tone.
Oh Mary, | hate the thought of him making anyone elsefed thisway.

But he shakes his head, afaint smile pulling a his mouth. “Two things make this possible. Our theta
waves are compatible, and you' re wide-open to me. Even untutored minds have basic shields that
prevent such intrusion, Jax; it'safundamental human trait. With other people, | skim the surface and only
seetheir superficia thoughts. I’ ve never been...part of anyone before.” He cups my cheek in hispam,
long fingers stroking my temple. “That’ swhat | want without you running away afterward. | want to fal
adeegp and know there’ sno place you' d rather be.”

| tremble, afraid to envison it. Though | know some pilots and jJumpersdo it jacked in, | dways
dismissed it asakink. March doesn’t need wetware, though. | find myself unable to resist the menta
images, our bodies straining as he saturates my senses completely, no sense of sdf, drowning in mutua
pleasure.

“ YS”

| seek hismouthin the artificid darkness, finding it first with my fingertips. Hislips part, aflicker of heat
ashelicksmy skin. And | replace my hand with my lips, starving for him. Thistime |’ m the aggressor,
nuzzling the tenderness of his mouth to taste him, explore the texture of arough velvet tongue, the smooth
bone of histeeth. Hiswhiskers scrape my skin, contrasting to the softness of our mouths. | want to crawl
indde him, devour him.

Can't remember feeling this way before.

With amuffled groan, he rolls me beneath him, and | know amoment of pure euphoria. He can't res s,
no matter what he said about it being too soon. | want everything he described, everything—

Shakes.

S0 hard we tumble from the bunk and hit the floor, hard. March is good, but we' re not even having sex
yet, 0 | don't think | can claim the earth moved. Of all the Mary-sucking luck. | can’'t get my bresth
for avariety of reasons. He landed on top of me, and...| think he broke my rib.

“Shit, you okay?’ he asks, crawling off me.

The ship’saarm sounds on cue.

CHAPTER 44

Lucky we aren’t scrambling to get dressed as we stumble into the corridor.



The Fally liging like this can mean only one thing, and we take another hit asthe four of usintersect in
the hub. The bombardment continues. | smell something burning, and Dinalooks.. . panicked. Never seen
that expression before, so whatever’ s gone wrong, she can't fix it.

Shit.

“We ve got abreach,” she says, breathless. “Cruised too close to New Terra, and now their Satellite
Defense Ingalation isal over us. No surprise, we re on the shit list. Only thing we can do now istry to
Sneek into the amosphere with the shuttle.”

“Why didn’t someone wake me before we got in range?” March growls. “1 didn’t plan on coming up to
the front door and knocking!”

“Youdidn't tell usto, you brainless hump.” Dinaglares at us both. “ Besides, you'rethe onewho l€eft it on
autopilot to go roll around with Jax.”

“The only rolling came when wefd| off the bed.” That’ s probably an unnecessary correction, but trivia
keepsme cam.

“Thereisnotimefor this,” Doc says. “I suggest we get to the shuttleimmediately.”

Tothink | could still be on Gehenna, wiping baby spit off my shoulder. | spare athought for Adele and
Domina, Mattin and Lledla, and for my lovely glastiqueflat. | want to go back; it'shome. | want to make
lovewith March there, so it fedslikewe reflying.

Firg we haveto live through this, however.

Doc'slogic can't be argued, so March answers, “Get anything you need from quarters, only necessities,
and meset back in two minutes. The shuttle' sleaving in three. Move, people.”

We spring into motion. In my case I’ m heading to quartersto grab achange of clothesand my PA. | just
unpacked, dammit. It'shard totell what I'vegot, but | cram it dl in the bag and move down the hal at
adead run. When | reach the hold, | see Dinawaiting. She' s got the doors open, and | regard the boxy
little vessd dubioudy.

“How the hdll isthisthing going to get usto the surface under fire?”

“It won't befired on,” she assuresme. “I can trick out the energy readings so our signal will belost amid
the big boom the Fally’ s going to make. Just got to timeit right.”

“If yousay 0.” | climb aboard and buckle mysdf into the second row of sests.

Shefollows, but she getsin front, choosing the copilot’s chair. Better to make the techno-mojo, |
suppose. My handsfed like I’ ve been squeezing squid, and my stomach keepstrying to push out my
throat. If | hate terrestrial driving, then | hate shoe boxes like thisten times more. A kid on a scooter
could take us out, let alone the kind of damage those SDIs are dedling.

March and Doc arrive smultaneoudy, although the geneticit frets as he clambersin beside me. 1 hopel
retrieved dl my data. Got the Mareq samples...but I’ ve discovered some unexpected linkssince I’ ve
been studying your most recent scans—"’

“Shut up and strap in.” Nice to know March doesn't reserve his charm for me aone.

“Yes, of course.” Doc pileshisthings a hisfeet and complies asthe larger ship fedslikeit’ s shaking to



pieces around us.

“Life support’sonline. We ve got maybe two hours before the air startsto go bad,” Dinatdlsus, asif we
didn’t have enough to worry about.

“Get the loading doors open, Dina. We' re going for aride.” I'm disgusted to detect a note of pure
exhilaration in March’ svoice.

Swear to Mary, he thrives on adversity, and if that’ s the case, no wonder he wants me around. Wherel|
used to be charmed, everything | touched turned to gold; snce Matins1V, it'slike | stepped through a
witching mirror to the other sde. But hey, a least March enjoys my jinx, right?

“Surething, boss”

Asthe doors swing open, | decide there' s nothing scarier than seeing space with just afew centimeters of
poly-meta dloy between you and horrible asphyxiation. However, there sabright sde. If wewind up
out there, we'll only have about ten secondsto fed sorry for ourselves.

“I givethe poor girl thirty seconds,” Dinasays, hushed, like someone’ s dying.

At firg | think she' stalking about me, but then we almost seem to drift off the Folly. March uses power
sparingly, and | glimpsethefirg hint of what Dinameant. With hull splintered, huge hunks of meta adrift,
shelookslike she' s about to break in two. Y et the SDI fires with the relentless precision of a
mechine-driven attack.

| can’t watch, so | squeeze my eyes shut. It fed s like we re moving too dow; any minute the SDI could
figure out that we re not wreckage. But maybe that’ sthe key here, just asit isin nature. In my survival
training, we learned never to run from apredator; it just makesit think you' re something that should be
chased.

At least my ribs stopped hurting—nothing like adrendine to cure what ails you.
“Now,” Dinaorders. “ She' sgoing to pieces. Head for the surface!”

In such asmall craft | fed the speed especidly in my stomach, and | become aware of Doc, gray-faced
and sweating beside me. He lied to me, so why | should | careif helooksworsethan | fed? But we'rea
team, whether | like it or not. Wordlessy | offer my hand, and he squeezesit asif he wantsto make
blood shoot out my fingertips.

We come screaming into the atmaosphere like an angry comet. Did we leave atrail ? |s anyone coming
behind us going to be able to tell what happened? Any minute | expect the shuttle to shake gpart, but
March manages amid cursing that does Mair proud.

Dinamonitors panels and sensors, muttering suggestions. * Ease up, dammit. Y ou’ re going to burn out the
gabilizers, and | don't think we want to test impact resistance in thisthing.”

He spares her alook. Not just alook, the look. “Y ou want to fly this?’
Huh, I’ m not the only one who gets that.

“No, but just remember—"

Oh, that noise can’'t be good.

“Told you to ease up.” She sounds so smug, considering that the shuttle wobbles like it wantsto sart



spinning and not stop until we collide, hard, with the ground.

Although I’'m not an expert, | tend to prefer that doesn’t happen. They bicker back and forth while Doc
crushesthe shit out of my hand. Maybe | beieve too much in March, but | don’t think we re going to
crash. Sure enough, even with the unsteady shimmy, side-to-side stir-fry action, he managesto dow the
shuttle, skimming over the ground as helooks for aplaceto land.

March puts us down just before the stabilizers crackle for the last time. Doc staggers out as soon asthe
doors open, falls onto his hands and knees. | turn away so | don’t have to see him getting sick. My
stomach till fedls shaky, and that’ s not hel ping. | step away, and then scrape apalm over my face. Time
to take stock.

Wereinthemiddleof afidd.

If Old Terraisaghetto world, an urban sprawl stripped of natural resources, then New Terraisitsfarm
colony. Citieshere arefew and far between. | lived in New Boston, where my parents styled themselves
“society,” but thisinfinite expanse of golden grain boasts no landmarks. Overhead, the sky looms heavy
and gray, indifferent, but the wind smells of damp earth and growing things, an echo of my childhood
clear as aphantom with twin plaits and a handful of sweets.

“Sowhere arewe?’ Dinaasks. To my vast exasperation, they al regard me with expectant expressions,
even March, like | should be able to pinpoint our location viasome native globa positioning system.

“New Terra”

Doc dtraightens, wiping his mouth with the back of hishand. “I believe she meant more specificaly,
Srantha”

No shit? The man redlly has a penchant for stating the obvious. That’ s the trouble with geniuses; most of
them seem to lack anything like asense of humor, so they’ re forever “clarifying” for other people when
they were, in fact, being smart-asses.

“Y ou know it's been like sixteen years since I’ ve been here, right? And | wasn't aworld traveler beforel
signed with the Corp, not that there’ stoo much to see” | wave ahand at the vegetation, which, thanksto
the wind, seemsto wave back. “But it' s definitely a Conglomerate world. The Corp hastheir home office
I,.He.ﬂ

“Wel,” March says, “snce we can't fly the shuttle, we need to get some distance fromit. | don’t think
we want to be found here if someone comeslooking.”

That’ sthefirst sengblething I’ ve heard. We have gray men and bounty hunterslooking for us. Neither
will stop until they bring usin, the former for order and honor, the latter for the payday. Now that we're
stranded in enemy territory, shit’ sonly going to get harder. March glances at me, smiling. Heredlly does
lovethis.

Dinashrugs. “If we're going, let’ sgo. We re burning daylight.”

| ding my bag over my shoulder while Doc fidgets with various bits of gear. What he took to be essentid
seems like alot more than what the rest of us grabbed.

My stomach growls. Can’t remember when | ate last. Jump-travel has away of lagging the shit out of
your biosystems. “ Did anyone think to snag some rations?’

“I’ve got aweek’ sworth of paste.” March doesn’t look delighted by the prospect, though, and he’ sthe



survival specidig.

“Perfect,” Saul says, dl loaded up. Good thing he' s strong; he'll need to be. “It could aways be worse,
hm?’ he adds, sounding determinedly cheerful.

Nobody responds to that, but before we walk ten meters, it startsto rain.

CHAPTER 45

March isthe only one who brought bivouac.

Likel said, he' sthe surviva expert. Doc packed dl hislab gear, various scanners and samplers, other
stuff | don’t know the names for, while Dinabrought her tools. Asfor me, | grabbed my favorite shoes
and clean underwear. What can | say, some of my mother’ slessons stuck, although | refuse to put my
hair up, and | haven’'t worn adressin amost twenty years.

If she had her way, I’ d have avanillahusband and adignified career asan art dedler, sdlling to the
cultured at an exorbitant price. Instead, I’ m plodding through afield, lost, while my belly chewsthrough
my backbone. For afleeting moment | wonder what thelife | left behind would' ve been like. Just as
quickly I dismissthe curiosty; I d have choked to death in their world.

Wewalk until true sunset. | pause, gazing up at the streaked sky, tear trails of scarlet blurred over cobalt.
Damn, haven't seen one of those since we left Lachion, though I’'m not sure how long ago that was. |
wonder how Keri isfaring among the clans, whether she's married the Gunnar yet. Nobody says much
aswe set camp near a scrubby copse of treesthat exist only to demarcate one field from another.

Therain subsdesinto amiserable mis, drizzling down through our clothes until we' redl irascible. Dinner
takesdl of thirty seconds, but my mood improves marginaly when | see Doc and Dinawrap up inrain
dickers and bed down on the wet ground. Seemslike | may end up the sameway sincedl | haveisclean
underwesr, but then | see March beckoning me from the mouth of hisdeep cylinder. Thisthing only
holds one person, but | manage to wriggle in beside him. He fastens the end up, and we elbow each

other more than once in getting settled.

Ashepullsmeclose, | hear Dinagrumble, “Shit, I'd deep with him to get out of thiswegther.”
Into the sillence, Doc stage-whispers, “ Sowould 1.”
| break down as March calls back, “No thanks, I'm good.”

Guess| am crazy because even though | have no earthly reason to believe things are going to work out,
right now I’'m happy. MaybeI’m like March, and | thrive under lessthan-ideal circumstances. What a
fragging understatement.

“Please don't make me listen to you shagging,” Dinacracks. | hear Doc laughing, likethisisan adult
deepover. “Theran’'sbad enough.”

“You'rejust jeadlous you didn’'t get me while you had the chance,” | shoot back, before March shushes
mewith akiss.

But there’ sno room for anything else, even if we were so inclined, and I’m not. Though I’'m finewith the
other two knowing about March and mein the abstract, | don’t get into V& E. My kinks are pretty tame,
cometo that. Hisbody heat warmsme, and | fall adeep listening to him bregathe.



In the morning, it's more paste and some bitching for breakfast. No surprise that | bear the brunt
of it because | just thought to check my PA. Asit turnsout, 245 does, in fact, possess anavigation
system, eveniif | don't.

“Greetings, Srrantha Jax. It has been six days since your last entry.” Do | detect atrace of censurein
245’ s synthesized tone? I’ m telling you, thislittle gadget is not like other Als.

“Sorry about that.”
“Areyou il having the dreams? Would you liketo—"

“Er, no. Let’ snot talk about that.” My cheeksburn as| try to shut the machine up. Y eah, | talked to 245
when | was on Gehenna. | cringe, remembering the way | rambled about March. * Can you figure out
wherewe are? | saw that you have—"

“What world isthis, Srantha Jax? | possess the ability to calculate geographic location based on | atitude
and longitude, but | need to assmilate certain local parameters to ensure accurate computation.”

“New Terra” | givethe same answer asyesterday, but it offers sgnificantly different resultsthistime.

“According to my best estimate,” 245 says modestly, “the nearest settlement lies eighteen kilometers
north-northwest. Unless| have erred, thiswould be Maha City.”

Shit.

| can seein their faces, they have no ideawhat that means. But we' re halfway across the continent from
New Boston. “Thanks, 245. Seeyou later.” With that, | snap the sphere shut, only to notice the way the
othersare saring a me. “What?’

“It' syour best friend, huh?’ Dinasmirksat me.
“No, that’ s you, sweetness.”

| makelike I’m going to hug her, and she shuts up rea quick. She even backs away like I’m dangerous,
deranged, or diseased. Doc glances up from organizing his gear to offer ahalf smile. HE s been too quiet.

“Not abad hike.” March tips his head back, ng the clouds.

| could tel himit’snot going to rain. Today, the sun beats down on us from a pure blue sky, drying up
the muddy patches. Even the grain glittersin the distance, throwing golden sparks row to row with each
ripple of thewind. But it is going to get hot.

Sighing, | say, “Let’s see how far we get then.”

Nightfall finds me exhausted and bitchy, although the other three hold up better. March wantsto
press on. Doc and Dinadon’t seem to care, irritatingly solid, both of them, so | drag my feet and
mumble. | fed sweaty and wilted; my scalp itches, and every exposed inch of skin has been stung or
bitten by something. We' ve passed severa farms and outbuildings, but we agreethat it' sabad ideato
linger where strangers must be scarce. So | suck it up and keep going, but | draw the linewhen |
overhear the whispered conversation taking place asthefirst city lights comeinto view.

“She'sgot to,” Dinamurmurs, low. “Y ou know she' sthe one they’ relooking for, and with al that
har—"



“What about my hair?’ | sop in darm, gathering the wild massin both hands.

“I don't know that it matters,” Doc sayswith astrange, tight smile.

My eyes go to March, who produces awicked-looking knife. “I'm sorry, Jax.”

“No! Comeon, | can...” But | come up with nothing, so | bend my head dumbly, the sacrificid goat.

I’'m not brave. As March starts hacking, my vision blurs, and | can’t help but sniffle. | don’t remember
thelast time | had my hair cut; it'smy trademark. Maybeit’ sfrizzy, unruly, wild asan Anduvian ice otter,
but it sme—

And that is exactly why it hasto be shorn.

But he' snot content just to diceit short. | start when | fed the blade scraping across my skull. “What the
frag—"

“It'Il help you passfor aboy,” Dinaexplains. She takes a closer ook then and gives me aroguish grin.
“Or aredlly cute butch. Rawr. Er, anyway, try to keep your head down until we can do something about
those eyes”

“What' swrong with my eyes?”
“They’rememorable,” March says, wiping the blade on histhigh.

Sweet, but it doesn’t make mefed one bit better about being bald. The wind feelstoo cold againgt my
naked scap, and | run my fingers over the rough shave with apained little whimper. | think | might cry.

“For Mary’ssake,” Dinagrumbles, “it’ sjust hair. It' [l grow back.”
“Want meto shave yours?’ | growl &t her.
Sheshrugs “If it'll shut you up.”

“Let usgivethem amoment.” Doc guides her away, probably whispering that she needs sensitivity
training.

March bends his head to mine, kissng mein addicate brush of warmth. “Y ou’re gorgeous. All that hair
hiding such beautiful bones, | can't beieveit.”

Though I know he' s bullshitting me, trying to smooth me past the desire to throw afit, it helps. “You're
sofull of it.”

March shakes his head, solemn asabarrigter. “No, redly. Y ou might even look better thisway.” |
narrow my eyeson him, knotting my fist in his shirt. “Too much?’

“Uh, yesh.”

After lacing our fingerstogether, he leads me toward the others. Maha City twinkles against the dark,
glints of scarlet and slver snaking together asif to form a cogent image. We re just not high enough to
appreciate the art.

“Sowho areyou, Jax?’ | see him smiling, teeth gleaming in the moonlight. Oh, he' steasing me, but his
comeuppanceisnigh. “My little brother?’



| shrug, studiedly casud. “That' s not what you need to worry about.”
Histhumb dides over my index finger in a soft, proprietary caress. “And what would that be?’
“Being the guy who wantsto shag your own little brother.”

That’ sthefirg time I’ ve gotten the last word with March.

CHAPTER 46

Our creditsare running low.

| made enough to get by on Gehenna, but Outskirts currency possesses no exchange vaue on
Conglomerate worlds. Keri could wire usfunds, as Lachionisnomindly a Corp world, but it would link
her to us, and that’ s something we need to avoid, considering our infamy. If anyone suspected them of
bankrolling our activities, that would be the end. So I’'m not sure how we re going to pay for somewhere
to stay, or how we' re supposed to make our way al the way to New Boston.

Worry nagsmelike afrigid wife. We can't take public trangport because | can't use officid stations. It
would be disastrousif | tried to travel usng my own identity, and it would take both creds and
connections to acquire agood forgery. And we don't know anyone except my parents, and it’snot like
can ask them for help. If they're dive, they’ re mortified at how low I’ ve sunk and aretelling everyone
they aren’t related to me. | don’t redlize I’'m scowling until March smooths the lines from between my
brows.

“WE I figure something out,” he assures me softly.

Maha City spinsout in concentric rings. At the center lies the posh upscale area, including the business
digtrict, the metropolitan museum, and the municipa center. | gleaned that much from looking &t the map
245 showed me, but what | didn’t redlize isthat the farther you go from the city center, the worse it gets.

We pass through shantytown first, hovels scraped together from spare parts and scrap metd. A dog sits
intheroad, gazing at uswith uncanny eyes. Itslips curl back from itsmuzzle, and it growlsdeep inits
throat aswe pass by. The only vehicles seem derdlict, rusted, and we find afamily adeep when we peer
ingde

“I"d rather camp than look for aroom here.” Dinaspesksfor al of us, for once.

“I thought the Corp promised prosperity for everyone.” The skin on the back of my neck prickles, asif

we' re being watched. Aswe continue deeper into the city, | fed glad that from my silhouette and shaven
head, | ook like a boy athough that wouldn’t discourage the determined.

“Only in advertissments,” March murmurs.

A yawn that crackles my jaw overtakes me, the sort that leaves your eyes watering, but we can’t rest
until wefind asafe place. Dying in our degp won't solve anything in the long run, even if anihilist would
argueit’'s coming down the pike a some point anyway, so we might aswell embraceit.

The moon hangs over us, bloated, gibbous, and yellow—its beams|ook tainted asthey dide over the
corrugated sheltersin rivers of aily light. We trudge aong until the streets start getting brighter, and we' re
greeted with a collage of low-dung buildings, flophouses and speskeasies. Distant, mdlifluous notes dink
toward usin the dark like melancholy whores.

No structure stands over two storiestal, asif they squat herein fear of giantsthat tear such hubris down,



but an acrid smdl hangs heavy in the air, declaring the machinery functiona. We re unlikely to do better
at thistime of night. So weturn a random into awhite building with asign that proclaims with laconic
largesse: rooms.

We transact business with agreasy man wearing a shirt stained with aweek’ sworth of dinnersand
armpit swest. Hair bristlesfrom hisfacein aporcine fashion, and his grunts as we pay for our rooms
reinforce that impression. He handles our renta through ametd grill, densely woven, only adot large
enough to dide acredit stick through at the bottom.

“Twelve, fourteen, and sixteen, down toward the end. There’' sacommuna san-shower, last door.” He
manages to gpeak without moving his mouth, without making eye contact. Just aswell because I’ m not
supposed look at people until | get sometinted lenses.

Thisisn't the sort of place where they ask for names or identification, and I’'m glad to go. The office
smélls of rancid meat and human sweat, loneliness and despair. Back outside, we follow the broken
walk, counting the prefab housing units until we find ours. These rooms don’t have palm locks because
that would require configuration technology. He s given usthree digits that open the meta tumbler
latching the door, and there’ s no telling how many others know it.

“Becareful,” | tel Dinaand Doc, asthey go on to their rooms.
Shelaughs. “Anything that comesin on me tonight better be prepared to die”

March pauses at the door, spinning the numerals until | hear asnick. The room revedled barely qudifies
for the name, squeaking in by virtue of itsfour walls and ceiling. No windows, no san facilities, no
furniture, there' sjust the ragged deep-mat that appearsto be affixed to the floor.

| flash him awry smile. “No wonder | like you. Since you take me to such nice places, and you do hair,
too.”

He hasthe grace to show chagrin as he runs ahand over my bare scalp. “I redly am sorry, Jax. But it
wasfor the best.”

“l know. Y ou want the shower?”

Shaking hishead, he drops his bag, then kissesthe tip of my nose. “Y ou take the first one. It' sonly fair,
consdering what I’ ve put you through. | might sack out, though, if you take more than five minutes.” He
givesmeadeepy smile.

There sthefist again, squeezing a my heart. Shit, | don’t want to fed like this, but sometimes,
sometimes the man can be so swest. It’ s getting harder to remember what an asshole he can be.
“Thanks”

| can’t wait to be clean, so | head for the san-shower. It sblack in here, stale, sour air that smells asif it
blows upward from sinister, sulfuric placesin the earth. | bump the door shut behind mewith my hip, and
I’mimmediately sorry.

“Lightson.”

Standing herein the dark convinces me the facilitiesmust be manual, so | fumble around, hearing my own
bresthing. My heart resoundsin my earsas| find the switch. Sudden illumination. | svallow ashriek asa
swarm of chittering insects scuttle across the floor and out of sight. Being dirty seems much less
objectionable, but | refuse to concede defeat. So | close my eyes and scrub up, amazed at how fast it
goeswithout hair to wash.



| dress quickly, watching my feet for the return of those cregpy things. Crunchy bugs make the inside of
my stomach shudder. Shouldering my bag, | step out onto the walk, flick the switch, then shut the door
behind me.

My heart gives awild thump as Doc steps out of the shadows. Right, he’s in room 16, the last before
the shower. But | thought | heard the murmur of him talking to someone, athough | don’t see anyone
elsearound.

“Y ou scared me.”

Mary, helooks so strangein this light, something about the way the moon shines his eyes, amost blind
but feral. | fed the same unease as | did aboard the Fally, after | discovered his deception.

“Did 1?7
“Yes” | back up astep, wrestling with anirrationd ingtinct telling meto run.

“Intuitionisan interesting thing,” he says. “ Sometimesit gives us cues that cannot be explained by logic.
Don’t you find that to be the case, Sirantha?’

“Doc wouldn't havelied tome.” | take another step back, finding mysdlf flush againgt the building. “He
wouldn’t. Who are you?’

Inamovement so fast | can't track it, the creature whips an arm around my throat. “Excellent. I'm tired
of thisskin.” Hisflesh ssemsto liquefy, then it doughs away to reved abony carapace with black holes
where the eyes should be. The creature’ s body €longates, no longer short and stocky. “ So cramped and
limiting.”

“YoureaSider,” | breathe.

I’ve heard of them, so dubbed because they can dide into someone ese' slife seamlesdy. They'rethe
best bounty huntersin the known universe, native to Ithiss-Tor, but who expects ever to meet one?
They'rerare like chi-masters and glass-dancers. | should fed flattered that the Corp set one on me,
Instead, my stomach knots, and my pams start to swest.

“An unflattering designation.” I1ts mandible flexes, asign of displeasure, undoubtedly. “Y ou were so
cooperative, coming to New Terrawith melikethis.”

Shit.

“M-maybe we could cut aded—" | try to stall, find out what it wants most. Maybe someone will come
out and surpriseit. If | scream, will it kill me? Am | worth more dead or dive? | fragging wish | knew.

“How much do you care for them?” it whispers. “If you refuse to accompany me to the rendezvous point,
my associates will descend on this place and kill everyone for theinconvenience. But if you cooperate, |
will let them go. Thereisno bounty on them, and | care nothing for this*project,” athough the doctor’s
researchis...interesting. However, | have not been hired to safeguard Farwan' sinterests, only to retrieve
you.”

| fed itsclaw tracing acaress across my throat.

CHAPTER 47

My bag dips from my fingers.



When they discover it, they’ Il know something iswrong. Whether that will help mein any fashion, | don’t
know. It'sclear that | have to go with him, however. | have a better chance of survival if | cooperate.
Maybe | can escape from the Corp facility. Maybe | can escape en route, but if | struggle or scream, this
Slider will dit my throat. | could rouse the others, but I’ d be dead before they could help me. Backed by
along, proud higtory of not-dying, | know when someone' s serious.

Beyond dl that, | won't let him missthe rendezvous. | won't permit these bastards to descend on Dina
and March. | think thisisthe only semisdlflessthing I’ ve ever donein my life,

“Timeismoney, Sirantha.” Thetalon on my jugular depresses, and | swallow, feding my pulse pound like
I’'m prey.

“Let’sgo.”
Can't wonder what happened to Doc.

“A wisechoice.” It sngps something around my wrigt. “If you move more than two hundred metersfrom
the control device on my belt, the dave bracelet will detonate. | have never taken atarget foolish enough
totestit, but | understand it does significant structural damage to the human form. Let usdepart. | am
sure you are no more eager to linger in my company than | am to have you.”

The broken walk leads us away from rented rooms and silent deepers. | follow him, docile as a pet. That
scrapes againg the grain. Now that his claw’ s off my throat, | picture mysdlf killing him, removing the belt
and taking it with me until 1 can get the bracelet off, but.. .that doesn’'t solve my immediate problem, even
if I could get the best of him, which | doubt, unless| strike while he' sadeep. Regardless, | ill haveto
protect Dinaand March, and | can't see any way to do that except by going to the Slider ship.

March. What if hethinks| ran again?| know | don't have arep for being reliable, not like him. Former
acquaintances would say, “ Sirantha Jax values her own ass above dl others.” But | didn’t leave you
because | wanted to, baby. Not thistime.

“I don’'t know,” | mutter. “1 don’t imagine you' re any worse than the Corp.”

The thing makes a curious sound in itsthroat. “Y ou are astrange woman.” | can identify thetone as
amusement, S0 that noise must have been laughter.

“Not thefirst time |’ ve heard that.” Maybe | should be terrified, but so far as| understand, Sliders are
pragmétic. If | don't giveit any trouble, it'sgoing to turn me over to the Corp in one piece. Of course
what comes afterward will probably make me wish | was dead. “ So what should | call you?’

Beside me, its movements strike me as didtinctively mantidike. “Why must you cal me anything?’

“You' reaperson,” | say, trying to sound reasonable as every moment moves us farther away. “Soam .
There s no reason we shouldn't keep thiscivil.”

“Y ou are not a person, you are my captured quarry. But you may cal meVdithif it pleasesyou.”

“Niceto meet you.” I'm determined to be polite. Maybe if I'm nice enough, | can makeit fed guilty
about turning me over to the Corp. And maybe Mother Mary will descend from heaven to deliver
me. If I’'m going to hang my fate on an impossible hook, then | may aswel dream big. “ So what’sit like
on Ithiss-Tor? 1’ ve never been. Y our people don’t encourage tourism.”

“No, | supposethey do not,” he agrees, but his pitch disturbs me. | hear dual harmonicsthat make me
fed asthough | am listening to more than one entity. “ Asfor the homeworld, | have not returned in many



years”
“Why not?’

“If you believe our relationship issuch that | shal confidein you, Sirantha Jax, you are much mistaken.
Now keep slent.”

Velith picksacareful path back toward the shantytown. Appears we' re not going deeper into Maha
City, which make sense. Nobody notes the comings and goings out here. If nothing else, there sacertain
freedom in abject poverty, | suppose. When we reach atruly impressive junkyard, he pauses and
activates one of the devices| didn't recognize. It glows gold, and then there’ s an answering hum from a
ship well concedled among the derdlicts.

“Seems your associates are punctua,” | observe unnecessarily.
“Itisone of their few redeeming qudlities”

“That good, huh?1 can’t wait to meet them. Bet you' re abundle of charm in comparison, the ‘face’ man
of the organization.”

He—she>—makes the odd choking noise again. “ Y ou are not what | expected, based on the
hol o-footage and the dossier Farwan provided.”

“No, I'm not redlly the blow-up-a-space-station type. More likely to kill acarafe of Parnassian red and
flash my tits. Or...I used to be. Not much of that, lately.”

“I recommend you keep your chest covered on board. My associates are more likely to takeit asan
invitation to dine than asamating overture.”

Shit.

“Y ou mean they aren’'t more—" | break off before | can piss Vdith off by calling hisrace Sidersagain.
Troubleis, | can't recal the respectful term. Theirsis an obscure world, seldom studied in our
exoanthropology courses, not that | ever took such athing.

“No,” hesaysdryly, asif I'manidiot for envisioning acrew comprised of Siders. “But you will seefor
yoursdlf, soon enough.”

Asif on cue, the doorsflip up with asoft hiss of decompression. Slim and deek, shining with
ultrachrome, the ship appearsto be a Siverfish, good for them, bad for me, asit’ sthe fastest
transplanetary vessdl available today. Once | climb aboard I’ be delivered to Corp headquartersin
Ankarg inlessthan two hours.

Vdith curls his hand around my unshackled wrigt, and I’'m surprised to find that his pam fedsleathery
but not unpleasant. The chitin of hisface givesmethe crawliessince | can't stand insects with ahard
carapace, the way they crunch when you step on them... Oh Mary. A shudder runsthrough me.

He glances back, seeming to misinterpret my reaction. “Y ou have nothing to fear from me, Sirantha. Y ou
have comported yourself asamodel captive, and | will ddiver you to your destination unharmed.”

“It'snot you I’'m worried about,” | answer truthfully, aswe board viathree small stepsthat flip down
from the low-dung craft.

“Thatis...mog unusud.”



| think I ve managed to surprise him. Looking like that, no doubt he' s used to people pissing themselves
once he sheds his human skin. | wonder if he can smell the acrid tang of terror, whether our emotions
manifest to him in the olfactory spectrum. If so, it probably tells him something about his prisoner’s
intended course of action, and | would do well to remember that. A jump in my adrendinelevels might
communicate itself to him in some fashion, warning him I’ m about to try something.

Sighing, because | truly needed something € se to worry about, | take stock of my surroundings. The
interior of a Silverfish is cramped, not intended for extended use. | count ten seats and five of them are
filled.

“Mother Mary,” | breathe. “Y our crew is made up of—" Vdith claps a claw across my mouth as a growl
goes up from the fanged collective. It occurs to me that they would find the term derogatory.

Glad hedidn’t let me say it.

“Yes. Asyou noted earlier, | am the charming one. So | suggest we get under way before you precipitate
aproblem.”

One of them squeezesmy arm as| walk by; it'snot awarning or acruelty so much as...well, testing my
flesh for texture, | suppose. To them, | must look like dinner on the hedl. No wonder Velith told meto
keep mysdlf covered, athough breasts wouldn't be astasty asthey look, al glands and fat.

Vdlith hissesand chitters, gesturing with both claws and mandible. What | take to be an argument ensues,
maybe his crew wantsto est my extremities before ddivering me?If | arrive alive but truncated, that
would il fulfill the terms of their contract. Findly, one of the Morgut raightensitslower limbsand
skitters upright. | find the movement both horrifying and hypnotic. Thisisacreature, who by al
evolutionary standards, should not exist, and it’ s heading for the cockpit.

How the hell am | going to get out of this?

“Just amisunderstanding,” Vdith assures me, as he sinksinto a seat with the mantis motion that seems
comforting compared to the gppalling otherness| discern among the Morgut. That’s human dang: We
named them so for their insatiable appetite. ..more gut than anything else. They are the stuff of terror vids
and bedtime stories told each other by children in hushed, glesful whispers.

He pats the space next to him, surred but cordid. “Make yoursdf comfortable, Srantha. Thiswill dl be
over shortly.”

Y eah, that’ s exactly what I’ m afraid of.

CHAPTER 48

| manage to sit beside Velith quietly for all of ten minutes.

Theingde of the vessd carries astrange sweet-and-sour tang. I’ m not sureif it’'s an odor given off by the
Morgut or afood source concedled somewhere. It'sdl | can do to keep from staring over my shoulder
at them, but | don’t want to show interest, either.

Asagpecies, they' reintdligent but savage, seldom seen on human worlds, primarily because they view
usasaddicacy. Gehennaisthe most liberal of ports, but after constant incident reports, they becamethe
last non-Conglomerate world to restrict Morgut travel. Here on New Terra, they used to require a permit
and atrainer sworn to control them and assumeliability for their damages. That sums Farwan
Corporation up right there. They don’t care about loss of life, just property damage.



“How comethey don't eat you?’

“I beg your pardon?’

He doesn't need to turn his head to glance at me. The disconcerting placement of his eyes permitshimto
sudy meat hisleisure. I'm dmost accustomed to the insectile qudity of hismannerisms, but | can't figure
out how he manages to speak universal. Maybe he has avocalizer implanted; that would seem to make
sense.

“TheMorgut'll eat anything. How can you work with them safely?’
His mandible twitches. “My body chemistry renders me poisonous to them.”

“Oh. That's convenient. | guess they make incredible enforcers. Strike terror into the hearts of hardened
ciminas”

“Yes” Heinclineshishead. “Though it is occasiondly difficult to persuade them that our bounties would
not be better served with asweet glaze and mixed fruit.”

| grin abit. “Wasthat ajoke?’

“Perhaps”

“I have to know, were you the ones who chased usinto grimspace?’

“Your pilotisgood,” Vdith says. “ The ghosts were clever and made tracking you exceedingly difficult.”
“| don’'t suppose—"

“No. Goto deep, Srrantha.”

“I should have known you weren't Doc,” | mutter. “He never calls me Sirantha. And he doesn’t need me
to hold hishand during alanding, and he doesn’t suffer from motion sckness”

“I did not interpret him well? | adjudged him ascholarly individua, a betamale, who would behave with
sometimidity in certain Stuations.” Hereactslike avid-actor being advised his performance was over the
top.

“You did dl right faking the science tuff, dthough it hel psthat none of us have a clue what he' stalking
about half thetime, but for personality, no. Not even close.” | Sgh, tallying up al theinconsistencies.
“Whereishe, by theway?’

| don't want to believe he' sdead. Nutty asit might sound, | sort of likethis Slider. | don’t doubt he' d kill
if it were necessary, but I’m beginning to get asense of hisintellect. He prefersto think hisway around
problems.

Vdith lifts onejointed shoulder in afair gpoproximation of ashrug. “1 left him in astorage locker. | would
surmise he has gotten out by now in somefashion.”

No wonder he pushed to get us off Gehenna as soon as possible. Some of the tension eases out of my
shoulders, but then | redlize | have something else to worry about. “ That stuff you said about the
lesons...did you make that up?’

He hesitates. “1...examined al the dataand Dr. Solaith’s notes, but | am not a scientist, and | needed
you to jump to New Terra. The Morgut could not pass on Gehennafor obvious reasons, and | feared |



would require their ass stance to subdue you.”

“Why in the hell would you think that?” | put my hand to my head, meaning to messwith my hair as|
tend to do when I’'m nervous, but | find nothing but rough skin. Fragging bastard, no wonder he said it
didn’t matter if | shaved my head, and now I’'m bald for nothing.

“Y ou are acunning and dangerous woman, Sirantha, wanted on every Conglomerate world for mass
murder and wanton acts of terrorism.”

Shit. From his point of view, he' sthe good guy, and it' s astonishing he has been this polite to me. How
ironic; it speakswell of him. 1 wish | had 245 with me; she could probably figure something out. But
she'sinthebag | dropped outside the san-shower.

Has March found it yet? Do they know I’'m missing?

Desperation lacesmy voice. I’ ve got lessthan an hour to think my way out of this. “Did it ever occur to
you to that the Corp isguilty of disseminating faseinformation? I’ m the only survivor from the Sargasso
but | didn’t do that. The landing authority used override codes on our vessd and supplied incorrect
coordinates, the wrong trgjectory. They fragging engineered that crash.”

“Every convict dlamsheisinnocent.”

| nod. Every scum-sucking lowlife he's captured has probably begged and pleaded, professing his
innocence. I’'m just one morein along line; tough shit for methat in my caseit’ sactudly true. For the first
timeinmy life, | can't seeaway out.

He |l deliver meto the Corp, wherethey’ |l turn me over to Unit Psych Newe, who will work on me until
I”’m broken, until | confessto anything they want: Matins 1V and DuPont Station, who knowswhat €lse.
After dl this, forget Whitefish, they’ re going to execute me. And the Corp comes off squeaky clean.

| can't fucking stand it. And then | redlize there' sanother way. It goesagaingt al my ingtincts, but my
back’sto thewal, and | will not let them win. There' sonelast act of defiance | can offer.

“At the hogtel, would you have killed meif | screamed?’ My voice sounds hoarse, urgent, and he turns
his head then.

Hismandiblesflex asif he finds the question impoalite. “Y es. Then your associates would have rushed to
your aid too late; mine would have descended on the place like locusts. A messy situation, best avoided.”

Then | accomplished what | intended, saved Dinaand March. Huh, so thisiswhat altruism feels like.
It chafes a bit. But | can’t let mysdlf think about March, or | won't have the strength to continue. | force
the words out before | think better of them.

“Pease...if you' d have doneit then, do methis kindness. Do it now. Feed meto the Morgut afterward, |
don't care. Just don’t turn me over to the Corp dive”

Vdith clicks his claws together, a sound | interpret as exasperation. “1 am not amurderer, Srantha. | kill
when | am presented with no viable dternative.”

Wouldn’t you know it? A bounty hunter with a conscience. That’sit then. I’'m out of ideas. Then my
eyeslight on the bracelet he dapped on my wrist. When we get off the ship, | can try to run, hopeto
reach two hundred meters out before I’ m caught. Don't know whether I’ m fast enough to manageiit. |
don’t know if I’m brave enough to do that to mysdlf on purpose.



Butif I run, | might incite their predatory ingtincts. The Morgut might eviscerate me. And asfar aslI’'m
concerned, that' s preferable to returning to acell, going back to Psych Officer Newel. There comesa
time when speculation ceases to maiter and al planning comes down to instinct. Thinking has never been
my strong suit anyhow. | just need to—

Grab Vdith'sarm and dash his claws across my forearm. He scrambles out of his seet like hethinkshe's
under attack; I'm finally showing my true colors, the crazed killer the Corp has painted me. But by the
time hefiguresit out, it stoo late. | work my thumb feverishly over the vein just benesth my elbow, and
the blood redlly startsto flow.

It drips down my forearm and over my fingertips, crimson drops spattering the ki-pants | put on after my
shower, intending to curl up next to March. The blood looks dark and obscene againgt the pale fabric,
living art.

“What isthe matter with you?’ | cantedl by histonethat he doesn’t understand. Not surprising, thisisn't
something a sane person would do.

Hislong, thin body blocks the path to the cockpit, asif | would try to take over the ship. That' sfine; it
even worksin my favor, as|’m heading the other way. Bracing my pams on the back of the seet, |
bounce over, then it' s clear to where the four Morgut Sit, conversing in alow chitter.

Déliberately | draw my arm back and fan it acrosstheir faces. All four of them draw back asif struck;
and then, as one, forked tongues flick out to sample my flavor. Watching their faces, seeing how the
dit-pupil eyesdilate with adifferent sort of lugt, | fed like | could puke, but instead, | murmur, * Good?
Want more?’

And al hdl bresksloose,
CHAPTER 49

| expect to die.

When thefirs Morgut launchesitsdf a me, | don't even flinch. The othersfollow in afury, but | smply
squeeze my eyes shut and stand my ground. But instead of going down benesth awave of rending limbs,
Vélith shoves me behind him. | have no ideawhat’ s going on in his head, but he pushes me back so hard
that | overbaance, damming my head againgt the seet.

My vison fillswith little flecks of light as| hit thefloor. | hear grunts, sounds of scuffling, and weapon fire
asif through atunnd. Feel something hot and viscous spattering my face. | could crawl under the sedts.
Wait. Instead | push to my hands and knees, dizzy and nauseous. | don’t know how much blood I've
log.

When | force my eyes open, theridge along my brow throbs, maybe | hit my face on something on the
way down. The carnage astonishes me. Of thefive, only Veith'sleft standing, but helooks redly fragged
up. Two of the Morgut bodies are still convulsing, pestilent ooze boiling out of their wounds.

“Why?Why did you do that?" We voice the question in unison, dthough we' re asking vagily different
things

“All I wanted wasto die,” | whisper. “Why didn’t you let me? Y ou till get paid.”

He sbleeding in four placesthat | can see, athin, ddicate stream. Thought his blood would ook
different, but Ve ismore like me than the Morgut. HE snot amongter.



His claws click together, and it makes mefed hisagitation. “1 captured you dive, Srantha. Never hasa
target been dain whilein my charge, and no one is going to sully my impeccable record, not you, not
them. Now sit down and shut up before | am tempted to see how much damage you can survive.”

The Siverfish dows. Even though it' sagraceful descent, | fedl the lessening dtitude in my belly and inthe
way my knees bend dightly asif gravity asserts more influence closer to the ground. Don't know whether
we ve reached Corp headquarters or if the pilot heard the commotion, but I’ m betting on the latter.

A low, unpleasant noise comes over the comm system, and Veith cocks his head, listening. “No. Nicht.
Do not come back here. Everything isfine. Kegp going.” Then helapsesinto the chittering | find
unintdligible

But whatever he' s saying doesn’t appear persuasive, and the Morgut pilot puts us down so deftly |
barely fed the touchdown. Whatever e se may be said of them, they know their way around aship. |
hear the door to the cockpit unseal with a soft whoosh, but Vdith greets him with a shot to the head, and
his brains spray out bile green against the bulwark, more modern art.

He seemsto read my reaction and liftsa shoulder in that endearing amost shrug. “I never liked him.”

That strikes me as absurdly amusing, but | manage to contain my laughter, knowing it will come out
sounding like hygteria. “Why did you kill him?’

“They were clutchmates. He would have attacked usif | had not reacted thus, and | am in no condition to
engage in unnecessary violent confrontation.”

| shake my head. “Y ou're crazier than they say | am. Y ou should' ve let them kill me. What' swaiting for
me a Corp headquartersis so much worse.”

With that | turn and head for the door. I’ m not afraid of him anymore. My peaceable surrender has
accomplished something that | don’t quite comprehend, but it seems he fedl's honor bound to protect me
until we reach our destination. | can use that to my advantage. As he pointed out, heisn’t in top shape
right now. Neither am |, so we' d be two cripples mixing it up with our crutches, so to spesk.

Hope neither one of usis that dumb.

| hit the button that unsedl s the outer doors, and the stairs lower with the smooth sound of
well-maintained machinery. A gust of frosty air sendsachill straight through me, and when | peer out, |
seethat we'rein the middle of nowhere. Big surprise. But instead of afield full of golden grain, we've
landed in smooth, white tundra, mountains in the distance, dso white-capped. I’ m fragging hungry, so
they remind me of choclaste cakes with cream sauce on top. The sky looks asif it may snow, and the
light diffused through the clouds appears touched with gold.

We can't be more than ahdf hour from headquarters by Silverfish flight, but as previoudy noted, these
shipsareinsandy fast. | have no way of caculating the distance from here to Ankargj, athough the Corp
isprobably tracking our flight in some fashion.

Sure enough, the comm cracklesto life in the cockpit. “ Spiral, thisis control. Do you need assstance?
We show you stdled in the Teresengi Basin.”

Velith bounds for the cockpit, leaping with unsettling grace over the corpsesthat litter the aide. Being
battle-sore hasn't decreased his agility. Tapping the panel, hereplies, “ Y es, but | would a so appreciate
some information. Why does my target claim that Farwan Corporation is responsible for the crash on
Matins 1V? Why doesthe target prefer to provoke apack of Morgut to being extradited into your



custody?’
His questions meet with an uncomfortable silence.
Shit.

Now I’m the one running for the cockpit. | struggle to turn off the feed, but he holds me away, waiting for
the answer. My heart starts to pound because | know...l know we rein danger. They’re not going to
send aid now; they’re going to send aerid assault. | know how they think. | know about their damage
control. When he started asking the wrong questions, he ceased to factor for them.

“She'sinsane,” the contraller finaly responds. “ She would say anything. Just St tight, and help will arrive
shortly. We have aunit en route.”

“Comeon.” | tug a hisarm. “We haveto get out of here. Right now. We cannot be on this ship when
they get here”

“They clam you are mentally unbaanced, Srantha.” | wish | could read his expression, but I’'m incapable
of digtinguishing anything but the twitch of his mandible and the clicking of hiscdaws, and maybe|
interpret thoseincorrectly aswell. *Y our behavior suggests paranoia, a best.”

“You hdf believeme.” | grab him by the collar. Mary, helooks strange, ill wearing Doc's clothes that
aretoo big and too short, so badly shredded by Morgut fangs. “Or you wouldn’t have mentioned it. I’ ve
raised some doubt in you. Give me this much. Come off the ship with me. Over there...” I'm pulling him
now, and I’'m surprised to feel him follow. With my free hand, | point to adark jumble of rock in the
distance. “To wait. If they redly intend to rescue us, there will be a search party and we'll go to meet
them peacefully. | won't give you any more trouble, and you can forget you ever saw me. But if I'm
right. ..then we don't die when they blow the Spiral dl to hell and clam it crashed. Vdlith, please”

“Vey well,” hesaysfinaly. “A test. But wewill need some suppliesif we are to wait with any degree of
comfort.”

He packs with an economy of motion that March would envy and hands me the bag to carry. That's
when | notice his shoulder, half-torn from the socket, and | wonder how he can bear it. Before we step
out onto the crisp snow, covered with anicy crust that professes we' re the first to have stepped foot here
inalong time, we wrap up in blankets. The outcropping Stsalittle farther out than it seems, but we make
thetrek just as| glimpsethe whitetrail in the sky that means something' s headed our way.

| know he wants the ship to land, but it won't. So | crouch down, flattening myself against the dark stone.
Make sure the gray blanket wraps around my head, which fedslikeit's covered in hoarfrost. Vdith
hestates, then mimics me.

“Y ou have succeeded in making me uneasy,” he whispers.

| don’'t reply to that. There’ sno need. As soon as he asked those questions, he turned himsdlf into a
security risk and aliability. Why would they pay him when they can just kill us both? But then | know
how they think, and | got himto listen, praise Mary.

The Corp vessdl overhead spotsthe Silverfish, and instead of lessening dtitude to land and offer
assstance, | see the blue-white flare of guns overhead. Beside me, the bounty hunter watches, barely
breathing, asthe Spiral goes up in flame. We hold very ill asthe ship seemsto skim the area overhead,
then wheels off, returning to headquarters to report us asloose endstied up.

Without aword, he reaches over and inputs a code on my bracelet. It drops off my wrist and onto the



snow. For amoment longer we watch the Spiral smolder.

“So how doesit fed to be dead?’ | offer him abittersweet smile, hating what I’ ve doneto him, what I've
taught him.

Sometimes there' s nothing worse than the truth.

CHAPTER 50

“Cold,” he says, after a moment’ s reflection.

Taking in the vast expanse of snowy landscape, | can't help but agree. In dippers and pgjamas, even
wrapped in ablanket, I’'m not going to last long out here. There are no settlements within visud range,
but maybe Ve brought something ussful from the ship.

| dig into the bag and glance over at him. “Y ou aready knew, didn’t you?’

Not waiting for hisanswer, | don thethin, insulated suit, right over the top of my clothing. My teeth
chatter as| stuff the blanket into the bag, but oh Mary, it feels good once | get the gear fastened up. I'm
covered from head to toe, just an eye dit providing perfunctory visbility. He dresses more dowly,
seeming to congder my question.

“You were...persuasivein your paranoia,” he answersfindly. “And | preferred not to perish of
exposure, if you wereright. A good bounty hunter dways hasaplan B.”

| continue prowling through the bag. “What e se did you bring?’
“Nothing that will keep usdiveindefinitdy.”

“Y ou're one of the good guysnow,” | tell him, stepping away from the shelter of the rocks. “ Although |
don’t suppose that helps much.”

“Not especidly, no.” Hiswry tone amuses me because it contains athread of salf-deprecation, asif he
knows he brought this upon himsdif.

Y eah, well, anyone could tell him, trouble starts with listening to Sirantha Jax.
“So what now?’

Velith gazes up without speaking. | tip my head back and discover that the sky has gained the heavy
opacity of impending snow. Just what we need.

“Shelter. Beyond that, | need some time to process events.”

| can understand that, but if ever I ve been told politely to shut the frag up, it’ sright now. So we start
waking—far as| can tell, we seem to be making for the mountains. Out here | fed impossibly small and
inconsequentia because everything elseis so huge. From the towering mountains to the wide-open sky,
the elements seem actively hodtile, like even the wind wantsits pound of flesh.

It rushes againgt us, making progress difficult, until al | can hear ismy own breathing and the crunch of
our dogged tread on virgin snow. My lashesice up, making me conscious of the exposed flesh around
my eyes. They fed frozen, asif | can’t movethem sideto Sde. | don't notice when it starts to snow, not
until it becomes heavier, ginging my skin.



“Wherearewe going?’

| don’t want to whine, even ingde my own heed, but I’'m so fragging hungry that Veith is starting to ook
good. Not to mention the fact that I'm cold, exhausted, and my raw forearm throbsin apainful
counterrhythm. Most of al, I'm worried about March. The way he looked when | came back...and now
I’m goneagain.

“Almost there”

Thereturns out to be ashdlow cave, reached only after fifty meters of dippery, heart-stopping ascent.
But, Mary, it fedls good to get out of the wind. Crouching, he leads me dl the way to the back where the
stone dopesto meet thefloor. It smels stae and alittle funky, asif someanima might occasiondly denin
here. Not bad enough to drive me back out into the storm, though.

The sky hasturned to date, and the wind howls, white with blowing snow. | let mysdlf dide down and
watch him pull out variousitems. Ashe does, | redlize he packed this stuff when we were evacuating the
Folly. Andthesearen’'t Doc' sdevicesat al.

“Do you redly have the Mareq samples?’ Suddenly that seems of paramount importance; otherwise,
we' vewasted al thisfragging time and accomplished nothing.

“I do actudly,” he answers absently, his attention on what heis assembling from a battery, acoil of wires,
and four meta plates. “1 could tdll they were valuable from reading Dr. Solaith’ snotes.”

I’ m astonished to see a sweet red glow rise from the cube he put together. “ A chemica heater?’

“Among other things. Do not touch it, it warms all sdesequaly.” Hetossesmeametd cup. “Fill thiswith
snow, and we can make soup.”

“No paste?’ I'm so glad to hear that, | could hug him, but instead | make my way back to the mouth of
the cave, pack the mug full, and return to the copper-tinged shadows.

“Cannot abideit. | keep powdered rationsin my emergency kit. If there isno water nearby for hydration,
then | amin aworld of trouble, regardless.”

A world of trouble, that sounds about right.
“So how bad off arewe?’

He does't answer for amoment. As| watch him ditting envelopes and tipping the contentsinto ameta
cylinder, it occurs to me that he no longer sends a shock through me. The bounty hunter responsible for

my capture, a Slider no less, is now making me dinner. When he seems content, he sets the tube on the

hester, then turns his head toward me, hisfaceted eyes glittering in the ginger glow. | can only seealittle
through the protective wegather gear.

“I have been in worse spots, Sirantha. The storm will work to our advantage, covering our tracksif they
should send anyone to double-check our demise. When the foul weether passes, | will beam adistress
sgnal to the Guild. Someone should arrive within astandard day or two, depending on whether there are
other operatives on world. Our supplies are adequate to that end.”

“Guild?You're caling in more bounty hunters?’ For amoment, | fed nothing but pure strangling panic.

Vélith touches my shoulder. “Relax. Y ou are now deceased. As such, your bounty will be removed from
the active rosters. And so far as my colleagues are concerned, you are my apprentice. The pretense will



suffice for our purposes.”
“Bounty hunters take apprentices?” That's anew one on me.

“ Athnid encouragesit. When abounty hunter beginsto think of retirement, the Guild asksthat hefind an
apt pupil to carry on his art. Other collectives possess much lessin the way of tradition, nicety, and
honor.”

“Were the Morgut your apprentices?’

“They were meat. Muscle. Hired because | believed | might require assistance with you. | did not
anticipate you would surrender to protect your comrades.” His tone sounds odd somehow.

| haveto grin. “Don’'t believe everything you see on thevids. Most of it is bullshit or Corp propagandaor
both. How’ s your shoulder?’

“It hurts”

That hasto be an understatement, and I’ m suddenly glad | haven't bitched about my arm or my sore eye.
Warm enough now, | push my hood back but can't restrain awince when the cool air rushes over my
scalp. That' sgoing to take alot of getting used to. About ameter away, Veith judges the soup done and
pours someinto the same mug | filled with snow.

“Careful, itishot.”

So| just hold it for awhile, feding the heat through the insulated fabric. When | takeasp, | find it bland
but not bad, alegume and broth staple that will sustain uswell enough. If | believed in Mary, | would
send up aprayer right about now, but maybe Adeleis doing that for me.

“Thank you. | guess| was pretty lucky to wind up with you.”
“One could not make the same argument in reverse,” he returnswryly, pushing back hishood to est.
And | dmost drop my empty cup. “Vd, what...why...”

Heturns guileless green eyeson me. “| thought you would find it comforting to see afamiliar face” Not
just any face. Kai’s face. “1 found hisimage in your dossier. On amore mundane note, the generation
of such tissue provides grester insulation in inclement weether.”

Does he know what Kai wasto me? What kind of reaction is hetrying to provoke? | fed my fingers
trembling so | clench them together. Ka’ s dender, lanky build suits Velith’ s natura form better than
Doc's stocky musculature. Probably fedsless cramped, too, but that' s like a distant intellectua thought
running down adifferent pipeline. I can’t shut off my viscera response to seeing him again.

Though I know it’snot him, even though | know that, | want to brush his hair back off hisforehead. |
want to touch theline of hischeek as| have so often. It' salmost more than | can manage not to burst
into tears or throw myself into hisarms.

Kai, baby...

If hewasn't gazing at me with Ka’ s eyes, his sweet half smile ashe sps his soup, I’ d be asking about the
functioning physiology, how the transformation takes place. | didn’t see it happen beneath his weather
gear, but | can’t think of anything but—

Oh Mary, | could have him back.



CHAPTER 51

| back off that thought so fast my head spins.

That’' stheingdious whisper of apsychotic break. Thisian’t Kai, and I'll never see him again—cold, hard
fact. Vdithisamimic, dbet onel likewell enough, but if | accept him asmy dead lover, then I'm log,
and I’ ll never find my way back.

Redlity isMarch out there grieving. Redlity ishow he watches me when he doesn’t think I'm paying
attention. Redlity isthe way he dways kegps his promises. Redlity is...him loving me dthough he's seen
every scar, every fault, insde and out, magnified athousand times. Redlity ishim saying to himsdlf: | want
her, no matter what. She's mine.

I’ve got to get back to him.

“Canyou changeit up abit?” My voice sounds hoarse. “ Eye color, nose, mouth, something? | can’t look
a you likethat.”

Helooks perplexed. | can interpret his expressions when he' s wearing human skin, no problem. Perhaps
intime!’ll learn dl the Slider variations. | guess he thought he was giving me a present. Maybe one day
I’1l be ready for that, but not now. It'stoo soon.

“Asyou wish.” His eyes darken to hazel and his nose seemsto flesh out further. Now he' s nobody |
know, and | fed the tension ease out of my shoulders. “Will you tell me about the project, Sirantha?’

Making mysdlf as comfortable as possible on the stonefloor, | start from the beginning. He interjects with
occasiond questions, incisive, intelligent ones, and sometimes | don’t even know the answers. | think
he' d work redlly well with Doc; they possess similar mind-sets.

“And that' swherewe are,” | conclude.

A little depressing to redize we ve made no more progress than that toward realizing Mair’ sdream of a
rival academy. But it makes me smile to see him tapping hisfingertips againgt the rock wall ashe
processes the information. I’ d be hearing thoughtful clicking right about now if he were wearing his netive
form.

“Once you remembered what occurred on Métins IV, you should have begun investigating why,” he
advisesme eventudly. “What did Farwan Corporation stand to gain by crashing the Sargasso? They
would scarcely have chosen such acourseif it had not presented the greatest value.”

Why? It never occurred to me that there must be areason. To my mind, they’re just bastards, that’sdll,
but now that Vdith’s got me thinking, which I’ ve stated isn't my strong suit, | decide he' sright.

“I don’'t know,” | say doud. “ There were delegates, dignitaries, representatives from al Conglomerate
worlds heading to Matins 1V for aconference. No one ever told me what would be discussed there, at
least not that | recall.”

“Then I will find out, asit ishighly probable that the purpose of that conference impacts Farwan's
decision to terminate those on board.”

Nodding, | shift my weight onto my hip and thigh, curling Sdeways againg the dant. “I should' ve done
that, but | guess| just wanted to start over. Strike back at the Corp by founding a new academy.”

“A worthy god, but you cannot escape your past, Sirantha, particularly when they engage me to hunt



you.” He sounds amused.
“That’sright, rubitin.”

I”’m surprised when he dides over and offers me his good shoulder instead of the wall, but even though |
know what lurks beneath the skin, I’ m too tired to care. In fact, at thispoint | consider histrue nature an
advantage because | don't imagine he has any interest in me.

“You surethisisal right? Y ou' re pretty beat up.”

He doesn’t answer—I guessit ranks as a stupid question. So | put my head down and close my eyes.

The emergency rations ran out yesterday, and we' ve been reduced to drinking melted snow. And
san facilities, well, you try pissing outside when it’ s snowing. The only thing to doistak. Vdith wantsto
know dl about me. Wish | knew why. But he' sagood ligtener. | tell him al about Kai and March, more
than | should have, probably. Maybe it seemslike I’ ve said too much, but thereisn’t much elseto do,
and it keeps my mind off the others. Stops me wondering whether they're dl right.

| know how I’d fedl if March disappeared on me. I'd want to kill someone. Shit, when Farr shot him on
DuPont Station, | couldn’t control mysdlf, couldn’t even think. | never felt that kind of rage beforein my
life. When | lost Kai there was too much physical pain, confusion, and disorientation, further exacerbated
by the Unit Psychs and dream therapy.

Please make March stronger than me. Adele, light a candle for us on Mary’ s shrine. We need all
the help we can get.

Atfirg, | wonder if it's safe to beam out amessage, but Ve assures me heis using afrequency uniqueto
the Guild. So | try to smmer down, but the time passes so dowly. | get him to talk on the second day,
learn why he became a bounty hunter. “It isnot an entertaining astory,” he says, asif that’s going to blunt
my curiogty.

“Tdl me”

“Females on Ithiss-Tor"—I remember that’ s his homeworld—" are dominant. They take lead rolesin
government and in family hierarchy. Additiondly, they are not dways....gentle with their mates, a
regrettable trait remaindered from more primitive times. Rather than remain on planet, | confined avisting
human and took his place on an outbound ship. | met my mentor, Trapper Harley—"

“Wait, you knew him?How old areyou?’ There sno twitching mandiblethistime but | cantdl by his
drawn browsthat I’ ve been rude. “Er, sorry. Go on.”

He doesn't, though. I’ ve pissed him off, so that’ s pretty much al the conversation until | doze off
propped up againgt the rock wall. By the third day, | start wondering whether anyoneislistening.
Cheerful thought. Not only arewe in danger of starving, the risk of freezing rearsits head again.

Asthe ginger glow from the depleted chemica heater fades on the fourth day, leaving usin darkness, his
comm unit findly cracklesto life. It'salive feed, too, means our savior is on planet, not bouncing a
delayed message on arelay.

“Thisis Sheppard. In aspot of trouble, are you?’ A crisply accented voice comes across, but | can't get
alook at its owner, theway Vd tiltsthe vid screen.



“Tosay theleast,” Veith returns. “We need apickup in the Teresengi Basin. | will pay standard rates,
plus hazard bonus.”

There salong pause, then: “ Shit, that’ sa proper mess. Double hazard pay for even thinking of having a
goatit”

“What mess?’ heasks, as| consder trying to yank the comm unit away from him.

The other bounty hunter soundsincredulous. “Where ve you fragging been the last three days? Livingina
cave?’

Can't help but snicker as Ve answers, “Yes”

“Oh. Wl then. Farwan shot down some poxy terrorist. In retaliation, her people set bombs al over
Ankarg headquarters, demanding the head of the bloke that gave the order. They’ re holed up with
hostages, and the Corp’ s shut down dl air traffic within two hundred kilometers of the city, soI’m going
to have abitch of atime getting to you.”

March. | fed asthough someone punched mein the chest. He bdlieves |’ m dead, or hewouldn’t be
doing this. It's vengeance now—he doesn’t see away for usto win. In hisown eyes, hefailed me, failed
Mair, so thisisthe only thing left.

Even though hetold me his gift killsthe soul, though | glimpsed the darknessin him, because he dways
tried so hard to do theright thing, | didn’t realize the truth, the scope. | riseto my knees, gazing into
darkness. Hewould kill the world for me.

| haveto save him.
Mair gave him back hissoul. | can’t be the reason helosesit entirely. | won't be.

“Triple hazard pay,” Ve offers. “Perhaps you can arrange land transport just before you reach the no-fly
zone”

Our potentia rescuer sghs. “Greed' s going to be the end of me, but done dedl. I'll makethe
arangements.”

“Y ou would never abandon a Guilder in trouble.” Vdith sounds agreat deal more confident than | am of
that, but credits aways make a good case.

“Right. Send coordinatesthen. I’m on the way.”

| make sure the feed’ s dead before | say, “Y ou sure you can cover that? WWon't your accounts have been
frozen when the Corp reported you flatline?’

He pausesin packing up the remaining gear, what’ s still usable anyway. “ Perhaps. But | do not keep my
assetswhally within Conglomerate banks. | will have accessto funds from investments on Venice Minor
and Gehenna. Guild barrigterswill straighten out legd issues arising from any dispute of my existence.”

Now that would be handy. “I’m starting to wish I” d become a bounty hunter.”
With aneet tug, Veithtiesup the bag. “If you had, think of al the fun | would be missing right now.”

| take my figurative hat off to the master of deadpan, just hopeit’s not symbolic.



CHAPTER 52

Longest wait of my life.

But eventualy, Sheppard comes through. He' s alean man with degp-set eyes and a weathered face. We
find him waiting for us at the base of the mountain in atrawler, big-ass hunk of al-terrain machinery. |
have no idea how he got ahold of it, but | don’'t care. Ve and | dip-dide our way down to meet him and
pileingde. Mary, it'sso warmin here. Settling in back, | pull down my hood and start peding out of
theinsulated gear.

Almost forgot I'mstill in pajamas. Haven't bathed in days, not since the hostel in Maha City. It
highlights how bad off | am when | fed nogtalgic about that shitty san-shower with al the scurrying bugs.
Miraclemy armisn’t infected...Vd won't let melook at his shoulder, largely because that would mean
shedding the human skin keeping him warm. Wetake off in arumble of treads rolling over the snow.

“Right,” Sheppard says by way of greeting. “We Il have to make for—”
“Ankarg]. Please. Drop me as close as you can.”

“Your boy’sabit mad, en?’ he saysto Vdith, ignoring me.

Boy. Shit, | forgot about my head. “I mean it.”

Ve glances up from whatever he’ sdoing. As soon aswe got in, he jacked into the portal sys-term,
sending spiders out to retrieve data at aspeed | can’'t even track. Watching his eyes scan back and forth
as hereads makes mefed alittle queasy. And then he compilestheinfo, hisfingers deftly copyingto a

pike.
“Ankarg,” he affirms. “Take us straight to headquarters.”

“Y ou' re both barking mad. The city’ sinlockdown, they’ Il never let usin.” But alook from Ve seemsto
change hismind. | wonder how he' d react if he discerned what lurks beneath the unremarkable exterior,
Guilder or not. “Right, Ankarg it isthen. We' re not too far off, though you wouldn't have madeit on
foot.”

Glancing out at the stark black and white of the landscape, capped by ahopeless gray sky, | can only
agree. We plow onward, and | find mysdf bouncing one leg until Ve reaches over to still me without
looking up from the screen. “We ve got them,” he tells me, powering the sys-term down.

Before | can ask what he means, the sun breaks from behind the clouds, reflecting too bright off the
ultrachrome-and-glagtique horror that is Ankarg. Active defense towers, uniformed guards monitoring
the expressway into the city. | see two squads of gray men trying to subdue the panic of a populace
unused to open warfare. | can amost hear them crying out, “But we re too civilized for such things, aren’t
we?’

March, what have you done?

“I hope you two have got someideaasto how...” Sheppard startsto say, asthe trawler reachesthe
checkpoint. “ Oh, hello, Officer. It' simperative that we—"

At that | 9t forward enough that the guard can get agood look at my face. “I'm Sirantha Jax. And it is
imperative that | reach my people. | can stop this”

Poor bastard. Hethinks 1’ m crazy &t first, but then he glances between my bruised face and the ugly



picture they have splashed dl over the holo-feed. “Buit...you' re dead.”
If it weren't o fucking urgent, I’d laugh. “Not so much. Let usin.”

That gavanizes him into action, and | hear his voice reverberate over the city comm. “ Armed escort
immediately. Clear theroads. Firgt priority.”

Sheppard keeps steding glances a me when hethinks I’ m not looking. “You...you're...”
“That poxy terrorist. Don’t worry, my reputation’ s somewhat exaggerated.”
Hesdghs. “Right. And you' re histake, yeah?’

Veith shakes his head, looking thoughtful. “ Quite the contrary. Y ou will soon see, along with everyone
d$.”

| hope that means he' sgot aplan. Surred. | fed asthough we' releading a parade, so many armored
vehicles behind us, and people following on foot, since the checkpoint seems to have been abandoned.
As| wanted, Sheppard takes us straight there.

“Onefavor,” | say to our driver. “ Bounce a message to this private sequence for me. Say, ‘I'm sorry.” It
doesn’t need to be encrypted.”

It sal | can do, an acknowledgment of my failure—my only consolation isthat Keri hasn't been drawn
into thismesswith us. At least, they’ ve got distance from it. Maybe they can sart over, someday. Then |
climb down without waiting for them to finish transacting Guild business.

A hush fals over the crowd assembled outside the squat, sprawling building that serves asthe Corp
home office. Thisiswhere | cameto sign my contract, so long ago. | redize they’relooking at me, and |
can only imaginethe picture | present: bald, barefoot, coming into the cold wearing only bloodstained
pajamas. | know I’'m gaunt, my nipples making sharp points through my thin cami, but | don’t let mysalf
shiver.

No weakness. Hold your head high.

People part when | passasif | am the Holy Mother come to bless them or the Dark Lady come to reap
their souls. To their minds, I’ ve risen from the dead, which is as close to miraculous as most people ever
get. Or perhapsit has something to do with the gray men closing on me. Vith holds up a hand, stepping
between them and me.

“You shall not touch her.” Hisvoice carriesthat terrible dua euphonic tone, and they fal back, cowed.

There' s something uncanny about Vdith, but sincehe son my sde, | don't delveintoit. “That' sbest. I'll
gop thisif you let me go.”

The squad leader glances a his men, then he says, “ Stand down.”

I’ve never seen that happen before. He knows there' s no way I’ m getting out of here dive. Already
knew that, though. They'reletting me in because that' s exactly where they want me, and | can help
inside, but getting out again, that’ s another story. Once March releases the hostages and revealsthe
location of the explosives, we' re done. | know that; | just don't care.

“Where arethey?’ | ask.

“Third floor, communications center.”



We passinto the neutra light of the building, athough the floor feds no warmer against the soles of my
feet. The foyer isdeserted. | presume they’ ve long since evacuated al inessentia personnel, other than
the hostages.

| pause and glance at Vdith; he has so much moreto lose. He could’ ve walked away, played it safe. |
don’t understand him at dl. “Why are you doing this?’

“Perhaps | have aways wanted to play the hero, Sirantha.” That’ s not an answer, but | let it be, aswe
proceed through slent halls.

Soironic. | ran so long and fought so hard to escape the Corp. And now herel am, returning all but
naked and unarmed. It doesn’t matter anymore. All | know isthat | can't let it end like this, where March
becomes a conscienceless butcher because of me, even if they are Corp automatons and wage daves.
He s better than this. Better than me. And I’d diefor him. That’swhy I'm here. Nothing €l se makes a bit
of difference; I'm hereto share hisfate.

Finally found something more important than me, baby.

My throat burns. There' s nobody anywherein the building, but on the third floor, we run into two MPs
dragging astruggling man in asuit toward what | presume to be the comm center. | guessthey findly
decided to give up the button man. The Corp certainly doesn’t hold human life sacred, after all.

“You'redead,” he shouts. “Y ou’ re supposed to be dead. Mother Mary of Anabolic Grace, what will it
taketo kill you?

“People keep saying that.” But then | take acloser look at him, straining againgt his captors. “ Simon?’
Ve frowns, glancing between us. “Y ou know this man, Sirantha?’
“Not well enough to have foreseen this, but technicaly he' smy husband.”

| disregard whatever Simon’ s screaming as they tow him toward the doors. Had no idea he’ d climbed so
high on the Corp ladder that he’ d be placed for involvement in something like this. Then again, he ways
was ambitious. | think he chased me because he thought it would help his career, being married to a
nav-star. Too bad | came equipped with amind of my own and no compunctions about telling him that
he couldn’t get me off with ahandbook.

“Savethereunion,” the guard says, clapping ahand over Smon’smouth. “ L et’ stake thisinside before
that crazy bastard in there starts making people explode.”

“I told you, nobody getsin but the one responsible for her death.” Every muscle tenses at hearing March
on the speakers. Mary, I’ ve never heard him sound like that. Cold. Determined. Hopeless. He s likely
monitoring the building from indde. “Keep fucking with me, and thiswhole place goes up. We planted
enough chargesto take out thiswhole quadrant, and I’ m tired of waiting.”

“dug, please, let usin,” the guard begs, sounding like he wishes he wasin another line of work. “We
brought him for you, didn’'t we?’

Theré salong, tense silence, and I’ m amogt afraid he’ s going to snap before we get inside. But then the
lock clicks, and the doors swing open. | don’t wait; | can’t. My feet pound thefloor as| bresk into a
run. But | draw up as| realize sudden movement isaredly bad idea.

Theroom smdlls of stale sweat and terror, faint acrid reek of urine. People lie facedown on the floor. |
recognize Dinaand March, note a couple strangers with disruptors, hired guns most likely. Oh Mary,



look at what I’ ve done to him. He carrieshell in his eyes, the st of hismouth. Heregards mewith a
blank, dead stare.

“Youfragging twats,” he says, alow, hoarse voice. “Y ou’ d try anything. Trying to fool me with adupe?
Get that bitch out of here”

“March, it'sme, baby. I’'m here. | will always comefor you.”

I move toward him, knowing he might shoot mein the chest. | can fed that he' s gone away somewhere
ingde his head, afire-washed wasteland where nothing matters, and the burning never stops. | know the
placedl too wdll.

I” [l wind up there mysdlf if anything happensto thisman.

CHAPTER 533
| keep walking.

“Dina, you dumb bitch. Why'd you let him talk you into this?” That eearnsme asharp glance. | senseit
more than seeit. Less than two metersto him now. | see hisfingers trembling on the weapon.
“Remember when | sat on your lap in the rover? | expected you to grab my ass, but you never did.
Guess|’'mredly not your type.”

“Shit,” she breathes. “March, it' sJax. It'sredly her.”

He comes roaring into me then, athough he doesn’t move, not gentle exploration, more of aninvasion. |
fed everything insde him—the despair of my own desth washes over me, and | stop. My chest fedls
tight; it samost impossible to bresthe.

Then | don't see anything at al because he crushesmein hisarms. My ribs contract as he squeezes me,
trying to make me part of him. The hired gunmen are screaming at the guards, and Simon addsto the
clamor, but | can’'t make out what they’ re saying over the roaring in my head. Digtantly, I'm aware of a
woman sobbing, hoarse and desperate in the cadence of her weeping.

“I wanted himto die,” March whispers. “I wanted the wholeworld to die. Jax, Jax...” Hisfingers
tremble as they brush across my scalp, down over my templesto my jaw. He touches my bruised eye
with such reverence that | might be aholy artifact.

| don’t know what might have happened then, but everyone in the room freezes asthe forty vid screens
around theroom light up, and Velith steps away from asys-termind, looking pleased. Thefirgt thing that
pops up isadocument. It's ameeting agendawith the heading: Matins IV—a Conglomerate summit to
vote upon deregulation.

Deregulation...

A chill washes over me. But that’snot al. Up on-screen, we see footage from the crash, smoldering
wreckage, and | suddenly know what Ve’ sdoing. Mary, he' s fragging brilliant. Thisiswhat he was
gplicing in thetrawler, but I'm till surprised when the display patchesto the grainy record taken from his
cranid cam. Didn't even know he had one, but | guess it liminates any question of how a capture went
down. | see mysdlf pinned, his claw on my throat, hear myself surrender to save the others.

Then we bounce to the Siverfish, where | say, fuzzy but audible, “Did it ever occur to you to that the
Corp isguilty of disseminating faseinformation? I’ m the only survivor from the Sargasso, but | didn’t do



that. The landing authority used override codes on our vessdl and supplied incorrect coordinates, the
wrong trgjectory. They fragging engineered that crash.”

And now everyone watching this feed, not sure how many that is, knowsit, too. But he' s still not done.
Ve showstheworld theway | provoked the Morgut, feeding them my blood like amoron, and we hear
his voice on the comm. “Why does my target claim that Farwan Corporation isresponsiblefor the crash
on Matins1V?Why does the target prefer to provoke a pack of Morgut to being extradited into your

custody?’

“She'sinsane,” comes the soon-to-be-infamous response. “ She would say anything. Just Sit tight, and
help will arrive shortly. We have aunit en route.”

Thelast scene shows us crouched behind the rocks, as the Corp ship blowsthe Spiral dl to hdll; and
then it startsto play dl over again. Outside, | hear the crowd roaring, the impact of something exploding
againg glagtique. Farwan Corporation murdered the last hero the whole galaxy recognizes, Miriam
Jocasta, because they were afraid of the vote. Afraid the Conglomerate would vote to deregulate
jump-travel and permit fredly established academies.

Security’ sgoing to have ahdll of atime containing the riots—if they even bother. The public never likes
being duped. Hostages clamber unsteadily to their feet because even the hired gunmen look stunned and
numb. Nobody stopsthem.

“Itisfinished,” Ve tellsthe guards. “I bounced that feed to every Conglomerate world, and itisonly a
meatter of time before they arrive demanding justice for their murdered representatives. Once exposed, a
secret loses dl its power.”

He sright. Although it may flail around like an enormous decapitated beast, doing collateral damage,
Farwan's days are numbered. They failed to break me before March got me off station, and now it’ stoo
late. They should vekilled meinstead of trying to turn meinto their sacrificid goat. I’ ve said that dl dong.

| can’t even begin to imagine the economic ripplesthisis going to have. | foresee world after world
seceding from the Conglomerate until it ultimately dissolves. And who can prosecute acompany so large,
it essentially became a gdactic government? But perhaps a strong leader can hold it together. They’ll
have to create atribunal, so much ground-breaking here. It sanew universe, or will be, once the shock
waves cease.

The security officers exchange along look, then pull the patches from their uniforms. Silently, they drop
their weapons and nobody stops them when they leave the room. | guess they’ re unemployed now. A lot
of folkswill be before thisthing is done. Hard times are coming, but | think perhapsit’sagood thing.
Changeis good, chaos can be beneficia, and thiswill open alot of doors. Maybe ours won't be the only
start-up academy; maybe we || have competition. And that’ s exactly asit should be.

“I was only following orders,” Simon whimpers. “They told me to select someone expendable, and
you' ve been jumping along time. Statistically speaking, you should have burned out long since. Sirantha,
please...”

Déliberately | turn my back on him, content to let the incipient tribuna dedl with him and dl therest of his
ilk. I hear the sound of one of hisformer employees shutting him up. It’ s distinctive, the repetitive thud of
afig hitting aface. The room empties, some hostages |ooking broken, others disbelieving. | can relate;
rather suddenly, the face of the universe has changed.

March pulls me back into hisarms then. He let me turn when the screens cametto life, but now he's
compulsive, running his hands over my back, my shoulders, my hips. He holds me asif it hurtshim to



breathe, and he can’t seem to find hisvoice.

Dinacomes up behind us, and I’m surprised to fed her arms encircle both of us. “Y ou stupid bitch,” she
mutters. “1 don’t need you dying for me. | need you to stick around because. ..you' re my best friend.”
She squeezes us with her corded arms, then steps back, clearing her throat. “We got amessage from
Doc, by theway. He sdl right, just stuck on Gehenna. Said he had some newsfor you, but he didn’'t say
what.”

“I'll bounce amessage to him later,” | answer.

But | think | already know, something about the L -gene appending to the J-gene. Maybe he knows why
since he' s had nothing but time since we | eft and access to the excedllent Carvati research facilities.

“Comeon,” she addsto the hired guns. | hear explosionsin the distance, shattering glastique. “Let’sloot
this place before the angry mob getsinsde.”

Thenit' sjust thetwo of us. | meant to thank Ve, but he'sgone, and | didn’'t see him leave. Maybe for
him it was as smple as getting to the truth. Maybe we didn’t bond like | thought we did, but I can’t think
about that right now. I'll locate him later if he wantsto be found.

It' stimeto say the words. Wherever heis, Kai knows my fedlings now don't lessen anything we shared.
March is such an odd dichotomy of buried cruelty and brutdity, overlaid by the kindness and compassion
that Mair taught him. He' d kill the world for me, so it' smy place to make sure he never hasto.

Y eah, they proved there' s nothing spiritual, no such thing asasoul, but I'm not sure | can wholly put my
faith in science anymore. Miraclesare possible. | believe.

“I loveyou,” | whisper, lifting ahand to his cheek.

He catches my fingers and carriesmy palm to hislips, not akiss so much ashomage. | fed histongue
againg my skin, tasting what I’ ve been through as he comesinto me, gentler thistime, sharing instead of
rading.

“Onceinawhile,” he murmurs, low, “aman would like to rescue the woman he loves. Y ou can't keep
saving me”

| shake my head, wrapping my arms about him. “Y ou had your turn, remember?’

“Jax, when you never cameback...” | fed him trembling. “I found your bag, and 245 showed us what
happened to you. She captured it, so we knew you meant to diefor us. Started falling then, but | never

hit bottom, jus—" His voice breaks, and he squeezes mewith dl his strength. “ And then we saw the
newsfeed...” He gives me everything he felt, rage and anguish, washing over mein wavesthat never ebb.

It hurts, but then, what doesn’t? Pain provesthat we' re dive, gives usthe ability to appreciate
pleasure—everything in baance, everything initstime.

“Youdon't need to beafraid of fdling,” I murmur, raising my lipsto his, whispering into his skin, “when
there’ s someone around to catch you.”

I’'m Sirantha Jax, former Farwan navigator, and that’ s my job.



