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For Andres.

Who doesn’'t miss a beat when | IM with questions like

“ Should they steal a ship or be rescued by space pirates?”
| couldn’t ask for more in a partner.

| hope you' re half as proud of me as| am of you.

(The dog thinks you' re awesome, t00.)
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CHAPTER 1

The hearings have been going on for days.

| don’t know why | thought it was over, just because we got the truth out. There are aways people who
refuseto believeit, or want to analyze what they’ ve seen seventy-four times before they even try to
accept that redlity has changed. I’ ve been answering the same questions under oath for them for the last
week, so I’'m at the end of my patience when I’m summoned, yet again.

Theroom-bot tellsme, “Y our presenceis required in conference room 7-J, Sirantha Jax.”

Well, of courseitis. My eyesburn as| step out into the pristine white corridor. | fed oddly fragile, asif
my bones have grown too big for my skin. | haven't been deeping well in what used to be Farwan’ s Saff
dormitory, and they won't let me see March. They’re keeping us sequestered to make sure we don't
synchronize our stories, | guess. The Conglomerate-gppointed Taskforce has agreat interest in getting at
the truth, which is understandable, given that we ve known only what the Corp chose to disseminate for
decades now.

The Conglomerate spent countless centuries as an impotent coalition of planetary representatives, holding
sessions and debating issues that never changed anything. Now al the representatives are gathered on
New Terra, jockeying for power and trying to fill the void left by Farwan'sfal. At this point, the
Conglomerate can’t be blamed for its zedl. They don’t want someone else to seize control while things
whirl inachaotic spin.

Doesn't mean | enjoy these constant, courteous interrogations. | find it difficult not to flash back to dl the
“counsding” sessions| suffered after Kai died. Kai was my pilot firgt, then my friend—and then hewas.
.. everything. I’ d never known it was possible to love as he did—with complete devotion yet devoid of
promises. The crash of the Sargasso, engineered by Farwan Corporation, reshaped my world, and for a
whilel wasn't sure |’ d survive the shift.

That' s behind me now. The world has changed because of Kai’ s death. People won't forget him, and
that assuagestheloss. The other day, | saw on the news, they’ re building amonument in Center Park, a
small reproduction of the Sargasso with abrass plague graven with the names of the dead.

The Conglomerate minesits representatives from corporations and specid-interest groups. Only afew
come from genuine free dections, devoid of corruption, kickbacks, and nepotism, and | can’t honestly
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say whether I’ ve done agood thing by destroying Farwan. If nothing else, they were stable, and now we
have agreat chasm at the center, around which everything trembles.

But | couldn’t let them get away with murdering Kai.

People nod at me as| pass through the halway and into the lift, heading for the seventh floor. I'm a
public figure now. | dwayswas to some degree, | suppose. The news vids often flashed images of me,
returning from asuccessful jump, and the gutter press loved to publicize my barroom brawls.

Bracing mysdlf, | step through the open doorway into conference room 7-J. Tomy surprise, | don't find
the usud panel of judges and planetary representatives gazing at me with poorly conceded disapproval.
Maybethey findly believe I’ m telling the truth, but they don't like me for it. Thanksto me, the status quo
has been destroyed, and now we have multiple parties rushing to fill the vacuum, some of which are
worse than Farwan. Sometimes the truth doesn’t set you free; it just presents adifferent set of problems.
Instead | find Dina, March, and the Chancellor of New Terra. March smiles a me with such warmth that
my heart contracts. They’ ve cleared him of charges since nobody died during the standoff, plusthe
resultant broadcast knocked him clean off center stage.

When he thought | was dead, he stormed Corp headquarters and took the whole building hostage.
March didn’t think it would bring me back. He just wanted to watch the man who gave the order die.
The woman, Dina, looks good, asif she' s been getting some sun, and her blond hair shineswith new
highlights. When she feds my scrutiny, she discreetly flipsmethebird. | barely restrain asmile.

You all right? He comesinto me quietly.

Right after | met March, | thought | was going crazy— and perhaps | was, but not because | sensed him
insde my head when he shouldn’t be. Since he' s P9, he can skim surface thoughts asif he were dipping
anet into the water. With most people, that’sal he can do without causing irreparable harm. Our theta
waves are compatible, which means he can share a lot more with me.

| answer with my eyesand adight smile. Just being in the same room with him makes things better.
Eager.

The Chancellor gazes between us asif sensing subtext. He' sasharp one. Suni Tarn isabig man,
rawboned, with disheveled salt-and-pepper hair, but he wearsredl silk. A study in contrasts, then. His
gmile seems sincere as heinvites, “ Take a seet, Ms. Jax.”

Warily, | do so. “What' sthis about?’

| expected to find another panel wanting to hear the same story yet again. For some reason, this
assembly makes me nervous. March offersalook of quiet reassurance, and some of the tension fades. If
it was bad, he' d warn me, surely.

“The Conglomerate has served asfigurehead |ong enough, and we' re determined to restructure so that
regulatory functions return to our control. No longer will the private sector control tariffs and jump-travel
training. After reviewing your testimony, we d like to repay you for your loyaty to the Conglomerate. It
can't have been easy, staying one jump ahead of Farwan when they were so determined to suppressthe
truth.”

After replaying hiswordsin my heed, they till ring with governmental doublespesk. “I’ m not actudly
sure what that means.”

“They intend to make you an ambassador,” Dina sayswith asmirk.

Mary, I’ve missed her.

“True.” Tarn nods, folding his hands before him. “There are afew formerly class-P worlds that have
reached the correct level of technology to be considered for addition to the Conglomerate. There are
also anumber of xenophobic planets from which we need to recruit representatives. If they are dlowed
to secede, they will presume they are exempt from travel regulations and tariffsaswell. And that’ s how
wars gart.”

We share agrim silence, remembering the casudties from the Axis Wars. In the aftermath, Farwan
stepped into the breach, offering impartia mediation. They took control by centimeters, and nobody
noticed the bloodless coup until the Corp had stripped the Conglomerate of al decision-making
autonomy. Oh, thetier worlds still elected representatives every ten turns or so, and they went around
talking about “issues,” but Farwan held the real power. Until now.



“I'm flattered,” | say carefully, because this mission soundslike agreat way to get killed. Maybethat’s
why they want to send me. I’ m no stranger to the notion of peoplewanting to space meto tie up loose
ends. “But my first obligation isto finish what I’ ve Sarted. | have people on Lachion counting on meto
help them get what they need to found ajump-training academy.”

March studies me with an inscrutable expression, but | receive asense that he' s proud of me. This
opportunity would keep mein the limedight, amost like being anav-gar again, but | don't want that life
anymore. | want to make love to him in my shabby glastique flat on Gehenna, see how Doc’ sdoing, and
then go find out how we can help on Lachion.

“They have everything they could possibly need,” Tarn tellsme. “When we seized Farwan’ s assets, that
included their research, and we disbursed the information to all interested parties. Y our friendsaren’t the
only ones engaged in genetically engineering arace better suited to the nav chair. We'relivinginan
exciting time, full of innovation and change, but we' Il have to wait and see what happens, just like
everyone ese. However, that leaves you at loose ends, | believe.”

| can see how Tarn got eected. He has a charming, toothy smile and a persuasive manner. Maybeit'sa
reflex |eft over from dealing with the Corp, but | don’t trust him. He has a point, however.

If they have dl the data they need, which I'll verify with Keri, then the rest islab work for Doc to do on
hisown. | remember those poor women on Hon-Durren’ s Kingdom, and part of me shiesaway. In my
time |’ ve seen some horrific things, but few things have lingered like that ward of helpless breeders,
catatonic females condemned to be used as wombs.

| don't likethe idea of genetic engineering, but thankfully, it's not my responsibility. The Conglomerate
will appoint arbiters and navigator activists when the time comes, | have no doubt. Still, therewon't bea
classfor meto train for awhileyet, and I’ m not the only teacher anymore. Everyone who used to work
at the Farwan Academy isnow looking for ajob, too.

“If they don’'t need my help on Lachion, I'd rather go back to jJumping for itsown sake,” | answer findly.
“Logging new beacons. That waswhat | loved.”

Tarn archesabrow with an indulgent air, dmost asif he' staking to achild. “ And who' s going to pay
you to do that, Sirantha? That isn't a Conglomerate priority at thistime, I'm afraid, and your ship will
have expenses. fud, food, miscellaneous supplies. Not to mention aliving wage for the crew.”

Shit. I’ ve never needed to think about a paycheck before. I’'m not even sure how much | havein my
personal accounts. Living on Farwan stations where they comped everything, | didn’t have to worry
about such details.

If they have no use for me on Lachion right now, then I'd just be living off Keri’ slargesse, and they're
dready going through tough times because of me. Thenit anksin. | actualy need ajob, and I'm
probably not in apodtion to turn down an offer a the moment.

I’1l need to check my financids as soon as possible, assuming my assets haven't been frozen because
they came from Farwan. Surely that’ s not possible. | won't fed easy about it until | find out, though.
“Why me?’ That'salagt-ditch effort to refute the inevitable.

“Wewant you and your crew to start with Ithiss-Tor. You'rein aunique postion, as. . .” Tarn checks
his notes on the datapad. “V elith 11-Nok, a bounty hunter of some repute, iswilling to travel with you to
his homeworld and help you traverse the obstacles that tripped up other ambassadors.

“Needless to say, this mission does present its share of dangers. Given the current state of the shipping
lanes, you will be fortunate to get there in one piece.” He pausesto let the gravity of his statement sink in.
Oh, how | wish he were kidding. But Tarn doesn't seem to have much of asense of humor. And he's
right. Pirates, raiders, smugglers. . . they al know there’ s no strong Corp militiacoming to kick their
asses anymore; the time has never been better for them to ply their trade and push the lawlessfrontier a
little closer to civilization.

It'sgoing to be afucking mess out there. And it’ slargely my fault. | Sigh and scrub my hand over my face
as Tarn continues, “So I'll alow you twenty-four hoursto discuss the opportunity with your crew. You'll
find the Conglomerate most generous, however, if you should choose to join our employ.”

“Doesthis mean we re finished with the hearings? We' re free to do aswe please?’ | wouldn't quite call
what they did to ushouse arrest, but it was close. As| mentioned, we weren't permitted to fraternize



with each other at dl.

Tarn nods. “We have dl the testimony we need from you. Now, if you' Il excuse me, I’ m expected in
12-H for abounce-relay chat with Ielos.” With that, the Chancellor heads for the door.

| sigh. Sure, we'll discussit, but | know the smell of an offer | can't refuse.

CHAPTER 2

“So what do you two think?”

If 1 go, they’ re going with me. That much isagiven.

Dina grimaces and pushesto her feet. She'' s a stocky woman who could kick my asswith one hand tied
behind her back, but luckily, she doesn’'t want to anymore. | don't think.

“I think it' sasucker’sjob.” Then shegrins. “And we' re just the suckersto do it. How bad could it be?’
| sare at her. “Why do you haveto say shit like that? Serioudy. Why?’

“Because it makes you nervous?’

“Bigded,” | mutter. “ Everything makes me nervous. It'sawonder | haven't developed atic.”

“You have” March putsin, ever helpful. “Y our left eye sort of—"

“Thanks, baby. You' reagem.”

He amirks, the expression that used to make me want to dap him. Now it makes me want to tie him up
and do thingsto him until he says he' ssorry.

“We should check with the Chancellor’ sassistant. I'm sure they have anitinerary for us,” he adds.

| shrug. “We have twenty-four hours. After al this, they owe us somerectime.”

For once Dinaagreeswith me. “Do they ever. Thisplaceisadump.” She dismissesthe sterile
conference room with four blank bisque walls with a contemptuous gesture. “Isn’t there anything to do
here?’

Thinking back to my training days, | try to remember. “Not by Gehenna or even VVenice Minor
standards. But there are afew good barsin Wickville over on the west Side. At least there used to be.
Pace cdled Quincy’s had atrio that played folkazz, good stuff. But remember, I’ ve been gone along
time—"

| find mysdlf talking to her back. If | know her at dl, she'll catch alift over to where she'slikely tofind a
party and leave the details up to us. Our ship’s mechanic livesfor agood time and makes no bones about
it.

Oddly, | respect her for that. Dinadoesn’t dwell on everything she' slost. The woman surpasses mein
that regard, but she doesn’'t brood over it. Doesn't use it like aweapon to make other people fed sorry
for her.

Without aword, March pulls meinto hisarms. | hope nobody €l se needs the conference room because it
doesn't fed like he' sletting go anytime soon. He rests his cheek againgt the top of my stubbly head. Just
after we landed on New Terra—before the bounty hunter snatched me—my crewmeates decided I’ d be
less recognizable without my hair. | till can't believe they shaved my head for nothing.

March tightens hisarms around me, and | luxuriate in his heat. This separation has been harder on him
than on me because first he thought | was dead, and then before he could make the menta adjustment,
they quarantined usto prepare for our testimonies.

A shudder runsthrough him. “ Sometimes|’m afraid I’ [l wake up and you won't be here.”

Part of me—the part that’ s fill raw over losing Ka— wants to back away from such unabashed need.
I'mafraid | can't handleit, that I’ [l hurt him again like | did on Gehenna. Part of me needs him every bit
asmuch, though. I'm afraid of that, too. | wasn't dways such a contrary bundle of fears. That’ s new.

| like the person | am now, though. Jax the nav-star didn’t care for anyone but Kai, certainly didn’t care
about the state of the universe or acting in theinterest of the greater good. I’ m not sure I’ m cut out to be
ahero like March, but | want to try. Not for the fame and glory but because | want to leave something
behind that matters more than the number of jumps | made. | want things to be better because of me. He
lifts his head, and his gaze meets mine.

“I'm not going anywhere,” | say doud, though it isn't asurety | can truly offer. Lifeis precarious, and it
turnsin aflash. Asif he knowsthis, hislipsdrift over mine, delicately possessive. Hiskiss sparksa



chemicd reaction, endorphins careening wildly.

Lifting hishead, March exndesdowly. “Y ou want to—"

A throat clears behind us. “We have ameeting scheduled,” someone saysin the polite tone that concedl's
amusement.

We break apart like kids caught necking on the front doorstep. | smile over that aswe hurry out of 7-J.
Once we get some distance down the hall, | pause and gaze up a him. He sno prettier than when | first
laid eyes on him. March ill looks mean as ablack-tailed rattler, but as aways, | focus on hisdark,
gold-flecked eyesfringed in those ridiculoudy luxurious |ashes.

It'sjust aswell he has such a hard-hewn face. With those eyes, he'd just be too pretty if he were
anywhere close to handsome. Besides, | look like awar refugee these days, scrawny, scarred, and bald
asan egg, 0| can't have some beautiful man outshining me.

“Dolwantto...? | arcchabrow a him, asif | don’'t know perfectly well what he' s going to suggest.
Hegrins. “Go to Wickville and listen to some folkazz.”

Okay, he got me. He' sthe mind reader, not me, which isjust aswell. I'd be dangerousif | could do
what March does. Hell, I’'m dangerous anyway.

| shake my head. “Not really. Not in the mood.”

We start walking again, meandering along the corridor to thelift. “Y ou want to bounce amessage to
Lachion? Double-check what Tarn told us?’

| nod. “We should try to find an independent relay computer, too. | don't trust station terminals.”

March doesn’t argue as we step into the tube. A whooshing sound sends usto our floor, and as we get
out, he asks, “ Y ou surethisisn’'t more paranoia, Jax?’

Hehasapoint. My ingincts are amess. I’ m proneto flipping out for no reason after the Psychs finished
tinkering with my brain.

“I don’t know. But people who want something from you never tell the whole truth, so | need to check
his story. Seewhat Keri says. | don’t want to have traded one corrupt master for another.”

“ Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

| op outside my quarters. “ Areyou saying dl thiswasfor nothing? The Conglomerate will eventually be
asthoroughly raddled with dirty palitics, kickbacks, suppression of information, and borderline tyranny
asthe Corp?’

He hestates asif weighing hiswords. “It’ s change. Who knows exactly what’ sin store? Right now
everything' sin agtate of upheavd. Historianswill draw the conclusions, not me.”

“Heh. With my luck, I'll be known as the one who ended an era of peace and prosperity, huh?’
“Maybe, but you'll be dead, and you won't care. Now go bundie up, and I [l do the same. Meet you
back here?’

| remember we' rein Ankarg, which means snow, and the wind tears through you like a steel hook.
“Nah, just wait for me downgtairs.”

One of these days, I’'m going to get ready faster than he does. But not today. By thetime| find an
overcoat and layer my clothing to withstand the winter chill, | find him lounging in the foyer.

Hetakesin the navy swool coat with hood and muffler paired with clunky brown boots. To think | used
to be considered one of the best-dressed women in the tier worlds— in fact, | madethelist twice. | Sigh
alittle. Onthe plusside, | gained ten kilosin clothing, and theway | look now, that’s agood thing.
“Cute,” he pronounces.

| wish he'd shot me. “Bagtard.”

Firg order of businessisto find anon-Corp, non-Conglomerate termina where we can bounce a
message to Keri. That will cost money, so we'll need to hit abank first. Maybe March can cover it, but |
need to be independent. The idea of being dependent on anyone, for anything, makes me fed odd and
quessy.

That means checking on the status of my persona accounts, which Simon, the estranged husband who
tried to have mekilled, better not have fucked with. | dso need to have anew pay-card issued. Mary
only knows the turmoail of the currency situation. Maybe Corp credits have been devaued entirely. Shit, |
hope not.



Drawing my hood up around my ears, | head for the door. Stop short.

The woman drawing back agorgeous, filmy thermd scarf looks eerily familiar. She shakes afew flakes
of snow from her ink-dark hair, managing to look graceful and elegant while she does so. Her perfectly
painted mouth roundsinto an “O” when sheregistersme.

“Sirantha?’ she chokes out.

“Mother?’

For March’s sake, | make the introduction. “ Thisis Ramona Jax, my mother. Mother, thisis March.”
Let them make of each other what they will.

CHAPTER 3

Half an hour later, we're sitting in a café near what used to be Farwan headquarters, thoughiit's
now the Conglomerate Command Center on New Terra. Few patrons are Sitting in the restaurant this
time of day, too late for breakfast and too early for lunch. The place is donein tones of amber and gold,
heavy, fringed shades giving the room adiffuse, smoky glow, frosted by the ice on the outside of the
windows.

I’ seerie. My mother doesn’'t look aday older than when | |eft. Either she didn’t worry about me, or she
spent my father’ s money on antiaging trestments. My credits, assuming | till have some, are on both.
“The shock killed him,” she's saying. “Everywhere he went, someone asked, ‘1sn't that your daughter?
when they flashed that horrid picture of you. He just couldn’t take it anymore. | dways knew there was
something wrong with it, though.”

“You did?’ I've barely recovered from her first tactless announcement, and a stabbing pain between my
shoulder blades prompts March to regard me with concern.

Can't believe nobody told me.

“Y ou loved working for the Corp. Mary knows you defied everything we wanted for youto doit, so |
knew you wouldn't have run off without a good reason.”

Heh. She cdlls everything | went through after the Sargasso “running off.” Thisfundamenta disconnect
would bewhy | left New Terrain thefirst place. | can't believe my dad is gone, though it explains her
glamorous interpretation of widow’ sweeds.

“No, shewouldn’'t,” March putsin.

| can see Ramonaassessing him, trying to figure us out. With afaint haf smile, he makesit easy for her
by curling hisarm around me. | lean in, watching her warily. She wants something, or she wouldn't be
here. But what does she think | can do for her? That’ s the question.

The small talk continues, and she sidles around the subject of the crash and my dead lover,
unpleasantness we shouldn’t dwell on, according to her. Ramona does mention that she knows alovely
cosmetic surgeon who could help me with those “ unsightly marks’ vialaser therapy. | set my jaw.
“Nothanks” | say quietly. “I want to keep them.”

We ve been together less than an hour, and aready exasperation showsin her tone. “Wdll, for Mary’s
sake, why, Sirantha?’

“You liketo pretend bad things never happen. | prefer to remember, so | won’t make the same mistakes
again.” | flick aglance a March. “Besdes, guysdig them.”

Hegrins. “1 do. They make you look dangerous.”

This place is automated. Mot places have a human programmer who supervises the equi pment, but
otherwise, the café is nearly empty, just us and a couple of others across the room. | shift long enough to
tap out an order for hot choclaste on the wall panel. The kitchen-mate at our table handles basic
requests. Anything complex or exotic would be forwarded to the gourmet unit in the kitchen, and an
autoserver would bring it to us. March doesn't like them, but | think they’re cute, little beverage cartson
wheds, equipped with aprimitive Al chip.

My mother pauses to regroup, studying March with what would be anarrow-eyed stare, except that
might cause wrinkles. Still, theimpresson remains viathe intensity of her regard. He doesn't flinch. At
last shelooks away, and | have the sense he' swon something without knowing what it is.

“I understand they plan to agppoint you as ambassador for New Terra,” Ramonabegins.



Tak about a subject change. We' refindly getting down to the meat of why she came looking for me,
though. It wasn't to hug me and bask in her gratitude that I’ m al right. My mother doesn’'t possessa
scintillaof pure maternd sentiment.

| raise abrow. “How could you possibly know that?’

“Oh, | hear things.” Shewavesahandin an airy, elegant gesture that would look ridiculous from anyone
dse

“Doyou?’ My dry toneislost on her.

“Indeed. Do you plan to accept the appointment?’ She seems nervous, almost frightened, in fact. Her
red-lacquered nails tap out asublimina statement on the glastique table.

“I thought I’d become ajunk dedler.” Yes, I’'m baiting her deliberately. “Maybe do savage runs, or
possibly just settle down on New Terraand go to work in recycling. Have some brats. Would you like
that?’ | ask March.

You're so evil, hetdlsmedlently.

Then he chokes out, eyes watering, “Whatever you want.”

Shit, | wish I’d recorded that. | can think of any number of situations where playback would comein
handy.

“No! Oh, Sirantha, you mustn’'t even joke.” She reachesfor my hand, whereit’s curled around my cup.
“You amply must take the post.”

Here we go.

My choclaste has cooled enough to drink, so | take asip to cover my annoyance. This means pulling
away from her, of course, which wasthe whole point. | intend to accept Tarn’ s offer, but my inclination
toward a course of action aways plummetsin direct correlation to someone’ s demand. Call me contrary.
“Mugt 1?Why?’

“We need someone like you on Ithiss-Tor,” shereplies. “ Just go and be yourself, and everything will be
fine” Her posture reflects anxiety and duress.

Since Ramona has been trying to annihilate my persondity since | was eight yearsold, | tense. Something
redly isn't right. March confirms my impression with anod. Now he sfrowning aswell.

“Who's‘we' ?’

Her eyes dart around the nearly deserted coffeehouse, asif she suspects an eavesdropper. Thisisn't like
her, a leadt, not thewoman | remember. She' sasociety darling, aflighty little butterfly, and | was
supposed to be one, too.

“People | owe money,” she whispers, and her dark eyeswell up with tears.

I”'m staggered by that. “What? Who? What happened?’

It takes her amoment to collect hersdlf. “We owned stock in Farwan. When . . . everything happened,
we wereruined. | didn’t know; your father didn’t tell me. | went on, as| dways had, spending . . . it
wasn't until your father . . . diedthat . ..”

| can piece together the rest. My father killed himsdlf over their reversad in fortune. Who could possibly
expect him to get ajob? People came to his galery because he had money, not because he had
impeccabl e taste. Once the cache was gone, the gallery would' ve gone straight down, too.

And my mother kept spending money she didn’t have. What | don’t understand iswhy her creditors
want meon Ithiss-Tor.

“What does this have to do with me?’ Maybe that sounds crud.

Perhaps some women would be overcome by sentiment and obligation, despite the long estrangement,
but they didn’t lift afinger to help mewhen | wasin trouble. | can count on one hand the people who did,
and Ramonadoesn't make the A-list.

“We cannot alow asuccessful diplomatic missonto Ithiss-Tor.”

| start at the deep, mechanical voice emitting from ajeweled brooch on my mother’ sjacket. No wonder
she' s been watching her words. They’ re monitoring us.

Do | answer it? My mother’ sface pales until her skin looks like clotted milk. Her hands tremble, so she
sueezes them into fists and rubs them againgt her thighs.

March makes the decison for me. “Why not?’



There sahint of feedback asthe pin replies, “ Siders, Bugs, whatever you chooseto call them, represent
athresat to our way of life. We cannot take the risk that they will respond favorably to Conglomerate
overtures and make plansto infiltrate our society on awidespread basis.”

| really don’t get it. If that’ s their stance, however xenophobic, doesn’t it make more sense to ask me not
to go? Ramona says nothing, seeming paralyzed with fear. Oh, the irony—she probably spent money
they didn’t have on that piece of jewdry, which her new masters then turned into an electronic leash.
“How does Jax play into that?’ I’m content to let March ask the questions. HE Il cover anything | want to
know; there' sareal benefit to thiswhole symbiotic bond, apart from mind-blowing sex.

Absently, he strokes my upper arm. It’ s strange to be having a conversation with someone | can neither
see nor picturein my mind’ seye. The voice coming from my mother’ sleft bosom sounds distorted and
atogether lacks any human quality. Who could have bought up her marks?

“Ms. Jax has ahistory of strewing destruction and disorder wherever she goes. We are content that if she
goesto Ithiss-Tor, the natives will want nothing more to do with the Conglomerate. We cannot take the
risk that Chancellor Tarn will select a candidate greater skilled in oration, tact, and diplomacy.”

“If you don't go,” my mother whispers, “they’ Il kill me.”

CHAPTER 4

“l wouldn’t have put it so dramatically,” the pin says. “But that is, in effect, correct. On the other
hand, if you take this assgnment, we will see clear to forgive your mother’ sdebts. | should imagine even
you havethismuch filid affection.”

| don't even know what to say to that. They're so convinced I'll fuck this up, they aren’t even asking me
to try to makeamess of it. It' senough that | go? | don't think I’ ve ever been insulted so casudly in my
wholelife

“However,” the voice continues, “if by some unlikely chance, your diplomatic misson proceeds well, then
I’m afraid we shdl be forced to collect our pound of flesh.”

Ah, there we go—the stick by which they try to force meto do their bidding. My mother whimpers.
Above my left eye, | swear | fed twitching; maybe March wasn't kidding about thetic.

“I’d aready decided to take thejob,” | say coolly. “Morethan that, | will not promise.”

Thething responds, “That will suffice. . . for now. We will reevauate your mother’ s Situation once we
see how your task proceeds.”

Her brooch crackles asit stops transmitting. Ramonalooks older somehow, asif her maquillage has
cracked, revealing worn skin beneeth. *Y ou’ ve bought me alittletime,” she manages at last. * For that |
thank you.”

“Don’'tthank me.” | fed savage. I'd liketo dap her for being so sllly. “Who the hell did you borrow
money from?’

At firg shetriesto bluff. “I’m not sure, o many documents, and it’ sall so complicated—"

But she doesn't know about my aceinthe hole. | didn’t ask him to do it, never would, but sometimes
need-to-know outweighs right-to-privacy. I’'m glad March has to weigh those concernsinstead of me. If
he |eft the judgmentsin my hands, I'm afraid | would use him like an inquisitor.

The Syndicate? Even in thought, | hear hisincredulity. | know—I can't believe she sthat stupid either.
They’ ve taken organized crimeto awhole new levd.

No wonder my father took a safe, painless death. At least | hope hedid. | should ask if heused a
state-sanctioned Eutha-booth. That requires a Psych profile and an affidavit attesting someoneisin his
right mind when he decidesto end it al. This precaution removes dl possibility that abereaved family will
sue the state because the Situation could have been ameliorated with medication or dream therapy.
Sometimes death presents the ultimate solution, though. I’ ve never been oneto look at it like that, as|
want to make sure | suck every last drop out of thislife before seeing what comes next. | used to believe
it was nothing, just avoid, but now I’'m not so sure. I’ ve seen miracles happen. Lived to tdll of them. At
this point, I’'m willing to concede | just can’t know.

Ramona stares across the table at us, growing visibly unsettled. If I'd known how well sillence worked at
keeping people off balance, I’ d have curbed my tongue years ago. Okay, probably not. But maybel’d



have tried harder.

“The Syndicate?’ | say adoud.

Her eyeswiden, showing threads of red in the white. | see every fleck of mascarashe’ s used to thicken
her lashes, and the dark liner benesth ooks spidery somehow. Her prettinessisan illuson now, cunning
layersof paint to hide thetruth.

“How did you—" She stops, likely redlizing her words comprise an admission.

“That’ s not important.” | take another sip of choclaste.

I’ll never give March’s secret away. Too many people would want to destroy him if they knew. He's
never been through Corp training; he doesn't have the safeguardsin place that prevent him from raping
another mind just because he can. Maybe that should terrify me because of our bond, but | know he'd
never hurt me on purpose. He's had ample opportunity since we' ve been together—and asfor the rest of
the universe, it can look out for itself.

“You'redifferent,” she observes. “And I’m donefor. They think you'll go out there and make a mess of
it. But youwon't, will you?’

| won't lie. It hurts alittle to make the admission. “Not on purpose. | won't set out to create an
interstellar incident, not even for you.”

Ramona amiles, a soft tremuloustwist of her mouth. “Then | suppose we' re finished. | should follow after
your father if | have any sense”

“Didhe...?

To my surprise, she picks up the cue. Neither one of us speciadizesin subtlety or subtext. | suppose you
adapt or die. “Yes. Dr. Harmon certified him. It was quick.”

“Good.” | swallow back the lump in my throat. “L ook, | have some businessto take care of before our
departure. I’ [l wish you luck, however you sort things out.”

March pays our tab with aswipe of hiscard. Mary, why do | fed thisridiculousweight as| walk away
from her? Shelooks so done, Stting in the coffeehouse with her stupid big hair and her black dresswith
the jewd ry that monitors her movements.

At thedoor, | collect my layer of outer garments and wrap up again. We step out into the white swirl of
an Ankarg winter. He takes my hand, and | fed hiswarmth through two centimeters of swool.
“Sothat’sit?’ hesays “You'renot giving her another thought?”

“Would you?’

He considersfor amoment. “1 can't say. My mother died when | wasfive. My father remarried, and my
step-mother never cared for me, but she had Svetlana. . .” Thewind carries hiswords away, or perhaps
he smply doesn’t want to talk about her. “Anyway, | don't know. It just seems strange.”

“What does?” When | spy agap in traffic, | make abreak for it. We re getting our own Skimmer,
dammit. I'll try to talk the guy at the garage into loaning us one. | need to find abank.

“I just didn’t think you ever gave up on people you love, that’sal.”

Ouch. Low blow. We duck into the tunnel that leads down to the vehicle-maintenance bays. The Corp
owned afleet and ahaf, and the Conglomerate is till taking inventory. They won't noticeif one vanishes
for an hour or s0. The ramp winds down and around for quite aways, but at least we' re out of the wind.
“I haven't seen her in sixteen years. And | didn’t like her when | lived with my folks. Sometimes| find it
hard to believe Ramonais my biologica mother.”

Lucky break, | know the guy working thislevel. Squid washed out of the academy because he suffers
from heterochromiairidium, which he hid by wearing one tinted contact. Unfortunatdly, two different eye
colors meant he didn’t possess the J-gene, and he lost some |Q pointsinside the smulator before they
got him out. These days he'sonly fit to patrol the vehicle-maintenancelot.

Thethermd ventsmean | can pull off my hood. Should have known something was wrong when my
mother didn’t say anything about my hair, or lack of it, as soon as | bared mysdlf at the café. | waveto
Squid, who glances behind him to seewho ese | might be sgnaling.

Damn, what’ shisred name? Ira. Huh, Squid might actualy be better, though the name was meant asa
jabat hislQ.

“Hey, Iral How'sit going? How’ ve you been?’



“Uhm. Okay.” He pauses with an expression of what | take to be perpetud confusion. “Do | know
you?”

| smileat him. “1t’ s been along time. We were at the academy together. Y ou think you can hook me up
with a Skimmer?’

His moon-pale brow wrinkles up in ascowl. “I’'m not supposed to | et anyone take them. They’ ve been .
..” Iragtruggles over the word, and | wince in sympathy, though he does't notice. “ Confiscated!”

“I’'m sure that doesn’t apply to the newly appointed ambassador of New Terra,” March says smoothly.
“If you don't believe me, confirm with Chancellor Tarn. Of course, he might be annoyed with you for
making the ambassador wait, aswell asinterrupting his conference with the lelosian representatives.”
Damn, the man is good; poor Iralooks bewildered. | imagine | don’t look like an ambassador, but then
again, how many would he have seen, pending hislife roaming around vehicle maintenance? If this
works, this gig might have perks | hadn’t even imagined. Assuming | don’t die horribly on the way to
Ithiss-Tor.

“I didn’t know you were an ambassador,” Irasaysfindly. “Y ou should redlly have a badge or something.
| can let you borrow a B-class Skimmer, but you have to bring it back before my shift ends at five.
Please?’ he adds, asif remembering he needsto be politeto me.

“Absolutely,” March assures him. “We have no plansto leave the city.”

That sends a cold chill down my back. Famous last words, best-laid plans, and dl that. March takesthe
codesthat will start the engine, and | follow him toward the black-and-red-striped onein the far corner.
Iratrails behindus, obvioudy conflicted. | gather he likes following the rules, and we ve made him break
them.

“Who're you anyway?’ he asks March.

Who flashes his saturnine smile. “I’ m the guy who kills anyone that messes with the ambassador.”

Wow, | likethe sound of that. Iradoesn’t venture any more questions before the engine purrsto life.
Then we're up, up, and away.

CHAPTER5

There s nothing like riding a Skimmer, even when it’s thiscold.

The speed, the control, the hint of danger as we swoop around the city. Ankargj isn’'t apretty settlement,
glittering metal bones jutting from the snow with more determination than grace. I’ ve never been surewhy
the Corp chose to center its headquarters here. Even though New Terra can't compete with other worlds
intermsof natura beauty—and functions as nothing so much as afarm colony—it certainly possesses
gtes more scenic than this.

| hold on tight to March while the wind whips against my face. For these moments, | am perfectly,
glorioudy free. | don’t need to think about the future, my obligations, or what'sin storefor uson
Ithiss-Tor. March knows | can’t stand fedling trapped. Shit, being planet-bound is bad enough. He intuits
what those days trapped inside the cave, then later confined to quarters because of the Conglomerate
inquiry, meant to me,

If not for Veith 11-Nok, the bounty hunter dotted to accompany meto Ithiss-Tor, | would havediedina
Corp asylum,after taking the blame for any number of their crimes. He and | spent severa
nerve-wracking days riding out astorm in a cave off the Teresengi Basin, after he killed hisown crew on
my behalf. They were mongters, no doubt, but he' d hired them in good faith. To someonelike Vd, his
wordishisbond. But | can't think about what | owe him, or guilt will st in. I'm not used to owing
people debts so big, | have no coin to pay.

By thetimewe park outsde a Transplanetary Bank, my fingersfed vaguely numb. | can’t even
remember the account numbersto get past the first security check, so we're forced to push the call
button. Anirritated blond man flashes onto the vid screen above the double doors.

“Thislocation doesn't handle transplanetary wires or open new accounts,” he tells me brusquely. “ For
that, you need to visit our wonderful new branch in the city center, just two blocks from the AquaDome.”
Before he can turn off the feed, | answer, “1 have an account here dready, | just can’t remember the
code”



Hesghsasif I'm mentally defective. “1I'll send someone.”

At least fifteen minutes pass before a stocky brunette appears to unlock the doors manualy. Her
expression radiates disapprova for customers who forget their account codes. If I'd entered them, the
door would have verified them as viable with in-house security and their Al would have unlocked the
doorsfor fifteen seconds. It's not afool proof system, but it cuts down on passersby asking to use the
lavatory, at less.

“How can | help you today?’

“By looking up my account information,” | say, as she leads ustoward her workstation.

“I need to scan your thumb and index finger. Y ou can provide additiona information if you like, butitis
unlikely to berequired.”

“Not aproblem.” | let her zap me with her wand.

Transplanetary Bank doesn't believe in embellishing the workplace: beige walls, beige carpet, and one
fake plant. Her desk iseven beige, built of heavy synthetic wood. A prominent nameplate reads SILVIA
KUY EIDI, which means she' s descended from the origina settlers. | wonder whether her distant
ancestors, who revered raven and wolf totems, would approve of her career in banking.

Then again, so what? My distant ancestors specidized in spending money and putting on airs. They
wouldn't be impressed with me ether.

While shetapsaway, | unwind some of my layers, my least favorite part of acold climate. They don't
offer chairsfor clients unless you' re important enough to be ushered into a private suite. | guesswe don't
qudify.

When March grins, | don’t need to be amind reader to know he's considering areprise of the whole
ambassador bit. That's going to take some getting used to. | fidget, trying to ignore the unusua achesand
pains|’ve acquired along the way.

Ms. Kuyeidi bites her lip. Uh-oh. | know that look.

“I’'m sorry, | have bad news, Ms. Jax. When you were . . .” She makesamouethat | interpret as
discomfort. “. . . declared dead, your husband filed anext of kin claim, and we consolidated your
accounts. And when the Conglomerate froze al Corp assets, that included the personal accounts of Corp
executives, such asyour husband, who are now awaiting tria.”

“Whichmeans. .. 7’ | don't redlly need her to say it. I’'m broke.

“Y our accounts have been closed.” Ms. Kuyeidi refusesto meet my eyes, which tellsme she' saware
how shitty thisis. “I can provide you with the amount that your husband received at thetime of your . . .
er, death,” she adds. “ Perhaps the Conglomerate can see about retrieving the wrongfully alotted funds.
Suchinquiriestaketime, I'm afraid.”

“Of coursethey do,” | muiter.

“I'm sorry | couldn’t be of more assistance, Ambassador.” She speaksthelast word with a
congpiratoria air. | must have looked perplexed because she adds, “I saw the announcement on the
newsjust before you arrived. | didn’t recognize you right away, though. Your hair ...

Great. My mother does’t comment on it, but the bank lady does. | muster asmile. “Yes, | look quite
different now.”

Slviaseesusto the door. After thanking her, | somp out into the cold and immediately regret the
impulse. | shiver from head to toe as | rewrap mysdf. Feeling me tremble, March powers up the thermal
vents, which help alittle.

“So what now?’ he asks, aswe climb back on the Skimmer.

These little beauties can toggle between hover and ground mode with the flick of a switch. Speeding over
theiceisthe closest thing on earth to flying, and it carriesa unique thrill. Any other time, I'd beg him to
break some records on the tundra—fina remnant of the Jax | used to be—but right now | need to get
this sorted out.

“Back to headquarters, | guess.”

“You think Tarn can help you?’ he cadls over the roaring wind.

| shrug, knowing he' Il catch the movement aswdll as the accompanying thoughts. Tarn will offer to “look
into the matter,” but my hope of recovering that 100K hinges on how thingsgo on Ithiss-Tor. That's



paliticsfor you, afilthy polyglot of one hand washing the other until everything’ s unclean.

Suddenly glum, | rest my chin against March’sback. If | succeed, they’ Il kill my mother. If | fail, I'll be
jobless, penniless, and the laughingstock of the tier worlds, assuming the Bugs don’t execute me for some
breach of etiquette.

And that doesn’t begin to factor in the danger we'll bein, trying to get to Ithiss-Tor. | didn’t redlize how
much the clockwork Corp patrols factored into keeping the star lanes safe. | hope pirates and raiders will
be too busy jacking cargo vessalsto mess with asmall cutter like ours.

A surge of hest benesth me catches my attention, but it' s the high-pitched whine coming from the
Skimmer that darmsme. | hear March muitter, “ Shit,” as helets go of the controls and rolls hard I ft.
Sincel’m holding onto him, | fal as he does.

We hit the ground and tumble, careening into packed snow and stacked garbage cans. My hip fedslike
it has ground glass embedded init. The Skimmer continuesinitsflight, but it dowswithout ahand on the
throttle. Midair, it shudders and then blowsinto shards, raining fire and ash down on us.

| cover my head asthelarger pieces plummet to earth. Theicy air smellsof burning metal. Ah, shit. Ira’s
gonna be pissed. Hope he doesn’t get in trouble, poor bastard has enough problems. Thenagain, if
being an ambassador means anything, | should have the power to promote him out of it.

“Youdl right?’ If | had a credit for every time March has asked methat question, | wouldn't be
mourning My missing money.

“I'll live” | can't restrain awhimper as he pulls me to my feet. “What are the chances thiswas aroutine
mdfunction?’

Mouth compressed to awhiteline, he shakes hishead. “ Slim to none.”

| test my left hip, the one that took the impact, by taking astep, and fire streaks up my thigh. To cover
this, | try to sum up our Stuation, ticking off the points on my gloved fingertips. “ So one faction—the
Conglomerate—wants me to succeed on Ithiss-Tor because they want to strengthen their position asthe
galactic governing body. Another faction—the Syndicate—wants meto fail because periodsrife with
chaos are good for the smuggler’ s bottom line. And an unknown faction doesn’t want me to get there at
al”

March nods his agreement. “ Thiswas meant as a preventive measure. I'm not sure if they thought they'd
end you likethisor just put the fear of Mary inyou.”

| snort. “ That’ d take more than a bunged-up Skimmer, at this point.”

“They don't know you like | do.” With careful fingertips, he traces afeathery touch over my brows, and |
fed that lovely little spark. Now’ s not the time, though. “Can you walk?’

| rake aquick look around the dley. “Do | have achoice? Thislookslike Wickville, where auto-cab
stands are few and far between.”

Hisface looks sharp and harsh within the shadowed frame of his black hood, but his eyes soften his
whole mien. March swingsme up into hisarms. “Y ou dways have a choice, aslong asI’m around. If
you' d rather, we'll hop a ship to Maha City, claim some land according to the New Homestead Act, and
plant rutabagas or something. Isthat what you want, Jax?’

For amoment, just amoment, | consider it. Imagine being planet-bound, no more grimspace, no more
wildfire, no more notoriety. Just aquiet life easing into aquiet death. | could amost, dmost manageit,
with March by my side.

Then | shake my head, smiling. “1 don’t think I’'m what Chancellor Jackson had in mind when he set out
to attract honest, hardworking citizensto New Terra. Besides. . . | didn’t become ajumper to dieold
and gray.”

Something flashesin hisdark eyes, something stark and raw. His answering smilelookslikeit hurtsin
ways| can't conceive. “1 was afraid you' d say that.”

CHAPTER 6

As he carries me through the Wickville warren, | re flect on what it meansfor March to love me.
The man’sknown nothing but loss hiswhole life. With me he can expect more of the same. I’m ajumper
to the core, complete with al the reckless, thrill-seeking urges. Though I’ ve changed since | first met him,



and I’d like to believe for the better, I’m never going to be a safe bet.

I’m not awoman you bring home to Mother, pick out china patternswith, or Mary forefend, breed. I’ ve
seen achunk of the universe, true, but there' s till so much moreto see. | doubt I'll ever curethis
wanderlugt, and I’ m content with dedicating my lifeto falling to sateit.

Then again, maybeif | checked with him, he'd say he would rather have two weeks with me than twenty
safe yearswith someone else. After dl, that'swhat I'd say if he asked me. Kai taught me nothing comes
with aguarantee.

The sky darkens overhead, heavy with impending snow, and on the far horizon, the setting sun smears
the white plain with adiffuse glow. Each breeth stingsthe ingde of my nostrils, puffsout like smoke. It's
becoming clear we are unequivocdly lost, and we' re starting to draw attention. With March carrying me,
welook vulnerable. That brings out the predatory ingtinctsin people.

Buildingslow-dung and close together separate Wickville from Ankarg proper. There, everything shines
with chrome and glastique, and even the gutters stay clean. Here, you can find whores, chem,
contraband, and wicked music.

During my academy days, | spent asmuch timeas| could out here, away from rules and regulations. |
even had aboyfriend, an insanely gifted sax player named Sebastian, who caled me astroppy little bitch.
We fought and fucked and fought some more. In retrospect, it'sawonder | made it to graduation day.
The crunch of footsteps demands my attention, somehow ominous and stealthy. “Put me down. It's
better if | walk.”

Maybe | was getting heavy anyway because he complies without protest. More likely, he figures he may
soon need both handsto fight. March offersanod as a group of hooded thugs step into our path.

The leader says, “Maybe you didn’t know, but thisisatoll road. Y ou need to pay usfifty creditseachin
order touseit.”

Firg, it snot much of aroad. I'd cdl it an dley, mysdf. | can’'t hepit; I'll die asmart-ass, mayberight
hereinthisdley. “Isthat fifty creditsfrom each of usor fifty creditsto each of you? Or—"

“Shut up, woman.” March doesn't even glance a me. This better be manly posturing to impressthe
gangers, or he' sdeeping donefor at least aweek. Even that threatening thought doesn’t rouse areaction
from him, though. “How about | beat the shit out of you, and we call it even?’

Whoa, there are seven of them. He' s sure fedling his oats after plunging ten meters off adoomed
Skimmer. | don't think I'm going to be much help inafight, and | don’t have aweapon.

To my astonishment, the head man breaks down into abelly laugh. “March, you rat bastard, how you
been?We haven't seen you dirtsdein at least five spins. | amost shat when | saw you on thevid.”
While they exchange backdapping hugsal around, | relax muscles| hadn’t redized I’ d tensed. Dammit,
they dl had me going. And now my hip redly hurts because | did into afighting crouch out of reflex.
Men.

“I’'mal right, Surge. Except we find oursalves abit disadvantaged in your territory. Our ride went down
aways back, and | have no ideawherewe are.”

“Let’sget you out of the cold, catch up abit, and then see what we can do about alift home. Where is
home these days?’

Maybeit' s the waning light, but March looks grim and weary. “Nowhere, now. | lost the Folly.”

His pa shakes his head. “ Rough luck, mate. Let me stand you one.”

They lead usinto a pub viathe back door, ignoring the red-faced woman who shouts at them. When
Surge peds off hiswinter wraps, | decide he got his name because hiswild, springy hair lookslike he
conducts large amounts of dectricity asahobby. | limp through into the common room, whichisgrimy,
dimly lit, and full of mismatched furniture.

Ah, home. | might’ ve been here with Sebastian, fifteen years ago.

Oncewe stttle at agticky table, | find out they aren’t gangersat al but guys March knew in the old days.
From what | can gather, they fought together on Nicu Tertius. Mercenaries go wherever they get paid
best, and the Nicuan Empireisawaysin turmail, so much that haf the time they can’'t even participatein
gdactic palitics.

By the time the server puts amug of hot teain my hand, | don’t care whether the cup isclean. | sip and



listen while they catch up. Apparently Surge and his boys are working salvage a the moment; they got
tired of fighting other people swars. Someone named Buzzkill died in the last insurrection, and that’s
when they cdled it aday.

“Isthere abounce-relay anywhere in thisdump?’ March asks.

Hisfriend pointsto the far wal. Thething is positively ancient, dates back beforethe AxisWars. It
doesn't even have acard reader; you key in your digits by hand.

“Let me send amessage to Keri. That was one of our godstoday, wasn't it?”

| nod. “Make sure she got the data, as Tarn claims.”

“And don’t flash your cred too wide around here,” Surge cautions.

March’'s gesture says Surge and | are both nervous old women. Well, he' sgot that haf-right. A few
minutes later, he returns, looking satisfied. “ She should have it in ten to twelve hours, so we' Il hear back
by early morning.”

That' |l haveto do. Tarn will want my decision then, but I'm not making it unless1’m surethey don’t need
me on Lachion.

“So what' sthe story with Tarn?” March takes a seat and picks at aplate of fried . . . something. You'd
think I would be used to the way he follows my thoughts by now, but it aways seemsalittle bit eerie.
Jugt likethefirst time.

Surge shrugs. | can't remember the names of dl hisguys, which isfine, becausethey’ re drinking at other
tables now. One of them watches me out of narrowed icy blue eyes. HE sa pretty one, if alittle grimy
around the edges, and I’ m not sure what has him so interested. Maybe he’ s never seen abald chick
before.

“Hewas anobody before last week,” Surge says. “Now he' s pushing to make New Terrathe
Conglomerate capita, and the fact that Farwan fell gpart here is lending him some momentum, but asfar
as| cantell, he has no more power than any other representative.”

Our walitress sets a carafe down at my ebow. | sniff it. The fumes decreethat it's extremely alcohalic, so
| tip someinto my wesk tea. There’ s probably atill in the basement. In Wickville they makethe
homebrew out of whatever they have to hand. Hopefully, it will take the edge off the pain. Medicind
usage asde, if | drink enough of thisbrown lightning, | won't care about my hip anymore.

Some things never change. In poor digtricts, people do thejobs that bots perform in more affluent
sectors. Here, the owners can't afford maintenance, replacement parts, or chip upgrades. Humans are
infinitely more expendable. If awoman wears out, you can find twenty more just like her looking for
work.

The one working our table looks pretty closeto busted. Asif shefedlsmy stare, she meets my eyes, but
she doesn't have enough spark Ieft in her to mind. Her gaze dides away from mine as shetrudges on
back to the kitchen to schlep the next tray.

March drums hisfingers, looking thoughtful. “He sambitious then.”

“And I’'m hiscat’ s-paw.” The guysglance at mein surprise, asif they’ ve forgotten about me. We can't
have that, can we?“What eseis new?’

“Y ou certainly have ahigtory of finding trouble,” Surge says.

Annoyance sparks through me. This prick does't know the first thing about me, other than what he's
read or seen on the vids. And okay, maybe things tend to unravel at the seams wherever | go, but isthat
my fault?

“Lay off her,” March says. He' ssmiling, and his tone remains deceptively gentle. “Y ou don't want to
make her mad.”

| liked how he began, but now I’ m not sure where he’ s going with this. If he expectsmeto put ona
show—You know, honey, do bitchy Jax for my buddies, come on!— wéll, that’ sjust not happening.
I’m too tired.

Surge regards me with bloodshot eyes, aforest bristling from hisjaw. “ Oh yeah? Why’ sthat?’
“Becauseif you upset her, you' |l haveto deal with me. And | don't think you want that.”

WEe rein no pogition to pick afight with the people who are helping us. Then again, | suspect | don't get
the whole guy thing, because Surge cracks up again. Fucking men, right?



“Shit, she' sgot you trained right and tight, 1ad. When you donning the collar?’

With asigh, | down the rest of my spiked teaand fed the warmth washing over me. It'sbeen awhile
gnce | drank anything this strong.

“Jax doesn't believein that,” March answers.

“I did once. It didn’t work out.” | scowl, thinking of Simon. “1 don’t suppose you know people who
could get to him? He' sbeing held in asecure facility.” 1t sathrowaway remark, one | don’t expect to
beer fruit. | should have known better. These are former mercs, after al.

“There sawaysaway,” Surgetellsme with awicked smile. “But it' |l cost. Depends on where, of
course, but we probably know someone doing time same as your ex. How bad do you want the man
done?’

CHAPTER 7

I’d love to see Simon dead.

When his superiors asked for a scapegoat, he tried to sacrifice me. He knew they planned to murder
everyone on the Sargasso, and he decided to rid himsdlf of me aswell. There were probably insurance
paymentsto collect, my death benefits. Mary knows he cleaned out my persona accounts before my
alleged body was cold.

He deservesto suffer in ways| can’t articulate for what he's done. Seventy-five souls trusted usto get
them safely to Matins V. Eighty-two died in the crash.

Even now, | gill have dreams. | wake up screaming, and | can't stand the smell of cooking meat. March
watches me thinking it over, and I’ m sure he' stapped into my blood-thirsty thoughts. Then it occursto
me. Doesn’'t matter how bad I’ d like to get this dirty job done. | can't afford it.

I’1l have to content mysdf with imagining bad things happening to the bastard. If he/ sbeen sent to
Whitefish, | won't haveto wait long, though. Someone will shank him for being an officiouslittle prick.
“I'll think about it,” | say, because there sno way I’ m telling Surge about my temporary financia
embarrassment.

The merc looks disappointed. “Right, then. Another round?’

“Onefor theroad,” March answers. His expression becomes speculative. “What would you suggest for
someone in deep to the Syndicate?”’

“A Eutha-booth.” Luckily, the other man has his eye on March while he laughs, so he does’t catch my
wince. There are home truths, and home truths, if you know what | mean. “Oh shit, you' re serious?
Dunno, lad, that’ s some steep ground. They were fighting asmugglers war on two fronts between Hon's
raiders and the gray men, but the world looks awholelot rosier for them now, thanksto your girl here.
Maybe she could ask them nicely to call off the debt.”

Well, that’ snot helpful. Mr. Jewel Brooch didn’t seem inclined to believe he owed me any favors when
wetalked at the coffeehouse. Wasthat just afew hours ago? Long day.

“WEell sort it out.” March pushes away from the table. “ Can you call us an auto-cab? Where' sthe
closest gand?’

“At the corner,” Surge says. “And aready done. Should be there by the time you make your way down.
It was good seeing you, mate. | hope you and the ambassador here get things sorted.”

Every time someone saysthat, | fight the urge to look over my shoulder. It’ slike being the butt of ajoke
everybody getsbut me. | sure as shit don't fed like any such thing. Maybe it takesawhileto sink in.
From the next table | hear Surge’ s guys speculating that I’ m bald because | had aterrible case of nits. |
run ahand over my stubbly head and struggle to my feet. Y eah, it’ sdefinitdy time to go.

“There' s some wreckage four blocks up and over from where we met you. Y ou should get agood price
for the big piecesif you get right over there.” With awave, March heads for the front door with me
trailling behind him like agimp puppy.

| guessdiva-Jax still dwells somewhereinside my scrawny breast because that does't set well. Then he
holds the door for me and offers his heart-melting smile. Aswe step outside, | forget my minor
complaints because night-fal in the north isfucking brutal.

Our hike down to the auto-cab stand fedls like kilometers. There' s areason people drink so much, living



here. I’ d nearly forgotten that part. A group of homeless men huddle near atrash barrel wherethey’velit
afire. Such thingsareillega, but who' s going to protest?

The Corp wrote this place off decades ago, and gangers run it now. Starving artists produce the most
amazing music, though. Sweet strains wend through the smoky dark toward me, notes of throbbing
warmth that seem to hang in the crystd-cold air like tropicd fruit. Peoplein Wickville live with sngular
abandon; it'snot hard to behave asif every day might beyour last if it truly might be. Until now, | hadn’t
realized how much I’ d incorporated that ideaiinto my persona philosophy, if | could be said to have such
athing.

“| didn’t reglize how much time you spent here,” March says softly.

| make no response as we climb into the blessedly heated cab. He doesn’t know as much about me as
he supposes. | wonder what he' d say if he knew | dmost threw everything away—my future with the
Corp, my promise as ajumper—for a saxophone player.

First he swipes his card and then taps out our destination on the pand. With a soft swoosh, we' re on our
way.

Numbness setsin. Not from the cold, though | can’t seem to warm up all the way. Too much has
happened. | can't parseit dl.

My mother, my father, my past . . .

Everything fedslikeit’son acollision course. No matter what choice | make, somebody loses. Inthe old
days| wouldn’t have cared. Fuck the lot of them; what did they ever do for me? 1’ d have gotten drunk,
flashed my tits, and danced on atable. I’ d have thought of nothing but my next jump. For Mary’s sake,
these days, | even regret the trouble the exploding Skimmer will cause poor Squid.

When the hell did | develop a conscience?

“When you camefor me.” March answers the unspoken question with an expression | can’t interpret.
There' s something to be said for aman who tunesinto your moods like this. He wraps an arm around me
and leans his head againgt mine. Sometimes | sensein him adeep-seated fear. It' slike he wantsto hold
mesotight | can't get free, but conversdly, he' safraid of frightening me away with such viscera need.
He sright to fear that. | love him, but he terrifies me in some ways.

“Itsapanintheass”

“Get used toit,” hesaysdryly. “Once you start caring, it's hard to stop.”

“Gregt.”

Weridetherest of theway insilence. | fed alittle queasy from the homebrew, or maybe it wasthe
microorganismsin my tea. By the time we climb out in front of headquarters, I'm grateful for the shock of
frogty air. Wickville seemsfarther away than the kilometers we traveled.

“I'll walk you to your door.” In hiseyes, | glimpse an endearingly roguish twinkle that warnsme he
does't intend to leave me there with achaste kiss.

I’m not in the mood for love, but I'll ded with that when the time comes. We re questioned once by the
automated security system. Luckily March remembers the pass codes. To my mind, modern lifejust
offers too many numbers that we' re supposed to keep track of.

Up on the eighth floor, | key my room open and stare. “What thefuck . . .”

The place has been ransacked, well, as much as an impersonal, nearly empty room can be. | don’t have
anything. Anyone who doesn't redize that is dumb as arock. Correction, March gave me back my PA,
245, which he found at the hostel where Veith took me.

Sheisliteraly dl | own, and | keep her with me at al times now. Discovering that I’ m dead broke makes
her al the more vauable. Since she has perfect recall, she'll make an idedl assistant for an ambassador
who needsto get everything just right from customs to medltime etiquette. Just last night, she asked meto
get her adroid frame, so she can better servein that capacity.

So she'smy most important asset. I'm like the tinker and his horseshoe nail from the stories. Numbly |
dep ingde and start tidying up.

“Shouldn’t we cal security? They might be ableto find out who did this”

| shrug. “If you like. | don't fed up to deding with it tonight, though.”

Hetakesacloser look at me. “Y ou don't look good, Jax.”



“Thanks. Y ou'refantastic for my ego.” | manage awan smile. “It’s been along day, and dropping out of
thesky didn’'t help. I'll befine after | get somerest.”

“Hope s0.” Maybeit's because | know him, but he's not doing agood job of hiding his concern.

| understand why. Thisisn't like me. I'm not the pale, listlesstype, and | can count on one hand the
number of times 1’ vebeen sck inmy life.

“You want to stay?’ Even as| ask, | pressthe button to enlarge my bunk from asingleto adouble.

WEe ve been assigned to executive quarters, so | have a san-shower in the suite, avid station, and a
customizable deep unit. The only thing we don’'t have is awardrober, but the Corp was run by abunch
of skinflints. March has hisown room onten, but | don't imagine he' |l bereturning to it. He smilesat me
and hangs histhings next to my winter gear. It doesn’'t take long to set the room to rights, given how little
| havein here. Nothing seemsto be missing.

“I was hoping you'd ask,” he says. “ Shower?’

“Yes, let's”

Maybe thingswill ook better in the morning.

CHAPTER 8

I’m having the strangest dream.

Dinagitson my chest whiletrying to convince someone I’ m part of an expengve rug shewantsto sell.
Vagudy | know thisisn't right. I’m not made of 1oose threads and badly woven swool. Am I? When |
wake up, | find mysdlf snuggled againgt March’ sbig body while Dina peersinto my face. Asaways, I'm
surprised that she smells of flowers.

“I got usaship,” shesays.

“A what?’ Theneuronsin my brain aren't firing at capacity yet.

“A ship,” sherepeats, dower thistime. LikeI’m ahead case. Since | need achemical boost to
jump-start my wits, she probably has a point.

March is awake now, and thankfully, he heaves over so | can crawl out of bed. Damn, | ache. Guess|’m
not asyoung asl usedtobe. . .sol can't fal out of the sky with equanimity. | wish Doc was here. HE d
give meashot of something and say, You're fine, Jax. Get out of my med bay.

“How’ d you manage that?’ he asks.

Maybe she doesn’'t think | notice the way she averts her eyes, but | do. In utter exhaustion | fell into bed
inmy skivieslast night. Thismorning, she's caught mein atank top and shorts, reveding my scarsin al
their glory. They’re never going to fade entirely. | don’t even want them to, o it'sjust aswell March can
handle them. I’ll never go to acosmetic surgeon and ask him to burn away the marks.

“Wonit,” sheanswers. This means she hustled someone, the poor bastard. “In amagnificent hand of
Pick Five. | spent the night going over it. I'm dog tired now, but she'll run. And she' sours. Y ou can
rename her when | handle ownership transfer. W€ Il just have to pay license and filing fees.”

“What'sit called now?’ | ask over my shoulder.

Since we showered last night, | don’t fed dirty pulling on afresh jumpsuit, straight from bed. When you
don’t have any hair to manage, it's amazing how fast you can beready. | just need to wash my face,
clean my teeth, and I'll be s&t.

Dinagrins. “ Bernard’s Luck.”

Asl laugh at the irony, March wears athoughtful frown as he gets dressed. “I’ ve heard that somewhere
before. Ahwadll, it'll cometo me. Let’ snot renameit; I’ d rather not meddle with aman’sluck.”
Sheraisesabrow at me, and | shrug. He can be unaccountably superstitious for an otherwise reasonable
man. Then again, with eyeslikehis, it wouldn't matter if he threw the bones before every flight.

Our gtation beeps, signaling we have a message. Through static and white solar lines, Keri says, “We ve
recelved ten gigs worth of genetic data, and it’s advanced Doc’ s research by years. He arrived aweek
ago, and we' re—"

End message in asnowy gray blur. | suspect something must be the matter with the satellites near
Lachion, or we wouldn’t congstently have this problem with messages. Or maybe she was about to say
something we weren't supposedto hear. Unfortunately, | have no ability to judge anymore.



If the Psychs can be trusted—which they can’t—I suffer from borderline paranoid dysfunction. | suspect
everyone of treachery and subversive plots against me. But like the old adage goes. Just because you're
paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you. Why, then, do they want to send a half-cracked
nut like me off to Ithiss-Tor? That question begs for an answer, but | don’t have dl the pieces of the
puzzlejus yet.

In under half an hour we present oursalvesin conference room 7-J again. My hip il hurts, and | have
my doubts about thiswhole endeavor, but when Tarn entersthe room, | manage asmile. Hisexpression
aters subtly when he takesin my ouitfit.

“If you intend to take this position, Ms. Jax, you' |l need to dress the part. We cannot have you
representing New Terralooking like agarage mechanic.”

Thisismy favorite blue jumpsuit, dammit.

| glarea him. “And if you think I’m donning ceremonid robes, you' re out of your mind.”

“You are interested then, | tekeit?’

March and Dinaregard mein silence. | think about al the factors, and in the end, it comes down to one
thing. It sajob that gets me off thisrock, at least for alittle while. I'll be jumping again, dl expenses paid.
Plus, I’ ve never been oneto back away from a challenge.

“Yes, I'minterested. I’ll dress up more when we arrive.”

Tarn smiles. Oh, | redly don't trust that look. “ Excellent.” He depresses a button under the table, and the
door to the conference room dlides open.

| don’t recogni ze the man who joins us then: medium height, brown hair, average features. Infact, if |
didn’t know better, I'd say hisface is some amagamation of athousand others |’ ve seen, so relentlesdy
averagethat I’ ve forgotten what he looks like as soon as my gaze shifts away.

| test thisthree or four times, bemused by it, so I'm distracted when Tarn says, “I believe you dready
know Vdlith. HE |l be accompanying you as your culturd liaison. I'm sure| don't need to stressthe
importance of internalizing Ithtorian customsto prevent giving insult and destroying our nascent accords.
And abovedl, please take care with your jJumps, Sirantha. There may be raiderslurking in highly traveled
hot spots.”

“Vd!” Though | know what lurks beneeth the human skin, | can't resist. | legp from my chair and startle
him with ahug. | never had the chance to thank him. There’ sno question; | wouldn't be hereif not for
him.

Hefields me with awkward perplexity. “If | am to begin your lessons at present, Sirantha, thiswould be
construed as an aggressive act on Ithiss-Tor.”

Wéll, since I’m not normally atouchy-fedy person, | think we'll be okay. | nod, though, and make a
menta note. No hugging of random Bugs.

“ThisisMarch, my pilot, and Dina, ship’s mechanic.”

They exchange polite words while Tarn observes us. What' s he looking for? Something is't right here,
but | can’t put my finger onit.

I’'mdl but certain Vd isn't in onit, whatever the Chancdllor is plotting. What was the point of saving me
if he only meant to take meto his homeworld and get mekilled? Logicaly, it just doesn’t track, and Ve
isdl about things making sense.

“When do we leave?’ Dinaasks. “I have some preparations to make.”

Tarnraisesabrow a her. Oh, she'sgonnago al “her highness’ on hisass. “Y our vessd isdready
adequatdly supplied.”

“I wouldn’t touch that ‘vessdl” with aten-foot pole,” she says, eyes narrowed. If her chinjutsout, he'd
better run. “We have our own ship, and | trust you' |l approve al necessary expendituresto equip it asthe
ambassador’ s team seesfit.”

Beforethe veinsin Tarn' s forehead explode, March putsin, “We prefer not to trust our fate to those
inexperienced with long jump-flights.” Chak one up for diplomacy. “However well-intentioned they may
be. I hope you understand.”

| can’t believe this ambassador stuff works, even on the Chancellor. He' s the one who appointed me.
But | suppose once you claim someone has power, you can't decry it without making yourself look like a



jackass.

Clearing histhroat, Tarn makes an attempt to regain some lost ground. “1’ [ approve the same budget for
your provisions as were spent on the Conglomerate ship. Y ou may dlot it asyou choose.”

“Can we get under way tomorrow, Dina?’ March getsto hisfeet, sgnaing the meeting has adjourned.
Tanisv't going to likethat either. Asfor me, I'm till standing with Ve, near the door.

“Depends. If their commissar can requisition everything we need, it'll beasnap. I'm having Bernard's
Luck transferred to the Conglomerate docking bays today.”

Henods. “That’ syour top priority then.”

“I haven't briefed you fully,” Tarn protests, as we head for the door.

| shrug. “ Send thefilesto the ship. I'll read it en route.”

If he expected meto be easily controlled, he didn’t pay enough attention to recent history. | don’'t owe
Chancdlor Tarn adamn thing. He wants meto go to Ithiss-Tor and try to persuade the Bugsthat it'sin
their best intereststo join gaactic politics. And that means| work for the Conglomerate, aglorified
bureaucrat.

Whether it'sbest for Ithiss-Tor to join the party, I'm not sure. If they refuse, I'm positive the
Conglomerate intends to make an example of them somehow, perhapsto frighten other non-tier worlds
into towing theline. Tarn logt Sight of onething, however.

I’m nobody’ s pawn, not anymore. And if he triesto orchestrate my moves on some celestid chessboard,
he'll be sorry.

CHAPTER9

Dina hasto be kidding.

If the Folly—the ship we crashed a couple weeks ago—looked better on the inside than | expected,
well, my luck hasturned. Thisvessel looks like something out of old vids; it's positively ancient. The
outside promises adirty, cramped interior, and I’ m not disagppointed when | clamber through the hatch.
It' sonly asix-seater. | passthrough anarrow corridor to the central hub. At least the safety equipment
looksto be functiond. From the hub, halslead left and right. If this ship conformsto standard layouts,
there will bethree smdl bunk areas on either side. Straight ahead we have the cockpit. Since thisjunk
bucket isso smdll, | rather doubt it possesses any extraamenities.

Bernard's Luck doesn’'t even boast aboarding ramp. Instead it has a pressure door onthe sideand a
retractable ladder. | wouldn't put it past the former owner of this ship to havelost it on purpose. Okay,
probably not—he could' ve gotten something for it from the scrap yards.

Dinainterprets my expression correctly. “1 know she' salittle rough around the edges, but the Folly
wasn't adiamond when we got her. I'll polish her up aswe go.”

“A little?’ | shake my head. “ Asajumper, | dways knew my odds of going out on board aship were
pretty high, but do you have to stack the deck like this?’

“It'snot that bad,” March says, then nearly loses his head to adangling ceiling panel. Though I’'m not a
mechanic, | fed pretty sure that ought to be soldered to the wall. He exercises remarkable restraint as he
addsto Dina, “Y ou might want to fix that before we get under way.”

She hurries off to get her toolkit. As| head to check out the cockpit, Vdith boards. | hear him say, “Is
this wise? Perhaps we ought to reconsider and accept the loan of a Conglomerate ship.”

Though | hate the idea of being dependent on charity as much asthe next person, | haveto say, I’ m with
Ve onthisone. Sadly, I'm not surprised when both Dinaand March cdl, “No!”

“Itisquite. .. compact, isit not?” Ve glances around.

He has a point since five steps takes me around the hub. Another five steps carries me to the pressure
hatch. | take aquick look around, and damned if crew quarters aren’t so cramped that passing gasin
there might result in methane poisoning. There' sno med bay on board, just amaintenance closet, 0 it's
just aswell Doc won't be traveling with usthistime,

Halfway to the cockpit, the metd panels appear singed, asif there’ sbeen afire. Mary help us. “Dinal” |
cdl. “Did you check dectricd?’

“Do you want to fix thisthing? Of course | did. It ssound. | dready told you that. That’s purely a



cosmetic flaw.”

“What' s the obsession with this piece of junk anyway?’ | mutter.

“If we decideto leave Ithiss- Tor unexpectedly, we can't be accused of theft by the Conglomerate,”
March answers from behind me.

After congdering everything that could go wrong, | haveto say, “I seethevduein that.”

“I thought you might. Let’ stake alook at the cockpit.”

Right. We continue to the front, where | intend to ingpect the nav chair. That' slife or death for me. If it
doesn’'t look right, I’'m not going up in this, no matter what. | can live with being accused of theft. In fact,
that might make a nice change from mass murder and genera, wanton acts of terrorism.

I’'m pleasantly surprised to find arelatively clean environment. The newest pieces on the ship have been
ingtalled up here, no sgnsof systemsfailure, no loose wiring. The nav chair isan older modd, but it looks
likeit'sin good shape. After checking the port, | don’t doubt this ship will run.

“How’sit look in your end?’

March shrugs. “Old interface, but | can manage. We' ll bedl right, Jax.”

“WEe re sopping on Lachion fird, right?’ He said something about it last night, but honestly | was
half-adeep. “Isthat Conglomerate gpproved?’

“| don't giveashit.” Hegrinsat me and runs ahand over my stubbly head. “We know our message went
out clean, but I'm not so sure about Keri’s. | just want to make sure everything’ sall right. | owe her that
| am absolutely not jealous over hisconcern. It' s paternd, that’ sdl. So what if Keri isyoung, lovely,
talented, and terribly important? For amoment, | remember how much | resented her at our first meeting.
“I don't know about paternal,” March says, tormenting me with athoughtful pause. “Fraternal. I’ m not
that old.”

Before| can hit himin the head as he so richly deserves, the sound of raised voices echoes toward us.
The acoudtics in here are such that | can’t make out what the fussis about, so | head back toward the
hub. March’sfriend Surge towers over Ding, looking ready to clobber her.

“You cheated!” Surgeroars. “If you think I'm letting you take my ship—"

“My ship,” she corrects. “I have al the documentation, and you better get your smelly ass off of it before
we take you up and boost you out the garbage chute.”

| register March’s amusement as he comes up behind me. Funny, he hasn't made a sound, but | can feel
his amile. Wonder if this sengitivity resultsfrom jacking inwith aPd pilot.

“I seeyou'vemet Dina. | knew I’ d heard that ship name somewhere. Sherolled you in agame of Pick
Five, huh?Y ou must’ ve been pretty drunk.”

“Maybealittle,” Surge admits. “1 didn’t even redize what | wagered till thismornin’. Tak about arude
awakening. Now my crew’s stranded here.”

Dinasnorts. “ Servesthem right for sgning on with ascruffy, shamefaced mash-brain like you.”

“You can't leave ushere,” Surge protests. “Let us ship out with you. Y ou could use an extrapilot and
jumper to spell you, right? And my guyswon't eat much.” Histone turnswheedling. “ Come on, mate, it’ll
belike old times”

There are seven of them and four of us. Even with March and me in the cockpit, that leaves a shortage of
safety seatsin the hub, and | doubt anyoneis going to volunteer to have hisbrain scrambled. Staying on
New Terraisn’t that bad.

By hisexpresson, March isthinking aong the samelines. “Look, I'm sorry you gambled away your ship,
Bernard.” He does sound sympathetic. “But shewon't carry twelve. | can take three of you: pilot,
jumper, plus one more. Therest of your crew stays dirtsde. We re on adiplomatic misson, but we' re
stopping on Lachion first, so | can teke you thet far.”

“We might be ableto find work with one of the dlans,” Surge sayswith asigh. “Right, then. Done. I'll call
my boy, Jael, and our jumper, Koratati. It's rather urgent for her to get off world. She’s nonhuman,
doesn't haveavalid visa. | expect you' ve heard about the new Conglomerate immigration lavs?’

| haven't, actudly, but Vdith has “Yes, it shdl likely prove difficult to move about once they enforce
them.”



March shakes his head. “ That’ s one way to enforce the status quo.”

“They redly want to get alock on things, don’t they?” With asigh, Dinafastensatool bet around her
wad. “I'mjug afraid it' sgoing to backfire, likeit did on Tarnus.”

“Periods of politica upheaval are often accompanied by widespread disorder and lawlessness,” Ve
observes.

“It used to be confined to the Outskirts,” | say. “And Corp patrols kept the tier worlds safe. Y ou think
the Conglomerate’ s organized enough to prevent piracy and smuggling from becoming widespread?’
Weall exchange adubious glance.

“If nothing else, they can make life difficult for folkson thetier worlds” Surge answersat last. “Asfor the
wider reaches, | doubt it. It's gonna be every man for himself out there for awhileyet. I’d put money on
the Syndicate running things before the Conglomerate getsitself sorted.”

Sadly, nobody disputes his assessment.

“Pick your bunks, people. Surge, | want your other two on board in under an hour. We' re taking off in
seventy, hdll or high water.” Now that’ sthe March | know and love.

| throw my meager possessionsinto aminiscule room at random and then return to the cockpit. Marchis
aready running diagnostics, a pretty array of lights glimmering on the instrument pand. | even know what
some of them mean now, and | proveit by saying, “1an’t that reading alittle low for life support?’
Hegrinslike he' s proud of me. “Y eah, give it sometimeto power up adl theway. Thisshipwon't be
doing any lightning-fast getawaysin its current ate. Give Dinasometimewith it on Lachion, though.
She'll upgrade, add dl the pretty bells and whistles you admired on the Folly.”

| check the port onelast time. “ So what do you think?’

“Surgeisn’t tdling us something,” March says. “But | couldn’t get aread on what. I'll be watching him,
don’t worry.”

| reiseabrow. “I thought he was afriend of yours.”

“More accurate to say, we belonged to the same companyat one time. He' s doing his best to appear
affable, but | think there¢ smoretoit.”

“Y ou think helost the ship to Dina on purpose, so he'd have areason to attach himsalf to us?” There
goes my paranoiaagain.

“I don't discount it.” March wears athundercloud scowl, long fingers dancing over the instrument pandl.
“Never forget, he'samerc at heart, and he doesn’t own an ounce of sentiment. He goes for the biggest
payday, every time.”

“If you think he'sout to get us, why is he on board thisship?’ | ask. Seemslikeabasic error in
judgment.

“I prefer to kegp my enemies close enough that | can go for ther throats.” By hisgrim expression, he's
remembering something he d rather not discuss.

CHAPTER 10

It feels good to bein the chair again.

WEe vefinished diagnostics and everyone s on board. Jael is ahandsome, cocky bastard. | don’t know
what he'sgood for on aship, but he makesfine eye candy. And he' sjust the type | used to love: dim,
blond, and too pretty for hisown good. Theway | look now, though, he spends histime flirting with
Dina He' smorelikely to get blood from a stone than make headway with her.

That stings my feminine vanity alittle. | used to be able to command aman’ s atention by waking into a
room. | had an indefinable something.

Now I’'m damaged goods, but it's enough that March loves me. | don’t care if some stupid space
cowboy can't appreciate what' s beneath the surface.

Koratéti is. . . big. She arrived swathed in agray cloak, and | didn’t get agood look at her before we
came up front. We know she' s nonhuman, so she might be one of the jumbo races. Surge did right to get
her off planet, as hiding her wouldn't prove an easy task in Wickville. Hopefully, she can wedge her ass
into the safety harness when we need to make the jump.

March contacts docking control on therelay, which cracklesin atinny, old-fashioned way. After afew



minutes, they respond, “Y ou have clearance, Bernard’s Luck. Have agood flight.”

Over the rush of thethrusters, | hear the hangar doors groan their way open. On some planets, the
shipyards are out in the open, but it’ stoo cold for that in this part of New Terra. The subzero temps
would damage the ingrumentsif we didn’t keep the shipsinsde a climate-controlled hangar.

Asdways, | admire March’s skill on the controls, the smooth way we swoop out into the sky. | know
from experience, that isn't as easy asit looks. Aswe gain dtitude, | fed it in my eardrums before the
pressure ingde the ship stabilizes.

Thelittle Luck shudders as we push past the atmosphere and into stark, silent reacheswhere | fed most
at home. There s nothing like seeing stars through the sensor screen and knowing only afew centimeters
of metd separate you from vacuum. Just thinking about it sendsathrill through me.

March shakes hishead at me, | hope with affection. “Y ou're crazy, Jax.”

“I know.”

That’snot thefirgt time he’ ssaid so. | could counter that he’s mad for loving me, but that might make him
questionit. And | don’t want that, even though I’ m afraid of hurting him, afraid of losing him.

Afraid of damn near everything.

But | refuseto let it pardyze me. | won't be the woman who cowers behind four walls, never taking
chances. | want to dielike I’ velived. | dwayswanted to be larger than life, but lately it fedslikel’m
shrinking—literdly, like old women do.

March cuts me a sharp |look—he hates when | think about dying. He saysit’s macabre. Well, the
subsequent thought should make him smile because I’ m not ready to go anytime soon, not until I’ ve seen
more, done more. After thisisal over, we' Il spend a glorious week on the beaches of New Venice,
maybe luge down the glaciers on Ielos. There' stoo much |eft to do for me to want the ride to end so
soon.

“Glad to hear it,” he says softly. “I'd missyou.”

Understatement. | have no words for the holocaust | saw inside him when he thought he' d lost me. He
went to a place beyond loss, beyond madness. | don't deserve him. But | put aside those thoughts
because they make me ache.

He seemsalittletense. Thelast time March and | |€eft the cockpit, the Folly wound up targeted by New
Terrd s Satdlite Defense Ingtdlations, and we were lucky to reach the surface in one piece. | don’t blame
him for wanting to make surewe makeit to the first jump intact.

Moreover, we can't trust everyone we have on board, so if we leave the cockpit, there' s a chance that
Koratati and Surge will hijack us and deliver us someplace we don't want to be. | can’t imaginewho else
might be gunning for me—or maybe it's March they want thistime—his past isfar from an open book at
this point. Regardless, it seems better to be safe, which means keeping our assesin these sedts.
Dinaand Veith will keep an eye on Surge, Jael, and Koratati for us. And if they start something, my
money’son Vel. See, | watched him take on aclutch of Morgut and walk—okay, limp—off to tell the
tde.

My fingers go to my newest scar, adash across my right wrist. Thoughit’ s heling well enough, it il
itchesalittle.

March dantsmeasmile. “So.. . . you wannaplay Pick Five?’

| roll my eyes. “Not redly. You' d just read my cards and know what you needed to discard.”
Helaysahand over hisheart. “I'm cut, serioudy. You' reimplying I’ d cheat?’

“Wouldn't you?’

His expression becomeswalfish. “ Absolutely. | aways get what | want.”

“Should that worry me?’

“Everything worriesyou.”

| can’t argue that. He must find me the most ridiculous bundle of contradictions. | suspect everyone of
perfidious motivesyet | long to hurl myself into dangerous Stuationsto forget my fears. Forget aversion
therapy, that’stheway | live.

Apart from the noises of the ship, it's so quiet up here. Thisiswhat freedom fedslike. In someways
that’ s an oxymoron—I"m only free when I’ m confined to a ship as opposed to having awhole planet to



move around on. But there you haveit; it'show I’ ve fet sncethefirst time | went up. My parents took
me on apleasure cruise when | wasthirteen, and | was never the same theregfter.

That line of thought leads me directly back to my mother. | can’t believe she expects me to save her ass,
after they disowned me. They probably cel ebrated when they heard Farwan “ brought meto justice.”
“That’snot true,” March says, unaccountably gentle. * She was happy to see you. More worried about
hersdf, but genuinely glad you'redl right.”

| sgh. “Ugh. Don’'t we have enough to worry about without you analyzing my fedings about my mother?’
“We havetimeto kill before we make the jump.” Hegrins.

“I’d rather play Charm, New Venicerules.”

“I expect you would. But think how shocked people would be to find us sexing each other up in the
cockpit, just like the porn cliché.”

A smiletugsat the corner of my mouth, but | won't give him the satisfaction. “Y ou saying you can't see
me naked without being overcome with lugt?’

“Try me”

| suspect he' sfull of shit, but damned if he’ snot good for my ego, which has taken a besating lately. Mot
days| don't even fed womanly, let done sexy.

“I think we better not,” | answer findly. “I don’t want to scare anybody.”

Mainly I'm glad he' s not bugging me about my mother anymore. That' swhereit’ salittle unequd. He
knows exactly what he can say without tearing open old wounds. | don’t have any such clarity where
he' s concerned.

Of course I'm curious about the shit he' s done, the battles he' sfought, and the hell he went through
before he wound up on Lachion with Mair, Keri’s grandmother. But | don't want to hurt him—I don't
want to ask about Suff he' strying to forget. The old Jax would' ve ranked her curiosity above any
possible harm and called it candor. I’ ve since learned there' s abalance between candor and crudlty.

“Y ou can ask me anything you want to know,” he says without looking up from the instruments. His
playful mood has faded, though, asif in anticipation of what | may say.

Okay, then. Thisisan olive branch, so | take it. Maybe he wants to open up, but he doesn’t know where
to sart. “How many, March?’

He answerswithout looking at me. “Body count, you mean?’

I nod, knowing he' Il catch the movement in his peripherd vison.

“Thousands,” he says, after along pause. “On Nicu Tertiusdone. | did the job they hired mefor, no
matter how bad it got.”

“That waswar. That's. . . different. And it’ s not what | wanted to know.”

“Y ou want to know how many men I’ ve personally ended?’ he asksthen.

Dol?

“Yeah”

“Between ten and fifteen.” He sounds dispassionate. “ Depends on whether the ones whose minds|
broke are dtill lingering.”

“But you had good reason, right?’

Before he can reply, Dina s voice comes over the comm. “I think we have trouble.”

“When don’t we?” March mutters. “What' s wrong now?’

“Ther jumper seemsto be having afit, and we don’t have adoc on board.”

CHAPTER 11

| put aside my misgivings about the man March used to be. People can change; I'm living proof of
that. “Y ou want me to take alook?’

March managesasamile. “Unless you want to drive.”

I’'m just never going to hear the end of that. When we made our escape from Hon-Durren’ s Kingdom, |
banged the hdll out of the Folly. Shaking my head, | push out of the nav chair and make my way back to
the hub. Koratati flails uncontrollably, but she' s still wrapped up in that heavy cloak, so | can't tdl what's

going on.



Surge looksfrantic, Jael appears unconcerned, and Vd . . . he' s observing the scene, putting the pieces
together before he makes ajudgment. Dina has made herself scarce. | guess she figured she discharged
her duty when she notified March.

“Has she been sick? You idiots, we don’t have facilities on this ship. She' d have been better off dirtside,
new immigration lawsor not.” | bend toward her, and Koratati |ashes out.

“Don’'t touch me!”

Her figt fedslike ahammer asit connects with my cheek. | red back, steady myself onthewall. That's
gonnaleave amark.

Under her voluminous robe, something . . . moves. Okay, thisredly isn't right. | wish Doc was here,
“She'snatill,” Veith sayswhile | rub my cheek. “ She'sin labor.”

“I had to get her off world.” Surge paces around the hub, watching Koratati with aworry that tellsme
she'snot just hisjumper. “ She' s not due for days yet, though—"

“Imbecile” Even | know that stress can jump-start this breeding business, and I’ m not exactly an expert.
“Y ou know we can’'t jump, right? Did you even consider what the pressure and/or environmenta shifts
could do to an unborn child?’

“I'...no.” Surge shakeshishead. “I just didn’t want my kid to suffer or be treated like a second-class
citizen because of those new immigration laws. At least if he' s born up here, they don't apply.”

“Shel” Koratati pushes her way out of the cloak. She has ajutting jaw, afine dusting of gold fur, and
powerful haunches. Mary help us, she'sRodeisian. Wait, his kid? | didn’t even know they could
crossbreed with humans. They’ re alarge, humanoid race from asmal planet in the Outskirts.

“Y ou knew you needed to get off the planet in ahurry, and you gambled away your ship?’ That makes
no sense.

The woman’s scream of pain derails my train of thought. We need medicine, a doctor, somewhere she
can liedown—

Shit, why am | in charge?

“When they broke the news about the reforms, | didn’t have the credits to provision the ship,” Surge
explains. “Or evenrefud it. Then | ran across you and March. Did some digging to see how it could help
me, and when we saw your mechanic drinking inthe Den. . .”

“Y ou saw your chance and took it. Then you pushed your way on board, talked March into taking you
up, and therest ishistory.”

Koratati screams again, and March’ s voice comes over the comm. “What the hell is going on back
there?’

“It appears we' re having ababy.”

“We re what?’

| redlize how that sounds, but unfortunately, | don't have time to tease him with it. “ Surge brought hiswife
on board, and she' s about to ddliver any minute.”

“I’'mnot hiswife,” Koratati grits out.

| don’t know enough about Rodeisian customs to understand why she's so adamant on this point.
Whatever, it doesn’'t matter. More to the point, what the hell am | supposed to do?

“Let’ sget you to one of the bunks where you can lie down.” | try to help her up, but she shoves me
away.

| stagger back, and Mary, either her adrendineis running amok or she’ sthe strongest woman I’ ve ever
met. Dinaisn't going to like that. I ve never sparred with a Rodeisian partner, but then again, most of my
combat experience comes from being liquored up and starting something in a station bar.

“That will only makeit harder,” she grunts. “1 need to stay upright so gravity will help me.”

Grest, we need one of those old-fashioned birthing chairs. | glance around the hub and don't see
anything better suited than the seat she saready ditting in. She can't have ababy here; thisshipisold,
filthy, and—

“Vd, help me out herel”

The bounty hunter turned cultura liaison liftsabrow at me, appearing completdly at ease. “What do you
expect meto do?’



“I...” Havenoidea

Thankfully March gppearsin the corridor leading from the cockpit. He |l take over, right? The man takes
in my frantic expression and scrubs apam across hisface. “Y ou were serious.” Turning to Surge, he
adds, *'Y ou smuggled a pregnant woman on board my ship? We' retied to hauling straight space now,
and | don’t know what kind of provisons Dinalaid in. We expected a clean jump to Lachion!”

Asif responding to asummons, she appears with an armful of odds and ends. “We have enough organic
to run the kitchen-mate for aweek, if we eat light, enough paste to keep us going for another two
weeks.”

March mutters, “ Fuck. All right, let me check the chartsto see what our options are, given fuel and
supply levels” He narrows hiseyeson me. “Y ou. That wasn't funny, not even alittle bit.”

“Dol look pregnant?”

“Youlook likearefugee,” Dinasayswhile laying out the things she' s collected.

Tomy vast relief, she handles the Situation, spreading a blanket that | hope she' s sterilized somehow
beneath Koratati’ sfeet. | don’t even mind the dam, which stings more becauseit’ strue.

“Give her your hand,” Dinaingtructs.

After dl the abuse I’ ve taken, I’'m not precisely eager, but | don’t want to wind up orchestrating this
comedy of errors. So Koratati squeezes down, and I'm pretty sure | hear my bones popping. That can't
beagood sign.

From somewhere behind me, Jael says, “If we don’t need to be strapped in, then I’ m off to quarters. I'd
rather not watch.”

“Y ou prefer the baby-making, do you?’ I’'m amazed Koratati can find the wind to be flippant, but she
manages to make an obscene gesture at Jadl as heretreats. “ Go on then, get out of here, you gormless
coward!”

“If youinggs.” Surge pretends he thinks she' stalking to him, headsfor the hallway, and calsto Jadl,
“Sow up, lad, maybe we can get a game together.”

Thislooksinsandy painful. If I'd ever been inclined to romanticize motherhood, thiswould' ve dispdled
thoseillusons straightaway. Koratati’ s belly roils with her [abor, and she sits forward, knees splayed
wide. The golden fur running down her neck iswet with sweat. She smellsfunky, too. By theway Kora
bares her teeth, it'sjust aswell Surgetook to hishedls.

A gush of fluid spatters the blanket Dinalaid down. The mechanic whispers soft words of encouragement
with asurety and comfort that astonishes me. She correctly interprets my surprise and shrugs.

“Back on Tarnus, | was present a my mother’ s bedside for every birth. | had three ssters. It was
tradition.”

Her family isdead now. | wonder what she'd do in my place, given what my mother has asked of me,
what Dinawould ve done to save them, if she'd had any power in the matter. Koratati growls low in her
throat, sgnding that she should be the center of attention, as she crushes my fingersin hers.
“You'redoing gregt,” Dinamurmurs. “I’m timing you, and it stimeto push.”

That'sVe'’scue. Despite our racid differences, he' sgtill quintessentialy male, and thisis awoman thing.
| Sgh.

| wish | had a penis.

March'samusement ripples through me. Yeah, that’ s going on the list of things | never want to hear
again. | grin, knowing I’m not going to explain the context.

“I think | will go seewhat they’replaying,” Ve says, and hurries off.

I’d like to say the birth affected me profoundly, that it was beautiful and miraculous. Maybe even report
the experience changed me forever. But that would come across as pure bullshit to anyone who knows
me

So I'll tell thetruth: The ordedl struck me as painful, bloody, smelly, messy, and awholelot of trouble. |
can't believe women go through it on purpose. Koralooks positively bestific when welay her daughter in
her arms, though, awrinkly, squalling little thing with tufts of gold hair. So | suppose shemust think it's
worth it.

Asfor me, | resolve never to pass aong my genes. The guys return when the coast is clear, first Surge



and Jeel, then March and V. They admire the child dutifully and then break open abottle of homebrew
Surge brought on board. He knew he' d have something to celebrate.

The mood on board shiftsfrom tense to festive, but | know it won't last. | can tell by March’s expression
he has crucia information, and we may not likeit. Then again, when do we ever?

Like agood captain, he lets them celebrate for awhile, though. Doesn't want to bring the mood down
too soon. Dina coaxes some music out of the ancient comm system, and Jael shows off asurprisingly
deep singing voice. Korabasksin Surge' s proud fatherness. | don’t think I’ ve ever shared amoment like
thiswith anyone.

Finaly, March hasto speak because time marches on, asthat’ swhat time does. I'm shocked to find

we' ve been up hauling straight space for over twelve hours. “1 have bad news and worse news. Which
do you want firg?’

Shit. | hatethisgame.

CHAPTER 12

As the hub devolves into many voices talking at once, Vel takes a seat near me, wherel’ve
collapsed. “Isit dwayslike this?’

| think about that. “ Pretty much. Except sometimes there' s shooting and things blow up.”

“Giveittime” Dinamutters

“Let’shavetheworst newsfirst,” | suggest alittle louder. “Maybe the bad newswon't seem so bad.”
March motionsfor al of usto shut up. “I’ velooked at the routes, and we have two choices. We can go
back to New Terra—" Jael immediately protests, and March triesto continue over the noise. “Or we
can make for an emergency station two weeks out. If we can’'t jump, there' sjust nowhere elsein this
sector.”

“What' s s0 bad about the emergency station?’ I'm sure I’ m not the only one wondering that.

| stopped at afew in my Corp days. They’realittle grim, true, with their bare-bones floor plans, and they
offer only basic amenities, but | don’t remember them asterrible places. We should be able to drop
Surge and Koratati off there. They’ll be able to work for their keep until another ride comes by.

It might be awhile since most shipsjump at the nearest beacon, six hours out of New Terra, but the kid
needs to be old enough to don protective headgear anyway. Looks like she' |l spend her first few turnson
an emergency station. That' s not the end of the world.

“According to reports | pulled, Emry Station isfull of Farwan loyalists. They don’t care what the Corp
did; they just want to preserve the status quo.”

| raise both brows. “Y ou mean they don’t accept that it’s over? There’ sno Corp left. Doesn't that
technically make them rebels?’

“Whatever you cal them, they won't receive us politely. They’ re demanding the Conglomerate
acknowledge them as an autonomous outpogt, or they’ |l refuse to aid distressed shipsin this sector.”
That could be catastrophic. In time thisareawill turn into agraveyard, ghost shipsfloating, full of people
who died from someone e s sinaction. Add that to the dready astronomical risk of being hit by raiders,
well—we can't let them get away with that.

Thiswill put us off schedule, but we don't have achoice. Inreflex, | curl my right hand into afist, and the
left triesto follow suit, but instead pain shoots dl the way to my elbow. For amoment | see gars, and
I’m nowhere near the sensor screen.

“I'm not going back to New Terra,” Jael saysflatly. “I'll kill you al before | let you turn this ship around.”
Before March can respond to that, Ve glidesto within afew meters of the man issuing such wild threats
and examines him with a detached air. “Y ou would try,” he concludes. His ever-so-average appearance
lends him menace that borders on spooky.

If I were Jad!, I d step back. See, this young mercisjust too pretty to be as dangerous as he thinks heis.
Y ou don't keep aface likethat if you spend your lifefighting. He d have a broken nose or something by
now if he actually mixed it up. Instead | find it curiousthat he reacts o strongly to the possibility of going
back. What' s he running from? And isit going to hunt us down?

March posesthat very question aloud as | frameit mentdly. It' samost like he s Ps or something. Oh,



right.

Jael doesn’t want to answer. It would be my luck to discover Pretty Boy was my mother’s business
partner, now running from the Syndicate. Possibly her former lover aswell, as| doubt she' skept herself
to an immacul ate widowhood.

Mary. I'll never see my dad again. Ridiculousit should hit me so hard, right now. Maybe it’ s because of
the baby. Once upon atime, before they took me on aship, | used to be hislittle girl. He had high hopes
for me. Sometimes | wonder what I’ d have been like if | hadn’t discovered joy and freedom up here.
As much mind as she pays us, we might not even be here asfar as Koratati is concerned. Her whole
world restsin the crook of her arm. When she starts feeding the kid, | have to look away, and | intercept
ameaningful exchange between Jadl and Surge. It samost like alightning-fast argument, conducted
slently, aglance, acouple of head shakes, and then:

“He' sBred,” Surge explains, apparently againgt Jadl’ swishes. “If he stays dirtsde, he'll be subject to
discrimination, according to the new laws.”

“It samogt like they' re trying to force a caste system,” Dina says thoughtfully.

Ve nods his agreement. “1n a backward manner, it makes sense. Whilethey are trying to engender a
wider aliance with other races, hence the diplomatic missions, they aso want to cement human privilege
on the homeworld.”

Thetone of the new immigration and citizenship lawsis downright xenophobic. Page seven, last
paragraph restricts nonhumans from holding office and owning land. “1t'sgoing to be ugly for awhile.
WE re better off up here.”

“Not with ababy aboard,” March says. “We can't plod aong forever in raight space, and we can't
jump with her unprotected. | won't taketherisk.”

| study Jael. No wonder he' s so pretty, and no wonder he doesn’t want to go back. Normals hate his
kind. Bred humanstend to be faster, smarter, hedthier, and generdly superior to their counterparts. With
thereformskickingin, it'll beworse.

“Our best bet isto head for the emergency station,” | say. “ And hope we can talk some senseinto those
idiots. Maybe they don’t redize how isolated they are.”

They’ re Farwan loydists, not amilitary group. At best, they’ll be former corporate wage davesand
disgruntled technicians. We should be able to cow them.

“It’ s settled then. We haul onward.” March reaches for me and tows me toward the quarters| picked
out eaxlier.

| don't protest because | could use a break. Aching from head to toe, | follow him into the room he
gpparently intends to share with me. When the door shuts behind us, he draws meinto hisarms.
“I'mworried about you,” he whispers.

Ordinarily I d discount that as pointless, but | haven't felt right for awhile. Most likely | should' ve had a
checkup before we left, but | intended to have Doc check me out when we hit Lachion. . . | should’ ve
known things never turn out the way we plan.

Wrapping my arms about hiswaig, | lean into him and close my eyes. “ There' s something wrong,” |
admit, low.

| haven't wanted to admit it, but I’'m not healing like| should. I'm tired dl the time, and deep doesn’'t
seemto help. I’'m no good at being sick, but | think I might be.

So gentle it makes my heart congtrict, he presses me close for amoment, and then he steps back to look
at my hand where Korasqueezed it. “1 think she snapped your fingers.”

“Me, too.” | wasn't kidding when | said | couldn’t move them. Pain shimmers through my fingertipsin
odd, erratic pulses when he turns my hand to examineit. Then hisfingerstrace over the dark bruise
forming on my cheekbone. That, too, feels swollen, damage out of proportion to the blow.

“You look breskable.” Hisgaze lingersasif seeing mefor thefirg time. “ And that scares the shit out of
me”

“Hey,” | murmur. “Don’'t worry. We'll figureit out. We dwaysdo.”

He doesn't argue with me, but in hisface | see pure, unadulterated fear. That’ swhy March separated me
from the others. He didn’t want them to seeit. Nobody el se pays attention to me like he does, so the



others probably won't notice that I’ miill.

Wouldn't you know it? | even go out different than the other jumpers. I’ ve spent my life courting death in
variousways, living for thethrill, therush, therisk. | jack in, knowing it might sted my mind away,
knowing March may not be able to save methistime, and | keep doing it.

Grimspace beckons; | can't resst the call.

| don’t even want to. | don’'t smoke, rarely drink, and | gave up chem yearsago. Thisismy vice

Even now, I'mfaintly irritated that | can’t just jump, take uswhere | want to go. Fuck straight space
travel. But it smore than that. It san itch under my skin, and | can't scratch it, no matter what | do. The
longing won't go away until the colors come roaring through me, and my mind blossomsto ten timesits
gze. At thispoint, | must admit it might bekilling me, dbeit differently than most jumpers go out.
Quedtion is, what am | going to do about it?

CHAPTER 13

Hell istwo weeks on a ship with an infant.

If you don't believe me, try it. By the end of week one, I'm ready to space both Koratati and her
squdling bundle of pee. Dina saysthere' s nothing wrong with the little rotter; that’ s just what babies do.
To makethings easier for the new mother, we ve ingtigated arotating care schedule. Thiswasn’t my
idea, by theway. | eventualy caved to mgority rule, but | did so with poor grace and alot of mumbling.
| manage to keep my sanity on this straight haul by hiding out. There are Six crew rooms. March and |
snag the largest one, probably intended for the captain. Surge and K ora share another, while Dina, Jadl,
and Ve each clam their own. The galley’ s on the other side of the ship. That |eaves one room vacant,
just before the maintenance closet with the hatch leading down to the holds,

| fill this space with spare chairs from storage and other odds and ends to make it more of agtting room.
The bunk can recess completely into the wall, making my job easier. Mosily I'm waiting to hear from
Doc, but the satdllites are old and tetchy out here. I'll be lucky to get anything before we make Emry
Station.

| tend to hunker down in there when the kid is crying because there’ s more metal between us. Sometimes
it helps, but you'’ d be surprised how that racket carries. When al the doors stand open, it’s an acoustic
nightmare.

Sometimes my esteemed crewmates join me, like | need company. I'm quite occupied with feding sorry
for mysdf, thanks. | had a great-aunt whose main hobby included reading about strange diseases and
then trying to match her symptomsto whatever exotic ailment took her fancy. Based on my depressve
behavior thisweek, | suspect | may have morein common with my great-aunt Taliathan | would' ve
previoudy guessed.

Today Jadl joinsme. HE' sjust comein and doesn’t seem inclined to let me brood. With afaint sigh, | put
245 aside. People never understand why | talk to my PA, an ongoing experiment of sorts. Her Al chip
seemsincredibly sophisticated, and the more we interact, the more she learns, adapting her
communication style to mirror my own. Thisfascinates me.

“Areyou busy?’” Without an audience, he sheds most of his bravado, and in an oddly tentative
movement, he occupies achair oppositewherel sit.

“| guess not. What' sup?’

“People dwaystreat me different,” he says. “ After they find out. Y ou haven't. So I’'m wondering why.”

| figure he' stalking about his originsin the Ideal Genome Project. “ Thisis pretty basic, but . . . it's
because | don't care.”

The Corp implemented the program shortly before | was born. They offered designer babiesfor a
premium price, and afew wedthy familiestook advantage of it. They used the profit margin to fund a
Sde research project, seeking to perfect the human condition. Forget antiaging treatments; they wanted
to develop bodies that don't age, don't suffer from illness, and require reduced amounts of rest.

Few of their Bred experiments survived to adulthood, and the Corp officialy shut the program down
after religious outcry that outweighed any theoretical value. Who can say what went on behind closed
doors? Or what became of |ab babieslike the one sitting across from me? He sthefirst I’ ve ever met.



Jeel looks puzzled. “You don't careasin.. . . you're disinterested? Or you don’t care asin. . . it doesn't
meatter to you?’

“Both?’ Yeah, it'sdefinitely both.

Why doesthat intrigue him? He sitsforward in his chair, hands clasped across hisknees. “| don't get
you.”

Gresat. HE sinterested because I'm not? Men.

“You don't haveto get me. Infact Id rather you didn’t since you' re disembarking next week, and Il
never seeyour face again.”

“Nope.” He shakes hishead. “| dready spoketo March, and hesaid | can stay. You don’'t havea
gunner, and | know this ship’ s wegpons better than anyone else.”

Now why didn’t March tell methat?

“What do you think will happen on Emry?’ | steer the conversation away from persond topics. At this
point I’'m not interested in playing mother confessor, nor in soothing the scrapes on hissoul. Plus| think
it's possible we may need weapons to cow the fools playing at resistance out here.

Aslong as hobody questionsit, they can call themselves autonomous. And the Conglomerate is notorious
for taking forever to determine a course of action. I'm amazed we got clearance to head for Ithiss-Tor so
fast; we probably have Tarn to thank for that.

Jael givesthe question due consideration. “Hard to say. Best to play it by ear once we get on station and
see how they’ re running things. | don’t think they’ ve officialy declared that they won't honor aship’s
request for aid as yet. They’ re waiting to hear from the Conglomerate.”

“ItIl get messy,” | predict. “ The Conglomerate will say, ‘Fine, if you' re autonomous, you' re dso
self-supporting, so you can pay for your own supplies, pay for station repairs on your own,” and so on.”
“I| wonder if they’ ve thought of that.”

| shrug. “Probably not. They’re Corp wage daves. Thisisthefirst burst of independent thought they’ ve
enjoyed in awhile. One can't blame them for being rusty. Buit if that threat doesn’t work, then Tarn might
send armed enforcersto clean the place out.”

“The Corp would ve just blown the place up and built anew one,” he says.

“Likethey did DuPont Station?’

“I heard about that. They werelooking for you, weren't they?’

“Yeah. Big scary terrorigt, that’ sme.”

He snorts. “Y ou don't ook so tough.”

Wéll, he'sright. At the moment | fed like the baby could snap melike atwig. It'snot agood ideato
revea your weaknesses, however.

“ Appearances can be deceiving.”

Theman flincheslikel hit araw nerve. “1 know that’sright.”

“Aw, don't tell me people think you' re pretty but dumb. That must redly sting.” Thisconversationis
findly getting interesting. “ Do they suggest you should bein vids or wearing clothes professonaly?’
“Bitch.”

Dina sweepsinto the room intime to hear theinvective. “Making new friends, are you, Jax?’

| flash her agrin. *'Y ou know, with awinning persondity likel’ ve got—"

“WEe Il have ten different factionstrying to kill us again within aweek or two,” sheinterjects.

“Ten? That seemsalittle on the high Sde, even for me.”

“I figure we ve dready got the Syndicate. The Ithtorians, who don’t reglly want to receive usin thefirst
place and so aren’'t going to be happy with this delay. The folks on Lachion are going to be wondering
wherewe are, t00 . . . so that’ sthree already.”

“Y ou think Keri would hunt me down?1 thought she kindaliked me by thetime weleft last time.”

“No, she enjoyed beating the shit out of you.”

Wearing an expression of tentative amusement, Jadl listensto us banter. It ssemslike hewantsto joinin
but isn't quite sure whether he' salowed. | don’t tdl him that picking on meis practicdly an officid
pastime around here.

But she' s brought me amug of hot choclaste. My brow arches even as| accept the offering. | can't help



peering into the cup with suspicion.

“Didyou peeinit?’

“Of course not.” Dinawaits until I’ ve taken asip before adding, “ The baby did.”

| manage not to give her the satisfaction of spluttering. “Mmm. | thought it had aspecia something.”
“You're nasty, you know that?’ She shakes her head.

“Did March send you?’ The question comes out |caded.

When her gaze meetsmine, | seethat she' sfigured it out. | thought staying out of sight would be enough
until | figured thisthing out. Shit. | don’t think I’ll be ableto handleit if Dinastarts being niceto me.
Treatsmelikeaninvdid.

“What did | miss?’ Jael glances between us, sensing subtext. Heredlly is smarter than helooks. That just
might keep him dive with this crew.

“Nothing,” | answer before Dinacan. “ Okay, you did me afavor. Now what do you want in return?’
She pinson asmilethat troubles me. Mary curseit, she sworried about me. “It’ s your turn to watch the
brat.”

“Oh, it mogt certainly isnot. | just—" | trail off becauseit’sbeen days. | hoped if | stayed out of sight,
people would forget.

This“team” child-care thing sucks. I’ ve never been near an infant so young before. Thekids| cared for
on Gehennawere dl toddling, at least, which gets you awhole different set of problems.

| down the choclaste in one gulp. “Fine. But any longer than two hours, and I’ m not responsible for what
may happen. Wars have been started over less.”

“Don't worry, it's Jael’ sturn after yours. I'm sure hewon't forget.”

“Asif I'dlet him,” | mutter, heading for the door.

CHAPTER 14

“Bernard’sLuck to Emry Sation. Requesting permission to dock.” March has been sending that
same message on atimed loop ever since our sensorsfirst picked up the station.

So far no response—and that worries me. Comm silence seldom results from abeneficia cause. Things
may be worse than we' ve been led to suppose. Emry Station never qualified asahub of activity, and no
telling what' s going on there now. The last we heard, it was full of Farwan loydists, but alot can change
in afew weeks.

The whole universe has changed, after dl.

“What do you think?’

“We have to stop, no matter what. We can’t go on aswe are.”

| certainly agree with that. This crappy little cutter doesn’t have the storage for long hauls. We need to
fuel up, refill our water tanks, and get some more supplies on board: nutri-paste at the very least. Mary
only knowswho’ s going to pay for it. The one good thing about the Corp, | never had to worry about
thet.

We ve dready received two angry messages from Chancellor Tarn, wanting to know where the hell we
are. | haven't decided what to tell him. | intend to blame nonreceipt of his messages on sunspots, rogue
comets, and anything else | can think of along the way. Hopefully, he' sa palitician to the bone, and he'll
make up aconvincing sory that doesn’t leave the Ithtorians wanting to kill us on sight for insulting them.
“But we can't just dump Surge, Kora, and—what did they namethe kid again? If it's dangerous.”

“Y ou know perfectly well they named her Sirina”

“I do?’ | don’'t remember registering that, actually.

He nods, checking our distance from Emry. At our current cruising speed, we'll betherein under an
hour. “1t'sacombination of Siranthaand Dina. . . Since you two helped Korathrough her 1abor,
Rodeisan tradition. Makesyou likea. . . godmother or something.”

“It doesnot.” | can’'t hide how appalled | am. *Y ou’ re making that up.”

“Don’t believe me?’ Hegrins. “ Just ask Kora.”

“What obligations does that involve? Am | supposed to remember her birthday? Send gifts?’

“In the oldest Terran sense you' re responsible for her moral fiber. Set agood example, keep her on the



graight and narrow, al that.”

“Now that you must be making up.”

Hisgrin ddightsme. “It' strue. Y ou can verify it with 245if you like”

“Y ou're enjoying thisfar too much.” | make amenta noteto do just that, not that | don’t trust him, but . .
. well, you know.

“For Rodeisans, | suspect it involves something else entirely. Y ou and Dinamight be responsible for
supervising Sirind s vison quest or something like that. Ask 245 about that aswell.”

For amoment, | try to imagine Dinaand me coordinating anything as ateam, let done an outing that
involves out-of-body experiences and mild halucinogens. Thankfully that’ s years away yet. | sprawl back
inthe nav chair and turn my face upward, gppeding to agrungy gunmeta celling. “Why me?’

“Because you fight so hard againgt attachments?” Though delivered casudly, | register the intent quality of
the question.

| force mysdlf to answer lightly. “Y eah, that must beit. What' sthe plan?’

March raises abrow. “When do we ever have aplan?’

“We dways have aplan. Wejust don't ick to it.”

“So what’ sthe point of making it? Why not just wing it?”

| glare. “Areyou in the mood to argue with me?’

“Actudly I’'min the mood to fuck, but our timing’ s off.”

“Ian'tit aways? Dance lessons might help.”

The smilekindlesin hisdark eyes before it reaches his mouth. With awonder that actudly stedsmy
breath, | watch its genesislike amini-sunrise lighting hiswholeface. | don’t know how | got by without
him, or why | fought so hard againgt this. Thefirst impression scaresthe shit out of me, butit's
breathtaking, too, like when you push off acliff and fed thewind against your face. At that point, you're
not thinking of anything but freefall.

Landing comes later. That' swhat hurts. Then again, what doesn’t?

| can close my eyes and construct this man’ s face, feature by feature. Could | ever do that with Kai?|
can’t remember anymore. | know he had blond hair and green eyes, but he' sfaded, like someone | knew
along timeago. And I’'m not sureif that’ sokay, or if it just makes mefickle.

He answers my thought without looking at me. “It makes you human.”

That sounds like an equivocation to me, but then, | know he does't like finding me thinking about the
lovel logt. That'stough shit, I'm afraid. | can't forget about Kai. | never will. He was different than
March in every concelvable way, S0 it puzzlesme how | could love two such dissimilar men.

| have this dream sometimes where I’ m in awhite room, no furniture, but there are two exits. Kai stands
before one door and March stands before the other. I'm caught in the middle, and | have to choose. |
know thisisabullshit crazy-assthing because I’ ll never haveto pick.

Kai isgone. I'll never see him or touch him again. I’m happy with March. | love him, | do. But the dream
still wakesme up in acold swedt.

How do you measure love? Quantify it? It’ s not something you can put on ascale or pour into a beaker
to examine its volume and viscosity.

Crazy Jax, worried about choosing between the living and the dead. Some days, though, | fedl likel’'m
closer to the latter than the former, and it’ s not improving. If anything, I’ m getting worse. The bruise Kora
inflicted on me two weeks ago should be heded. Ingtead it’ s just starting to turn blue-green.

My hair should be growing back. | should have a short, nappy crop of curls on my head by now, but it
gtill looks much asit did after we shaved it. When | look inthemirror, it’slike | can see ghosts swvimming
inthe glass. They can't touch me yet, but my head echoes with their whispers.

“Please don't think that way.” March finaly cuts me alook, away from the instrument panels and
readings he doesn’'t need to monitor.

| remember that from the old days, before | knew how he felt about me. He used the controls as away
to distance himself from me. And the fact that he’ sdoing it now tells me he thinks we do, indeed, have
something to fear.

“Have you ever heard of ajumper wasting away likethis?” There, | findly said it out loud. Now it'sno



longer the pink orangutan that everyone pretends not to see.

“No, but that doesn’t matter. After we wrap things up here on Emry, we' re heading straight for Lachion,
30 Doc can take alook at you. Don't worry, Jax. We' ll fix it.”

| don’t argue with him, but | have afeding it won't be that smple. At this point we don’t even know
what “it” is. There are any number of medica facilities we could jump to from here, no need to target
Lachion, except | trust Doc, and | won't have somebody | don’t know poking around in my head. Or
my intestinesfor that matter. Those days are done.

Further complicating matters, we redlly shouldn’t jump to Ithiss-Tor until we' re certain I’ m not infectious.
Most likely any illness I’ ve contracted wouldn’t trandate to their systems, but | prefer to be sure. I'm not
killing off awhole race as an unwitting plague carrier.

Unlessthat’ swhat someoneintends. What if I’ ve been infected on purpose? What if—

“Jax.” With aword, hereinsin my paranoia.

Onething’ s certain, though. I'll choose atrip to a Psych and a Eutha-booth over some long, lingering
illnessthat has no cure. Either March isdistracted, or he prefersto ignore that. Just aswell, | don't want
tofight. Too tired.

Still no answer from Emry. We' ve reached red visua range now, no more distant images picked up by
the sensors. | lean in, studying the energy readings, though | don’'t know enough about it to draw
conclusons.

“How’sit look?

“Like something’ swrong.”

“Wrong like they all caught some exotic disease and died, and the station is now infected with deadly
paradtesthat kill you with bloody hemorrhaging out the eyebals? Or wrong like they don’t want to
encourage vistors?’

March regards me for amoment and then shakes his head. * Ever an optimist, aren’t you? Y our
imagination scares me sometimes, Jax.”

“Y ou know, the Psychs dways said that about me, too.”

Truthfully, I'm getting abad vibe from Emry Station. Not like what waited for us on DuPont, nothing as
harmless as Hon and hisraiders. It’ stoo quiet here, too ill.

Something' s down there. And it’ s not in the mood to talk.

CHAPTER 15

Whatever has gone wrong inside, the automated system dill works.

Aswe glide toward the bay doors, the sensors detect us, and Emry opens up. | try to squelch the mental
image of the docking mechanism as agigantic maw waiting to devour us. Comm silence has become
edie

By now someone should have come on, asking about the nature of our emergency. Instead the station Al
coordinates our arrival in mechanized silence. Through the view screen, | watch astheinner doors sedl.
They won't reopen until the outer doors close, and this arearegains sufficient pressure and oxygen levels
to support human life. Typicaly that takes about two minutes.

Emry isan ugly station, designed with function in mind: two circular decksthat rotate dowly in
counterpoint to creete artificia gravity. | wait until the docking procedure completes and then swing out
of the nav chair. March follows me down through the hub, al the way to the hatch.

“Who' sgoing with us?’

“Koraand Dinaneed to stay with the ship,” he saysat once.

That must be because he wants one of our people making sure Surge and Jael don’t fuel up and repo this
thing, leaving us stranded. March grinsand offersan infinitesmal nod. | guesshe doesn't trust Ve
completely yet, for dl the guy saved my assafew weeksago. | can’'t blame March; hetakesawhileto
warm up to people.

“I'll go,” Ve saysquietly.

I’'m not entirdly surethat’ sagood idea. We might need him on the ship to help Dina, if our passengers
get any bold ideas. That is, until Jael adds, “Me, t0o.”



| rlax alittle. Dinacan handle hersdf against Surge. Korashould be too busy looking after Sirinato start
anything. Plusif Dinaisredly her baby’s godmother, there should be some Rodeisian rule against
attacking her.

“Let’sgear up then.”

What gear? |’ ve been a gdactic vagabond since the Sargasso , owning little more than a change of
clothes. I'm not surewhat he means, unlessthe Luck has a hidden cache. Over the last two weeks|'ve
been over thisjunk-bucket starboard to stern and didn’t find anything. Then again, maybe| just didn’t
know where to look.

March headsfor the maintenance closet. | watch as he keys open asmuggler’ s cupboard, where they’ ve
hidden asupply of shocksticks and adisruptor. He takes the latter and shovesit through hisbdt. With a
shudder | remember how the thing mangled hisarm, how | used it on other human beings. I'll never be
ableto use one again: Sometimesin my deep | ill hear their screams. Before DuPont Station, I'd never
killed anyone.

| don’'t know how much useI’ll bein afight, but | take a baton nonetheless. Jadl follows suit, but Ve just
shakes his head and turnstoward the exit.

Since I’ ve seen him fight bare-handed, | know he does't need awespon. He' |l have to dip hishuman
skin, though. Jadl will probably piss himsdf if that happens.

“Leavethelight onfor us” | cal to Dina

Shegrins. “Try not to get yoursef killed, dumb-ass.”

“It'satough job, but someone sgot to do it.”

March pauses and then saysto Surge, “ Seeif you can get the fuding system to engage, but do not leave
the docking bay.”

I’m not sureif the guy’ s dumb enough to venture out alone. | tend to say no—he was smart enough to
get off planet when he didn’t have enough credsto provision his ship. | think they’ll be okay. Plushe's
got awife and kid to think about, so Surge won't do anything stupid. He' s not the one we need to worry
about cowboying dl over the place. | glance a Jael and sigh.

March isthefirst one out. He skins down the ladder with agrace | can't help but admire. Or maybeit's
hisass. Anyway, | go next, hitting the ground with an extra bounce that tellsmewe reinlight G. The
dation’s crew probably take supplementsto prevent suffering long-term physiologicd damage.

Ve landslightly beside me, and Jael doesn’t bother with the ladder, just legps. Despite my best
intentions, his recklessness appealsto me on aviscerd leve. In another time, before the Sargasso, |
susgpect | would vefound himirresstible.

March cuts me alook, but thankfully he doesn’t say anything, at least not about that. I’ m glad he has
some common sense. From the look of the docking bay, we might be the last humans left in this sector.
Sputtering lights hint at some unknown eectrica problem, and my sense of foreboding doubles.
“Youthink it ssafeto go on?’ | hesitate, looking at the far doors, which lead into the station proper.
“Probably not.” March flashesmeasmile. “You sill in?’

“Yeah.” It goes unspoken that | was ready to die a his side weeks ago. That hasn't changed.

“Wework in pairsthen. Ve, you' re with Jax. Jagl, you come with me.”

Fallinginwith Ve, | can’t help but raise my brows. | didn’t expect we'd split up. “You surethisisa
good idea?

“WEe' re gticking together, Jax. I’ m not stupid. But you never know what might happen insde, so it’s best
if you have someone designated to watch your back.”

That makes sense. “Okay, I’'m guarding Ve.”

More like the other way around, but the bounty hunter is kind enough not to say it aloud. The automated
system has opened the doors into the station for us, but | can’t see beyond aturn in the dark corridor. A
wisp of something brushes my face, like a spiderweb, but when | turn | can’t see anything. Maybeit's
nerves.

Nobody spesks aswe push onward. All my aches and painsfade to alow hum. Theingtinctsthat have
kept me divefor thirty-three yearskick to the fore, leaving me clearheaded and dert. | fed Vd a my
back, like he smy mantid guardian. Shit, he might befor al | know.



In my right hand, | fed sweat forming around the shockstick. The air doesn’t smell right aswe move
deeper, following the externd corridors toward the inner reaches of the station. The security doorsare dl
stuck wide open.

Y egh, something’ s definitely wrong.

Aswe comeinto the commissary, | see the place has been ransacked. Crates and barrels torn open, but
the supplies have been left behind. What the hell were they 1ooking for? Chem? Contraband? Anyone
with half abrain knows you aren’'t going to find that on an emergency station. Smugglers avoid these
placeslikethe plague.

Here, you can fuel up and buy paste, maybe some organic for the kitchen-mate if they’ ve stocked up
recently. You can dso find basc medica assstance. And that’ sal agation likethis offers.

Sweet. Something smells sweet and raw. Almost like a butcher shop gone bad.

Overhead, the lightsflicker and go out.

Wordlessly, Ve produces atorch-tube from his pack. Ever prepared, heis. When he bendsit, the
chemicas mix and emit an eerie yellow-green glow. The silenceis starting to get to me. | can hear the
hum of distant machinery, but no human movements, no voices echoing.

Just silence. Darkness.

Ve raiseshislight just as| step into a puddle of something dark and sticky. Blood. Oh Mary, it’slike
being trapped on the Sargasso, but without the overlying stench of burnt mest.

| fed March curl his hand around my shoulder, reassuring me. “Did anyone e se bring light?”

Like astupid newb, | have to shake my head. Apart from the shockstick | didn’t bring adamn thing.
Swest rolls down my spine, poolsin the small of my back. My jumpsuit sticksto me, and I'm sure | stink
of fear.

You'll be fine. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. His presencefills my head, pushes back
the panic. Maybe they’ re empty promises, but March has never let me down.

Jael has been oddly slent, so he gartles me when he finaly speaks. “I’ ve been through something like this
before,” he says, asif he doesn’'t want hisvoiceto carry.

| still don't hear anything. It sasif we re being hunted, unseen predators cregping closer while we whesd!
blindly in the dark. At thismoment I’d sdl my soul for apair of night-vision goggles.

“What happened?’ March asks. “Where?’

The guy just shakes his head. “I don’t want to upset anyone.” | glare, not that he can see me. It doesn't
take ageniusto figure out he means me. Before | can tell him off, he continues, “If I’ m wrong, then
there’ sno need for meto talk about it.” Hisvoice growstaut. “And if I'm right, then Mary hdp usdl.”

CHAPTER 16

From behind, | hear the sound of the inner docking doors clanging closed. Now we' re effectively
separated from the others until we find away to get them opened. Divide and conquer. It' s the oldest
trick in the book, but we couldn’t have taken anew mother and her child with usto explore the ation.
Our fate hangs on Dind s preventing Surge and Kora from stranding us here. | have alot of faith in our
mechanic, but we may have stuck her with an impossible task. They have a pilot and ajumper on board,
but | hope they won't want to risk scrambling their daughter’ sbrains.

Trangport companies won't have an infant on board on interstellar voyages—too much liability involved.
Asfar as| know, they deny children under the age of two, and even transporting children older than that
requiresaspecid ship outfitted with miniature jump gear.

With asigh, | glance around the commissary, seeking anything we can use. | spot abox of uncracked
torch-tubes. Though decidedly unglamorous, I'm glad I'm wearing this baggy jumpsuit becauseit has Sx
pockets. | suff them full, atota of ten.

Ve’ sstick won't last forever. When the chemicals burn out, we' ll beleft flaling in the dark. So here’ sa
little insurance againgt that eventuaity. We can ration them. | don’t know wheat I’ll do when the lights go
out.

Can't think about that.

A little more rummaging unearths eight packets of paste. | hope we won't be here long enough to need



them, but | snag the food nonetheless. Nothing € se catches my eye asimmediately useful. Thereare
gpare parts and fudl cellsfor weapons we don’t possess. They wouldn't carry charge packsfor the
disruptor March carries, given that it counts as contraband.

Going forward seemslike our only option, even if it’sinto the trackless dark. | shudder alittle. It was
dark when the Sargasso went down, and | spent twelve hours pinned. My scars flare with phantom pain.
Wish I’ d stayed on the ship, even if it meant changing Sirina

“It seems obvious that something happened to the original station crew,” March says. “We haveto figure
out what, or it might take us, too.”

| fed Ve a my shoulder, oddly reassuring. “If we can get to atermind, | can patch into their security
cams and see what went on before our arrival. Knowing our enemy will help us formulate the best course
of action.”

“Soundslikeaplan.” March leadsthe way.

Shadows play hell with my peripherd vison aswe move out of the commissary. We Il worry about
supplies once we have away to get them off gation. I try to focus on that—we will get out of this.
“Watch for webs.” Jadl sounds cold and collected, not the pretty, usaless ornament | initialy took him
for. | suspect he's seen something, noticed something, that dipped right past me.

Webs. As| processthat, Ve adds, “ And cocoons.”

Does everyone know what' s on this station except me? In the distance, | register a skittering sound,
oddly familiar. Where have | heard that before?

I’ve dmost got it when Ve tackles me, and we hit the floor hard. | lose my grip on the shockstick, not
that I'm in any shapeto fight. It clatters aong the floor, throwing tiny sparks of light. Ahead, March and
Joel scatter to opposite sdes of the halway. A sweet stench hits me on a breeze that shouldn’t be, which
means—

Movement.

Something white and filmy rebounds down the hal, passing between the four of us. A trap? It lookslikea
web, just as Jadl said.

“They may have set venom minesaswell,” Ve murmurs near my ear. “If it spatters on your skin, the rest
of you will beimmobilized.”

Not him, though. His physiology renders him poisonous to them. Now | know what we' re facing—the
Morgut. That’s human dang, because they’ re more gut than anything else. Thelast time | saw some of
these fuckers, they tried to eat me.

Then again, | was asking for it.

| start to suggest turning back and then | remember they’ ve seded usin with them. Nothing like playing
with your food a bit before you et it.

“Noted,” March saysfrom afew feet up. “Y ou mentioned you’ ve been through something like this
before,” he addsto Jadl. “ So tell uswhat you know.”

Call it paranoig, aquality | possessin spades, but | don’t think we should stand here talking. Maybe
sumbling blindly ahead is't the best idea ether, but they may be monitoring these hdlways. Homingin
onther prey. Us. So the longer we hang around, the easier they catch us.

I"ve never been hunted before, and | don’t much care for the sensation.

Surprisingly, Ve echoes my thoughts. “Not here. It isvital we get to atermina. | need to know what
happened here.”

“I'll tell you,” Jedl says, aswe round a corner with maximumcation. “We interrupted their dinner, and
now they plan on having usfor dessert.”

“Tell uswhilewe movethen.” March doesn't sound like he' sin the mood to negotiate on this point.

Jadl seemsto recognizethis, but hisvoice holdsaraw, unwilling note. “I signed on with Surge, maybe
four yearsback. Y ou' d dready quit the game,” he saysto March. “The rest of uswere gtill willing to
bleed for Nicuan. They had the money, and they never tire of the fight. Nobody wins, everybody dies.”
We creep dong by millimeters, staying in the shallow circle of light. Maybe we' d be better off to douseit,
but | can't facethe dark. I'll lose my mind. The ventilation system kicksin, sending ahissof air past our
faces. I’m dready on the floor, jJumpy as a chem-head after two dayswithout afix.



Jael gives me ahand up, tugs meto my feet with a Bred strength belied by his dender build. He continues
tondesdly. “ Someday, after we' re dl gone, archaeologists will find cities of bone on that world. Our
commanders were useless, soft, pampered imperid types, who came up with strategies from the comfort
of their manor houses. Body count didn’t matter to them. They offered hazard pay and death benefitsto
the soldiers families”

“What happened?’ Despite our Situation, | dmaost succeed in forgetting about the living night al around
us, haunted by mechanical noises and suspicious thumpsin the ducts overhead. Almost.

“My CO sent us off world to investigate trouble at a satellite weapons factory, built outside of terrestria
tariffs. They kept a skeleton crew on-site to monitor the automated production system, make necessary
repairs. And then one day, the place went quiet.”

“Like Emry,” Ve obsarves.

“Just so. Thisis how the Morgut prefer to operate. Pick asmall, unimportant outpost and devour
everything ingde. If they’ releft undisturbed, they’ Il sometimes nest. Breed, before moving on to their next
hunt.”

“But you got away from them.” | cling to that as a beacon of hope while the dark swims around us,
eddies and ebbsin fluid wavesthat keep mejerking in al directions. | don't know when I’ ve ever been
this scared.

“Yeah,” Jadl says. “And lightning doesn’t strike twice in the same place.”

He saregular bundle of cheer. | didn’'t need to be reminded that I’ ve stretched my uck until it's
transparent.

Say cool, Jax. Thisis no worse than a bad jump.

Thehdl itisn't. At least grimspace can only steal my mind, not suck al the juices out of me, devour my
flesh, and pick itsfangs with my bones. My fingerstighten on the shockgtick, not that | think it'll do me
any good.

From what | remember they’ reinsandy fast. On the Silverfish , after Vel captured me, | tried to feed
mysalf to them ingtead of going back to the Corp. Y eah, | was desperate. A monstrous marriage of
arachnid and humanoid, the Morgut have fanged mouths, jointed limbs, and hairy bodiesthat bulgein
obscene, unnatural ways.

| try not to think about that as| stay close on Ve’ sheds. I'm guarding our rear flank, and | can’t help
but remember the scary vids where the person in back gets yanked away to some hideous fate, and
nobody notices for like ten minutes.

“I'll dways come for you, Jax.” Distracted by the need to watch our every movement, March answers
meaoud.

The other two don’'t seem to wonder what that’ s about, though. Ve shines hislight beforewe movea
sngle meter while March panswith hisdisruptor. Anything that movesin the dark isgoing to get its
innards rearranged. I’ m not sure what to make of Jagl. He' stoo calm and unshaken.

WEe re coming up on atwo-way split in the corridor. Without alayout or apeek at station plans, we have
no way of knowing which way we should turn. Down one of those halls might lie anest or something
worse.

“Right.” Jael pointswithout el aborating asto why we should go that way.

After Vd shinesthelight both ways, | don’t have an opinion, but | do know my skiniscrawling dl to hell.
It feddslike |’ m passing through wisps of webs, not enough to entrap me, but they do stick to my face. |
refuseto let mysdf start dapping at my skin, acomplete breskdown of impulse versusintellect. | won't
be the one to go nuts and flee, shrieking in the dark.

The hum of machinery grows louder as we make the turn Jael suggested. Maybe we can find atermind
here, so Ve can patch in and see how many we' relooking at. I’ d rather know the odds, straight out. |
saw the bounty hunter handle afull clutch of Morgut on board the Slverfish, so maybe our chances are
good. Maybe.

| continue the silent pep talk as we continue, step by step. The coppery stink increases, the closer we
come. By thetime we hit maintenance, | have to cover my nose and mouth with my shirt.

Mary, no.



| don’t want to look, but it’' sacompulson as Ve liftshislight. | register impressions as flashes that burn
themsalvesinto my retinas. I'll seethisroom again, frame by frame, in my nightmares, asif rendered on
some old-fashioned film.

They’ ve been here. Chunks of flesh litter the floor. | imagine the hunger, the frenzy that drove them to
this. | imagine the spilled blood as an intoxicant, reacting on their dien body chemigry.

To them, we are, quite Smply, delicious.

CHAPTER 17

The blood has dried, leaving dark, tacky patches on the meta floor.

If left untended, it will rust. Don’t ask me why I’ ve focused on that, but | want to scrub al thisaway, asif
that would mean it didn’t happen. Livesweren't lost here.

| should know better than anyone how impossiblethat is. Cleaning up amess doesn’t negateit. And
some things can’t be swept under the proverbid rug.

The Conglomerate will have no choice but to deal with the Morgut now. Initsday, the Corp dealt with
them interms of property damage. They didn’t care about loss of life, only the bottom line. But these
mongters are growing bolder now. They’ ve acquired ataste for human flesh, and they don’t believe the
human authorities have the power to stop them.

And maybethey’ reright.

Ve sweepshislight inadow circle. Thisroom holds half-repaired bots and cleaning droids, spare parts,
and binsfull of wires. Againg the far wall, there satermind meant for diagnostics, but maybe it connects
to therest of the Station.

We can hope. By the low hiss of the unit, we ill have power, even if thelightsaren’t working. Ve sets
up a theterminal while March and Jael take up guard positionsin front of the door. Since we re doing
two things at once now, not moving as aunit, another light might comein handy. Plus| want them to be
able to see anything that triesto get at us.

| hand atube to March, who snapsit immediately. Now we have two anemic pools of yellow-green light.
Because Ve is supposed to be watching my back—and vice versa— | head over to hisside. He keys
with unbelievable speed, but before | can try to assmilate what he' sdoing, he' sinsdetheir system.

I’ve never seen anyone crack code like he does. Most hackers rely on gadgets, portable Alsthat run al
the possible combinations. With Ve, it dmost seemsintuitive, like he can hear machineson aleve that
wecan't.

Anather few clicks, and agrainy image comes up on the screen. Routine bot survelllance, these units
perform basic cleaning, maintenance, and repairs aswell. We see what the little machine sees, a corridor
that could be anywhere on the station.

“Anything yet?” March askswithout glancing our way.

“Y eah, we' rewatching abot—" | break off because even the low-quality images can't concea what's
diding pad.

| recognize the jerky, multijointed movements. Here' svisua confirmation, and achill rolls over me. When
thisrecording endsin static, Ve switchesto another. And another, until we' ve seen every last droid
destroyed.

There sno record of the people who died here, screaming unheard. No bloody images the talking heads
can use on the vids to rouse people to avocd outcry. And the truth is, nobody dirtside gives ashit what
happensto the folks up here. Maybe they even privately think we deserve such things for taking the risk.
We may find their names later on the outpost manifest or on duty rogters. If we survive. And it will be up
to usto remember.

“It'safull clutch,” hesaysat last. “At least ten.”

“There may be moreif they’ ve had timeto nest,” Jael adds. “ They breed fast. And they’ |l be utterly
savage if they’ re protecting young.”

“They aredways savage.” After checking to be sure he can't get primary systems online from here, Ve
powers down the terminal. “But | concur, that would makeit worse.”

“Would they lay eggs on a station without a renewable food source?” That's such adisgusting question.



March shrugs. “We're here, aren’t we? Maybe they counted on a ship arriving now and then.”
“Pointless speculation,” Ve says.

Jadl adds, “We need to find and exterminate them. Thetimefor talking isover.”

| actually agree with Jael. Now that we have arough idea how many we' re facing, the hunted need to
become the hunters. Ve had an advantage against them on the Siverfish ; they couldn’t lair up there, or
spin webs and traps. In close quarters, he has the edge since they use their fangs on prey—and if they
bite him, they’ll die.

But here on Emry, they’ ve had time to get comfortable. They have the upper hand. We'll need to be
tough, smart, and careful to makeit out dive.

Theingant | conceive that thought, the door dams shut. March and Jael spin as one, weapons drawn and
ready. But there' s nothing to fight. How do you combat what you can’t see?

A hissfrom the ventilation system givesthefirg warning.

“They'regoing to gasus,” Jael saysgrimly. “Fragging cowards.”

Vd liftshisface, bresthesin. “It’s nontoxic, designed to make you dizzy and noncombative.”

“But it’snot bothering you,” Jael says, hiswords already durred.

He sfindly figuring out that Ve isn't as average as helooks. What | wouldn't give for arebreather. My
stomach lurches, and my head startsto spin. The room seems smoky, and | can’t make my eyesfocus.

| seetwo Vs standing before me, and his voice seemsto come from very far away. “Don’'t go to deep,
Srantha. Do you understand me? Stay awake.”

But I'm sotired. If | could just lie down for aminute, | could figure everything out. I'm pogtive of it. I've
lost track of March and Jadl.

My kneesfed likethey’ re mdting. Ve jerks me upright and gives me ashake that rattles my teethin my
head. When that doesn’t help awholelot, he daps me full acrossthe face. That stings enough that | try to
fight back.

And that’ s when the things drop down from the celling.

My head spins too much to count them. When Ve knocks meflat, | have the sense to stay down, though
the blow fedslikeit may have cracked afew ribs. Ironicaly, the pain clears my head to some degree.

| try to breathe through my shirt, and that helps alittle, too. On my belly, | crawl aong the floor, taking
refuge behind a crate of machine parts. The fighting seems blurred and distant, too far away for where
I'm hiding.

My vision can’t be relied upon. | hear March swearing steadily as he fires. He staken cover somewhere
nearby. | hear the wet, splattering sound of the disruptor rearranging mest. The Morgut don't scream
when they die; they keen.

Jad screams. My whole body tensesin response to the anguish of the sound. Backlit by afdlen
torch-tube, | see the Morgut hold hisbody aoft, Skewered on one of the creature' sforelegs.

Ve dmost seemsto fly as he crosses the room, severing the limb with asonicblade | didn’t even know
he had. But he' s got apack of them following hard on his hedls, so he can’'t do more for Jael, who hits
the ground in an agonizing arc. The wounded thing shudders; blood spatters, hot drops raining down on
my face.

The bounty hunter wheels on the ones sinking their teeth into him from behind. Hisweapon humsas he
carvesagory map into their flesh. And the one that’ s missing aleg turns on March, who' swaiting for the
disruptor to power up again. The wegpon cycles up, thelightsonits grip indicating when it will be ready.
| give myself another good dap, fighting the effects of the gas. | can't say whether it’ swill or something
else, but | manageto clear my head alittle more. My own cry stranglesin my throat. | taste the copper of
Jael’ sblood, the flavor of terror and despair. Ve goes down beneath awave of them. They’ll diein
agony, but if they hurt him bad enough, he' Il perish, too. Grim comfort.

The disruptor won't do March any good thistime; he’ sused it too much, and it’ staking forever to
charge. The Morgut advances, trembling with lust. Itsfangs drip with the sdlivary fluid that paralyzesus.
One scrape, and he will be done. The Morgut hesitates, and then, with a careless swipe, it knocks the
usdless wegpon from March’ s hands.

It clattersto the floor afew metersfrom me, skidding into Ve’ssonicblade. | can’t cower here. | have



to do something. I’ m not the only jumper for once, o my lifeisn’'t more vauable than anyone elsg's.
Knowing any movement could draw their letha hunger, knowing | might fed aspear through my
intestines at any second, | crawl along the floor toward the sonicblade. | could die.

Wel, I'mwilling.

| pinch the soft skin of my inner wrist. | need pain, need it to focus and stay in the here and now. | can't
giveinto the fuzziness building insde my head.

The swarm atop Veith findly processesthat they aren’t sucking down swest, ddlicious blood. Somefall
into convulsions, aputrid froth boiling from their fanged maws. Some stagger away, weak and dying.
Only two look as though they could fight. That’ s three too many, and they’re all stalking March.

At this point, they don’t register anyone el se as athreat. We re beaten. Food.

He backs toward the termind, trying to lead them away from me.

Oh, no you don’'t. We have too much to do yet. You’re not dying for me.

“Who better?’ he saysdoud.

No.

Asit lungesto dismember him, | hurl the knife,

CHAPTER 18

The blade whistles asit spins end over end and buries itsdf inthe Morgut’ sfaceted eye. Lucky
shot. Though its brain has shut down, it will take awhilefor the body to figure that out. Its high-pitched
death shriek distractsthe other two long enough for March to dive toward Ve’ sbody. At firgt | think

he' slost his mind because he rolls across him, smearing himself with the bounty hunter’ s blood.

He mufflesapained sound. | imagineit stingslike hdl, but now | get it. Suddenly, he stainted meat. They
can't just Sink their teeth in and feast. HE |l need to be hosed off firgt.

Damned inconvenient, isn’t it, you greedy bastards?

The other two chitter and clack, clawed forelegs waving with genuine menace. Maybe they’ re discussing
the best course of action or marveling at theingenuity of their prey. Maybe they’ re considering
unconditiona surrender because we might al be Ithtorians benegth the skin.

Hey, | can dream.

But even if they want to parlay, we have no way to talk to them, and I’'m sure they don’t speak universal.
Why would they bother? Humans certainly never troubled to learn bovine back when we were il egting
cows.

Ve might have trandated—but he' s out. He needs medica attention, and Jael must be dead. | can help
best by keeping out of trouble. They might have qualms about going after March with their fangs, but |
have no such protection.

So | stay low and scuttle aong the floor, dippery with blood, bowes, and insect innards for which | have
no name. The smdl nearly compels me to add my dinner to the mess as| try to make my way toward the
falen Morgut with the knifein hishead. If | can get that to March without being seen, he may have a
chance. He stlandsin a battle-ready crouch, waiting for their strike, most likely in unison. They’ll usetheir
claws, not fangs, but if they coordinate it well, he's doomed.

Theroomisqueerly lit by fallen torch-tubes, aflickering yellow-green glow that gives the maintenance
shop asurred, hellish air. Smoky gaslingers, ebbs, and eddies, adding to theinfernal atmosphere. | pass
into pockets that make me light-headed. I’ m tempted to rest my eyes until it passes. Sleep will makeit
better—

Can't. Ve told me to stay awake.

| sheke off the confusion with sheer will. Please don’t let them notice me. My own movements|ook
oddly staccato as| dide behind boxes and barrels, and then crawl on my belly through the muck toward
the twitching mongter. The blade makes asucking motion as| yank it out, and then the faint hum kicksin.
Good, 4ill functiond.

| dap it acrossthe floor so it bounces againgt hisboot. Low G givesit extralift when he kicksit upward
and catchesit by the handle asif we ve orchestrated the maneuver hundreds of times before. The Morgut
lunge for him as one, but he' s got a shot now.



“Fuck it,” March says, ashewhedsinto the fight. “I’ll play the doomed hero another day. Don't worry,
My chest fedstight. Even now, he resssuresme.

Maybe I’ ve given him the edge he needs, but | can’t watch. | need to stay away from the action, or |
may offer these monsters a hostage. Worse, they might stab me through the throat on the backswing.

| take refuge behind a crate of machine parts, come around the other side, and find Jagl’ s body. Blood
gtill bubbles duggishly out of hisgut wound around the limb that skewered him. Hisfacelooksimpossbly
young, pure and clean, despite the filth that surrounds us.

When his eyes snap open, | recail. Inthe distance | hear March swearing steadily. That's good, means
he' s4till dive, for now. Holding hisown.

Before Jadl spesks, I'm sure | know what he' sgoing to ask of me—amercy killing. End hispain. But |
don’t have aweapon. Lost my shockstick, the disruptor won't charge, and March has the blade. How
can | let thispoor bastard suffer?

“Pull it out.” Hisvoice comesout thick and wet. | can hear fluid in histhroat, probably from hisinterna
injuries. “Doit fagt, damn you.”

“You'll bleed to death.” Stupid to protest, he' sdying anyway.

“Don’'t make me hurt you.”

| choke out alaugh at that. He can't even lift his head, and he' s threatening me? Trembling from head to
toe, | do as he asks. Wrap my hands around the severed leg and tug hard. With some part of my mind, |
regigter that it soundsalot like the knife coming out of the Morgut’ s skull. It takes al my willpower not to
hurl.

“Sedl the wound with your palm.” Even as he barksthe order, Jadl lifts weak hands, trying to do it
himsdlf.

| don’t know how the hell hethinksthiswill help, but | can’t refuse adying man hislast request. Evenif it
means feding his guts benesth my hand—

Except thewound isn't aswide as it ought to be, and unlessthe gas has completdly fried my brain, it's
getting smdler. | touch him gingerly, exploring hislower abdomen, and | find only wet skin. Bloody, but
whaole.

“Okay, whet the hell—"

“Not now,” he says, lurching to hisfeet. “Y our boy needs help over there.”

With that, he divesinto the fray, armed with the foreleg the Morgut stabbed him with. The fury from
remembered agony must lend him strength because Jadl shovesit straight through the creature’ s neck.
My first shocked thought—He wasn't kidding on the ship when he said he’d kill us all.

| have to see, have to know. So | scramble to my feet and dip-dide over to March, who's on hisknees,
sonicblade till in hand. Entrails spill ong the floor, twisting bits of flesh that seem soinexpressibly dien
that | shudder just looking at them. He' s bleeding from about a hundred cuts, but he seemsto bein one
piece.

A sob escapes me. | touch him briefly on the shoulder, a gesture that says everything as| pass by.

Ve played bait for the rest of us, and | dready owe him so much. | want to know him better, perhaps
morethan he'll ever dlow. And it might betoo late.

| kned in hisblood, feding it Szzle againgt the fabric of my jumpsuit. | can't tell how wounded heis
through the tattered human suit he' swearing.

“How bad?’ March asks, coming up behind me.

“Don’'t know. | need theknife. Let’scut him free”

March hands me the sonicblade, and | go to work, fedling like aserid killer skinning her victim. Amid all
the other smells | detect the faint scent of decompaosition. He needed to dough this skin soon anyway.
“Shit, you' re butchering him!” Jael lungeslike hel s going to stedl the wegpon, but March stepsin
between us.

“Easy, she knowswhat she’ sdoing.” Well, that may be an overstatement. I’ll do my best, though. |
awaysdo. “How’ syour gut?’ March adds.

Sincel’mdicing off Ve’ sfaux skin asif peding fruit, | don't see hisshrug, but | heer itin Jagl’ svoice.



“I'madl right.”

| delvein my jumpsuit pocket and find afresh torch-tube, crack it so | can better judge the damage. |
count adozen bites on histhorax aone, but they don’t look deep. | need to keep cutting in order to finish
ng his condition. Not that | know what to do about it.

Why don't we have Doc with us? Fuck him for being safe on Lachion, puttering around hislab when we
need him so bad. | don’t know enough about medicineto save Ve if he'sin critical condition. And Mary
curseit, we don’t have much more than afirg-aid kit on the ship. There' sabasic med center here on
dation, though, if we can get to it. The medica Al may know what to do for him; it should possess
exobiologicd trestments.

Asl shift Vd to pull thergpidly rotting flesh away, | count five more bites. His mandible works dowly,
and it takes his vocdlizer afew secondsto trandate it to a pained sound within our hearing range. | could
amogt cry inrdidf. Infact, | fed tearsstinging a my eyes, but | won't let them fall.

“That would' ve killed most guys,” March observes.

“I'm not most guys.” Jael knedl's beside me, watching the procedure with horrified fascination. Ve's
featuresflash into Sght. “ Right then, what the fuck—"

“If I don't get to ask,” | cut in, “then you don't either. Thisisn't thetime for talk anyway. Y ou two should
really figure out away to get that door open, just in case there are more of them. We' rein no shapeto
fight”

For once, | get the last word, and they both snap to work.

CHAPTER 19

Whilel work on Vel, they jury-rig wires between the termind and the door. His blood stings my
skin, and | spare amoment to hopeit won't kill me, if dower than it doesthe Morgut. Even if it might, |
wouldn't stop.

“If thisworks” March says, “it’ sgoing to take out haf thisroom.”

Doesn't it figure? Our security guy islaid out while the two mercs, who tend to solve problems with a
hammer, take charge of getting us out of here. Ve could probably hit two buttons and get the door to
open.

| resist the urgeto stare at Jael, knowing he probably expectsit. Everything we know about the Bred
comes from rumors from the gutter press, sensationa gossip seasoned liberdly with speculation. Like an
Ithtorian bounty hunter, who ever expectsto meet one?

Hiswounds appear to be coagulating nicely, but then, | don’t know what to expect, given his physiology.
| lack dl but basic emergency training. Then again, | can’t blow a security door either.

“Keep your head down, Jax.” To my surprise, thisterse order comesfrom Jedl.

“March, line up some cratesin front of Vd, if you can. Give us some cover.”

He nodsto indicate that’ sagood idea. “Don’t st it off until we're settled,” hetells Jadl.

How morbid—the dimy floor provides aready lubricant, so our makeshift barricade dides easly into
place. March crouches beside me.

“Ready,” hecdls.

Ingtinctively, | bow my body over Ve. Any debristhat rains down will catch mein the back. Jadl hitsthe
switch to short out the terminal, and the current crackles along the wires, shorting out the eectrical lock
that holds the door in place. It blows wide with aboom, damming backward into the corridor.

The sound shocks Ve awake. | sense the moment hergoins us, Sde-set eyes glittering up at me. His
mandible moves, and hisvocdizer kicksin afew seconds later. “ Are you taking advantage of me,
Srantha?’

“Wasthat ajoke?’ Sheepishly | ease off him.

“And we' re out of here,” Jadl says. “Is he conscious?’

“I am.” Vd answersfor himsdf. “Can you help me up?’

Sincel wasjugt about to ask if he could walk, | certainly can. Between March and me, we haul him to
hisfeet. AsVe dropsaforeleg around my shoulder, not out of affection but from aneed for support, |
flash back to our hike out on the Teresengi Basin.



Ve seemsto follow the thought because he sounds dmost wry. “ Thisis becoming arather unfortunate
tradition.”

“I'm sorry,” | murmur, once March and Jael move off to scout ahead. Y ou sure got the short straw
when they partnered you with me.”

“I'mdive” hesays. “ There are those who would' ve left me for dead, dismissing my injuries astoo
grievous to make me worth the risk of hampered travel.”

Damned twice over, | don’t know what to say. He receivedthose wounds trying to protect me, and once
before, in another lifeit seems, | considered leaving March after afight went bad. A wave of nausea
washes over me, not because I’ m covered in gore, or embracing an Ithtorian, but because | hate that Jax.
Does changing for the better absolve you of al the wicked shit you did before?

No. Marchfillsmy head like awarm glow. Instead you receive the twin delights of guilt and regret.
So he knowsthen. I’ ve dways wondered.

It's what you do that counts, not what you consider doing.

He aways knows exactly what to say. | swear to Mary, | could be dying, and he'd ease my fina jump
into the dark.

| thought we agreed you aren’t going to think like that? But he soundsresigned, asif he knows 1’|l
never stop thinking about two things: grimspace and my own deeth. Loving anavigator pretty much
guarantees the dua obsession.

So far the hallway looks clear. March and Jagl round the corner and disappear from sight. Of necessity,
Vel and | move dower, but March will warn meif there’ strouble. I'm surprised nobody has asked how |
know certain things before now.

“If we can find the control room, | can purgethe vents,” Ve says.

“And that’ sagood thing?’

“It might save our lives”

Well, I'mal for that. “Cluemein?’

“They prefer asecure enclosure for their nests, and on agtation like this, only the ventilation shafts make
sense. The Morgut cocoon a corpse aong with their eggs, and their larvae eat their way out. The young
develop rapidly and could pose asignificant threat before help arrives.”

He sright. We can't just drop off Kora, Surge, and baby here, asintended. Anyone with aglimmer of
conscience would wait for the cleanup crew to arrive to secure the station, and I’ m no exception.

“So what hgppensin this purge?’

“A burst of superheated air surges through the ducts and is vented into space. It works on a system of
locks, so the gtation doesn’t decompress. They useit to clean debris out that bots can’'t manage. . .” Ve
hestates. “ And on more populous stations, it . . . discourages nomads from taking up resdence there.”
“Or they wind up cooked and then spaced for vagrancy? Harsh.”

“The universe often is. Had you not noticed?’ Yes, thereit isagain, the hint of humor. Since he' sso
forma dl thetime, it' sdifficult to discern, subtle and droll.

“I catch on dow, but I’'m gtarting to get it.”

We come around the corner to find the halway empty. Where the hell did the other two get to? | notice
that their blood-smeared tracks Smply end, which meansthey must've gone. . . up. Surely March

would ve touched baseif trouble hit, though. If he could. If he's dead or unconscious—

No. Not thinking that way.

Though my head isfull of images, mainly the Morgut webbing them and hauling them up, | can only dedl
with one problem at atime. The bounty hunter leans on me harder, and we ve only walked fifty meters.
He needs the med center. In my considered opinion, purging the station can wait until | have him
stabilized.

Plus, apurge might fry March and Jadl, wherever the hdll they are. Weak and dizzy from blood loss,
Vé’snot thinking asfast as usua, or he would' ve noticed by now. Maybe | can keep him from worrying
about it.

Timeisticking. My skin stings, my hip aches, and | can’'t use my left hand. Why does shit dways come
down to me? But maybe I’ m getting ahead of mysdlf. Maybe March and Jael arefine.



“I know,” | say doud. “Let me ask 245 for asample layout of an emergency station. It won't be exact,
but it might give usan ideawhereto turn.”

My PA wouldn’t have helped earlier, because even preciseblueprints don’t include dangerous Morgut
nests, more' sthe pity. Inany case, | didn’t think of her until now. I pull the unit from my pocket, input my
codes, and ask for the information | need.

She actualy seemsabit miffed that | don’t have timeto chat. Maybe I’ ve talked to her too much during
our ongoing experiment. Maybe she' slearned a uniquely human trait: londliness.

“Yes” shesays, after afew seconds searching. “As part of my helpful information database, | have plans
for emergency stations. They are desgned to aid interstellar travelersin distress. Areyou currently in
digtress, Sirantha Jax?’

“Yes, | mogt certainly am. Can you tell me where medical would be, assuming they didn’t deviate from
the standard design?’

“Pleasewait.” Her new voice rings completely feminine. A few weeks back, while we were confined to
quarters, | decided if | talk to her asif she' smy best girlfriend, then she should sound the part.

Then she flashes the location on-screen. On the plus side, it should be located on thislevel. On the minus
dde, it'son the other side from where we are. That means we have two halwaysto cover . . . without
getting caught by whatever took March and Jadl. | hate thinking like that, but it’ sthe only thing that
makes sense.

| have to cordon off theterror and pain. Ve’ s my responsibility right now. March made him my partner
in case we got separated, and I’'m not going to let Ve bleed to death while | go tearing around after the
other two.

At thispoint, | tell mysdlf, it' s better if the remaining Morgut snag March and Jael instead of us. | know
that sounds cdlous, but they’ re former mercs. They have a better shot at surviving than we do right now.
“Let usmove,” Ve says. “I do not know how much longer | can stay vertica.”

Onecrisisat atime, Jax.

CHAPTER 20

The distance seems a lot longer than it actually is.

| remember Ve mentioning there might be traps laid, so we proceed with care. | try to stay to the edges
of the hdlway. My shoulders ache from the strain of holding him upright. He' s not helping much anymore,
moving on sheer determination.

If he goesdown, | don't have the strength to get him on hisfeet again, so we have to keep shuffling
toward Med Bay. Or where it ought to be. My PA sulksin my right front pocket; | don’t think she quite
graspsthe urgency of the Stuation.

The silence troubles me. | send afew experimenta thoughts toward March, but | get nothing back. It's
more than hislack of response, though. The station itself seems oddly still. Could be my paranoia, |
suppose. Maybe nothing' sleft but us.

When we turn the corner into the last halway, aweb snaps down toward us, but we' re not quitein
range. We stagger back afew paceswhilel try to control my heart rate. Lucky they placed the trigger
off afew centimeters or we' d be finding out firsthand what became of March and Jadl. | suspect they let
themselvesbetaken . . . because it’s more comforting than the other options.

Why would they do that? | can’t even speculate, unlessit sprang from some heroic urge to take on the
rest of the Morgut without endangering Ve and me.

| spare amoment of gratitude that the med center iswhere 245 predicted. As| suspected, it's
unmanned. Vd collapses on acot while | commandeer aworkstation.

“Power on.” | hope these aren’t coded to require certain voice patterns. Then again, that wouldn’t make
sense, given the budget for these outpodts.

Pure relief surges through me when the screen lights up. “ Access emergency medica database. Seeking
treatment for an Ithtorian suffering from multiple bite wounds and blood |oss.”

“Accessng.” This Al sounds cool and collected, which isreassuring in amedica system. “Recommend
sonic cleansing and immediate gpplication of liquid skin, type four. Contains antibacterid agentsand



macrobiotic, further intervention is not required unless patient exhibits signs of infection. Augment
treatment with atransfuson of synthetic intravenous fluid, program med-bot to use type 1345AB.”
Liquid skin. Med-bot. Ve’ sgone under again, which is probably best. Thankfully the station provides
some guidance asto where | can find things. My handstremble as| carry out the ingtructions.

They keep the med-bot in a cupboard, charging until he's needed again. He powers up a my voice
command, and I’m able to program him with trestment instructions thet way aswell. In efficient,
mechanica motions, he handlestheinfusion, which should help Ve stay conscious.

Asfor me, | suck down a packet of paste. Won't do any good if | pass out. I’'m fucking exhausted, and |
acheadl over. For good or ill, we' re holed up here until we both fedl better. | hopeto Mary that March
and Jadl are dl right, but | can’'t save them. | just can’t. When they disappeared, | choseto stick with
Vd.

That’ safucking agonizing decision.

| love March.

| fed like I’ m abandoning him, but presently he’ snot my lover; hecan't be, or I'll go nuts. Asmy
captain, he gave me an order: Guard Ve’ s back. I’ ve never been much for authority, but | trust his
judgment. So | force my worry down, compartmentdizeit. I'm an old pro at that.

I’d kill to get cleaned up. That’s when | notice the san-shower, probably kept in here so the doc can
wash up after dedling with messy injuries.

| hesitate only afew seconds. “ Do you have a quarantine protocol 7’

“Affirmative”

“Activateit and secure the doors. Require my voice imprint to override.”

“ State the name of the attending physician and the nature of the infectiousillness for station records,
please”

Shit. | wrack my brain, hoping it won't check my name againgt acredentialed list of physicians. Then |
solve the problem. | hope.

“Saul Solaith, logging acase of advanced Jenner’ sretrovirus.”

The machine pauses, which suggests | was right about the database. “ Acknowledged, Dr. Solaith.
Activating quarantine. Outsi de access to medicd facility will require your authorization.”

Heh. Technology often managesto be both brilliant and wonderfully stupid. It apparently doesn't care
that I’'m the wrong gender, or maybe it doesn’t register pitch and match it againgt officia records. They
run on ashoestring budget in places like Emry, and they wouldn't have the latest innovations, luckily for
me

| take alook around Med Bay, most specifically at the celling. It lacks the access panels to the ducts that
we encountered in the maintenance room. In here the vents are tiny, not big enough for anything to drop
down. | decideit would take a cutting torch to get to us.

Ve appearsto be stable, and the med-bot stands ready, monitoring hisvitals. That frees me up to
rummage. There’ sno point in washing, if | haveto put thisfilthy jumpsuit back on. To my delight |
uncover aspare pair of scrubs. If I'm impersonating Doc, | might aswell go dl theway, right?

Before| hit the shower, | fiddle with the termind alittle. The comm channel doesn’t respond, however,
and | can’t reach the ship. Not that | expected to.

It seemsinsanely mundane to strip down and step into the stall, but why isit better for meto sit around
covered in blood? If | go running around the station, looking for March and Jael, | may only succeed in
getting myself killed. Plus| leave Ve vulnerable. We re safe here, and we need to stay that way.

| refuse to do something Stupid. At least that’ swhat | tell mysdlf as| wash up. I’'m just being smart.
Aren't 1?1 can't sort good sense from cowardice at this point. Guilt weighs me down too much.
Onething sfor sure. I’ m besting the shit out of March for putting me through this. When he finds us.
After stepping out of the san-shower, | dress quickly in the cagtoff clothing. Coming around the partition,
| seethat Ve has struggled to an upright position. | interpret the clicking of his claws as agitation. The
movement dows when he registers my presence. | don’t say anything because I’ d fresk if he disappeared
on me, too.

“Y ou have become amedicd professond?How long was| out?’



“Not more than an hour.” | check the med-bot to confirm.

“Any word from the others?’ Trust him to strike at the heart of the matter.

“Wemight be the last peoplelft in the universefor al | know,” | answer quietly. “Nothing on the comm
channel; it appearsto have been disabled. And | haven't heard a peep from March or Jagl sinceyou
passed out.”

“You did anicejob patching me up,” he says, ignoring the rest for the momen.

| shrug. “Anyone could' ve doneit. | just followed ingtructions.”

“Anyonedid not.” Hisrounded eyes glitter as he regards me. I’'m used to his natural face now, just wish |
could read him better. “Y ou are a constant surpriseto me.”

Not sure what he means, if he thought I’d dump his unconscious body, first chance I got. No fucking
way—while the Morgut can't eat him, they can sure as shit kill him. | could spout some shit about
responsbility, but it’s more than that. | need to acknowledgeit.

“We'refriends,” | say softly. “You' d do the samefor me.”

Heignoresthat asif he doesn’t know what to say. “Y ou look donein, and you must be worried about
the others. | will stand watch for a couple hours, Sirantha. Get some rest. When you wake up, we will
decide our next step.”

| hope he doesn’t suggest apurge again. | can’t permit that without knowing the fate of the other two.

Y et at the sametime, | don't like the thought of what might be growing within Emry’ sbowes.

“It seemslike we need to head for the systems-control room. Seeif we can get the bay doors open. We
need to warn the others. They can bounce a message to New Terra, explaining the Situation and
requesting a cleanup crew.”

“Later,” he sayswith gentleinsstence.

“There spastein my jumpsuit.” | liedown at lagt, feding the tengon in my joints pop in celebration.

“I would rather die.”

Though we re abit more comfortable now, this occasion reminds me of the cave, wherewerelied on
each other once before. Life or death, no second chances.

| love March, but Ve is something else entirely. HE' sone person I’ d trust a my back, no questions
asked. Funny how that worked out, considering the Corp hired him to hunt me. | relax, and the minute
my eyesclose, I'm gone.

Darknesswins.

CHAPTER 21

| don’t know how long I’ ve been out, but a thump jerks meout of afitful deep.

My heart thuds as | take stock of my surroundings: cots, cupboards, various bits of equipment. Right.
Med Bay, Emry Station. | find Vd at the workstation, zipping through files that mean nothing to me.
“Did you hear that?’

“Yes” heanswers. “1 am trying to get external cameras online, but it is not working. | have no idea
who—or what— is out there. And | cannot seem to open the door.” He pauses with certain ironic
inflection. “Dr. Solaith.”

“Yeah, well.” | roll off the narrow bed, feding somewhat better.

Jax? Open the door, baby. It'sme. I'mall right.

A rush of relief nearly deposits me on thefloor. | didn’t redize how scared | was until this moment. This
slence might have lasted forever. Even as| go to the termina to deactivate the quarantine, my knees il
fed wesk.

“Saul Solaith,” 1 tell the compuiter. “ Requesting override. Accessto medica facility now permitted.”

Ve cockshishead a me. “Are you sure?’

| don't answer. Instead | turn toward the door and key it open to find March there with asmal body in
hisarms. Jael stands afew paces behind, and they both look as though they’ ve been to hell and back. |
have no idea how he knew I’ d be here, but I'm so happy to see him—

“Youdick!” Not thefirst words | thought to speak, but it’ swhat comes out. “I can’t believe you worried
me like that. Thoughtless asshole.”



March shakes hishead. “I’ll explain later. Right now, | need to help her.”

That' swhen | notice the child' s chest risng and falling. They managed to save someone? A miracle.
March heads straight for the med-bot. After he programsit, the droid goesto work on the girl. Thetiny
little thing can’t be more than four years old. At present, she' sdirty, her hair matted with webs. | can’t
tell anything else. Maybe Surge and Korawill foster her.

“March found her.” Jael soundsasif he's been strangled. He drops down heavily onthe cot | just
vacated. “Welirdest fragging thing | ever saw. We went through the ventsfor hours. He d stop and listen,
and then go on again, like he was homing in on her somehow.”

Yes. That's exactly what he was doing. And why he couldn’t touch base with me. If he stopped focusing
on her thoughts, even for an ingtant, he might’ ve lost her. He couldn’t take that risk, particularly not to
reassure me. Sure, | was scared shitless, but | was safe, unlike this poor girl. Once again, March proves
he’ sabonafide hero. My anger melts away.

“They cocooned her, but the eggs hadn’t hatched yet,” March saysthen. “ She' sterrified, dehydrated,
and manourished. Can't imaginewhat it was likefor her.”

Ve studies me for amoment. Once he has sometimeto reflect, he’ sgoing to put the pieces together
about March's ahility. | just don’t know what he'll do about it.

“I’ve been studying the station grid,” the bounty hunter says. “And I’ m going to the sys-control room. I'll
open the interior docking door and purge the vents. Then I’ 1l head back to the ship. W€ Il bounce a
message out.”

“Areyou sure you' re strong enough? Do you need meto go with you?’ Just afew hours ago, he passed
out on me. But maybe the synth-blood he received provided more of aboost than | redlized.

“I can handlethis,” Ve assuresme. With that, he dipsout.

Jadl has closed hiseyes. He seemsinert until hislips curveinto afaint smile. “ Thisisthefirgt crew that
ever made me fed normal. Thanks”

That doesn’t seem to require aresponse, 0 | crossto March’s side. He watchesthelittle girl with
pained tenderness. | get the feeling he does't redly see her at this moment. He' s picturing al the people
hefailed to save. | fucking hate that expresson, so grim and blesk. It hurts me just looking at him.
“Isshegoingto bedl right?’

He shrugs. “ She has ashot now. That's more than she had before.”

“Good work out there today.” That seemsto register where nothing else has.

“Thanks. Y ou, too. You did exactly as| hoped you would. Y ou got Vel medical attention and kept
sae”

“Y ou scared the shit out of me,” | admit, low.

March turnsto me then and pulls meinto hisarms. | drop my head onto his chest, even though he's
covered in dried blood. “I know. I took my turn, trust me. Y ou must’ ve been adeep when | started trying
to find you again, Jax. It waslike. . .” He pauses, and | know he' sthinking of when Ve took me. When
he thought | was dead. “I’'m sorry | put you through that, but | couldn’t—"

“I know,” | say softly. “1 just thought, well, | was afraid—"

“Youdidn't let me down.”

“Do you two ever finish your own sentences?’ Jael asks.

Shit, | forgot heishere. If hedidn’t look so beat-up, I'd hit him. “Rarely.”

| expect him to make some wisecrack, but he merely says, perhaps atouch wistfully, “Must be nice.”

“It hasits moments. I’ m going to clean up, Jax. Keegp an eye on thingsfor me.” He meansthegirl.

| nod. “Of course.”

Within afew moments, | hear the san-shower kick in. Until hewent quiet, | didn’t redize how much I'd
come to count on his presence, wandering in and out of my head. Maybe that sounds crazy, but for a
jumper, it’'salmost commonplace. I'm used to sharing mind-space.

Time to take a look at our patient. The med-bot hasn't noted any problemswith her vitas. | suspect
she received some of the sedative sdliva before going in the cocoon. | hope it doesn't have any lasting
detrimentd effects on the nervous system or cognitive functions.

Dammit. At thispoint, I'm considering a crash course in medicine. | search through the database for



information. | don’t find anything about the residud effects of the saliva, though, probably because the
Morgut tend to digest the evidence.

“Why do you have aBug with you?’

Inaway, I'm glad Jael choosesto ask about V. I’d liefor March, just not sure how well. “He sthe
bounty hunter the Corp hired to track me down when they were trying to pin the Sargasso crash on me.
Fortunatdly, Ve respects the truth more than a payday. Plusthey pissed him off when they tried to fry
him”

“I guessthat would do it,” he agrees without opening his eyes. “It was rough up there. They snapped us
up in aweb, pulled usinto the ducts, but March ill had the blade in hand, so we cut our way out.”
“Thereweremore?’ I’'m not sureif | redly want to know.

“Wekilled sx up top,” he says.

“You'realot tougher than you look.” Duh. | pulled something out of hisgut and felt him hed. That may
be the stupidest thing I’ ve ever said.

Hismouth curvesinto ahdf smile. “So areyou.” Jadl cracks his eyes open to study me. For thefirst time
| noticethey’reapde, icy blue, likefrozen riversin the Teresengi Basin. “1 figured you' d freak when we
vanished, but March said no.” He hesitates. “1’ ve run with some tough bitchesin my day, fought under a
couple who were scarier than any men I’ ve met, but they were mercs. I’ ve never known acivchick to
handle hersdlf like you did. Y ou were cool, Jax, dead cool.”

Isthat acompliment?“I’m not at the top of my game right now.”

His eyesdrift closed. “Y ou should let the bot take alook.”

As| consder that, the workstation beeps, indicating an incoming transmission. To my surprise, when |
accept the message, | find Ve’ sface on-screen. I got the comm channel back online, and I’'ve sent a
message to Chancellor Tarn, explaining the delay to our mission. He's promised to get a cleanup crew
out here as soon as possible” Ve pauses. “ His exact words were: *What the devil are you doing a Emry
Station! Y ou're weeks off course!l” He doesn’'t seem overly impressed with our heroism, Sirantha.”

| snort. “Hewouldn’'t.” The man’sapalitician. They don’t give ashit about the welfare of individuas,
only eectord points and obscure palls. A thought occursto me. “Hey, if he cans me, would you serve
with another ambassador, Ve ?’

The bounty hunter considers. “No. From our past dedlings, | know you are honest, and | could not bring
such assurance to my kinsmen about another candidate.”

“| guessthat makes me uniqudy qudified, doesn't it?” Tak about job security.

“It would seem s0. Everything all right there?”

| nod. “We may aswell choose quarters and get comfortable. It looks like we re going to be here awhile.
Did you get in touch with Dina?’

“Affirmative. The purge is complete aswell. Emry should be secure now.”

March steps around the partition, looking damp and battered, but inexpressibly dear. “Much better.
How’'sour girl?’

“Still deegping. How do you fed about Setion life?”

He cocks abrow at me. “It tendsto be dow and boring. Why?’

“Because we rein charge until the cleanup crew arrives.”

Jadl and March swear in unison.

CHAPTER 22

Thus commence the longest days of my life.

There snothing like running an emergency station to make you fed like you' re donein the universe. At
firg I livein fear that another Morgut ship will dock, and then I'm afraid New Terrawill never send the
promised crew.

By day eight, I’'m genuinely worried we' |l be stuck here with dwindling supplies and a couple of kids.
Staying much longer will drive me nuts. If | wanted thiskind of life, | would ve stayed wherethereé sa
whole world to move around in. | need new sights and sounds, constant change, in order to keep from
feding twitchy, and the fact that | haven't jJumped in weeks only exacerbates my station fever.



To make matters worse, March ingsts on having the med-bot run some tests on me. | suppose it makes
sense, but nobody on board can interpret the results, which leaves a diagnosis up to the emergency
medical Al. Maybeit's primitive of me, but | would fed better if Doc were here. | don't think technology
can figure out what' swrong with me.

Until it does.

“ Acute degenerative bone disease of unknown origin,” the Al says. “Recommend immediate and
aggressive trestment viadaily injections of vitamin D3, calcium, and phosphorus. If underlying cause
cannot be determined, however, this regimen may provide only limited long-term therapeutic vaue.”
Bone disease? Jumpersdon’t die of such an old woman’sillness. And I’'m not that old. That can’'t be
right.

But afew days ago, the med-bot set the broken bonesin my left hand. I’'m wearing asmall brace now to
keep them in place while they heal—and that could take awhile. No wonder K ora snapped my fingers
likedry twigs.

March triesto smile, but | cantell he' stroubled. Well, that makestwo of us. “Take your medicine. I'm
sureyou'll fed better innotime.”

Maybe| don't always est right, but there’ sno logica reason why | would come up calcium deficient.
While undeniably disgusting, nutri-paste provides al necessary nutrientsto maintain good hedlth. And |
suck down the stuff morethan I’ d like to admit, soit’ snot like I’ m living off chegp homebrew and
Swedts.

“You can't possibly trust that thing,” | protest. “It’ s probably a hundred years old. It' [l poison me.”
“It'sasound program, Jax. And that thing saved Tieraand Vd.”

Tieraisthelittle girl. She hasterrible nightmares, but she took to Kora straightaway. | hope shewon't
remember much of this ordeal as she gets older.

Wefound the duty roster. Twelve souls died here, including her parents. Tieradoesn't seem to
understand the idea that they’ re gone for good. She’ stoo young to learn something so pai nful—that
sometimes people don’t come back.

Likedways, | think of Kai. Part of mewill dwaysachefor him. A divided heart offersa strange
sensation. | love March enough to diefor him, but | still missKai. Isthat wrong? Do other peoplefed
like this? Sometimes he feds agonizingly close, asif he' swatching me, asif | could touch him. | never
would have believed it possible before. Medical science disproved it. But I’ ve seen miraclesin my day.
By histaut expression, March knowswhat I’ m thinking, but he doesn't say anything. It'simpossibleto lie
to him, and | wouldn't want to, even if | could. He hasto take me as| am, broken bitsand all.

“I do,” he says. “But you' re not going to get better by ignoring the problem, and | won't loseyou.” His
VOiCe comes out raw.

Dammit, he sright. Maybe the workstation itself is a bit antiquated, but the database updates frequently
viabounce uplinks. Besides, | do fed like absolute shit. Maybe thiswill help.

| Sgh. “Fine. | refuseto be stupid on principle.”

“Yes” hesays, dark eyestwinkling. “Y ou ways have impeccable reasonsfor acting like animbecile”
Why do | put up with hisshit?| grin rluctantly. “Damn right.”

With poor grace, | let the droid do itsthing. | refuseto linger in Med Bay, though. The bot might decide
to turn meinto aman.

“Mary forefend,” March says, following me out.

| have no ideawhere the others are. With two levels, it's easy to lose track, but | feel reasonably safe.
Vel hasdonefour purges, just to be certain, so if there was anything left in the vents, he fried and then
Spaced it.

Thisign't thefirgt station the Morgut have ravaged, and unless the Conglomerate pullsits head out of its
collective ass, it won't be the last. They don’t fear us. They see us asfood, and you don’t respect
something that letsyou et it.

| stride dong the corridor toward the lift. The dull gray-green wals offer little in the way of cheer, but
nobody expectsto find that here. Thisisalast resort, a place nobody comes by choice. Not even the
crew that mansit.



“Wherewe going?’ he asks, as we step into the tube.

“Up.” | smile, knowing he hateswhen I’ m cryptic.

A smilebeginsin hiseyes and worksitsway down his mouth. “Private quarters are located on the
second leve”

“Sothey are”

But when we step off, | don’t turn toward them. I’ m sure he' s disgppointed when | stop outside the
training room. We haven't had sex in quite some while, and now | hesitate. | don’t want him to seeme
likethis, sothinand sickly. | couldn’t beer it if desire transmuted to pity somewhere amid the kissing.
“That would never happen,” he assuresme.

“Y ou say that now.”

The door dides open to admit me, offering us free use of limited equipment. A serious hedlth enthusiast
would be appalled, but | just want to burn off some nervous energy. | fed trapped, asif even my skin's
too small. | need to run until | can't think about how much | want to jump.

I missthe colors and the astonishing splendor of the universe rushing through my open mind like wildfire.
My chest hurts. If | didn’t know better, I'd call it acardio problem, but I’ ve been through withdrawal
before. It'sbad thistime, and it’ll get worse. |” ve seen jumpers who opt out devolve into screaming fits
before they burn it out of their system, before the memories fade enough to be bearable. The oneswho
recover make fine teachers.

I’'m sure March would rather | fuck him senselessto help me through this, but | just can’'t. Not now.
“I’m going to use the treadmill abit. Y ou’ re welcometo join meif you like”

“Isthat ametaphor?’ he asks. “ Just when | think I’ m about to get somewhere, you invitemeto runin
place”

| misunderstand deliberately. “1t’ s good for you.”

“Isit?” Marchraisesabrow. “1 expect certain ascetic brotherhoods would agree with you.”

“What are we talking about again?’ | begin my stretches, careful not to look himin the eye.

“Y ou know perfectly wdl.”

Wéll, of coursel do. HE smy pilot, isn't he? 1 just don’t want to ded with it. Avoidanceisn’'t my style,
though. Never has been. | need to bring it out in the open.

“What do you want meto say?’ Sufficiently limber, | climb on the machine. It registers my height and
weight, and then setsmy initia pace accordingly.

“| want to know what the hell’ sgoing on,” he bites out. “I thought we were—"

“Together?’ | supply.

“Yes, that. And we make decisions as one, don’t we? When did we decide on celibacy, exactly?’'m
dying to touch you.”

| don't look a him as| run, arms curled high against my sides. “It wasn't adecision. It just happened.
Firg they separated us, and then—"

| got sick.

No. | just can’t say that doud. But he’ s strong and fit, whereas I’ m fragile. | can’t wadein besde him
with a shockgtick and a kiss-my-ass smile anymore. | don’t have the stamina or the speed. | can’'t bean
equa partner to him now. Maybe | never can be again.

The old Jax wouldn’t have cowered with Ve in the med center. She’ d have found away to do both,
somehow. She' d have saved Ve and managed to find March, too. | can rationalizeit, but I’ ve changed.
I’m not up to my old weight.

Weak.

Before | can dter the status quo, | need to hear what Doc hasto say. It'snot fair to tie March to
someone who may have a shorter life expectancy than your typical jumper—and that’ s saying alot. That
truth hurts so much that I’ [l never be able to speak the words. Not to him.

But he knows.

Ddliberatdly, March steps off his machine and heads for the door. Even though I’'m not Psi, | fed the pain
rolling off himin raw, angry waves. Without turning, he says, “I had no ideayou were such afucking
coward, Jax. Y ou think you love me enough to die for me. Big fucking dedl; you don't |ove me enough



to live for me. You've quit on us before we ever began.”

CHAPTER 23

It'sjust like that first time, all over again.

I"'vefindly got what | wanted so bad. Here | Sit in the nav chair, ready to jack in, next to apilot who
wants nothing to do with me. | dready tried to gpologize, but he's having none of it.

That scrapes the wrong way since | want to keep us from making aterrible mistake. If | pull back, then
hearing the worst will be easier on us both. And if we get good news, then we' |l be dying to get back in
bed, anticipation and dl that.

March thinks I’ m full of shit—that I’m inventing reasonsto push him away. That’snot true. | just don't
want him to suffer like | did when | lost Kai. | have to know there' s hope before | |et this thing between
us go any further. So maybeit’ s better thisway, better if he hates me. He' s so afraid of losing methat he
can't see I’ m scared out of my mind, too. I’'m trying to be strong.

How can you miss someone who' sright beside you?

| put al that aside as we run a systems check and prepare to depart. I'm aprofessiona. Doesn't matter
how | fed, or that my stomach flipslike adying fish at the thought of being part of him again. The desire
to jump twines painfully with the desire to jump March.

Thisship vibratesalot more than the Folly. It ssmdler, for onething. Not sureif we possess any
wegponsat dl. If we don't, Dind |l want to collaborate with Jael onit. | haven’'t had achanceto ask if
she made any upgrades while we waited.

All told, we spent fourteen days on Emry Station, but the cavalry has arrived. Surge and family will
remain on station, but Jael’ s coming with us. I’'m not sure we need agunner on adiplomatic mission, but
given my track record, it'snot aterribleidea.

“WEe Il stop on Lachion firgt,” March says. “Doc needsto see you, and | need to take care of persona
businessthere, too.”

“Tanisn'tgoing to likeit.”

“He ll likeit lessif you drop dead.”

Y eah, he' s back to the old March where I’m concerned. It hurtsto look at him, so | jack in, though we
haven't |eft the station. The cockpit disappears.

We re waiting for clearance. I’ ve dready checked the star chartsto trandate the distance | need to
navigate.

They’ ve disabled the automated docking system until they decide what to do about the Morgut threst. |
heard them kicking around the idea of having Conglomerate ships outfitted with aspecia devicethat
sgnasthe system it’ s safe. Such technology can be cracked, though. The other solution is requiring the
docking bays be manned twenty-four/seven. Either option requires abigger budget.

March gets on the comm, hailing the guysin the office. “We re good to go.”

“Roger that. Thanksfor everything, Bernard's Luck. We' d havelost alot morelivesout hereif you
hadn’t happened by.”

| fed thelift aswe maneuver out. Though | can't see, | picture March’s hands on the controls. HE s sure
and graceful asheflies. | hear him telling the crew to strap in, so wée' Il be making the jump soon.

“You reedy?’

No.

But | nod, bracing mysdlf for the moment when the universe unfurls. And then March jacksin beside me.
Partitioned, of course. He doesn’t want to share anything with meright now. Well, | can do it, too; I've
learned alot from him. | won't give him adamn thing either.

The ship shudders as the phase drive powers up. Dinareports al clear just before we make the jump,
and then the world flashes out.

Fucking beautiful.

My mind expandsto infinite space. Grimspace fedslikeflying, the only place I’m completely free. | sense
the beacons, dluring asinnumerable heartbeats thudding in time. Somehow there’ s harmony in the chaos.
For amoment, just amoment, | think | might understand everything, but then it shiftsto something else



and floats away. | can’t hold on to anything here, not even my own soul. The sensethat everything's
connected on somelevel | can't grasp haunts me. But I’ m not here to suss out the secrets of the universe
today.

| just need to find the beacon nearest Lachion. I’ ve made this run more than once, so the path comes
easy. Funny how March and | can do this so coolly, sharing nothing, where we used to be one mind.
Wedll. Funny, likeaneedleinthe eye.

He knows what grimspace looks like, its mad, consuming beauty. Few people do if they aren’t jumpers
themselves. They’ ve never managed to develop a camerathat can reproduce what it sees, theimpossible
patterns and oscillations found here.

| sense the adjustments he makes, guiding the ship in response to my cues. The pulseroarsin my ears.
We're here.

And then | go blind again while the ship tremblesits way back into straight space. No wonder mudsiders
think spacers are crazy. Anytime we make along haul, we could be lost forever. Over the years, they've
reduced the odds considerably, but freighters till vanish now and then. A gamble at good oddsis till a
gamble.

Taking care with my bad hand, | unplug. My head hurts, more than it used to when | left. It sucksalittle
more of my soul each time. Therewill come aday when I’'ll smply be empty. Even if March managesto
drag me back again, the next time | cruise too close to burnout—assuming he' d bother now—I’m not
surethere would be anything left.

And | don't care. Beneeth the tired aches, serenity flows through me like ariver dammed too long. This
isajumper’slot. | don’'t know how theinstructors do it. Since they want meto teach on Lachion,
though, | guess| need to figureit out.

Hisvoice gartlesme. | thought we wouldn't be speaking for awhile. “We |l be there in a couple of
hours. Y ou did well.”

“Thanks.” Courtesy feds avkward.

| want to tell him to go fuck himsdlf if he can’t understand what I’ m going through. It'snot al aout him.
March has abandonment issues, and it's not my job to soothe them. Just now | can’t muster up the
energy.

“Your firé sgoneout,” March says. “Y ou used to fed like alive wire, Jax.”

“All the more reason for meto step back,” | tell him with afraction of my old bite. “If that waswhat you
loved about me, and I’ ve logt it, then what’ sleft?’

“Youredly don't get it, do you?’

“No.”

March rakes ahand through hisdark hair. Over the past weeks, his has actudly gotten longer where
mine has stopped growing entirely. He looks rough and alittle menacing with the stubble on hisjaw.
“You'rekilling me here. Y ou' re asking meto leave you the fuck aone just when you need me most.
How can | do that?’

“I'll makeit easy for you.” | push from the nav chair and duck out of the cockpit. Nothing ever hurt like
waking awvay from him.

| can’t accept that I'm crazy for asking for time, though. Why can’'t he understand that | need some
chanceto be strong again? | don’'t want to lose mysdlf in leaning on him. If | can’t stand on my own two
feet when | need to, then | might aswell be dead.

Suddenly my dad' s plan—the Eutha-booth—doesn’t look half-bad.

Instead of stopping to chat with the others, | pass straight through the hub and head for my quarters. |
have two hoursto kill. Maybe I’ [l dump my problems on 245 and see what she suggests.

To my vast annoyance, the Al tellsme | have company, dmost as soon as | flop down on my bunk. As
the door dides open, | growl, “I thought | told you to leave me done.”

Dinasteps back, feigning surprise. “Did you? | didn’t hear for al the bitchy stomping around you' ve been
doing for the last few weeks. Y ou need to get laid.”

| lieback with asigh. “No, | don't. | need to find out from Doc just how bad off | am.”

“Y ou're completely fucked,” she saysat once, but it'smore of areflex. “1 brought biscuits and choclaste.



| thought we could talk about hot guys.”

That makes me raise up on an ebow. “Y ou don’t do hot guys.”

“But you do. We can talk hot chicksif it makesyou fed better,” she offers. “Korawasn't my type, but |
liked the doc they sent dlong from New Terra.”

“I bet you did.” Despite my misery, | eat acookie. “Wonder who she pissed off to get that assgnment.”
“ She punched someone for fegling her up.” Dinagrins.

| raiseabrow. “And you discovered thiswhile feding her up?’

Dina shakes her head as she commandeersthe chair beside my workstation. “ Afterward.”

“Of course. Why are you being so niceto me?’

She shrugs. “ Someone hasto be. Y ou look like afucking death’ s-head.”

Nobody else on the ship knows. Since she' sasmart woman, she noticed something’ swrong. But she
doesn’'t know what. It might do me good to confide in a human being for achange, onewho isn't
interested in screwing me.

So | do.

CHAPTER 24

Talking with Dina eats up the hours.

“Fuck it,” she says, downing thelast biscuit. “Wedl die. If Doc can't sort you out, then go do whatever
the hdll you like. Don't waste the time you have |ft.”

“Alwaysthought I’d go out jumping, you know? | think | was meant to, earlier. March called me back.”
That spills out before | can stopit.

She dips her chin, studies her booted feet for amoment. “Helovesyou, Mary knowswhy. | don’'t know
what you mean to do about it. Not my business, redly—"

“But you' re presuming to advise me about het-sex relationships, even though you don't know thefirst
thing about them?’ | lick my finger and collect some of the crumbs from the cookie plate.

“It’ sthe same principle, you stupid twat. Y ou don’'t deserve my advice.”

“Probably not, but you can’t resst. That way, when | ignoreit, you can call me an ignorant bitch later,
after I'vefucked things up beyond al recognition.”

“At least you're honest,” she sayswith agrin. “And reasonably sdf-aware.”

“It' sagift. Go on then.”

“Begentlewith him.” Dinagtsforward, arms crossed on her knees. “I’ve known him along time, and |
don't want to see him hurt again.”

That makes two of us. The slence builds, charged with things| don’t fed ableto articulate. Findly, |
answer, “Noted.”

It'snot nearly enough.

My firg clue that we ve arrived comes from the bump that signals planetfall. They’ ve built ahangar insde
the Gunnar-Dahlgren compound, so the merger must be going well. | can't wait to see Doc, even Lex
and Keri for that matter.

It'snot quite ahomecoming. | won't fed like that until 1 return to the glastique garret thet didn’t have a
shower. Inexplicable, the places our heartstie usto. | miss Adee. Shewas like the mother | always
wanted, not the one I’ ve got.

“We should get the hdll off thisship,” Dinasaysthen.

With adiretch, she pushesto her feet, leaving the dirty dishesfor meto worry abouit. | grin alittle over
that. I’d worry if she ever turned up too nice. I might find her laying out my funerd clothesthe moment
my back was turned.

“Y ep. The other guys must be wondering at thislayover snce we re dready behind schedule.”

She pauses at the door. “L et them wonder.”

| have no quarrdl with that notion. They don’t need to know about my illness or March’'s sense of
obligation to the clan. Right now | can understand Dina s attraction to other women. I’ m rather fed up
with Y -chromosome bastards mysdlf. | roll off the bed, and my reflected movement prompts me to look
in the glass beside my bunk. What | see startlesme.



“Need to changefirst. | look likean inmate. . . or asan worker.”

“Clotheswon't help.” She' sback to mocking me, which | gppreciate, because it means she thinks1’m
strong enough to takeit. | think I’d go back to bed if she became solicitous. “Y ou need anew head . . .
or at least anew face. Maybe Doc' s friend on Gehenna can hook you up.”

“Ordo?’

“Y eah, that’ sthe one. Still, do your best, won't you? Spackle on some paint, maybe use the wardrober
to manufacture awig. They'redl queued up to see the ambassador from New Terra.”

“They arenot.” | rummage through my bag, sighing over my meager possessions. Impossibleto
believe—I used to be something of a clotheshorse. Back in the day, | loved dolling up in short skirts and
long boots, tiny tops that showed more of me than they hid. Now I’ m hard-pressed to find something
that doesn’'t make melook asthough | repair Skimmersfor aliving.

“Tarn panicked. He was afraid the Ithtorians woul d take offense to our meandering progress, so he's
‘leaked’ the fact that New Terral s ambassador iswending her way toward them on a goodwill tour.”
“No.”

“Yes”

We could go on likethisdl day, | expect, so | choose not to be juvenile. | know; it singsabit. “Doll
have anitinerary?’

“You'd haveto inquire of Chancellor Tarn.”

“I"d rather makeit up as| goalong.” | shake my head over the absurdity of the Stuation. Tarn should
have replaced me weeks ago, but he won't. Because of Ve, | am indispensable. “ Get out, or you're
going to see me naked.”

“I"'m going!” she protests, heading out. Her final words drift back to me asthe door dides shut. “You're
such astroppy hitch.”

Since March just accused me of having lost my spirit, | certainly like the sound of that. Not surprisngly, it
takesmealittle while to make mysdlf presentable, given the raw materid. Findly, | uneathasmple
black vest and apair of skinny black and gray thin-striped dacks.

| hesitate because the shirt reveals my scars, and then | decide | want it that way. They mean something.
That’swhy | kept them.

Intheend | take Dina s suggestion with regard to cosmetics. | paint some color into my complexion and
cover up the circles beneath my eyes. | refuse to wear false hair, though. MaybeI’ll start atrend for
women who fancy wearing theirs a centimeter long but dways lacked the nerve before now. When |
emerge from quarters, | find Jadl waiting for me.

“I’mto beyour protection,” he sayswithout preamble. “1sn’t that alaugh?’

“Fromwha?’

“ Assassination attempts like the one you didn’t report on New Terra. Y ou tried to passthat off asa
crash.”

It takes me a moment to parse what he means. The Skimmer explosion, right. | just wanted off world,
didn’'t want to wait around for another inquiry. “Did they find the cause? It was't amechanica fault?’

“Y es, and no. Scavengers found the parts, but they were confiscated when they tried to fence them. The
authorities found the remnants of a primitive incendiary device, assembled from common household
items”

“ S0 someone definitely tried to murder me.” | fedl oddly numb about that.

“Asadirect result of severa lengthy communiqués that bordered on interrogation by the Chancdllor, I'm
now responsiblefor preventing them from succeeding. I'll warn you, Jax. Tarnis paying mewell, and |
intend to take my job serioudy.”

“Y ou’ ve been keeping him off my back?’

| admit it; I’ ve been shirking my responsibilities. Asanav-gtar for Farwan, | had just one. Take my pilot
and make my scheduled jumps. That'sdl. My life used to include afair amount of holiday time, and
nobody trying to disperse my molecules.

Different world, different life.

Jadl amilesfor thefirgt time, charming when he stops radiating belligerence to compensate for his pretty



face. “Donemy best.”

“If | had any creds, I'd pay you for that mysalf. Unfortunately, I’ m broke as ajoke just now.”

His smile becomesagrin. “Y ou don't need creds. The Conglomerateis picking up your tab, aren't they?
Y ou should charge a bunch of stuff before you losethisgig.”

“Youtdk likethat'sinevitable” What am | saying? | laugh reluctantly because| seehispoint. | havea
solid record for diplomacy in regard to class-P planets. | know how to impress supergtitious natives.
The Ithtorians? Not so much. | hope Ve can save my assyet again.

Jeel spreads his handsin adefensve gesture. “I’' m just saying, buy some new clothes, maybe some
parklies”

Tarn’ sreaction to my draping mysdlf in diamonds at his expense would be priceless. Despite mysdif, |
rather like thismerc’ s sense of humor. In some ways he reminds me of Kai: cheerful, cocky, and
irreverent.

“Anyway.” | try to refocus the conversation. “1 enjoyed some peace while we waited on Emry, though. |
appreciate that.”

“All part of thejob,” Jadl tellsme easly. “You look better, lesslike you' re about to turn toes up.”

“Y ou'reasmooth talker, aren’t you?’ | don’t mean for the words to come out flirtatious. Mary knows, |
have enough problemsin that regard, and it’ s not like he' sinterested. He' sjust saying | look lesslikethe
walking dead, which isalong haul from atrue compliment.

March clears histhroat. From histaut expression, he thinks he’ sinterrupted something. Mary, I'd liketo
smack himin the head, but at this point, he' d probably take it asforeplay.

“Let’sget thisover with,” he mutters.

He brushes past the two of uswithout another word, and Jael cocks abrow at me. “Troublein
paradise?’

“Y ou don't get to know about my persond life,” | snap at him. * Just go clear the way or whatever
bodyguards do.”

“Darling,” hedrawls. “Soon I’ ll know everything about you, including how many times you bresthe per
minute, and if your heartbeat sounds a smidgen off.”

“Will you know whenl ...” | leaninto whisper therest.

“That depends. Am | inyour room &t the time?’

“No!” Nothing | say fazeshim, so | stalk past to the main hatch.

Grest, | need another man poking about in my business.

Like| need to settle down and study rutabagas.

CHAPTER 25

Lachion hasn’t changed a bit.

Then again, why would it? It hasn’t been aslong asit seems since | was here. The horizon stretches pale
and endless beyond the compound walls, bounded by dry plains. This place offers extremes—heat or
cold—depending on the season.

After discovering the scary thingsthat live in the caves, the clans stayed because L achion meant freedom
from the Corp. Nobody has ever given a shit about what happens on this planet. Despite the new world
order, | don't see that changing anytime soon.

To my astonishment, thislookslike aforma delegation, not the casua welcoming party | expected. Far
cry from thelast time | touched down here. And isthat the gutter press, lined up behind Keri and Lex?
Shit, it is. | recognize the guy with the poorly implanted ocular cam. In the old days, he stalked me
through spaceport bars, hoping to get a shot of my titsfor the midnight bounce. Nice.

Keri’samile looks decidedly artificid. “We re ddlighted that you chose Lachion to kick off your
interplanetary goodwill tour.”

A smiletugs hard at the corners of my mouth, and it'sall | can do not to burst out laughing. *“ Of course.
I’d loveto see agreater level of governmenta participation from the clans.”

Since freethinkers and outlaws abide here, that will go over like the monkey-pilot experiments from the
turn of the century. The clansdon’t want to legidate, vote, or pay extratariffs. For Mary’ s sake, they



Stle grievancesin the arena.

“WEe ll discussthat during your vidt,” she responds through gritted teeth.

| suspect Keri’sgoing to kick my ass again, which is sad because she' sjust over haf my age. Thegirl is
tougher than she looks. As| move forward, abarrage of questions greets me.

“ Ambassador, can you tdl us anything about your plans?’

“How do you fed about the proposed integration of Ithiss-Tor into the Conglomerate?’

“Why isyour itinerary shrouded in secrecy? Our sources say you may be targeted for retaliatory action
from Farwan loyaists or other extremist groups. Isthere any truth to those claims?’

“Can you comment on the recent rumors that you detoured en route to thwart aMorgut attack on Emry
Sation?’

| ignore them dl, trying to move forward while the guy with the bulging eye cam waichesmelikel’'m
about to yank up my shirt right here. In addition to the fact that those days are behind me, it’ saso too
damn cold. Why don’'t | ever have a coat when | need one?

March stands somewhere to the right, just behind me, but hewon’t be coming to my aid. Yep, just like
thelast time. I’ velost track of Dina, but she's somewhere behind me, and Ve doesn't like cameras, as
they possessasmall chance of ferreting out inconsstenciesin his appearance that would ID him as
nonhuman.

Jael pushes hisway up beside me. “The ambassador isn’t answering questions a thistime. Clear the
way.” Helooks amogt friendly as he saysit, but there’ sahigh shinein his pale eyesthat says hewouldn't
mind cracking some headsin time for the midnight bounce.

Asif they senseit aswell, the reporters get out of the way. Keri leads my entourage along the drive, her
own people straggling behind. Five of them wear purple arm-bands; I'm not exactly sure what that
means.

When we ve left earshot, she mutters, “Y ou aways bring trouble, don't you?’

“Everyone needs ahobby.” | used to say that to March in regard to thinking about my own death. Does
that mean I’ ve made emotiond progress?

“Perhgps you' d consider horticulture.”

Outbuildings line the path to the main house, an old-fashioned stone structure. The wire-and-sted!
security fence crackles, reminding mewhy it’ sthere: to keep the mongters out. Remembering that endless
night where so many peopledied, | stifle my smart-assreply.

A while back, March liberated me from my cell, after the crash of the Sargasso. He saved mefrom a
lifetime of torment and delivered me to Lachion, where| wasintended to help Clan Dahigren start a
renegade jump-training academy. Unfortunately, their rivals, Clan Gunnar, wanted to get their handson
me aswdll. Anyone who controlled a supply of jumpers would possess an edge— and on more than just
aplanetary scale. So they came at us on the ground, forced usto stop.

Tired of being jerked around, | started a melee between the clansright out in the open, not knowing that
blood would draw the Teras, anvful winged monstersthat sweep acrossthe plainslike a plague, eating
everything in sght. And because of an evolutionary boon, you can’t see them coming—just hear the
sound of their wings.

Despite my best intentions, | can still hear the Gunnar warriors screaming as they were swept away on
that hungry tide, an unseen army of claws and talons rushing around mein the dark. | shiver. No more
thinking of that. Not now. It's safe here behind the eectrical perimeter, and nobody is bleeding.

| make mysdlf smileat Keri. “I swear | didn't intend for thisto turn into such a—Doc!” | spot him about
thirty meters out and take off at adead run.

Part of me had worried I’ d never see him again. What if Ve had lied about leaving him in atrunk when
he took his place? That's how the bounty hunter managed to snag me; he pretended to be Doc. So
there’ s some truth to the Syndicate’ sworry that Siders—a human dang term for Ithtorians, or Bugs, as
they’ re dso called—present athreat to our way of life.

But Ve didn’t lie. There Doc stands, solid and sturdy, still wearing his salt-and-pepper goatee, and his
hair shorn closeto his skull. Come to that, we have the same haircut now.

He bresksinto a broad smile and meets me hadfway. His hug practically pulverizesmy ribs, but | don't



care. My eyes ging. Doc wasthefirst oneto treat melike | wasn't dangerous or crimindly insane,
responsblefor the lost lives on the Sargasso. I'll never forget him for that.

“I missed you,” | say shakily. This probably isn't ambassadoria behavior, but | don't giveashit. “You're
redly dl right?’

“I'm fine, Jax. Good to see you, too. Er, you can let go now.” Yep, it' sdefinitely Doc. | expect himto
comment on my fragile appearance, but he has more tact than that. I’ ve been surrounded by the likes of
March, Dina, and Jadl too long.

My bodyguard says, “They’ [l have you on the news, speculating about anillicit affair with him, by
morning. Possibleimpropriety by the New Terran ambassador?’ heintones, just like one of the talking
heads.

“Please. Nobody cares.” But | step back nonetheless.

Doc scansal our faces and seemsto focuson V. “You. | believe you mistook me for luggage on our
last meeting.”

Since Ve lookslike everyone and no one, it' salogical legp, and Doc excelsin that area. | can't imagine
what he makes of the situation we currently find ourselvesin. Hopefully, he'll be ableto hedp me. | can’t
think too long about the possibilities otherwise,

“Sorry about that.” | must say, Vel doesn't look sorry. “Farwan supplied me with erroneous
information.”

For along, tense moment, | think cool, calm pacifist Doc might sock the bounty hunter in the nose. Then
he says, “1 suppose everyone makes mistakes. Let’ sgo inside, shal we?’

The gutter pressfollows at adiscreet distance, filming the wholetime. I’ d suggest feeding them to the
Teras, but that might strike a sore spot with Keri. I’ ve ready hurt the poor girl enough.

March throws brooding looks over his shoulder now and then. | bet he’ d like to pound them on
principle. Mary, | don't know what to do about that. | know I’ m hurting him. And | want him; I misshim.
But | can't let mysdf need him, not because I’ m physicaly incapacitated. And if he doesn’t understand
that, then he doesn't know me at dl.

Jugt from this short walk, my fingertips have gone numb, the icy wind ripping right through me. When |
picked out theves, | forgot it was till winter here. Timeisfluid, so the moments where everything feds
perfect passin awink, and those where you' re on your kneesin despair drag on like the death of a
thousand cuts.

Asif he notices my discomfort, Jagl presses up against my right Side in amanner that’s destined to
provoke March in theworst way. The merc can be such an asshole—he' sjust doing it for the
entertainment vaue. | pretend | don't notice either of them.

Fucking men.

We passinto the warmth of the house and shut oursalves away from prying eyes. | hope. | muster a
smile, even though I'm dready tired ashdll. Y eah, just from that short hike. Couldn’t have been more
than half a kilometer.

Keri’'shomeislovely as ever, with dl the e egance that surprised methefirst timel visited. The place
possesses the old-world charm of handcrafted moldings, shimmering marbletiles, and carpets so thick
I’'m afraid to walk on them. They’ ve redone the foyer since | was here last, though: red and black now, a
little more foreboding than the chilly silver and white € egance her grandmother had favored.
Thetilesform apattern | can’t identify, though I’ ve seen it somewhere before. | stare down, absently
rubbing my hands up and down my biceps. Up the sairs, she offers capacious guest suites, and hallways
lead in either direction. An enormous silver-gilt mirror with acid-etched leaves dominates the far wall,
offering distorted hints of the people standing in the foyer. | can’'t help but shiver, asif we ve been
granted aglimpseinto the afterlife, nothing but vague shapes and shadows.

“Looks beautiful,” March says. “It's completely you, Keri.”

“Thank you.” Her cheeks pink with delicate color as she turnstoward him.

Just like that, sheforgets me. I’ d dso forgotten the huge, unrequited crush she had on March thelast time
we stopped here. Thelittle darling—she sdl of nineteen, fights like a chi master, and had started to learn
advanced feats before her grandmother passed away. On top of al that, at her age, she acts asjoint



chieftain to her clan. Keri has smooth skin, asylph’s shape, aspill of night-dark hair, and eyesthat gleam
like pdejade. And by March’s amiles, he' snoticing for thefirst time how lovely hismentor’s
granddaughter has grown to be.

| fucking hate the bitch.

CHAPTER 26

“Where'sLex?” That'sone question sureto snap Keri out of the March-induced daze she currently
enjoys. Lex isthe big lug she' s supposed to marry as part of the clan merger. To say she hates him would
be an understatement.

She spears me with an icy stare and bares her teeth in what would be considered a hostile act on some
worlds. “War council. Y ou came at abad time, Jax.”

What elseis new?

“What'sgoing on?" March asks.

| recognize his solicitous tone and barely manage to keep from rolling my eyes. Hethinks Keri isddicate
and needs his protection. I’ m sure he feels some obligation aswell, given that Keri’ s grandmother took
him in when his gift had ravaged him and taught him to be human again. And Keri isdl that hismentor left
behind. I guess he doesn’t know that Keri whipped my ass without breaking a swest.

Besdeme, Jad Szesup Keri’smen, asif he suspects any Stuation I’m involved in could turn ugly ona
moment’snotice. | didn't redlize he knew methat well.

“It'sbad. I'll tell you about it on the way. I’'m sure Lex will want to seeyou.” With adefinite proprietary
air, shetakeshold of hisarm. “Saul,” she adds over her shoulder to Doc. “Can you get everyone else
seitled for me? Thanks.”

Her honor guard, or whatever the hell they are, spinsas aunit and follows her down the left halway.
None of them said asingle word from the time we met her outside the ship, until now. Fucking creepy.
“They movelike military,” Jael murmurs. “Well trained, too. | wonder what' s hgppening on this
backwater world.”

| shrug. “Hard to say. They’re dwaysfighting over something here. | think it cuts down on boredom.”
Doc favors mewith apiercing look. “Don’'t beflip, Jax. When two clansjoin, it'stimeto strike. It's
well-known here, both clans are wesk, or they wouldn't need amerger. Waiting until things are stable
doesn’'t make good tactical sense.”

“What’ sthe point, though?’ Jael asks. “From what | saw, the whole planet is pretty bare. What the hell is
thereworth fighting over?’

“Gunnar-Dahlgren controls the magnesium mines on planet,” Doc answers briefly. “1 probably don’t need
to outline all the goods that encompasses.”

Inmy case, he does. But Jael nods, ticking them off hisfingertips. “Fash grenades, imaging technology,
pyrotechnicsfor festivals, certain metal dloys, which trandates to machinery that needsto be strong and
lightwaght—"

“It' sused in some medicinesaswell,” Doc sayswith anod. “And if we can’'t defend the mines, they’ll
wipeusout.”

Us? | didn't realize Doc was from Lachion. Based on hisfriendship with Ordo Carvati on Gehenna, |
would've guessed he came from the Outskirts somewhere.

| 9gh. “I didn’t understand what I’ d done the last time | was here.”

Not redly, anyway. | didn’'t have anything like the big picture, even when we left. Keri has been fighting
her own uphill battle ever snce weleft. And by the look of things, it’ s not getting any easier.

“When do you ever know what you' re doing, Jax?’ Dinagrinsat me.

Ignoring that, Doc triesto herd us toward the stairs. “'Y ou can pick out the rooms you like best. Perhaps
you' d like the one you occupied last time, Jax?’

Y eah, | likethe Blue Room, very serene, and it has handmade rugs so soft | sink into them. “ Sure, that
soundsfine”

At thispoint, | notice that Ve has disappeared. | wonder if he has camo that | don’'t know about
because he has a habit of doing that: there one minute and gone the next. He can take care of himsdf,



though.

“| don’'t care. Assign mewhatever.” Dinadighs. “If | can find parts and mod kits, I'm heading back to the
ship. | havework to do.”

Jadl surprises me—and evidently Dinaaswell, judging by her expresson—by asking, “Need help?’

She narrows her eyes on him for along moment before shrugging. “ The ship needs alot of upgrades. So
if you know how to handle your tools, | won't say no to an extra hand.”

The mercrisks hislife by draping an arm about her shoulders. “ Darling, I’ m expert with my hands.”

She shocks me when she doesn't immediately drive her elbow into his ssomach. | can't believe he il
flirtswith her, even knowing he has no shot. Maybe he suffers from a chronic disorder. | expected he'd
stick to melike glue after the lecture he just gave me, but I'm glad to get rid of him. Asthey go back out
into the cold, | hear her reply, “Y our own opinion does't count, dumb-ass.”

That just leaves Doc and me. To avoid the questionsiin hisvery kind eyes, | head up the gairs. | should
have known that wouldn’t matter.

“What' swrong, Jax?’

| pause on the fourth step, but don't turn. “I was hoping you could tell me. That’s part of why we're
here. Tarn cooked up this other nonsense.”

“I deduced asmuch,” hetellsme.

Without looking at him, | confide the droid’ sdiagnosis. | expect him to laugh or tel meit’ sridiculous.
Instead | receive silence that lasts until | whedl and gaze down at him. He looks troubled.

“I wish | could say I’'m surprised, but | found anumber of anomaliesin your test resultsthat puzzled me.
If my hypothesis holdstrue, then thiswould explain everything. Let’ sget you to the [ab then.” Doctiltshis
head toward the right corridor, opposite from the way March went with Keri.

Hypothesis? Thisismy life, not ascience project. | like Doc, but sometimes | think he doesn't redlize
that I’'m more than an “ interesting specimen.” He' sthe only one | trust to help me, though, so | haveto
accept his bedside manner.

| come down again and fdl into step with him. Asl| recdl, the houseislaid out in wings. We move off
toward hisresearch facility, but before we ve gone ten paces, the lightsflicker, asif somewhere,
someone has drawn an absurd amount of power.

Doc bregksinto arun. “Hurry, Jax. We don’t have much time.”

“Beforewhat?”

He doesn’t pause to answer. | trot behind him nonetheless because Doc isn't one to manufacture crises.
We vejust reached the door to hislab, which is oddly—and ominoudy—made of reinforced meta,
when | hear screaming.

“Doc?’

“Get indde. Now.”

| do, and he sedlsthe door. “Y ou want to tell me what’ s going on here?’

“Teras” hesaysbriefly.

Just the word aone sends a cold shock through me: hideous subterranean crestures you can't see
coming. Just hear the rush of their wings through endless night. And once the dying starts. . .

With some effort, | shake mysdlf out of it. | rub my hands together, trying to warm them. We survived
them once, and we' re safeinsde thistime. It should befine.

“What about them?’

“I haven’t deduced how, but Clan McCullough has figured out away totrain . . .” He pauses, listening to
the distant sounds of combat, cries of rage and pain. “Well, if not train, then use the Teras. They seemto
strike on command now. It's not safe to leave the compound. They hit usat dl hours, no rhyme or
reesontoit.”

“Doesn't the shock field hep?’ | remember the way they fried the mongters. The smell the next morning
nearly did mein.

“Wecan't keep it up dl thetime,” he saystiredly. “Not enough juice. We run on solar panels and wind
turbines, mogtly the latter during the winter. Gunnar-Dahlgrenis officidly at war, Jax. Clan McCullough
wants everything we have, and with the Teras on their Sde, they think they’ ve figured out away to get it.”



Hesghs. “I’m not surethey’ rewrong.”

No wonder Keri said | came at abad time.

“I guessjump research isn't a your top priority a the moment.”

He manages awan smile. “No, they’ ve got metrying to sort out why the Teras are attacking like this
instead of their usua feeding patterns. We' re weakening by the day, and | don't think the McCulloughs
havelogt asngleman.”

How do you fight when you can't see your enemies? It would take bioengineered poisons or type-three
battle droids to clean this planet out. | have no idea how the loss of the Teras would impact the planetary
ecosysems either.

“Do you have the resources to build battle droids with heat imaging?’ Lame, | know. | remember the
way the Teras dismantled the Rover. Could they find their way into the main house as easily? Are there
weak spots?

Doc shakes hishead. “ That' s not the way things were done here. The McCullough has changed
everything. He doesn't risk hisown men or hisown life for ahostile takeover. Instead he' skilling us by
centimeters.”

Agan, | find myself cowering while others take the risks on my behdf. That stings like nothing ever has.
No. I won't do this. Not again.

March isout there. Jael. Dina. March. | haveto help them.

| stride over to the door, tap on the panel. “If it’ sthat bad, | should go seewhat | can do.”

“You can't get out,” Doc tellsme. “The doors are sealed until the attack ends. And I’ m not going to
release you when you'reclearly ill.”

Badtard. Is hetrying to make mefed usdess? My hands curl into fists, but who am | going to hit? Doc?
Hewon't fight back. Nothing like impotent anger to make you fed ineffectual.

“Fine” | biteout. “If I’d known, | wouldn’'t have come in here with you, though. | can’t believe you
tricked meinto hiding out.”

Again. | hatethis. I've got to find someway out of here, or I [l never be ableto live with mysdlf. | can't
devolve back into the selfish bitch who doesn’t carewhose assison thelineso long asit isn't her own. |
won't et fear become my mistress.

“I know,” he saysgently. “That'swhy | didn’t tell you. Try to ignorethe noise. It’'ll be over soon. They
never stay long; not surewhy that iseither. If | can put the pieces together, we might have a chance, even
weakened aswe are. At any rate, let’s get Sarted on your tests.”

“Then cureme. Or kill me. Because | can't livelikethis.”

CHAPTER 27

Soon as Doc looks away, | lunge toward the emergency

override pand. Unfortunately, I’ m not asfast or agile as | used to be, and he whedls round to catch my
wrist. Heradiates frustration, but before he can yell at me, aboom sounds.

The whole house shakes.

| hit the floor, expecting the roof to come down on me. “I didn’'t know Lachion was prone to quakes.”
“It'snot,” Doc saysgrimly. “They’ re bombarding us”

I”’m not even sure what that means. For amoment, | envision Clan M cCullough dropping giant rocks on
us. “They’ rewhat?’

On his hands and knees benesth the exam table with me, he looks as though he' s considering one of his
university-style explanations. Then he shakes his head. “ Thisisahogtile takeover, Jax. Welcometo stage
two.”

Shit. We did come at abad time.

Between Teras who attack on command and the McCullough war machines, things don’t look good. Oh,
Mary, | might never see March again. Dread threatens to close off my throat. It can’t end here, before |
can make him understand.

“I guesswe were lucky to land before they struck.”

He stays low, duckwalking toward the back of the lab. “I suspect your arrival prompted them to step up



the attack. They can't take the chance the ship carried reinforcements, or that the Conglomerate means
to interfere with loca politics. You're not just Jax anymore, Ambassador. Not that you were ever ‘just’
anything.”

He can’t be serious. | did this by showing up? | am the fucking butterfly, causing ripples everywhere |
go.

“It' satiny little cutter,” | protest, crawling after him. Wherever he' sgoing, I’ m headed there, too. We
weave around atdl metal cylinder that quiverslike it wantsto crush my spine. “What the hell could we
possibly haul? And it’ s not like we could’ ve carried many mercsinit.”

“A fair number of Thresherswould fit into the cargo hold,” he answers over his shoulder.

The McCulloughs hit us again, and thistime, the walstremble. Dust spillsfrom the calling, powdering my
head. Not far away, something collapses. Mary curseit, | hope Doc hasaplan.

“I would've brought Threshers,” | say, “if I’d known you were & war.”

Made by Veratech, Threshers represent the gold standard in killing machinesfor terrestrid combat. |
couldn’t have afforded them, but he doesn’t need to know that. Let my financia embarrassment die with
me.

“Keri tried to tell you. Didn’t her message go through?”

| remember theway it hissed and cut out. “Not al of it. Not the crucid bit. We thought there might’ ve
been a problem with the bounce-relay. It’' s never stable here.”

The freedom of abackwater planet also comes with a certain amount of technologica disadvantage.
There sno grid in place, no warning system for naturd disasters, and no help forthcoming if people get in
trouble. To thefolkswho live here, that’ saplus.

Advance teamstold Farwan that Lachion offered nothing specid in the way of natural resources, no
money to be made via exploitation, so they packed up and |eft the place to the settlers. That’ swhy the
Corp called this place afrontier world and paid them no mind. So for the last fifty turns, the Clans have
policed themsalves and made it up asthey went dong.

Another hit sends me sprawling. As herights mein acasua motion, | note the pack dung across his
shoulder. Doc pushes a heavy piece of equipment over to the side with the sheer physica strength that
never ceases to amaze me. Head down, he looks like a short, squat ox.

“PanB,” hesays.

That happensto be asmall escape hatch built into the floor. The house will come down around our earsif
we don’t get amove on. Even so, | hesitate to skin down the ladder after him, gazing into avertical shaft
that measures less than ameter. He descends carefully to accommodate his shoulders.

Soon he disappears from sight. A cold sweat breaks out over me, but | don’t make the leagp onto the
skinny little ladder until another boom threatensto collgpse the ceiling on me.

“Closeit!” Doc shouts, an echo inflating hisvoice.

| yank on the short chain to sedl us off from the surface world. Thelight vanishes. My hands fed dippery
on therungs, and | can taste the dark, thick asrancid meat grease.

Down one step. | can do this.

The shaft shudders. Overhead, huge chunks of rubble dam against the trapdoor. If | hadn’t moved, I'd
be crushed up there, dong with al of Doc’ s expensive equipment.

We're buried dive.

Pureterror pardyzes me. They’ re going to find my bones on this ladder, twenty turns from now.
Trembling, | remember the Sargasso, how | felt while buried in the wreckage.

Why isn't March here? He promised, damn him. He said I’ Il dways come for you. That probably
doesn't hold true anymore, though. If it ever did.

What a dickhead. Why couldn’t he understand | just needed some time? Anger, even the manufactured
variety, lends me some strength, but it's not quite enough. | can’t make myself move.

“Jax?" | can't seehim, but | hear sympathy and understanding in hisvoice. “One step at atime. Closing
your eyes might help. Forget about the dark.”

How embarrassing. He knows. Sirantha Jax, afraid of the dark. Nonetheless, | take his advice and
queeze my eyelids shut. Fee my way down.



Somewhere dong theway, | missarung, but | don’t fal far. Solid asabrick wall, Doc's placed to catch
me. | think he could hold a baby eephant. He holds me for amoment, effortlessy, while we listen to the
sky faling above us.

I’'m sureit’ sjust my imagination, but | swear | can hear the rustle of wings. “Isthisagood idea? | mean,
don’'t the Teraslive underground?’

“Clan Dahlgren dug the bunkers,” he assures me. “ And secured them. They don’t connect to the natural
caverns where the Teras make their home.”

“If you say s0.”

| remember what he said about magnesium mines. Y ou couldn’t pay me enough to work down there. Or
maybeit’sdl automated, like some of the moon mining facilities, just a skeleton crew to oversee and
repar thedroids.

Doc sets me on my own feet and cracks atorch-tube. I’ ve never been so glad to see chemicals mixing.
Soon the ambient light bathes our facesin asickly yellow-green glow.

“I'm afrad your testswill haveto wait.”

Really? | thought you’ d produce a pocket lab and cure me this minute. Somehow | manage not to
sngp a him. He' sthe only thing standing between me and madness down here,

“Y eah, | gathered that. Where do these tunnels lead?”’

“To the main bunker. 1t's a honeycomb, and unless you know the way, you could wander for daysand
never find theway in.”

“I guessthat’ stheidea” | fall behind him, keeping one hand on his shoulder. | don’t careif hethinks’m
touchy-fedly, overly familiar, or just scared shitless. The latter istrue, and he' s seen me melt down
before.

“Exactly. Thisisour find falback. They can reduce the compound to rubble, but they’ll never find us.”
He sounds so calm at the prospect of living for an undisclosed period of time below ground.

The very ideamakes me swest. | can smell my fear, sour and sickly. My fingerstrail along the sides of
the tunnd aswe move, puffs of powder drifting into thewan light. | fall quiet, listening to our footsteps
scrape over the dry stone. Time dows, becomes impossible to measure.

Just Doc and me, surrounded by an idand of night. | want to hide my face against his broad back.
Instead | walk on, trying to think of thisasatest. If | come out of it unscathed, I’ll be stronger.

At least there are no Morgut down here.

| don’t know how long we' ve been walking, but my throat aches. So | tug on his pack. “Do you have
any water?’

“Of course. | should've offered. Let’ srest amoment.”

Thereisn't room for usto relax, but | snk down onto the tunnel floor and take along drink from the
lukewarm water in hisflask. He probably has paste, too, but | can't face the thought of it, not yet. I'm
smply not hungry enough.

If | was paying Jeel, | would so fire him for leaving me with a pacifist to protect me. | hope he' sall right.
Dinaand Vd, too. | can't think about March. My stomach wantsto tieitself in knots over him, and |
haveto stay cam. It'd be far too easy to lose mysdf in the dark.

| squeeze my eyes shut to combat the panic boiling up in my throat. Stedl bands tighten around my rib
cage, making it hard to breathe. | swear the walls are getting closer together.

“Easy, Jax.” Doc tugs me to my feet. “We need to keep moving.”

So we do. More trudging. I’'m just about to ask for a packet of that disgusting paste when the torch-tube
flickers. Hope to Mary he has areplacement. | can’'t walk inthedark. Asitis, I’'m barely hanging on.
The solid rock above me registers as atangible, menacing presence. Our tomb.

We come up against adead end. Shit. Doc doesn’t know this honeycomb as well as he thought he did.
We'relost.

| can't takethis. | need the open sky. Need to see the stars and feel the wind on my face. | need to
jump. Thisisn't where I’ m supposed to die.

“What now?’ | ask findly. “We can’'t stay holed up forever.”

“Guerillawar,” hetelsme. “The mongters can't serve the McCulloughsin here, nor will their killing



machines. So they’ll comelooking eventudly. They can’t claim clan assets aslong as either chieftain lives.
When they make that mistake, we' Il kill them, one by one. Keri’ strained her men for tunnd fighting.”
“Won't they just starve you out?’

In answer, he depresses a hidden button in the wall and the door to another world swings open.

CHAPTER 28

There'san entire city hidden here.

W, on second glance, it's more of ascavenged, retrofitted, grungy underground settlement. The
survivors have pitched tents and set up chemical heaters. Here and there, | see salvaged ship parts doing
double duty asfurniture. A couple of dirty-faced kids bounce on abroken nav chair.

They pause aswe pass by, whispering. Then one of them calls, “Doc! The Dahlgren’slooking for you.”
Henods. “I'll find her. Thanks.”

I’1l never get used to the way her clan refersto Keri. My breath comes easier as| register acelling so
high| can't even seeit. I'll never take the open sky for granted again, though. Ambient noise givesthe
space alow roar, part people, part machinery, and the air smellsfaintly of spices, like someoneis
cooking.

Thekids giggle and whisper alittle more, and then: “SoisRose!”

“She'salive?’ he bregthes. “ She madeit! Where?’

They point. To my surprise, Doc alters course, practicallyrunning. March better be down here
somewhere, or I'll never forgive him. Or mysdlf.

I’m not P9, so thisis probably pointless, but | build hisfacein my mind' s eye, feature by feature, and
focuson him. All my fear, yearning, and need, | bundle up and send outward, hoping he'll senseit.
Slence answers me.

Shoulders dumped, | follow Doc through the throng. Everyone lookstired, worn. In the far corner,
they’ ve set up an infirmary, rows of bodies on blankets. Blood. The tang of antiseptic. It'sal so
agtonishingly primitivethat | can’t believe people chooseto live like this. But folks do crazy thingsin the
name of freedom.

Naturaly, Doc heads straight over. Two Dahlgrens are trying to patch up the wounded, administer
treatments and medicine. A weary-looking woman with a sweet face, capped by red-and-silver-streaked
hair, greets him with akiss. Not a polite one either. She mdtsagaingt himin away that makes me look
away, a private moment flaunted. | guess| know now what keeps him on Lachion.

“ThisisRose,” Doc says, drawing my eyes back.

| manage asmile. “Niceto meet you.”

“Likewise.” Her toneiscoal, and | sense shewantsto berid of me.

Doc adds, “ She could use my help here, but I’ m sure you want to find the rest of the crew as soon as
possble”

Nodding, | leave my fear ungpoken. “Thanks for seeing me through the tunnel.”

| part from him there and thread my way through the camp, searching through the smoky, intermittent
light. In hereit fed slike perpetud twilight, faces emerging out of the shadowsto peer at me, startled and
curious. All srangers, dl clansmen.

| find Ve firs. He Sts gpart from everyone dse, of course, watching them eat. | hurry toward him,
remembering not to hug just before | grab him. That leaves me standing there, not knowing what to do
with my hands.

He getsto hisfeet in amotion that doesn’t entirely ring true as human, now that | know whét to look for.
Tomy surprise, he does the hugging, avkward and tentative, like adance step heisn't surehe's
mastered. And he doesn't have it quite right either. His hands cup the back of my head, smoothing my
shorn hair asif I'm ababy bird with ruffled feathers.

It'soddly comforting. Even though | know what he is under the skin, it doesn't matter. Infact, | register
awe a hisversatility; the ability to assmilate new customs seems enviable.

“Our dtuationislessthanided,” he says, when | finaly step back.

| haveto smile. Typica Velith statement. He probably thought it a“trifle inconvenient” when we were



holed up in acave on the Teresengi Basin.

“You can say that again.”

He cocks hishead a me. “Why?’

Right, hetendsto beliterd. “Never mind. Have you seen the others?’

“No. | made one sweep before settling here. Are you hungry?’

| am, actudly. “Isit red food?’

“S-meat with potatoes and peppers,” he answers. “You'll want to eat something. They’reclosngupina
few minutes”

That decidesthe matter. | take abowl and get in line behind the other stragglers. Short and gristly, the
woman scraping food from the grill looks alittle like Keri’ s grandmother, the clan matriarch who
sacrificed hersdlf for us. She narrows her eyeson me.

“In case you don’t know how thisworks,” she snaps a me, “that bowl isyours now, Ambassador.” Her
tone gainsan ugly stress. “Keep up with it, and keep it clean, or you don't egt. Y ou'rejust like everyone
elsedown here”

For Mary’s sake. I’'m steaming by thetime | rgoin Ve inthefar corner. They act like I’ ve put on airs
and demanded all kinds of specia trestment when in fact we' d barely landed before al hell broke loose.
Asl sit, | redlize| have no utensils, so | take a quick look around to see what everyone elseis doing.
They use ther fingers to scoop the food into their mouths, which seems basic enough. It' s messy, but
practica.

“What wasit like out there, Vel?’ | haveto know. My imagination will create athousand terrible
scenarios to torment me otherwise. “I wasin thelab with Doc.”

He steegples hishandsin afamiliar gesture that tells me he' s thinking the question over. “Bad,” he says
findly. “Those creatures svarm, asif from a hive mind. When the bombardment started, | thought the
buildings would bresk wide open and the beasts would devour us. | am more than alittle amazed to be
dive” Hisgark, quiet tone makesit worse somehow.

A shudder runsthrough me. | don't ask anything more, not while I’ m eating. I’m not sure | can hear
more, not until 1 know whether we dl madeit. When | finish, | watch the others scrape their bowls clean
with dry granules, but | don't have any. | hate being unprepared. Ve tips someinto my bowl wordlesdy,
and | smilemy thanks.

Gottalove his bounty-hunter travel pack. | should get one.

| fed alittle better now, dightly stronger. “I’m going to look for the rest of the crew. They must be
around here somewhere.”

Thedternativeis unthinkable.

He regards me for amoment with an inscrutable expression. “Have you applied for aplaceto deep?’
“What? No. Do | need to talk to someone about that?”

Leaning around me, he pointsto another linefifty metersaway. “Lex ishandling that.”

| can’'t misshim. Lex isamountain of aman with big, rough features, he dso happensto be Keri's
co-chieftain. If she ever gets over hating him, they’ Il wed to sedl the dedl. She doesn’t seem likely to do
that anytime soon with March on scene.

“Have you dready arranged for . . . accommodation?’ A kind euphemism for the shantytown we have
going down here.

Vd pats hispack. “I have everything | need.”

Well, of course he does. “Y ou want to come with me?’

“It seems pointless to waste energy moving about when that might make it more difficult for the othersto
findme”

That makes sense, but | don’t know if | can Sit and wait. Patienceisn’t one of my well-devel oped virtues.
“Vd .. .isthereroomwith you?If | ask Lex, I'll end up sharing space with the clansmen.”

If what Doc said istrue, the McCulloughs went full throttle because they were afraid | was intervening on
the side of Gunnar-Dahlgren, bringing supplies or reinforcements. | don’t want to guilt him, though, so |
leave the crucid part unspoken: And they aren’t too happy with me right now. Sinceit wasjust a
persond vist, serving adua purpose, and | didn’t bring anything but trouble, it' s safe to say



Gunnar-Dahlgren wishes meto perdition.

But | needed to make sure Tarn told me the truth, and | wasn't abandoning my obligationsto Keri. | had
to make sure | wasn't forsaking people who helped me out of ajam. And on apersona leve, | needed
Doc to check meout. | just don't trust anyone else. If I’d known stopping would prove so disastrous,
you can bet | would' ve gone another way.

But hindsight is twenty-twenty.

The silence grows awkward. | toy with the idea of reminding him he' s supposed to watch my back, and
he owes mefor sticking by him on Emry, but | don't say another word. | figure he knows those things
dready.

No clue what thoughts run behind his eyes, but the silence starts to make me uncomfortable. Maybe he's
not used to such.. . . intimacy? | can’'t imaginethat heis, given hisrace and what he doesfor aliving. I'll
say it’ sthat, and nothing personal. Mary knows, enough people hate me asit is.

“You can stay withme,” he saysfindly. “ Areyou still going to look around?’

“Yegh”

“If | se¢”—he pauses—" anyone, I'll tel them whereto find you.”

His hesitation tells me he’ sworried about March. That makes two of us.

I’m none too eager for my own company, cons dering that everyone blames me for the increased furor of
the McCullough attack. It fed s like the Hate Jax backlash that followed the crash of the Sargasso—only
thistime, it redly ismy fault. Nothing | did on purpose, but bad mojo follows me just the same.

With awave, | set off into the crowd. | have peopleto find, or I'll dietrying.

CHAPTER 29

The placeis bigger than it looks.

Concedled rooms branch off from the main bunker, offering anilluson of privacy. From thelooks|
receive, I’'m not welcome either. So | dide back out like a shadow, weaving between the tents.

| want to scream. My stomach hastied itsdlf into knots, worrying about the man—

Who steps out of alarge tent, right behind Keri. He' s blood-spattered, wounded, and filthy, but more or
lesswhole. As March turns, the whole world dows, receding into the background.

| see hislips move, mouthing my name, even as he pushes past the people between us. Not walking.
Running. I'm afraid to smile, but | meet him hafway. Hewraps me so tight in hisarmsthat it hurts, but |
don’'t complain. Not when | can fed hisheart beating againgt mine. He spinsmein hisamsasif | weigh
nothing.

“Jax,” hewhispers.

With shaking fingers, | touch the pale bandage at histemple. It looks like he' Il have another scar for the
collection.In turn he brushes rough fingertips across my cheek. I'm surprised to see them come away
Wet.

| have no words.

For now it doesn’t matter how complicated things have become between us. It only mattersthat he's
here.

His bresth hitches. All around us, people enjoy their own tearful reunions, paying us no mind. The same
can't be said for Keri, whose angry gaze bores into my back. She has another reason to hate me, among
S0 many others.

“They' rewaiting for usintactica,” shetdlshim, gesturing a one of those semiprivate acoves.

| can’'t imagine what strategy will get Gunnar-Dahlgren out of this mess, but the clans never give up. |
admirethat.

To my surprise he doesn't let go. “ Do this one without me.”

He gives her no opportunity to argue. | intended to look for Jael and Dinaaswadll, but he swings meinto
his arms and carries me toward one of the larger tents. If | wasn't so damn happy to seehim, I'd
probably struggle. Asitis, | lay my head on his shoulder and close my eyesfor amoment. He smells of
smoke and unseen battles.

March ducks alittle to get insde, sets me on my own two feet, and then sedlsthe flap after us. It' sdim



within, aplain canvas shelter that underlinesthe gravity of our Situation. I’ ve beenin alot of messesin my
day—at thispoint it's sort of my specidty—but | do bdievethisonefroststhem dl.

“You madeit.” He sounds hoarse.

| imagine him shouting orders until his voice gave out, helping organize the retreat. March knows about
killing. I have only apassng acquaintance with that sde of him.

“I have Doc to thank for that. | never would' ve made it through those tunnels without him. | wanted to
run out and look for you.” With along sigh, | drop onto the degp mat he’ sunrolled.

Heamiles. Inthefaint light, hisfacelooks even rougher than usud, al harsh planes and angles. Hiseyes
glitter like uncut amber, pure cognac gold. “ Of course you did. I’'m so fucking tired, Jax.”

“So deep.” Okay, so that’snot how | imagined thiswould go, but | don’t want to fight with him
anymore.

“I haven't been donewith you in weeks,” he says. “Do you redly think I'm going to doze off? | can
actualy seeyour heart begting . . .” As he collapses beside me, he touches the base of my throat.
“Sometimes | forget—"

“What?’ | tilt my head back, registering a pleasurable shock.

How fragile you are. When hefillsmy mind in ahot rush, | redlize how londly I’ ve been. How much
I’vemissed him. | don’t even take umbrage at being called fragile. Right now | am, physicdly, and
there’ sno vauein denying the obvious.

But that reminds me. “Why didn’t you . . . make contact? Let me know you were aive?’

He pulls me back into hisarms asif he’ sloath to lose hold of me even for aminute. “ Sometimes | forget
you don’'t know everything about me. If you think back, I’ ve never touched you across long distances.”
Shit. He sright. Most of our contact occurs when we' re on ship together or in the same room. Herel
thought— well, never mind. Relief surgesthrough me. March wasn't punishing me with the sllence, which
isgood, because | don't know if | could veforgiven him that.

“Doyou ill love me?” When the question comes gusting out, my face burnslike I’ ve been splashed with
acid.

March leans his head againgt mine. “What do you think?”

“Y ou'rethe psychic. It'smean to toy with me.”

He eases down until our nosestouch, lips mere millimeters away from akiss. “I don't always agree with
your decisions, and you drive me out of my mind sometimes. Like you pushing me awvay when | want so
bad to be there for you. I'm il trying to understand that. But yeah, | love you.”

“Don’'t you understand?’ | ask tiredly. “I’m trying not to hurt you.”

“Thelast few weeks, you' ve been breaking my heart.” Such a stark tone, unadorned truth.

| have no defense againgt that. Mary help me, | want him so bad.

And he knows.

| seeit just before his mouth takesminein akissthat | fed likel’ ve waited for my wholelife. Hest.
Need. He cups my facein hishands.

At thismoment | don’t care about the people outs de these fragile wals. The world shrinksto him and
me. My fingertips brush the curve of hisear, and he shiversin reaction. | know al his hot spots now.
Helaughs softly, trailing hislips down my throat. | suck in ashaky breath. Y eah, he knows mine, too.
“Thisisonly atemporary truce,” | whisper into hisjaw.

Hegivesmeadow smmering amile. “1 canlivewith that.”

March pullsmy vest over my head, skimming my skin with hispams. For just amoment | fed scrawny
and sdlf-conscious, but it’s nothing he hasn't seen before, scars and dl. Plus he has more than his share,
and | rlearn them dl as| tug his shirt over his head.

Eveninthedim light, | cantel he' samassof bruises. | don’t even know how he can stand for meto
touch him. | hesitate, my good hand hovering over his chest.

“You'resure? | won't hurt you?’

A soft laugh escapes him, asif he can't believe I’ ve asked. | know he' stwice my size, but he' swounded,
dammit. And I’ ve been known to bite.

“WEe re both alittle bit broken,” he says quietly. “But we'll take care not to cut each other on the sharp



edges.”

| smile. “We Il manage.”

Quiet lightning surges between us, alonging that cannot be channeled or contained. He touches me with
exquidite gentleness, lipstrailing heet wherever he daims mewith hishands. | arch againgt him, mdting.
His penisfeds so hard, it dmost hurtswhere it jabs me. | undo his pants with unsteady hands. In this
moment | need nothing more than March.

Primitive

Mine.

“Yes” he gasps, though | don't know if it’s because of my thoughts or my fingers curling around him. |
love how | short-circuit his higher brain functions. *Y ou, on top. | want to watch you.”

“Lazy bastard,” | managetoteaseas| climb on.

His eyesdrift shut as| sink down, sheathing him. Hefills me, pure heat. | start dow and easy, but | can’t
control mysdlf for long, not that he!Il et me. March cradlesmy hipsin his hands, moving me on him.
Showing me how he wantsit.

“Takeme, Jax.” | can't resist hiswhispered plea.

Faster.

More.

| don’'t know whether that’s him or me, but we both crave it. Our breathing changes tempo, staccato
urgency. Once we find ahungry rhythm, his hands roam my body asif he owns me. Or wantsto.
When hisfingers drift down my belly, stroking lower ill, | bear down and et the orgasm come. Liquid
lust wracks mein hard, frantic waves.

March offers awicked smile, holding me upright. “Don’t pass out, baby. I'm just getting started. Lost
timeand dl that.”

| manage to snort, though | fed shaky ashdl. “Y ou wish. I'm still woman enough to wear you out.”
“Take your best shot.”

His eyes shine as he settles back, preparing to make me work for it. | roll my hipson him as aftershocks
gpark through me. But he’ s not ready for what | do next.

Lean down, nip histhroat. Grind. | suck, tugging his skin with my teeth. That’sgoing to leave amark.
He shudders, breath rushing in noisy gusts.

| whisper, “Every time I’ ve touched mysdlf in thelast four months, | thought of you. Every. Time.”

And then he'sdl mine, groaning, shaking, and breethless benesth me.

CHAPTER 30

When | come to, he' s dressed and about to slip out onme.

That' s probably fitting, given theway | ran out on March thefirst timewe had sex. The universehasa
way of rewarding people with what they deserve. I’ m not sure what this says about me.

No, | do, actudly. It saysthings| don’t enjoy hearing.

| push up onto my elbow. “Y ou weren't going to wake me?’

“I didn’t want to bother you.” That soundslike an excuse.

“I need you more than deep.” Thewordsfed barbed coming out of my mouth. There, | said it, damn
him.

“Youdon't need me,” he sayswith quiet findity. “Y ou want me. Y ou might even love me. But you don’t
need me. | wishyou did.”

Isthis because | wouldn’t lean on him? Didn’t want to become physically dependent?

He goeson, “They need me in planning sessions. Though we' ve retrested, we can't just hunker down
here. We need to talk strategy and coordinate the war effort. The McCulloughs won't settle for anything
lessthan afull hostile takeover, so we have to exterminate them.” He sounds so cold.

A chill coursesthrough me. March tries so hard to suppressthis Sde of his persondity, the darkness
where helost his soul once before. In the shadows his face looks amost inhuman, taut and graven. I've
never seen him wear an expression quitelikethis, asif he' sswitched hisfedings off.

“Don't let me keep you.” | want to get dressed, but | won't crawl out from under the blanket. His eyes



sex likelasars,

He hestates, asif there s something more he wantsto say. And then: “I’m glad you' re safe, Jax.”

| just nod. Not exactly an impassioned declaration, but thisisn't the moment for them either. Assoon as
he leaves, | scramblefor my clothes, gtill scattered where we threw them earlier. I'm not sure how long

I’ ve been out.

Noise levels outside indicate some of the clan hasretired for afew hoursat least. | dress quickly and
push my way out of the tent. They’ ve left guards posted, which makes sense, in case Doc iswrong, and
the McCulloughs do find us. The diminished crowds mean | can make my way around easier.

Inthe hours | dept, they’ ve done more work on the encampment. Makeshift barricades now sit before
the two exitsto the tunnels, long with motion detectors. Well, at least nobody’ s sneaking up our
backsides.

| don’t know what I' m supposed to do next. Clearly I’'m not welcome in the strategy meetings, not thet |
would have anything of vaueto offer. Of the clansmen still awake, most seem to know who | am, based
on their glaring. | move away from March’ stent, fedling rather aimless.

I’m afucking jumper, for Mary’ s sake. | don’t belong down here. Thisisn't even my fight. | had nothing
to do with the M cCulloughs deciding my visit portended Conglomerate interferencein local palitics. |
sgh.

Maybe my basic medica training would make me somewhat useful to Doc, so | head that way. | swing
around a crate of disorganized supplies and spot my favorite guardian. To be honest, | register atiny
flicker of relief.

“I"ve been looking everywherefor you,” Jadl says, vaulting over the parts. “Tarn’sgoing to fire meif |
don’t get you out of here.”

| can’t help but arch my brows. “ That’ s your concern? Take alook around, genius. We re in danger of
being killed by clansmen, one way or another. If Gunnar-Dahlgren doesn't do it, the McCulloughs will.”
“Not on my watch.”

A snicker escapes me. “ Y ou' re the worst bodyguard ever.”

“Right, | admit | may not have been asvigilant as| ought. But | had no ideathiswas a high-risk
environment. | didn’t do enough research on this fucked-up, Mary-forsaken hellhole.”

“Y ou're not enjoying our goodwill tour then?’ It ought to be againgt the law to derive so much
amusement from one person.

“Puzzled that out for yoursdf, did you?’

| redlize| haven't asked about the important stuff, so | leave off messing with him. “IsDinadl right?
What about the ship?’

He sucksin asharp breeth, asif being reminded hurts him, and shakes hishead. “1’m sorry. | don’t know
whether she'll makeit.”

My stomach lurches. “Dina? Or the ship.”

“Theship'sadead loss,” he answers. “I carried our girl in, but she bled out alot before | tied the wound
off. She'slost aleg, for sure, and | don’t know if they can replaceit.”

“Youasd” | can't believe he stood there talking about getting me off planet when Dinamight be dying.

| try to push past him, but he snags my shoulders. “Hey, where you going? She' s sedated, Jax. You
mean to go wake her up with your wailing, inhibit the healing process, and annoy the doc?’

“I just need to see her, that'sal.”

Hisicy gaze searches mine for amoment before he gives ashort nod. “Right. I'm not letting you out of
my sght again, 0 I’ll come dong.”

| shrug. It doesn’t matter if | have a shadow. We weave through the narrow passages |eading back to
medical. | don’t see Doc anywhere, but hisfriend Rose greets me with acool glance.

“Y ou're checking on your ship’s mechanic?’

My teeth clench. Maybe the vids still show me as a spoiled little nav-star, but | don’t use people like that
anymore, thinking only of what they can do for me. Dina smy friend. But before | can sart afight—and
I"'m tempted— Jadl says smoothly, “Y eah. Any change?’

Like I’'m not even there, she gesturesfor him to follow her toward the back. As| dink aongin their



wake, | decide | must be the worst ambassador in the history of diplomacy. Well, except for Karl
Fitzwilliam, who started the AxisWars.

Now there’'s a comforting thought.

The number of wounded has diminished since | dropped Doc here. | hope they recovered, not died, but
| don’'t put much faith in the redity of that outcome. It' s going to take amiracle to save us, and maybe the
ones who have aready gone through that final door are the lucky ones. I"d take afast desth over one
that lingers.

She'sso pale.

At first she doesn’'t even seem to be breathing. Her fair hair has been brushed back from her brow, and
for thefirg time, | notice she has a heart-shaped face. Her gruff manner disguises the fact somewhat, but
in repose, Dinais quite pretty. No wonder Jael can't resst flirting with her, even though heknowsit'sa
lost cause.

“Did you manageto find a prosthetic?’

On someleve, | acknowledge it makes sense for him to make the inquiries because he' sthe one who
saved her life. HE s the one who carried her to safety. A hot, angry sensationboilsin my stomach because
| was't there for someone | care about, asif | could ve changed things somehow.

It'snotlogicd. | didn't let Ve down on Emry, and | know | can’'t be everywhere at once, but damn
March anyway. He' sinfected mewith his devastating sense of mord responsihility.

“It' sfar fromided,” Rose says softly. “But we managed to salvage alimb from . . . elsawhere. Sofar, no
sgns of rgection, but we weren’t able to do extensive tissue testing. We had to graft or cauterize the
nerves. Doc madethecal.”

Elsewhere.

How do you gaze into a pile of dead bodies and decide what leg to harvest? My breath gustsout in a
shaky sound, drawing their attention. “Is she stable?’

Rose doesn't meet my gaze. 1’ Il be honest, Ambassador. We ve only been able to save one person,
after such amauling. I’ m astonished your friend haslasted thislong, between shock, blood loss, and
myriad other factors. If you put any stock in any gods at dl, now isthe time to address yoursdlf to them.”
| nod. “Isthere anything | can do?’

“Just say out of the way and let medo my job,” she answers.

That'sclearly adismissa, so | turn, sensing Jael fall in step. | know what it was like out there for him
amid the rush of wings, carnage a every turn. Y et he came through it, and though he doesn’t seem
inclined to view himsdlf that way, he’ sahero, too. Damn, why am | surrounded by them on al sdes?
“You risked your lifeto save her,” | say in neutrd tones. “Why?’

Hegivesmeafant amile. “Thefact that you d even ask proves you don’t know anything about me.”

CHAPTER 31

If you’ ve never tried living underground, | don’t recommend it.

While soldiers conduct aguerillawar in the tunnels, picking off the McCullough scout teams, the rest of
uswork to build alifein this primitive pit. The raw violence sunsme. | hear distant fighting, day and
night, and the screams of dying men. | don’t know what they do with the corpses, can't even imagine,
For thefirgt few days, | perform manud labor aongside the clansmen. We make wegpons, chemical
stoves, and other necessities. At night | bed down with Ve, who handles my presence with inscrutable
aplomb.

| don’t know whether Tarn knows anything about the mess on Lachion, but even if hedoes, | can't
expect rescue from that angle. Thisisafair-sized planet, and locating us where we' ve gone to ground
would be worse than trying to find aneedle in a haystack. We' |l need to save oursalves, businessas
usud.

March stays busy with tactica meetings and leads the sirike teams himself. Thismerc, thiskiller, | hardly
know him. Each time he leaves the bunker, | fed sure he' s not coming back. | hate how he stridesinto
danger, leaving me behind, but Jael would bodily restrain meif | tried to join the fight.

On thethird day, amission goes bad. | don’t know whether we got faulty intel, or what happened out



there, but we' re drowning in wounded. Lex passes me at arun, barking out, “ Doc needsyou!” as he
goesto work on damage control.

If the McCulloughs find this bunker, we re done.

A chill ripples over me. Surely Doc didn’t go out with the grunts himself. That would be madness. But my
heart pounds doubletime as | head for the big gray tent functioning as the clan hospitd.

Asl| push through the parted flaps, | break out into acold sweet. There are at least twenty bodiesin
varying stages of dismemberment, and the air fed sthick and heavy in my nostrils, sweet with clotting
blood. Doc looks up from hiswork briefly and then goes back to whatever he’ s doing inside that poor
kid.

| say kid because the person Doc’ sworking on can't be much older than Keri, but he's old enough to
fight for his clan. Old enough to die, if the operation does't go well. | haven't seen March yet today; he
could be somewhere among al these bodies. | shudder and try to force that thought away. If he were
dead, surely I'd know. I"d feel something. But our connection has thinned, and he doesn’t seek me out
anymore.

Rose turnsthen, jerking her head toward the back of the tent. “ Change into some scrubs. Thereé sa
sedled st in the cupboard. Then stand inside the san-shower on sterile setting for at least sixty seconds.”
Maybe the dry heat will do something to calm my nerves. | have afeding that whatever they intend to
ask meto do, I'm not going to likeit, particularly if it requires me to dress like adoctor and scrub up like
one, too. But | don’t protest.

It takes me less than two minutes to get geared up. “What now?’

Doc answers without pausing what he' sdoing. “ There' sadevice on the table next to Rose. It’'s dead
smple, just point and shoot. | need you to useit to take readings on al our wounded. 1t will help us
cdculatetriage”

I’'m not trained for this. | want to argue, but | don't. If it will help, then | can’t say no. | don’t even bother
asking “why me?’ Approaching the wounded men lined up on drab olive blankets, | fed my hands
trembling.

Like Doc sad, though, it sredly basic. From asingle point of contact, the gizmo registers temperature,
heart rate, and scads of other medical data. All | haveto do is enter the patient’ s number, as present on
hisclan|D. | fed like I’ m tagging corpses, even though some of them move or moan or beg me to make
the pain stop.

Thethird soldier iswide-awake and, Mary help him, coherent. With awound likethe onein hisside, |
don't know how. He grabbs my wrigt, fingers grinding against bone. “Did Jerro make it? Whereishe? |
promised hismal’ d take care of him.”

“He' sfing” Doc says. “Just try to relax. Y ou're up next.”

Whether that’ sthe truth or a platitude, the guy relaxes his grip on me and fades out. | hope heisn't dead.
The gadget reassures me he' s stable for the time being, and | move on to the next patient.

Soon, we get into agroove. | see why they needed me now, or at least another pair of hands. | choose
the next patient, based on need, Doc does patch work, and then Rose finishes up, sedling wounds and
incisons. There saso aclansman doing trangport, moving patients from the hospitd into the recovery
area.

By thetimewefinish, I’m aching from head to toe. People who say being on the med team is easy ought
to be shot. Of course that would just make more work for us, so maybe | could let ’em go with a
waning.

Before | head back to thetent | share with Vd, | ask, “Why me?’

“You'renot clan,” Doc says quietly. “Do you redly think | could ask someone who knew these men to
help decide who lives and dies?’

| never thought of that. But yeah, the little gadget had determined two of the soldierswouldn’'t makeit,
regardless of treatment, so they got bumped to the bottom of the list. Rose shot them full of painkiller,
and they died quietly, which was al we could do for them. | try to imagine someone who knew them,
who had lived, worked, fought, and possibly loved those men, being asked to watch them die. My heart
seizes up into aGordian knot.



“I’'mglad | could hep.” My voice soundsrusty. “But I'm busted. I’ [l be back in the morning if you need
meagan.”

“If you could.” Helooks so damn tired, too, but he' s not leaving.

Wefind heroes, not on battlefields, but in hospitals that tend the injured. Sometimes| think it' seasier to
fight thanitisto hed. | check the recovery areaonelast time, making sure nobody needs anything.
Dinahasfinaly come around. Thanksto her rugged congtitution, they’ ve devel oped an antivenom for
those who survive Teras attacks. She can't walk yet, but they’ re hopeful. She doesn’t want me around,
though. Dinaisn't unfair enough to lay al thison me, but she' sabitchy patient, and | seem to rub her the
wrong way, ho matter my intentions.

| spend the fourth day working in recovery, changing bandages, fetching this or that, and generdly
entertaining crotchety soldierswho are convinced the war will be lost if they don’t get off their cots.
March avoids me, and my heart breaks by millimeters. | should confront him. | will. When | work up the
nerve.

And on thefifth day, Doc takes me aside.

“Things have dowed a hit, so I’ ve had a chance to take alook at your test results, some of the datall
couldn’t interpret before.”

“Oh?

The bustle of clansmen going about their business muffles our words somewhat. In the distance | hear the
discharge of weapons, echoing oddly through the tunnels. I’ ve never been surrounded by war, not like
this. It' saprecarious feding, and I’ m itchy with the need to get the hell out of here.

“I’ve got good news and bad news, Jax.”

| brace mysdlf. “Bad first.”

“If you want to live, you have to stop jumping.”

Of dl the things he could' ve said, this shocks me the most. We dl know jumping will kill ussomeday; it's
sort of agiven. “Yeah, | get that.”

Doc shakes hishead. “No, | don’t think you do. Y ou know how you' re receiving dally injectionsto
combat that inexplicable bone condition?’ | nod. He' saready told me that such diseasesarerarein
young people. “Let metry to put thisin laymen’ sterms. A norma human brain suffersirrevocable
damage after repeated exposures to the stress of grimspace. Y ou’ re no exception to this. But you differ
from other navigatorsinaDNA . . . mutation that permits you to cannibdize other physical resourcesto
hed the damage you take.”

It takes me afew moments to processthat. “When | pass out for three days after abad jump—"

“That’ sthe unique metabolic process at work. But in order to hedl, the resources must be taken from
elsawhere,” he sayswith agravelook.

“So my body breaks down my bonesto fix my brain, so | can keep jumping. And there' sno cure?’ |
can't look at him. My gaze roves the crowd behind him, watching a man assemble shocksticks and taser
pistols from spare parts.

“How could there be? I’ ve never heard of ajumper who could do this, and I’ ve studied thousands of
medica records.”

He doesn't need to spell it out for me. The next time | lapse into anear coma, there’ sno telling what
system might be ransacked in order to regenerate my brain. Vascular or respiratory pillage might kill me
on the spot.

“There snoway to regulateit?’

Doc shrugs. “Perhaps. Thisis uncharted territory, Jax. | might eventualy be able to develop an implant to
control what systems are tapped, defaulting to thelessvital ones.”

The rest goes unspoken. That would require time and facilities, and right now, my welfaresmply isn't a
thetop of hislist. He hasawhole clan to care for, new wounded coming in daily, and awar raging
around us. In themeantime | shouldn’t jump, or it will just get worse. I ll die, just not like most jumpers.
So how the hell are we getting off this rock? | exhae shakily.

“What’ sthe good news?’

“Over time, we can repair the degeneration to your skeletd system,” hetellsme. “ Maintain the treetments



as prescribed, and you won't always be so—"

“Breskable?’

“Thatisnot aword I'd apply to you.” He smilesfaintly.

Well, he can't seeinsde me. Theman | loverisks hislife on an hourly basis, and he drifts further away
with every heartbest. Though | can't articulate theimpression, I’ m losing him. Kill by kill, someone dse
tricklesin to eclipse the light where he used to be,

He needsto walk away from thiswar. But March cannot excise his sense of obligation to Keri, soringing
from hisinability to repay Mair, Keri’ s grandmother, for everything shedid for him. | remember his
words, back on the water-logged world of Marakeqg. I’ d asked him why he was aways in my head.

“It means our theta waves are compatible,” he'd sad. “ It's almost always 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. She wouldn't teach me the higher forms, but she saw what a mess | was and taught me
how to quiet my mind. Shut out the noise through meditation.”

“I'msorry. | didn’'t know.”

“ Before she took me in hand, | wasn’t even human, Jax. You have no idea how many people |’ ve
ended. Broke minds to set an example, for the hell of it, or just because | needed a quiet kill. |
spent years on Nicuan, feeding their endless wars. By the time | stole a ship because they shorted
my pay, there was nothing left. Mair rebuilt me, brick by brick.”

Oh, irony, you're such abitch.

“Thanks,” | tell Doc then. | think he reads something in my expresson, but he doesn't ask, thank Mary.
“I'll et you get back to work. | know you’ ve got people alot sicker than meto deal with.”

“I’ve prepared sixty days worth of your trestment, Jax. Just inject yourself once aday, and you should
dtart to see some improvement.”

Aslong as| don't jump. Fuck that, it would be kinder to kill me outright. | make mysdlf smile and thank
him. Turning, | lose mysdlf in bodies going about their business. The clansmen are tough, stolid asrocks,
and they seem to have adapted wdll to thislifestyle.

Sometime later, Jael findsme as| St mechanically assembling wegpons 'l never use. Thisisn't my fight;
I’m just caught in the middle of it. But if | ever need to, | can get work on low-tech worlds where they
make use of chegp human labor.

Part of me acknowledgesthat’s an exaggeration. | ill have my post as ambassador, unless Tarn has
washed his hands of me. | wouldn’t know &t this point. They can aways hire another jumper to ferry me
from place to place, but that option rouses asick, miserable feding in the pit of my stomach.

“You look like your best friend died,” he says, dropping down beside me.

Given our current Situation, that seems particularly tactless. | just shrug. | don't fed like talking,
particularly not to him. | can’t let mysalf bond with someone who reminds me so much of Kai.

He misinterprets my gloom. “Look, they seem to think Dina s going to make it. Cheer up, won't you?’
“Isit mandatory?’ I’'m not ready to share my prognosis with anyone. It's bad enough that | haveto haul a
med kit around and shoot up like achem-head.

“Nope. But thismight help. We re getting out of here. Two days, tops.”

“How?”

“Y our Bug friend has some astonishing resourcesin that bag of his. We' ve been monitoring enemy
transmissions, and they’ re discussing afalback, asthe tunnd war isn't going well. When they retredt,
we' |l sneak out and head for the surface.”

“And be |eft wide open for Terasto pick off? Or any McCullough men that happen to bein the vicinity?’
That might betheworst idea |’ ve ever heard.

Jael 9ghs “Giveusalittle credit, will you?’

“What' s that supposed to mean?’

| don't have much faith Ieft, I'm afraid. This scheme sounds stupid, dangerous, and highly likely to get me
killed, full of adrenaline-inducing moments, and the hot rush of risk. Which means| should bedl for it.



Haven't | dwayssaid | didn’t become ajumper to die old and gray? | stop protesting.

“It meanswe have aplan. | will get you out of here, Jax. Y ou have my word.”

| manage asmile, but | don’t believe much in promises anymore either. “What about Dina? She' snot
going to beready to run in two days.”

If he suggestsleaving her, I’ ll punch himin the eye. | am not the woman from the vids. People are not
disposableto me.

“That’ sgoing to pose abit of aproblem,” he says. “But we' Il figure that out, too. | need to get back to
Vd. Did you want to bein on the brainstorming?’

My brittle smile softensinto something closetored. “ Y eah. | would.”

Hetugsmeto my feet. “Wdll, let’ sdo it. Forget this,” he adds, sweeping an arm to indicate the dim,
grungy encampment. “ Soon it'll seem like abad dream.”

Sure enough, | have plenty of those.

CHAPTER 32

We' ve made our plans.

Infour hours, we re out of here. Ve and Jagl have fashioned aback harness, and they’ll take turns
carrying Dina. Now we just need to say good-byeto Doc, quietly, and collect March, not necessarily in
that order. It goes without saying that I'm in charge of the latter.

He' s probably in some meeting, 0 | leave the other two and go looking for him. Chemica stovesemit a
burnt polymer smell as| weave my way through the tents. This nomadic encampment has taken on
certain clan characteristics by this point. They’ ve dlocated atraining circle where the rehabilitating men
spar to keep from killing each other, and the women occupy themselves across the way devising new
usesfor old rubbish.

In the distance | hear sounds of combat, cries of pain and rage. Overhead the bombardment has stopped
at last, making me think we may have achance. If Ve’sintdl is correct, and wetimeour runto a
McCullough retreat, we might get off thisrock.

| settle outside the tactical tent and wait. Passing clansmenno longer glare at me, & least. Someone taps
me on the shoulder. | glance up and find someone who looks more like araider queen than aLachion
native.

She' sincredibly tall, dusky-skinned, and she wears her hair in ashort pouf. Her bare armsrevedl
whipcord strength. Slim metal rods pierce her nose, lower lip, and left brow. She glimmerswith slver at
throat, fingers, and wrists, highlighting her exctic dlure. In the diffuselight, her eyes gleam tawny gold,
like apredatory cat.

“Can| helpyou?’ | don’t recognize her, but that doesn’t mean much. | haven't met everyone down here.
Shefolds hersdlf into the lotus position beside me. “Whispers say you' re making a break. | want to hitch
aride”

| recognize her accent, match it to asmall world in the Outskirts. If | recall correctly, abunch of artists
and poets settled the place. | wonder if she can fight.

“May not be a smooth run. We could die out there.”

“We could die down here. | know which | prefer.”

Thewoman hasapoint. | offer my hand. “I’'m Jax.”

A faint smile creases her mouth. “1 know who you are.”

But she takes my hand, firm grip. Caluses. Okay, so maybe not a usdess arty type after dl. “ And you?’
“My nameis Suraya, but my friendscal me Hit.”

| have afeding I'm going to regret asking. “Why’ sthat?

Her smilewidens. “Because | only ever need one to take someone down.”

Oh, that type.

“What' re you doing on Lachion?’

She shrugs. “Bad idea, this supply run. My whole crew died in the attack. | can pilot, so | won't be
deadweight.” Hit shows methe shunt in her wrist asif | might doubt her word.

Wéll, it' s never abad ideato have abackup pilot on board. “I'll need to talk it over with the others. I'm



going to assume they don’t object, so meet us at the south exit in three and ahaf hours.”

Her eyesgleam. “Done. | won't forget this, Ambassador.”

I’'m ill not used to being addressed like that. “Don’t thank me yet. We have klicks of enemy territory to
cover, and then we till haveto find away off thisrock.”

“You'rethe kind of person who makesthings happen,” she says.

Am|?

Just now | fed likel’m the world champion at waiting. Hit climbsto her feet and sets off, presumably to
collect her gear. | st and brood.

An hour later, March comes out of the tent, no surprises there. His expression doesn't warm when he
notices me. In fact, helooks mildly annoyed, but that might be projection more than accurate
interpretation on my part.

“Jax.” He bendsto greet me with alight kiss on the mouth. “Y ou caught mejust before | take another
team out.”

“Forget that, let someone else do it. Say your good-byes and pack your stuff. We' re getting the hell out
of here. Meet us at the south exit in two and ahdf hours.” | clamber to my feet and jerk my head toward
thetunnd for emphasis

Hiseyesgo very dark and gtill. March studies me for amoment in silence, and then the saddest smile
curves hislips. Hetakes my handsin hisand sealsakissinto each pdm. | can't feel himat dl; hehasn't
touched my mind in days, and the physical contact seems sharper in contrast.

“Good luck,” he says quietly.

Two words. How can two words make me feel like this?

For amoment, | can’t breethe for the bands tightening around my chest. My eyes sting. | tug my hands
away from him and curl them into fists. Against my best effortsto wear apoker face, | fed thetears
dipping down my cheeks.

“You don’'t mean—" | try to say, but my voice comes out strange and strangled.

People passing by give us odd looks, and March tries to take my arm, draw meto a quieter placeto
talk. Fuck that. | jerk away and glare at him through blurry eyes, jaw clenched.

Say it here, damn you. Right now.

He offersan dmost imperceptible nod. “I’m staying. | oweit to Mair' smemory, and the clan, after dl
they’ ve done for me. They took mein, after | walked away from the merc life. And Mair asked meto
look after Keri, when she was just ten years old. Y ou don’t need me, Jax. Keri does. Thisis my war—I
have the training, the experience, and I'll make the difference between their surviva and annihilation here.
| have to see thisthrough. But you don’t need my help getting to Ithiss-Tor; another pilot can get you
there”

So he' s cutting me loose. | raise my chin and wipe my face with the backs of my hands. In my heart, |
know I’ ve dready lost him.

He sgoing to die down here, and it' skilling me. | fed ascream building in my lungs, raw and angry. |
don’t want him to become amartyr. | want him beside me.

No surprise when he reads me. I’m an open book where he' s concerned. His expression softens, and
March pullsmeinto hisarms. At first | resst on principle because the bastard is leaving me—

“No,” hewhispers. “I'm not. You'll ssemeagain, | swear. Thisisn't forever.”

Tears course down my cheeks. | squeeze them shut, but it doesn't help. They don't stop falling.
Because | don't believe him. | know a good-bye when | feel one.

His mouth finds mine, blind and hungry. March hasn't kissed mein days, but suddenly it’ slike the only
thing he knows how to do. Lips clinging, he tastes salty and bittersweet from my weeping. Again and
again, until we gasp for air and lean our foreheads together.

Grief roarsinsde me. His breath stirs against my damp cheeks, and | try to memorize everything about
this moment. How he feds against me, his scent, and the weight of hisarms curled around my back.

| never thought he' d leave me. Whatever hethinks, I do need him. Just not in the way he wants. | can't
be someone other than | am; | can’t love him except the way | know how.

“I know,” he whispers, setting his cheek against my downy hair. “1t' senough. It is. But | haveto pay my



debts. If | take everything Mair gave me and walk away from her kin when they’rein need, then I’ ve
forsaken what little honor she taught me. Can't you understand that? | can't be that guy again.”

“Yeah, | getit. Butit'skilling you,” | choke out. “A centimeter a atime. So evenif by some miracle you
survive, you won't be March, not this March. You'll be—" | break off, tipping my head back to search
hisgaze with mine.

But | don't have thewords for the darkness | sense coming for him. What good is honor when
compassion islogt? And he knows. | seeit in the gravity of hisexpression.

But he pretends he doesn't, another stonein the wall between us. “I’ll come back to you,” he promises
agan.

“Sure” | manage asmile. Soon the pain will crygtdlizeinto adiamond in my chest, dlowing meto
function. “Have you thought about paint?’ When helooks puzzled, | add, “To combat the Teras? As
things stand, it’ sall but impossible to fight them without heet-sensitive equipment that you don’t have on
world. But you could jury-rig aweapon that sprays them, making them eader to target.”

The clans|eft the Teras adone because the danger meant nobody else wanted to settle here. And then the
McCulloughs figured out how to harness them, catching the others flat-footed. Maybe March can benefit
fromthisidea

Mary, | fed raw.

“I'll mention it in strat meetings,” he says. “It might make the difference when we start trying to retake
surface holdings. Please, Jax, don't look like that.”

Like what? Like my heart is breaking?

He ddvesinto his pocket and produces aring that shines, chegp and tawdry eveninthislight. Thered
stones shimmer like glass. Without ceremony he shovesit onto my middle finger, whereit hangsloose.
“Svet collected trinkets like this. | bought it for her on Gehenng,” he says softly. “Lagt gift | ever got her,
and | didn’t have achanceto giveit to her. It'snever left my possession since | heard—" March rubsa
thumb over my cheek. “ Anyway. | want you to haveit . . . for now. I’ll repo it someday, Jax. Get you
something nicer. That'sapromise.”

| dlose my fingersto keep the ring from diding off. “I'll hold you to that.”

Hekissesmeonelast time, and | pretend | believe him, at least until he disappearsfrom sight.

Deep down I’'m surel’ [l never see him again, and it feds like my heart isdying.

CHAPTER 33

I’ve said my farewells.

Doc said to check back with him regarding an implant, but | won't do that in person. I’ ll continue my
injections and bounce a message to him when they’ ve restored communications. When things have
settled down, I'll seewhat he can do for me. But that will taketime.

We re done here. I'm the first to arrive at the south exit. | doubt anyone elseis as eager to get some
distance from this place. Each moment | stand here congtitutes a bitter reminder that March choseto
day.

Herewith Keri.

It singslike hdll that he put it that way: You don't need me. Keri does. Though | don’t want to be
jedous, the feding burnsin my veinslike an acid cocktail. She' syoung; she doesn't have dl the
fucked-up dysfunctions |’ ve collected over the years.

But | can't dwell on petty, basdessjedousy. | have ajob to do. As| straighten my shoulders, Jadl turns
up, with Dinareclining on an air ded likeaqueen. | amile at that.

“What happened to the harness?’

He shrugs. “Doc said he could spare this. It wasn’t even working when | started messing with it. And she
isn't bleeding, soit should be safer dl around.”

“What, likel’m not even here?’ Dinamock-glares at me and then reinforces the scowl by whirring over
and giving me awhack.

“I'm glad you' remobile,” | say. “I wasworried about you.”

She snorts. “ Save the mushy stuff for when we get off this Mary-forsaken rock. Is March amost ready?’



Ve arrives, saving methetrouble of answering. | wonder how they’ re going to react to the news. A
lance of fresh pain stabs through me, but | tamp it down. He made his choice.

“I have confirmed theretregt,” he saysin lieu of agresting. “Wewill not have acleaner shot at thisfor
monthsmost likely.”

“WEe | probably till see somefighting,” Jadl adds. “Buit | think Vel and | are amatch for whatever we
find down here”

The bounty hunter nods. “1 predict we' |l find the enemy wounded and disorganized, separated from the
rest of theclan.”

“I can do my part,” Dinaadds. “I’m not helpless.”

“Never said you were, darling.” Jadl ruffles her hair. 1 expect you to cover us. Y ou' re getting the only
disruptor, after al.”

Wetak alittlelonger, discussing our game plan. Hit rolls up with a bag strapped to her back, looking
elegant and dangerous. “Weready?’ she asks.

“Lucky break. | found usanew pilot.” | don’t poseit asaquestion.

We need her, soit’snot open to discussion.

Everyone turnsto gape a me, but Dinarecoversfirst. “What about March?’

“He sgaying,” | answer.

“Give mefive minuteswith him. Don’t go anywhere” The mechanic’ s mouth firmsinto an angry white
line. With that she whips away.

Maybe she' Il convince him where| couldn’t. Either way, Jael doesn’t seem concerned. Not surprising,
he doesn’'t know March well. But | do notice him ingpecting Hit' swrist without any particular subtlety.

“Y ou can take usup?’ the merc asks her. “What rigs have you flown?’

She giveshim atoothy smile. “Y ou let me worry about that, pretty boy. Find meaship, and I'll fly the
shit out of it.”

Whilethey lapseinto quiet banter, Vel surprises me with a soft touch on the shoulder. “ Areyou dl right?’
| regigter his sympathy with acertain amount of irony. The least human among us offers me the most
emotiond support, it seems. | move my shouldersin an unconvincing shrug.

“I will be”

Someday.

Evenif | can’timaginethat day right now, with theloss so fresh, it'll come. Pain dwaysfades. If | learned
nothing elsefrom life, I’ ve certainly mastered that.

More than five minutes pass while we wait for Dina. When she returns, her blue eyeslook grim, and she
won't meet my gaze.

“Let’'sgo,” she saystersdly. “We ve wasted enough time here.”

Taking that ashis cue, Ve tinkerswith the motion sensors set at the south tunnd. “ Thiswill disable them
long enough for usto get past without raising an aarm. They’ll come back online in Sixty seconds, so we
need to be quick.”

| nod. “Noted. Let’sget Dinathrough firgt.”

Shehitches, “What am |, bait?’

But | notice she doesn’t hesitate to whip around the barricade and out into the tunnel beyond, faster than
me, and I’'m hot on her hedls. Therest join usin record time. Behind us, | hear the beep that means their
motion sensor has come back online, preventing the M cCulloughs from sneaking up their backsides.
Mentally, | wish them luck with it, but we have our own baitle to fight now.

Mary, | hope we re not running in the dark. Vel may have sensesthat can compensate, but the rest of us
are only human. | don’t think this group will be as sympathetic to my irrationd fear either. They're not
like Doc. They won't be patient and understanding about it.

Tomy vadt relief, Jael cracksatorch-tube, and the sickly yellow-green light Sizzlesinto existence,
dispelling the hungry shadows to agrester distance. They’re not gone entirely, but | can bresthe now
despite the heavy stone that entombs us.

My pamsfed sweaty, but I'll deal. We don’t have any Ps with usto revea how much bravado factors
into my facade. | tell myself that’sagood thing as| fal in behind V.



The merc leads the way, wegponsin hand. Jael wields ashockstick in one, a sonicblade in the other, and
looks asthough he'll be lethd in afight. I'm overly conscious of our breathing, the scrape of our boots
againg the rock floor.

| don’t know how far we've come. | just watch Ve’ s back and put one foot in front of the other. The
bounty hunter monitors our twists and turns. If anyone can get us out of this, he can. HE smy miracle
man.

Despite Doc’ s assurances, | fear that the Teras might have found away in. Who knows how they
burrow? If they turn their clawstoit, | bet they could tear through the cave walls and into the warren
leading to the bunker.

Maybethat’swhat drivesthe McCullough retreat. As soon asthey get clear, they’ll send the Terasin
somehow. | shudder, thinking along those lines. | remember al too well how their wings sounded
swarming around me in the night, the screams of the dying, and the grotesque sight of bloodied body
parts arcing into the wind, devoured in an invisble monstrous feest.

I’m s0 busy reliving old nightmaresthat | don’t know we ve got company until Dinashouts. The disruptor
in her hand flashes with awild shine, and someone screamsin agony. Wherever she hit him will be raw
mest, flesh scrambled ingde out. Unless she hit him in the heart or the head, shock will kill him, not the
injury itsdf.

Aswe get nearer, | seefive McCullough scouts, red-eyed and rough. Dina has already dropped one,
and she stays near the back, waiting for the weapon to cycle back up for another shot. The other three
legp into the fray with aferocity that steels my breath.

| pause, whip out my own shockstick, and assume the position in front of Dina. If anyone gets through
our firgt line, I’'m not letting them get to her. | hear her snort a my protective position, but she doesn't
protest.

Our new pilot wadesin with her bare hands, assuming afighting crouch that tells me she' shad extensive
hand-to-hand training. She vaidates her nickname by dodging adoppy lunge and lays her first opponent
out with an open-hand blow to hisbrow. He goes down like a stone.

I’m amused when sheflashesme agrin. “I wasn't bragging, y’ know.”

Ve carries hooked blades that he uses as an extension of his hands. Watching him fight, | redlizethey’re
intended to subgtitute for hishidden claws. Beside him, Jael spinslike adervish; he' sdl offense, dl insane
fury. He does't bother trying to protect himsdlf, but then, | know why.

One of the McCulloughs dodges past, evidently thinking he' Il use Dina as a hostage. | know what he
figures. I'm small, wesk. I'm no threzat at all.

WEéll, the enforced rest has done me good, and after losing March, | fed likeafight. “Y ou should run,” |
tell himwith aferd grin.

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

CHAPTER 34

The close confines of the tunnel favor the quick. | dodge ajab and wind to deliver astinging blow
to hisright arm. | know from experience, he'll fed numb from the shoulder down for at least an hour.
These McCulloughs aren't as big as Gunnar lugs, but they’ re faster by comparison, and desperation
lends them strength. They know if they don’t kill us, they don’t leave here dive. No prisoners, no
exceptions.

“I’m gonna break your neck, bitch.” His breath reeks from two paces away. They must’ ve been down
herealong time. “And then I'll do your crippled friend.”

“You'll need two good handsfor that.” | toss the shockstick between my hands, distracting him from
Dina. The wegpon hums with the motion, providing a bass best for the symphony of grunts and groans.
Helunges a me, probably trying to work alock. | whirl away, never taking my eyes off him, but he
managesto snk afist into my sde. The breath wheezes out of me. | take a moment to be grateful he
didn’'t stress any of my bones, and then he bull-rushes, dams meinto thewall. Pain sparks down my
spine. I'm sower than | used to be, and he' slike amad beast.

Inretaiation, | driveal my weight onto hisfoot. When hewinces, | go for hiseyes. There' sa soft squish,



and he screams like men shouldn’t, al upper register and pure anguish. | shudder, but don’t hesitate to
follow up with ashockstick upside hishead. Then hefdls, adull, heavy sound.

Dinaholds her fire, too risky now that our bodies are between her and the enemy. I'm glad she doesn't
want to rearrange our molecules. Shaking, | wipe my fingerson my pants. | can smell the blood, a swest,
coppery tang.

If I can, the Teras can. | try to strangle the thought, but it takes root like a poisonous vine.

“Thanks,” Dinamuitters. “Y ou know when | get off thisthing, I’m gonnarepay you for that.”

| don’t comment, though | hope she' Il regain full use of her leg. Doc set her up with an immuno-implant to
keep her from rgecting the new limb. He also prescribed a trict regimen of exercises. She'slimped a
step or two on her own, but the days when she stomps around like she used to are along way off.

The other three fight with agrace that callsto mind abrutal piece of choreography. I'm afraid I'd just get
intheway, s0 | continue to guard Dinawhile nursing my sore back. Once al the M cCulloughs hit the
ground, Jadl knedls and cutstheir throats with amurderous efficiency that makes melook away. Hispade
eyesglitter in the torch-tube s citrine glow.

“| don’t want them on our backtrail,” he says briefly.

“Noted.” | maneuver past the bodies.

Stepping over sends ashock dl the way down my legs. | wonder if I’ ve did ocated something. It occurs
to methat, thusfar, my role as ambassador hasn't been as cushy as one might expect.
Dinawhirsforward on her ded, and Ve takes point again. He glances back long enough to ask,
“Everyonedl right?’

“Couldn’t be better.” Yes, | exaggerate.

“Fine” Hit answerswith asmile. “But the smell isnasty. Let’ sget on.”

Nobody else seemsto notice that along dash on Jadl’ s arm has now closed itself up. His blood-soaked
clothing offers camouflage aswell. With everything happening at once and the uncertain light, it'seasy to
miss, or to think you were mistaken. | know better.

My bodyguard falsin behind me, serving asrear guard. “Thanks,” he murmurs, low. “Most of this crew
does't know anything about me, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

| shrug. “Wedl have shit we' d rather didn’t cometo light. In your case, though, Jael, you didn’t do
anything. You didn't ask for any of this.”

“That hasn't stopped peopletrying to kill mejust to see how long it'll take for meto die,” hereturns.
“And let’snot even get Sarted with the zedots.”

“Far enough.”

| push down theraw grief clawing at me, trying to compartmentaize. At thismoment | need another Jax,
one who' stough and capable, but shewon’t manifest. | can’t banish thislossas | have so many others.
March got to me the way nobody ever has, burrowed beneath my skinin away that | don’t think I'll
ever get over him. And I’ velost enough people to know.

Glenna, my best friend from the academy, burned out faster than most. She was twenty-three when she
died. | said some empty words at her service, took some menta-health days, and drank mysdlf stupidin
some scroungy spaceport bar. And | haven't thought about her in ten turns. Odd that her memory would
surface here, now.

| shake off the melancholy, noticing that the tunnels seem to be doping up. At first I'm not sure because
it ssubtle, but aswe go dong, | decide the bounty hunter’ sleading usin theright direction. The new pilot
gicks closeto Ve, shadowing him as he guides us around corners. His handheld feeds him datahe
doesn't bother sharing. We only need to know about bad news coming at us.

So much stone. The cellings are barely tall enough for Hit to pass without stooping. She'seasily astall as
Jadl. | draw my fingers dong the walls aswe move, listening for the tdlltale sound of wings.

Instead | fed agust of air, which shouldn’t exist down here. A draft can mean only onething. | pause,
gpin, and then tilt my head back.

In the darkness | can barely make out aragged hole above our heads. The broken stone doesn’t look as
though the Gunnarsincluded thisin their original construction ether. Dread crawls over me like maggots
from an old corpse.



“Shit”

My worst fear, redized.

Everyone glances back at Jael and me. Since he' sright beside me, he catches on first. The merctipshis
head back, and asks, “How close are we to the surface?’

Ve tapson hishandhdd. “In adirect verticd ling, or asthe tunnesrun?’

In running a hand through his hair, Jael reveds hisimpatience with Ve’ s precison. “ Asthe tunnelsrun,
unlessyou can teke us straight up this shaft.”

Even assuming her ded had that much lift, Dina.couldn’t clear the opening, so | tekethat for arhetorica
guestion. | can't imagine how shefeds, if she's put the pieces together. These monsters |’ m so scared of,
they ate part of her. | don’t know how sheisn’t one giant bal of terror.

Hit taps a booted foot gently, asif she thinkswe re wasting time with dl thisjawing. Maybe shehasa
point. The longer we stand around down here, the more chance they’ll find us.

“Nearly two kilometers,” the bounty hunter answersat lagt. “But it winds around, so it will taketwice as
long asadraght hike.”

“We have to assume the tunndls ahead areinfested,” Dinasaysflatly. “Ve, can you get amessage back
to camp? They need to know the bunker’ s not as safe as they thought. With the wounded, the Teras will
find them sooner or later.”

My imagination suppliesthe details. Death exploding into an unsuspecting camp with claws and fangs.
Rending, devouring—I have to shut down the images; they come too quick and violent for meto bear. If
they gettoKeri, Lex, and . . .

March.

Then the McCulloughswin. And | lose everything.

“I cantry.” Ve puncheskeys, shifting thisway and that.

“Try under here.” | step back, making room benegth the hole in the celling.

Maybe that will be enough. If he can’'t, we' Il have to go back. Make our last stand with them. The others
watch him with varying degrees of tenson. I'm not donein how badly | want off this desolate rock.
“Done,” he says, after an interminable moment. “ Dr. Solaith should see the warning soon. | hopeit gives
them timeto prepare.”

Wedl heave acollective sgh. Part of mefedsit isn't enough. | want to turn and run back down the dark
stone passage toward March. It will drive me nuts, not knowing what happens here after we go.

| ache.

Only the fact that he made his choice prevents me from doing just that. Well, that and my secret,
shameful fear of the dark. But March made it clear we re on diverging paths, and only time will tell
whether that’ s dways going to be the case. | don't have enough faith left in meto believe, but | curl my
hand into afit, fingering the chegp ring he gave me.

Ahead of uslies probable death and dismemberment. Behind us lies an encampment of weary,
beleaguered clansmen with awar to fight. Talk about arock and a hard place.

Two kilometers between us and daylight. | wonder if the dead we left behind will draw them, al hunger
and keening sonic rage. Fighting Teras underground sounds like suicide. Fuck that. If | meant to take that
route, I’ d have chosen an easy death. Made my appointment with a Psych, and then visited a clean, safe
Eutha-booth.

| 9gh. “ So what the hdll do we do now?’

Hit' steeth shinein the dark. “Wekill the muthafuckers, oneand al.”

Eader said than done.

CHAPTER 35

My heart thudsin my ears.

I’'m conscious of each footfall, each scrape againgt stone. We try to move as a unit, permitting no space
between us, but the soft hum from Dina’ s ded echoes down the corridors. Can the Teras detect
vibrations? Each meter fedslike akilometer sncel expect at any moment to hear the terrifying sound of

wings.



“The passage will not permit them to svarm us,” Ve says.

He sright. We can't even pass two abreast, and from what | recall, the Teras have atwo-meter
wingspan. So Ve will bear the brunt of afirst attack. Perhaps his faux-human skill will shidld him
somewhat.

That’ sno guarantee he'll survive, however, if they rend him limb from limb. I wonder how hisunique
body chemistry will affect the mongters. | can't ask, though.

“Can that thing detect movement?’ | nod at his handheld.

“Ordinarily. The rock interferes somewhat with the readings, however.”

Dinaglances back at me over therim of her ded. Her eyes glow with an odd radiance, echoes of the
torch-tube. When she turns back, the light paints her fair hair with oily green streaks.

“If it comesdowntoit,” shetellsme, low. “If it'slife and death and I’ m dowing you down, you leave me,
Jax. They dready had ataste of me, so they may aswel havetherest.”

A chill shiversthrough me. | remember Loras on hisbelly, shoving March toward me. | recognize
sf-sacrifice.

I’ll be damned if it happens again.

“No. We re not leaving anyone behind.” Not thistime. “We Il find away to fight them.”

“Better hurry,” Hit says, jerking her head at the red blurs on Ve’ s data screen. “We got two, just around
the corner.”

“We have away,” Jadl says, pushing past me. “ Jax, stay back, and keep the other two safe.”

Thepilot glares at hisback. “Y ou think | need your protection?| killed one of those monsterstopside
with nothing but aknife. | just need aride.”

“Then you guard Jax and Dina,” comes hisresponse. “Y ou reedy, Ve ?’

The bounty hunter responds by tossing aweapon to Jadl. They take up aposition just around the corner,
and | shudder, barely registering akeen of pure hunger from the beasts. | remember the way their song
nearly killed poor Loras.

A burst of orange lightning zags from their hands, igniting the very air beforethem. The Teras' camouflage
fails under such duress, and for an ingtant, | watch their slhouettes insde the pocket inferno, watch them
writhe. Heat washes over me.

Fearing an explosion, | hit the floor, and Dina guides her ded over me. | appreciate the gesture; even
now she' sgot my back. When I’ m greeted by the stench of Sizzling mest, | chance a peek. Hit stands her
ground, watching the mongters burn. Jad and Vel have designed something that propels an incendiary
cloud.

“Wewill burn apath out.” Ve holstersthe oddly shaped weapon. “ They cannot swarm usin the tunnels,
and if we move cautioudy, they will not detect useasly. | believe they utilize sonar to locate their prey.”

| can't bethe only onethinking this. “Will their screams draw others?’

The bounty hunter’ s answer drifts back to me over the hiss of smoldering flesh. “It is possible.”
“Thenthey canjust lineuptodie” Jael says. “I'm so tired of this planet.”

“That makes two of us. Any chance you made aspare?’ With anod, Hit indicates the wegpon in his
hand.

“Only these. Sorry. We can take turnsif you prefer.” Trust Ve to be scrupuloudy fair about who getsto
barbecue the horrible things.

Persondly, | don't care. I’ ve seen what they can do; so has Dina. | suspect sheand | are content to
watch the action from a safe distance thistime. After checking his handheld, Vé maneuvers past the
smoking pile with a precision that once again reveas hisinhuman nature, once you know what you' re
looking for. He waves us on.

The smell damn near makes me sick. There sno climate control down here, no ventilation, and the smell
of charred meat flashes me dangeroudy closeto the Sargasso. By itsdlf, the dark was bad enough. Add
thisstenchtoit, and | Struggleto stay in the here and now.

| grit my teeth until pain shoots up my jaw to my temple. | won't loseit. I’ m stronger than that. March
would’ ve known how bad thisisfor me. | could’ ve counted on atouch on the shoulder, areassuring
nod. So would Doc, for that matter. But those days are gone.



And | haveto deal with what is, not what was. Story of my life.

“Watch your step.” Jael guides us around the corpses.

Dinadapsat him, which improves my mood somewhat. I'm not sure she'sal right with the battlefied
medicine that went into saving her life, but we don’t have a Psych on hand. Just aswell, most of them are
crazy bastards. After dl, look what they did to mein the name of mental health. When we get out of
here, I'll fix her the Jax way: loads of liquor and some pretty girls.

Ve leadsusout of that hallway and into the next turn. It samaze, and I'm hopelesdly log, just as| was
when Doc found our way in. Dirtside, | have no sense of direction, something Kai loved teasing me
about. When | got logt at the Gehenna starport market, he never let meliveit down.

Oddly, thinking about him takes my mind off March. An older loss doesn’t sting as much. The memories
offer some comfort and distraction aswe creep dong, davesto Ve’ s handheld.

Listening for the rasp of talons and claws against the rock. A dragging sound or aleathery flap of wings.
Sonic shrieks echo in the distance, making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. My nipples
perk from the chills running over me steadily, like | have afever. But | don't think fear countsasan
illness

They’re here with us. Hunting. Coming closer, each turn we make. Mary help us, will | never see the sky
agan?

In Jadl’ s hand the torch-tube starts to flicker, casting odd shadows adong the floor, and then it winks out.
Atfirg I'mjust blind; it’slike that long moment after | jack in, but before we jump. And then thewalls
kindlewith their own light, apae, etheredl twinkle that reminds me of the stars.

“The gtoneisfull of phosphorus” Vd saysin ahushed tone.

Oncemy eyesadjugt, it's better than the tubes, more pervasive. | fed lesslike we re scuttling aong in the
oily dark, huddled in our tiny ide of illumination. It aso smellsfresher now that we ve moved away from
the funerd pyre.

“Doesthat mean something?’ Hit askshim.

Vd liftshis shoulders. “Probably. But | lack the time for extended study.”

“No shit. Y ou remind me of Doc sometimes.” Dina sounds more hersdlf, lessthe sacrificia lamb.

“I will take that as a compliment.”

“It was't meant asone,” she mutters.

Ahead of Dina, Hit smothers a chuckle. “ Should we |leave you two aone?’

Now | laugh. | sense more than see the puzzled look the pilot casts over her shoulder a me, so | explain,
“Dinadoesn’t likemen, and Vd, wdl . . .”

Asa Slider, he can grow human skin to pass among us, concedling his mantis form. But I’ m not going to
out him since Hit hasn’t seen him au naturdl. No morethan I'll tell her about Jadl being Bred. Likel told
him before, we dl have our secrets.

Ve asurprises me by finishing the sentence with aflicker of that dry sense of humor that occasiondly rears
itshead. “L et us say sheisnot my type.”

For thefirst time, | wonder what that would be. He said he left Ithiss-Tor because sexud relaions
between his people sometimes became deadly. So that means he' s been adone thiswhole time? Not that
it' sany of my business.

Onsomelevd, I'm aware I’m losing mysdlf in these inane speculationsin order to distract mysdlf from
the soul-scouring fear engendered by the echoing shrieks. The Teras sound so goddamn close now; they
should be on Vd’s screen.

Two red signatures blossom on his handheld, dead ahead. Then two more, except they aren’t where
they’ re supposed to be.

The ceiling above us shakes, disintegrates like the dry dirt of aninsect hive. Crumbles down on usin
great clods that shimmer with the eerielight. | can’t seethem, but | can hear them overhead, claws
working. Their terrible keens reverberate insde my skull, making mefed like my brainswill bleed out my
nose.

“Behind!” Hitydls.

And then they come at us from both sdesin aterrible rush.



CHAPTER 36

Jael spinsand fires, a ruddy orange cone jetting from hisweapon. Ahead of us, Ve takesthe ones
coming down the corridor in front. Then we' re trapped.

Burning on both sides, like standing in the middle of acharnel house and praying you don’t catch, too. |
shakedl over.

Shrill cries of rage echo through the tunnels. The smell seemsto enrage the onestrying to get at usfrom
above, but the opening isn't quite big enough yet. Claws rasping, they make aholelike the one | saw half
akilometer back.

Hit eyes the ones above and then legps. Her knife shimmersin asiver arc asshe stabsat . . . nothing.
But somehow she hits. The Tera screamsin agony. When she seversthe claw, it dropsin a spatter of
green fluid and lies visible on the softly glowing stone floor, opening and closing asthe nerve endings die.
Apparently the smell of blood, any blood, maddens them. Becauise overhead, an ominous thump and
another scream say's the monsters have turned on each other.

“Movel” Vd shouts.

Agreed. We don't want to be here when the ceiling gives way entirely. Aheed, the two Teras till twist
and char, inky black smoke roiling from their putrid flesh.

“Diveandrall,” Jad adds. “ Apart from Dinaof course. Y ou should have enough lift to get past them. If
your clothing catches, don't panic.”

Easy for him to say. He doesn't have burn scars.

The bounty hunter legps past with awell-timed spring, hits the stone floor with his hands, and tucksinto a
neet roll. Hit follows suit with anatural grace that suggests she' d be dangerous on the dance floor, too.
Cursng, Dinamaneuvers until she can glide by. In its death throes, one of the creatures sends her
careening into the tunnd wall.

She skidsin a shower of sparksto the end of the corridor, where Hit stops the ded with aboot. “I’'ve
seen better flying from adrunk aircab driver.”

Occupied with stabilizing the ded, Dinamuiters, “Biteme,” in lieu of amore cregtive comeback.
Thepilot grins. “1 just might.”

Dina s head comes up, her face pale. But before | hear what she says, Jael gives me ashovefrom
behind. “ Get moving, Jax.”

Asif to punctuate hiswords, ahuge chunk of rock crashesto thefloor just in front of me. The fight going
on overhead sounds savage. Terrifying. Five meters above, they’ re devouring each other alive and
shattering stonein the process.

But | can't. There sactud fire curling from the Szzling mesat. He slucky | haven't puked dl over his
boots.

“Jadl,” | begin shkily.

“Oh, for Mary’ssake,” he bitesout. “It' sagood thing you don’t weigh much.”

“Wha—"

“Vd! Think fagt.”

And then I'm launched, sailing toward the bounty hunter. Everything blursas| tumble, crash into him, and
go down. Jael lands on top of mein an ungainly pile. | sugpect he may have cracked my rib with hisknee,
but before | can bitch about that, the tunnel collgpsesin agreat mound of rubble and dust.

There’ sno going back now. | couldn’t get to March even if | wanted to. Mary, | hope the warning came
intime.

Three more red shapes appear on Ve’ shandheld. And lucky us—they’ re on our side of the block.

Hit nudges Dinafarther down the new passage as Jael shoves my head down. Ve fires over the top of
us, lighting the closest one. They’ re not smart, these Teras, because they try to push past, and then shriek
asthey’'re burned. We seetheir flesh whereit chars. It sodd, like atear in consensud redlity: seeing a
shadow suddenly flareinto full view through atendril of licking flame.

Jedl firestwice morein quick succession, engulfing al three of them. In narrow tunnels where we control
our movements, these monsters are vulnerable. First they can't spot us easily, and then they're alight.



When we reach the surface, it will be adifferent hunt for them.

“Hdfway there,” Vd saysaswe get our breath. He sets me on my feet. “ Anything broken?’

| wince and rub my side. “Not sure. But I'm ambulatory, don’t worry.”

“Y ou better be,” Dinasays. “You're not hitching aride.”

Hicking alook at Jeel, | ignore her for thetime being. “Y ou redly believein tough love,” | muitter, sotto
VOce.

It sathrowaway complaint. I’ ve made thousands of them inmy life. In fact, | should be thanking him for
saving my ass.

“I don't believeinloveat dl,” hereturns, equaly quiet. “It’ sjust aname people give the endorphins that
spring up after someredly hot fucking, and the justification they use to manipulate the shit out of each
other afterward. Now move your ass. | want to see starlight sometime soon.”

“Isit nightfal?’ Hit asks. “I’ve logt track of time down here.”

She'sright. | don't even know what time we | eft the camp or how many days we were down there.
Without a sunrise to help mark its passage or aship’s computer to keep track for me, | have no more
sense of timethan | do direction.

“There arefour hours|eft until daybresk,” Ve advises us, after some tapping on his handheld.

“How long will thislast kilometer take?” Dinawants to know.

I’'m glad she asked because now | don’t have to. My shoulder aches from hauling my pack. | hope 245
isokay inthere. After Vel snatched mein Maha City, she asked meto ingtadl her in adroid body. She
didn’t enjoy watching what happened without being able to impact events, which means | was right about
her Al chip. Since we' ve been together, she' s evolved from her original function, and | now consider her
afriend.

Asabonus, she'll dso proveinvaduable asan aide. If | upgrade her, she can function as my assstant on
Ithiss-Tor, too. She'll coach me on customs and etiquette with a precision no human aide could match.
So oncewe' re out of here, I’ll see about buying her abody from Pretty Robotics. When | have cred,
that is.

Of course | could take Jadl’ s advice and charge it to Chancellor Tarn. He wouldn't quibble over a
persona aide, would he? Never mind that | could hire ahuman one much cheaper than | could requisition
asuitable framefor 245.

My internal monologue keeps me sane. | manage to filter out the distant stench of acrid smokethat's
burning our oxygen. Block out the tons of stone that make mefed like I’ ve been buried dive. Mary, |
have so many hang-ups. If | wasn't scared of them, too, I’ d see a Psych abot it.

People would laugh their asses off if they knew how much of my tough act comes from pure pretense.
During our plodding progress, Vd checks and double-checks to make sure there are no deadly surprises
lurking around each turn. | keep my eyeson Dina sded. It hasaseries of lights aong the bottom, giving
afaint glow that frosts the metal.

The otherswatch the tiny screen on Ve’ shandhdd. We'redavestoit. I'm aware that the tiniest
mechanical malfunction could cost our lives. And technology has atendency to break down around me
for no apparent reason.

| remember the busted phase drive we suffered on the Folly, just after we reached Marakeq. From what
Dinasaid, therewasno logica reason for it. And that kind of thing happensto me all thetime. When our
Skimmer exploded, | thought that might’ ve been me, too, until | learned otherwise.

For likethefifth time, Jadl asks, “ Anything?’

Until even Ve loses patience with him. “Have | failed even onceto dert you if there was?’

Damn. That's Ve-speak for, Will you please shut the fuck up already? | don’t think anyone' sever
managed to get on the bounty hunter’ s nerves before. To my knowledge, he' sthe king of cool. | don't
know whether Jagl should be praised or pitied for this accomplishment.

“No,” the merc says grudgingly. “ Sorry. The quiet’ sjust making me nervous.”

“It' slike the eye of the storm,” Hit agrees. “Y ou can sense something’s coming, fed it prickling over your
skin, but you don’t know what until it explodesin your face.”

Tomy surprise Dinalaughs. Might bethefirst time |’ ve heard her do so since the attack that maimed her.



“I think | likeyou.”

Hit flicksalook over one shoulder. “Y ou flirting with me?’

“Would you like meto be?’ Dinaactualy tosses back her hair.

“That depends on your intentions.” Damn, but the woman put some heat into that. | even feltit, and I've
never hit on awoman when | wasn't drunk.

“Isit dirty that thisturnsme on?’ Jael asks nobody in particular.

“Yes” Vd answers, without looking away from the device that’ s saved our lives. | can't fault him for
that. I’m aso impressed with his coordination; I’ d have walked into several walls by now. “Ahead, it
lookslike theinclineto the surface.”

Asif inanswer, acool, fresh wind blows down over us.

“What arewewaiting for?’ Hit demands. “Let’ sget the hell out of herel”

CHAPTER 37

There' s an actual door at the top of the slope, a solid metal one meant to keep stuff out. | hopeit’'s
wel camouflaged on the other side. We pause here, with freedom on the other side of the door. We'll
have to navigate the lock to get out, but onething at atime. At this point, preparation iskey.

“Isanyone bleeding?’ Jadl asks. “ Check carefully. | have someliquid skin if you are. We need to sedl
you up.”

Everyone conducts an ingpection, and we find minor scrapes here and there. The merc overseesthe
gpplication of the liquid skin, making sure we re ready to go out in thewind. Dina sfingersare raw from
where she hit thewall.

| find ascratch on my elbow. Hell, I'm lucky it' s not worse, theway Jadl hurled melikeajavein. I'm not
particularly aerodynamic.

“Thismight sting alittle” Jagl murmurs,

Why ishe smiling? | hissas he squirts my elbow, and | fed the sedlant bond with my existing skin. Best
bandage in a bottle that credits can buy.

“Everyonegood?’ Lofting the liquid skin, Jadl checksusdl onelast time.

“I'm hungry, and I’'m sick of your face,” Dina bitches beneath her breath. L oud enough for everyoneto
hear.

Jedl redlly isn't the guy | thought, because he surprises me with asharp laugh. “I’ m sure that goes for
everybody else, too. But let’s break out the paste. Y ou make agood point. We don’'t know just how far
we'll haveto hiketo sted aship.”

“What do you mean you don’'t know?’ Hit jabsthe merc in the chest with both index fingers. | wincein
sympathy, but he doesn't seemto fed it. “I thought you and the professor over here had things planned
down to thelast millimeter.”

“| cannot take topography readings underground,” Vel explainsin adeceptively mild tone. “But we will
make for the nearest public hangar. If it comesto it, we can stay there until the Conglomerate dispatches
aship. Therewill be rudimentary amenitiesavailable.”

“Hit.” Dinaputs a hand on the other woman’sarm briefly. “Cool down. Shit, if I'mwillingtorisk it with a
bum leg, you can be sure these guys know what they’re doing. ' Cause | don't even like’ em. Especidly
her.”

Now that’sthe Dinal know and love. Mary, I’'m glad to see aspark. | flash her abroad grin. “Right
back at you, bitch.”

“If you say s0.” But the pilot does step back, looking perceptibly camer.

Then we enjoy amed of nutri-paste. It'sbeen so long since | had real food that my teeth fed likethey're
getting soft. Maybe you can liveforever off this stuff asthe manufacturer clams, but I’ m starting to think
I"d rather die.

| daydream about fresh fruits and vegetables, drizzled with a sweet tangy sauce. Maybe some strong
white cheese, just abit smoky. Oooh, and hot bread, crisp on the outside and tender on theinside,
brushed with ahint of butter.

“Closeyour mouth,” Jael whispers. “Y ou’ re drooling. If you' re not careful, people will redizeyou're



thinking about me naked.”

“Only if you have awarm baguette and acrock of butter in your hands,” | return darkly.

Hegrinsa me. “That can be arranged.”

“I hateyou.” | suck down the rest of my paste, quietly stewing because he destroyed the food fantasy
that made this goop tolerable.

Ve clears histhroat with alook that manages to be vagudly disapproving. What?1 didn’t do anything.
“Next . .. weneed this” The bounty hunter tosses me atube of Thermud, and | eyeit with didike. Merc
grunts swear by this stuff, but surely we don’t—oh, frag. Of course we do. We re about to emerge from
abunker in the middle of two clansat war. | smear the stuff on without protest.

Hit, on the other hand, looks at Ve like shethinks he' scrazy. “I’m dready dark enough to blend in,
don’'t you think?’

“Not for high-tech,” Jadl tells her. “ This stuff scramblesyour heat sgnature so it bleeds off into the
ground.”

“Making thermal goggles useless.” She takesthe tube from me and coversdl her exposed skin.
Dinausesit next, but | can tell by her expression shethinksit’sawaste of time. Her ded is pretty damn
conspicuous. But we can only do so much to stack the deck in our favor—got to leave therest to
chance.

Too bad Lady Luck’s so often a bitch.

Watching Jael daub himsdlf, | can definitely tell he' sused it before. His hands practicdly blur in the speed
of themotions. “Weal set?’

“How come he doesn't have to useit?’ Hit jerks her head toward V.

Who manages an approximation of asmile. He' s getting better at pretending to be human. “Because | am
specid, of course.”

He ignores her pissed-off exclamation as he goes to work on the electronic lock. Right now the display
showsred. If it requires aret-scan or a handprint, we are utterly screwed.

Or not.

Ve dipson aclear synthetic glove, pullsthetipstight, and lays his palm on the panel. The Al intones,
“Thank you, Dr. Solaith. Clearance granted.”

The light flashes green, and the heavy door swingswide. That hint of abreeze we ve been feding for a
whileturnsinto agudt. I drink it in without minding the chill racing over me. It' still winter, alot of
darkness and short daylight hours.

“Hewas kind enough to let me borrow hisfingerprints before we left,” Vel says as he steps out.
Tentatively, we follow suit, singlefile, coming up against what seemsto be arockdide. We sdle past the
narrow gap, and for amoment, I’'m afraid Dinawill haveto leave the ded. | don’t know how the hell
we'll carry her.

Without aword, she straps herself in, lowersthe back so she' sfully horizontal. She tests the strength of
her belts and then flipsto vertical. Her fingers seem sure on the buttons.

“I'mfine” she says, when Hit triesto help guide the ded. “I got this”

Now and then she scrapes the stone, throwing sparks, but she manages. | admire her so damn much. But
her face istaut with tenson by the time we step out onto the hillside.

“You okay?’ | step closer as she switchesthe ded back to chair configuration.

“I gottaget out of thisthing,” shetellsme, jaw set. “Or I'll kill somebody.”

“Youwill,” I promise. “Get out of it, | mean. I’ll help. Thekilling probably depends on how much they
pissyou off.”

| want to say more, but thisisn't the time. We need to move. For just amoment, though, | tip my head
back, gloryingintheicy sars.

From this higher vantage, | see that the clansmen piled those rocks before the opening to make it look
like anatural formation. They did agood job concealing their escaperoute; I'll give them that. But it’ s not
asimpregnable as they thought. 1t's compromised now, full of dying McCulloughs and hungry monsters.
Mary, | hope March makesit out of there. | touch the ring on my finger out of superdtition, faith, or some
awkward marriage between the two. In an effort to push back the pain trying to drown me, | suck in



severa deep, gulping bresths of cold air.

He' s my pilot, and | haveto fly without him soon.

Jumpersaren’t made for this.

| expected to emerge amid the wreckage of the Gunnar-Dahlgren compound, but we' ve surfaced well
away from there. No broken machinery, no rubble. No signs of bombardment. There arejust barren
hills, riddled with signs of the honeycomb cavernsthat house the Teras.

The open worries me more than the tunnels. Down there we could control the gpproach, limit how many
could get at us. Up here we' re free targets, dinner afoot.

“No running,” Ve cautions again. “We have no way of knowing how the Terasinterpret rapid footfals or
how far sound travels through the caverns”

“Do our best to step lightly,” | say. “ Check.”

The bounty hunter pauses amoment to check the readings, and then adds, “ Thisway. We need to get as
far from here as we can before daylight.”

“Why?’ | ask before Hit gets the chance, and she acknowledgesit with agrin. | redly like her. She's
competent, confident, and doesn’t accept things at face value.

If it wasn't for the fact that I'm missing March likealost limb—glad | didn’t say that doud, or Dina
would hurt me—I’d even be glad to have Hit asmy new pilot. I'm just not ready to make her part of me.
But whenam | ever?

“Becausethereé sastorm coming.” Ve flashes hishandheld.

Themerc sighs. “Lookslikealot of snow. We don’t have nearly enough surviva gear to handlethat. We
need to find aship and fast. All right, people, forced march, double time.”

Wefadl in behind Ve intwos, Dinaand Hit, then Jael and me. | hate how hewon't leave my side now, as
if trying to make up for hisprior lack of vigilance. I’'mtoo tired to care a this point or work up any
rancor. | just wish he' d leave me done.

“Damn, it'scold.” | don’t realize I’ ve spoken doud until | see hissmirk.

“Y ou should really keep a coat in that pack.”

“Y ou should redly fuck off and die.”

“Then who'll save your ass when you panic over abit of barbecue?’

| give the response my most withering tone. “ The next monkey Tarn hires. See, that' smy gift. Being the
last one standing.”

“If everyone you give a shit about is gone, sounds more like acurse.”

CHAPTER 38

He getsit.

That gartlesme. | don't offer confirmation that he' sright, though. | don’t want to talk.

But yeah, some daysit does seem morelike acurse, just like that guy from mythology who doesn't die,
who' s destined to wander and suffer. But | can't sustain that level of mental melodrama

Pure physica discomfort edges out such sef-pity. | can't even find the energy to fret about working with
Hit, or how the next jump will affect my condition. | know Doc does't want me to jump, but he

should' ve cut off my arm if he wanted to prevent me from jacking in.

Nothing se will keep me from grimspace. Even now, the Sren song makes me fed itchy with need. The
colors, the feding that comes howling through me as my mind expands. | need to be therelike | need
nothing d<e.

More than March even. I’'m sure he knowsthat. That’ swhat happens when you love ajunkie.
Aswewalk, clouds blot out the shimmer of the stars overhead. The storm Ve predicted appearsto be
rolling in on schedule, and asthe wind kicks up, it goesright through me. Y ou'd think I'd have
remembered how cold it is here, though to befair, | didn’t realize I’ d never be returning to the ship.

| fed like aprisoner of war.

We can't stop moving, but | can barely put onefoot in front of the other. | hate this weakness. Though |
fed better than | did on Emry, I'm along way from full strength. The others seem to be bearing up dl
right. Up ahead, | hear the low susurration of voices: Dinaand Hit, getting to know each other.



Asaways, Ve leadstheway in slence. Though | count him among my closest friends, | don’t know
much about him. That'snot likely to change while we forge a desperate path through these hills.

Up and down we climb, avoiding scout droids, McCullough patrols, and, of course, the Teras, who will
swarm and devour usif they catch our scent. But between the liquid skin and Thermud, we' ve taken as
many precautions againgt that outcome as we can. My thighs and calves burn, taut as drawn wire.

Add that to various aches, including astabbing pain where Jael landed on me, and I’ d give just about
anything to lie down. Of course | suspect I'd never get up again. | didn’t realize how soft I’ d gotten, but
ajumper’'slifeis well padded.

“You holding up al right?’ Jael asks, well after I’ velost track of how long we' ve been walking.
“Doesit matter?’ | mumble.

| don't see how we'll bein any shape to sted aship once wefinally get there. But we can't pitch camp in
the open, and a cavern in these hillswould be worse.

“Not redly,” heanswers. “I’'m just making smdl talk.”

“I have abetter idea. No talk. That’s been working like acharm for hours.”

The bounty hunter glances back at me. In thislight, hisfaux-human skin looks alittle mottled. It's
probably time for him to dough it off and grow new, but he won't do that while he needs the insulation.
“Srantha, it will serve no purposeif you becomeill.” With an annoyed sound, he delvesinto his pack and
fishes out atissue-thin insulated suit, maybe the same one | wore on the Teresengi Basin.

It snot that cold, but | scrambleintoit. | hope my body hest, thus trapped, will warm me up soon. |
wincein anticipation because when the fedling returns, it’' sgoing to hurt.

Ahead, Dinaasks Vd, “How much farther?’

Sheisn't asking out of weariness or persona discomfort. Shit, now | know what the lights at the base of
her ded mean. They’ ve dl dimmed but two. If we don’t find a power source before that last light goes
out, she'll be stranded.

“Four kilometers due west from here,” Vd answers. “We Il find ahangar.”

Like the one where we landed the first timeinstead of going directly to the compound. They're
maintained by droids and bots, officialy independent of clan alegiance. Merchant ships often put down
there when they have to ddliver supplies on planet to multiple stops; it forestalls accusations of partisan
dedings.

| nearly crack my jaw with ayawn. Four kilometers. Under optimum conditionsin the training room, |
ran that without breaking a swedt.

That was along time, another lifetime, ago.

Far beit for meto question the leadership that’ s gotten usthisfar, but . . . well, someone hasto. “What if
no ships are docked there?’

They don't tend to stay long between dirtsde ddliveries anyway. Plus, the recent unrest on Lachion will
have made some merchant vessals reluctant to risk it. Thingswon't return to normal here for awhile,
though weapons vendors may try their luck. They aways do a brisk trade on Nicuan.

“Why borrow trouble?’ Jadl shakes hishead and sghs.

“I never borrow it. That impliesit wasn't mineto start with.”

“It' sagood question,” Hit putsin quietly. “And I'd like it answered.”

Perhgpsit’s smply the hollow hills, but in the sillence that follows, the wind carriesin adolorous howl. |
imaginewild animals just beyond my line of Sght, lessterrible than the Teras, but just as hungry. How do
the clans survive such a savage world, so far from city lights and the safety of space?

“I do not know,” Ve saysat last. By Jael’ s astonished look, he didn’t expect that answer either. We
walit, hoping there smore. “If nothing else, we will find a secure place to rest and bounce a message to
New Terra. The M cCulloughs cannot attack us on neutrd territory without breaching seven interstellar
accords.”

| don'’t like the thought of waiting for rescue when anything can go wrong and usudly does. Asif in
response, thefirst delicate snowflakes drift down, stick and shimmer in Hit' sdark hair. She brushesthem
away and spinsto see the white curtain coming down. Soon thiswinter loveinesswill sing.

“Atleast I'll be ableto chargethisthing.” Dinadapsthe side of the ded and then tips her head back to



study the sky. “But | think we need to pick up the pace.”

“Got that right.” Beside me, Jadl breaksinto ajog that looks disgustingly effortless. “ Don't fall behind,
He should be exhausted by now, scruffy and unshaven. Instead he' s just bloodstained and dirty like the
rest of us. | don't seewearinessin hiseyes, just astupidly teasing light, like thisis some big adventure.
Wil, maybeto him, it is. Maybe Jael has endless reserves, thanksto his Bred heritage. | know he can
heal from woundsthat would kill anyoneese.

Asfor me, | missMarch, and | want ashower. | wouldn’t say no to some of the perksthat an
ambassador is reputed to recelve. Thusfar, I ve gotten nothing but murder attempts out of my time on
thejob.

With ascowl, | raise my knees and force mysdlf to run. Each jolt over rocky ground sends a shock of
pain down my side. No problem. I'll just pretend thisisthe training room, and I’ m in peak form. No
injury, noillness

Shit, if | cando dl that, why don't | just wish us off thisrock?

When Dina accelerates, the second-to-last light flickers and blinks out. Hope that single cell has enough
juiceto take her four kilometers. Ve doesn't let her pass him, though. He increases his own rate of
movement to stay a meter ahead of us.

| don’'t know how he monitors his handheld and kegps an eye on the horizon a the sametime. It must be
an Ithtorian gift because | would' ve tripped over my own feet by now. He keeps one eye on each object,
something humans just can’t do.

The snow fdls heavier with each passing moment. In away it's good becauseit’ll cover our tracks.
Thanksto the Thermud, that also meanswe' re five dark figures streaking over awhite hillsde and down
intothevadley.

Nothing but open plains from here on out.

Our “camouflage’ makes us easier to gpot, so | hope no McCulloughs lie between us and the hangar.
The snow stings, catching in my lashes and numbing the visble portion of my face. Though I’ m not the
praying sort, | cycle certain thoughtsin amantratimed to my racing heart.

Please |et there be a ship.

Please let us get there safely.

Please let Dina’s sled hold out.

Whether I'm entreating Mother Mary or Lady Luck hersef, | couldn’t say. | just know when the building
looms up out of the storm, blocky and ugly as an old Gehennawhore, I’ ve never been so glad to see
anythinginmy life.

Because | don't think | can go another step.

CHAPTER 39

Jael winds up carrying me the last two hundred meters.

| don't even bitch about it, though | know he'll never let meliveit down. No, | didn't ask for help, but |
guessthe part where | sumbled and fell on my face sort of clued himin. HE snot anidiot, evenif he's
beyond annoying.

Because he knows the emergency protocols, Vd keys usinto the hangar. The doors hiss open, hinting at
the delicious warmth awaiting us within. Since our luck usually worksthat way, | expect afiring squad to
be waiting for us, or maybe arandom pack of Morgut. | peer around the place.

Nothing so far.

After everything we' ve gone through in thishellhole, it can’t be so easy, can it? But maybewe reduea
break. Maybe.

Like desperate pilgrims, we sumble ingde. Hard light floods my eyes, a shocking change from the winter
landscape. | take quick stock of our surroundings: thick metal walls, high, open ceilingswith fansand
ductsin plain view. Apart from droids going about routine maintenance, the hangar is quiet.

There saship.

A big one, too. Shiny and silver, it dominates the docking area. If there’ s anyone aboard, they’relikely



adeep sncewe ve arrived just before dawn. Hopefully, the vessal belongs to some unsuspecting
merchant who'sout in aland vehicle, innocently ddivering spare parts. Maybe stuck in the snowstorm.
And | don't give ashit about stranding him. If things go poorly out there, he might not need his ship back
after al. But first we have to figure out how to stedl it. | don't expect that’ Il be instantaneous, because
only afool would outfit afine cruiser likethisand then not lock it up tight asavirgin'slegs.

The Al greetsus politely aswe cross the floor. “Welcome to Hangar 47-A. 1t isunlawful to participatein
aggressive activity inthis space. If you use projectile wegpons, please activate the safety mechanisms
now. Please remove power cells from items such as sonicblades and disruptors. Please stow all other
dangerous devices. If you refuse to comply, a Peacemaker unit will be dispatched to your location, you
will be neutraized, and we will conduct athorough inspection of your belongings. All contraband will be
confiscated to fund the operation of Hangar 47-A. Thank you for your cooperation.”

| laugh softly because dl | haveisashockstick. | drop it into my backpack and I’'m done. Swaying on
my feet, | watch the others scramble to ded with their weapons before we' re dubbed dangerous, and the
droids react accordingly. Hit removes aridiculous amount of armament from her person, cursing dl the
while

Smdll circular units hover nearby, monitoring our progress. When we finish, the courteous, inhuman voice
says, “Thank you. Please avail yoursdf of dl public facilities until departure.”

I’'m surprised it didn't ask usto visit the gift shop. We didn't linger long in the hangar, the first time|
vigted, and I'm gtarting to see why. Having everything so well orchestrated by machines makes me fedl
oddly extraneous.

“Isit me, or isthere something spooky about being the only living things around here?’ Hit asks, glancing
around.

She rubs her hands up and down her arms, the first outward sign of nervousness I’ ve seen from her. So
the pilot does't like droids. Interesting, considering that she'll jack into the ship right next to me.
“Droids are more reliable than people,” Dinamutters.

Her ded givesan ominous whine, and | start looking for aplace she can recharge. | point. “Over there.

Y ou can patch into that power station, | think. Might want to do it soon.”

She givesanod. Hit follows her, asif expecting the mechanic will need ahand. | was going to, but it's
probably better if Hit helps. I'm not sure I’ m strong enough.

Tomy vast ddight, the climate control works just fine. Hegt drifts down from the vents overheed,
compensating for the weather. My teeth chatter as | strip out of the insulated suit and return it to Vel with
amurmur of thanks. He stashesiit in his pack, conduit to al good things.

I’velost count of how many times he's saved my ass now. At thispoint | should just hand over the deed.
Or maybetattoo it with Property of Velith 11-Nok. That clinchesit.

I’m o fucking tired I’'m losing my mind.

“I need some time with the computer.” Ve pitches his voice loud enough to reach the other two, working
ontheded. “| can get the boarding codes and access the ship viaremote, but | do not know how long
that will take. | recommend the rest of you get warmed up and have something to eat. There should bea
waiting area over there with basic amenities” Heinclines hishead. “In case of mechanicd difficulties”

| watch Dind s halting steps toward the lounge, one arm dung around the pilot’ s neck. Asthey move off,
Hit tells Dina, “I’ll help you get comfortable, and then scrounge up something to eat. Sound good?’

The mechanic’ s voice carries back to me. “Mmm, prepacked vending chow. I'll buy. | need to get
started on those rehab exercises, though. I’ ve been wearing an EMP band on my thigh, but that can't
make up for plain hard work.”

| definitely notice a vibe between those two, but then Dina scores more than any man | ever met. More
than once, I’ ve seen her take home agirl who never looked twice at her own sex before. She' s definitely
gifted.

Don't ask mewhy I'm not right there with them, looking for a place to crash. Or avending unit that will
sal me something to eat that isn't nutri-paste. Anything. I'd kill for some choclaste right about now.

Ve headstoward atermind, and | trudge after him. The Al warns him that’ sfor officid docking
personnd only, but it doesn't deter him. After watching him messwith it for afew minutes, I'm surprised



that none of hishigh-tech gear can convinceit to let him into their system.

“Maybel can hdp.”

“How?’ Jael asksat my elbow.

I ignore him and dig through my pack looking for 245. She' saclosed interface, but she might know of a
backdoor in the security or afail-safeincluded in the design. Mair provided her with an astonishingly
eclectic database. Plus, 245 isthe only Lachion native among us. That can’t hurt.

| power her up, input my access codes, and she greets me with, “ Good morning, Sirantha Jax. It has
been eight days snceyour last entry.”

How can the modulated female voice | chose from her option files sound so accusatory? | ignore the
smdl surge of guilt over leaving her out of the loop.

But I try to placate her nonetheless. “Y ou wouldn't believe theweek I've had. I'll tell you dll aboutitina
bit, but first, we need your help.”

Shewon't be ableto resist that apped, asit would congtitute going against her programming. “How can |
be of assstance?’

“I need to know everything you do about the Lachion hangar systems.”

“Accessing,” she responds.

“Good idea” Ve sets aside the code scrambler and waits.

“The system was designed and ingtalled by Jens Donner, asystems specidist formerly employed by
Generation Technologies. After ten years with the company, Donner founded his own enterprise,
ZapTech. Heiscredited with revolutionizing the Al matrix that permits droidsto maintain afacility
without human direction.”

“Hemust’veincluded afail-safe,” | say thoughtfully. “How do techs get into the system to performance
maintenance?’

After amoment, 245 responds, “I have found the answer to your inquiry in Mair Dahlgren’ s partitioned
files”

Partitioned files? What does that mean?

| frown asif she'll respond to nonverbal cues. “I thought | had accessto dl data. Why didn’t you
mention this before?’

“Youdid not ask.” Such areasonablereply. “Shal | override Mair Dahigren’ sdirective, Sirantha Jax?’
“Please”

“Mair Dahlgren reports that entering this numerica sequence, interspersed with gaps of precisdy 6.4
seconds, will gain you access to amaintenance submenu from which you may attempt to gain accessto
primary systems.”

Jael seemsimpatient, but if he has any better ideas, he' sfree to pursue them. The merc shiftson the balls
of hisfeet and casts alonging glance toward the lounge, asif imagining what the two women might be
doing in there without him. Or maybe, like me, he’ sfucking starving.

“Go,” Vd sayswithout looking at him. “I will watch over her.”

“For Mary’ ssake. We' rein asecure hangar. What exactly do you think is going to happen to me?’

And then the boarding ramp on the ship beginsto unfold.

CHAPTER 40

Jael flicks me a wry look. “ You were saying?”

| have no fight left in me. No ideawhat | expect, but I'm braced for the worst when three men come
grolling down the ramp. Even though they don’t ook dike, the conformity of their garb givesthe
impresson of aresemblance. They'retal and dim, well coiffed, and their suitslook like they cost a
year'spay.

Not government guys then.

One of them stridestoward us, and the othersfall in behind him. That makes him the boss, | guess. On
closer inspection, he' solder than hisfellows, but he's had good antiaging trestments. | can seethe years
in hiseyesrather than around them. His gaze roves over melike ashark, and | decide| don’t want to see
his teeth. His men tuck their arms behind their backs and wait, asif for orders.



“Our employer sent usto collect you,” the leader says, asif thisisaroutine aircab pickup. “Herequiresa
face-to-face.”

| can't think of anything more eloquent than, “Huh?” so | go withiit.

“What employer?’ Jael demands. “ Do you redize you' re attempting to detain the ambassador of New
Tera?’

“Of course| do,” BossMan replies.

| glance down at myself. Even my own mother wouldn't recognize me, covered in Thermud. “How?’
“What?’ The leader glances away from Jeel to regard me with puzzlement.

“How do you know who | am?’

Heignoresthat for the moment. “I believe you' ve dready made Mr. Jewd’ s acquaintance, Ms. Jax.”
That doesn't ring any bellsuntil | notice hisintent ook, acalm demeanor concedling killer intent. They're
Syndicate, of course. | remember the jewe ed brooch my mother wore, what seems like ages ago now.
Mr. Jewel. Very clever.

“What the hell have you done to my mother?’

| should’ ve wondered about that long before now; I’'m just not adutiful daughter, | guess. | take adeep
bresth, steadying mysdlf asbest | can, though fatigue and hunger makeit difficult to focus.

“That is, in fact, why we were sent to this backwater burg.”

“Y ou’ ve been waiting for me?’

That doesn't track. How could anyone know we' d turn up here? Hell, | didn’t even know if we' d make
it out of those tunnelsintact.

The older oneinclines hishead. “1n amanner of speaking. We' ve been tracking you since you surfaced.”
“Tracking?’ | hate parroting everything he says, asit makes me sound brain damaged. Then again, it may
be better if he underestimates me.

Behind us, Ve continues his attemptsto get into the termina until one of the goons steps up behind him
and shakes hishead. Ve sghsand puts away histoolsdowly, asif wanting them to see hishands at all
times. While they' rewatching him, | dip 245 into my pack. I’ sjust ahunch, but | don’t want them taking
her away.

Given that we' ve disarmed oursalves, thereisn’t alot we can do at the moment. Droids will intervene at
thefirst sign of trouble, but it might betoo late if these guys are good enough. And they havethat air
about them.

“Y our mother was kind enough to dip an isotope into your drink at your last meeting,” the thug explains
with asmile. * Perfectly stable and harmless, but it does permit usto monitor your movements.”

“Like Fugitive scientists once used to track native populations?’ | sputter in pure outrage.

Tothese assholes, I'm just ablip on adisplay pand somewhere. Oh, there’ s Jax; let’s go scoop her
up. If I had abladein my hand, I'd sink it in his eye right now and fuck the consegquences.

“It' s perfectly harmless” he repeats, likeit' sahedth risk I'm worried about. | guess he' snever had his
privecy stolen likethis. “I suggest you come aboard, so we can get under way at once. We will convey
you safely to your meeting.”

“Y ou actudly believe I’'m going with you? Are you out of your mind, or do you think I'm out of mine?’
One of histhugstakes astep forward asif he doesn’t like my tone, but Boss Man waves him off. “No, |
think you lack viable dternatives, Ms. Jax. You don't have avessdl. | do. And if you harbored any hope
of commandeering it, know thiscrucid fact. | done possesstheignition codes, and if they are not entered
correctly within three tries, the whole ship goesup.”

| glance at Jad and Ve, who looksimpassve. They offer no suggestions, though | can feel the merc
thrumming with tenson a my sde. He' d like nothing more than to waste these fools, but that might strand
us hereindefinitely. | suspect he’ sno keener than | am to rely on Tarn for our salvation.

But I’'m not sure the Syndicate congtitutes awise subgtitute.

Fuck it. When have | ever been sensible? Even if the decision takesusto Mr. Jewd’ s private
playground, at least we' re off Lachion, right?

They must have ajumper on board, which means| canrest. I'll eat choclaste, shoot mysdlf full of the
chemical cocktail that's supposed to mend my bones, and try to ignore the junkiein my head. That voice



tellsmeto jack into grimspace and frag the consequences. | haveto ignore junkie Jax if | want to live.
I"’'m not entirely surel do.

Before, | had March to pull me out of such thinking. I could rely on hiswarmth, even when | didn’t
redize | wasdoing s0. Now it sjust me, fdling into the darknessin my own head. That’sascary placeto
be.

This hard man wannabeisn’t as good as he thinks heis. Neither are hisboys. Because while I’ m thinking
things over, Hit dips up behind the boss man and setsalong, filed nail againgt histhroat.

“Don’'t move,” shewhispers againgt his ear, and her crooning tone rai ses goose bumps on the back of my
neck.

“Suraya,” Boss Man sayswithout shifting amillimeter. “The poison pilot. Still doing Madame Kang's
dirty work?’

| fed like | should know that name, but my mind’ stoo fuzzy. It dips away like adeek little fish, back into
ajumbled mass of haf-formed thoughts and memories.

“Kéler,” shereturns. “ Still barking on behalf of bigger dogs?’

Hecan't shrug, but it simplicit in histone. “It'saliving. I'd say it sgood to seeyou, but . . .” His
enforcers make an abortive movement, asif to end the impasse, and Kdller gpparently catchesit in his
periphera vison. “No,” he adds, as Hit strokes her nail down hisneck. “Don’t give her areason.”

Cal methick, but | don't entirdly understand why he' s so afraid. By the swesat streaking down his
now-pasty brow, Keller thinks Hit isthe angel of desth, standing by his shoulder. Makes me wonder
what we don’t know about her.

“Hypo-implant,” Jael whispers. He sounds admiring. “ Black-market ware, costs mad loot. Only the most
dedicated killers go for them, oneswho prefer quiet jobs, no blood, no mess. The right toxin can even
makeit look natural, assuming no postmortem lab work.”

Ah. No wonder Keller’ s pissing his pants. Maybe we al should be.

“What do you say?’ Hit asks me conversationdly. “ Should | end him?’

The goon’' seyesflicker wildly. | cantell he wantsto apped to my better nature, but at this point, I’ m not
surel have one.

Not so smug now, are you, asshole?

“Probably not,” | say, after ajudicious pause. “He s our ride off thisrock. | wouldn’t mind an gpology,
though. They’ ve been tracking me like arogue wildebeest. | think that was pretty damn rude.”

Hit smiles, dow and ferd. “They never did. Why, I’d cal that aviolation of basic human rights. How can
they possibly make that up to you?’

Somehow | manage to choke back hysterica laughter. Maybe we' |l regret this, but I’'m having too much
fun to stop. “I’m open to suggestions.”

To my astonishment, Ve joinsthe gamein dry, scholarly tones. “If given full accessto their ship'sdata, |
could search for amilar infractions and recommend suitable recompense.”

“Fine” Kdler says. “I'm sorry, al right? | had nothing to do with that. It was dl Jewel. If Surayawill just
let me go, we can get under way, al nice and peaceful, and then you can take it up with himin person.
That'sarare honor, you know. He seldom partici pates in face-to-face meets anymore.”

“Too many peopletrying to kill him?’ Hit asks, butter smooth. “Now, before | step back,” she adds,
“I’'m going to need your word as agentleman that there will be no reprisas. | don’t want your boys
coming inonmewhilel deep.”

“Yeah, | want aguarantee of safe passage for me and my crew,” | add.

“Isyour friend Ssck?’ the goon beside Ve asks.

| shake my head quickly. “No. It'sjust askin condition.”

He really needs to molt.

“Y ou have my word,” Keller growls.

Persondly | don’'t give two shitsfor his sworn vow, written in blood, but Hit seemed to want to hear it. In
afdine motion, she drops back afew meters. Keler blots the sweat from hisforehead with hisforearm.
One of the goons says, “Can |—"

“No,” Kdler snaps. “We have aded, and we need thistruce to hold, unless you want to diein your



deep.”

Damn, I'm glad Hit'son our Sde. If sheis. Asit stands, | think we need to find out more about this
Madame Kang.

Both his boys muitter, “ Y es, boss,” asthey head back up the ramp.

“Everyone on board before this Mary-sucking storm grounds us,” Keller adds.

WEell, since he put it that way, we collect Dinaand follow asfast aswe can.

CHAPTER 41

Their pilot is good.

Despite adverse atmospheric factors, our departure goes smooth as s-slk. I’ ve never been on aship like
thisone. Ingtead of worn fittings, scarred and grimy conduits covered by mismatched panels, and ratty
seats, everything looks brand-new. They went the extramile and outfitted the public areaswith a
high-quality synth that gleamslike mahogany.

With its burgundy s-leather chairs, the hub looks more like a swanky executive lounge than where the
crew strapsin for ajump. Even the safety harnesses manage to look decorative. At first I'm afraid to
touch anything, and then | redlize | don’t care because I’ m not paying for it.

Dinadrops down and puts her head back. “I’ll wait here for jump.”

I’'m glad, because watching her struggle breaks my heart. We pause by our assigned rooms and drop off
our suff. Then therest of us continue learning the lay of the land.

| notice how the light fixtures shine with gilt trim. And droids going about their business have an ultradeek
look, including the cleaning bots. Thisis astar-class vessdl, sold to those with credit ratings | can't even
imagine

It’ sabout timewe got abreak. I'm not sure this qualifies, but a least it saniceride, and we' re
passengersfor achange. That impliesacertain loss of control over our circumstances, but tired as| am,
I’ll takeit in trade.

Whilethe pilot gets out of the atmosphere, Keller gives usaquick tour and introduces usto hisboys. The
blue-eyed one who wantsto kill Hit is named Grubbs. His partner’ snameis Boyle. They aren’'t inthe
mood to chat, however, and disappear into the game room, our firgt stop. Huge wall-screen view pand,
four terminals, rigged with virtual Sms, and avariety of acomfortable chairs.

Kédler'sguys messwith the equipment, and then the room reverberates with the distinctive sound of Real
Killer. I guessthat’s how enforcers relax. When they aren't cracking heads, they sm it. For amoment |
gtand in the doorway watching the wall screen mimic the moves they make. That might be fun later.
Kéler clearshisthroat. “Let me show you therest.”

With anod, | step back, redizing I'm holding up progress. | walk on, only haf listening to Kdller's
running commentary. Vel comments now and then. So does Jadl . But it sounds muzzy to me, faraway
andindigtinct.

Aswe go aong, nobody says much, probably eager to clean up and crash. We can't do that until after
jump, though, and we can’t power up the phase drive until we re away from the planet’ s gravitational
pull.

| pause on the observation deck, watching Lachion recede. From this height, it's a pale world except for
gplashes of blue where waterslie. March seems both infinites ma and ephemera to me now. Touching
the ring on my left hand, like atalisman, doesn't bring him back.

Fromthisheight, it slike | imagined him. | achein body and soul. Forgetting the others behind me, | lean
my head againgt the screen for amoment, distorting theimage. Thisisn't thereal Lachion, but an array of
light that formsalikeness.

Hiskiss, hisamile, my frozen tearsin the Teresengi Basin—a dozen moments run behind my closed
eyelids, fragments of how we were together. And aren’t anymore. | don’t know how I’ll beer it.

Ve comes up beside me and puts his hand on my shoulder. Don’t ask me how | know it'shim, but I've
cometo expect thiskind of quiet, understated comfort from him. He doesn’t speak, just tilts his head
toward the corridor.

Come away, Jax. There's a new life waiting for you.



Maybe he doesn’'t mean that, or even think it, but | ascribe those wordsto him as| suck in adeep
breath. My eyes sting, but | blink the tears back. Sometimes giving up the old life isfucking hard.

| trail the others as we continue the tour. | don’t think I’ ve ever been on avessdl so big. It must cost the
annual per capitaincome of some smdl coloniesto power it. Game room, observation deck, spa: This
shipislikearoving resort.

I”’m definitely coming back to the spawhen | get achance. I'd love amassage, afacia, and anything else
| can think of. The droid attendant bears the Pretty Roboticslogo, which means she' stop-of-the-line.
Evenin my nav-gstar days, | never traveled in such luxury. Since the Corp wanted to maximize profit, they
squeezed each credit until it squesaked.

Huh. Apparently crime does pay.

Just then, the pilot’ s voice comes over the comm. Deep. Masculine. He has an accent | can't place.
“WEe reready for jump. Strap in, wego infive”

“How far arewetraveling?’ | ask.

Jeel quirksabrow at me, asif to say, | thought you’ d gone mute. Too bad. | flick my fingersat him
and turn back to Kdller.

“One jump and an eighteen-hour haul,” he answers.

Pity. That doesn't tell me anything about our destination. We head for the hub, and for thefirst timein
more yearsthan | can count, | don the protective headgear along with everyone ese. Envy bubblesin my
out.

Someone else will make this legp. Another jJumper getsto blaze through grimspace and find the beacons.
Shit, withdrawa might kill me faster than anything se. My pamsfed clammy as| try to strapiin.

| fumble. Hell, how doesthis even work? | haven’t been a passenger since | wasthirteen years old.

“Y ou look funny, Jax.” Jadl takes the seet next to me. “You dl right?’

No. | can’'t do the onething | love more than anything sein theworld, unless| want to die. My
reassuring smile comes out tiff and scary, if the way the merc recoils offers any clue about my
appearance.

Dinaanswersfor me. “Of course she' snot, jackass. She' stired, dirty, and she doesn’t know how to put
on her harness”

“Here,” he says, oddly gentle. “Y ou crisscrossthis, and then this one bucklesto the helmet. Thislast one
goesover thetop.”

“Thanks” | muiter.

| fed helpless. Old. Used up. | never minded the scars on my body, but this. . . | rub my foot over the
plush carpet likeasullen child.

He studies me amoment, his pale eyes eerie in hismuddy face. “ Y ou’ ve never ridden like this? Not even
onvacaion?’

“Notinaredly long time.” Twenty years, to be exact.

Hejust doesn't get it. Non-jumpers never do, and there sathrill | can't articulate. But because it might
distract me, | try.

“Everyone has something that makes them specid.” | dant him a pointed look to make sure he takes my
meaning. Jael givesmeacurt nod. “ So imagineif you couldn’t do it anymore. Whether your gift isgood
or bad, losing it cuts out alarge core of what made you unique.”

Dinacracks, “Y our big mouth coversthat, Jax.”

“I getit,” Jedl says, after thinking it over. “But you' re il you.”

No, I’'m human detritus, what remains when the best burns away. | quash that thought on my own since
Marchisn't hereto doit for me.

Hit offersthe best piece of advice. “ Just close your eyes and don't think about it. Pretend you' re not
missing thejump.”

I"ll try. Even aship this Size shudders alittle when the phase drive comes online. So much energy
coursing through the conduits, it couldn’t be otherwise.

A minute later, Kdler arrives with his goons and they strap in acrossfrom me. I'm glad they didn’t
witness my weakness. | tel mysdlf I'm being ababy, letting the loss hit me so hard. Jumpersretire dl the



time. They teach. They live otherwise productive lives.

Why am | determined to make such abig dedl out of it? Maybe I’ m used to being the hero. | expected
usto stedl aship, and me to sacrifice more health because my crew counted on meto jump. Take them
to safety.

Am | disappointed that | don't get to be amartyr? Shit. | don’t like what that says about me. | don’t
have to be the center of attention. | can it back and ride like everyoneelse. | can.

| don’t remember what that firgt trip was like back when | was akid. Too many active jumps have
nudged that memory aside. So | don’t know what to expect.

Ve dtson my left. Heleans over as much as he can within the harness and says, “'Y ou will experience
some pressure, but it is not unpleasant. Electrica sometimes destabilizes while we pass through
grimspace, so the lights may go off or flicker uncontrollably.”

He strying to makeit easier. Theraw placeinsde me eases alittle. “ Anything ese | should know?’

“It helpsto hang on to something.” The bounty hunter offers his hand.

CHAPTER 42

Smiling, | curl my fingersthrough his.

Vd’shand fedsdightly sticky and indefinably wrong. While sight may deceive you, touch rarely does.
He sdarting to smell moldy, too. After wejump, | don't imagine we Il see him out of quarters until we
arrive. | hopethat’ slong enough for him to generate more skin, unless he intendsto go as himself. I'm not
surethat’ sagood idea.

Then again, if Syndicate intelligence isworth anything, they aready know about him. So perhapsit'sa
moot point. | remember how Jewe said Bugs couldn’t be permitted to mingle fregly with humanity. Does
he pose adanger to Ve?

Maybe they’ re using me as ablind when they intended to capture the infamous bounty hunter al aong.
Though | shake my head at the notion, | can’t dismissit entirely. Good to know my paranoia continuesto
thrive. It would help if | knew who wanted me dead.

Lightning Sreams over my skin. | know when we enter grimspace. Not because the lights flicker,
athough they do. No, | canfed itin my blood, in my bones. Like I’ m part of the primordia matter
boiling dl around the ship.

When | shut my eyeslike Hit told meto, | can just about see the colors. Oh, they'refar away, like
looking through the wrong end of atelescope, but | can seethem. Thiscan’'t beaddusion.

I’ve never heard of anyone who could sense grimspace when they weren't jacked into the ship, but I'm
not imagining this. From the pure, vast silence comesthe pulse of the beacons. | hear it asan echo of my
own heartbeat. Since | don’t know where we're going, | can’t attempt to find the right ones, but | sense
the navigator in the cockpit doing so.

He seems duggish to me, unsure of our course. Thisjumper lacks my eation, my passon, my certainty. |
never doubt I’ ve targeted the right beacon, never have trouble trand ating the star charts from straight
space. There's something wrong here. I’ ve never watched anyone work before, though instructors
sometimes do. If | had acontrol button, I’d hit the override.

| fedl theway we alter course, making for a beacon. But he' s overshot the jump. | don’t understand how
| know, but thisisn't the place to phase out. Their jumper’ sahack, not an artist; he can barely perceive
the beacons at dl, and hisbest guessis our worst nightmare.

The phase drive rumbles, preparing to take us back. | shake my head, struggle against my harness,
shouting, “No, no, no!”

It's pandemonium. Everyone speaks at once, ether telling me to shut the fuck up or trying to reassure
me

Ve squeezes my hand. “It isnearly over, Srantha”

“No shit it salmost over, we—"

“Sittight,” the Syndicate pilot barks over the comm. “ Do not remove safety gear. Thisisgoing to get
rough.”

Keller depresses a button on the arm of his chair. “What' sthe problem, Mat?’



“We ve emerged in an asteroid field, Sir, two days off target. And these little bastards are surrounded by
pockets of highly combustible gas.”

Oh Mary. | knew it. Well, not about the asteroid field, not exactly, but | knew he’ d gotten the jump
wrong. | knew it was dangerous.

But how? How did | know?

“Why are you chatting with me then?’ Keller demands. “ Get us out of this mess and then update me.”
“Roger that.”

“I never redized how good you are.” Because of Dina’ s quiet tone, it takes me amoment to register that
asacompliment. “Hell of abackseat driver, but good. Y ou get usthere, time after time. Never anything
likethis”

| shiftinmy chair. “That’ s not true. When Ve was chasing us, | jumped us eight days out.”

“Not into the middle of an asteroid field,” she mutters.

With anod, | concede the point. Until now, | never wondered how | avoid jumping back under
dangerous conditions. | can’t explain that knowledge; it works like asixth sense, and | guess| assumed
every other jumper hasit, too.

Apparently not.

The shiptiltsthisway and that, testing the strength of my harness. We ding hard left and then roll. My
stomach lurches aswe make afull loop.

“Mary,” Jadl groans. “I hope | don’t puke before we die.”

“Relax.” Kdler soundsirritated. “Mat’ sgood. He' |l get usout.”

A distant boom and a grinding sound belie hiswords.

“We'rehit,” the pilot announces. “ And we have breach. Droids are sealing off the second deck.”

Damn. Good-bye, spa. Maybe I’ d better kiss my ass good-bye while I’'m at it.

“Not good enough.” Hit starts unbuckling her safety gear. “Tell him to give methe chair. I'm not dying
today.” Another explosion rocksthe ship. “Go on, keep waffling, there won't be enough of thisthing left
totell what it was.”

Kéller hesitates only a second before getting on the comm. “Mat, I’ m sending someone up. Don't argue,
just et her fly.”

The pilot sounds oddly, inappropriately chipper. “Y our funerd.”

We stare at each other, taut-faced, as Hit sprints down the corridor toward the cockpit. | hope sheflies
aswdl asshefights.

“She' sthat good?’ Dinaasks.

“Better.” Coming from someone who hates her as much as Keller ssemsto, that’ s high praise. He sighs.
“Jeawe will have my assfor messing up the new ship.”

“Spacethe guy inthe nav chair.” | blurt the words before | think better of them. “He screwed up so
bad—" | trail off, redizing there snoway | can know that.

Everyone swivelsto look a me, the same question burning in their eyes.

“How can you be sure?” Keller asks.

“I'm not. Forget | said anything.” Why give people another reason to think I'm a crazy egomaniac?
They don’t ook particularly convinced, but a shift in the way the ship handles distracts them. We ve got
Hit in the pilot seat now. The swoops fed faster, more graceful. Smaller explosionstrail in our wake, but
they don’t touch the ship.

Maybewe |l get out of this after dl.

Ten minutes later, she comes strolling down the hall from the cockpit, looking pleased with hersdf. “And
that’ show it’sdone. Y our boys should be ableto take it from here.” She smilesat Keler. “And if they
can't, I'd havethemkilled.”

The Syndicate boss watches as she hel ps Dinafrom her chair, and the two of them head off to quarters.
Our girl’smoving better dready, lessdrag in her leg, more free movement. Her EM P band must be doing
some good.

| think Grubb speaksfor dl of uswhen he says, “Damn.”

“Madame Kang'sbest,” Boyle agreeswith asigh. “We should recruit her.”



Kédler shakes his head. “ Jewd won't pay what she’ sworth. If you'll excuse me, | need to talk to those
idiotsin the cockpit. Deck two is off-limits for obvious reasons, but you' re free to freshen up and rest.”
Rest. Finally.

| redizel’m il holding Ve’ s hand, though I’ ve damaged his skin some. “ Thanks. I'm al right now.”
“My pleasure.” Hisvocaizer somehow grants the words a courtly inflection. “1 believe | have some
research to do now, if you will pardon me.”

Warmth floods through me. | need to spend some timewith him, find out al about his people, their
customs, and how they show affection. If they do. Sofar, I’ ve been lax, and | only know that Ithtorians
don’'t hug.

“Of course”

Thenit' sjust Jaedl and meleft in the hub. He helps me untangle mysdlf from my harness, and | haul mysaif
to my feet. My bones pop as | arch my back.

Uneasy with the intengity of hisregard, | try to smile. “What aday, right?’

“You did know, didn’t you?’

“Know what?’ | begin adow progresstoward my room, which | hope will be asniceas| imagine.
“That the jJumper messed things up. Somehow, you went out therewith him. You saw . . . something.”

“I don’'t want to talk about this,” | tell him tiredly. “I need a shower and then agood eight hours of deep.
Don't you have anything e seto do?’

“No. You're not getting out of thisso easily, Jax. Y ou may have distracted the others, but | wasright
beside you. | saw your eyes.”

“Sowhat?’

The door to my room recognizes me. Asit swishes open, I’ m tempted to summon abot to gect him, but
that will only delay theinevitable. HE Il never stop once he' sgot histeeth into something. | don't
understand why he wants to know so badly, but he' s the stubborn type.

| pause in the doorway, awestruck. Thisismine? All of it? Forget the utilitarian quarters |’ ve been used
to; thisisasuite. As| step onto the thick carpeting, | Sink at least a centimeter.

Inmy inglorious past, I" ve stayed in hotelsthat weren't thisnice. | try to takein everything inasingle
visual sweep, blotting out Jadl’ s droning voice. Full-sized bed with shimmering blue blanket, abar, a
persond ass stance unit with gourmet kitchen-mate. The bathroom steals my bregth.

“So we're going to talk about it. Asyour bodyguard, | have to know every last thing about you and try
to figure out away to compensate for every eventudity.”

Maybe it’ sthat smple. Maybe he just wants to be sure that whatever happened isn't athreat to my
well-being. After dl, Tarn is paying him to take care of me, and if grimspace poses adanger, even when
I”m not jumping—actudly | don’t even know the answer. Thisisal new ground sincel’m usudly inthe
nav chair.

| sgh. “Good luck with that. I'll bein the shower.”

With that, | start getting naked.

CHAPTER 43

It'sfunny how fast he averts his eyes.

Not that | blame him. The one good thing you can say about the Thermud caked al over me, it covers
my scars. | pad into the bathroom, examining al the different settings. I’'m used to a san-shower that just
cleansyou up. This one promisesto unclog your pores, steam off the dead cells, and leave you glowing
with hedth.

“Wadll, let’ s see what thisthing can do.”

Midway through my shower, Jadl cdls, “You dl right in there?’

“Yeah, why wouldn't | be?It’s pure bliss.”

Sound of throat clearing. “No reason.”

Half an hour later, | step out and wrap mysdf upinanivory robe. | find Jadl sprawled on the sofa, drink
in hand. But he appearsto be. . . blushing?

“What?’ | check thetieto make sure I’ m not showing skin.



“Have agood time?’ he chokesout. “Youwere. . . loud.”

“Mmm. It waswonderful.” Just to tease him, | add, “Y ou did say you’ d know the next time—"

“Sol did.” If anything, hisembarrassment intensifies.

| can’t believe heredly thinks I—well, maybe | can useit to my advantage. “ Y ou’ d better get used to it
snce you' re determined to be my shadow. Privacy isoverrated anyhow.”

“You'remad, Jax.” But he smiles.

Freshly washed, my hair stands on end like down on ababy bird. | grimace at my reflection and head for
the kitchen-mate. Jael tracks me with hiseyes.

“Y ou hungry? Don't think I’ 1l make ahabit of this, but if you go clean up, I'll make us something to et.
Don't just St there. Y ou're crumbling al over my couch.”

Maybe | can distract him from the discussion he intends to have. It sworth a shot anyway. | can’'t make
him understand what | don’t even get mysdif.

Jael didesto hisfeet. “Right, you' ve persuaded me, but don’t imagine you' re off the hook. We' ll talk
about it over dinner.”

“Thehdl wewill,” | mutter.

| half expect him to stride boldly into my bathroom, which offersthe interesting dilemmaof what he's
going to wear when he’ sdone. Instead he lets himself out, pausing to murmur, “I’'m just next door.”
Asif I'm likely to go into panic mode at the prospect of being done. Well, it has been awhile. Between
sharing quarters with Vel and wandering the crowded Gunnar camp, thisis certainly achange.

| look over the options on the kitchen-mate and nearly drool. Thisthing can make anything | want.
Thousands of recipes both common and exatic, right a my fingertips, and now | don’t know what |
want.

Tapping away, | just decide to conjure us afeast. Steamed fish and rice in spicy ginger sauce, tissue-thin
vegetables arrayed in afan, and four different desserts. | hope he likes choclaste. This gourmet unit even
has redl winein stock; forget the nasty synthetic stuff.

By thetime| get everything laid out, Jagl’ sback. | make anote to sed my door sinceit’ s apparently
coded to admit anyone. He looks better, his freshly washed hair gleaming like molten gold.

“What if I'm dlergic to fish?’ he asks as he joins me at the small table near the kitchen-mate.

| grin. “Good thing thisis't red fish.”

Heknowsaswell as| do that thisis smulated from base organic, but the beauty of agourmet unit isthat
you can hardly taste the difference. These days, only the elite know what it’ s like to eat fresh fruitsand
vegetables, and only throwbacks consume redl flesh.

“Point.”

When there’ sfood like this around instead of paste, you won't find meletting it get cold. | practicaly
inhale mine, down two glasses of wine, and then start eyeing the desserts before Jadl cleanshisplate. |
settle on arich raspberry-filled truffle and nibble at it while he catches up to me.

By tacit consent, we shift to the sofafor the conversation he refusesto let dide. | close my eyesand tilt
my head back, hoping to dicit sympathy, but thisis Jagl we' re talking about. Of course it doesn't work.
“What do you want to know?’ | ask with asigh.

“What happened out there?” He touches my cheek, forcing meto look at him.

“I don’'t know.”

“Make me understand, Jax. If grimspace poses adanger to you, | need to know it. I’m supposed to
protect you from al threats, remember?’

| let out along breath. “1 could. . . fed it. Don't ask me how. It'slike I’ m part of grimspace when I’'m
not even jacked in. Doc started running tests on me, before. . .” With aweary wave, | gloss over details
he aready knows. “But he never came to any conclusions about what makes me different. And now he
hasalot of other suff on hisplate” Massve understatement.

Both hisbrows go up, but | don’t glimpse the skepticism | dreaded. Jael doesn’t know the worst of my
unstable tendencies, however, so heign't likely to dismissthis experience asa“ delusions of grandeur”
fantasy. | rlax alittle.

“I've never heard of anything likethat,” he saysat last. “ 'Y ou' re afucking legend, you know. Still jumping



at your age. It' sinspiring.”

Mary, he makesit sound like I’m ageriatric case, beyond the hope of al antiaging treatments. | grit my
teeth. Counting to ten doesn’t help.

“Wadll, you do al right for someone who looks like he ought to bein wet naps,” | tell him sweetly. “ Do
you shave yet, princess? | bet you couldn’t grow abeard if you wanted one.”

He' s had enough of the wine not to get riled up, more sthe pity. “Y ou’ ve got enough chin hair for both of
us”

“Isthat why you were staring so hard at my asswhen | went to the shower? Because it hasn't got any
hair onit?” A flip reponse, not one I expect to make him choke on hisdrink. “Y ou were looking!”
“Not on purpose,” he protests. “Or rather, no more than any man would when confronted with a naked
womean. It s practically against the law not to look. They revoke your man membership if you play the
gentleman too often. In away, | was paying you acompliment.”

“To be sure. So you haven't been guilty of ogling old ladies before?’

“You'renot old in the traditiona sense,” he says, tilting his head with ajudicious look. “ Just for ajumper.
Y ou know.”

Of course | do. Inmy firg five years on thejob, | attended the funerds of fifteen classmates from the
academy. After that, | stopped offering to speak at their services. | swallowed my sorrows instead.
That’' s how my nav-star legend cameto be born. Not the party girl they al supposed, or at least, not for
the usua reasons.

L oss seeps out from behind my mental barriers, old wounds, old pain adding to the fresh one, abig
jagged hole where March used to be. So many people, gone. What Jadl said istrue—being the last one
ganding sometimes does fed like acurse. Just like that, my mood dipsto low ebb.

| need to be horizonta and buried in blankets. A band tightens across my chest, burgeoning into an ache
that threatensto close my throat. Mary curseit, if | don’t get him out of here, I'm going to break down
right infront of him.

And | won't have that.

“There s nothing you can do, or need to do about what happened out there, Jael. It doesn't factor into
protecting me. Doc figured out why | respond to grimspace damage theway | do, and | know what to
do about it. Speaking of which, I'm due for ashot. Unlessyou just like needles, | suggest you get on
your way.”

“No,” he saysquietly. “Do your thing, but this conversation isn't over.”

“Thehdl it'snot. Thisismy room! And | don’t want you in it anymore.” | get up from the sofa, and my
hands shake as | draw the med kit out of my bag.

I’m not sure | can manage the treatment without hurting mysdlf. So | close my eyes. That helpsalittle,
though I'm gtill millimeters away from losing it. The hypo' s preset and automatic, so | just pressit against
my wrigt. A snglehissand it sdone. | push my breath out in what's meant asasigh, but it comes out as
agroan.

“Right,” he says, low. “Y ou pulled aspike out of my gut and saved my life. That might not mean anything
to you, but it's worth something to me. I’'m doing my best to be afriend to you, and you act like you' ve
never heard of such athing. A blind man could see you're hurting, Jax, and | know damnwell why. It's
because of who we left behind.”

“Yeah.” My head droops. | can't look at him as the tears overflow, trickling down my cheeks. “I’'m
pretty surel’mdying of it, and | can’'t bring mysdf to care.”

He comes to me and touches my cheek, featherlight. “Well, | do.”

CHAPTER 44

| lean toward him, or fall.

Jadl wraps hisarms around me, patting in an awkward way that’ s meant to be comforting. | cantell he
doesn’'t know much about the job for which he' s volunteered. If | wasn’t gulping back sobs, I'd laugh at
his expresson. He leads me toward the sofawhile | cry and cry, holding nothing back.

There are o many things tangled up insde methat | don't even know why I’ m weeping. March is part of



it, of course, but it's more than that: an accumulation of woethat | can’t deny anymore. Tears stream
fredy. My nose gartsto run.

“Aren't you asght?’ hewhispers. “It' sdl right. | won't tell anyone what awet rag you turn into after a
couple of drinks. In the vids, they have you up on tables flashing your tits once you down afew rounds,
so thisisabit of ashock, innit?’

| mumbleinto hisshirt, “Fuck thevids. They’re dl posted by assholes.”

And then | remember how many members of the gutter press died on Lachion. That probably qualifiesas
gpesking ill of the dead, but | don't care. | fed his hands on my back, thumping gently. You'd think | was
an infant he intended to burp.

| hiccup.

Thenext thing | know, I'm blinking gummy eyes, and | fed 4iiff al over. Jadl istill curled around me, one
hand on my shoulder, but he'sout, too. | can’t tell how long we' ve been adeep, but it doesn’'t matter.
We have two daysto rest.

On this ship, nobody’ strying to kill me, est me, or otherwise disperse my molecules. That'sawecome
change. I'm il tired, so | stagger toward the huge bed and flop down. Then | sink back into the
delicious, gauzy darkness.

Much later, | surface again, feeling more coherent thistime. | adjust my robe, which has gapped in dl the
wrong places. Rolling out of bed, | assess the Stuation.

Poor Jeel toppled sidewise on my sofa. HE' sgoing to be sore, and it serves him right for being such a
stubborn bastard. | do fed better, but | would' ve cried whether he stayed with me or not. It irks me that
he shoved hisway into my business, but I’ m not furious over it. So | wake him by kicking himin the
ankleinstead of somewhere worse.

He squints up at me and groans. “Maybe you’ d keep men around longer if you didn’t do that.”
Thejokefdlsflat, but | pretend it didn't catch mein araw place. “Yeah, well, I'm not trying to keep
you. Y ou have your own room, go toit.”

Maybe | should thank him, but mostly I’'m embarrassed over theway | melted down. | refuse to hash
over my emotiona state or give him dewy-eyed looks bursting with boundless gretitude. If he cravesthat
sort of thing, he should hit up agirl named Fawn, who dances at the Hidden Rue on Gehenna.

As he gets up, the door dides open. | turn to see Dina standing there with awide smile because she'son
her own two feet. But the pleasure in her expression dieslike light leaving adead bulb. Her gaze shifts
between the rumpled bed, my dishevelment and Jagl’ s degpy good humor.

“I can't believe | was actualy starting to like you,” she bitesout. “1n your mind, he' sas good as dead. So
why not replace him?’ She turns so the door closes behind her, leaving her words to accuse mein her
steed.

Shit.

Evenif it gings, part of me understands why she made that mentd legp. | didn't grieve yearsfor Kai
beforefdling for March. So maybe Dinathinksthat’ sthe way | operate. One man exits; another man
enters, and | just love the one I’ m with.

But it'snot like that. | hope when she cools down I'll be able to explain, although in the Strictest sense,

it snone of her businesswho deepsin my room. I’'m conscious of Jael standing beside me, looking
shocked. But before | deal with him, | code the door so it’ s only accessible to me for the duration of the
flight.

Hearcsabrow a me. “1 guess breakfast’ s out of the question?’

“Right, I'm going.” And he does.

| dressin black because it suits my mood. At least short hair means| don't haveto styleit. Looksthe
same no matter what | do. | pocket 245, who gtill hasn't forgiven me for cutting her off back in the
hangar. Maybe thiswill cheer her up.

Determined to get some value out of this downtime, | head for Ve’ sroom. He said he had research to
do, but I’'m supposed to be tapping him as my resource on Ithtorian culture and customs. To date, |
haven't been taking my role serioudly, and no matter what the Syndicate wants, | can’t become another



Karl Fitzwilliam. Not even to save my mother’ slife.

Unlike me, Vd was smart enough to secure hisroom right away. | tap the panel and say, “It's Jax. Can |
comein?’

His disembodied voice responds, “A moment please.”

“Thanks”

And then the door dlowsme access. | dipinsde. As| expected, Ve has molted, but heisn't growing
any new skin as of yet. I'm not sure whether that’ stime related, or if hejust doesn’t want to weer it.
Funny how different people can take the same suite and turn it into something else. Mine has rumpled
bedcovers and dirty disheswhile Ve hastransformed hisroom into acommand center. Scattered
devices, wires, and mechanisms make it look as though he' s been here for weeks, not hours.

“What can | do for you, Sirantha?’

“I was hoping we could talk about your homeworld. | probably should’ ve asked long before now.” |
leaveit there, choosing not to use the excusesthat hover a thetip of my tongue. “But if | came at abad
time...?

“No, | can resume my research later.”

“You'reredly doing research?’

That surprises me. | thought he said that to explain his need for solitude. People tend to forgive alot more
eccentricity if they believe the personis of ascholarly bent.

“Yes actudly. | will let you know if | find anything.”

Doesthat mean it relates to me somehow? For once, | don’t let myself become sidetracked. | just nod.
“May 1?7’

“Please, have aseat.”

I’m more conscious of hisvocdizer now because | can see his mandible moving and hear the brief delay
before the Sgnasare trandated into human speech. | wonder what it’slike for him, functioning asa
mimic in our world but never truly part of it. Maybe that’ swhere | should begin.

Only the smdl dining unit isn’'t covered with various sensors and monitors, so | St down there. Whilel’m
at it, | order up some breakfast, or whatever meal thisis supposed to be. I' ve completely lost track of
time

| set 245 on the table, power her up, and input my codes. “Okay if | record?’

“Go ahead.”

By some miracle, she doesn’'t chide me for our interrupted session last time, just greets me and getsto
work. | wonder if that should worry me. | nibble at a sweetbread while trying to decide how to phrase
my opening question.

Findly, | decideon, “Isit hard for you?’

“What?’

Duh. He can’'t read my mind.

“You haveto fed redly aone sometimes, separated from . . . other Ithtorians.” | barely manage not to
say “peoplelikeyou,” which would sound prejudicia, evenif | don't feel that way about him. “How do
you cope with that?’

Vd gtsdown across from me, regarding me with glittering, faceted eyes. If I’'m learning to gauge his
natural expressionsat dl, I'd say helooks hesitant. “L et me ask aquestion of you, fird.”

“Shoot.” | cram thelast of my breakfast into my mouth and immediatdy wish | had something to wash it
down.

“Doyoufindit difficult tolook a& meas| am?’ Ve indicates his current form with one claw.

Between the claws, mandible, peculiar Sde-set eyes, chitin shell, and segmented body, there’ s no doubt
he qudifies as unusud, if not monstrous like the Morgut. While | chew, | consider the question. But if |
want honesty from him, | haveto giveit back. So the answer comes easy.

“Atfird, yeah. But getting to know you took away the strangeness. And now you're just you.”

“I see.” Heclicks his claws, ahabit I’ ve cometo identify as pensive. “To your question .. . . we are, by
nature, asolitary people,” he says at last. “We do not form emotional bonds as your species understands
them. Our society functions on socid obligation, underpinned by self-interest. Temporary aliances may



be formed, but not persona attachments. When such an alliance ceases to be profitable or mutudly
beneficid, the arrangement isterminated.”

“When you say dliance, do you mean business or—" But hejust said they don’t do persona
relationships. | have ahard time wrapping my head around that. “ Give me an example. Please.”

“This could teke awhile” he cautionsme.

| smilefaintly. “I don’'t have anywhereelseto be”

“Then let’ sbegin.”

CHAPTER 45

| spend most of the day with Vel.

Coming from axenophobic race that possesses the unique ability to pass among other speciesand
chooses not to, the bounty hunter isawalking contradiction. We spent hourstaking, and | ill don’t
have the sense that | know him. Not intimately. I’ m not sure whether | can, or if he hasthe ability to
connect as | know it.

By thetime| leave his quarters, my head throbswith dl the new information. And | don’t know how |
can remember everything, particularly the seven hundred sure waysto offend an Ithtorian. My favoriteis
clicking the same claw threetimesin rapid succession.

They find that gesture especidly insulting in casua conversation becauseit’ s how partners sgnify they're
finished with one another. Redlly, it'san impressively rude way to end aconversation. | wonder if
snapping my fingers three times would work on people who bore the shit out of me.

| still don’t entirely understand the hierarchical system Ve laid out for me. | even have diagrams, but they
don’t help alot. Fortunately, 245 promised to go over the entire list with me until | can recite each item
by heart.

Joy.

“Thanksfor your help,” | tell her, as we head back down the hall.

“That' swhy I’'m here. Have you given any more thought to our discussion, Sirantha Jax?’

For amoment, | don’'t know what she’ stalking about, and then it clicks. Back on New Terra, whilewe
were still sequestered, she asked me afavor. “If we land somewhere | can order the work done, you can
pick out abody from Pretty Robotics. Sinceit’s on Chancellor Tarn, priceis no object. Have you
thought about aname?’

“l am 245,” she says, sounding aspuzzled as |’ ve ever heard her.

“Yeah, but if you want ahumanoid body so you can accompany meto officia diplomatic functions, you'll
need something else, won't you?” Thiswas her ideaaswell, but | seethe meritinit. Then she'll be my
personal assistant in every respect—and she'll be ableto signa meif I’'m about to make adangerous
breach in etiquette. Her memory will track that better than ahuman ever could. “But | guesswe could
cal you according to whatever model you pick out. They have Claudia, Julie, Roberta, Paulette, and |
forget who e

That’ saPretty Robotics gimmick since they cater to lonely men who are dso fabuloudy wedthy. If we
go thisroute, 245 will get more attention than the rest of us combined. Maybe that’s a good thing.
“Thisisimportant?’ she asks.

“I just thought you might want to christen yourself. | mean, how many people get to pick out their own
names?’

“Then | will consder dl the namesin my data banks, but | may need your helpin afina decision. | don’t
wish to select onethat is anachronigtic or inappropriate.”

“Sure, narrow down to five or ten favorites, and we' |l go from there.”

| turn down the hall that leads back to my room, and a snippet of conversation reaches me from the other
end. “Do you think they know?’

It' sKeller’ sgoons, Grubb and Boyle, but they haven’t seen me yet. | duck around the corner, heart
racing.

“Nah,” Boyle says. “Kédler' sthe best. They think Jewel redly wantsto talk.”

Grubb laughs at the very idea, and they pass on by, talking about playing another round of Real Killer. |



stand there amoment, wondering at the implications. Whatever thismeans, | suspect it isn't good.
Dammit. We should’ ve waited for a Conglomerate ship.

Oncethey’ ve passed, | sprint down the hall and into my room. Having the door between me and the
Syndicate thugs helps some, but it’s not enough. | need everyone in here now, and we need to figure out
aplan of action.

Firg, I check something for my own peace of mind. | accessthe terminal, something | should’ ve done
right away, admittedly, if only | hadn’t been so tired, hungry, and al-around muzzy headed. The
workstation powers up readily enough, but when | attempt to access external communications, abig red
screen flashes.

“l amsorry,” it tellsme, dthough it doesn’t sound sorry. Machines never do. “Y ou are not authorized to
transmit to bounce-relay satellites.”

Shit. We're officialy prisonersthen. No access to the outside world. In retrospect, | redize Keller
promised us safe passage. He made no guarantees as to what would happen once we arrive.

| could drive mysdlf crazy wondering whether they’ ve decided | outlived my usefulness, but thet'sa
waste of time. Instead | decideto invite the crew to a“party” in Dina sroom. I’ d hold the mesting here,
but | doubt she'd come, given that she wants my head on a pike at the moment.

| cal Vd first. They’ re probably logging this conversation, but my paranoiaiswell documented. Inthis
instance it might even work to my advantage.

“Do you have awhite-noise generator or something that scrambles any snooping devicesthat might be
present?’

“Well, that certainly qudifies as one of the odder greetings | havereceived in my life. Asit happens, |
do.”

“Good,” | say. “Bring it with you to Dind sroom, ten minutes.”

Slence

So | ask, “What' swrong?’

Another hestation. “Thisisnot agood time, Srantha.”

Right. Right after | Ieft, he must’ ve started fashioning the new skin he'll wear for the next three days.
“When would be?’

WEe re both exercising caution now, and | can tell he' s copped to the fact that I’ m nervous. | wish | could
explain, but that would defeat the purpose. And | suspect he wouldn’t welcome an in-person vist just
now.

“Two hours. If it isurgent, | could—"

“No, that’sfine. I'll et the others know.”

| spend afew hours pacing and arguing with 245 over why nobody would ever take her serioudy asmy
persond assistant if she takes the name Colette. Her aternatives are worse.

“Dreama? Synara? Those are stripper names.”

“Explan.” She sounds confused again.

Four choclaste barslater and six terrible nameslater, | figureit’ stime. By thetime| get there, Dinaison
the verge of an eruption because her suiteisfull of people and she doesn’t know why. Her décor looks
exactly like mine, but Hit and Jeel St sprawled on her sofa, and Ve istinkering with some equipment.
The mechanic glowersat me. “Y ou want to tell me what the fuck’s going on? Maybe you just wanted
witnesses for when | kick your ass.”

| can tell she’'sbeen putting in hard time with the EMP band and rehab exercises, as she' svisibly stronger
today. But | have no intention of brawling. Dinamight be able to knock me out one-handed, but she has
to catch mefirst.

“Saveit,” | say withasgh.

To amplify matters, | produce 245 and replay the brief conversation between Grubb and Boyle. It's
handy | still had her in record mode from the long sesson with V. | run it twice to make sure everyone
hasthe gist, and then | take a seat well away from Jael.

“Helied.” Hit pushesto her feet, damming afist into her pam. “1 should' ve killed that scumsucker when |
had him by thethroat. | can take them out if Ve helps me disable droid security.”



“I could,” the bounty hunter says. “But | am not convinced that is the wisest course. If we execute the
crew, we are left with a damaged vessal we may not be ableto pilot. Keler said only he possessesthe
ignition codes, so it standsto reason it would require his permission to override the navigationd system as
wdl.”

“That means we continue on course whether welikeit or not.” Dinalimps over to the kitchen-mate and
garts making drinks.

“And when we show up at Jewd’ s place with aship full of dead bodies,” Jael concludes, “he really
won't bein the mood to talk.”

“Mass murder won't solve our problemsthistime,” | say. “Huh. Who knew?’

“The jJumper’ saready dead.” Having dropped that conversational bomb, Hit crossesto the table and
helps Dina distribute the cups.

“What do you mean he' sdead?’ Remembering my impulsive words, | have asinking feding in my
somach.

“Last night, | was scouting the place,” she answers without inflection. “ And saw them spacing the body. |
cut out before they made me.”

Jael seemsto read my expression. “It' s not your fault, Jax. You don't get ajob like Keller’ sby being a
proper nice guy. He had to show his boss something, prove the failure had been dedlt with. Or Jewel
might’ ve made an example of him. The Syndicate doesn’t make any money off vauing human life.”

“Y ou know an awful |ot about them,” Dinasays, eyes narrowed. “What do we know about you,
ayway?”’

His pae eyes shinewith acold light, but he masksit with asmile. “| wasamerc in Surge' s company,
after March’stime. After | got out, | did aturn asan enforcer, yeah, for the Syndicate. | didn’t much like
shaking down old ladies for their pensions, so | stopped.”

Hit raisesabrow. “ Just like that? Y ou said farewell, and they threw you alittle party. Let you walk
avey?’

Atfirst I'm not sure why they’ re tag teaming him so hard. And then it hitsme. Dinawantshimto bea
bad guy because she thinks I’ m deegping with him. | figure she' saready told Hit her sde of things. | open
my mouth to defend him, but Jael doesn't need any help.

“No,” heanswersquietly. “I had to kill afew people to get the message across. I’ ve done things I’ m not
proud of in the name of survival. But | expect that’ s the case for everyonein thisroom.”

A chill shiversthrough meat histone. With the possible exception of Ve, who has more integrity than
anyone |’ ve ever known, he' s probably right. Silence meets hiswords, and | think he's even managed to
ingtill some respect in Dina. Shewon't mistake him for just another pretty face again.

Jael amiles. * Can we get back to business, or do you have further questions?’

CHAPTER 46

| let the silence build for another moment. Until just now, nobody noticed the stedl that braces
Jeel’ s pretty exterior.

Then | say, “| think that’sagood idea. We don’t want them to catch usflat-footed.”
“Thisalowsustimeto plan,” Ve agrees. “Which isto the good.”

He s activated the thingie that should jam any snooping devices that might be present. Now he sitsbeside
Jael, hands at hissdes. Ve shows areserve only present in humans who possess some behaviord
dysfunction.

“We're dtill going to see Jewel,” Hit pointsout. “1 don’t see how we re any better off.”

“Can we assume they mean you harm, Jax?’ Jeel asks.

“It stlands to reason. They asked meto fuck up my attempts at diplomacy because they don’t want to see
interstellar affairs gabilize. Outfits like the Syndicate profit substantialy when there’ s no centrd authority
to quedtionitsactivities”

| wave away the cup Dinatriesto hand me, thinking it might be poisoned, or at least doctored to give me
the shitsfor a good seventy-two hours. Then | get up and pace, back and forth from the door al the way
to the bathroom and back again. Something’ sniggling at me, but | can’t figure out what.



“But Tarniscovering for you,” Jael says after amoment. “He sturned our blundersinto what lookslike
heroism on the vids. First we liberate Emry Station, and then we venture into the heart of awar zone,
bringing aid? 1 bet that’s how he spunit. If you continue on your goodwill tour as scheduled, the
Ithtorians will be properly impressed by thetime you arrive.”

Dinaforgets she'smad at usfor amoment. “ So they need to detain your ass. If you Smply disappesr,
they can lesk whatever story they want.”

“You don't think they’ Il just kill us?” The pilot furrows her brow like that doesn’t make senseto her.

| shake my head. “If they wanted me dead, | would be. They caught us off guard in the hangar, and had a
clean shot at me before you showed up.”

“I agree,” Vd putsin. “If they stood to benefit from Sirantha’ s death, they would have dready arranged
it. I cannot imagine that they are prone to wasting resources. If your supposition is correct regarding their
moativations, they smply need to hold you long enough to ruin your reputation. Once they et you go, you
will not be able to adequately account for your failure, and my people will not be disposed toward
permitting any further diplomatic overtures”

“Why isthat so important?’ Dinawantsto know.

“Wadll, for onething, there saprejudicid dement toit,” Jadl answers. “ They don’'t want Bugs passing
freely among us because it would become impossible to know ‘whom to trust.” No offense, Ve.”

The bounty hunter liftsashoulder in an odd haf shrug. “None taken.”

“That can't bedl of it, though.” Hit shakes her head, brow furrowed.

| tend to agree. “If it was just human supremacy rearing its ugly head again, they’d just kill me. And the
next ambassador. And the next, until people got the message and stopped taking the job. Groups like the
Pure Populist Front don’t operate under the banner of subtlety.”

“Point. So what’ sthe missing link?” Jagl doesn't seem afraid of what' sin the cup, taking along sip.

| get tired of pacing and resume my seat on Ve’ s other side. He dides me an oblique look, and then
says, “TheMorgut.”

Wedl shift, eyeing Vd expectantly.

He goes on without prompting. “1 have been researching the increased frequency of Morgut attacks. In
the last thirty days, they have targeted twenty remote stations, outposts and/or research facilities. That is
a seventy-five percent increase, correlating to one sgnificant event. | posit that Farwan’ sfal sent the
message that humanity is, at thistime, weak and disorganized, thus demarcating you asided prey. You

a s0 possess the sde benefit of being ddlicious.”

Wasthat ajoke, abeit adark and twisted one? | grin in appreciation.

“That' swhy the Conglomerate is desperate to get the Ithtorians on board. Tarn will do anything to make
it happen.” Dinadaps her good kneein redization. “My palitics are rusty, but this makes perfect sense.”
“Enlighten therest of us” Hit sayswith awry amile.

| lean forward as Dinaexplains, “ From what you told me about your encounter with the Morgut on
Emry, Ve wasthe only onethey feared. He s Ithtorian, not human, and that makes him a hunter, not
prey. He speakstheir language, therefore he' s considered an equdl. If the Ithtorians side with humanity in
the burgeoning conflict, that will give the Morgut pause, hopefully preventing an escaletion to al-out
interstellar war, the like of which we haven't seen snce—"

“The AxisWars,” Jad finishesflatly.

Shit. For amoment | just Sit there, numb, and hellacioudy impressed by Dina sinsgght. She's damn smart
benesth her gruff facade. Then again, | keep forgetting that at one time, she used to be royalty, schooled
to see nuanceslikethis.

Ve nods. “I concur with that assessment. As before, however, you fail to address the most crucid
question.”

Thinking isn't my strong suit, soit’ sagood thing I’ m surrounded by geniuses. “What would that be?’
Jael suppliesit. “What does the Syndicate stand to gain by promoting awar between humanity and the
Morgut?’

“They sdll weapons,” Hit answers at once. “Increased revenues.”

“It wasarhetorica question,” the merc grumbles. “I know that. They aso hire out as enforcers, which



meansthey could stand to gain alot in security contracts. Merchant shipsin need of protection, specia
forces hired to guard remote outposts.”

Dinanods. “ The posshilitiesarelimitless. If they play it right, they could step into the void Ieft by the
Corp and edge out the Conglomerate entirely.”

“But to achieve that,” Ve continues, “they need to discredit Srantha, not execute her.”

“So we' ve been kidnapped.”

My mouth tightens. | have no doubt we' d have figured it out sooner or later, but surely this helps. Instead
of taking things at face value, we' re going to be looking for away out from the jump. W€ ll find away;
we always do.

“| theorize that Jewd intends to keep Sirantha out of trouble until Tarn has no hope of putting apositive
spin on her absence” Vd adds.

“In other words, the Syndicate thinks I’ [| make afine scapegoat. That sounds familiar. Given my track
record, | get to be the worst ambassador ever, possibly rivaling Karl Fitzwilliam.”

| decideto risk Dina s hospitdity after dl, but | program my own drink, just in case. Mmm, hot choclaste
makes everything better. Even hearing that you' |l be credited with precipitating the worst conflict since
the AxisWars.

“Depends on how badly the war goes with the Morgut, but yes.” Ve findly shifts, steepling hishands
together. If he wasn't wearing the faux skin, | have no doubt he would be clicking awvay asasign of deep
thought.

Jael pushesto hisfeet. “We d better digperse before they come to find out why we' re meeting in secret. |
mean, we can assume they know we know something, and they can try to guess what we know, but
nobody really knowswhat anybody € se knows, you know?’

“If youdothat again, | will kill you.” Hit glaresat him. “I’m not kidding.”

Y ep, there' sareason she gets on so well with Dina. Not sure where that relationship isheading, and it's
not my business. But it' s good to see Her Highness smiling again, whatever the reason.

Crap. | just ordered thisdrink. With amental shrug, | drain it in one gulp. It's meant to be sipped, not
durped, but I'll bedamned if | let it go to waste.

Nobody’ s surprised when Hit optsto stay, but | let the guysfile out first. | pause at the door. “Look, it's
not what you think. He' sjust overzedlous, that’ sdl.”

Tomy surprise, Dinaflashes me asheegpish smile. “ Y eah, Hit talked me out of that. She said she can
awaystdl when somebody’ s getting down, and you haven't had any since we left Lachion.”

My eyebrowsfed like they’ re shooting off the top of my head. “ She can do what now? How?’

Hit smiles. “If | told you that, I’ d haveto kill you.”

“Funny,” | mutter. “Like | haven't heard that line athousand times. It was old when your
great-grandmammawas young.”

Inthe pilot’s case, however, it just might betrue. | opt not to stick around long enough to find out. | have
work to do.

CHAPTER 47

We're on Venice Minor.

Ka and | vacationed here once, four years ago. There' saunique brilliance in the sunshine, and the
qudity of the air possesses an indefinable sweetness. It actually soothesthe lungs asyou draw it in, soft
and bamy. Back then, | laughingly cdled it paradise, but today it's my prison, however prettily they
packageit.

And let me say, it safabulousvilla, dl shimmering white stone designed in fauix-classica style. Spacious
grounds with seven open gardens and terraces invite you to take astroll; tiered balconies overflow with
miniature fruit trees. Y es, you can pluck grapes right off the vine and peaches from the bough. Sweetness
drizzlesfrom your lips down your chin.

Though Kdler and his goons refuse to confirm, | know perfectly well wherewe are. And thefirst time |
get access to an unsecured termind, I’ [l bounce a message so that the whole world knows, too. They’re
not blaming thison me; | refuse to be held respongible for increased Morgut attacks and diplomatic



falureon Ithiss-Tor.

Maybe | took my rolelightly at firgt, but our time on Emry, and later, on Lachion, put meassdeepin
human suffering. | won't stand aside. | won't let the Syndicate neutralize me with promises of future
mesetings and astonishing opulence.

Keler assgned uslavish suites that actualy manage to dim the luxury we enjoyed while aboard the ship. |
refuse to be distracted by promises of steam baths, pure-earth facials, and deep-tissue massages,
however. | pace my gilt-and-ivory cell, feverish with the need to act.

Everything is coded. It practically requires Keller' s permission to take a bath. He plays the role of host
quite convincingly. If | didn’t know better, I'd dmost believe him when he says, “Mr. Jewel has been
caled awvay unexpectedly, but he wishesyou dl to avail yoursdf of his hospitdity in the meantime.”
Bullshit.

I’ m Starting to wonder if thisMr. Jewel even exists. He might be Kdler for dl | know. The voice that
spoke through my mother’ s voice was distorted enough that | wouldn’t recognizeit if | heard it without
augmentation.

Thefirgt day, | amuse mysdlf playing with the ridiculoudy sophisticated wardrober that came with my
room. The Fashionista 4000 has patterns and stylesthat I’ ve never seen before. By the time I’ m finished,
I’ve come along way toward replenishing dl the clothes I ve seen lost or destroyed aong the way.

In some of them, | might even look like an ambassador, dthough Dinarefuses to watch metry on outfits
and give me her opinion. Too bad, snce she' sthe only one of uswith any experience in such matters. But
maybe | shouldn’t have asked because she wears a queer ook when she shakes her head.

“That'sdl benind me,” she saysquietly. “I’m amechanic now.”

“Yeah, okay.” | turn from the mirror, clad in afilmy scarlet dressthat gives methelook of afetish vid star
not afraid to show some skin. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m going to go see what Hit' sup to.” The way she leaves makes me sure |’ ve struck a sore spot.
Damn, | hatewhen I’m an insensitive asshole. Usudly | can seeit coming, but this one blindsided me.
Now that I'm thinking about it, | can imagine Dinaditting in her sster’ srooms, watching them try on
clothes, talking about the partiesthey’ |l attend. Maybe the coup on Tarnus took place twenty years ago,
but she gtill wearsthe scars. Hers just go further than skin deep.

Withasgh, | ped off the red gown and don something more sensible: skinny white dacks, white vest,
and light woven shoes. While checking to make sure | got the Sizing right on the new clothes, | notice that
my dark hair' samost three centimeterslong now, and it' sstarting to curl. I'm findly losing the
lost-refugee [ook.

With ashrug, | close the closet door. Most times, when | [ook at my reflection, | seethe scarsto the
excluson of al ese. They remind me of the people who died for the Corp’ s greed; | carry their shadows
inmy skin.

If I’'m awaking memorid, my life hasto mean something. | never used to think dong those lines. Never
saw patterns or purpose—I think that’s March’ sinfluence. | force back the mood shift that threatens at
the thought of him. No timefor that. I’ [l yearn or grieve, or whatever theright emotion is, later. For now
I’1l do some poking around; seewhat | can find out.

Mary, | can’'t believe | haveto put my faith in apalitician like Tarn. Now that | understand his
angle—and what he' strying to prevent—it scares the shit out of me. I hope he can come up with an
explanation for where | am this time. I’'m supposed to be on €l os, inspiring the pioneersthat eke out an
existence on the winter world.

He must think I’ m the biggest fuckup in the world. When wewin freg, I’m going to take thisjob
serioudy. | can dothis. | can be more than Jax the jumper. I’ ve dready memorized half thelist that Ve
went over with me. Morning to night, 245 drillsme mercilesdy, and it’ snot like | have anything elseto
do.

Hit would like to daughter everyone on the estate and stedl a ship. But then she tendsto solve dll
problemswith aclosed fist, which explains why she and Dinaget on so well. Fortunately, cooler heads
have prevailed so far, and we re doing recon, trying to find out how many men are at this place, what
types of ships are docked here, and what security we can expect—V e’ sforte.



| hate rdying on Ve, but my options are limited. Redlizing I’'m pacing, | whed as| come up againgt the
glastique door that bars me from the terrace. | could key it open, as Kdler kindly gave me security
codes—but it wouldn’t help in the grand scheme of things. We re prohibited from wandering off etate
grounds—“for your own safety,” as Keller put it—and there’ s a shock field around the perimeter to
protect us from marauding native animas, since the undeveloped portions of Venice Minor consist of
wild jungle and denserain fores.

Wdll, | haveto do something. Inthe last two days, the only thing I’ ve achieved isalight tan. Whilel no
longer look so sick or pasty—and daily injections seem to be shoring up my rickety bones—I need to
accomplish something substantia. The past months, I’ ve fdt like deadweight that just dows people
down.

As|’m getting ready to head out, the door bot tellsme, “Y ou have avisitor, Srantha Jax. Allow entry?’
“Whoisit?’ I’ velearned something snce March walked into my cell on Perlas Station. | dways ask the
cdler'sID now.

After abrief pause, the bot answers, “Vd.”

| find that oddly charming. The bounty hunter doesn’t use nicknames or terms of endearment, but he's
adopted my mode of addressfor him? From what he’ s said, his people don’'t adopt new customs eesily,
which makesther ability to mimic dternate forms dl the more intriguing.

Mog Ithtorianswould consider theway Vd livesvulgar. There sacertain stigma attached to conceding
his true appearance. The ability developed as atrait meant to enhance hunting prowess, not to allow an
Ithtorian, who is clearly superior, to pass among the soft skins.

“Lehimin.”

The door swishes open, and Ve sepsinsde. He' s getting better at smiling in greeting, smulating the type
of expression that people wear when they’ re happy to see someone. | smile back because whenever he's
around, | fed steadier.

“They gave you the princessroom.” He takesin the elevated bed with its e aborate netting, and the
furniture that shimmerswith gold.

| arch abrow. “I figured everyone sroom looked like this, which must make you boysfed lessthan
meanly.”

He radiates puzzlement, though his face doesn't dter noticeably. “How could a color scheme affect my
gender?’

“Never mind.” Sometimes| forget that while Ve might be masculine, heis definitely not a man. “What's
your room like then?’

| figure he' Il get around to the reason behind hisvisgt, and it doesn’t hurt to be socid. | could usethe
practice ancethe Ithtorianswill be judging my manners.

“Itisgreen,” hesays.

Well, that doesn't tell me much. Thankfully, it doesn't matter.

“Y ou want something to eat or drink? | have afull gourmet kitchen-mate in here. And there’ sapeach
tree on my balcony.” | must admit, playing the hostess doesn’t come natura to me. I’ m ready to demand
what he found out, which doesn’t bode well for my gptitude for politica maneuvering.

“If it contains citric acid, | will becomeill. Thus, | must decline.”

At thispoint, | give up. | can practice the art of patience later. “Have you finished with your recon? What
canyou tel me?’

Hetakes a seat on the long, soft white sofa. “I have. | took alook around the compound, examined
security measures, and listened to Grubb and Boyle for an extended period of time. When they were
otherwise occupied, | managed to access one of their personal communication units and | downloaded all
relevant data. After lengthy analysis, | believe | have detected afault in their security that can be
exploited. But it will require complex planning and some deight of hand.”

“Vd,” | breathe. | somehow manage to control the urge to hug him around the neck. “1 knew you' d
come through. Tell mewhat you need.”

“It will take everyone, operating in tandem, to make thiswork,” he says. “But | believe I’ ve located an
old termind in the sublevel of the structure. 1t has been decommissioned, but if you take Dinawith you,



you should be able to patch back into the system. | don’t believe such atask would surpass her
capabilities”

Given that I ve seen her repair aship with glue, copper wire, and pure voodoo, I’ m sure he' sright.
“Okay, what will the rest of you be doing?’

Hetdlsme.

CHAPTER 48

“You sure Jael and Hit can pull this off?” Dina mutters.

She has some reason to worry. Welaid out athree-prong plan, and if anything goeswrong, we'll bein
the soup for sure. Timing iscrucidl. It' sagood thing we learned to rely on each other in the tunnels;
otherwise, we wouldn't have dared risk something on thisscale.

WEe re down in the basement, not somewhere we should be wandering. | doubt we could convince
anyone we re Sghtseeing. Thiswill work, though. It hasto.

| cock abrow at her. “Do you think we're better qualified to take out targets quickly and quietly?’
Dinaresponds with awithering look. “Don’'t be anidiot. Y ou have the schematics?’

After afew uninterrupted days of exercise and EMP stimulation, she’ swalking so much better that it
takes me a minute to understand why she’ s so touchy. I’ d never know she had atransplant such ashort
time ago. Her limp isn't even debilitating now; it just throws off her gait some. Doc did agood job
picking the replacement limb. Wisdly, | decide not to mention any of those thoughts.

“Right here.” | loft 245, who doesn’t say anything. But she's powered up, ready to play her role.

| don't know if thisisgenius or desperation, but if | had to guess, I'd cdll it areckless marriage of the
two. Thetricky part arises from not being able to check the others status, because our comms can't
connect to the wireless system. Or rather, aren’t being permitted to do so. We re welcome to use their
terminasfor room-to-room cdls, of course.

Yeah, right.

“If Vel doeshispart ontime, we'll get in and out in less than two minutes.”

The dternative goes unspoken. If he doesn't, dlarms sound, Kdler’ s goons come running, and—well,
I”’m not surewhat comes next, but I’ d guessit’ s not good. | imagine there salimit to what they’ re willing
to put up with. They could transfer me to an atogether-less-agreeable prison, or if they lose patience with
the babysitting job entirely, they might off me. As Jadl pointed out, these guys don’t make money off
vauing humanlife.

Aswe pause outside the door, | scan the hallway, take a deep breath, and then activate 245. “ Johann
Kéller, requesting access.”

She can reproduce avoice with a98.5 percent accuracy. Let’s seeif that gets usin the door. Ve
should' ve patched into the cameras by now, so if anyone swatching, it looks like we re not here.
“Granted,” the bot tells us politely.

We hasten into the room before something can go wrong, and the door dides closed behind us. | draw
up short, causing Dinato dam into my back. Her weight makes me oof, and | nearly drop 245, who
responds with a cautionary, “Be careful, Srantha Jax. In your current financia state, you cannot afford to
replaceme.”

“I couldn’t replace you even if | had atrillion credits” | tell her.

Dinaignores us as she scowls a where we ve ended up. Droid parts litter the filthy counters, and a half
dozen broken units lean up againgt the wall—chass's, ams, legs, even heads. Something standsin the far
corner, covered by atarp. No terminals, not even the decommed one Ve’ s schematics reflected.

Shit.

“I don't think we Il find anything useful in here”

The mechanic looks like she wantsto dap me. “No shit. They must’ ve made some changes since those
plans were uploaded.”

“Or they planted the wrong ones on purpose.” | wouldn’t put it past them.

Nothing like running us around for entertainment. It savesthem worrying that we might actualy
accomplish something. Keeps us busy until the dusive Mr. Jewel seesfit to turn up and dedl with us.



Well, I'll be damned if I’ [l wait. There hasto be something we can use. | start to rummage quickly, not
knowing whether there are camerasin here. | can't spot any of the usud tdls, but theroomisdark and
grimy with months of accumulated dust. Whoever used to tinker down here doesn't anymore.
“What'reyou doing?’ Dinawantsto know. “Thisisacomplete waste of time.”

“Isit? | yank the cover off the thing in the corner and only just manage not to stagger back in shock.
Her eyeswiden, just as mine do. “Well, maybe not.”

“What isit?’

She comes over to examine what I’ ve found. At first | thought it was adead body, but the flesh fedls
smooth and supple when | pokeit. For al intents, we' ve found awoman down in storage, eyes closed as
if in repose. She has brown hair and an aesthetically perfect face that comes from a composite of many
beautiful people.

Bracing hersdf onthewall, Dinabends and liftsits barefoot. “ She' saLila, one of Pretty Robotics's
older models. See the logo stamped on her insole? They changed the line about five years ago and shifted
away from classca beauty, went more for the lush, showy designs.”

“Bigger boobs?’ | guess.

“ Among other assets”

“Is she broken?” Why el se would she have been dumped down here?

“Lemmetakealook.”

She popsapane on the droid' s forearm, taps afew buttons, but nothing happens. “Looks like her chip
isfried. Expendverepair.”

“Unless...” | look at 245, hold her up beside the Lila. “What do you think? She' s been asking for a
way to join the action. Could you manage a brain transplant?’

“It'snot my forte, but maybe. | have aknack with most machines.”

“I can help,” 245 volunteers. “ Once you begin the process, | can tell you what connections remain to be
made and what systems | am able to control.”

“Let’stry it,” Dinadecides. “Thisunit may have security clearancesthat 245 can exploit. That alone
makes it worth tackling. Plus| like achalenge. Jax, find me sometools”

“Right.” | barely manage not to salute and call her “Y our Highness” just to rag on her. After what
happened earlier, I’ d rather not test Dina’ s mood, particularly not when my very helpful,
damn-near-indispensable persona ass stant depends on her good offices.

“Thisisn't going to beaquick inand out,” shewarnsme. “Inthe origind plan, Vd only givesusten
minutes to bounce amessage out, telling Tarn wherewe are.”

“Then let’ s hope the third prong works without a hitch. If Jagl and Hit take care of the goonsfor us,
maybe nobody will comelooking.”

She shrugs. “ And maybe thisroom isn’t on camera. We can’t worry about it now. Thedieiscast. Hand
methe slver one. No, smdler than that.”

| fed like a particularly inept medical assstant, but | pass her the implement as she begins the procedure.
Dinaactualy unscrewsthetop of the droid’ s skull, lifting it off, hair and al. Disembodied, the mass of
shimmering chestnut hair looks macabre on the dirty table.

| look away intimeto find Dinaanother tool, this one with a curved end. The modd’ s head is empty;
they’ ve dready scrapped the ruined bits apparently. To my untrained eye, it looks asif she could just set
245 in there. The space inddethe droid’ s skull seems perfectly sized to accommodate my PA.

She confirms that with an astonished murmur. “1 had no idea the pleasure models could be adapted for
business so eadlly.”

“I believe you will need to remove my externd casing,” 245 tdlsus. “If you were not present, Srantha
Jax, and your correct security codes active, such aprocedure would destroy me, long with everythingin
my data banks.”

“But it'ssafe now? Because I'm here, and I’ ve.. . . authorized the ingtdlation?’ I'm not sure what eseto
cdlit.

“It should be.” But she sounds unsure. “ There are risks associated with exposing my inner workings, but
they should be minimized if | am swiftly housed in my new casing.”



Heh. Only 245 would call thisdim, perfect body a casing . | wonder how she'll deal with men hitting on
her. And they certainly will.

“Wall, let’ sget it done before we' reinterrupted.” Dinatakes 245 from my hands, and damn if | don't
fed like an anxious parent. “How do | get you open?| don't see any seams.”

That strikes me weird, too, akin to asking a patient to consult on her own surgery. However, 245
responds with gplomb. “1 will raise the temperature of the two spots on either side where you must apply
pressure.”

Dinacloses her eyes, running her fingertips along the sides of the sphere. “Got it. Here and here.”

And 245 popsinto segments with tiny silver screws showing. “That is correct. Be sure to ground yourself
before touching any of my sendtive components.”

| fed mysdlf start to swest. It trickles down my neck to the small of my back. “Y ou sure you know what
you'redoing?’

The mechanic glares. “Will you shut up? Y ou’ re making me nervous. And | need a steady hand.”

“Do not worry,” the PA reassuresme. “ All will be wdl, Sirantha Jax. But perhaps you should permit us
some room to work.”

And stop watching, | add slently.

“Fine.” | take adeep breath. “I'll be over hereif you need me. Guarding the door. Or something.”
“Thanks.” Dind sdready lost interest in my angdt, getting straight to work.

| turn my back, hoping for the best.

CHAPTER 49

The operation is a success.

For amoment, | just watch 245 taking her first steps. Her movements are jerky and unsure, but she's
doing it. The way she moves her head strikes me as unnaturd, too, scanning rather than looking, but at
least she’ sambulatory. I'm so proud.

“Thisisvery interesting,” she saysinthevoicel chosefor her.

“Gredt job, Dina.”

She shrugslikeit'sno big ded, but | can see that she wantsto smile. “It wasn't too bad once you left me
aone. We should get out of here, though.”

“Agreed. Shal we, 2457

“I have given that a condderable amount of thought,” shetellsme. “And | believe anumeric designationis
no longer appropriate.”

“What did you pick?’ | fiddle with the controls, but I can’t get the door open.

“Congtance,” she answers. “It means constant or steadfast. | will take the surname Riddle because of my
nature.”

| likeit, actudly, not that my approval is paramount. “ Good choice. Can you get us out of here,
Constance?’

“Let metry.” She pauses, head tilted. “ This unit possesses basic clearances. Let’s seeif these codes il
work.”

They do, and the door dides open. We step out into the dark hallway, so different from the ivory
elegance of the upper stories. Keller comes around a corner and headsright for us.

Too late to run. My heart races. By hisexpression, heisn't sure what we' re doing down here. Well, that
makes two of us. | hope 245, er, Constance keeps quiet. If she spesks, he'sgoing to know sheisn't
programmed to Smulate sexua arousal.

“That unitisbroken,” he saysby way of greeting. “ The boys got alittle rough with her one night.”

Ew. It explainswhy shewasin storage, though. “Dinarepaired her,” | answer, trying to project the old
Jax, the party girl people saw onthevids. “It’s pretty quiet around here. So we' re going to have alittle
party. Y ou want to come?’

Keler ssems undecided. My skin crawls. If he saysyes, we |l haveto kill him. It won't be as quick and
elegant as Hit could manage, but we'll get the job done.

Making mattersworse, I’ [l haveto play the femme fatale. Dina doesn’'t have the hetero skill set, and



Congtance can't pass asapleasure droid. | try on what | hopeisaflirtatious smile, and run my fingertips
down the front of hisshirt.

He stepsback. “I’'m afraid | can’t mix business with pleasure. | need to find Grubb and Boyle. But don't
let me get inthe way of your good time.”

Thank Mary, he'sgoing to let ustake the bot without questioning the repair. If he knew anything about
the damage to thismodd, he! d redlize there was no way to fix her without anew persondity chip. We
brush past him, heading for the lift, but my pulse doesn't dow until we put afloor between us.

“He snot going to find Grubb and Boyle, ishe?’ | need aminute to figure out our next move.

We should’ ve gotten a message out by now, and apart from having found abody for 245, which wasn't
exactly urgent, we' re no better off. | lead the way down the hal, away from this part of the house at
least. The other two follow.

“I don’'t think so. We didn't send akind, gentle team to take care of them, did we? When Kdler finds
them—"

“We become Venice Minor'sMost Wanted,” | finish.

“Would you redly have fucked him?’ Dinaraisesabrow at me.

“I was going to distract him so you could hit himin the head.”

Shegrins. “ Good thinking.”

“His heart raced in an unusua manner,” Constance observes. Hearing 245’ s voice come out of this
gorgeous woman gives me alittle sart. “ That Signifies excitement, nervousness, or anxiety, doesit not?’
“You could tell that?’ | redlize | have no ideawhat this Pretty Robotics modd is capable of. | dways
preferred my companionswith apulse.

“| am able to monitor physiological reactions,” she confirms. “ Pulse, respiration, body temperature. |
believe my predecessor may have used it to gauge reactions to her overtures.”

“But with some adaptation, you could useit asalie detector,” Dinasays. “ That could comein handy.”

In my role as ambassador, assuming | ever get there, it would prove invaluable. Constance apparently
agrees because she answers, “1 need more data regarding the norma spectrum for nonhumans, but yes. |
could utilize my sensorsin that manner.”

“My secret wegpon,” | say.

“Will I beasecret?’ the droid asks. “ Do you plan to pass me as human?’

| haven’t begun to think of that, or the ethicd pitfalsinvolved. “1 don’'t know. Isthat legd?’

“I can check my data banks.”

Dina shakes her head at both of us. “ Stay focused, please. Y ou can worry about the Al precedents
leter.”

Aswe move, thevillaseems ominoudy slent. But if Ve, Jagl, and Hit have done their jobswell, the
place might well be devoid of life, except for us. | haven't heard the report of wegpons, nothing but the
soft rasp of our shoes againgt the patterned tile floor.

Timerunsagaing us. Every minute | spend here and not on ldlosworks againgt us. Tarn's excuses won't
hold forever.

“We need to expedite an escape, do we not?” Constance must’ ve been running the problem over from
variousangles.

| nod. “That’ stheidea.”

“Perhaps my basic clearances will work on acommunication termind,” Constance suggests. “ They may
not have blocked them because prior to my ingalation, this unit would never have possessed the impetus
to use such adevice”

| stare at her for amoment. “That’ s an astonishingly smple yet brilliant idea. Y our roomisclosest,” | add
toDina. “Let’ sseeif this |l work.”

The mechanic’ sroom is quite unlike mine, more masculine, done in mahogany and gold. Our quarters
share certain amenities, however, such asthe spacious floor plan and luxurious gppointments. Her bed
doesn't have the intricate netting, however, or the fanciful carvings on the head-board.

Constance heads for the termina and keysin her codes. We share atense moment, and then she glances
at me, asif in search of approva. | step up behind her in time to see the screen flash to anew et of



options.

“Security for the whole house uses the same central computer, which accepts the same agorithmic
sequences,” sheexplains.

“So what worksfor the doors also works on theterminals.” Being mechanically minded, Dinafiguresit
out much fagter. “Don’t just Sit there, bounce amessage.”

“I have Chancellor Tarn’s node address, but | require content.”

With her looking like avid actress, it’s harder to remember how literd she can be. “Tell him we re being
held on Venice Minor by the Syndicate, and we need help.”

“Can you attach aworm to the message so he can trace the messageto itsorigin?’ Dinaasks. “That'l|
help him find usfaster. And bury it in the subsystem logsif you can, 0 it’' snot immediatdy noticegbleif
someone is monitoring communications.”

For severa tense, nerve-wracking moments, we watch her work the terminal with al the care of a
tightrope dancer. She' sclumsy with her fingers at first, unused to such an imperfect interface. And then
columns of symbols and numbers pour down the display pand, green tinged, yellow tinged.

So far so good.

“Yes, yes, and done,” Constancetdlsusat last. “ After sending it, | dtered the time stamp to conced it
from prying eyes. If thereis no secondary screening system, our message should reach the Chancellor
withintwelve hours”

Twelve hours. But we don't know how long it' Il take to get somebody out here. Maybe we shouldn’t
count on him. But maybe he can spin things with the truth. | can see the talking heads now: The New
Terran ambassador has been kidnapped. No ransom demands have been received asyet . . .
Thetiming of the door chime makes me jump, and Dinalooks edgy as achem-head in search of her next
fix. I look around for aweapon. Find nothing. They confiscated al our hardware before we boarded,
and we haven't seen any of it since. Jaw clenched, | take up a heavy bronze statuette on aside table
while Dinatakes up position on the other side of the door, beside the control panel.

| nod. It's her room.

“What?’ That's classic Dinaright there, down to theirascible tone.

“Everything okay?’ Hit asks. “Can | comein?’

“Fine” Dinaanswers, unlocking the door.

Thetension drains out of me as Dinaletsthe pilot in. Jael strollsin behind her, but he draws up short
when he catches sight of Congtance, now sitting on the sofa. Well away from the terminal. Smart.

This should be fun.

“Wall then. | had no idea you’ d made such acharming friend, or I’ d have been back long before now.
How' d things go by theway?’

“We got the job done,” Dinaanswers briefly. “You?’

Jadl amiiles. “Us, too.”

My gazefixes on asmal splotch of blood on the collar of his pale blue shirt.

Though they don't tell uswhere they hid the bodies, the Syndicate is down five hired thugs.

CHAPTER 50

We're deep in strategy sessions of phase two.

Sofar, the best ideaiisto stedl a shuttle that’ s strong enough to handle straight space, turn on the distress
sggnd, and wait for rescue. | don't like the uncertainty, however. There' sno telling who might pick usup.
At least this Jewel has avested interest in my surviva, since he wantsto use me. Then again, there’ sno
telling what he might do when he discovers we' ve been picking off his guys. We need to get out of here,
oneway or another.

Stll, | can't regret leaving Lachion with them. The arriva of another Conglomerate ship might’ ve had
disastrous consequences for Gunnar-Dahlgren. Ther battle is going to be hard enough.

“I have studied their security in some detail,” Ve says. “And the only vessdl we can accessisthe mini
scheduled for repair. Using Constance' s clearance codes, | assigned some tech droids to begin work
immediately. Since it was not scheduled for maintenance until next week, they should not consider it a



flight risk.”

“How long beforeit’ s operationd?’ Dina asks.

“Eight hourstota,” the bounty hunter answers. “ Seven hoursremaining. | could not divert the entire fleet
without arousing some suspicion. If this place were not dmost entirely automated, questions would have
aisendready.”

“A point inour favor,” Jagl notes. “And since the place is so big, they’ re probably still looking for the
guyswho went missng.”

“How many do you think are on the grounds?’ | don’t want to think about fighting our way out of here.
Syndicate or nat, I’ ve seen enough bloodshed to last alifetime. Plus Dinaand | till qudify asthe
weekest links.

We can't hold our own in afight yet. I’'m stronger than | was—and so is she—but neither of us could
take on atrained enforcer. But maybe Ve, Hit, and Jagl are strong enough to make up the difference.
“Indl?" Hit aks.

| nod.

The pilot looks thoughtful. “ For aplace of thissize, at least ten. Madame Kang would have insisted on
twenty, though. But she relied more on manpower than technology. She was old-fashioned in some
ways.”

“Perhaps the extraguards travel with the one caled Mr. Jewd,” Congtance suggests. “In his absence,
thereislessto protect, only material goods, which can be replaced more easily than a person of some
importance.”

Jael squinches up hiseyesat the droid, probably in remembered embarrassment. | let him flirt with her for
agood five minutes before explaining why Dinaand | were snickering.

Ve agrees. “When their leeder arrives, we will likely have more men with which to contend.”

“All the more reason to get our asses out of here,” Dina saysflatly. “We should stay together, and in
seven hours, we make arun for the shuttle”

“If we have to shoot our way out, so beit.” Jagl spinsalaser pistol hetook off one of the guards.
“Don'’t even think about taking that thing on board,” Hit warnshim.

Themerc glaresat her. “You think I'm stupid? | could dismantle that little skiff we re taking up with a
sonicblade, let alone one of these. And | don't intend to experience thejoy of vacuum firsthand.”

Two alphas, one small ship. Thiswill be fun.

“Settle down,” | say doud. “ Jael won't be taking any laser weapons up. He may look young, but he's
not devoid of sense.”

To my surprise, he didesme alayered look that endsin ahaf smile. By his expresson, he read
something significant into my defense, but | don’t have time to figure out what. Maybe he has't been
accepted like this before, and he appreciates when | have hisback; | hope that’sdl itis. Hit doesn't
know he' s Bred, though, or she might be reluctant to work with him. | don’t know her well enough to
gauge her prgudices.

Ve says, “We should pack up our gear and convey it to a central location.”

| suspect | won't be ableto carry al the clothes | madein the wardrober, let alone fit them all in my
pack. That holds three or four outfits at best, so | need to pick my favorites. When | reach llos, | want
to make agood impression.

| refuse to think about dternative outcomes. We Il do this, and I'll be a real ambassador. I'll do anything
to makethiswork with Ithiss-Tor. I'll even stick to Tarn’sscript if | haveto, because | finaly understand
what's a stake.

| wish the bastard had leveled with me before we left New Terra. Then again, maybe | would have taken
hisfear as politicad maneuvering. Maybe | wouldn't have taken the threat serioudly without seeing the
carnage on Emry Station.

| push to my feet. “Come on, Constance. Let’s go make you anew outfit. Y ou can't wear that to
diplomatic functions”

Thedroid tips her head, studying her shiny silver hater dress. “1t does ook more gppropriate for one
who makesaliving selling sexud favors, doesit not?’



She sartlesalaugh out of me athough she wasn't joking. The Lilaunit does precisdly that, so she was
gating afact. Congtance watches us, asif trying to puzzle out why Jadl, Dina, and Hit are laughing dong
with me, but sheand Ve are not.

“Yep. Let’smeet back herein six hours. Get your stuff, take a nap, but one way or another, we' re out of
here”

“Idedlly, Tarn will flag aship dready inthe area,” Jael putsin. “ Send someone to snag us.”

“Let’snot think about everything that could go wrong.” Hit makes hersdf comfortable on Dina’ s couch,
50 | guess she doesn't need to pack. Or maybe her stuff’ saready here. Not my business, but | admit to
acertain amount of curiosity asto how Dina seduces every other woman she meets.

| mean, she' sstrong rather than svelte, with broad, muscular shoulders and athick build. She does have
gorgeous green eyes, though, and hair that shimmerslike gold silk. Maybe it’ s the contrast between
strength and softness.

“Keep garing a melikethat, Jax, and I'll think you see something you like.” Sheraisesher gazeto give
measmoky haf smile.

Okay, even | register asmall spark when shelevelsthat look on me. | don’t eventry to play it off. | flirt
back alittle. “Nicetry. But I'm not having you bresk March’s heart by being irresstible.”

The mechanic grins. “It' sacurse”

“We meet back in six hours” Jael cutsin. At my arched brow, he shrugs. “ A guy can only take so
“That'sright,” Hit says. “They dways picture themselves in the middle of the action, whether it has
anything to do with them or not.”

Leaving them to bicker, | head for the door. Constance falsinto step beside me; aready she moveswith
more assurance. “ Getting the hang of it?’ | ask her.

“Of what?’

“The whole having-a-body experience.”

She congdersthat. “1 find it difficult to judge distances. | kegp walking into walswhere | should turn.”
“Well work onit.”

The hallsremain eerily empty aswe make our way back to my suite. First | show Constance how to use
the wardrober, and leave her looking at patterns. Then | make myself a snack. Shelooks so red that I'm
tempted to offer her something to est.

So | ask about that. “ Can you eat? As part of your companion function?’

She pauses, tilting her head in away that tells me she' s accessing secondary systems. “Thiscasing hasa
receptacle for magticated foodstuff, which needs to be emptied within twenty-four hours, or | would
become maodorous.”

Everything arich, lonely man needsin order to pretend he has areal woman by hisside. “Don’'t worry, |
won't need you to use such socia functions.”

“I am not worried,” shetdlsme. “I am hereto facilitate dl mattersfor you, Srantha Jax. If that should
involve smulating socid intercourse, | am happy to oblige, now that | have a casing designed for such
work.”

| don't quite know what to say to that. Does that mean she' d let me pimp her out? Then again, she' s il
an Al, no matter how fond I may have become of her. There sathin gray line between sentient and
sdlf-willed. The wardrober hums asit produces a sober black suit. My PA has a strict sense of business
attire, | guess.

With no sense of decorum, sheimmediately begins disrobing. “Y ou may not want to do that with anyone
eseintheroom,” | advise.

She peers a me through awhite blouse. “1t isimpolite?’

“Something like that.”

| start going through my clothes, picking out the ones that look sophisticated enough to pass on any
world, regardiess of loca fashions. Lots of black, some silvery gray, and afilmy white outfit that does
nice things for my newly tanned skin. That will haveto do for now. | wonder how March will like the new
me



Whereishe now? Lost in the war he shouldn't have chosen? Does he ever think of me? And will |
recognize him if he comes back to me?

| touch the gaudy ring he gave me as apromise, now suspended around my throat on athin golden chain.
That contact doesn't give me any sense of him, not amagicd talisman, or alink to what we' ve lost.
He might be dead. For amoment, the need to have March by my side overwhelms me. The longing
steals my breath, nearly bends me double.

“Kegp an eyeonthings,” | tell Congtance. “I’ m going to get some deep.”

It'sthat or weep, and | need to keep it together. | sprawl on the bed.

The next thing | know, my comm beeps red with an incoming message. | have no way of gauging how
long I’ ve been out. “Accept,” | cdl to thetermind.

Then adisembodied voice—no accompanying image— says, “Jewe will see you now.”

CHAPTER 51

As catastrophes go, thisoneisfairly dire.

“Warn the others,” | mutter to Constance.

| honestly thought we were being held indefinitely. | didn’t think there was any such person named Jewe
and if there was, based on what Grubb and Boyle said, he had no intention of meeting with me. We
didn’t factor this eventudity into the plan. And we re just forty-five minutes from departure, too.

| try to cdm down. The otherswill figure out away around this. Nobody will interfere with apleasure
droid roaming the hdls, so she'll get word to them. | just need to gtal for time.

When | come out into the pale, cool corridor, | find Keller waiting for me. “ Did you enjoy your party?’
There sdefinitely an upside to being portrayed as a brainless thrillseeker on the newsvids. Generdly, my
reputation works against me, but here, it servesuswell.

“Very much.” | offer asweet smile. “Y ou should have comeaong.”

“Unfortunatdly, business arose from my employer’ simminent arriva. You'll wait in the central salon.”
Right. That shuts me up as nothing else could have. Instead | listen to our footsteps echoing ahead of us.
All too soon, Keller deposits mein alarge, overly empty lounge, complete with ornate floral
arrangements and arushing fountain in the center of the room. The chairs grouped here and there ook
iff and formal, more for show than comfort.

“Would you like refreshments?’ Keller asks, suddenly obsequious. “It shouldn’t belong now.”

| feel oddly like the prisoner whose last request cannot be denied. So | refuse everything and elect to
remain standing. I’ d rather be ready to run.

Keler nods, heading for ahalway other than the one we entered through. | wander the room whiletrying
to pretend I’'m not conscious of the minutesticking away. | hope Constance has gotten word to the
others by now.

| don’t hear any footsteps beneath the rushing fountain, but | sense | have company. Pinning on asmile, |
turn— and find my mother standing there. Shit. | didn’t see that coming.

“They’ re holding you, too? Areyou al right?” I’m not the most dutiful daughter, | admit, but we' |l take
her with uswhen we go.

Assheglidescloser, | see shelooks different than she did at the coffeehouse. She carries hersalf with an
indefinable air of confidence down to her perfectly manicured fingertips. Today she' snot atrembling
bundle of nerves, fearing for her life. Ramona Jax lent me my bone structure, but shefills out adress
better than | do. Rguvenex treatments have left her smooth-skinned and ageless.

“I"'m surprised you haven't put it together,” she sayswith afaint haf smile.

“Put...” Andthenit clicks. “You're Jewel. There’'sno man behind the mirror, or rather . . . heisyou.
How the hel—"

“Didyou think your father’ s pathetic little art gallery funded our lifestyle? Honestly, Sirantha, sometimes|
think you' re more his child than mine. If | didn’t know you'’ d gotten your need for adrendine from me,
I’d suspect the worst.”

She' sgood, amazingly good, if shefooled March. Maybe she slike me, completely
compartmentalized— maybe that’ swhere| got the ability. So she can be the terrified victim one moment



and aruthless Syndicate boss the next.

| don’t even know what to ask first. No wonder Jewel didn’t want me harmed. Whatever else can be
said of my mother, she possesses enough vanity not to want to erase her own genetic legacy.

Unless she has to.

Looking at her now, | can honestly say I’ ve never seen her true face before. She’ s only ever shown me
the feather-headed socidite. But in redlity, she's pure steel wrapped in shiny paper.

“What do you mean, | got that from you?’

“I dwayswanted more, too,” she answers. “I was aways after the next thrill; | just hid it better, that’sal.
| still can’t believe | convinced your father to . . .” Ramonalifts her shouldersin an € oquent shrug.
“During ajump. It's no wonder you love grimspace so well.”

| actually stagger back astep. “I was. . . conceived in grimspace?’

Asif | haven't spoken, she bypasses mein acloud of expensive perfume, programming aserving droid
with adrink order. “Do you till like that dreadful Tokgji Cuvée?’

Fine, I'll pretend thisisareunion. For now. My head redswith the implications. It'sawonder I'm not
brain damaged, if that’swhere | got my start. Mary, Doc would have afield day with thisinfo.

“I haven't had it in years, too dear for my blood these days.”

“Come, darling, don’t be coy. Y ou’ ve done quite well for yoursdlf, considering the initial course you
chose”

Knowing thiswill irk her, | say deliberately, “I don't have asingle credit to my name, Mother. Smon
managed to snatch it al, and now my persond assets aretied up in the Farwan financial debacle.”

She dismissesthat with awave of the hand. “Nothing agood barrister can’t sort out. | meant in terms of
prestige, Sirantha. | have use for an ambassador.”

“I’m not going to let you useme,” | bite out. “ Those days are done. They have been for awhile.”

The bot returns with our drinks, its abdomen opening to reved aslver tray. | accept mine, but | don't
know if | should drink it. Would she stoop to drugging me? | honestly don't know.

| hold the glassto the light, admiring the burnished gold of agood sweet wine. | spoke the truth—haven't
had this vintage in years—made from grapes, raisns, peach, apricot, and underlaid with eucalyptus.
Everything | drink is either synthetic or some horrendous homebrew that burnslike acid going down.
Getsyou drunk just the same, though, which was my goa back then.

“It'snot tainted,” she says. “1 don’t need to resort to such measures. After dl, | have you precisely
where | want you.”

“Doyou?’

“Indeed. Or perhaps you think you' ve accomplished something by sneaking around the villa, lurking here
and therelike common criminas.”

“It’ s better to be an uncommon crimind like you?’

“I’'m abusinessivoman,” she sayswith unruffled aplomb. “Y ou distressed your father so much, you
know, when you left that expensive finishing school. He wanted you to follow in his footsteps and manage
the gdlery after him. Asif he ever earned asingle credit without my help.”

“Y ou came from agood family.” I'm struggling to understand. “How did you fdl into.. . . this?’

| can’t imagine the things she' s done for the Syndicate. Don’t want to. Her dark eyes have no bottom,
and to my fevered imagination, it seems. . . no soul. No mora compassthat tells her right from wrong.
There sacaculator instead, measuring va ue versus expenditure.

“I made afew investments with them, quietly, of course, and without your father’ s knowledge. He never
would' ve approved.”

Outrage sharpens my voice. “ Y ou think? Maybe that’ s because he had a conscience, and he wouldn’'t
have wanted to spend credits that came from misery, vice, and murder.”

“Hedidn’'t mind spending my money on ugly, expendve paintings that nobody ever bought,” she snaps.
“He had no business or aesthetic sense at dl.”

Oh, I hit anerve with that. For amoment, | let myself enjoy the sensation. She doesn’'t hold dl the cards
like she thinks she does. Our little group possesses skills she can’t imagine.

Nausea sweeps over mewhen | put it together. “Y ou killed him. Or had him killed. And then put out



word that he' d used a Eutha-booth.”

She doesn't even try to deny it. “Hislittle hobby was expensive and tiresome. And with the expanson to
my territory, | needed the freedom to come and go without awkward questions.”

“ After so many yearstogether, that’ sal he wasto you? Awkward, expensive, and tiresome?’

I’ m gazing into the eyes of amongter. | can't let down my guard—the fact that she’' smy mother provides
no guarantees. | know that now.

“Y our father was obsolete,” she saysin final tones.

Like machinery.

| tuck this new hurt away with al the others, to be dedlt with later. If | don't get away from her, there will
be no later. She'll figure out some way to use me, or she'll dispose of me. For her, there are no other
options. She prefersthe former, but shewon’t balk at the latter.

“Wdl, if you dkill him, of course you wouldn’t hesitate to start awar.” | sound calm, much calmer than |
fed. “Youreally don't care that thousands of people will die? Do you know what the bodies [ook like
after aMorgut attack?’

“I’'mtoldit’' squite painless,” she assuresme. “ The first bite injects a neurotoxin that blocks the nerve
endings, resulting in parayss”

“And there’s money to be made. Weaponsto sell. Private security contracts.” | test our theoriesto see
how close we cameto the truth.

“At least you sorted out what, if not who. Y ou’ reabright girl, Srantha”

| wonder if she had anything to do with the nation attempt on New Terra. “Did you blow up my
Skimmer? What happened, you thought better of trying to use me after we had coffee?’

Ramona shakes her head. “ That was a smple misunderstanding. | disciplined the person involved in the
eror.”

“How many piecesdid heend up in?’

“Twelve.” And | don’'t think she'sjoking. “1’m sorry my men brokeinto your quarters. They seemed to
think 1 wanted you terrorized for some reason, asif fear ever governswomen like us.” Shelaughslightly.
| hate that she lumps mein with her. If thisis how sherunsthings, | bet shedoes't pay muchin
pensions. It aso explains Keler’ shandling of the poor bastard who fucked up in the nav chair. Thank
Mary, that had nothing to do with me.

“You're one scary hitch,” | say, shaking my head. “1 had no idea.”

“You gill don’'t.” Shetips back her head and drains her drink. “For instance. . . I’'m having your crew
killed as we spesk.”

| turn for the door, draw up short at the sound of laser fire. Unless they changed plans after Constance
got to them—if she did—they’re al gathered together, waiting for me.

Shit.

She amiles. “In fact, they might aready be dead.”

CHAPTER 52

| refuse to show fear. “ You don’t know them aswell as | do.”

For thefirst time, I'm glad Marchisn't here. | prefer he never finds out how much crazy runs up and
down my family tree.

“Y ou' re expecting them to burst in and take me hostage, Sirantha?’ Ramonalloftsabrow in gentle
skepticism. “Kdler and histeam can handle them. Y ou didn’t honestly think Grubb and Boyle were our
best, did you? There' sareason | culled you from the herd now, darling. | didn’t want you caught in the
crossfire”

“I don't think you realize you caught one of Madame Kang' s best when you cast your net.” A shot inthe
dark, because surely Keler mentioned it.

The name means nothing to me, but it ingpired fear in her hired goons. Maybeit'll affect my mother the
sameway.

Her eyes widen, and something swirlsin their empty depths. “Lies. All Kang' sgirls died when weraided
her on Gehenna.”



“Not dl,” Hit cdls. “ She may be gone, but | remember everything she taught me. Y ou sent ten men for
four of us?’ Her laugh rings out.

From another direction, echoing oddly, | hear Jadl’ svoice. “Y ou underestimated Jax’ s crew. Bet you rue
thet later.”

“If welet you,” Ve adds.

| can’t tell where any of them are. It sounds like they’ ve got the place surrounded, though, and | assume
they’re al armed. So does Ramona. She makes a great show of holding up her hands.

“Youwin,” shesayslightly. But fury seethesin her eyes. “I’m helpless now. Show yoursavesso | can
surrender.”

She' swesk as aboa congtrictor, but they’ re not stupid enough to fal for that. Dinaand Constance
remain unaccounted for, but it makes senseif they went ahead to the ship. Neither of them would be
much help inafight.

Jael steps from behind an ornate decorative screen, spattered in blood and gore. And I’ ve never been so
glad to seeanyonein my life. | take a step toward him, but he holds up ahand.

“No, | need to deal with her firdt. It pisses me off when people | don’t know try to kill mein my deep.
Well . .. wherel would ve been deeping, anyway, if | wasn't such achary bastard.”

Ramonaliftsher chin. “ Just makeit quick.”

Thisiswhere I’m supposed to intervene, stop him from killing her. Instead | turn my back. | expect to
hear the quick whine of alaser pistol, but when | glance over my shoulder, | find Jadl tying her up. He
gags her before she can say we haven't seen the last of her, or promise to make us sorry.

I’'m dready sorry she' srelated to me. Does that count? | watch him wind the thin filament around her
wrigts. If she strugglestoo hard, she'll cut hersdlf.

“I thought you don't like leaving anyone aive on your backtrail.”

Heshrugs. “1 can't kill an unarmed woman. Call me old-fashioned. But you can shoot her if you want.”
“She’smy mother,” | point out.

“So that means you can't shoot her?’

For amoment, | consider asking Hit to do it. | certainly can’t. Though | suspect I'll regret letting Ramona
live, | just don’t havethat muchicein my veins. | hope she |l walk away, leaving me out of her schemes
after this.

“Pretty much.” | can't be the reason she' skilled. If nothing else, her hungry, junkie spirit made me
who—and what—I am today.

“Then let’ s get the hell out of here before more goonsturn up.” With that, he sgnasto the others that
we removing out. “ Thankfully shedidn’'t send dl her guys after us, or we might’ ve had some trouble.”
Theway helooks, they did have some, but | don't speak, mainly because our trot steals my breeth. |
need to do some endurance training one of these days. One hand clamped against my side, | try to keep
up with Jeel’ slong, loping Strides.

He' s gpparently been studying the layout because he makes the turns with surety, leading usfrom the
centra sdon to the corridor that adjoins the docking area. The walls become less decorative, more
functiond, and tile gives way to plain plagter.

Footsteps echo through the hallway behind us.

“Fuck. She called them faster than | gave her credit for. | should' ve shot her.”

WEe re nearly to the private docking bay. | don’t know how we're getting out, but aslaser fire comes hot
and hard on our hedls, | hope like hdll they have aplan. | dive and roll, coming to my feet around the
corner.

Jeel il hasthe pistol he was playing with in Dind sroom, o he covers me. Orange light flashesdll
around, searing the ground. | hope Hit and Ve got here before us because it looks like the party’ sin full
swing. | can't tel how many guys Ramona has left, but she should' ve sent them all a my crew at once.
The ragtag remainder fires on us, thinking they can keep us pinned down.

Thing s, laserscan't kill Jael. So he shoves me dong toward the shuittle, taking hit after hit. He groans
low in histhroat, but he doesn't fater, and Dina pulls us on board. She dams a pam on the comm pandl,
and barks, “Let’sgo!”



“Roger that,” comes Hit’ s disembodied voice. “Hang on, it might get rough.”

The shuttle enginesfire up, drowning out the sound of lasers striking the hull. If we don't get amove on,
we might be looking at a breach; and then we' re fucked. Damn, | can't get my bregth.

“What took you so long?’ the mechanic demands.

“Everyone else here?’ | bend over, hands on knees.

“Y eah. After she warned us about the changein plan, Constance camein with me, and we prepped the
ship. The other three killed afew guys, and saved your ass.”

The understatement makes me smile. We lurch as Hit takes us up, and Dina swears benegth her bresth
when she damsinto thewall. | hear more than see her head for the seats. We dl need to strap in.
When my vision stops sparkling from oxygen deprivation, | straighten and check on Jadl. Propped up
againg thewall, helooks pale and clammy, eyes clenched tight. He smells of smoke and charred flesh, so
ashudder runs through mewhen | step closer. But he' snot dead like the victims on the Sargasso.

He needsme.

Steadying mysdlf with adeep bresth, | wrap an arm around hiswaist. “I’ ve got you, come on. They left
the last two seatsfor us”

A muffled explosion rocksthe ship, and at first | think we' ve been hit, but instead of crashing into the
roof, we just keep going up. The shock field doesn't have full vertical coverage, so once we get some
dtitude we' re homefree.

There' sonly the cockpit and asmall hub on this boxy little skiff, so we don't havefar to go. | see Dina
sitting beside Ve, so Constance must be up front with the pilot. Jael collapses, and | nearly go down with
him before | get my baance.

| know firsthand just how excruciating burns can be. Even through layers of narcotics, | remember lying
inmedical, feding each one of my nerve endings curl and char over and over again. There sno pain like
it.

“What can | do?’

Eyesdill closed, hetakesmy hand in his. Damn near pulverizes my knuckles. In fact, given my bone
condition, fractures might result. Since he took the shotsfor me, I'll takethis. 1t'Il heal. Maybe dower
than someone else, but I’ m not weak.

| refuseto be.

“This. . . redly fucking stings,” he gasps, after amoment. “No matter how many times |’ m shot, | never
get usedtoit. Just . . . glad they didn’t have disruptors. Talk about painful.”

“You can hed eventha?’ | ask without thinking.

Jadl raises haunted eyesto mine. “ Y eah. Even that.”

He' d only know that if he' d hedled the damage fromiit. | want to ask when. Wasit in abattle he chose,
or part of inhuman lab testing? He does't talk about his early life, before the government disbanded the
program, and cut the survivorsloose.

Inaway, | probably understand him better than anyone. I’ m pretty damn close to Bred mysdlf, though
I’'m not ready to talk about it. What kind of freak am |, conceived in grimspace? | wonder if that has
anything to do with why technology breaks down around me. Doc would want to run tests, but he' son
Lachion, hedling the wounded from awar he won't fight.

“You'll bedl right.” | force asmile and brush back aburnished lock of sweat-damp hair, intending it asa
casud, gppreciative gesture.

But Jeel leans hisforehead againgt my pam. Hiseyeids drift down asif my touch offers some unfamiliar
benediction. Tremors course through him in waves, and | can dmost sense the reparation of damaged
cdls, wracking him. He acts like he needs this smal point of contact for reasons| can't begin to delve.
“Lookslikewe re clear,” Hit announces over the comm. “| got stars on the screen and no sign of
pursuit.”

“Yet. They will find usif we are not collected by another vessdl,” Ve says.

Drawing back before | yield to the urge to hug Jael, | tap the comm panel on the arm of my seat. “Turn
on thedistresssignd, and let’ s hope for the best.”



CHAPTER 53

If you’ ve never tried hauling straight space in a skiff, you don’t know what you're missing.

| don’'t mean that in agood way, of course. It fedslike I’ ve driven in mudside vehiclesthat go faster than
this. | can gill seethe jewd-bright hues of Venice Minor behind us, and even though we ve been flying
for awhile, it would only take ared cutter an hour to catch up with us.

Dina sabotaged a couple of their ships, but she didn’t have time to be thoroughly destructive. Just cut a
few wires, here and there, remove afew parts. They’ |l get one up and running soon, and then—

The comm crackles, and Hit’ svoicefillsthe tiny hub. “ Two shipsincoming, different trgjectories. Both on
intercept course.”

“Good to know,” | mutter.

But it snot like we have weapons or shields or anything to ready usfor an attack. A larger ship will just
nail uswith magnetic tow cablesand haul usintoitshold. That's how tiny thisbox is.

“Hopefor thebest.” Dinashiftsin her seat to glare over her shoulder at me. “Doesthat work for you a
lot?’

| lift ashoulder. “Never tried it before. We usualy have a hdf-assed plan.”

“Lifeinyour vicinity s8ldom lacks excitement,” Ve obsarves.

Was that acompliment? Or more like the ancient curse: May you live in interesting times? Ignoring
that, | cdl the cockpit to respond, “I’ d say take evasive action until we find out who it is and what they
want, but | don’t know how well thisthing handles.”

“I'll seewhat | can do,” Hit comes back.

“How long before intercept?’ | ask.

There' s apause while she presumably checks the data. And then Constance replies, “ Approximately
twenty minutes”

“Stay strapped in,” the pilot adds.

My shouldersfed knotted, athread of tension wrapping around my spine. | hatethat | can't just jump us
away from here. We' re s0 close to grimspace—the place where | began—that | can amost sensethe
beacons, pulsing in echo to my heartbest. What will my next jump be like? Returning to my place of
origin.

No wonder each jump awaysfdt like coming home.

Whether those two shipsintend to help or harm us, there’ snothing | can do about it. | hate feding
helpless, and I’ ve had that sensation too much lately. Unlessthey intend to destroy us, they won't waste
power on wesgpons, though. Thisvessd issmply too smdl and fragile.

Joel stsbesde me, slent and distant. | think he regrets that moment where he showed ahint of
vulnerability, where he leaned his head against my hand. He won'’t look at me, but | have other thingsto
worry about. Like those two ships.

We it in tense silence, wondering about the outcome. Wondering who eseis hunting us. Let mejust say,
that getsold. I’'m afraid to hope that Tarn’s come through, sent someone to the rescue, but I’ [l guarantee
one of those ships belongsto dear old Mum. She doesn't strike me as agood loser.

“They have arrived,” Congtance advises us over the comm.

Thetiny skiff shakes, and something clunks againgt the side. Tow cables? | wish | werein the nav chair
where| could see what' s going on. But thisthing doesn’t have anav chair, and Constance is doubtless
more help to Hit, analyzing numbers and probabilities with lightning speed.

“Warning shots over our bow,” Hit reports. “We ve got one set of tow cables on us, but the smaler ship
appears to be powering up wegpons.” Another pause. “ Shotsfired. They’re engaging.”

| tap the comm. “Can you make out ship names or numbers?’

After abrief pause, Constance answers, | recognize the larger vessel from the docking bay on Venice
Minor. They are attempting to pull usin.”

“Oh no, we're not going back there. Can we break those cables somehow?” | sit forward and look at
Ve, my resident answer man.

Herepliesby caling the cockpit. “ A locdized eectricad surge might short out their magnet. But it might
also damage our vessdl and leave us dead in space.”



My mother intendsto kill everyone aboard, maybe even me at this point. “ Better dead in space than
dead on Venice Minor.”

Hit evidently shares the sentiment because she says, “I'll have Constance see what she can do. If anyone
can manage the calculations without blowing usdl to shit, it’s her. Now hang on, I’m going to spird, see
if I can tangle up those tow wires.”

Shit.

Every timethe ship rolls, my somach doesadow spin aswell. | imagine uslike fish on aline, struggling
with al our strength to break free. | hope we don't get blown up in some dispute we have nothing to do
with. Since we' re attached to the Syndicate ship, if it goes up, we're likely close enough to take damage
aswell. And with no shields, no armor plating, we just aren’t sturdy enough to soak it.

| say aprayer to the gods of luck.

“Report,” | demand, tapping the button again.

At thisrate, Hit will cut off communications from the cabin to the cockpit. But she doesn’t sound irked.
Rether, excitement infuses her voice.

“I've never seen anybody fly likethis” she answers. “Whoever’ s handling the smdl ship hasmagicin his
hands. Hefires, hits, dings sdeways, dives undernesth the bigger ship, just daringacollison. . .it's
beautiful to watch. So far they haven't landed asingle shot on him.”

March. Stupid, | know, but my heart legpsin purely emotional response. Intellectudly, | know it can’'t be
him. He' son Lachion, and at this point, | don’t know whether he’ salive or dead.

“Get that cable off us,” Dinabarksinto the comm. “ Or they’ll take us with them when they blow.”
“Working,” Constance responds. “1 must be sure of my caculations, or | will damage this vessel beyond
repair.”

Bad choice, no choice. Either way, we wind up dead. Someone' s got to make the cal, and they seem to
think I’'min charge, most days.

“Doit,” | tel her. “If the battle’ s going south out there, we' |l wind up as collateral damage. Welcometo
my world.”

A jolt rocksthe skiff as she complieswith my order. Thelightsflicker, giving the cabin asurred air. Joel
shiftsand gazes at mein theweird, stuttering light. | glimpse his eyesin staccato flashes, see hislips
moving, but | hear no sound.

Red lights come on aong the celling, lending everything a bloody glow. Then the onboard computer
chimesawarning. “Warning. Electrical fault. Please seek safelanding facilitiesimmediatdly. Life-support
falureimminent.”

And then we go careening through space. | can tell the difference between a guided roll and the way

we re spinning. Hit haslimited contral, if any, and | don’t think the comm’ sworking anymore.

I’'ve aways hated tiny vessdls, for good reason asit turns out. There sonly athin barrier between
merciless vacuum and us. What the hdll’ s going on? I’ m tempted to unstrap and fight my way up front to
see, but maybe I’'m better off not knowing. I’ d probably get mysdlf hurt, too, damming into walls.
Dinaswears steedily in front of me, creative cursesthat I’ d be memorizing with greet interest at any other
time. The bounty hunter remainssilent, ill, and | can't tell if he/ sinjured or praying to some strange
Ithtorian god. We haven't had a chance to go over religion or mythology yet, dammit.

Jael touches my arm. Hisfingersfed warm and strong, and | conscioudly check the urge to reach for him.
| tell mysdlf it’'snot persond; at atimelikethis, it's natura to want to hold on to someone. Nobody
wantsto dieaone.

Thistime | can make out the words benegth the strident darm as the ship’s computer counts down. “I’'m
sorry.”

| lean over asbest | can. “What for?’

He can't possibly blame himself. That’ sridiculous. Too many factors converged to land usin this mess,
nothing he could' ve prevented. But his eyes beg for forgiveness just the same,

“Because—"

Before he finishes the thought, | feel another thunk on our side. Tow cable? At thispoint | can only guess,
and try not to toss up.



| hope that means the smaller ship has won and that it' s someone we want to see, once we get insde.
More to the point, someone with ajumper, and afunctiona phase drive who will take usfar away from
here.

Werall, end over end, until something sngpstaut. The skiff shudders. My head flies back, my mouth fills
with a coppery tang, and | seeared field full of starsthat winksto black.

Then | know nothing a dl.

CHAPTER 54

| awake in the halls of the dead.

Everything is pale as afading dream. Then | open my eyesalittle wider, take asecond look. This seems
like any other med bay: white counters, various drawers and compartments. A dim redhead Stsat a
terminal nearby, examining data on the screen, and there' sadroid aswell, probably her assstant. This
doesn't look like adrug-induced hallucination. I’ ve seen the woman somewhere before.

She murmurs, “Don’'t worry, we' re taking care of everything. According to Chancellor Tarn, lelosisthe
next stop on your goodwill tour. We ve got guards on board to make sure nothing else goeswrong.”
But my brain istoo rattled to make necessary connections. A dull throb lives behind my eyes, pain made
distant by the welcome advent of medication. I’ m too tired to ask anything at the moment, so | just drift.
On awakening for the second time, | think:

Well, holy shit.

It worked. | can’t believe our plan actually worked. | fedd morelike an interstellar hitchhiker than a
dignitary who commands respect, but what the hell. If thisvessdl, whomever it belongsto, gets meto
Ielos, I'll takeit. Now | can start keeping my promises, make up for dl the trouble,

| redize |’ velost another bag full of new clothes. Mary curseit, | may aswell take up nudism. | haven't
been able to keep up with my belongings since the Sargsasso crash. | sigh.

The sound snags the woman' s attention, and when sheturns, | place her immediately. Rose looks better
than she did on Lachion, more rested, but there’ s no mistaking her touded curls, frosted with silver. My
heart immediately spikeswith excited anticipation.

“You' reawake,” she says unnecessarily. “ Good thing, too. WEe re nearly there now. How are you
feding?’

| shrug, struggling toward a Sitting position.  Been better, been worse. IsDoc on board?’ That’ s not who
| want to ask about first. Of courseit’s not.

Maybe. . . just maybe. ..

I’'m afraid to let mysdf hope.

“Yes, he' sadeep. It stechnicaly the middle of the night. But someone had to stay. Y ou took quitea
knock on the head.”

“Sorry for geding your deep. But thank you for watching over me.” | can't fight asinking sensation. If
March were here, surely he wouldn’t have left my side, not until | woke up.

The fact that Rose has carefully avoided mentioning his name saysit dl. If | were stronger, I'd demand to
know what happened, but a the moment, | just can’t. | have to pick my battles, and | don’t have the
fortitude for thisone. | refuseto hear it.

I’m not hanging around Med Bay for another second. With unsteady hands | push to my feet and
wobble, watching the room swim. After amoment, | manageto let go of the cot and stand, swaying,
under my own power. Given another minute or two, I'll be ableto walk. Shit. | need my bag. I’'m sure
it'spast time for an injection. I’ m getting stronger, so | don’t want to retard my progress.

“Where smy pack?’

The redhead glances up from the screen at last. “ Constance said to tell you she has dl of your belongings,
including the clothesyou left on Venice Minor.”

“Thanks.” What aPA . . . helpful administrator doesn’t begin to cover it. That' sthe best news|’vehad in
quiteawnhile.

“She’sodd,” Rose observes. “Very formal.”

So they have no ideashe' sadroid. | guessthey’ ve never run acrossthe Lilamodel. No shock since she



wasretired in favor of the oneswith giant breasts and shiny silver hair.

“Things are better on Lachion?’

She shakes her head asif in disbelief. “Much. The other clans swore fealty to Gunnar-Dahlgren after
seeing how it went for Clan McCullough. Infifty turns, that’s never happened.”

March always said he knew killing. That seems like a sad epitaph.

| ache. “Wheredid you find ajumper?’

“There were anumber of jumpers stranded on Lachion,” shetellsme. “They had the bad timing to be
delivering supplies when you showed up.”

Fantastic. | wonder where dl the Farwan jumpers wound up.

“Am| cleared to leave?’

“Absolutely,” she answers.

After afew steps, | regain my baance, and by thetime | reach the door, I’ ve stopped fedling like | might
tip over. | need to check on everyone.

Out in the corridor, which istinted aparticularly biliousydlow, | stop thefirst person | see. “ Excuse me,
where are we bound?’

Thekid lookslike he' s barely eighteen, running errands for somebody. “WEe re taking the ambassador to
ldos”

Soit'strue. Tendgon | didn’t even register flows out of me, making me aware of various aches and pains.
Not debilitating, however—consdering what we' ve been through, | fedl strong, stronger than | havein
months.

My stride gains speed as | explore the ship. Various crewmen nod a mein passing, like they recognize
me as aperson in authority. That’sanew sensation.

| could go looking for Doc, but as Rose said, it’sthe middle of the night. | don’t want to wake him. I'm
aso not surel’m fit company right now.

March must be dead. If the war on Lachion let up sufficiently for Gunnar-Dahlgren to equip aship in
answer to Tarn’ s plea, enough for Rose and Doc to take off from treating the wounded, then the
outcome must be decided, one way or another. | guess they won, but . . . the price was too high.

There sno other reason he wouldn’t have come. Unlike most, his promises mean something. No words
are sufficient to describe thisloss. | thought | knew pain when Ka died, but this—

A hole has opened up inside me.

Hewon the war for them, and it destroyed him. Though I’ d known it would happen when | |eft him on
Lachion, the incontrovertible evidence wrecks me.

Mary, | can’t live without him. | don’t even want to try.

Some mechanigtic part of me kegps me walking loops around the ship’ sdeck. It'slike | expect to come
out somewhere else, but each timeit carries me back where | began. The clansmen who make up the
crew begin giving me odd looks.

| can't resst the urge to find somewhere quiet to grieve. A prima scream isbuilding insde me, so | duck
into thefirst cabin that isn't keyed to someone else. Must be vacant, or maybeit'smine. | didn’t ask
Rose about accommodeations.

The dark doesn't surprise me, but the weirdly flickering vid screensal over the room certainly give me
pause. And then | spy what’ s on them. Sirantha Jax, adeep in Med Bay, pacing the corridors, and older
clips4till. Me, as| step off avessd with Kai. Me, holding both fistsin the air as| stagger out of a
barroom brawl.

Thisisn't entertainment so much asa shrine. Someoneismourning me asif | were dead. There sonly
one person who would surround himsdlf with melikethis. But it doesn't make sense. I'm here. Why isn't
hewith me?

Asmy eyesadjus, | seeadark figure sprawled inachair. | can’'t make out hisfeatures, but al my senses
indggt it' sMarch. The door whooshes shut behind me,

“I wondered how soon you'd find me,” he says quietly.

| mumble something about it being afair-szed ship. | want to be glad because, whatever elseiswrong, at
least he'snot dead. But what Sitsin thissmall, dark room might be worse, if anything could be.



| take a step toward him, but his stiliness darms me. Something prevents me from running to him. He
feds. .. wrong somehow.

If only | could seehiseyes. ..

My voice comes out raw. “Rose was careful not to mention you. | thought—"

“I know. | asked her not to. I'm sorry.” He doesn’t look at me. | can’t make out hisfeatures, but | can
tell he' still taring at his Jax collection on the screens.

Thisisn't how | envisioned our reunion, when | dared think about it at al. The silence wears on me, but |
don't know what to say to him. Words pile up in my throat, leaving me mute,

March became part of me as nobody else ever had, but thisisn’t the man who pined for me, who

would' ve killed the world if anything happened to me. Oddly enough, | fed asthough I'm standing before
astranger.

“How did it go on Lachion?’ | manageto ask.

Pointlesssmal talk. | dready got the gist from Rose.

“Saughtered the McCulloughsto aman,” he answers, low. “The tunnels ran with blood, and then the
Terasturned on them. After that, we hunted them through dl their holdings. | haven't seen killing like that
gncel left Nicu Tertius”

Where, hetold me, he dew thousands.

“I’'mglad you madeit.” That'snot what | want to say. It sband, but the unearthly chill streaming off of
him makes me want to turn tail and run.

Intellectually, | understand the need for him to disconnect from his emotions. How could he annihilate his
felow man if hefet anything for them? This, then, iswhat Mair saved him from before. But the price for
such detachment comes steep.

Because | stand on the other side of thewall and | don’t know how to reach him. | don’t know what
Mair did or how to bring him back. He promised I’ d see him again, and he' s kept that vow. | touch the
ring he gave me, hoping for inspiration. Where do we go from here?

Wi, for me, there’ sno direction except toward him. | ignore his body language; his muscles seem coiled
and ready to fight. | don’t want to believe he' Il hurt me, but Mary, I'm afraid. He' s like awounded beast
that does’t recognize afriendly hand.

| reach toward his face with trembling fingertips. He lashes out, amove that would' ve broken my forearm
if he’' d connected. | leap back, shaken.

But | don’t quit. Maybe I’'m not Mair, but I'll figure thisout. | won't lose him.

“Y ou know what? | don't care. | should, but | don't. Y ou could' ve put amillion McCulloughsin the
ground, and | wouldn't care aslong asit means you' re here with me.”

He shudders. “I shouldn’t be. | should’ ve cut and run once | saw you were dl right. | could hurt you, Jax.
Kill you inmy deep. Eventhough | remember how | used to fedl about you, | can’'t—" March makesa
dashing gesture with one hand.

| catch on. He can't accessit, asif some necessary neurologica pathway has been severed. Afraid to
touch him, | sedl akissinto my palm and then blow it into the air. It saromantic gesture, not like me at
dl, but | intend it to be symbolic of how far I'mwilling to go for him.

“I need you, March. | was scared as hdll to admit it, but | can’t do without you, and if that makes me
broken...” I shrug. “I’ll take you any way | can get you. And | don’'t give adamn what you' ve done.
Youwill never berid of me”

“Y ou have no idea how much | don't deserve you.” He pitches the comment low, amost dispassionate.
His gaze belieshiswords. March stares at me asif | stand across a chasm he has no hope of crossing.
Maybe he can’t fed the warmth between us, but it exists. There must beabridge, so I'll take the first
gep toward finding it.

“| want youinsgdeme.”

After amoment of silent resstance, hisicy soul fillsmine.

CHAPTER 55
It'snot a fix, but a reminder of what we lost. By the time March pullsout, I'm shivering. I'll never



give up on him, but thiswill take time. We have to figure out how to repair what' s been broken, asMair
did.

Instead of walking away, | St with him quietly in the dark.

Hourslater, | locate my crew in the starboard lounge. They al seem to be in good shape, drinksin hand.
Ve gtswith hishandheld, tapping away. Thelast vestige of fear disspates, and that’ s new, too.

| fed responsible for these people, not in the usua way, which involves making sure| get the jump right.
In the padt, that’ s all the accountability | acknowledged. What befalls someone when I’ m not in the nav
chair, well, that’ snot my fault. Right?

Wrong. For crazy mishegotten reasons, they follow me, so what happensto them, it'son me. They call
thisleadership, | think, but it' snew. | crackle withit.

“Hell of athing,” Dinasayswith agrin. She pushesfrom her chair and limps over to me, just about
crushing my ribsin ahug.

“I am glad to see you recovered,” Constancetells me.

Is she glad? Can she be? For just amoment, | put aside my questions about her nature, or what she can
learn, and accept what she says at face value.

“Youdid aheluvajob,” | answer. “Without you, everyone would be dead, and I’ d be captive to my
mother’ swarmongering.”

The PA pauses asif parsng my words. And then she says, delightfully, unintentionaly modest: “1 am here
to hdp.”

Weadl snicker, and it doesn’'t matter that Constance regards us with puzzlement. Each of us brings our
own giftsto the mix. We stand together, or wefall. | get that now.

Once the chatter diesdown, | crossto where Jadl sSits, dightly apart from the others. | drop down beside
him. “What were you trying to tell me? On the skiff?’

He shakes his head with a bittersweet half smile. 1t doesn’t matter. The moment’ s passed.”

What did he think he needed to apologize for?

Before | can question him, Hit announces, “Planetfdl in fifteen minutes, so bundle up in your winter
clothesand strgp in.”

Four planetsin eight days.

For thefirst time, | don't envy someone else the nav chair. If | were Sitting up there, I'd be dead. | know
it. | need to rest and recuperate while taking my daily injections, or | may never see grimspace again.
And while the hunger hasn't lessened—I il long to jump like | want nothing esein thisworld besdes
March—my ability to tuneit out hasimproved.

| fed drunk with remembered wonder. First glimpse of the sun rising over the glacierson ldos, sunset at
the Fregport fals, and an afternoon walk aong the famed Avenida de Marquez on AxisV, wherethe
bloodshed began so long ago. | tread aong the paths where my predecessor Karl Fitzwilliam made his
infamous missteps.

So many people waved and cheered when the convoy passed by, asif | deserved those accol ades.
What have | ever doneto earn them? |’ ve touched history thislast week, seen and smelled it. Perhaps
I”’m even becoming part of it inways| can’t comprehend. | imagineit like threads of atapestry woven
together with such expertise that | can’'t see the separate pieces anymore.

Whole worlds fade like that beneath me. The towns become patchwork textures and then blur into misty
colors. Findly, I can no longer see the people who bdlieve in me, who seem to think | can step into the
breach and persuade the I thtorians to Sde with usin the coming war.

Because, make no mistake, I’ ve seen the bodies in the first skirmish. Now more than ever, the Morgut
see usasprey. And the only thing that might give them pauseisan dliance with Ithiss-Tor.

I’m not ready. | don’'t know enough. I’'mterrified I’ [l fuck this up, and humanity everywhere will pay the
price. Maybe my mother’ s still banking on that, and that’ s another thorn in my side.

But I'll step up.

My gut gurgles asif in answer. I'm bloated from heavy food, eaten at too many parties. And my right
hand hurts from al the meet-and-greets. | wore the right clothes and smiled for the press, dandled



unfortunate children on my knee, and played a politician for the vids. That was the easy part.

Now the last stop on our tour recedes beneath me. Seeing so many worlds rouses an odd sensation; I'd
cal it wanderlust, but it' s more like afierce need to move on, because | don’t have anywhere likethese
folksdo.

Whatever itsfaults, they have somewherethey cal their own. Onethey’ d fight for, die for. Home.

| don’t put down roats. | livefor the next jump, even though the next might be my last. How did
somebody like mewind up in charge of something so important?

A disembodied voicetels me, “ Five minutesto jump.”

Onceit would' ve bothered meto strap in with everyone else, but today | have far too much on my mind
to make room for something so minor. | make my way to the hub and take a seat next to Ve, but this
time | strap in without assistance. I’ m an expert passenger now.

“Afterward,” he saysin lieu of greeting, “we have work to do.”

Damn right. Constance doesn't ever et up on the customs—I half suspect sherecitesthelist to mein my
deep—hut | need to know the rest. By the time we reach Ithiss-Tor, | need to be the foremost human
expert in native cusoms.

| nod. “I’d liketo start with religion.”

| give my safety gear onelast tug. The helmet feds strange, but as the ship trembles, it can't block out my
awareness of the beacons entirely. Asif through aveil of water, | fed the jJumper scanning grimspace.
She' s better than the Syndicate navigator, more confident, and she takes usright there.

My skin prickles, the hair standing up on the back of my neck. Though | can’t see what she sees, the
wildfire and the glorious, cascading colors pouring over the hull, | senseit. Grimspace runs through my
blood and bones, bailing insde my cells. What that means, | can't begin to guess.

But atiny part of mewithers and dies when we make the jump back. Y earning searsmelikealivewire. |
wish | could stay there, utterly unfettered.

Beside me, Ve unbuckles and holds out ahand. “ Shall we?’

It takes me another moment to get out of the chair, and then | accept hishelp. If only things comethis
easy on Ithiss-Tor. But | know better. He' swarned me about the reception I'll receilve—and given the
shame of his profession, they won't be ecstatic to see him ether. | just count us lucky to have gained their
initial agreement to take the matter under advisement and permit the arriva of our delegation.

Ten minutes |ater, we settle in my quarters. Theroom isalittle larger than the space | enjoyed when |
worked for the Corp, but nothing like Keller offered on the Syndicate yacht. | guess piracy doesn’'t pay
quiteaswell asbeing acrimelord.

“I an going to molt,” Ve warnsme. “If you are to function on my homeworld, you must accustom
yoursdlf to the way welook.”

“No problem. I'm used to you.” | hope that’ s not an overstatement.

But there are no surprises this time when his faux-human skin drops away. A boxy little cleaning bot
activates and whirsinto action at hisfeet, but | don’t bresk eye contact. I’ m not uncomfortable gazing
into hisfaceted eyes. He s till Velith, the person who' s saved my ass more timesthan | can count.
Maybe | can do this after dll.

“Reigion,” he says. “We revere something caled the Iglogth. Not God as you understand it, but rather
vitdity thet giveslifeto everything in the universe. My people believe everything is cyclicd, and that the
spark which makes you unique returnsto the Iglogth, only to bereused at alater time.”

“Sort of likereincarnation?’ Primitive humans put faith in thet, before we proved the soul doesn't exist.
When | remember everyone I’ velogt, my father foremost among them, | wish that wasn't true. | wish |
believed we might be together again. | left too many words unsaid.

His mandible moves, clicking sounds result, and then hisvocdizer trandates. It' sfunny how much | miss
beneath that false skin. “In amanner of speaking.”

“Isthere anything ese | should know?’

“Only asrelatesto death customs,” Vel answers. “We burn our dead and scatter the ashesto the four
windsinaformd ceremony. It symbolizesthe return of the pirit to the greet Iglogth.”

“No other rdligiousrituas?’



Heturns his head from side to side, alearned human gesture for the negative. It Sitsstrangely on hisdien
fece.

“Moving onthen.”

Wework for hours, covering art, architecture, and world history. By the time Constance interrupts
us—what aPA, she even reminds me to eaet—my head feelslike an overripe melon. If there' s another
human being who knows more about Ithtorian physiology, mating habits, or customs, well—the
Conglomerate should' ve hired him. Because | don't think | can learn another fact before we put down. |
eat with one hand and rub my temples with the other.

Vel watches me, his side-set eyes studying me with what | take to be concern. “ Are you well, Sirantha?’
“I'mnot sureit’ll be enough. | can’t do more, but what if—" No, | won't give my fears credence by
speaking them doud. I’ [l bear this by mysdlf. “ Can you work with Constance and download everything
we' ve talked about to her database? That way, if I’ m about to make a dire mistake, she can nudge me or
something.”

“Yes, | believel can.”

| need insurance, but that’ sthe best | can do. Shortly thereafter, the bounty hunter and the droid head for
his quartersto fulfill my request. | appreciate that, too; I'm sure Vel sensed | need sometime alone.

For at least an hour, | wander the ship, trying to cam my ragged nerves. Fear threatensto choke me
fromtheinsdeout. If | fuck up here, the whole civilized world will suffer. The Conglomerate needs an
aliance with Ithiss-Tor—arebuff at thisjuncture would be catastrophic. | battle back my doubt, shoveit
into the dark place whereit can’t touch my conscious mind. It will return in the form of nightmares, buit |
can pay the cost later.

If it lets me function, do what | need to do, then that’ s enough. | wind up in the observation lounge,
where the wal has been replaced with a cunning e ectronic screen that mirrorswhat’ s right outside the
ship. It mirrors awindow, down to the last shimmer of smoky glass.

Even before they make the announcement, | recognize Ithiss-Tor beneath us. From up herg, it'sa
beautiful world, al paewhorlsand dark curlsthat must beland. My fists clench.

| can’t do this without you, love. But March is shut away in his quarters, fighting his own demons, 0|
can't lean. | haveto be strong for him now.

He needs me,

Thinking of what he' s suffered and suffers Htill, tearsfill my eyes, thefirst I’ ve dlowed since | wept in
Jad’sarms. Thesecan't fdl. | will them away, turn themtoice. | squeeze my eydids shut until the
wesakness passes. | can't dlow it.

When | sense someone behind me, | turn and find March waiting, haf in shadow. | should’ ve known he
wouldn’t let me down, no matter the cost to himsdf. Inthislight, | can’'t see his eyes—best he doesn’'t
seemine

“Ready?’ he asks.

In the frosted pane, | see adow progression of faces, people I’veloved and lost. | carry their shadows
inmy skin. Then | turn from the window, setting such memories asde for atimewhen | can afford to
indulgein them.

Likemy first glimpse of Ithiss-Tor, cloud shrouded and indistinct, the future awaits.

_end Ver 1.0 Winterborn



