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BOOK 1: AND THE STARS WILL 
SING

1

Dear Sarah,

So, I find myself preparing for my first job, and I should be excited, but

I’m really just dithering. I hope you don’t mind if I ramble at you. My

messages will take a long time t get to you after this, so I guess I’m making

the most of it. I’m looking forward to camchatting with you soon, but there’s

something so calming about writing a nice, long letter.

I’m so worked up, but nothing’s even happened quite yet! At the

moment, I’m standing here in my room and staring at my closets, wondering

how much clothing I can reasonably get away with. I find myself agonizing

over very small, stupid things. Can I possibly manage to fit my Altarian wool 

scarves in (thank you, by the way!) if I leave out the Orin sweater? This lilac

perfume from Earth is expensive, so what if the bottle breaks and it spills?

Will the customs agents take it, perhaps? What about the luneflower perfume.

Luneflowers are grown everywhere, so I can replace it; can I get away with 

that much?

Meanwhile, these permabound books are heavy, but they’ve got

sentimental value, and what if the online library doesn’t have them? At least

my emails and letters from you don’t weigh anything, although I’d really like

to take your gifts and these pictures of us...

Moving is always agonizing, but I’m going farther than I’ve ever been.

Outside the Sol system, outside this cluster, and beyond the reaches of the five

colonies. There’ll barely be any humans, from what I hear. I can’t decide

whether I’m relieved or frightened that there won’t be any planetside visits
without applications. Sure, it’s the fringes, but…well, I’m too worked up.
Time for a walk.

Just got back. I keep trying to tell myself that I’ll have the photoglass
displays, and I can upload pics of home whenever I want, but it just isn’t the
same. Walking through the skyhalls with their tempered glass, trying to get a 
last look at the compound I call home—when’s the next time I’ll get a chance
to see a violet sunrise or the Martian canyons? It’s been a while since I had a 
chance to go in a rover, and now it’s going to be months, maybe more than a 
year, before I can do that again.

I knew this was par for the course, but yikes. When are you and I going
to hang out in person again, Sarah? When will I see my friends from the same
program? Felix and Subhita said they’d write, but you know how things are
when you leave university…

I’ve been out of the solar system before, but only once or twice, and
never that far. Heck, we just kind of grazed St. Lawrence and went to the
resort there, and all resorts are basically the same, so I’m not even sure that
counts.

Still, I’m used to the misty sky here, and looking back home at Luna and
Earth. When will I ever see Earth again? It’s not home, not really—all the
smells are different, everything—but I’m used to seeing that bright blue point
reappear every night during moonrise, watching like the mother planet it is.
Well, what can I do?

Nice sunset, anyway, spreading out like a pitcher of spilled wine across
the sky, until the blue-blackness of night revealed itself, pulling away the
stained tablecloth of dusk. I think that’s how the opening of Ode to the
Exodus went, but it’s been a while since I read any Blaine. Funny I’d
remember a settlement poem at a time like this. I’m going to be a
representative of humanity, though. I mean, we’ve been in the alliance for
maybe fifty years. In the span of space, time, and history, that’s not long…

Time for sleep. Enough pacing. Still, the thought
 that everyone I’ve ever
known, met, loved, slept with, liked, or despised will be parsecs away is just
plain scary. And yet thrilling—I’m lucky to have gotten such a plum
assignment when I’m basically just getting out of school. Good marks, yes,
and high scores on the tolerance tests, but it was still luck and a starving job
market that helped me snag this.

I hope you’re well—
are you still looking for a job? You could always go
to one of the colonies! It’d be an adventure. I know that’s far for you, but
there’s so much to see. Anyway, I should at least try to sleep and pack, not in
that order, so I’ll sign off for now.

Talk to you soon,
Crystal Weiss.
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Dear Sarah,

I’ve been so busy for the last little while that I haven’t written at all.

Sorry about the huge gap, even though you kind of knew it was coming. I’m

writing this from the transport shuttle bumping its way to my final 

destination.

I am to work on the baseship Crossing Paths, and we’re putting in a

large permanent wormhole in the vicinity of Messier 14, as it used to be

called. I mean, that’s vague, since there are a lot of stars there, but in

terrestrial driving terms, it’ll be just off the highway and down a couple of

turnoffs.

I’ll be helping to calculate the location of the wormhole relative to the

fabric of local spacetime, an important part of the job. If you don’t put the

damn thing in the right place, you might accidentally cause a rip or tear and

create a radical wormhole, the kind that can go, well, anywhere. You might

end up halfway across the universe, or even in another dimension. Wormholes

are like highway overpasses or tunnels under mountains, and a radical

wormhole is like going into one of those when you don’t know where the

ending is supposed to go. Anyway, it’s not good, they’re not stable, and it’s my

job to avoid them.

We have programs calculate and adjust for the quantum overlap areas,

known dimensional interplay, and thickness of universal fabric. Some of the

mapping gets done by human beings like me, but the programs crunch 

numbers to a state where we can actually work with them. And from there, it’s

not all that different from building a road through a mountain or tunnel. If the

mountain was squishy and drippy but also made of fabric, in a way, that is. It’s

hard to explain unless one is used to it.

Still with me, Sarah? I know this isn’t your thing, so I admit that I had

fun trying to be more visceral and descriptive to give you the idea. I hope you

got a giggle or two out of it.

Anyway, I get to do the math, lucky me, but it’s better than being a 

mindsearcher. They say all the time they spend looking at the underlying

structure of the cosmos turns some of them a bit funny. They work them too

hard, too, and being one puts you on government payroll; you become

something other, separated from everyone else, and, after a while, the pace

they work at generally drives them completely crazy.

I just have to work these equations out, not mindsearch the cosmos for

rips and pinholes, thank goodness. I have a bit of the ability, but I never told

anyone about it, because I don’t really want to spend hours meditating on the

fabric of the cosmos. It’s both upsetting and boring, though usually not at the

exact same time. And, see above: possibility of madness.

Anyway, I think I’d better stop writing because the antigrav just came

on, far more quickly than usual, and I think I'm going to—

Ugh. Space-sickness
—basically, my internal balancing and
proprioception aren’t adjusting to the warps. A nanocalibration will help, but
until it kicks in and updates, I’m stuck in the bathroom. I’m typing this on my
projected keyboard, obviously, and storing it for later. By the time you receive
it, my misery will be over, but you’ll still be able to laugh at it.

But yeah, space sickness. It’s great. That’s wh
at the captain said,
anyway, and I don’t doubt it. I’m really glad I didn’t puke on his shoes. He was
nice; attractive enough, but far too old for me, obviously. And I’ve been on this
stupid shuttle for two weeks, so after a while, everyone starts looking good.

Two gates down, one to go. We locked into a larger transport ferry to
get through the last couple of big jumps, but between those, it’s been a long,
long trip. I’ve been in my cabin, reading and watching holos and movies and
listening to music. Haven’t written to you all that much, because I didn’t want
twentyfive million letters that sounded like, “day five, have watched every
remake of Persuasion and now hate Jane Austen, trying out PostReconstruction movies by Neo-Japanese directors; nothing new, love Crystal.”

Ugh, when are you even going to get these letters, Sarah? I mean, yeah,
there’s quantum-entangled sending posts, but they’re not that well-built out
here. And the communications get so bottle-necked.

We’ll be so far out that who knows if there’ll even be service at all. The
quantum links for document sharing get totally shredded; corruption and
frayed files are likely at this distance, so you’d see is the start of a sentence and
then “askghgrghh xl xl CODE FAIL {-} [/end]” or whatever.

Also, I totally still want to puke. 

I took a bit of a nap, but I’ll be fine once I get to the station.
Yours in nausea,
Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

I’m so glad to hear about your new job! You mentioned working at a 

café at a fuel station not that long ago, and it sounded really rough. I mean, at

least the pie sounded good, but miners are a rough crowd. And well, it’s not

the best use of your degree, that’s for sure.

But this job on Callisto sounds so good! The capital city, really?

Corinth? I hear it’s really pretty. Lots of modern architecture. That ad you

sent called it “the jewel of Jupiter’s moons.” Hopefully it’ll live up to that!
I have to admit, I’m a little skeptical about the fact that it’s such a 

Spiritual stronghold. Granted, it’s been kind of—is fashionable the word?—

popular, as religions go. I mean, NeoIslam sounds okay, if we’re comparing

them, but the NeoMuslims I’ve met haven’t been as…intense as the

Spiritualists. But still, they say it’s a healthy lifestyle, and you were saying

that the old job was basically a “fried food wasteland,” so maybe that doesn’t

hurt.

My first days of work have been…interesting. When I arrived several 

days ago, I was shown around the decks and led to my quarters right off. The

interior decorators were obviously Interfederational bureaucrats, because the

decks are so very bland and inoffensive.

I was hoping to see some more exciting architecture, but no, it’s

just…smooth. Everything here is all smooth, flowing lines and shiny

titanium-chromate. Even the walls are metallic and reflective, with minimal 

brushing applied, but it creates the illusion of walking through a long

mirrored hall, an exceedingly odd sensation. Better said, it’s creepy when

you’re trying to weave your way through the tightly twisted halls in the lower 

parts of the ship. I guess I’ll get used to it. At least I can see around corners.
I also got my uniform, a navy-and-black, twopiece affair. It’s not very

loose, but it’s not skin-tight, either. My hair’s shoulder-length right now, and

the navy goes well with it. That said, the uniform clashes with my eyes, so I’m

glad I brought a few cute things to wear on designated rest periods. Being a

green-eyed Martian redhead has already gotten me some looks—not because

of the Martian part, but because of the “Gee, humans are weirdly coloured”

part!

On the first three days, not much else happened, except for some basic

information on my work and the usual ship policies and stuff. There were

special seminars for new employees outside their home systems for the first

time. I wasn’t quite that bad, but close enough—it looks like they got a lot of 

fresh meat for this job. I saw more humans than I’d expected, and a lot of us

had the same wideeyed, nervous look. Still, we’re far from a majority. It’s a 

weird feeling.

So, we’re way out in the middle of nowhere, like I said, and this

wormhole is supposed to assist in transporting supplies to the cluster. It took

weeks. Extremely boring weeks. I wrote you letters every other day, but then

I noticed they were the same, and I started just deleting them so you wouldn’t

think I was going crazy. It’s just weird that this base is so remote. I mean
yeah, the cluster’s kind of far, and this’ll help various colonization and mining

operations, but is there really enough out here to justify the infrastructure?
I’m not one of the scheduling engineers who organizes shipping routes

and hole connections, so I can’t say much about the advantages of building

this thing, but I guess there must be enough interest to make it worthwhile.

Anyway, I don’t want to bore you to sleep, so here’s the juicy stuff I’ve heard.
Scuttlebutt—which has already started to circulate—is that Fysiians

want to colonize a planet in the cluster. It’s a watery world, and they’d be

undertaking a joint effort with a couple other species, which is good for moral 

and togetherness and blah blah blah. What can I say? I’m not a diplomat, and

that stuff bores me.

Mind you, as long as I’m talking about what gossip and social network

feeds on the ship are saying, I should mention the whole hradìrga thing. I

know you like a few relaxing puffs of that “kind herb,” but marijuana’s child’s

play compared to the xeno-intoxicants out here. So you know about

morphium, right? Picture that but way worse. From the super-alarmist ads

and awareness posters I saw, hardìrga’s only one of the most dangerous drugs

in the universe.

But there’s supposed to be a huge production facility for it out in this

cluster.

I know you like skunk and sometimes poppy juice, Sarah, but this stuff 

puts those to shame and then some. I’m not a xenophysiologist, but the

research I turned up from the infonet says that it’s widely cross-compatible on

the reward centres…sorry, I’m translating this out of Commontung and into

English, and it’s sort of awkward.

Anyway, it’s strong, addictive, and nasty. Hallucinations come fast and

hard, no pun intended—sexual content tends to be a frequent feature, but

count on distortions and the occasional horror story, too. So it’s kind of like

lysergic acid, I guess? But it sounds way tougher than that.

The name comes from the Hazlupál language of Aloth, and it means

something about “pleasant dreams and waking bliss.” A synthetic form is used

as a pain blocker for a number of species, and its cross-compatibility has given

it a really big share of the market. As you might guess, it can be used by

athletes or people doing demanding work to suppress hunger or repetitive

motion pains, and obviously, it alleviates boredom. (Again, I’m going from

panicky ads and e-pamphlets here, so forgive me if I sound even more

pompous than usual, or whatever.)

It’s dangerous, highly addictive stuff, not least because of what people

will do for it. This is a remote area and a rough neighbourhood. No

wormholes means a lack of Interfederational enforcement. We aren’t even

allowed to go on planetside visits unsupervised. It’s enough to keep you on

your toes and remind you why wormhole planners get 15% hazard bonuses

per job—and it’s not low pay in the first place.

It was certainly a nice, light way of beginning. You can bet the Risk

Seminar kept me awake. The only thing more cheerful than that is reading

early human history, particularly the bits about the Crusades.

Ugh, I miss talking to you more regularly. I mean, I’m making friends

out here, but it’s still weird. Then it was hard to lapse into self-pity, because I

met my coworkers. I guess you’re going to want a run-down!

Wirri and Jaria Tomaz are non-colonial Yterans, raised on Ytera—you

know, what we used to call Kepler 62’s system. Yterans are…how do I put

this politely? Oh well, it’s you, Sarah, so you’ll understand when I say they’re

kind of terrifying. They’re bipedal, about a metre and a half tall, and have

scales and feathers. They followed a similar evolution pattern to ours in some

ways, but their hips are wide-set, like birds. So physically, picture a 

Utahraptor, but generally blue and violet, and with clawed fingers and a 

dorsal crest of feathers. Oh, and lots of sharp teeth—Ytera’s swampy, and they

need the sharp teeth and six-clawed hands to get at their native shellfish.
However, Yterans have roughly human facial features, with slitted

nostrils and wider mouths, as well as large, expressive eyes set for binocular

vision. Their necks are long, and seeing that human-like face on top of that

body is a little uncanny.

But here’s the thing—they’re really friendly and nice, and they like to

party. Jaria’s really outgoing and I liked her immediately, even if her first

smile almost made me wet myself.

I’d be perfectly happy just working with those two, but there’s also

Hyari, a Forostian. He’s grumpy, with shaggy brown hair everywhere and

long, powerful jaws. He’s short, just under my metre and a half in height, and

stocky. You can’t see much under all that hair, but he’s still mammalian, so I

feel like I’ve got a frame of reference for interacting with him. (Kind of

xenophobic, I guess, but I know I’ll get over the strangeness.)

I get the feeling he’s just shy. He reminds me of an Afghani hound I had

as a kid—graceful and delicate in the way he walks. To be honest, Sarah, it’s

taken everything I have not to snuggle him or offer to brush his fur, but I

have a feeling he’d take that as an insult or a mating ritual or something.
The rest of my unit’s members are human. Kelna Wiscott is a brunette,

and European. She seems to be homesick for Jupiter; she has a reddish stone

with bands of colour on it that resembles Jupiter around her neck, anyway,

and fingers it often.

Kelna is rather vague, and usually seems preoccupied. She looks thirtythree, but she might be older. You know how it is with anti-aging treatments,

and how hard it is to tell these days.

She’s kind of bony and square and nervous, and spends a lot of time

around Annamar, like a second shadow. I think she’s dating Annamar,

actually, from how often they’re together. Talk about an odd couple, though—

Annamar’s tall, willowy, and blonde, a Lunar sylph with grey eyes. Actually,

her hair is more of a platinum shade. Almost definitely some kind of nano

treatment, but she makes it look natural. Kelna scampers after her long strides

like a scared cat, but Annamar never seems to notice. She radiates coolness,

and I can’t help wanting her to like me. Don’t laugh at me, Sarah; you’d

understand if you met her. She’s just one of those impressive people who can

really make a room stop and stare.

Anyway, lest you think I have a crush, let me get to the men, because

they’re pretty…well, it’s you, so I’ll just say it; they’re delicious.
Kial Borealis is a human, and I’m not sure that’s his real name. I mean, it

might be, but I really doubt he’s related to the shipping magnates from

Saturn. He’s got grey hair and eyes, a hitch in his walk that’s kind of a limp,

and he’s really well-built. He’s even more wolfy than Hyari, and…what’s the

term? A silver fox? Anyway, he’s the team lead, and some kind of bureaucrat
who interfaces with the other teams, some coordinator-thingy-person. He has
this way of giving people really searching, intense stares, and it made me feel 

kind of naked.

But I mean, he’s the boss, so no daydreaming about him for me.
Last on the list is Jaison Blaine. Yes, same as the writers, and I think

he’s related. He’s blond, skinny, has big blue eyes, and kind of spidery hands.

He’s in his late twenties, a little older than me, though not by much, and he’s

sort of cute. He’s really tightly wound, though, and I think I rub him the

wrong way. He already gave me a nickname, “Glass,” and I haven’t decided

whether I’m mad at him for it or not.

If you were here, Sarah, it’d be so much easier—you’re better at

evaluating people and figuring them out. But, well, I’ll just have to do without

you and make up for it by enjoying the look on your face when we talk about

this over a video call. They can’t get quantum signalling set up out here soon

enough! I want to use an updated infonet and download some movies for my

free time.

I don’t know how I wrote so much, because even with a projected

keyboard, my fingers are killing me. And for that matter, my projection lenses

are itchy. I’d better get some eyedrops, or maybe just some sleep.
Later,
Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

No reply from you yet, so I’m guessing my last letter hasn’t arrived, but

I so need to vent.

Well, another fascinating day. There are about four hundred people on

this base, most of them the menial workers who keep our lives running, like

cooks and mechanics and janitors. Most have been here for some time, and it

seems as though the longer you stay, the crazier you get. I wonder if the

cylindrical shape of the base is to blame—maybe things are so nonsensical

because we all keep walking in circles.

Of course, these complaints don’t really explain things properly.
All right. I heard screaming last night; I don’t know whose it was, but it

curdled my plasma. Plus, there are my colleagues, pain enough to contend

with. And then there’s this bloody ship. The lights in the halls are usually

turned fairly low because of the metal walls, which reflect the light strongly

enough that very little aid is needed to light an entire corridor. I have now 

accidentally walked into the walls four times.

The cooks must have been trained on a prison planet—the only safe

foods are the ones you can’t cook. The bread, made from about eighteen types

of grain, is tough as hell; don’t get me started on the vegetables. At least,

they’re supposed to be vegetables. The cooking is cross-cultural, too, so

occasionally Yteran spices end up in Lyrian soup recipes. That’s just wrong.

How do I know? I had a nice, light Lyrian soup for lunch—at least, that’s

what I thought it was going to be.

Forget heartburn; my ears were turning violet and the sickfloor doctors

informed me that I am allergic to an unpronounceable spice made from the

dried seedpods of carnivorous plants. Apparently, Ytera has a lot of 

carnivorous plants. They gave me an injection and my ears turned from puce

to magenta to roughly the normal colour. It still put me in a poor humour.

One does not enjoy looking in the mirror to find that one’s hearing organs are

vivid mauve. You can imagine the laugh the crew got out of it. I will never

live it down.

At least my room is large enough to breathe in, and there’s a little

printer thingy with a short list of available food and beverages. There are blue

cloth curtains over the porthole window and a nice view of the nothingness

that is space. I suspect that a human architect had some hand in designing this

ship; the wonderful superfluity of curtains smacks of humanity, all right, or

just possibly of Yteran tastes. Enough about that.

I began on the “real work” today. In translation: today we started

calculating the placement of the naturally occurring pinholes, rips and tears.

The whole site has to be mapped out before anything starts. The mapping was

actually about twenty-five percent completed when I came, but more

manpower was needed, hence my employment. The thing that makes mapping

so time consuming is that you have to go over the space on both sides,

Standard Unit by Standard Unit, to find holes either a) large enough to

expand or b) unnecessary (which complicate drilling the process).
The scans update info and computers feed us updated algorithms, which 

we then have to correct and balance out. We take breaks every two hours or

so; the work is pretty intense.

I took a walk around our deck with Jaria, Kelna, and Annamar. Jaria and

Annamar are almost the same height, about two human metres, give or take,

and I had to take extra strides to keep up to them. Kelna scampered on

Annamar’s heels, and I found myself keeping pace with her because Annamar

just walks so fast.

Jaria complimented my perfume, and I had to explain that it was

Luneflower and human lilac (yeah, I brought both bottles; you’d do the same,

missy!) and then what those plants are. She looked surprised and delighted,

then held up the inside of her wrist so I could smell her cologne. It was made

from some kind of carnivorous plant and a herb, and it smelled…how do I

describe it…kind of woody and peaty? Anyway, it was nice, even to my crappy

human nose.

“Apart from the carnivorous plants, what’s the vegetation like on

Ytera?” I asked.

“Most of our plants are blue,” she said. “They don’t have chlorophyll like

your Earth species.”

I bristled. “I’m Martian, actually.”

“Apologies,” she said smoothly. “Do you grow human plants on Mars?”
“Yeah, we sure do. The people back home play with genetic art, so

they’ve come up with some really unusual types.” I held them in thrall,

describing giant carnivorous pitcher plants and the fluorescent sunflowers at

the Arbatorium. Jaria grinned at the pitcher plants, and we compared human

species to Yteran ones.

Suddenly, Annamar spoke. She had been silent so far, gliding along like

a silver ghost. “Have you ever seen a luneflower?” she asked.

I nodded, of course, and Jaria shook her head, but Kelna perked up.

“They’re my favorite!”

“Do you mean moonflowers?” offered Jaria. “I have observed them at a 

human colony, just outside the terraformed domes.”

“They’re similar, but it’s a subspecies designed on Luna,” said Annamar

with quiet pride. “Very hearty, adaptable to a broad radiation spectrum, and of 

course, they can live inside domes as well. Their perfume”—she nodded in my

direction—“is famous, and very expensive. They have spike-shaped, waxy

petals concentrically arranged around the plant’s reproductive organs, and

resemble a lotus or ‘water lily.’ When you see a field of them, it looks like a 

river of silver. My mother filled our backyard with them,” she said.
I could almost see them, spilling out into an ocean of mercury. I planted

my feet more firmly on the deck, and wondered if I’d just put on too much 

perfume today. Then again, the slight, fragile, jasmine-like smell of 

luneflowers is very distinctive. There’s no way Annamar wouldn’t be attuned

to it.

Even Jaria was impressed. “That’s a creation worthy of sharing,” she

said. “I hope I am fortunate enough to see them on their native soil some day.”
Annamar glowed, so Kelna started talking about Genhanced Botany. I

guess she’s a lot older than she looks, because she spent some time as a 

xenobotanist before she switched careers. She kept playing with Annamar’s
hand while she spoke, so I guess they are a couple? Anyway, Annamar didn’t

seem bothered by Kelna’s ramble, even though I admit I got bored by it.
Still, we settled into a quartet pretty quickly after that. Kelna realised

that Annamar and Jaria weren’t flirting—don’t laugh, there’s a lot of 

interspecies dating these days, especially this far out—and that I’m mostly

harmless, so she decided it was safe to warm up to us. I mention her because

she always looks so nervous, and I get the feeling Annamar makes a lot of 

decisions by bouncing them off her. But ignore my snark, because I do like all

of them. Anyway, we all started talking about cultures and movies and holos,

and that was that. At least I found people to hang out with.

I really appreciate it, because Jai’s such a jerk lately. I said before that I

rubbed him the wrong way, and maybe this is his idea of flirting or something,

but we keep disagreeing and our math doesn’t work and—ugh, whatever.
I suppose it’s best to wait till tomorrow to see what the day brings.
Talk to you soon,
Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

Still no replies from you, but this is getting to be a habit. Even just

thinking about one of my best friends keeps me saner, I guess.

It’s been a couple days since I’ve last written. So far, it’s just been math 

and lunch with the girls, but then Annamar had a nightmare last night. Her

screams were enough to chill your bone marrow. Her quarters are right next

to mine, so I heard her very clearly. So did Kelna. So did half the floor.
She was terrified, but I felt more annoyed than sorry at first. Oh well. I

guess I know who was screaming that one night. I thought these walls were

soundproof, so damn.

We found her sitting on her cabin floor, sobbing and shaking, and very,

very white. Kelna was already there, comforting her, wearing just a housecoat

and nothing else. Anyhow, Kelna and Annamar are usually very smooth and

composed, but Annamar was a total mess, and Kelna looked very frayed.
Annamar kept going on about rips and tears and the effects of their

reckless actions on the galactic fabric. She never actually said who “they”

were, just kept crying. After a while, we helped her calm down enough to go

to sleep.

I wasn’t so fortunate—I lay awake for a very long while, mindsearching

to calm myself.

I felt around blindly in that vast black universe, and it was like being

wrapped in a warm blanket, the kind from when you were a little kid. You

know exactly where all the burst seams and frazzled edges are, and it’s so

calming. It makes my head spin softly, better than alcohol or hradìrga any

day. I’d never want to have to analyze the fabric; I’d rather dwell in it and

savour those faults. However, knowing where they are does help in the

mapping. But enough about me.

This morning she had almost forgotten about it, but I shall watch her

very closely for the next few days. I sure hope she’s okay.
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Dear Sarah,

I swear, if I didn’t write these messages, even though I know you won’t

see them for weeks or days or whatever, I’d go nuts. Hope you can put up with 

my deluge of mail.

Well, today was at least a bit more normal than yesterday. However,

something odd is happening with our mapping. In areas we’ve previously

scanned, new pinholes keep popping up, and old ones are disappearing. I

began to get frustrated. Guess who started feeling the same way?
Okay, in fairness, I started fighting with Jai, not the other way around. I

said something to the effect of, “Well, are you sure you actually mapped 

everything thoroughly? I think you must have made some errors.” You would

have argued with him too, Sarah.

He took that as a personal insult, not unsurprisingly. “Of course we did!

I hope you’re not questioning the accuracy of our previous reports?” Sounds

nerdy, I suppose, but you’ve got to follow conduct codes when you’re

expressing yourself. It began relatively politely and went downhill from there.

I think I may have said something about his mother.

We ended up getting so nasty with each other that Kial stepped in and

reprimanded us. I went for a swim to cool my temper, but it didn’t slow my

blood much. Your advice would be to bang Jai to get him off my case, I’m

pretty sure, but I don’t know if that’s what I want.

Wait, what? I don’t know.
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Dear Sarah,
Still no word from you
—is something wrong with Corinth’s
communications, or ours? I hope it’s just us being way too far out.

I got a bit of a shock today. After having a particularly augmentative
day with Jai (more disappearing, reappearing wormholes, damn it all), he and I
were feeling especially worn out. The others seem to have given up on us ever
reconciling.

I’m surprised Kial hasn’t stopped by to remind us about job security, but
he almost seems to enjoy the bickering. He seems to have a dour manner, but
really, Kial has a wicked sense of humour and enough sense to tell us to refer
to him by his first name as opposed to surname and title. I did mention the
whole “silver fox” thing, right? Well, if we amuse him, we probably won’t be
fired. Not that that really stops us.

Tonight, though, I heard a knock at my door. It was Jai, of all people. Is
he going to murder me and hide the body? I wondered dryly. I let him in
cautiously, wondering what he was going to say. I was still angry, and I laid
right into him.

“Well, look who’s here,” I began. “How did you figure out where my
quarters are?”

“I asked,” he snapped. “I came in to talk to you about the way we’ve been
fighting.”

“Oh, that.”

“Yes. Do you think you could possibly try to disagree without insulting
me?” He was being awfully prissy about this. I don’t remember what I said
next, but it annoyed him, all right. He actually threw his hands in the air in
frustration.

“Good grief! Look, Glass, can we just make peace, or something? The
sooner we stop fighting and get this damn project done, the sooner I can get
back to Mars.”

Those blue eyes of his were less icy for a moment. He looked away from
me and out my window. I felt a sudden and unexpected empathy for him, the
only other Mars-born person I know here.

“I miss Mars, too,” I said softly. “But have you ever seen a human
sunset?”

“Yeah, all that pale rose, those oranges—crimson like light on your
eyelids when you stare at the sun. It’s that same bright shade as your hair.”
His choice of words surprised me.

“Well, my hair is more of a copper colour, but I see what you mean. Are
you a poet?” I asked. He blushed, something I hadn’t expected. Awwwww, I
thought. He looked adorable for a moment.

His answer was disappointingly curt. “Usually, no.” Still, that simile is
not something I will be forgetting any time soon.

He left after that, and when he was gone, I wrote this. I think he may
have been trying to complement me. Jai is surprising me all the time now.
And I suppose it’s that mixture of antagonism, grudging admiration, and
softness that’s wearing me down.

Okay, I admit it—I’d like to spend a night with him some time.

Don’t let the hormones cloud your vision; I really did feel his comment
deeply. It reminds me of something I learned a long time ago. There was a
society called the Greeks, thousands of years ago. They gave English the
word “nostalgia,” meaning “the pain of homecoming.” It is the best word I can
think of to describe return and departure both. When I dream tonight, I’ll
dream of home.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,
I’m so glad your messages finally got here! It’s kind of a relief that
you’ve been doing the same thing. I read all of them twice to make sure I
didn’t miss a thing!

Man, I kind of missed your swearing. It made me laugh to see all of that.
I see you’ve been learning some new words, too. I’m going to have to
remember those.

That said, the corporate culture at at DOLMAC is kind of weird. What
did you say the acronym meant again? It was like three hundred metres long,
and I totally read it and forgot it instantly. Oops—using human
measurements instead of Interfederational standard ones. Oh well, this isn’t a 
work report, so whatever.

Okay, so your coworkers, though
—that whole argument was so intense.
So that one lady was talking about xeno inclusion and then she said a thing
wrong, and they really all jumped her? That’s so weird. I don’t get why you
found it weird that nobody yelled, though. It just sounds kind of polite to me.

Still, the food limitations are a bit invasive and weird. Why not just have
the stuff on sale and let people make their own decisions? But eh. At least it
really is pretty out there. I do find the whole “human-centric cultural 
reclamation” thing weird, I have to admit. I’m glad you do, too. But it’s clean
and it pays the bills, right? And at least you get to use your degree, and you
don’t have to use a translation engine all the time!

Speaking of using one’s degree, today, we really busted our asses. It was
pretty intense, having to calculate and re-bloody-calculate for the
inconsistency of the positions of the minirips. However, I took Jai’s advice and
disagreed in less ferocious terms. He returned the courtesy. Every so often I
saw people sneaking these surprised little looks at me. I gave them innocent
looks back, but I think suspicions are already growing.

After all, any base is a fertile ground for rumours. Hey, in the dining
hall, I heard someone saying that they store hradìrga on this ship for
emergencies. Okay, so I could see it being used for diplomatic negotiations,
but why would they have it on hand? Still, you’d think someone was spiking
my coffee with it, I was being so polite and sedate with him.

Even Hyari, the most reserved person this side of the galaxy, noticed
that I was being unusually chill. “Nice to see people be kind,” he said, in his
throaty, heavily accented voice.

“Well, Jai’s got his good points. We’re Martians;
 enemies for the day,
drinking buddies for the evening, and friends for life.”

He laughed the way dogs do, by grinning and letting his teeth and
tongue show. It took me aback; I’m not used to seeing him laugh, but I liked
him more for it. I had to restrain myself from patting his head. I do believe
that’s the most he’s said in the three months I’ve been here. Yes, it’s taking
that long to get the mapping done. What did I tell you?

Later, I saw him in the onship garden. I suppose it’s only fair to explain
what that is. There is this massive construct taking up about twenty percent
of the recreation deck. It has all kinds of vegetation in it, from many different
systems, and cybirds, which provide the wildlife component without the
defecation factor. The water, as you might expect, is taken from the air. It’s a 
standard government base feature; apparently it’s supposed to make us more
productive and less homesick.

I don’t know how well it worked for Hyari, because his home world is
boreal and dense with vegetation. This must have seemed pitiful in
comparison. He was sitting on one of the transparent benches, and there was
real homesickness written on his features. I can at least understand that
feeling. This only my first job, and I am still homesick. Pitiful? I guess, but
maybe not, because it seems to be going around.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

Ugh, I’m so sorry to hear about you getting chewed out. It really

doesn’t sound like you deserved it! Not smiling enough? Really? But at least it

wasn’t like that one girl getting chewed out for crying in public. I know I was

giving Annamar hell, but people should be allowed to have their feelings, at

least. Aren’t there counsellors around there? We have one here, and it’s really

helpful to talk to them when I get stressed. Of course, talking to you helps,

too, but sometimes the additional “conflict resolution” suggestions from the

counsellor are, well, very useful. Case in point, today.

Kial was in poor humour today, and even I stepped lightly. And despite

the discussion we had a few days ago, Jai and I nearly came to blows over the

changing maps. The ol’ man—who, okay, isn’t that old—kept glaring at both 

of us.

How did a captain end up managing engineers? Well, I guess his

previous work experience was more important than expertise in the field. In

all fairness, he’s kept us from killing each other, which seems like nothing

short of a miracle. And I don’t think a normal engineer would have the

conflict resolution skills that Kial does. As he said when I was leaving today,

“In one of my last jobs, fights like this involved guns. This is nothing.”
But fighting, we have been, and I swear I’ve nearly punched Jai like five

times. We’re all just feeling so nuts. And no wonder.

First, maps aren’t supposed to change this much. I mentioned that space

can be kind of goopy, but it’s not usually this mushy or squishy or whatever

you want to call it. It has a degree of stability. The occasional pinhole opening

up in the middle of evaluations is nothing to worry about, but small rips and

tears being repaired and then reopened? Not even the most unstable areas of 

space exhibit this kind of behaviour.

Jai thought it was a case of industrial sabotage. Such things have been

known to happen: a company will have its machines tampered with. On the

other hand, we are basically working for the government, so that eliminates

the possibility of competitor sabotage. Besides, it takes months to get out here

because it’s so remote and there aren’t any wormhole shortcuts (which are

why we’re out here, obviously—to put them in place!). Sometimes it is merely

human error that causes the misreading of space.

Someone ordered competence tests for every mindsearcher in the

department. Not one of them failed. So, now we factor in human error again.

You can see why it would be a very delicate, sticky argument.

I ruled out the probably and went for the impossible—the chance that a 

third party has a hole-boring machine and is manipulating the local fabric.

That was greeted with stunned silence, until Jai rounded on me.
“That’s impossible!” he cried.

“Don’t knock until you’ve tested it,” I growled through gritted teeth. Jai

threw his arms in the air.

“Glass, it is totally inconceivable that anyone else out here could have

the technology to—”

“No, it isn’t, you don’t know that,” I countered.

And so it continued, until Kial practically threatened to dismiss us both,

or at least suspend us. We continued to fire nasty looks at each other, though.

An argument does not have to be audible to continue.

He was cold when I tried to talk to him.

“Look, at least let me apologize,” I said. I didn’t yell, and I was not being

aggressive.

His eyebrows lifted so high that he nearly strained a muscle. “An

apology from you? You aren’t taking some kind of illicit substance, are you? I

hope you’re not a hradìrga addict.”

I wanted to slap him, but wisely, I didn’t. I took another cool glance

around to make sure we weren’t being overheard. Only our reflections gave us

company. For a minute, I wanted to kiss him, but I couldn’t just do that, not

here and not now. Stupid hormones. The more you push…

“Listen. Do you remember the other night?” he nodded and looked a 

little uneasy. “I won’t bite, I promise. Unless you want me to.” He grinned,

almost colouring. “Look, I think we both need to remember our little

agreement. Let’s play nice, okay?”

“Fine,” he said, nodding. There was a pause, and he spoke stiffly. “I

apologize for my rude conduct.”

“Relax, this isn’t a diplomatic mission.” I grinned at him. “Do I look like

a hostile planet?”

“Yes, sometimes you do,” he replied.

“Well, unless you’re planning to land, don’t worry about it.” I smiled

coyly at him and he laughed.

The change was remarkable. He looks all right normally, but at first

glance, nothing too special. When he smiles or grins, though, it’s lovely. His

whole face looks ever so slightly different, and very handsome. I can’t quite

explain why. And I like making him smile.

Mind you, I didn’t tell him any of that. What I said was, “I’ll do my best.

Now, we’d better get back, or they’ll think we’re having a quick shag or

something.”

“Is that a bad thing?” And you think I flirt!

“Assuming we want to keep our jobs, it just might be.”

Yeah, I don’t even know. Typical Sarah advice is almost sounding sane
now, that’s how far gone I am. But truthfully, if it gets the work done sooner,
I might just be willing to bang him!

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,
I hope
 you don’t mind me being a little critical, but I’m not sure about
this whole “removing labels” thing. I mean, if they’re labeled, at some point,
you just have to trust people to be aware of their own mental health or
reading concerns. My aunt was involved in anti-starvation Mars United
Outreach efforts during the shipping embargo on St. Lawrence, and she came
back with horror stories and bad PTSD. But she told us how to help her, and
avoided things—she never wanted stuff just taken down or restricted. I mean,
sure, she criticizes things, who doesn’t, but that’s not the same as actually
censoring it.

Sorry, I know you hate me mentioning that. I’m glad you’re enthusiastic
about the work, at least. It sounds kind of hard to go through books and flag
every line and sentence that has questionable content, and then submit it to
decide whether it should be included with a colony’s library or not. I mean,
personally, I’d say leave a general note at the beginning, and trust people—
but well, DOLMAC probably knows better than a random engineer in the
middle of nowhere.

Anyway, instead of me telling you how to do your job, I’ll give you some
hot, fresh gossip. Jai is beginning to send some signals of his own (when we’re
not still fighting), Kial has been getting increasingly irritable, and Annamar
has been having ominous dreams again. Perhaps it’s cabin fever.

This living unit, though, contains the equivalent floor space of thirtyfive thousand metres. Saying that we’re becoming tired of the small, cramped
spaces would be completely ridiculous.

No, it’s us. Being forced to work with the same people for several 
months has that effect. Everything seems smaller and tighter, and people I
wouldn’t have looked at twice before now seem utterly fascinating. God I wish
I could go planetside and get off this ship once in a while.

I really haven’t written to you nearly as often as I’ve been intending to,
and that does make me feel somewhat guilty. Oh, well—if I wrote down every
thought that had ever passed through my mind, I’m not sure I would even
want to read the results, and I’d hate to bore you, Sarah. I suppose summaries
of recent events and my opinions will suffice.

There are some theories I’ve come up with as a result of being in close
proximity to a small group of people all day long, just little observations. For
example, I have noticed that once you get to really know someone, it is
impossible to have completely neutral emotions about them. For example,
when he isn’t driving me up the wall, Jai is very sweet (and, okay, highly
beddable). Hyari always seems to be in either a quiet mood or a surly one. He’s
unreadable. And Poor Annamar is so distracted. It’s lucky that she has Kelna;
I don’t know what they’d do without each other.

Come to think of it, I’d rather have them all aro
und than be stuck on
Mars for the rest of my life. Don’t get me wrong—I miss Mars, and I love
Mars, but my soul is that of a wanderer. I am meant to see things and to get
involved. I’d rather not just watch and listen to others and let them live life
for me.

Oh, and there’s one last thing. Mostly I’ve been focused on personal
matters, but I had someone show me a larger readout of the space tears. There
is something strange going on, all right. The tears and minirips are often
located in loose clusters, as though someone was trying to weaken that patch
of space. I haven’t mentioned this to anyone; I’m not entirely sure what it
means. Besides, everyone is really irritable because of the setbacks, and any
more blows to my credibility might prove fatal. I think I may have to go and
mindsearch for a while to calm down.

Yours meditatively,
Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

I’m sorry again for lecturing you—especially with those dudes who

swarmed you at the last meditation break. Did they really lecture you on the

importance of your form? Sounds like they were making excuses to stare at

your butt. So much for being enlightened and above fleshly matters, huh?

Well, remember, you can always rant to me. I know it’s annoying and boring

to you, but to me, it’s hilarious, or entertaining, or at least shocking.
But speaking of shocks, I have something you’re going to love,

especially after that crack about “just screwing him already” in your last letter.
Something electric has happened today. I am so surprised that I can

barely get my fingers to type.

It is the end of the Standard month, and the map is nearly complete.

Somebody—okay, be honest, it was Jaria and Wirri—suggested we take a 

little time for what psychologists call “healthy association and release of 

tensions in a chemically assisted environment.” In other words, we had a little

group meet at The Shortcut, a bar on base.

Every so often, The Shortcut holds a dance night, and this was one of

them. It was agreed that we’d meet an hour after getting off work, to allow for

time to change into proper recreational clothes. In my case, these were a lowcut, tight black blouse and a violet simsilk skirt that came just above my

knees.

Jaria and Wirri were in surprisingly conservative flowing things, in

shimmery blue and grey respectively. Annamar was wearing something white

and ethereal. Jai was there, too, in something beige. I didn’t see either Kelna

or Hyari; I guess they aren’t much for partying. I thought I might have seen

Kial once, in the corner, but when I looked again he wasn’t there. I’m quite

sure I just mistook someone else for him.

The music was perfect—loud enough to dance to, soft enough to talk

over. I was chatting with Jai when he asked me to dance. I was wondering if it

was aided by his glowjuice (a fluorescent alcohol of Lyrian origin, only mildly

potent but very sweet and tangy), but he had been nursing his drinks all

evening. I had done the same thing, so I still had a fairly clear head. Keep this

in mind, because I accepted.

It was outrageously, unbelievably pleasurable to dance with him. He’s

not a great dancer, but then, neither am I. The first one was pretty fast, and I

almost stepped on his feet once or twice. When a slower song came along, we

danced to that too. It was beyond all description to be up there, his hands on

my waist and back. It sent electricity up my spine. I saw him kind of gasp and

arch his back once. I don’t think it was for effect, and I know my clothes are

antistatic.

Later tonight, after several more rounds of dancing (but no more

alcohol—drinking and dancing leads to knocking over tables), he walked me

back to my quarters. We paused outside the door, and spoke casually for a bit.

I complimented him on his dancing, I think, and then he paused.
I'm not sure what possessed him to be so very marvellously, wonderfully

bold: he leaned over and kissed me—on the lips, not the cheek. Not only did I
let him; when he pulled away, I brought him closer. His body felt good under
my fingers, all lean and skinny lines and flat planes, and I let my hands roam

freely. He explored my skin too and well, we definitely lost track of time.
After a minute, I leaned against the wall and looked at him curiously.

“Why did you do that?”

“Er—did I offend you?” He’s so cute when he’s embarrassed.
“No, no, that was actually very nice.” I paused. “Thank you.” He

awkwardly muttered something about leaving.

Did you want to come in? I almost blurted out. I mean, I’m on a 

contraceptive regime, it’s not like it would be unsafe. I didn’t say that, of 

course, just gave him a looks that communicated how very warm and inviting

I was feeling just then. He stared at me for a minute, sweetly but also looking

as though he’d have liked to stay. In the end, though, he left.

Still, I know how to play that game. I kissed him one more time, slowly

moving in, before I said good night.

Then I came in and wrote this. I will not be able to sleep tonight; I can

tell that my adrenaline levels are really high. Besides, I can’t believe what just

happened! I still find it difficult to believe that Jai initiated it, but there’s

kismet for you. He knew what he was doing—those hands.

I know you’ll laugh at me, Sarah, for not pinning him down then and

there, but I’m not you. Now I need to get a cold glass of water. Here’s to fate!
Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

I know I’m writing right away again, but it’s been one of those days. I

really need to bitch. Man, I miss seeing your face. But as always, this is better

than nothing. As soon as I’m back in the system, we have to have a chat.

Maybe we can even meet up! I’m sure I’ll have time off eventually. Feel free to

bring that cousin of yours, Toby—he sounds like fun, too. I mean, at this rate,

I might be taken, but I like making new friends anyway.

But yeah, back to the grind, and no daydreaming about future vacations

for me. I’m glad I had a nice night, because Kial was in a very poor mood

today.

It’s the goddamn maps. All of our progress has been obliterated—the

recent reports from our mindsearchers indicate a sizeable hole. It’s going to

take several hours to repair, and even then we’re going to have to reconfigure

the maps again. Let me explain that in more detail. This large hole was

formed in an area where several small rips previously existed. It is large

enough that it poses a threat to the local fabric.

We do have the equipment to repair smallish to medium-large tears, but

it’s expensive and generally used as the last resort. It’s painstaking, delicate,

and annoying, and it means that the maps have to be re-formatted in addition.
But that was bearable and almost expected, after all this nonsense. What

we didn’t expect was a message sent to the ship over the quantum comms:
Cease this project and leave the area. We will continue to disrupt your

efforts until you do so. Depart and spare your lives.

I asked Jaria what all of it meant. Her feathers lifted in anger, and if that

sounds funny, you haven’t seen a furious Yteran. It’s intimidating in a way

that taps into primal human fears.

“So, what’s up with the message?” I squeaked. “It wasn’t in

Commontung, so I didn’t understand it…”

“It was probably meant as an insult—Commontung is the

Interfederational language. To not use it implies rejecting the

Interfederational accords and organization. That means we are dealing with—

” she made a chittering noise like an angry bird’s cry.

“Pardon?”

“We call them ‘no-clutchers’, people who reject family and troop ties.

People who would smash eggs, destroy nests, on a whim. You would call them

‘anarchists.’”

“But anarchy is just a philosophy,” I started. “Human anarchists aren’t

that bad, really. They have some good colonies out on—”

“Not for us,” she snapped.

I kept my mouth shut after that. Hard to believe, I know, but it had

some advantages. At lunch, I didn’t talk much, but it let me listen in to others’

conversations. I scrolled through the social feed and had a look at the news,

and saw an announcement on the bulletins.

Planetside visits were completely forbidden before, but they just lifted

the restrictions. That makes very little sense to me, but I guess it does work 

out. It means that they can send down spies to keep an eye on things, make
the government happy with a little tourism—you always get that with 

systems near the wormholes—and decrease tension.

Social media word is that they’re concerned about having stress 

negatively affect the mappers, particularly the mindsearchers. So rather than

having a bunch of stress breakdowns on their hands, they’re letting us go on a

guided tour. I can’t wait to get off the ship. The others are grumbling, too—

this whole job has been unusual, apparently, and weird in a lot of ways.
Of course, that’s not the only thing that’s weird. Jai was really awkward

today. He was totally 21st century about it, so embarrassing. We were too

busy to talk much, but I kept eyeballing him every chance I got.
I definitely like him, and I’ve had boyfriends before, but there’s

something different about him. I must have been staring for too long, though,

because Annamar slipped over after he left the room and nudged me.
“Hey,” she whispered.

“Hi,” I responded, still entering coordinates.

“What’s up, Glass?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I think the gravity is still on, so probably nothing.”
She rolled her eyes and grinned slightly, then gave me a gut-twistingly

searching look. I swear she has them down to an art form. She lowered her

flutelike voice to a murmur. “No, really, what’s going on between you and

Jai?”

“Not much, so far,” I admitted. “But I’d like something to be going on.”
She nodded. Kelna looked our way, and she slipped behind me. I saw a 

look of sadness and anger flash over her face, and then she glanced away

again. Beside me, Annamar was stiff.

“Speaking of things going on…”

Annamar shook her head and a tight expression passed over her

features. “I’d rather not talk about it.” She squeezed my shoulder. “But if you

can find some happiness, take it. That’s my advice.”

She drifted away again, and I stared at the pile of math and models of 

space-time fabric on the holotable in front of me. Sometimes I wish my work

was simpler, or document-based so I didn’t have to work on these damn

tables. There’s no way my brain would have room for all the processors it

would need to create the simulations and maps. Still, it’d be nice to be like you,

Sarah, and just go to another room and write an essay when I needed to,

rather than having to mess around with tech. Maybe I should have become a 

mindsearcher after all; at least they get some privacy. And really, really

comfortable chairs.

I’m really tired, so that’s all for now. Hope they get a stable relay system

set up soon so I can actually send all these to you, but I’m not counting on it.

Especially with the security risk. Oh well.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

Okay, so for your questions, you can't make a wormhole right in the

middle of a system, because gravity wells would result in messiness. In

addition, it's possible to warp space if you're outside a system or in a low 

traffic area, because there would be fewer or no observers. The more observers

you have, the more stable the fabric is, because of observation effect.
So to deal with this, ships have a couple types of engines; one to travel 

within high density areas, which does not use warping, and one to travel 

between systems, and would be using warping. You can’t use those engines to

warp over huge distances though, because it messes up the stability of spacetime fabric.

Think of it like a sewing machine, or hand-woven fabric. Anyone who's

used a sewing machine can tell you what happens if you pucker fabric too

badly or accidentally stitch something from the wrong part of a garment on

top of a different fold. If you pull a thread out of a woven scarf, the whole

thing creases up and wrinkles. So unless you want, like, meteors to end up

folding into planets, it’s important to make sure our infrastructure and

shipping zones are followed closely.

I know, I know, it’s a little dry, but you asked! By the way, your one

boss is really weird. I know he’s supposed to be Spiritual, but those cracks he

makes about aliens and human cultures really should be reported. Especially if 

he’s ignoring your one Earth-Congolese coworker. I thought prejudice of that

sort was totally gone! I mean, this isn’t the twenty-first century anymore.
And yeah, I know you don’t want to narc, but if he’s going to make a big

fuss about being Spiritual, enough to work at a place like DOLMAC, and then

be that rude to someone just because of where they’re from, he’s a giant

hypocrite. Kelna actually made some aggressive comments to Hyari a while

ago, and Kial spoke to her and scolded her about it. Being intolerant doesn’t

really fly out here, because if you can’t trust your coworkers or feel safe

around them, you could literally die. And again, the whole counselling thing.
That mandatory emotional state report thing you turn in at the end of

the week gives me the willies. But I feel like everything’s been giving me the

willies lately. Annamar’s had all those nightmares, and mindsearching just

makes me drift through clouds of indefinably shifting colours, like iridescent

meshes, and they leave sticky marks on my skin. Space out here is so unstable,

it feels like it’s bleeding. I don’t even know if that makes sense. But it’s what

I’ve been feeling, and I don’t like it. Sometimes I wish I’d never been born

with this weird quantum sensitivity.

Even taking a small vacation hasn’t helped. We went planetside a few

days ago. It wasn’t nearly as relaxing as I’d hoped.

The planet closest to base was Alieua, in the Tagoan system, so off to

Alieua it was. It’s a Domon system, and they’re kind of a weird bunch—no

genders, and they speak and identify in the plural; they’re sort of an

amphibious species. They don’t even breathe the same gaseous mix as most

other species. I mean, humans have a weirdly broad tolerance for

temperatures, so we’re considered tough, but Domon are very niche, not like
us. Still, they’re good engineers and artists, and very good resource
managers—even if they aren’t really, uh, people-people, if that’s the right way

to put it. They’re not friendly, I mean.

Anyway, I should mention that even going down on the shuttles, things

were really crowded. There are other mappers, who covered our department

sector when we went down, and altogether, between the mindsearchers,

ourselves, and a few maintenance workers, we formed a group of about eighty.

Others will be going down in shifts, too, so that the ship will keep on running

without too many delays. Anyway, we had extra time because our group had a 

lot of valuable employees.

The admins gave us a chance to get off leash a bit, but not much. We

only spent about a day down there. Five minutes after he’d handed out

translinks, maps, and infoguides, Kial disappeared, and I couldn’t find

Annamar either. Hyari had decided not to come; he said he’d rather sleep in,

and now I’m not sure he made the wrong decision. Jaria and I regrouped,

snagged Kelna, Jai, and Wirri, and set out to explore Si’ran, the capital city.
The first thing I’d like to mention is that we had to wear our uniforms.

That just wasn’t fair. I’ve hardly had a chance at all to wear the clothes I

packed, so fat lot of good all that debating over what to bring was. Also, it was

raining.

I ended up buying a reinforced umbrella, as did Jai; after that, it was

much easier to get around. There’s a lot of carbon in the atmosphere because

of a recent volcano, so the city was pretty dirty, unfortunately.

Our group spent about an hour wandering around the city core,

confused, until a nice local pointed out that tourists such as ourselves might

find it particularly pleasant to tour the underground gardens, and incidentally,

would we be interested in buying some of his all-meat lunchcakes?
We said thanks and no, except for the guys, both of whom purchased

lunchcakes, and consequently spent the next hour sucking on breath pills to

cover the oniony smell of the cakes with minty freshness.

The gardens were pretty nice, though difficult to reach; they were in

decent repair, unlike most of the city. The air wasn’t caustic; just not really

breathable, so we had to truck around in breathing equipment, in addition to

everything else.

So because of the sooty rain, the streets were grimy and brownish, and

most of the buildings were not only in poor repair, but also a little crude, like

Old Jerusalem on Earth—sand-based cement and stone, not the usual steel 

and plastiglass. Still, they had an appeal of their own—all rounded corners

and geometric lines and steep, winding streets. I starve for that homeliness

after all the time on the base. A little taste of the elemental, and even some

dirt, was kind of welcome. That’s right—the stupid base is so clean that I

missed dirt.

Back to the gardens. The locals are tall, so we had no problem going

down the stairwells to reach the subterranean part of the city. Even Wirri

didn’t have to crouch too much, though his feathers kept getting weird stares.

(I guess Domon and Yterans aren’t overly friendly with each other?)

However, the stairwells were also very dark, narrow, and steep, and I collided

with Jai more than once, very unromantically. It’s easy to walk into people,

and I actually acquired some nasty bruises.

Anyway, the gardens, once we managed to get there and bargain down

the entrance fee a bit, were underwhelming.

After the lineup, I had expected something fairly fantastical—something

like the polar ice caves on Pluto, the corona displays on Callisto, you get the

idea. (I am so jealous of your view of those, by the way!)

Back home on Mars we have some amazing gardens in the skyhalls.

Remember when we went to New Kinshasa’s skyhall? Those terraced levels

were so beautiful! But yeah. Even Earth can be pretty formidable when you’re

looking for intriguing tourist attractions.

However, the gardens were damp, poorly lit, and most of the vegetation

was altogether far more peculiar than I liked. Most of it was very pale, or

white, and around the stalactite catacombs, thick, juicy-looking white vines

had woven pale, intricate nets. Some of the other white plants—well, all right,

they were probably fungi—had grown exceedingly tall. The whole place was

constructed as a giant labyrinth.

I do not think of myself as a coward, but although I will admit that the

ancient air of the gardens and dark lighting gave it a ghostly appeal, the

whole place was entirely eerie. I mean, it was freaky—it’s all sort of like what

I’d have pictured for the underworld, you know? I half-expected to see my

dead grandmother’s ghost come floating out of nowhere to accost me.
The fungal undergrowths reminded me weirdly of some of the gluey

areas of space and the irritated, torn segments, and I didn’t like it a bit. It was

like walking through an enormous, infected wound after a while, and I just

wanted to be back in the strange city, or better still, back on the base.
Jaria and Wirri didn’t mind the place as much as I did, but they still 

found it entirely too dark and miserable for their liking. I heard Jaria 

muttering something about wanting a drink.

Kelna seemed distracted, as always, and somehow I don’t think she took

much of it in. She seems really upset lately; I notice she’s moved from

Annamar’s quarters, or at least hasn’t been there in weeks. That might have

something to do with it.

I noticed that Jai seemed as disturbed by the place as I was. We slipped

off together to chat a bit in private, choosing a well-lit dead end. We moved

our masks off for a few minutes—there’s more carbon dioxide on Aleuia, and a 

lot more xenon, but a quick gasp or two would be okay. He tried to kiss me a 

bit, and I did come right up close to him, but both of us were really cold and

unnerved by the place. Bec

“God, it’s humid down here, too,” I muttered. He pulled me close and

wrapped his arms around me. We were cold, but it was also comforting to be

close. I guess I ought to have said that we’re progressing pretty quickly.
“I don’t care for it, much,” he replied. “I think—I would hypothesize—

that because we’ve both come from such a warmth-seeking, party-driven

culture…”

“That it is equally likely that a chilly, dark, melancholy place like this

would scare the shit out of both of us,” I finished.

“Right, but I was about to phrase it more elegantly.”

I snuggled up to him, a little less uncomfortable than I had been a few 

moments ago. My mouthpiece fogged as I said, “Jai, I hit university when I

was sixteen and I spent eight years there. I can phrase things just as

eloquently, but it’s time to admit that this place is fucking creepy.”
“Well, yeah, okay, that works too. And now I can’t see the lights of the

group anymore…”

My answer was a string of curses, and we left our passion in the dead

end of the labyrinth. When we rejoined the group, if they’d noticed our

absence it wasn’t remarked on. Jaria and Kelna already, well, knew what they

thought was sufficient, and had been loyally tight-lipped.

Wirri probably knew, but I don’t expect he cared; anyway, altogether

they were too upset over the urgent recall to base to make a fuss about what

would have seemed—under other circumstances—to have been a romantic

tryst. It was and it wasn’t, and that’s the way it goes. In retrospect, the caves

were pretty interesting, and I think if I have a chance when all of this is calm,

I’ll visit them again. I know I just said I felt awful, but well, that’s just how I

felt in the moment—and sometimes it’s worth giving things a second chance.
Now for the bad news: the day-ruining, agonizingly horrible news. We

have been sent another beacon, with basically the same message as before. Kial 

read it and turned a shade of mottled grey, then read it to the rest of us.

Everyone was unsettled by it. Hyari, in particular, was restless, nervously

pacing back and forth. His large hands, so oddly dexterous, knotted and

unknotted powerfully—I remember that particularly. I think he knows

something the rest of us don’t. He kept sniffing at the air. Anyway, it gave me

a funny feeling in the pit of my stomach. It put me off my semi-successful 

planetside visit. I didn’t even get a chance to read the message, for Chrissake!

See how upset I am? I’m using archaic swearwords, and though I know this

sounds almost light, well, it isn’t, and my natural tone is betraying me.
Well, I seem to have timed things perfectly—getting into a lovely,

thorny predicament with Jai at the same time as we are being verbally

threatened by an unknown source. Events that are just wonderfully calculated

to complicate my life even more. Well, what can you do? For better or for

worse, Jai and I have feelings (and libidos that are alive and well, not that

we’ve done much about it). Annamar has been having dreams again; I can hear

her whimpering and moaning in her sleep. I’m tired.
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Dear Sarah,

I know you won’t get this because there’s a communications freeze on,

but if I don’t write, I will go nuts. I know it. Everything here is so

claustrophobic, and we’re all arguing, and it’s just one disaster after another

because everyone’s on edge.

This is the third beacon we have been sent, this time in Commontung.

Whoever these people are, they don’t pull punches.

As your mindsearchers have no doubt informed you, our activities to

bore holes in the cosmic fabric have damaged it in this area. Unless you would

care to create a radical wormhole, terminate your activities. If you still 

continue to map this area of space and begin to work on your little project,

you will suffer the consequences, which will not be pleasant.

You can imagine that people’s reactions were pretty much the same as

with the first couple of beacons. Jaria and Wirri were angry, Hyari was

anxious, and Annamar and Kelna were upset. I was not too happy either, but I

did feel gratified because it proved that I was right.

“Told you!” I said to Jai. He gave me a look, which said: Don’t be so

infantile. I expect better of you.

I gave him a look back: You’re no better. Let’s call a truce.
He shook his head—whatever.

Half-mockingly, I blew him a kiss. Love you, too. Then the boss saw this

silent flirty argument and scowled menacingly at both of us. Well, I’ll flirt,

but not at the expense of my job.

Kial has been getting into fouler and fouler tempers of late. He always

does when he doesn’t understand things. He isn’t too fond of me, either, but I

don’t go out of my way to make his life more complicated. I think he takes too

much responsibility upon himself. Annamar, for some reason, has a calming

effect on him. I think he’s more than a little attracted to her. But then,

Annamar is one of the most relaxing people to be around, when she’s not

having nightmares. She reminds me of the Sea of Tranquility on her home

moon; I’ve been there, and it’s well named. His eyes are melancholy and heavy,

but they always soften when he looks at her. I swear he’s going to break his

own code one of these days and sleep with her. Kelna is so preoccupied that

she doesn’t seem to have gotten jealous.

I confess that I envy Kelna in particular. We’re opposites, really, but we

get along well. Not that I should be worrying about such things when we'd

been openly threatened by an unknown agent, but that’s my personality for

you. I hope things on Callisto are calmer.
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Dear Sarah,

Another ramble to keep myself sane, I guess. I don’t even know what

you’ll think when you read all these.

Let’s see. Where do I begin? We have not been sent any beacons for the

last two days. Is this the calm before a storm? I can’t be sure, but that appears

to be the case. I would rather have to suffer through the reactions of my

coworkers (stress, fear, anxiety, ill tempers boiling over, and etcetera) than sit

around waiting for something to happen. Anticipation is deadly.
Speaking of things that may be hazardous to one’s health, I think that

Kial has realized that there is something going on between Jai and me (Never

mind that we haven’t defined it ourselves, but the tension is there!). Oh, make

no mistake; I’ve caught Jai eyeing me over several times—at work. And, of 

course, we’ve done a bit of sneaking around, but we haven’t had the courage or

stupidity to drag this into bed. Somehow, I can’t bear to bring him into my

room just yet. It’s confusing, but I can just tell we mean something to each

other. I hate it when I sound sentimental, but you know how it is when you

can’t explain things properly. I really should have taken your would-be advice

and slept with him earlier, before it got all complicated. But then, maybe I’d be

in the same position I am now.

Mind you, the reason that Kial didn’t take either of us aside is because

there are—ahem—rumours that he himself may not be following his own

policy. As you may recall, Kial made it pretty clear that he disapproved of 

relationships between closely affiliated crewmembers (if you become involved

with someone on a different floor and/or department, you aren’t breaking this

rule). It is very sensible, when you think about it—romantic entanglements

can really cause strife if they sour.

I mean, Annamar and Kelna are barely on speaking terms, and they

came as a couple, so you can’t imagine how awkward our hangouts have been.

Kelna’s mostly been away and sulking, or spending a ton of time at the

Spiritualist chapel. I’ve seen her hanging around with a few administrative

types who also seem to be Spiritual. I guess it’s good to have something to

keep you stable at a time like that, even if I think the way DOLMAC handles

the Spiritual culture-belief thing is, well, kind of weird.

So, I guess I’ll dish out some gossip, just to relieve the tension. You

know when you just have to tell someone about something? Yeah. It’s that

feeling.

I overheard Jaria speaking with Wirri today during a break.
“Annamar spent a night with Kial. This is what humans call very

ironic,” said Jaria.

“Ironic? What does that mean?” asked Wirri. Then Jaria explained

situational irony to him.

“…So the fact that Annamar is involved with Kial means that he has

gone against his own code of conduct. The irony is that he was the one who

forbade coworker romances in the first place.”

“Ahhh,” Wirri said. “Now I understand.”

I was hiding behind part of an open entranceway, situated so that I was

invisible to them, but I suspected that I was pushing my luck to hang around

any longer.

Well, isn’t this interesting! Jai and I have been cautiously holding back,

so I feel smug—though I have no right to. It seems the chief is mortal after

all. Not that I blame Annamar, because he is awfully good-looking.
Mind you, I shouldn’t be looking for unnecessary trouble, so I won’t

mention this to anyone except you. Sometimes it’s good to let people have

their secrets. I think stress has something to do with this.

Now that I think about it, if they knew I was there all along, they might

have been talking about it for my benefit. That wouldn’t surprise me either.

On the other hand, this removes an obstacle between Jai and me—I think. Is

that a good thing?

Or are we all just going claustrophobic and nuts? Oh, I do so wish you

could answer these letters. I can’t wait for the stupid communications freeze

to be over! I wish they’d just catch whoever is threatening us. I don’t

understand why—well. Enough circular logic for today. Talk soon, I hope.
Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

Still no luck on the communications freeze lifting, but I really have to

confide in you somehow.

These feelings, though, are not (fortunately? unfortunately?) the

stomach clenching, hormonal dizziness of a crush. It’s way more than just a

sexual thing now.

Dare I say it? I think I’m in love.

So I’m angry with myself—fine timing, especially when we’ve been sent

three more beacons! I shouldn’t be thinking about such relatively petty things

when we are receiving the intergalactic equivalent of a bloody knife on one’s

doorstep. Jaria is less furious than she is worried. Wirri has been pacing,

taking long strides back and forth.

Everyone is worried and on edge. We continue to make efforts to work;

they’re all but useless. Attempts at on-ship activities have been failing

miserably, and this base doesn’t have as many amenities, apparently, as some

of the bigger ones. I mean, I’ve already seen most of the plays at the theatre

here, and you can only go to the pool to exercise so many times. I can’t even

concentrate on vids or entertainment.

Everyone’s tense. People are going stir-crazy. We don’t want to send

any distress beams to the nearest planet; they’ll be intercepted, and they’ll 

know that we’re sitting, defenseless ducks. So in effect, we’re being held under

siege by a combination of fear and intimidation. Sure, we’ve got plenty of

supplies, but how long will those really last? One of the messages threatened

to attack any supply transports that came near here, and

It is like being stuck in a stalemate in that old board game—chess, I

think it’s called. I have a very bad feeling about things, and I have no idea 

why. I just know someone is going to be killed. I don’t often get these feelings,

but when I do, they always prove reliable.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

Today was another tension marathon. We’re starting to prepare

ourselves for trouble, but this base has little or no weaponry. We are supposed

to be protected under Galactic Laws, but so much for that. This is a rough

part of the galaxy, but still!

The beacons have been traced to a very large, motley-looking ship not

too far away. It’s apparently a pirate vessel of some kind. So yeah, smugglers.

And here I thought those stupid seminars were just talk and bureaucratic

caution. I feel so foolish now.

I know because I overheard (okay, so I eavesdropped) Kial talking with 

one of the other department heads, a Yteran called Ruzzan Harvis. She’s in

charge of Essential Support Functions—janitorial stuff, the kitchens, and all

the other basic things that keep our lives running smoothly (it’s a fairly

important job). I had gone into Kial’s office to get one of the progress report

disks, which I was assigned to encode. He came in; I thought quickly and hid

in a closet. He couldn’t see me and I couldn’t see him, but I could at least hear

them.

“…Are you sure about this, Captain Borealis?”

“Sure as I’ve ever been,” Kial growled. “I know a pirate vessel when I see

it. They’ve had control of hradìrga trade in this sector for decades, and now 

they don’t want to give it up. Too much oversight and trade traffic means law

enforcement, regulation, medical requisitioning of the supply…it’s the same

old story. When people have power, they don’t like letting it go.”
“How do you know it’s a mercenary ship?”

He was a moment or two answering. “Captain’s intuition. Before I had

enough money to pay for university, I worked as a waiter on a cheap

intergalactic transporter. Our ship was boarded by pirates. I was captured and

I worked for them. I might as well tell you that being a mercenary is not w hat

it’s cracked up to be.”

I nearly dropped dead in shock. It was the most unbelievable thing I had

ever heard, second only to the rumours that hradìrga was kept on board for

emergency bribes.

“That, of course, was in another corner of the galaxy, when I was

younger and hungrier. I saw my friends kill and be killed in a rough raid, and

that was when I got out of it.”

I heard Ruzzan clear her throat. “And your criminal record? Should we

be concerned?”

“Pardoned,” he answered flatly. “I turned myself in. You know

Interfederational policy.” He paused, and I heard him swiftly draw in breath.

“I’m only telling you this because I trust you, Ruzzan. You have your

own…questionable past.”

“True. And speaking of questions, what are yours?”

“Ruzzan, this base is short on weapons. The flaming idiot who equipped

us understocked on defensives. Apart from a few caches hidden around the

base, we’re extremely vulnerable.”

“And what would you have me do?”

Kial let out that sigh he does when he’s cranky about something. “I don’t

want this base to go undefended.” I had a weird urge to rub his shoulders,

then reminded myself that was Annamar’s job, and felt embarrassed. What a 

time!

“Have you contacted the Peace Force?” Ruzzan offered.

“They’ll take months to get here from a Resolution Centre on standard

drives, and at best, it’ll take weeks on doublejump. Hell, we’re not even a main

priority, so count on a wait before they even think about us. We’re in the

boondocks.” His voice was bitter. “We’re just a bunch of assholes building a 

highway for more assholes to run errands. Nobody really cares about the risks

we have to take out here.”

Ruzzan sounded cowed. “Damn. Are we really on our own?”
“I think so,” said Kial grimly. “Prepare for an invasion. Hide all the ship

maps and anything that might be valuable. Tell your people to stay on guard.

Now, I have a crew of engineers to check on, and I should get back. Let’s hope

they haven’t screwed anything up.” I felt silently indignant.

“I love your optimism,” she said dryly. Then, in an entirely different,

genuinely respectful tone, she added, “good luck, Captain.”

“The same to you, Ruzzan. Dismissed.”

I heard a doorlock open and close, and Kial sighed. “I’ll tell you, Glass,

sometimes I wonder if I’m the right man for this job.”

I froze. “Come on out, I know you’re hiding,” he said blandly. I left the

closet, revealing myself with hands up. Damn his piratical acuity of hearing!
“Don’t look so scared,” he said. “I’m not prepared to dismiss you any

time soon.” He indicated for me to seat myself.

“Captain, I’m sorry for overhearing that conversation. I—”
“Can you keep your mouth shut?” he asked casually.

“Yeah, pretty well, I guess?” I stuttered back, not used to seeing him

this informal.

He gave me a cool look with his wolf eyes, and I stared right back. He

opened a drawer in his desk, retrieving a clear plastiglass container of scotch 

and two shot glasses. He poured two shots and pushed one across the desk.

“Good. Care for a drink?” he picked up his own glass and tossed a good

quarter of it back.

I raised an eyebrow at him, but clearly he expected me to accept. I took

a small sip. Hazel and oak strongly flavoured the smooth, slight burn of the

scotch. I looked at him, at the casual position and subtle aura of power, and I

could see him as a buccaneer.

“Something wrong, Glass?”

“Nothing, sir. I just—”

“—never pictured me as a pirate?” He paused, and I had a little more

scotch.

There was a long pause.

“Do you know why I didn’t dismiss you the instant I saw you in the

closet? You’ve given me good reason to.” Kial was giving me a very critical 

look, which didn’t seem to bode well.

“To be truthful, sir, I don’t know,” I admitted honestly.

He ticked off his fingers. “You poke your nose where it doesn’t need to 

be, you’re stubborn, and you’re damned impudent.”

“Guilty as charged, sir.”

“Case in point,” he said. “Furthermore, I know you broke my policy on

romantic entanglements, Glass. I figured it out long ago.”

I stiffened and ran my finger around the rim of my shot glass, feeling

apprehensive. I didn’t think Jai and I were that overt in showcasing our

involvement. I mean, we’d at least been trying to restrain ourselves.
I wanted to leave, but I had the strange sensation that I wasn’t in

trouble. If he thought I’d slept with Jai and he still wasn’t angry, I wasn’t

going to correct him.

He watched me intently, remaining in his relaxed posture, but even

though I now knew he had once been, well, a criminal, he seemed every inch a 

leader. “You can relax. I violated my own rule with Annamar. And if there’s

one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you don’t hang someone for your own offense

if you want your crew to trust you.”

“If you say so, sir,” I said uneasily.

He hazarded a grin and looked twenty years younger. He really was

very handsome, and whether he’d been a waiter or a captain, I could see why

anyone would follow him to hell and back. “Then let’s just keep this

conversation private, shall we? Frankly, I’m going to need people like you

soon. Now, I believe you have some alterations to approve for the chart maps.

You’re dismissed.”

“Thank you, sir.” I left the remainder of my scotch on the desk,

wondering if he really meant all he’d said.

He knew trouble was coming; I could see it in his tense posture. I had to

take a minute to lean against the shining mirror-walls of the corridor to

prevent myself from hyperventilating as my circumstances crashed down

upon me.

The captain left his mountain peak to confide in me. Our base is on high 

security mode. I’m poised on the brink of a serious relationship—fuck; I’m in a 

serious relationship. This seems so unreal.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

I don’t know how else to word this: The ship has been invaded. We’re

all locked in our rooms at the moment, and transmissions are on full 

lockdown. I can’t even message people from my implants. I don’t think I’ll be

able to write much, but let me explain what I do know. I mean, I’m locked in

here, and I can’t read books because I can’t get on the infonet network, so

writing to my in-a-different-solar-system friend is probably my best bet for

not going totally crazy.

As far as can be reconstructed, a bunch of interstellar space junk

boarded our work ship. I was up in the lab at the time, and the next thing I

knew, a bunch of nasty aliens with guns were locking the doors. “Any of you

resist, you get shot. Understand?” And yes, there were a couple of Yterans

there.

Jaria and Wirri are not particularly reptilian (even though they have

scales), but when they saw the others, their eyes narrowed to slits and they

began hissing insults. The pirates—there were three Yteran men and a 

Yteran woman—hissed back.

I thought it might come to blows, until their leader, a tentacled and

cranky Fysiian with unreadable black eyes, broke it up. The other brigands

snickered. “Your archaic language of argument and hostility,” said the leader,

“is not required for this.”

Jaria shot him an almost murderous look and muttered something under

her breath, and Wirri stepped up behind her.

The captain gave them this cold look that still makes my bones shudder.

“Take them to solitary confinement,” he said. He turned cutting glances on

the rest of us. “As for all of you, any further disruptions will be fatal.” He

imperiously flicked a tentacle at the doorlock and left to terrorize other

corners of the ship.

Brigands stepped up to us and tied our wrists. I shot a desperate look at

Jai, and he returned it. I wish I could say that stole a gun, shot the bastards,

and ran over to kiss him deeply and passionately, but I didn’t. They led him

out first, and I can only hope they didn’t execute him.

I feel like such a god-fucking-damned coward. All I have are stupid

holofilm references and movies. I mean, that musical with Indira Chaudhuri

and Hovan Demirdjian, How to Love a Pirate, was literally all that came to

mind. And knowing how to thumka or bhangra wasn’t exactly going to get us

out of this situation.

Maybe it’s better to be alive so I can help the others. Who am I kidding?

For all I know, they could line us up against the wall, executioner-style, and

pick us off one by one.

These…pirates…deserve the most terrible punishment the Galactic

governments can impose. They are as bad as humans used to be. Running

around the outer solar systems, stealing and terrifying the shit out of

everyone on cargo freighters, dealing one of the most addictive substances in

the universe…there’s probably more. Those willing to slaughter an entire
baseful of innocent bystanders for money…no, they don’t deserve to be called

“people.”

As I was being hustled to my room, I saw one of the guards let a man

go. As he was running down the hallway, the pirate shot him in the back. And

snickered. His companion was not happy, mercenary or no, but he didn’t

exactly stop the shooter, either.

Oh, god, let Jai be okay. If he’s dead…I don’t know how much worse

things will get. I can’t bear to think of him with a hole in his back. I love him,

and I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to him.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,
I don’t know what to say. I have never been so worr
ied about anyone
else in my life. And oh, god, Jai...don’t let him be hurt. I guess this is what
truly being an adult is all about. So strange how I could have been an adult
but not really understood that until now. You’re never too old or too mature
to grow up, I guess. I should be trying to figure out how to escape, but I can’t
think right now. That is to say, I can philosophize because my brain is having
those fleeting, sharp little jabs of significant thought between the worrying.
I’m so tense, and all the anticipation of I’m-not-sure-what is making me think
about life very seriously. I'm not sure which will drive me around the bend
first—the worrying or the waiting for something to happen. Anything,
anything at all—it is too still. I don’t trust the silence.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

At last, a sign of hope! We aren’t being starved, but food is being limited

to the minimum required amounts. We are all locked in our rooms, and are

never let out. They are still deciding what to do with us.

It’s been a couple of days since I have last written, by the way. I have

counted every minute, and yet I’ll be damned if I can understand how all the

time passed so quickly.

There’s been a lot of discussion. Normally, they capture shuttles or

cargo ships, not Interfederational bases. They can’t decide whether to strip it

and kill us all, whether to take a bunch of us as slaves, whether to leave us in

our rooms and starve us to death, or whether to try and pull off some

combination of the above.

Things look bleak; you can hear the pirates patrolling our corridor

talking at night. Or, well, I can. They make us leave our doors partly

open…so we hear it all. But they’re short-staffed, because this base is huge.

And that sliver of a margin of error is enough to give me hope.

Today, Sarah, something really amazing happened. Amazing doesn’t

begin to describe it, actually. How about one of the older words—miraculous,

perhaps? I’ll cut to the chase.

I heard a peculiar noise coming from my transport machine. I don’t

think I mentioned them, but they’re used to transport things between rooms

and levels. Things—not people, because transporting people around is

dangerous. There are serious health and existential risks, which I’m not going

to go into because I don’t want to have a heart attack and forget to relay the

news.

An object is placed inside, a room code is keyed in, and the object is

converted from a solid (or liquid, gas, plasma, gel, etcetera) state to light

photons. The photons are transported to the receiving transporter in the

desired room. Then the photons reconfigure and convert the object back into

its original state of matter.

The space inside is large enough for almost anything, being one

Standard Unit by half an SU by one SU. Anything larger than those

dimensions has to be moved by other methods—and like I said, sentient

beings aren’t supposed to use them at all, not unless they’re willing to risk

death or scrambled organs. The idea of using the transporters for sentients

is—well, only an idiot would do it.

I was under the impression that they had been disabled by the pirates,

who would have taken down the network in the same way as the quantumentangled network and infonet had been disabled.

Imagine my shock, then, when I saw Jai shimmer into three dimensions

inside the transport. He didn’t look very comfortable, as though he was

worried that he might end up in the wrong room, and become skewered on the

end of a blade or shot.

I let him out, and then did the least dignified thing possible: I started to

cry. I fell onto my bed and just sobbed as quietly as I could manage. He sat

beside me and rubbed my shoulders.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” he whispered over and over. I tried to get some

control back.

“Funny, I never took you for the sensitive type,” I said. I was still 

crying.

He put his arm around me. “Usually, I'm not,” he said. “Are you all right,

Crystal?”

“No,” I said. “I'm still alive, but I nearly died when I saw you there.”
“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said gently.

“I wasn’t scared. I just…wasn’t sure if you were alive or dead and…”
“And…” he probed gently. “I guess it makes a difference to you?”
“Damn straight! I care, okay? I was worried about you.” I kissed him,

suddenly and invitingly.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” he murmured.

“How can I help it? I lo—” I choked on my tongue. I was afraid to say it,

because that would make it real. Jai looked hopeful and stricken at the same

time.

“What were you going to say?” he breathed.

“I love you.” There.

Long pause. “I love you too.” Not quite a question.

I sat up so that I could see his face in more detail, and then placed my

mouth right over his. It’s stupid, but I wasn’t sure he was really there. His

hands and his mouth and the sudden heat, though, brought me back. I felt like

an idiot, very self-conscious about the way I was almost helpless, and yet, after

a few minutes I stopped caring.

He had my uniform halfway undone when we heard a guard knocking

on the door. “What’s going on in there?” He got into the transporter half-

dressed, and I punched in the code he gave me, just in time for him to

shimmer out. The guard came in.

“I heard a disturbance,” she said, crossing her arms. She was Yteran, but

not one of the ones I’d seen before. There must have been at least fifty pirates

on that ship, I realized. I lied that I was worried about my friends, and that I’d

just been crying about that. Well, it was mostly true. She looked at me with 

sympathy, but she put back on her hard expression and closed the doorlock

firmly.

That was lucky, because I almost had a heart attack. I won’t risk

anything more today. I can’t afford to.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,
After Jai left yesterday, I had some time to wonder and to think. Jai’s
area of expertise is not technology. I still remembered the key code he gave
me, and I was feeling adventurous and curious.

In my case, that’s usually dangerous. Well, you can probably guess what
my course of action was. I waited until today, when I would be safe from any
risk of discovery. Then I entered in the code, opened the door, and got in.

This really wasn’t smart. There was a chance I could end up with my
kidneys in my lungs, or cancer, or worse.

I set the transporter to the code he’d given and quickly shut the door. I
closed my eyes in fear as the machine started to convert me.

I guess I didn’t exist for a few minutes? I’d rather not think about that. I
remember a flash of being pure consciousness, the quantum nature of my mind
unlocked and naked before the universe, and keenly aware of just how infinite
it all was, and then I was thankfully and blessedly a being of flesh and
limitation again.

I don’t know, maybe it was a brief psychotic episode. That’s what that
would be, right? Maybe I should talk to the counsellor. But it sure felt real.
Then again, those things always do, from what I’ve heard.

At any rate, I survived the teleportation, and everything seemed to be
where it was supposed to be, because I wasn’t dead.

I knocked on the tranlucent door to be let out. I could actually have
pushed it open, but the door would have been hot.

I was noticed, and it was Jai who politely strode over to open the door
and let me out. He was clearly feigning a casual, detached attitude, which 
irked me. When he let me out, I gave him a dramatic, ostentatious kiss. He
wasn’t expecting it, of course, which made it even better. I managed to get
him to respond a little, until we were, ahem, interrupted.

“So,” came Wirri’s voice from the table, “You’re a terrible liar, Jai.
‘There’s nothing going on between us,’ you said. ‘Glass is just a good friend.’”

Jai turned his head. “Oh, shut up,” he said. “There are more important
things that need to be discussed.”

Then it hit me. “Wait a minute! You and Jaria were sent off to solitary
confinement. How the hell did you get out in one piece?”

Wirri stretched out, leaning back in his chair. He seemed very proud of
himself, and it was justified. “Yeah, well, Jaria and I weren’t being guarded by
Yterans. It there’d been, Yterans or Forostians, we’d have had major trouble,
but the captain didn’t seem to want to cause another…conflict. There were
just some weedy little Fysiians—you know, the cephalopods—so we tied ‘em
in knots.”

“Are you serious?” I cracked up.

Fysiians resemble what we humans would call a squid, except that they
are larger and suited to a land-based environment. The image of a Fysiian tied
up in its own tentacles was too funny. Picture it, I’ll wait.

When we’d all regained control of ourselves, I asked, “So where’s Jaria?”

“Right over here,” came a familiar voice. I ran over to her and hugged
her.

“Jaria! You’re alive, too!”

“Well, evidently, yes,” she said, sounding bemused. I let her go and
stepped back.

“Okay. Now, what about Annamar, Kelna, Hyari, and Kial? Does anyone
know about them?”

“Glass, are you blind? Kial is sitting at the table,” said Jai, leaning
against the transporter.

I swallowed my pride when I saw Kial. He looked relaxed and
comfortable, like a nobler pirate. Jai turned a defiant red, which was politely
ignored.

I bowed, in the old human fashion. “Thank you, sir. But still, what about
Hyari, Annamar, and Kelna? I don’t see them here. And how the hell did you
find this room? I didn’t even know it existed.”

“Slow down, slow down,” said Jai. “Wirri and I can answer m ost of those
for you. Annamar and Kelna are hostages. Hyari is in solitary confinement.”

“Oooh, that’s not good,” I said. I could feel my stomach turn. Hyari’s
muscly. That was probably why they’d taken him in, then—to keep us weak.

“No. And the first thing to do is to try and get them back. We need
more people if we’re going to get this base back.”

“Count me in,” I said. “And the room?”

Wirri grinned, and looked exactly like Jaria, who smiled precisely the
same way. “I was walking around one day when I stumbled on it. No-one has
ever used it, to my knowledge. It came equipped with a transporter and
everything, though, so it must have been set up and then forgotten
completely.” Typical humans, I could see him thinking.

“Fascinating,” I said. “So, what do you want me to do—am I just going
to stand here?”

Kial gave me a look of utter disgust. “Of course not. You’re going to
help us get rid of these amateurs.”

“Sir, what can I do?”

He gestured for me to seat myself. “Take a look.”

There was a projection of our base-ship displayed on a holograph board.
It was very detailed—you could see all of the different rooms, and things like
transporters and waste systems were diagrammed, too. In other words, it was
a pretty typical ship map, but I almost never get to mess with them, so they’re
always exciting and intricate to me.

He pointed out one of the rooms. “This seems to be their main base of
operations. See that large auditorium next to it, the theatre? That’s where
they’re keeping everyone. What we need to do first of all is to find out more.
I’m thinking we need to go on some reconnaissance missions.”

There was a rich tone of repressed excitement in his voice. I wondered if 
he intended to do some of the legwork himself. He seemed to think this was a
good game.

“What about the weapons? They’re on the other side of the base. And
we can’t possibly get around without these guards noticing,” pointed out Jai.

Kial’s brow furrowed. “Then we have to enlist the guards. I can’t see
pure sympathy and compassion working.”

It felt like he was hinting at something. He likes to do that when he’s
found an obvious solution, but he claims he doesn’t know he’s doing it. In this
case, though, guessing the answer to his riddle could save our lives. “Uh, sir? I
think I might have an idea,” I volunteered.

“Go ahead, Glass,” Kial invited me, lacing his fingers together. I
wondered if he remembered the scotch incident.

“Bribe the sons-ofbitches! They’re mercenaries! What do they care
where the money comes from, as long as their pockets are lined? With enough
money, we can get them to eat from the palms of our hands.”

“Language, Glass,” said Kial, rubbing his chin.

“Sorry, sir,” I apologized sheepishly.

“Hmmm. It’s simple, but it should work. However, we might try and
garner a bit of a sympathy vote. There are only so many heartless killers.” I
knew he was also reminding me discreetly that he himself had once been a 
pirate.

I glanced at Jai. “Jai, uh, remember when you dropped by to meet with 
me yesterday?”

“Er, yes.”

Stop blushing, I wanted to scream. “Anyway, a guard heard
us…talking.”

Jai snickered, covering it with a polite cough. I gave him a murderous
look and he glanced away innocently. “I told her I was just crying over
everything that happened, and she seemed to feel sorry for me. I think I might
be able to convince her to join us. She was a Yteran, but not one of the ones
that had argued with Wirri and Jaria.” The siblings sat up and took notice at
that.

“It’s worth a shot,” said Jaria carefully, “but go easy. Yterans are smart,
and it’s better to work on her conscience.” She looked over at the Standard
wall clock. “They’ll be going around on patrol duties right about now in your
corridor. We’d better terminate this meeting, Kial.”

“Agreed,” he replied heavily. “Glass, you’re dismissed. Lie low. I don’t
want to see you again today. That goes for the rest of you, as well. We’re
walking a fine line between bravery and stupidity, and tipping towards
stupidity will get us all killed, I promise you.”

Jai climbed into the transporter first and plugged in his own room code.
He was gone in seconds. Not going with him was the hardest thing I’ve ever
done.

I got to my room just in time for the usual patrol check in, but it was a 
close shave. The Yteran woman was knocking on my door again. Luck! I
thought. “How are you?” she asked.

I put my plan into action. “Lonely,” I admitted, sighing.

She looked almost sympathetic. “You know, I’m sorry about all of this.
It’s necessary for your safety as well as ours.”

“I know,” I said. I took another gamble. “You seem like such a nice
person for a mercenary.” I waited to be shot.

Instead, she glanced around. I noticed then that she was short for a 
Yteran, and unusually thin, too. “Can I come in?”

“Sure,” I said, crossing my fingers.

“Thanks.”

Man, did she ever have a story! It turns out she was desperate for
someone to talk to. Even though her Commontung was thick and hard to
understand, I listened. I didn’t even have to fake sympathy.

See, she was more or less forced into this racket when the freighter she
was working on was attacked. She was a waitress and a dancer who had
grown up out on one of those remote colony planets, and it was “join us or
die.”

She looked so miserable that I knew she actually hated it. It was worse,
too—they had gotten her hooked on hradìrga, and now she’d been stuck in
her rut, because turning herself in for a pardon would mean ratting on her
current fellows and captain. And that would be a death sentence on a remote
colony, where other pirates and smugglers would get word. Worse, her family
might suffer for it. Even if she sought treatment for the hradìrga addiction,
she’d be watched for links to piracy and smuggling, and well, that would just
land her in the same situation and bind.

I have to admit, Sarah, compared to that, Spiritualism really doesn’t
sound so bad. A little restrictive, but if you were running into people like her
at the fuel station, no wonder you wanted to work somewhere safe.

“…It was exciting for the first while, but I hate having to kill.” She
paused and looked up at me. “Can we make a deal?”

“Yes,” I said.

“All right. I am miserable. If I let you continue on with meeting your 
man, can you get me out of this?”

“Get you out of this how?” I asked.

“I have this hunch that there’s a rebel group, and I did overhear you
with that man.” Her dark yellow eyes bored into me, and I nodded slowly. “If
you need help, I think I can talk to some of the others like me. I can’t promise
weapons, because the captain counts those, but if you can get Interfederational 
protection as well as pardons, we’ll help you. It has to be good. Better than
what we can get on our own.”

I couldn’t believe how easily this was working out. I was almost lightheaded with disbelief. “I’ll do it,” I said. “By the way, I’m Crystal.”

“I’m Harael,” said the woman. She looked down at her crude watch. “I
have to go. Remember your promise,” she said, pleading. She exited through 
the doorlock, reluctantly shouldering her rifle. I didn’t want her to go.

It is odd how people don’t fit neatly into the boxes you cast them in. I
felt sorry for Harael, and yet, she’s one of “the enemy.”

Humans are notorious for making things black and white, but now I
begin to see the grey shades. That greyness takes up an awful lot more of the
spectrum than either white or black, and I see that now. Nervous and pensive,
I remain,
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Dear Sarah,

I had the worst nightmare.

Kial lies sprawled across the door. I can see the blood around his heart. I

am frozen, and I cannot think. Annamar has her arms around him, and she is
crying. I feel detached, almost dead myself. Jai is standing still, just staring at
Kial. It is too late to do anything—the shot has him squarely. I don’t why I’m
not crying. Somewhere in my head, I feel a thought saying, I’m glad that’s not
Jai lying there. Mutely, I walk over to Jai and embrace him. There is another
shot, and the still weeping Annamar stops moving. I kiss Jai, glance down at
his chest. There is a large scorch mark there from a laser gun. He places my
hand over it. I can feel the heart there that is no longer beating, and then I
realize that I, too, am dead.

Then I woke up. I’ve been having this same nightmare over and over for
the last three nights. I’m not sure I want to go through with this after all, but
what choice do I have? I just want to get this base back under our control,
finish the wormhole, and then get the fuck home.

Excuse my language. I swear too much for a person of my education
level anyway, not that it will matter if I’m dead. Not that you ever minded my
swearing—you taught me a lot of the better ones.

Suddenly, I can remember how my parents felt about this job. Mom
worried a lot; Dad told me to be careful, don’t forget that they give us hazard
pay for a reason. It is very early in the morning right now. I need to get back
to sleep. Like that will happen.

I almost wish I had some hradìrga
—though I’ve never tried it, and the
stuff is horribly addicting (as Harael said), I’d give anything for sleep. Since I
am without, I’ll make a shot at the natural method. Here goes nothing.
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Hey, Sarah,
Yeah, at this point I’m just talking to you so I can
 stop panicking, and
I’m typing things out to keep my hands busy. You’re probably going to think
I’m completely unstable when you read all this.

Okay. It’s been a couple of hours since I wrote last. Good thing, because
I’ve had time to rest and also time to think. We are still deciding on a day of 
action for the coupe d’état. I am so tense right now—I need a massage. No,
that’s stupid. But I’m all knotted up. I realize that our intestines are physically
incapable of forming literal knots like a pile of rope, but that’s what it feels
like. I paced around until I could write, but it didn’t do any good...then words
came in a rush.

I’ve got a song stuck in my head, the one they sing in each of the main
human languages every year for the anniversary of colonizing Mars. “And the
stars will sing our victory…” right now, that’s the only line I can remember,
but I can recall the tune. Why is it that in times like these I remember the
planet anthem? It’s playing on a loop in my head, a tinny, cheerful din that
feels like some kind of nightmare.

Don’t answer that. I know I’m a goody
-two-shoes, especially compared
to you. But it’s breaking the rules, really breaking them, that’s keeping me
alive right now. If we weren’t risking use of those teleporters…I don’t want to
think about it.

I am waiting for Jai and the others to teleport down here. My room is
being used because suspicion has been falling on the conference room we’ve
been using. God, if I only had a gun or a crossbow. I’d bust my way out of
here tooth and nail. I’d be shot anyway, it wouldn’t do any good. I don’t want
to die a martyr, I want to live, goddamn it. I feel too tense to write any more.
Later.
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Dear Sarah,

I’ve had had time to sleep, and I feel better than I did yesterday—

mostly, anyway. By appearances, we are safe for now. The pirates have been

arguing and starting to loot, and they’re getting anxious because the orders

they’ve been getting have just kind of stopped.

So far, things are sitting at a stalemate. The pirates are nowhere near

running out of ammunition, but with all the luxuries of our base at their

disposal, they have grown lazy. The captain is having more difficulty

commanding his men, who want to kill the rest of us and get back to stealing

hradìrga. Idle time is time without pay.

And of course there are the malcontents, who just want to go home and

be normal people. The price of this information was bribing and blood—not

our blood, but theirs. However, it seems that Kial himself went out (!) and

used some of the emergency hradìrga supply on the base (!!!) to pay off a 

handful of pirates.

(Harael helped, because I told her everything I knew about Kial. I

trusted her enough, and in return, she’s been keeping up her end of the

bargain. I’m not sure why she’s working with me, except for desperation.)
As it turns out, all those years of smuggling made many of them into

addicts. I’m not surprised. After all, with a huge hradìrga shipment, who

would possibly notice a scintilla of it disappearing? That still left a sizable

majority of them not fully convinced. Of course, life was shitty with their

captain, and many of them were being forced to do grunt work, but

mercenaries are mercenaries. Well, greed has one cure: money. Greasing

palms and buying silence and cooperation was the best we could hope for.
Kial said that some of them were extremely shifty and we’d have to keep

our guards up. Harael objected a bit, but Kial managed to mollify her. She still 

argued that the majority of the people she’d brought with her were

trustworthy enough. Many of them, she said, were slaves like her, who’d been

captured when the brigands were assaulting supply ships. They just wanted to

go home, preferably without a criminal record to worry about. She reminded

him of the promises to pardon defectors.

Then Kial went cold and silent and stiffly agreed. Still, the tension was

almost visible. I’m a little bit worried about that; we can’t afford to lose any

potential allies. Too many people are still either locked in their rooms or

captive. Mind you, my worries don’t stop with easing people out of arguments.
It turns out that Kial wants me to go on a reconnaissance mission, too.

When I found that out, I almost had a heart attack. “Why me?” I demanded.
“Because you’re up to it, Glass.” Kial gave me a very sharp look, as if to

say, I expect a lot of you. I felt my palms begin to sweat; even the thought

makes me nervous.

He gave me directions for sneaking around (“We’ll be giving you a 

latency shield, but don’t rely on its silencers!”) and showed me the base map

again, this time pointing out some of the architectural “errors” that were

secret hallways and rooms like the one we had previously been using.
I had so many questions, but he kept giving me “don’t you dare” looks,

so I couldn’t ask a single one.

But why didn’t the pirates turn off our teleporters? Where did he get a 

latency shield? Where the hell was this hidden drug supply? Why are there so

many hidden places and hidey-holes and hallways on this base? At the same

time, I wasn’t sure I cared. All I wanted to do was stay alive, and if something

fishy or untoward was going on, sobeit. I just wanted to get on with my life

and get to the next, hopefully less weird and terrifying, wormhole-building

contract.

I stayed calm and paid attention, but what I really wanted to say to him

was something along the lines of, “Sir, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing,

so can I please go home now? Really, I’m a coward at heart, or I’m scared stiff 

enough to feel like one.” I settled instead for one pleading glance, which was

returned with a polar-cap glare. He concluded the meeting not long after that.

I really don’t want to disappoint him, but even a latency shield won’t keep the

bullets out.

Jai accompanied me back to my room—there was plenty of space for

both of us inside the transporter, after all. He pushed the door open, using a 

handle I hadn’t seen, and we got out.

“You look absolutely terrified, Glass,” he said.

“No idea why that could be, Jai. Maybe it’s because I’m not very

stealthy, and yet I have to sneak around the whole blasted ship to find the

damn captain? No, that’s not it at all,” I added. I curled up in my chair and

glared at him.

He was sitting calmly—almost calmly—on the bed. “You really only

have to look around on one or two floors,” he said. “That’s hardly the whole

base. And we need all the help we can get.”

“Yeah, well, I could still be shot if I screw up.”

“You need me to give you a pep talk?”

“No,” I said stubbornly.

“Fine. Then I’m going back to my room. By the way, we’re going to

need to have a meeting after you get back, to discuss what you hear, so get in

touch when you get back here. Here’s my room code,” he said. Jai lifted my

chin and gave me a brief kiss. “See you soon. And…if you need me, you know,

you can always…” I nodded.

He headed towards the transporter, and he actually had the door open

when I stopped him. I ran to him and then he drew me right up to him and

embraced me. We kissed. I wish I could say it made the terror go away and

that I was flooded with peace, but alas, I was still scared as shit.
He paused. “I love you. You know, that, right?”

“I love you too.” He gave me this terrified look and I saw that the

calmness he’d been demonstrating earlier was just for my benefit. Don’t let

anyone tell you that men are omnipotent and self-constrained, because it is

total bull. He demonstrated his own ineffable humanity. He didn’t want to let

me go—literally—but we both knew that if he stayed in my room and was

discovered we were either dead or worse than dead. So he closed the door, I

punched in the code for him, and he left.

I don’t want to be alone right now, but I do at the same time. I want Jai,

and I don’t, but most of all I need time to think.
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Dear Sarah,
The day has arrived. Knowing what lay ahead, I felt very reluctant
indeed to wake. However, I knew that I had to do this for the good of the
group, damn my own safety. Once I’d gotten dressed and cleaned up, I used
the transporter to signal Jai, sending him an electronic note. Jai transmitted a 
confirmation back and added that Kial would be down soon. Nervously I
waited.

I suppose only an hour passed, an hour in which I was too nervous to
write. Finally, there in the transporter was Kial, looking significantly calmer
than I and carrying what looked to be some kind of vest. It was the latency
shield. He pushed open the door nonchalantly.

“Hello,” he drawled. “Here’s your equipment. Now, unfortunately, this
latency shield doesn’t have a recording device in it, but you have a pretty
sharp memory. I’ll tell you what—we’re not even supposed to have these,”
said Kial, grinning wickedly.

“Why?”

“They’re standard issue…to espionage agents, but I have friends in high 
places. I managed to convince them that we might need these. Now I’m glad I
did.” A bell rang in my mind.

“Kial—sir, you wouldn’t happen to have been wearing those at a certain
dance, would you?”

“As a matter of fact, I would have. Now, get going, Glass. We’re all 
counting on you.” He headed towards the transporter again, with that familiar
insouciant walk I knew so well.

“Sir?”

“Yes?” he didn't turn.

“I’m nervous as hell.”

“Good luck. You’ll be fine.” With that, he closed the door and
transported himself to his room. I waited until I was certain he had gone and
knocked on my own door. Harael, understanding the signal, came over and let
me out. I had told her about this plan already, and she had agreed to help my
opening my doorlock and pretending to investigate my quarters. Her minor
distraction would avert suspicion from the guards not allied with us and
provide me with time enough to escape.

The captain was usually on either the third or fourth floor, according to
Kial. Since my room is on the seventh, I had to slip down the silvery halls to
the elevators and wait until someone used them. After all, an empty elevator
moving of its own accord is very suspicious. The hallways were the silvery,
mirrored corridors of hell. My reflection in the mirror was nonexistent, and I
found that frightening. The acoustics of our hallways are excellent, but I
remained unheard. Still, even with the latency shield projecting an illusory
field of empty space and the silencers covering my footsteps, I felt exposed. It
was like being naked, in a way. After an eternity of waiting anxiously and
watching neurotically, I finally got to the third floor.

Finding the captain was not very much fun. I know about five of the ten
floors in this base-ship extremely well, but levels three and four were not in
that category. I wandered around that entire floor, but he was nowhere to be
seen. Next, I tried out the fourth floor. There, I found success when I
overheard a familiar hissing voice. I tried to follow it, but I couldn’t see the
speaker. I did know that it was the captain. Finally, I damn near walked into
them. Startled, I had sense enough to hide behind a partition. I pressed against
the wall as flat as I could, but I knew that I’d be damn impossible to see
anyway.

“Parric,” said the sibilant captain, “I don’t understand your reasons for
questioning my orders. You are second mate, not the leader of this crew.”
Parric must have been either brave or stupid, I decided.

“Captain, I’m afraid I don’t get your logic. Why didn’t you just kill the
leaders of the ship in the first place? It would’ve saved us a lot of trouble.” I
heard the captain hiss.

“Parric, I’ve already told you that I tried that. They got away. Now, if 
your other advice is as useful as that, I suggest you get out of my sight.” I
shifted, and accidentally knocked my knee into the side of a wall. I clapped a 
hand over my mouth and swore into it. Silencers will cover any noise you
make, such as breathing, but you still make a sound when you bump into
something.

“Sir, did you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“It sounded like someone banging into something.”

“Probably a scuffle,” said the captain, in a breezy tone of voice. His tone
sharpened abruptly. “Now, get back to the main command center before I take
you there myself.”

“Yes, sir. By the way, sir, what about the hostages? The local planet
governments haven’t offered to do anything in the way of rescuing them.”

The captain paused. “Wait for one more day. If there are still no offers of
money and etcetera, kill them all. You are dismissed.”

“Thank you, sir.” Parric sounded genuinely grateful. I could hear him
walking away rather quickly. In fact, it was more of a run than a walk.
Obviously, he felt about the same way I did.

I heard more soft footsteps, and the captain suddenly walked around the
corner and passed about a quarter of a Standard Unit in front of my face. I
held back the urge to vomit. He didn’t notice me, but it was still creepy. I
slunk down the hall and into the “spare closet.” From there, I took the
transporter to my room. The captain’s words echoed in my mind. “Kill them
all.” He had said it so coldly that I felt ice creeping over my whole body.
Annamar, Hyari, and Kelna were among those hostages. I remembered what
Jai had said and contacted him.

When I showed up in his room, he had already brought the others.
Sitting in anxious, dignified conference were several guards and people I
didn’t know, as well as a few familiar faces Jai was happy to see me, but gave
me only a brief peck before reseating himself. The room was so full and so still 
that I was afraid to speak and shatter the silence. Kial cued me to speak.
Taking a deep breath in, I gave my report. I left nothing out, including the
fact that I was scared shitless. Nobody even dared to laugh.

“…And if we don’t attack by tomorrow,” I finished, “there are a lot of 
people that are going to die. Annamar is one of them.” I looked Kial sharply in
the face for that last remark. He was not impassive—there was a twitch in his
cheek at her name. His grey eyes burned into mine with subtle, loving ferocity
for Annamar. He gestured for me to be seated, and I took my place beside Jai.

Kial took a few moments to speak, pacing before his audience with a
tense elegance. He had never looked more like a fighter than he did now. “The
time has come for the resolution of this crisis,” said Kial. Years had dropped
from his face; his eyes glittered as he continued.

“Thanks to our double agents, I have procured enough weaponry from
the secret reserves on this base to defend ourselves adequately. There are also
shielding devices available for most of you.” He turned and looked at each of
us in turn. “I’ll transmit signals at the time of attack. Each of you is to wait
with multiple reinforcements in your rooms until the changing of the guard
and the break time. When your doorlocks are opened, don’t even give them a 
chance to resist. Kill if you must, but get the hell out and make your way to
the cafeteria level. According to Harael, that is where everyone else is being
kept.” Kial looked right at me and my inner organs turned to ice.

“I’m counting on you, males and females alike, to do whatever you have
to do to subdue these terrorists and get this ship back under our control. I
trust you, even those who did not come out here with us at the first. Now, if 
there’s anyone who doesn’t think they can handle a fight to the death, I invite
those people to step outside and think real hard about our situation. If you can
think of any way that won’t involve scrapes and a little bloodshed, do so.” His
implication was that only a coward would have set foot outside that room.

“Then if there are no objections, you may depart.” Kial’s eyes locked
with mine again, and he gave me a small, bitter smile. He walked into the
transporter and left. The others began to follow suit, some leaving furtively
through the doorlock and others using the transporter. I signalled to Jai, and
he stood back, waiting until the others had left. He came over and embraced
me.

“That was very brave of you,” said Jai. “I’ve done an espionage mission
myself, and they’re not for the faint of heart.” I felt slightly relieved, but also a 
bit put out. “Mind you,” he added, “I didn't have to find the captain, myself;
just the first mate.”

I looked at him until he flinched from my gaze. “Are you scared?”

“Of what?”

“Don’t be thick.”

“Of course. I’m petrified. Just because I don’t show it doesn’t mean that
this whole idea doesn’t scare the shit out of me.”

“And here I thought it was just me,” I said dryly. A flicker of terror
passed across his face, and then he controlled it, but I could still see it in his
eyes. He was dead terrified. Oh, god, not dead terrified. No, no, no please,
scratch out that last sentence.

Damn you, Kial. I don’t want to let you down, but death isn’t such a hot
option either. For a while, I didn't say anything; I just stood there with Jai.

“Do you want to spend tonight with me?” he offered tentatively. I bent
my head to hide in the reassuring curve of his neck.

“Yes, but I don’t think we should.”

“Why not?” he asked, a little hurt. “This could be our only chance.”

“I hope you don’t plan on dying tomorrow,” I retorted. “I sure as hell
don’t. And the thought of death is not exactly an aphrodisiac.”

“No,” he admitted. I looked him in the face again.

“Jai, I would love to spend a night with you when we can properly enjoy
it. But now, I’m just trying to think about surviving.” A lump came to my
throat, and I almost started to cry.

“I understand,” he said, and added, “I love you.” I could tell that he
really, really meant it, and that forced the tears back into their ducts. Well, in
my case, anyway; he was pretty moist-eyed himself and turned away so I
wouldn’t see it.

“I love you too,” I answered. We kissed for a long time, and I left him.
His face through the plastiglass of the transporter door was very worried and
incredibly sad. I don’t know if I’ll be alive tomorrow, and I’m beginning to
wish I had stayed the night with him. But all is said and done, and we’ve
reached the point of no return. I am so terrified.

Crystal
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Dear Sarah,

I can’t imagine what reading this is going to be like. I’m not sure why

I’m still writing them, but they’re keeping me sane…

Enough stalling. Kial and Annamar are dead. We’ve got the ship back,

but thirty of our crew-people died for it. Is that really better than having

everyone die? Honestly, yes, but it still hurts. If I don’t explain it all, I’ll go

crazy. I have got to get it out of my system.

I got hardly any sleep last night, for obvious reasons. I woke early and

waited for the daily check. Sure enough, it came at breakfast. Harael delivered

my meal, and she handed me a laser. The gun was standard issue, shooting

photobullets at a thousand rounds per Standardminute. Since the photobullets

are actually composed of light, the gun never needs to be reloaded—it takes

ammunition from natural and artificial light sources. They’re another

government standard model, which told me that Kial’s friends in high places

had done some real favours for him, indeed. They can be set to “stun,” “injure,”

“kill,” or (I kid you not) “cook.”

Okay, so I laughed when I saw the last setting. Sue me. I needed to

laugh about something.

The gun was cool and inviting, and I ran my hands over it. Harael 

handed me the shielding device (another military standard which deflects

most metal bullets, plastic bullets, and photobullets) and I put it on. The

shielding device was in the form of a belt crossing over the trunk and around

the waist. The shield generators were strapped onto it, and were activated

with the flick of a button. The shield covered my entire body; I could only tell

it was there from a faint humming in my ears and a ripple like heat waves in

the air around me. Looking carefully at Harael, I saw that she, too, wore a

shielding device.

“Let’s go,” she said tersely. I nodded, and we walked out the door

together. One of the Fysiian guards noticed, and oozed over.

“Hey, where do you think you’re—?” Harael coolly shot him in the head.

Her gun was set to injure, which meant that the Fysiian would probably wake

up with a helluva headache. I get the impression Fysiians and Yterans get

along poorly in general.

“Nice shot,” I said. A bunch of guards walked out of rooms, accompanied

by former prisoners like me. They were of varying races, just like my

crewmates, but none seemed to be from the same genetic stock as the cat-batcaptain. They looked at Harael attentively. I didn’t see too many familiar

faces, though, and I felt ever so slightly lonely.

“We’ve taken care of the others,” said a short amphibian brusquely.
“Good. Now, where to, Crystal?” asked Harael.

“The elevators,” I said, without hesitating. We went to them and headed

to the mapping room. I suspected that the others would be there, and I was

right. It seemed Kial had arranged for at least the vast majority to have the

right kind of weaponry, but some of the pirates and our crew had elected to do

without shielding devices. I couldn’t help but think that these people were

ready to fight and eager, and also that it looked as though some of them had
fought already. From the mapping room we joined up with three more groups.
I didn’t realize just how many of the mercenaries Kial had been able to
convince—there were a great number of them, all right, but admittedly there
were far more of us. En masse, we took the elevators down to the cafeteria,

which was on the recreation floor.

There were a lot of guards on duty, but not for long. When you have a 

whole bunch of extremely angry people and then give those angry people

guns, it’s enough to make anyone with half a mind run for their lives. We

stunned or injured most of them anyway, just to be safe. It takes a very long

time to wake from being stunned by photobullets, and being injured is no

laughing matter, either. When bodies were lying around the hall, Kial began

to give us his orders in a steely, soft voice that offered no arguments. Our

force was split into three parts. Jai, Wirri and I were sent to the kitchen as

part of the main offensive; Jaria and Harael led the reinforcements outside the

kitchen entrance and the common entrance.

I shall quickly describe the kitchen—a long room with lots of 

preparation tables and many cooking areas, there were also large, spacious

cabinets. The serving counter was first, followed by a row of cabinets and a

preparation table. There were three rows of barriers in total. The whole place

was done in the same reflective metal and plasteel motif as the rest of the ship.

Well, it must have been easy to clean. It was really nothing special to look at,

but I cannot help remembering that my life swung in the balance in that

simple food preparation room.

I knew we were safe enough; we had entered the kitchen’s back door,

and about a hundred of us were hiding in there. A hundred waited as backup

at the hind doors of the kitchen and another hundred waited before the doors.

Remembering that gave me some form of confidence, but not much. From

where we were, we could see the pirates and the floor. I was unprepared for

what I saw in the cafeteria, and my nerves were badly shaken. As I gripped the

gun, it began to slide through my sweaty palms. There were plenty of pirates

there, lounging around and playing card games or eating. All were armed, but

even the fact that the bulk of their numbers had gather here did not faze me.

Our combined force of crew people and defectors handily outnumbered them.

The captain was there as well, hissing the occasional order at his mates, who

were working. These things, combined, did not shake me half as much as the

hostages.

The captives were protected by a kind of laser cage. It was relatively

large, taking up about a third of the cafeteria’s floor space. There was just

enough room to curl up, but certainly not enough for beds or anything.

Despite the fact that this crude prison kept them safe, it made me sick to my

stomach. Our crewmates were suffering so much. Some of them had tried to

run through the walls and aid us, but only succeeded in horribly burning

themselves. Others were already dead, and lay upon the floor outside. They

had been used for target practice until they’d been mutilated into

unrecognizable charred lumps. They were separated from each other by laser

partitions, so that opening one partition would not free them all. The faces I

could see looked disconsolate. I almost lost my courage, but at the same time,

something about their misery spurred me on. Smoothly, before there was time

for them to react, Kial guided our force into the kitchens and behind the
counters in the cafeteria. He came with us, leading us along to make sure as

many of us were safe as possible. Then he went back.

“We have you surrounded,” said Kial coolly, stepping out in front. “Now,

if you’re willing to negotiate, we may be merciful. Otherwise, get ready to

think of some epitaphs.” I saw Annamar in the hostage cage, and Kial must

have, too. The desperate momentary glance they shared broke my heart.
The captain noticed, too. He let out a sibilant, chuckling laugh filled

with contempt. “Bring out the female,” he said to one of the guards. The

captain indicated Annamar, who walked out with silent dignity. Even without

makeup and after what could only have been a horrifying imprisonment, she

was dignified and regal. I could see Kial’s face in profile from where I

crouched, and it said: I am being tortured. He regained his composure, but

he’d revealed his weakness for her.

“Surrender now and she lives,” said the captain. One of his officers

trained a gun on Annamar, and several others pointed crossbows at her.
“I’ll die first,” said Kial. “Do you have any idea what kind of damage

you’ve caused with your crude hole-boring machine? There are huge tears in

the cosmic fabric. In fact, if they’re not repaired, a black hole could develop.

You need my crew. Now, if you surrender, I’m sure we can arrange some kind

of pardon.”

“No chance. But you will die.”

To add insult to injury, the captain didn’t even shoot Kial himself. The

crossbow of a guard came back and the arrow was gradually released. There

were only about three people with crossbows, but it was enough, because

shields can’t deflect arrows. All of this happened in a split second, and Kial 

didn’t even have time to shoot back. Kial grabbed his chest suddenly; his hand

came away bright crimson. It was stickier than I thought it would be, all that

blood.

He actually smiled as he spoke his epitaph. “You don’t know what you’ve

done.” The guard shot him in the chest again, and this time, I could hear the

soft thwap of the arrow. Kial hit the floor, still not dead, but wheezing.
There came a scream so awful I don’t think I could ever describe it. It

was a noise almost like an infant would make, but what child ever shrieked so

bloodcurdlingly? It was worse because it was half-intelligible. I saw Annamar

struggling against her Yteran guards, her composure lost and teeth bared.

Her long hair was flowing every which way, making her look as wild and

desperate as she must have felt.

It happened so quickly, but I still don’t believe it. She took down two

startled guards in thirty seconds and ran over to Kial. She grabbed his face in

her shackled hands, lifted it, and kissed him, hard. The guards were rousing

themselves, and they looked pissed. One of them coolly lifted her rifle and

blasted Annamar’s back.

She slumped over Kial. They had both stopped moving.

It looked like something you’d see in a movie, in a holo, but it was there

and it happened and I saw it and it was real and I never want to see anther

holo as long as I live.

The captain came out in the middle of the floor, and disciplined his

guards on the spot. He was not yelling, but he might as well have been. I

sense an opportunity. Wirri looked at me bleakly. “We have to open fire now.

The captain is exposed and we have almost no time.”

“But there are so many people!” protested Jai. Wirri set his jaw grimly.
“We have no choice. On the count of three, all fire. One, two…” We

cocked our weapons and let loose. We had been hiding behind the kitchen

counters in the dining area, and now sprung up to shoot. The captain and his

men were completely caught off guard, but they reacted quickly. If I hadn’t

had a laser shield up, I would have died. Shots reflected off our shields and

scarred the walls and ceiling.

One came precariously close to my ear, fizzling and sparking against the

barrier of the shielding device. I poked my head up and shot at one of the

Yterans; I heard an unpleasant yelp and knew I’d reached home. Another

glance revealed a tall body crumpled piteously on the floor. It was a male, and

I realized that I hadn’t killed him, but his posture told me that he wished I

had. He unrolled for a moment, and I saw that there was a sear mark on his

pants. Even I felt sorry for him. I saw Jai jump up and fire a row of random

shots; a pirate with considerably better aim fired back. I saw a photobullet

coming for his head and instinctively jumped on him to keep him down. He

shoved me roughly to the side, and I stupidly realized that Jai was wearing a 

shielding device.

“You could have killed me!” he hissed. I poked my head over, and I saw

that the pirates had hit the floor, getting out of range. The captain hissed

orders at them, and you didn’t have to understand his language to be able to

tell they were insults, too. The pirates held their fire, and we waited tensely.

The waiting make my knees shake; crawling over the hard ceramitile floors

made them ache. They actually got pretty scraped up. I felt like a small child,

but my body’s aches reminded me that I was no longer six years old. I kept

waiting for an attack; Wirri urged me over.

“All right,” he said. “We’ll wait for them to come over here, and then—

we rush them.”

“How in hell will that be possible?” demanded a short, heavily panting

man wearily. “What makes you think they won’t wait it out?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Wirri.

“Er—we could always start to taunt them,” I suggested.

“You would,” responded Jai. “All right. What if—”

A large, broken-toothed human shot at my head, point-blank range. I

felt the whirring of the bullet and the metallic sound like static as it bounced

off the shield; there was a small clink as it dropped to the floor. The man

grimaced. He shouldn’t have used that ordinary gun; then again, if he had used

arrows, I wouldn’t be writing this journal entry. Wirri and Jai and the panting

man took advantage of the mercenary’s puzzlement to shoot his feet. The man

howled, but a photobullet to the head put him out of his misery. Jai rose to a 

crouch, coolly wiping off the muzzle of his gun. The pirate’s body lay on the

tiles, bloodless and cleanly dead.

I still shake when I think about that now. I know I was in the same

chilly mindset, and I killed a few people myself, but seeing my Jai like that—

well, I never want to see him like that again, It was worse when I caught my

own gaze in a shining stovetop surface. You can’t explain the way that feels.
I started to shudder; I would have gone into shock if the appearance of 

another hadn’t startled me into action. This time, I raised my weapon and

looked into the eyes of the woman before I shot her. My gun was set to kill. It

is a moment burnt into my memory—the neatness of that tiny burn mark in
the middle of her forehead. The Araphythian woman’s pupils widened, then

narrowed, then turned a lifeless grey. She slumped over the counter.
Both encounters happened over a period of perhaps two minutes, given a 

generous estimate. The sight of the bodies slumped over the food serving

counter was grim and pathetic, yet faintly ridiculous. I am surprised at all the

fleeting jabs of thought I now record; my brain seemed numb to all but

survival, at the time.

That body, loosely contorted and draped flimsily, seemed to be the red

banner. Just then, a swell of pirates, perhaps half of the group, rushed forward.

We were unprepared; as an arrow flew past my abdomen I glimpsed Jai. In the

shock, we were separated and flung about; Still, I punched and kicked my way

to the back door. I don’t know if my shielding device was beginning to lose

power, but a plasteel bullet was only slowed by it. I felt a sharp stinging on

my side from where I had been strafed; nonetheless, I ignored it in favour of

the kitchen doorlock. As long as I could get to it, I knew we would be all 

right. A few of the brighter brigands seemed to realize that something

important was behind the door, and I found myself cornered.

My first instinct was to curl up and hope for a quick death. My second

instinct was to kick the Yteran man in such a way as to incapacitate him. I

followed my second instinct; he grabbed his fellows’ shoulders for support.

Someone ran up behind him and pulled the lot of them down while they were

still off balance. There were three shots, and the men stopped moving. By this

time, the battle had reached enough of a pitch that I could no longer hear the

individual shots being fired. I was strafed by a couple more lucky shots as I

opened the chef’s entrance doorlock. Jaria’s troops poured in. There was

further chaos for a moment, and suddenly, we gained the upper hand. The

wise pirates who hadn’t run forward to die were cowering in the corner;

furious, the living strode out to berate them. Bullets flew so thick and fast it

was all I could do to not to find a cupboard and hide. Instead, I fought my way

over to Jai, and thinking of him made me more ruthless than ever. It was all a

kind of haze, bloodless and strangely quiet for a fight.

I try very hard to forget the burnt-meat smell of that room. In the

middle of that gunfight, we were all so very intent that we were desensitized,

but the smell got into our clothes and stayed there. There were the bodies,

too; a few from our side and the mercenaries who had become our allies, but

about ninety percent of us had shields up. The rate of loss for the pirates

compared to our side was probably two to one. That didn’t make it any less

horrific.

It all went on for a dreadful eternity, until I could no longer keep track

of the shots. I don’t know who it was that hit the captain; I wish I could say it

was me, but I haven’t got the slightest idea. It might have been one of his

men. In any case, we all saw his wings thrash as he fell to the ground, gasping.

The laser had burnt a clean, charred hole right through his chest, and it must

have hit something vital. Blood, thick and olive-coloured, poured forth from

the centre of the wound—it was very pungent, filling the room with a nasty,

sickly-sweet smell. I thught about vampire stories for a moment and then I

moved on to continue the horrible work I’d been set to do.

Seeing this, many of the pirates dropped their weapons. I saw the

bloodthirsty looks on the faces of my friends and fellow crewmen, and

shuddered. They nailed the unshielded pirates as if for mere target practice.
The other mercenaries rushed towards the hostage cages, took down the
barriers, and shoved out our people. One of the unlucky ones left outside put
up the barriers and saved them, only to be shot by one of us. With this
instantaneous surrender, the fight was over. Then it came time to clean up the
bodies. I don’t want to talk about that. I will tell you freely, though, that I had

to find a waste disposal chute to vomit into more than a few times.
Touching Kial’s body was harder than anything I’ve ever done, except

maybe killing. Jai helped me carry it to one of the tables, but fuck, what can

you possibly do? Someone went down to the sickbay at some point and found

preservatives, but there was absolutely no way the doctors could possibly tend

to the already-dead and bring them back. There were too many of the living

who needed them. Still, it hurt more than anything to know that this man—

and his woman, Annamar, the most empathetic of us all—would never again

be able to stand there and yell at us. Just then I would have died to hear his

voice again and go back to the moment when we’d shared a glass of scotch.

Before all of this happened and I learned to kill. If and when I have children or

just a child I swear to all the gods of every world that I will tell them never to

do this unless they’re caught in a time like this, when it’s do or die.
Should I have died then? Maybe. Maybe I was just lucky.

Only after everything had been cleared away did people seem to become
aware of their grief. Even the caged pirates began to look uneasy. Cruel and
heartless as many were, it is impossible to completely ignore the grief of 
another. And they had lost friends too. Kelna had come out of the cage. She
was crying, but sobbed as quietly as she could. Hyari looked simply miserable,
as much as his ursine/lupine features could express that. There were others
weeping, and Jai and I were among them. Numbed as we were by battle,
things were just beginning to sink in.

Jai is no paragon of sensitivity among men; certainly, he’s only slightly
better than average for most scientists. Well, okay, that’s bullshit, because it’s
an act, an he’s not callous at all, but you know what I mean. Broken and weary
as he felt, he seemed to understand what I wanted to say but couldn’t. There
were bitter tears rolling down his face, and mine, too; I felt him drape an arm
over my shoulders. People had begun to leave, drifting out with horror and
suffering on their faces. Some were hugging, some were crying, nearly
everyone was doing both. Some of us were only silent.

After hauling all those pirate bodies out to the waste disposal (which 
essentially sends them into space) and the fight, we are tired as is humanely
possible without dropping dead. The burial in space is actually the ritually
correct thing to do for pirates, I should mention, and it’s considered
honourable, but the truth is also that we just don’t have space for all of the
dead. The living have needs too.

I didn’t want to recount all of this, but I had to get it out of my system. I
am going to sleep while I’m still numb enough to do it. 

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

I don’t want to believe that I’m still alive. I haven’t left my room all day.

Jai came to me, needing solace as much as I did, and we clung to each other,

using the closeness to balm our spirits. We are the walking wounded now. I

would have drowned inside myself if he had not been there, my life raft,

guiding me towards shore. But then, he would have drowned without me.
He’s asleep right now, and he looks so young and fragile and hurt that I

can’t stand it. I wish he didn’t seem so virginal at this moment. His sweet,

bare legs are only halfcovered by the blankets. I’m going to go back and lie

with him, and try to sleep. I cannot face the world right now. I need to talk,

but I don’t want to. I don’t even know what I’d say.

We have all been hiding in our rooms. I can hear Hyari making the

strangest noise somewhere, sort of singing and howling at the same time. It is

so beautiful and sad that no words could do justice to it—it feels like a 

mourning song. There is something therapeutic in hearing another’s grief. I

am standing absolutely naked before an air vent right now, just so I can feel 

clean air on my skin. I need that feeling of freedom every so often, and I need

Jai the same way that I need air and water. So that’s what’s keeping me alive

right now—Jai and fresh, soothing air. I have nothing more to say.
Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,
Thanks for rep
lying. I’m glad my messages finally got transferred—I 
was worried these were just going into the void. I’m sorry I kept you up all 
night reading. Thanks for the sympathy—it’s still not setting in yet, the loss,
but sometimes it does, and then it just hurts so much that I can’t process it.

The world called me back today. Jai and I were at last summoned from
hiding by Hyari. He did nothing as rude as appearing in the room, but he did
send us a note.

We need you now. Some urgent news has come to light. I realize what
we’ve been through, but this is more important.

“Damn,” I said out loud. Jai was awake and watching me.

“What?”

“We have to go down there right now. Get dressed,” I said curtly. He
looked extremely reluctant, and very, very weary. I think he aged about fifteen
years in as many seconds.

“I’m not ready for this,” he groaned.

“Neither am I, but we have to do this anyway, assuming you ever want
to see Mars again.” He stumbled out of bed and headed into the bathroom to
shower. I followed him. (We call them showers, but it’s basically a miniature
sauna, you know—steam, not liquid water. That’s off topic.)

“By the way, has the other team been informed of what’s happened?” he
asked.

“I bet they will be soon, if they haven’t already. Mind you, we haven’t 
sent them any communications for some time now, so they probably realized
that something was up.”

“Good to know,” he said, stretching. “If the government knows we’re in
a tight spot, they’ll send someone out here. I think.”

“Why wouldn’t they?” I asked. Jai shrugged and opened the steamshower door. He allowed me to clean up first and followed suit. As he was
coming out of the shower, I did the only thing I could think of, and reassured
him.

“Just keep thinking about Mars and you’ll survive the day, I promise.”
He didn’t answer me verbally, but his mouth told me everything. He held me
for a moment, and then we dressed and got out of there.

We went down to the deck wearily. The moment the doorlocks to the
mindsearching bay opened, Hyari hit us with the news. “There’s a radical 
wormhole,” said Hyari. “And it’s getting bigger by the hour. We have about
five Standard hours before it destabilizes enough to become a black hole.”

I thought I was going to topple over; Jai almost did. The looks of 
irritation, angst, and worry on the faces of the others made it clear that they
had already heard this, and thought I was acting out. I wasn’t trying to be
melodramatic; it just caught me severely off guard. I calmed myself by zoning
out and mindsearching.

Sure enough, there was a great, ugly tear in the cosmic fabric, and it was
getting larger. I wanted to shut my eyes and turn away, but that’s impossible
when one is mindsearching. Even the very stars (in vivid colours, each 
according to their chemical makeup and emotions) seemed sombre and
worried. They were vibrating sadly, almost as though tuned to a mourning
frequency for us. I became dimly aware of someone shaking my shoulders, and
I reluctantly slipped from my trance. Suddenly, an idea hit me, one so brilliant
and even simple that I wanted to cry for joy.

“Glass! Wake up!” It was Jaria, and her voice was sharp and worried.

“I’m okay now, you can stop shaking me,” I said calmly.

“What’s with you?” she demanded. “Why are you so calm at a time like
this?”

“I think I’ve figured out a way to repair the damage to the cosmic fabric
they’ve caused.” I spoke slowly to contain my excitement.

“Oh?” said Hyari sceptically. “Explain.”

“Well, you know how the radiation of each star, planet, and moon each
has its own vibrational note and frequency?”

“Yes—what about it?” he growled impatiently.

“If we can set the radiation vibrating at a certain level, we might be able
to repair the damage. Making the stars ‘sing’, so as to speak.”

“Will it work?” demanded Jai. There was hope on his face. Kelna still 
hadn’t spoken, and I wondered what she was thinking about. Annamar,
perhaps, lying in Kial’s cool arms, with a clean sear mark right through her? I
pushed Annamar and Kial out of my mind and decided to be blunt.

“It’s worth a shot. It’s pretty much our only chance, to be perfectly
honest.”

“What do we need to do?” said Hyari. He seated himself before one of 
the control panels in anticipation of my commands.

“Well, if we resonate on the same wavelength and gradually bring it up,
we might be able to increase their vibrational frequency,” I suggested. “That
should cause enough of a ripple effect to distort the hole and break it down.
Then we can use the repairer to weave the smaller hole fragments together.”

“And what should we use to provide the vibrational energy necessary?”
asked Hyari. I couldn’t think of anything, but then Wirri provided a 
suggestion for me.

“You know, the hole-borers use vibrations.”

“But what if it that opens up the wormhole even further?” countered
Hyari, playing devil’s advocate. “It could stimulate particle rearrangements
that would cause it to decompose at a higher rate, instead of pausing it or
slowing it down.”

“We’ll have to take that chance,” I said, inhaling deeply. “Jaria, where’s
the nearest star to the hole?”

“1284569TFH; coordinates 138.23Z, 46.09G, and 522.34Y,” she replied,
using Standard notation.

“Okay. Input those into the hole-boring machine’s map,” I said.

“You’re going to bore a hole through a star? That can’t possibly work!
You’ll just set it off vibrating, and—”

“Weren’t you listening?” I snapped. “That’s what we want to do.”
Sheepishly, she entered the coordinates.

“They’re in.”

“Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath in. “Increase the vibrational 
frequency and lower the concentration level of the beam. I want you to hit the
centre of the star, if you can; make sure it’s tuned to the right wavelength.
Asterial rate should do it.”

“I have to calculate for the three dimensions of radii first, and then find
the overlap,” she answered tensely.

“Okay, but hurry up. Wirri, while she’s doing that, I’d like you to
transmit a map of the star and the space around it to the projector; set it to
five dimensions.” I knew I was being dictatorial, but I like giving orders and I
was the only one who knew what to do.

“Which time perimeters do you want it set to?” he asked.

“The present, please, play-byplay. Jaria, are you finished over there?”

“Yes. I’ve nailed the overlap between the three-, fourth-, and fifthdimensional radii down to an approximate area of three SU2, with coordinates
157.33444Z, 60.3045G, and 548.9987Y.”

“Can you blast it now?”

“I’ll have to; it’s hit a state of high stability.”

“Then do it—now.” She entered in the key codes; heads whipped around
to look at the glowing holoprojection hovering over its generator. The map
was set to five dimensions, which is the dimension at which mindsearching
can be done. Cetralifas1284569TFH shone scarlet, pink, and green in shifting
whorls; slowly, slowly, the octarine-coloured beam of hole-boring energy hit
the surface and penetrated to the center. The star began to hum a high, sweet
note that rippled the orangey emptiness of space around it. For me, it was like
a punch in the gut. But through the ill feelings I was experiencing, I could tell 
that the star liked it even less.

Actually, as all this was going on, I was mindsearching so I could watch
it as it actually happened. I wasn’t relying on the map at all. It’s much easier
to see the fifth dimension (which is partly composed of what humans call 
emotion) if you’re actually there. I turned away from the star, trying to avoid
the rippling of the hole-borer, and ended up looking at the slash. That was far
worse.

There was a nasty grey tear in the mellow orange fabric; just looking at
it made me feel sick and anxious. I could feel it trying to spread, and I didn't
like the look of what I saw trying to come through the other side. I tried to
turn my eyes to the edges of the rip, rather like looking at the plants along the
rim of a canyon. The strong rippling of the space around the star was causing
threads around the edge of the hole to flutter promisingly, and the fabric on
either side of the hole began to pull towards the center. That was a peculiar
thing to see; the fabric of space seemed to be pleating of its own accord and
the folding and rolling caused the hole to split into a lacy network of smaller
ones. The large hole had been menacing; these small ones weren’t especially
benevolent, but they didn’t seem nearly as foreboding. There seemed to be
hope in fixing them. The sound of cheering pulled me back to the mapping
room.

“We’ve done it!” Jai whooped.

“Not quite,” said Kelna. Faces with disappointed expressions turned
towards her. “We still have to fix the rest of the smaller holes.”

“Can’t we use the hole-repairer for that?” someone asked.

“Yeah, probably,” I murmured. I felt as though someone had punched
me in the stomach while I was eating. The wind had been knocked out of me
and I felt nauseous and tired. “Can someone call a doctor? I don’t feel very—” 
and then I surrendered to the velvety coolness of sleep.

According to Jai, who allegedly carried me, I fainted in the middle of the
sentence. The doctors down at sickbay said my vitals were reading that high 
emotion had worn me out. They also did a brain scan, and just like that, my
secret was out. Mindsearchers have a certain patterning on the left front
temporal lobe, a reversing whorl pattern. I have the ability, and my cerebral 
topography includes that reverse whorl. Intense emotions that occur during
mindsearching have been known to make mindsearchers faint. In any case,
according to Dr Sharaib, I just needed rest and some time to relax.

“Treat it like a hangover,” he said. “Except that she doesn’t need any
retroactive metabolization pills.” In other words, take two and have a nap. I
was taken to my quarters under Jai’s watchful guard, and I slept for several 
hours.

I woke feeling brisk, and not groggy or tired in the least. “Oh, good,”
said Jai. I sat up, and found that my uniform was gone I felt annoyed for a 
moment, but reflected that sleeping in day clothing, no matter how
comfortable the clothing may be, is always unpleasantly wrong somehow.

“So, did they fix things up?” I asked.

“What, no ‘thanks for watching me for the last four hours’?” Jai
responded. I was about to make a snide remark about his petulant tone when
he kissed me.

I felt better for a while, and then felt bad about feeling better.

After that, I started thinking about everything that had happened again,
and pain welled up. I have a headache now, but I think I’d rather sleep it off
than go to the medical floor.

Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,
This will be our last “night” at the station. I finally found myself able to
verbally articulate how confused and hurt and painful I’ve been feeling. Jai just
let me pour out my soul—then he followed suit. Basically, a lot of crying and
just holding each other. I’ve never felt so pathetic, but so relieved.

I wish I could say that I’m going to miss this place, but I’m not sure I
will. The people, yes, but that’s all. I thought about the first time Jai kissed
me, and all the times we argued, and also how very smug I felt when Kial 
admitted to have taken up with Annamar. I thought about feelings and events
and people and questions until my head spun.

Actually, Jai is drifting off at the moment, and luring me into bed to get
some sleep. I’ll try, but I doubt it will work very well. Still, I’ll do it, just
because he’s asking so very nicely.

At least sex will be a distraction. I’m too tired to talk about it, and it’s
mostly about the comfort. Anyway, I’ll write soon. For now, good night.
Crystal.
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Dear Sarah,

Final day at the station; actually, we left. Everybody packed their things

in preparation for the new crew coming to replace us—this very day, in fact.

(Just gotta love the government’s selective efficiency.) It’s pretty

disheartening to see that the most important thing is putting in the wormhole.

Jaria and Wirri almost flew into the ship, gabbling about Ytera, not that I

blame them. They got talking with some of the pardoned Yteran former

pirates. I don’t mean to suggest or imply anything, but Wirri and Harael got

along beautifully. I did see Wirri give her his most charming smile, and then

Jaria looked exceedingly annoyed. Harael said she’d like to see Ytera with her

parents, once she gets back to her home planet. Then they started to speak

Yteran, and I didn’t know what was being said anymore.

Hyari and Kelna are going to Forst-six, because Kelna clearly never

wants to see Europa again. There’s nothing happening between them, it’s just

that Kelna doesn’t want to go back to the human solar system. It’s too close to

Luna, too close to Annamar and Kial. I don’t give a shit about the near

proximity; I want to visit Mars again before my next job. Plus I have to

introduce Jai to my parents.

I have not yet lost my taste for adventure. It has been dampened, but

not removed completely. Damnation! Well, this bad first job set aside, I think

I’m perfectly cut out for wormhole-building. It’s freelance enough to suit my

tastes and secure enough that I won’t ever have to worry about getting a job.

Adventure will have to wait for a little while, though, on account of some

murmur about the bunch of us being recognized for some honour or other.

Apparently, fending off space pirates and fixing up a bitch of a tear in the

cosmic fabric means something to other people. Of course, there is an

unspoken burden on this ship (which is armed to the teeth)—the thirty

corpses of the fallen. Only two of those bodies are more than a name in the

hall—the other twenty-eight might as well not exist.

Just before we left the base, I thought about the name of the base ship—

Crossing Paths. It seems entirely appropriate, now that I think about it. I met

people from all over the place, and sometimes wished I hadn’t. I made a couple

of very dear friends and a couple of the closest died. I will never forget

Annamar or Kial.

Jai and I fought a lot in the beginning—not that we don’t now, from

time to time—but I have fallen in love with him (although “slid” in love might

be a better word). He and I are sharing a cabin. Call it an experiment, if you

will. Now we have to try and put this behind us, and make our lives resemble

something vaguely normal.

We spent some final time in the capital city, Si’ran. Somehow it seemed

right and it relaxed us, too. The caves weren’t so bad, and even the rain was

tolerable, and it helped that we found a decent hotel. We spent a lot of time

cooped up and hiding together on a double bed. It helped me get the Martian

national anthem out of my head. It had been playing since the battle, off and

on, and even then in the midst of all that it was comforting. Funny, the things

that’ll save your sanity.

I went to my room one last time before we left and stared out the

porthole. When nobody was looking, I took a scrap of curtain with me. I’m

superstitious; what can I say? I have my reasons. I told Jai about that; he just

nodded. Then Jai put his arm around me, and to know he understood—that

was enough.

The anthem is still playing in my mind, but I guess I’ll never be able to

hear it the same way. “…and the stars will sing our victory…” That line in

particular has been stuck in my head all this time.

And they did. Of all the improbable things, they did.

Crystal.

BOOK 2: THE STOLEN

THE FIELDS

It was a dry spring
—that was my last memory before the reformatory.
As I recall it now, it plays like an old film, one from the beginnings of Earth
cinema. Dry yellow-green fields, the dusty road whirring past. As the
Motorbike of Shame brought me up to the huge grey building, the restless,
taut-nerved crowd of us spilled through the parking lot. We looked like
refugees from Lind, though most of us were carrying less than the refugees.

Judging by the yard, cheap foldie bikes had gotten most of us here. To
my surprise, there were a couple other people on Motorbikes of Shame. I
certainly felt less uncouth after seeing how any others had the wide blue
horizontal stripe across their shoulders. Grey, squarish vehicles around the
yard suggested the way most others had arrived here. In any case, I felt
reassured to see the lack of yellow circles. No violent criminals.

The discreet grey uniforms of the guards were the only clean things.
Everything else was covered in a layer of silt and dirt. Much as they were a 
lovely topic for the poetry exercises, spring winds left less than picturesque
results. We had all arrived at once, and there was an untidy shuffling rush 
towards the doors. Though we were dirty, unkempt, and unruly, certain
habits remained—none of us made eye contact with each other or the guards.

One of the soldiers shouted something and opened the two huge doors
on the front of the building. It looked like a garage, but the plain, cracked
cement floor was covered in ragged, moldy-looking pallets. Clearly, we were
supposed to sleep here. I hadn’t expected fine accommodations, but it was a
step down from the cot beds at the last reformatory.

The speakers screeched to life. A calm voice told us to make ourselves at
home. No sarcasm that I could detect, but I couldn’t avoid a scent of irony.
The girl next to me made eye contact. She was shy and had dark skin, just a 
slip of a thing. There were a few men around, and I suspected she was
wondering if they were here for the worst sort of Violation. But I hadn’t seen
any red inverted hearts, so perhaps we were safe. Perhaps. It seemed like
attempts to flee and theft had sent most of us here, based on the patches sewn
to people’s clothes. The girl herself looked more like a thief than the vicious
sort. I shot her a comforting look and took a mental inventory of my
possessions, wondering if I’d have a chance to make use of them. I clutched my
case tighter. The girl glanced at it, then glanced at me. I looked at her
blankly; I wasn’t giving the game away this early.

My suitcase had a few contraband items, but nothing stolen. No, I had
bought my purchases honestly on the black market. A vibrator, small and
discreet. A silky bra and matching stockings, somewhat used. Some latex
condoms—not the sheepsgut excuses most of us had to use. Finally, a small 
lipstick in a very forbidden, unSumptuary shade of pink. I’d used these tools to
get favours before, but it seemed unlikely I’d have the privacy to make use of 
them this time. I might try to trade them, though. My few pieces of gilt and
paste jewelry were there, and a little money. Goods were better to trade
because their value tended to be tryfhn b.

To my surprise, the soldiers remained on guard but made no attempt to
conduct a search. I expected them to go around and humiliate us, go through 
our suitcases and pick through them for any skunkweed or Violation
paraphernalia like mine, but they were standing at ease, chatting, smoking
cigarettes. Apart from the taunting cigarettes, which we weren’t allowed to
have, they were almost friendly.

The Black girl mouthed her name, “Margo,” and pulled her pallet closer
to mine. “If you keep an eye on my things,” she said, finally speaking, “I’ll grab
us both sheets from the racks on the far walls.” She had a small voice, too.
Cute little thing, I had to admit. Her hair was cut short, barely a fuzz above
her scalp, the way most of us had to wear our hair.

I nodded. “Deal.” She walked away, trepidation weighing her body down
like a coat, turning to look at me every few steps. I managed a faint smile, and
she smiled back, reassured. I didn’t go through her suitcase, just kept an eye
on it, but I marveled that she, and the other idiots piling their things in the
centre of the room, could be so trusting. At the last reformatory we’d had a 
girl who got in trouble for stealing things under fifty pence from her owners,
and she’d kept up the habit there—took anything that wasn’t nailed down,
even though she got scolded for it. She couldn’t help herself, it seemed, so they
retrained her as a digger for the southern border. I suppose it fixed the matter;
there’s nothing to steal there, just dirt, scorpions, and sand. I wasn’t so lucky;
they seemed to figure I still had some value as a moral instructress of children,
though I had no idea why.

Margo was back, and glancing warily at the nearest men; they ignored
her diffidently as she made her bed. I wasn’t sure, at this point, if she was
dodging attention or trying to catch it.

There was nothing to do but talk until the faint light through the small 
window at the far side of the wall had dimmed; the guards weren’t herding us
anywhere and the loudspeaker was silent.

“Why do you think they haven’t told us to go anywhere?” Margo
whispered, pulling at her skimpy cotton sheets.
“No idea,” I answered quietly. Others were talking around us, the
susurrus of a room full of whispering people swelling to near normal volume
and back down again. I saw a few people towards the fringes trying to pull the
“this is a mistake” bit on the guards, but they were smiling humorously and
having none of it.

“So, why did they send you here?” Even a hardened rebel like me
stutters over a rude question like that. They program us well.

Margo’s eyes widened a bit at my rudeness. “Misunderstanding. My
female owner caught her son, my charge—he was fifteen—grabbing me—and
I was sort of kissing him back—“ Margo couldn’t’ve been above seventeen
herself, so she wasn’t much of a cougar. Some Violation. “And then at the
other dorm one of the girls hit me, so in the to-do, I was sent here. They sent
her elsewhere.”

I nodded. “I got the other girls to build a bike from a wreck we took
from the yard. So we could drive ourselves about.” She gave me a sideways
glance, awed. “And before that, I was willingly Violating myself with men for
fun, so as soon as she found out, my owner sent me here. That, and I was
trying to teach the charges to ask questions. Rather impolite.”

Her look of awe told me she was astounded by my stories and evidence
of my hardened criminal nature. If her body language and looks were
anything to judge by, I was going to be one of the tougher people here. Good.
I suspected I’d need it.

Margo edged away from me and started talking to a plump redhead
behind her; a polite male edged into their conversation, and in more domestic
tones, they started to chat about tea, missing their charges (or not missing
them) and what they were in for. It was much more elusive than my
conversation with her had been.

Suddenly, the speaker blared to life, calling “Lights out, ladies and
gentlemen” in a polite, mid-class accent, and the bare bulbs hanging sparsely
from the ceiling dimmed out. A single bulb in the centre still glowed, so the
soldiers could keep an eye on us, but the lumins on their vests were enough;
like will-o-wisps, they floated quietly through the dark.

I had my suitcase under my sheets, and had cracked it open. The bra and
stockings, I slipped under my voluminous chemise; the lipstick and vibrator, I
tucked into a hidden pocket inside my bloomers. The jewelry was mostly
perfunctory gifts from owners and the money was as good as gone; the big
bills were in pockets in my socks anyway, so it was better to leave the coin
and trinkets as bait. My owner’s children, much as I adored them, were also
very hateable; they constantly went through my things, especially Mindy. It is
difficult to be cleverer than children, but I managed. The best way to hide
things is to find hidden openings, or make clever pockets, and these are things
I am good at.

Soon enough, though, she crept back, hoping for protection, I suppose;
in any case, she snuggled up in her blankets and lay still and quivering. I was
tempted to lean over, introduce her to my vibrator, just to get her to relax.
The poor mite. I couldn’t decide whether to find her annoying or interesting;
so far, she had little potential as a sidekick, but I wasn’t going to rule it out
entirely.

I turned away from her, on my side, and slept the sleep of the damned.

The next morning, the loudspeaker blasted to life at six. The sun wasn’t
quite up, but we were. At the ten minute mark, the guards, looking less
friendly than they had the night before, started to walk around and kick the
people who hadn’t stirred. Margo squeaked as a boot prodded her ribs. As for
me, I was up and alert.

Two lines were forming at the end of the hall, male and female; I sorted
myself in behind the other ladies and concentrated on making myself smaller
and more timid than I wanted to be. My first instinct has always been to come
out swinging. I could see others in the same mindset, but they weren’t hiding
it as well, and the guards were giving those sharp looks, and the occasional
kick. I must have been doing too well, because a sallow-skinned one near me
smiled too warmly and said, “It’s just breakfast, duck. No need to worry yet.”

I couldn’t help glancing behind me at my pile of stuff; uniforms and
small change they might be, but they were mine, and I didn’t want to lose
them while I was gone.

The hall they led us down was narrow; though the men were going
through a door that was very close by, we were divided from them by a thick
cement bricked wall, with faded dark blue paint that peeled from it patchily.
The smell of paint was heavy in the corridor, and so was stale air and the pissy
tang of old sweat. At least there was ventilation here; the garage was
unventilated and cold, so it had been a smelly, freezing night.

I looked about furtively. I’m no beauty, but compared to some of the
other girls, I was in fine shape. I hadn’t taken a look at my neighbors, but
now, in the flush-set fluorescent lights burning down on us, I could see how
thin and frail many of them looked. For all their starchiness, my owners
hadn’t been that bad. These girls were starved.

Luckily, it seemed, they were marching us into a cafeteria. The twists
and turns in the corridor—couldn’t have been an accident; I could see how 
confused most of the girls were—led to a dark, dingy sort of place. I found
myself with a tray, a mug of cheap tea, and a bowl of wholesome porridge in 
short order, and before I knew what was going on, I’d been led past the
narrow serving area to the tables, which were in a big open room. The guards
lined us up on the seats. A few girls had the temerity to whine, but they were
ignored; not even a kick in the pants to liven them.

I could see Margo across the hall, but her back was to me. Calling for
her would be a bad idea, so I settled on trying to make eye contact with a bony
olive-skinned brunette sitting near me. The brunette tossed me a sharpish 
look, and I left her well enough alone. She smelled like the type who’d’ve been
booted out for constant cursing, or hitting a charge, or somesuch. I disliked
her.

The porridge wasn’t bad, I thought, turning my attention from the bitch 
to my food. I couldn’t taste the bitterness of behavior curbs, so they weren’t
adding anything I’d heard of to it; good thing, because I was allergic to them.
That experiment by my first employers had been short-lived, and had gotten
me a free transfer to the last bunch. Mindy. I almost wished I’d let her keep
the toy she found, instead of demanding it back; she’d been an unpleasant girl,
but at least it was better than this.

After some tea, I was more awake, and edgier. These girls were being
too well-behaved, as though they knew something about this maximum that I
didn’t. They were quiet, sheeplike, meek; all except the one throwing a 
tantrum over there. Margo’s neighbor.

“You can’t keep us like this!” she shrieked. “You have to let us out!
Please! We have some rights—”

There must have been a shot in the right place. She stopped struggling
and went quietly with a guard after a moment. Short-haired brunette, mousy
hair, big nose. I took note of her face in case I needed it later.

“Governesses are reminded that all disturbances will be appropriately
dealt with,” said the loudspeaker, a moment later. “Please continue to enjoy
your breakfast.”

Now that was frightening.

Then, marched through another narrow cement hall, poorly lit, for more
equipment: sun protection, mostly. I winced. Hard labour, then, probably,
picking rocks from fields. Or something not unlike it—pulling weeds by hand
from hanfir fields, to avoid harming the delicate flowers with machinery.

It was a short walk, from there, through corridors that bent confusingly,
to what could only be a rear exit. There was a black bus, which drove away
from us before anyone could look inside, and the other buses. They were
narrow and grey, grey and dingy and reeking of sweat and human indignity;
they crowded us in, and drove down the road for centuries. A guard at the
front and a second at the back waited for one of us to do something stupid, but
even I had little desire for a curb shot or a taste of the fizzing Sholban sticks
holstered at their sides.

I had been right about the hanfir; we were plucking spider-weed after
all. It was hot work, and the sunsuits didn’t let the sweat out. I was chafing
and sore inside of an hour, and sweat only trickled into new blisters for the
hours that followed. Working in rows, we silently filled baskets with the
sharp, mildly toxic weed, disentangling it from the hanfir stems with gloved
hands. Cutters would’ve been better, but there was no question of getting
anything sharp, here. Even the forks at breakfast had been carefully blunted,
and made of breakable cellulose rather than steel.

We looked inhuman, with our faces covered in dark sun-shields and
breathers, and after a while, it felt that way. The smell of the hanfir was
suffocating. The delicate puce flowers, striated with lemon-yellow, would
make their way to tables in the city in a dried and powdered form. A luxury
moderate enough in price, but not one I had tasted. Now, I was suffocated by
the smell of it, cloying and acid-sweet.

I tried to concentrate on the dusty yellow distance, the fields and the
mountains, and the shadows on the edges of the horizon that promised trees.
The money rubbed against my soles, and I gritted my teeth. A girl decided
she’d had enough, and collapsed, but they hauled her to her feet again and
made her keep going. It happened a few more times, too, with some of the
men—they didn’t start to hit us, not then, but they didn’t let us stop, either.

The flowers. It’s peculiar, how these early memories hurt less than what
happened later. Still, I must continue. After all you’ve endured, or will be
going through soon, I owe you a chronicle. I’ll warn you now, whatever
happens to you from now on will cause you pain you can only begin to
imagine. I can’t explain all of it to you, and even if I could, it might make little
sense. Furthermore, I must beg for a degree of clemency. Writing about all of
this, thinking of it, makes the bruises and scars tingle with pain. My skin
remembers what my mind cannot, will not, accept. Still, a faulty guide is
better than none. This still hurts, but I will persevere, if only for you. Still,
you must pardon my cold, distant tone. Like a sharp, painfully bright light, I
can look at these memories, but I must squint.

After a few hours, the sun had risen too high for us to continue, and they
dragged us back to the bus. We had only cleared a small corner of field, from
the looks of it, and the guards made their displeasure clear with still, cold
body language and a few strokes of their Sholbans on the ones who’d
collapsed. Clever, I thought, to save us the smell of singed hair and sight of
seizures until we were on the bus, and unable to look away from them. They
said little to us, though, just striking the ones who’d collapsed, and after, the
ones who wept.

There was a nutritious but unfulfilling lunch after that. On the opposite
side of the hall, we could see another group leaving their lunches, heading past
us towards our part of the hallway. One was the unfriendly brunette. I
wondered if she’d get my sweat-drenched suit, and felt an unfamiliar pang of 
something like sympathy at the thought.

Margo was a table away, and looked worn out; I noticed a bruise on her
face. She must’ve been hit, then. There wasn’t any time for sympathy, though;
halfway through the meal, they half-marched, half-dragged us out of the
cafeteria and down a different, more brightly-lit hall, for interviews. That was
when I met Klein Michael.

Towards the heart of the building, up and around the corner of an
impossibly long, artistically-cornered staircase, one of four in the deep, hollow 
structure; I could see level after level stretching down and down again, so
deep that the basement floor was a remote postage stamp-sized square.
Finally, one by one, to the office, for a brief, ten-minute interview and a review 
of our case file.

He was a non-descript man with medium-coloured eyes, dusty brown
hair, and the smooth, bland smile of a banker. A face that gave nothing, and
seemed to ask for little. I was hot, sweaty, and tired, but managed to be
moderately deferential. I wondered if he knew I’d smuggled things in. Surely
others had done it before.

He went over my charges, in a soothing coppery voice, and asked if I
had any questions for him.

“What do I have to do to get out and how long will it take?”

He gave me a smile that had been practiced in a mirror ten times that
morning. “When you’re ready and when you’re done your training.”

They shooed me out, and shooed the next one in, a weedy man with a
large bald-patch and a frightened face. Something about the bland, buttery
smile and the smooth, flawless politeness of it had chilled me to the bone.

Shivering in the too-cold air-conditioned breeze, I let myself be led to a
classroom, and to a rickety square desk. That was when the Lessons began.

I’ll spare you the description of each day; they blurred together for me,
after a while. The smell of hanfir tortured me in my sleep, sickly-sweet in a 
way I hadn’t noticed until then. I tasted it in everything: the water, the air,
and the food. I knew that large handfuls of it were intoxicating, and wondered
if I was going mad. Hot sun, sweat, and sometimes blood, during the day;
stooping in the fields, back aching, listening to the crunch and sizzle of 
Sholbans as they hit people. Sometimes, feeling the toothy electric shock
through my own suit. Hating every stone I picked up, every moment the
springs in the mildew, threadbare seats of the bus poked through the fabric to
prod my skin through the suit.

They said there was a swamp, somewhere beyond these delicately arid
plains. They spoke of it in longing and frightened terms, both we slaves and
the guards: moist and threatening, yet strangely promising. What it promised,
none of us knew, but it was a hopeful thing. How it existed in these dry climes
was a question of some interest; the bitchy brunette, who turned out to be
halfway clever, said it was probably in the rain shadow. If there was rain, I
never saw it; it could only have come in the night. The only precipitation I
knew was beaded on the sides of my glass, moist dew, and my own sweat. The
sweat, and the misery, and the stench of it, and the dust. Always the dust.

Round and around in twisting halls every afternoon for the Lessons.
There were long chutes, metal pipes as wide as two fat people standing
together, that led down from the top row down to the basement, and around
and through the levels. There were six at least, and countless tiny tubules and
they worked through a sort of air suction system. Like vacuum cleaners, they
ran day and night, and sometimes we heard things bumping along the sides,
clanking and thudding dully.

And the Lessons. Grey classrooms
—I started to wonder if my colour
vision was fading after a while. The metal braces they used to keep our spines
straight, the relentless drilling on points of etiquette, on ancient names.
Training us over and over on responses to frustrating situations, role-play
after agonizingly stupid role-play.

I still remember when Yosi, the balding man, stuttered through a few
lines on the fifth day. He stammered for a week, worse than ever, after that,
and then, they fixed his stammer. It was not pleasant to watch. After, Margo
couldn’t stop staring at the blood left on the floor, and she wasn’t the only
one. We couldn’t forget. They made us clean it, and they made us smile while
we did it. They made Yosi watch with the eye he still had. When the floor was
polished to a mirrorsheen, perfectly waxed, they escorted him out. He didn’t
come back to class the next day, or the next week. After a while, we forgot
about him, just like the others we would forget.

The lines grew shorter and shorter, slowly, as the time passed, and they
filled out again. Starved skeletons, all of us, in the lines, but oh, we marched
with such perfect posture. I put names to faces, and just as quickly, it seemed,
the faces disappeared. The number of us remained constant, though, new
pupils coming and going through the parking garage.

I never saw anyone on the black bus, though I saw it in the lot often
enough. It seemed to move only when we weren’t looking directly at it. As for
my bike, I certainly never saw that again, and after the first week, I didn’t
even see the same mattress.

We had been given dorm rooms, after the first week, made up of the
same groups of people. Guarded, made of smooth cold metal, beds with thin
sheets—they stopped coddling us, after the first week. Still, in the dark, we
whispered to each other, Margo and I. Mixed dorms, but the supplies I
thought I’d been so clever to bring were useless, confiscated too quickly. I still 
remember the number of Sholban strikes they made me take, one for each 
penny of currency for the smuggled money. Worse things happened for the
vibrator and the stockings.

There was never time to think, to take for ourselves, except in the dark, 
in the softest of whispers—they watched us in the bathrooms, in the cafeteria,
in the night. Sometimes Klein Michael would patrol through the dorm,
inspecting the inspection, and give us that buttery smile. Sometimes, I
thought I saw his eyes flicker, when he looked at me. You’ll have to pardon me
for tearing the paper a little with my pen tip as I write this. There were
hundreds of times when, after reviewing the events of the day, lying there in
bed, I imagined doing what they did to Yosi to Klein Michael.

Every night I would whisper to Margo about the day. Sometimes we
would risk a joke, or two. Something alive. Scraps of memory about our times
as Governesses. I didn’t have the vibrator, as I said, but I told her about
things I’d done with it, and with men, and even other girls. The way her eyes
would get wide and her breathing would hitch ever so slightly were things
that kept me going. Sometimes, I would reach out a palm, and our hands could
graze in the dark, for just a moment. The shocks and the pain during the rest
of the day couldn’t make those soft, delicate contacts any less electric. She
learned how to laugh with a hand clamped tightly over her mouth to stifle the
sound. There were times when I thought of stories she told me during the day
and I burst out laughing in the middle of a field, picking stones and killing
spiderweed.

And one day, she was gone, and I learned what it was like to lose a
friend.
The day after that, I broke. Her bed was empty, and I knew. I was
dragged up, forced into my suit, but I fought them. I had seen the children
throw tantrums, refuse to be forced into their clothes, but this was different. I
was an animal. Dignity meant nothing in the face of pain. They had hit me,
over and over, in the field in front of everyone, but I’d let them. I’d pissed and
shat myself, and convulsed in it, but I wouldn’t work until they told me where
Margo was. One of them bent down to my ear and said “the Swamps.”

They took me off, that day, let me shower and let me lie in the bed
instead of going to the lesson. When I woke up, at the keen hour of 3, they
took me to Klein Michael.

My face was tear-stained and there was more flesh on my knees than on
my thighs. There was nothing my body had to offer him, but I would have
given that as a bargaining chip. They had taken everything from me, and I’d
been all right, but then, they’d taken Margo.

He sat there quietly as I shrieked at him, as I cried out, and I could tell 
he’d seen it all before. There was that flicker, again, a flicker of humanity, but
this time it lasted for more than a half-second.

“You’re half
-sick of shadows, aren’t you, Clarice,” he said.
I made a puzzled noise.

“Are you a fighter, Clarice?”

It was a strange question. Normally, he was a perfect gentlemen, with a

foglike elusiveness, a silvery diplomacy.

“Yes,” I said, “I suppose I am.” It was strange enough that we were
alone. I wondered where the question would lead, and craved the frozen
labyrinth corridors. Even the Lessons would be better than this hopeless
interrogation.

“Margo wasn’t.” He almost seemed sorry for me, or for her. “Most
aren’t.”

“What does this have to do with me? If you’re going to kill me the way
you killed her, you might as well do it now. I think it’s pretty clear that I’m
not going to pass out of here no matter what I do.”

He tilted his head to the side, and I saw that his eyes were grey-brown: a
true shade of medium.

“No,” he said, “I suppose you’re not. We do have people pass out, you
know, and return.”

“I don’t think I could be one if I wanted to.”

He inhaled and exhaled slowly, as though a thick, fat cigar was offering
him its perfume. It was the first time I ever saw him breathe visibly.

“I suppose I’ll have to fail you out, then,” he said. “You’re going to the
same place Margo is going, if that’s any comfort.”

I felt a hollow pit where my stomach had been, and I swung at him.

He ducked, smoothly, and rewarded me with a genuine smile. It was
terrifying.

“We can make this difficult, or we can make it easy. For what it’s worth,
I still have your possessions.”

He pulled something from behind the desk. My suitcase. Some people
bury the possessions of the dead with them; mostly the rich, now, because the
poor can’t afford to. I didn’t have much dignity left, so I got up from the chair
and opened it, then and there on the office floor. My stockings, the money, the
toy, and the uniforms were all there.

“I won’t need this when I’m dead,” I rasped.

“Custom dictates that you receive it anyway.”

I said nothing.

“We gave Margo her things back, too,” he said. “We do it for all of you.”

That broke me, I think. She’d looked up to me, and I’d failed to give her
enough to keep going, and she’d either been passed out as a soulless
automaton or had been killed. I gave him my wrist, stretched it out and rolled
the cuff up.

“You can shoot me up with curbs, or whatever you want,” I said. “I’ll do
what you tell me to, if you send me to a new owner. Or you can kill me now. I
don’t care. You’ll never have me, either way.”

Clichéd words. Brave words, but clichés. Clichés were all I had left. I
pulled my arm close to my chest, feeling the dry skin over sinew and bone.

Klein Michael smiled again. “It’s for your own good I’m doing this,
Clarice. A greater good. If you could please hold out your wrist again...”

I could tell by the look in his eyes what was coming. I knew what the
chutes were for, the black bus, and I knew why lambs go quietly, on feast day.
And I waited for the pinprick. Then, finally, the world melted away. Before
the blackness fell, I thought I heard him say, “good luck.”

When I awoke, I was here, in the Swamps. Whether they drove me here
in a van and left me to die, I don’t know, but whatever they tried, it didn’t
work. Perhaps it was mercy, perhaps the whole thing was a setup: that is
what I have begun to think. I hope so, at least. What better way to rescue the
thousands of slaves than pretend to kill them? Set up an official factory,
remove them little by little to a base, and there you have it; sign the
paperwork saying we’re legally dead and ship us over a border, and you have a 
bona fide rescue operation. If it wasn’t for the bones I see sticking up from the
mud, once in a while, I would feel better. But this wasn’t always a rescue
operation. Once, it was just like the other maximums; it removed its threats.

I don’t know if this manuscript will reach anyone. I can’t send a thank
-
you letter—we have our radios to let us know when the next batch of former
slaves are going to be dropped off, and we have the wakeup serum coming in
over the border, but there’s no one I can thank directly. I keep busy, and that’s
thanks enough. One day I’ll get tired of this and ask for my papers so I can go
to Regist, live like a normal human being, but I’m having the time of my life.
If I die tomorrow, I will die a happy woman. In our little wooden house over
the Ragmire swamp border, Margo and the others and myself, we are
watching and waiting for them to find us, but we’re also waiting for you. You
might not trust it, this scrap of paper you’ve found, and I don’t blame you.
They are probably trying to lure you out, remove the moral decay from the
great nation, kill your sex and your desire to question and your hunger to
move out of your station. And they’re right, it’s bad for stability. So leave
them. Come to a dangerous place. We drink, we sing, we laugh, here; we fuck.
We do not compromise. They can’t get us anymore, because we’re over and
away. Get yourself sent here, or find freedom the other way: deep beneath the
peat, thousands of us who didn’t make it, bodies lying asleep, souls flitting
bright in the trees.

DAY 64, CORNFIELDS

Part 1: The Future
From: Ji-hye Lee, Geum
Valles Marinaris province,
Mars, Sol System

567-147-HA-145

To: Toby Lee, Corinth
Mnemosyne state

Callisto (Jovian District)
Sol System

542-558-ZG-543

Dear Tae-Beom (Toby),
I hope this note finds you well. Remember that Halmeoni loves you. I
would love to get a video call from my favorite grandson soon! If you get a 
chance to visit this year, I will make you so much kim-bap, you will get very
fat!

I know you are probably busy with your move to Callisto and your
promotion—you have done so well. We are very, very proud. Your Umma 
wants me to ask if you have met any nice girls or boys there yet. She wants
grandchildren, too! I think she is jealous of me—heehee!

Maybe it is also because your fiancé has gotten married. I know
—
already! How quick of her, huh? Jin-Ae says she is just trying to hide her
embarrassment. I think your mother is right. How foolish! Who cares about
that anymore? But here I am, writing about it!

Ah, well, gossip is the greatest pleasure an old woman has, as I’m sure
you know. Anyway, I’m sure you are tired of hearing about this, but I can’t
ask about your news until I know what it is!

I am doing well. My new kidney is very good, and the surgery was easy.
I have been supervising a children’s meadow in our sector, and it is wonderful.
I don’t have to run after the children, but giving them advice and making sure
they don’t get hurt keeps me very busy.

Are you keeping up your Korean practice? You must not forget your
roots! It’s very important to preserve your culture! I get to teach the children
some Korean, but I would hate my own family to forget it.

Speaking of roots, there is something I want to share with you. Because
you are working with books, I think you will appreciate this more than any of 
the others. Jin-Ae said not to bother you while you are moving, but it is a 
grandmother’s right to meddle, and I am meddling for this.

I don’t know how much attention you paid in history classes, but did
you know that the Exodus affected your own family?

It’s true. I have some surviving papers from my grandmother that
should have been taken care of a long, long time ago. I think some pages are
missing, but it’s better than having lost all of it.

Your great-great-grandma Maria went through a lot, but her mother,
Diana, is the one who wrote this. I’m sure this sounds too long ago for you to
relate to or remember—but Maria Lopez, my grandmother and your greatgreat grandmother, is the one who came to Geum first, here in Valles
Marineris. She married Dae-Jung Lee, my grandfather, and had my father,
Wong-Shik. He married Adilene, my mother and your great-grandmother.

You never met these people, even though they shaped so much of my
life…but at least now you know their names. Some time, when you call,
remind me to tell you some stories of when I was growing up.

When we first started packing for Mars, there was a lot to consider. I
hated trying to decide which of our things we should bring, and which should
be left or sold—but more so, we had to go through endless boxes of
heirlooms. We just paid the exorbitant shipping fees and brought them with 
us. (I swear, your greatgrandparents didn’t throw anything out. I guess we
should talk, since we still had the boxes. But my Umma and Abeoji kept
putting it off because we were always busy with home and the colony. Only
now do people have lots of free time—like your Halmeoni!)

Some of these stored things have waited to be opened for a very long,
long time. People just never had the time—especially during the first stages of 
settlement. Because I am old, I have more free time. However, I have to admit
that many pages are still missing. I have old citizenship papers, old photos and
albums, and all kinds of things—but some of them have simply fallen apart. If 
I had done it sooner, perhaps they would have survived, but time does get
away from all of us.

Before you are angry with me for losing some of the papers, please
remember how old they are, and how far they have come.

Anyway, here is the story, as best as I can reconstruct it. The papers
were fragile. I finally gave in and scanned and uploaded them. I am thinking of 
taking them to the museum, but I wanted to make sure you had a copy first.

As you can see, the pages are really hard to read. The ink faded very
badly over time, and the paper came from a leather-bound notebook with treebased paper in it, like they used to sell everywhere. I still have the notebook,
but some of the pages were loose—the glue released over time and they fell 
apart. Some were also ripped out—I don’t know why.

Part 2: The Present 

Day 10
This is outrageous! As a Dreamer, I was protected
—to have all of that
stripped away is unfathomable. And now—my boss coming in to tell me I’m
being let go, because they’re concerned about how the company “looks”? It’s
such bullshit. I’ve lived here since I was three years old!

When I was packing up my desk, Beth came by. Her eyes were
sympathetic, but she looked as scared as I felt. As a Black woman, she’s
probably next.

“I’m sorry,” she said.
I shrugged and tried to give her an “I don’t care” smile. “It’s
discrimination. I’ll get a lawyer on this.”

As soon as I said it, we both looked at our feet. Would someone even
take my case now? Is there a point?

The truth is, it wasn’t a surprise. And I don’t know if it was my status
being revoked or who I’m married to. As soon as we got word about Pablo’s
green card being revoked because he arrived illegally, we knew it was a matter
of time.

Sure, it was years ago. Sure, he’s held down a job for years. Sure, we
have a normal family, and we go to church, and bring the best fajitas to the
block barbeques every summer.

But when your husband is transgender, bisexual, and a dirty Mexican,
that’s all those people need to know. Never mind that we’re a normal, boring
couple. To exist is to make a political statement, and that statement makes us
unwanted—to some people, at least.

To enough people.

I’ve been expecting this for months, if I’m honest. People will eat your
tacos and ask you for the recipe for frijoles, but go to Pride marches, and they
won’t meet your eyes the next time you ask about a playdate for your children
and theirs.

Maybe it’s petty, but I wish we hadn’t joined the solidarity movement
and posted about it on social media. Admitting to it gave them grounds.

I wish I was strong enough not to regret it.

Oh well. All we need is a good lawyer, and honestly, so many of us have
grounds for class-action suits now—I have faith. And I’m going to write down
as much as I can so I have evidence for the courts, too.

(There was a long gap here. Some of the pages were totally blurred with 
water damage; some were ripped out.)
Day 64

Tonight, it’s an abandoned barn. We’ve been staying wherever we can.

More often than not, we go without dinner. The children have stopped

complaining about it, though. Has this become normal for them already?
Only a few months ago, they were going to school. They played with 

the children whose parents now call for our arrest and expulsion. Money was

always tight, but compared to now, it seems like a time of unimaginable

wealth and providence.

Maria’s eyes have gone dull. When I brushed her hair yesterday, it

seemed to come out in clumps. I remember hearing that was a symptom of

malnutrition.

I continue to practice my English in whispers. Pablo practices with me,

both of us speaking in low tones, trying to scrub away our accents.
We are not too dark-skinned. Before, we could almost pass.
Now? Either we must try to integrate, and buy false IDs—or flee

farther north and throw ourselves at the mercy of Canada.

How could anyone recognize us as an engineer and an administrative

assistant now—our clothes stained with sweat and dirt, carrying all we have

on our backs? Yet this is how we live now.

All I know is that I must write, or I will go mad.

Day 75

Pablo found some corn in the field today. He managed to get half-a

dozen cobs before a drone came too close. We’re not sure whether it caught

enough footage to compare his image against those in the Immigrant

Registration Database.

We hid under planks in a ditch. The ground was dry on top, and wet

underneath. I was tempted to eat a few handfuls just to stop the ache of my

stomach, so I could leave more corn for the children.

When it was gone, we kept walking along the road—or rather, in the

fields, trying to keep the road in sight, but stay out of sight whenever cars

came too close.

Maria and Rafael have gotten very good at remaining silent when they

are told. I remember when their toys were too loud and I yelled at them to

turn down Youtube or their cartoons.

What I would give now for that racket.

Day 82

Extremely hungry. Not much to say tonight. Why am I still toting this

notebook around? Perhaps I should use the pages for kindling.
But no. Someday, things will be normal again. The children will forget

this time in their lives.

I don’t want them to forget completely. This must never happen again.

Day 105
We’ve been staying in a supply shed at a feedlot for pigs. The smell is
horrible, and the racket is worse, but we’ve had shelter. Rafael’s sunburn has
been peeling so badly, and I’m glad to get him out of the sun. Any kind of 
respite is better than the hot sun.

I made the owner some chicacarones from Pablo’s mother’s recipe. He
said they were delicious. The moment of softness on his face gave me hope
that we can stay here for just a little longer.

Day 140

I’m worried about Pablo’s leg. Ever since that pendejo shot him, he’s

been slower. Rafael has gotten very good at helping wrap the wound. I’m

worried it has become infected anyway, especially since we were staying in

that damn shed by the pigs.

He sold us out when some hunters came to town. Staying off the grid

has kept us safer, but a drone must have seen Pablo after all. And that was

enough to get the bounty hunters on our trail. I had heard about them

hunting “illegals” for sport and off-the-books bounties before, but now—it’s

not just a dark joke or a crazy rumor on the news.

Curse those mobile “patriots for justice” to hell, the sons of whores.
No—politicians. Whores work hard, and have integrity.

Day 155
Pablo has a limp, but the wound has closed. The bullet is a hard lump in
the scarred flesh under the skin. We were joking about it today. He said, “I’m
so glad I got a hysterectomy back when we still had Kaiser.”

Rafael was straining water through a filter and asked, “What’s Kaiser,
Mama?”

I tried to explain health insurance to him and how we used to have it,
and the safety it represented. I broke down in tears halfway through.

There’s no hope in Kansas. We have to keep going north.

Day 162

We’ve been moving between houses and basements and garages at odd

hours of the morning. Going through urban areas is terrifying. Being away

from phones and computers and drones and everything else—I forgot how

loud it all is.

Maria is being very strong. Getting more food in her has helped. Rafael 

has asked to watch Youtube a few times, but Pablo told him that the bad

people could be watching through phones or computers. He was sad about it,

but he stopped complaining.

I miss the days when I could buy them toys on the way home from work

as a surprise. Every Friday, we’d pick them up from school and get gelato

around the corner.

I can almost remember what it tastes like, now. Almost.

Day 170

At last, human decency. Last night, we stayed with a couple who run an

electricity and water station. The first woman’s name was Deborah. She has

dark hair and kind eyes. I haven’t seen a face like that in months.
We were slinking past her fence like raccoons in the dark. For the last

few days, I’ve been going through compost bins for food. You’d be surprised

how often people still throw out perfectly good broccoli. Other than that, it’s

been scraps and leftovers.

She must have heard the sound of Rafael dropping the lid. Instead of 

scaring us away, she invited us in.

I didn’t trust her at first. I stepped in front of Paulo and snarled at her,

keeping the children behind me. But she waited calmly, offered to bring us

food out there if it was better.

Rafael asked, very softly, “Do you have Youtube?”

“Of course,” she said. “I can bring a computer out here if you want.”
I shook my head. “We should go. Anyone could see us.”

“The chariot swings low,” she said, stepping closer.

I flinched, but her hands were empty, and she kept her distance.

“What?”

“The chariot swings low,” she said. She met my eyes meaningfully.
The light—so much light!—glinted on a Star of David around her neck.

She touched it. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Her eyes widened and her face softened in a smile. “We’re part of the

network.”

“The network?”

“We help people like you, on the run.”

I stepped back, feeling more like a shewolf than ever. “How do I know 

you aren’t going to trap us? We’ve already run into the bounty hunters.”
The look on her face was what convinced me. It’s been too long since

someone wasn’t suspicious, or frightened of us. She looked upset. Not at us,

but for us.

“Please,” she said again. “Washington?” Barely more than a breath. She

knew how to speak low, avoid the range of microphones.

“You’ll have to cover all the cameras. Some kind of silent mode,” I said,

exhaling. “If they record our voices, they can use that…”

“We have really good shielding programs,” she said. “But I will. It’s not

a smart-home. We took out a lot of the equipment when we started helping

people with this. Will you come in? I can bring you things out here, but I’m

worried someone will see…”

I looked at my husband, my hungry, worn out children, and back to this

woman. I nodded.

I didn’t realise how far we had fallen until we were back inside a home.

The electric light almost hurt my eyes. Was it really like this—so bright all

the time? All the devices made so much noise. That hum used to be

comforting. Now, it was overwhelming.

This exodus has reduced us to little more than animals.
As I write this by electric light, we are crammed in their spare room.

The children have had a bath for the first time in I don’t know how long.
Pablo is sleeping. He looks so tired. With his hair clean, I can see the

grey coming in.

Day 171

Deborah and her wife Iman have been very kind. Deborah is an

aesthetician. When she came home from work, she did my nails.
“I used to get them done every two weeks,” I told her. “I worked for a 

solar panel installation company back in Santa Monica…”

She nodded, her hand wobbling as she massaged my hand. “How’d you

end up here?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. How does one encompass the experience of 

starving and running in a few sentences? Instead, I stared at the mezuzah on

the door, fixing my attention on the cursive Hebrew decorating its rim and

edges.

After a time, Deborah finished. “Hey, I made some matzah soup. Do you

have any allergies or restrictions?”

I shook my head. “Nah. Rafael used to be allergic to peanuts, but back

when we had insurance, we got him genetic therapy for it. And we’ve gotten

used to eating everything. But I still remember how to cook. I can make

dinner, if you want…”

“Please. You’re our guests. You deserve the chance to rest.” She touched

my knuckles.

My face was hot with tears, very suddenly. “Thank you.”

Day 209

We have reached Washington.

As they promised, Deborah and Iman put us in contact with the

network. We’ve been riding in the backs of trucks and vans, even in trailers.
It’s been hot—but after walking all that way, it’s been like heaven.
We are officially registered as refugees. They have us in a cheap hotel,
along with many other families—at the moment, we’re sharing a room with a 
Korean family. They’re quiet and nice. The space is small—but thank God, we
all have beds to sleep in, and a roof over our heads, and there are even meals.

Pablo is in surgery right now, getting that bullet out of his leg. Thank
god he’s survived this long. We may even be able to get him physiotherapy
once we’re in Canada. I don’t want to think about how much scar tissue is left.
But still, a limp isn’t so bad. He still has the leg, at least. The Lee family only
has one son, a baby boy named Dae-Jung, who was injured while they were
escaping. He lost his left hand, poor little thing. You’d never know—he laughs
and giggles and cries like any other child.

The children will be able to go back to school. 

I cannot even envision returning to the life we had before. And yet it’s
almost within our grasp again. 

Part 3: The Future
This was the last page I found. However, going through some archived
digital files revealed even more. Let me know if you want to read some articles
written by Maria, Rafael, and Diana. It looks like Diana became a journalist.
There’s many years of archives and articles to go through, though, so it could
take me a while to send you those.

Lots of love from Grandma Ji-hye!
Call me when you can.
From: Toby Lee, Corinth
Mnemosyne state

Callisto (Jovian District)
Sol System

542-558-ZG-543

To: Ji-hye Lee, Geum
Valles Marinaris province,
Mars, Sol System

567-147-HA-145

Dear Halmeoni,
Thank you for your kind letter. I’m sorry I’ve been so busy. I miss you,

and no, not just your cooking.

However, please be careful with those documents. I know Mars has

seceded, but because I am bound by different laws, still being under Earth’s

jurisdiction, I’m worried about reading these. They may be considered

insurrectionist documents that go against the Accords of Peacefulness and

Approved Behavioral Standards, because they refer to previous negative

decisions, and there is a policy that reading about historical mistakes can

encourage their repetition.

A number of the textbooks we send out to colonies for children’s

education conform to that idea, reducing the emphasis on events like the

Jewish Holocaust, the Belgian-Congolese Holocaust, the exploitation of 

Korean “comfort women” by invading Japanese soldiers, and other war

crimes—sometimes omitting them altogether.

Please be careful who you speak to and communicate with if they’re in

an Earth-governed territory, like mine. Some crackdowns are happening, and

I’m concerned about oversight of private communications. Ever since Victor

Marcus was “elected,” things have been changing.

To tell you the truth, I’m not a Spiritualist, but I thought their goals

might work. I still live by the doctrines and practices required for conformity

at my workplace, of course.

However, I feel this story has a great deal of value. Had I read it, I

would say it was very moving, and that I’m concerned by what I found. There

is a chance that reading it would have made me cry—even though, of course, I

will do research to make sure I can actually read it without punitive measures,
if you understand me. Just remember, the first word from me is what you can

trust.

I have some good news—did you know that cousin Sarah is out here?

Will you give her a call, too? Read the infonet page on our department and

you’ll see her for sure. The surprising thing is how how we haven’t met up

yet! Documents come thick and fast here, though, so I don’t have much free

time.
Call you soon!
Halmeoni, saranghae,
Tae-Beom

From: Ji-hye Lee, Geum
Valles Marinaris province,
Mars, Sol System

567-147-HA-145

To: Toby Lee, Corinth
Mnemosyne state

Callisto (Jovian District)
Sol System

542-558-ZG-543

Dear Tae-Beom,
I must admit that your letter has me concerned. I am glad you value

your heritage and history, however. It must not be forgotten.

Be careful.

Rather—let me be blunt. Consider coming back to Mars. I know the job

pays well, and the economy is not so good right now, but I am worried that

history is repeating itself. Please find a way to read this when you can—

somehow. We have come too far to be treated like our ancestors.
Stay safe,
Halmeoni Ji-hye Lee


ISIS MOON AND THE ART OF
SEMI-PERMANENT 
EXTRAPLANETARY RESIDENCE 
REPAIRS

"Shaq's about to eat five gyros," Tasia crowed in excitement.
Her sibling, Sierra, rolled their eyes. “You better put that down. Mom’s
been waiting for you to help with the system upgrades for like fifteen minutes,
and she’s getting testy.”

“But it’s like a two-minute video,” Tasia protested.
Sierra huffed. “You say that, but you also leave the autoplay on. Why do
you keep watching ‘Youtube’ anyway? It’s only like a million years old, and
there’s soooo many better holos…”

As if she was listening to them, their mother’s voice e
 choed through the
small craft, amplified by the speakers discreetly placed at the edge of her
bedroom capsule’s iris shutters. "Tasia, could you put down that archive for
like a minute and come help me with these repairs? This station isn't going to
run its own calibrations."

With a frustrated sigh, Tasia closed the antique laptop and condemned
her perusal of the early 21st-century memes to her next spate of free time. Her
mother's tone made it clear that dilly-dallying wouldn't be tolerated.

Sierra gave he
r a smug look. “Better get going. I’ll be in my room,
relaxing, because I’m done my work for today.”

Tasia rolled her eyes Sierra drifted upwards through the aperture,
taking a left to get to her own cell. Soon enough, the post-funk retro skafusion tones of Isis Moon and the Satellites came floating through the hall.
She liked her sibling’s taste in music, even if Sierra could be a total prat.

Floating across the sphere, she lightly propelled herself upward,
through the tubular hall, and towards the main reticule. The triumphant,
jocular tones of the Nubian trumpets filled the ship in her wake, and she had
to restrain herself from dancing along to them. Spending her motion on that
would make her twirl in too many circles, and that would keep her from
moving effectively in any direction whatsoever.

True to form, Tasia was at least five solar minutes late. Her mother’s
wide brown eyes narrowed as she finally arrived. Fussing with her meticulous
braids, Yvonne turned with mock surprise. “The prodigal daughter finally
arrives. You know, if helping maintain this craft is too much work, I could
easily send you—”

“—to Titan to work with Dad on synthetic lunar microorganism and
unicellular protein synthesis,” Tasia completed. “Mom, I’m sorry, I just fell
down a Youtube hole. But seriously, Terry Crews had tricked people into
eating crickets, and their faces were so great, and then Shaq was about to eat
five gyros—”

Her lips twitched. “I respect your commitment to absurdism, but if you
want to laugh, you’re going to need oxygen to do it. Are you going to help me
with these regulatory updates?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tasia muttered, her red-brown skin turning burgundy
with embarrassment.

They worked in silence for a few minutes, checking the saturation
percentages in each room of the craft, ensuring that the percentages of
breathable gases were within preferred limits. Seepage or leaks would reveal 
themselves by altering the density of gas molecules per cubic metre. With 
layers of radiation shielding and overflow wells around the outer bulkheads of 
the ship to catch any escaping molecules, they were pretty safe from the risk
of suffocation—but it still lurked.

Sobered by thoughts of the cold, airless infinity around them, Tasia 
focused on her task. Re-growing the observation sphere would give them
more space, and it would be nice to have more room.

“What if we put the observation sphere by the greenhouse? Staring at
Saturn’s rings while we chill or prep dinner might be relaxing. And then we
could all listen to music when we’re checking on the plants.”

Mollified, Yvonne nodded. “I like that idea. By the way, I was
considering an upgrade on the food printer. Would you like that?”

“Yes please,” Tasia blurted. “The bacon’s weird. The cellular structure’s
all…messed up. Last week, I had it print some bacon, and it put in
photosynthetic cells. I don’t need my bacon to be green.”

Yvonne laughed and added it to the list projected into their shared
space. “Would you like a gravity generator?” she offered. “They’re still in
development, and it would take a while to save up, but the mining is going
well…”

Tasia weighed both hands. “Nah. I like the freedom.”

“Great. One last thing. Did you cue the micro-tex plant to start a 
secretion cycle so we can recoat the seals? Don’t want any leaks.”

“Nope, I forgot,” Tasia admitted. She activated the program, moving her
hands through a visualized keyboard projected by the tiny computer
implanted in her brow and covering her lens. “There. Active. And I did it with 
the harmonic frequency system instead of just triggering the programs. I’m
trying to work on my plantlanguage fluency,” she added.

Yvonne rewarded her with a smile. “Good. Now you can go watch those
old memes.”

Tasia cringed. “Mommmm, memes aren’t videos. They’re—”

Yvonne rolled her eyes. “Your grandmother would be so proud, may she
rest in peace.” There was a pause. “But I am proud of you. Both of you.” Her
voice quavered for a moment. “You’ve both accomplished and learned so much 
already. I always hoped my children could have a future like this.”

Tasia ducked her head, a little embarrassed but also touched. She
understood the weight of her mother’s words, the allusion to the bad old days.
“Thanks, Mom. Want me to do dinner?”

Yvonne turned around for a moment, her braids floating around her
elegant head like baby stars in a nebula as she nodded. “I’ll do it, dear. Okra 
and tofu fingers with jollof leftovers?”

“Sounds amazing.” Tasia shyly jetted back towards her room, intending
to relax. Yet the short videos suddenly seemed ridiculous.

Instead, she headed towards the observation area, soon to be shut off 
and expanded with adaptive growth, so they could relax in greater comfort.

She touched the thick glass with light-toned fingertips, comparing the
blue-black of space to her own warm, rich melanated skin. Distant worlds and
stars gleamed in the depths. Below their craft, the graceful curves of Saturn’s
rings encompassed the visual horizon. For a moment, she felt Yvonne’s words
sing through her: the future was theirs, and it looked infinite.

PEACE OF MIND

Leelah smiled at me uncertainly. “What are you saying?”

I cleared my throat. Outside, the tube city was humming; I could see
people crossing from work to home and back again. These levels, up in the air,
shielding us from the volcanoes and activity and atmosphere, provided a good
view of the dusty ball of rock that was our moon. Corinth glittered and snaked
around, gleaming and shining, a lattice of energy and light.

How many of the people racing through those tubes were harbouring
secrets, like me? Pretending to be someone they weren’t?

“It’s nothing,” I said, breathing heavily. Leelah nodded, her eyes
skeptical. She stepped forward and gently set a hand on my arm.

“Are you sure?”

“No. No. Let’s go back to work.”

But as I sat in my cube, meditating on the TorYoBiKo for the
mandatory mindfulness practice, my brain couldn’t hold the words of the
Spiritual text long enough to make sense of them. All I could focus on was the
wrongness of my body as I inhaled and exhaled. The way my chest felt
wrongshaped, the way my crotch didn’t settle or fit well, the way my hips
and shoulders felt wrong…

Soon, the bell rang, and I was able to go back to work. I lost myself in
emails, keeping my work in public projection so that anyone tempted to
interrupt me would see I was busy. I could have made the projection private
rather than shareable, but I wanted the comforting wall of work to save me.

Sarah and Julia came out of their area, talking animatedly. The bell rang
again, and I realised the day was over.

No more escaping in work, then. I headed off to the gym. At least a 
swim would let me feel only the weightlessness of being in water—my body
freed of its awkward confines at last. For a while, anyway. But that was all it
took.

When I got back to the locker room, carefully avoiding the gaze of the
people whose bodies I envied, Leelah was already there. Waiting. She knew
something was up.

“I should get home,” I said. “Pretty tired after that swim.”

“Nuh-uh. You’re using your alcohol credits with me tonight.”

“Oh, come ON. I know you better than that.” She leaned in close.
Trustworthy Leelah, with big brown eyes and warm golden-brown skin and
shiny black waves of hair. I wanted to touch her hair, lose myself in it for a 
while, in the soft, floral smell of her skin.

But that was Leelah, I told myself. And besides, she hadn’t ever shown
an interest in me.

That niggling thought came over me again, worming its way under my
skin. What if she would be more interested in me if I…well…changed?
Handled this chest situation and got different…well…parts? It was hard to
say. But I couldn’t help wondering.

Stop it, I told myself. Leelah was just trying to be a good friend, and I
was distracting myself. But speaking of distractions, a chance to get out and
wander around in the old quarter and lower levels would be nice.

“Yeah, okay, fine.”

“And on the way there, we’re going to make a stop by my place.”

My heart hammered in my throat. Oh boy. What did she have in mind?
If it was that, we’d have to stop by somewhere to make a Commitment to
honour each other first. Not a big deal, but not a small one—but unless we
wanted to wear Signs scolding us for our self-indulgence and disrespect of our
own bodies and sacred sexuality, an Advisor would have to bless our union
first. Of course, Signs would only be an issue if we were caught, but just not
stopping by an Advisor would be suspicious enough.

Sleep with whoever you want, but you have to respect them by
committing to their spirit and honouring their beingness—that was the rule
here, and on other colonies, moons, and planets under Spiritual sway. Not bad,
I supposed, in its intent, but having to stop by an Advisor’s every time you
wanted to so much as get laid killed the spontaneity of things a bit.

Of course, we could just sneak around, I thought. The prospect made my
pulse quicken giddily. But then, was it just that I wanted to sleep with Leelah?
Or…

I realised she was talking to me and grinned stupidly.

“Have you heard a word I said?”

“Nope,” I admitted.

She shook her head. “What is with you today?” Her eyes softened again,
in the way I treasured. “Come on. We’ll have a nice cup of tea, and then we’ll 
head out and use up some credits so you can really relax.”

She tucked an arm around me and smiled. “Come here. You need a hug,
and a REAL meditation session.”

For Leelah’s company, I’d spend an hour doing handstands on a bed of
nails. “Okay,” I said.

In spite of her intentions, we didn’t talk much on the way to her place.
All the terminology and talk pried aside, there was something to be said for
just dwelling, just being, a state of no-mind and peacefulness. Just being with 
her made me happy. Not just happy—at ease. I wasn’t constantly aware of the
wrong ways my body felt and moved. I felt right in my own skin. Well, as
right as I could.

We finally got there, and she opened the door with a smile. There was a 
Spieye in the hall, but it floated past without pausing. I glanced above the
door to see if there was an Earspider planted. Due to the legislation, all 
surveillance equipment had to be large and easily visible, and sound and visual 
recording devices weren’t allowed to be combined, for some dumb reason. It
was clean anyway, so as long as we didn’t sleep together—or get caught doing
it—this would just be recorded as a friendly visit in the system.

I heaved an inward sigh as Leelah closed the door. Daily mindfulness
and these long, loose, comfortable clothes were nice conventions, but
sometimes all the surveillance and rules on Callisto made my skin itch.

I wriggled uncomfortably. Not that my skin felt good at the best of 
times.

“Come sit,” said Leelah. She led me to a simple hemp-upholstered couch,
a bamboo table and furniture filling most of the room. She had a few nice ink
paintings up on the walls, very abstract art, and a few small plants on a shelf. I
looked more closely—the one on the top was an orchid. It had a light perfume,
a rich red colour, rimmed with gold, and the petals were striated with red and
pink and white. I reached for it gently and stroked the thick, moist, waxy
petals.

“Peppermint okay? Or would you prefer decaf green and jasmine?” she
called from the kitchen.

“Jasmine, please,” I called back. There was an aloe plant as well, and
what looked like a Yteran bog-rose. And—was that a Luneflower? Maybe a 
mock-species, something actually adapted to live in normal soil, rather than
just decorating the surface of Earth’s moon, as proper Luneflowers were.

She came back in a bamboo tray, bearing a plate of kale chips, a celadongreen cup set, and a little wrought-iron kettle. It was a teal-turquoise colour,
very pretty, and covered in wave patterns. “That’s a lovely tea set,” I said,
turning around to look at it and at her.

She smiled happily. “It’s an heirloom.” She poured steaming green liquor
into each of the cups slowly and patted the couch again. “I see you were
looking at my flower shelf.”

“It’s wonderful,” I said.

“Well, we’re not really supposed to have plants outside the park…” she
shrugged. “But I got a special mental health exemption. Um, the orchid is
Octavia, the Luneflower is Fifi, the bogrose is Oliver. I, uh, name my plants.”
She blushed beautifully. “But you’re already very distractible today.”

She put the teacup in my hands tenderly. “Nat, I know you. You always
get distracted when you’re worried about something. And I’ve never seen you
so distracted. Have you looked into adult ADD?”

“It’s not that,” I mumbled. “I’m just…I mean, yes, I’ve looked into it, but
this is plain old anxiety. There’s something I want to talk to you about…you
were right about that.”

There. My heart was pounding now.

We sipped our tea in silence for a few minutes. I inhaled and exhaled,
focusing on the tea, the fragrant steam, and the smoothness of the cup—being
present in the sensory experience.

Leelah didn’t press me. I admired the strong lines of her face and the
way the lights played over her skin. Looking at her was such a pleasure; but
even with my eyes closed, her presence soothed and calmed me.

When had it all started? Half a year ago, when she’d come to our floor, a 
new hire? That day, when we’d eaten lunch together for the first time, and
tofu had never tasted better? I hadn’t known what I was feeling at first—she
wasn’t the kind of person I was usually attracted to. All I knew was that I
liked the way she talked about adapting Indian epics in modern ways, and that
she was very good at rewriting stories and parables, and that she liked lunar
jazz.

She was tall—possibly Lunar herself, though it was hard to say these
days. And anyway, with picotech being what it was, bodies adjusted to gravity
so easily that the only giveaways were body language and cultural habits.
Lunar people had a certain lightness, a graceful sway. As she bent forward,
offering me the plate, I realised how little I knew about her. And yet, did it
matter?

I accepted the chips and munched on one, concentrating on the flavour,
texture, and the way my lips and tongue moved. Present moment, I told
myself.

After we’d sat in companionable silence for a while, syncing up our
breathing, Leelah reached for my hand again. Cross-legged on the couch next
to me, I could almost feel her warmth as she leaned closer.

“Would you like to talk over dinner? You seem less agitated now.” She
squeezed my hand again. “I worry about you, Nat. And whatever it is…there’s
nothing we can’t handle together.”

Together? Hell, if that was hope, I’d take it.

“Okay,” I said. “Let me buzz by home and throw something
on…actually, screw it. I’ll leave my work clothes on. Let’s go now.”

“Okay,” she said, surprised. She got up and put the remains of our treats
in the kitchen, then headed to the door. I opened it for her and ushered her
through, then followed.

The trip down to the lower levels was exciting. Technically, there were
more…correct places to hang out, but everyone knew the best food was down
here, where newer arrivals and immigrants and recalcitrant people lived.
There was less uniformity to the decorations the lower we went. Sure, the jobs
of people here tended to be either more menial or less legal, but the
atmosphere was magnetic, charged. A little too exciting for me, half the time,
but today felt like a dangerous day.

After all, I stood the risk of losing my best friend and revealing who and
what I really was. Compared to that, the chance of social punishment for
doing something mildly illegal felt like nothing much.

We headed to one of the best places around
—The Old Museum. The
food was good, spicy and a good interplanetary and intercultural mix, and
they had ample wine and glowjuice and all kinds of cocktails.

I noticed, to my surprise, that Sarah and another guy and Julia were
there—so was Andie, and some guy hanging off her. The whole table looked
really uncomfortable, and I turned back to Leelah. “Want to say hi?” I offered.

“Oh, they look busy,” she said. Her eyes flicked down,
 then up to meet
mine.

The waitress led us to a table, and we sat. The embroidered cushions
were a bit scratchy, and the table was scuffed, but that was all part of the
appeal. When everything around you is clean and crisp and new, imperfections
take on a special beauty. Like the dimple in Leelah’s cheek.

We perused the menu, ordered some appetizers—a lentil thing with 
Lyrian spices, all wrapped up in corn/rice dumpling packets.

I picked at mine. Leelah still watched me, concerned. “Maybe whatever
is weighing on you would be easier to share if I told you something first,” she
said gently.

“Uh, sure.”

“Now, I don’t tell this to many people, but when I was about five, I
realised I was a girl, so my parents helped me fix that up with surgery and
treatments.”

“Oh,” I said.

There was a long pause. She looked worried for a moment. “That
doesn’t bother you, does it?”

“No!” I blurted. If anything, it made this much easier.

“It’s just…I know some people have trouble with that, even nowadays.
I’ve never had a problem with it, but…” a shadow passed over her face. “Well,
a friend of mine moved to Venus from Luna and he got into a lot of trouble
with his girlfriend’s family when he told them he’d chosen to become male in
his teens. They had to break it off.”

“No, no, I don’t mind at all. In fact…” I took a deep breath. “Leelah…” I
looked around. The Old Museum’s red and gold décor and smoky atmosphere
were a weird place to do this. I would have preferred a nice park, or, hell, the
swimming pool.

“Yes?” said Leelah, leaning forward.

There was a bit of shouting and some cheers from one of the other
tables. I saw Sarah and one of the guys getting up angrily and leaving. Great.
So much for the right atmosphere. Well, screw them. I’d make do.

“There’s not one thing. There’s two things. First, my body is wrong,
and I need to…to transition,” I said quietly. “I don’t know if that’s covered in
our health plans, and this is way later in life than for a lot of people…I mean,
I’m only twenty-four, but you know…”

“Oh, Nat,” she breathed.

“And that’s not all.” I glanced down at the lentil dumplings. No more
distractions. “I…I love you. I have been in love with you for months. You’re
special, and you’re nice, and if you don’t want to be with me physically or
you’re just interested in friendship, that’s okay. I understand. It’s okay. I
just…I had to tell you how much you mean to me. I want to know everything
about you and…and I hope you can love me for me. Even though my body is
wrong. Right now, anyway.”

She practically jumped across the table to kiss me. Her mouth was warm
and spicy—Lyrian afterburn, and her own sweet taste mingling. I wrapped
my arms around her and kissed her back, hard.

She pulled back long enough to take a breath, her eyes sparkling. “Oh 
my gosh, I am so glad you feel the same. I thought you were distracted all the
time because you didn’t want to hang out with me anymore, or something!”

“No, no!” I blurted. “I’m just really bad at this!”

She kissed my cheek, hugged me again. “Oh, Nat, I’m so glad.”

“But, um, physically…is it okay? I don’t know what you prefer.”

She shrugged. “I’ve dated all kinds of people. I don’t really care about
gender. I mean, if you’re talking about sex—” she lowered her voice, “then,
you know, there’s always a way to make it fun.”

“I…I’d love to have some fun with you. I mean, the adjustments
shouldn’t take all that long, maybe a couple of months, but it’s still…it’s still a
big adjustment. I mean, this is something I’ve been uncomfortable with 
since…since I was a kid.”

“Back on Luna, switching things up is pretty normal,” she started.

I held up a hand. “Sorry, don’t mean to interrupt, just…my mom partly
transitioned, and Dad couldn’t handle it, so she left. He tried, but he just…he
didn’t like her when she got a…” I mimed a penis, wiggling one finger.

She stifled a giggle at my gesture, but looked seriously at me. “You’re a 
fountain of words today. I don’t know if I’ve ever heard you talk so much.
It’s…please, go on.”

“I just…I thought I could ignore it. I didn’t want to be like her. She was
happy having a penis, said it felt right, but Dad…he joined an anti-pico
movement. You know…” I wiggled and glanced around. “There’s a bit of that
here…people who want to go back to nature as much as possible. Only
colonize planets that are already Earth-like, or go back to Earth itself…live on
only local stuff…avoid antibiotics or anything that isn’t entirely natural in
origin…”

She frowned and made a face. “Oh. I see.”

My pride stung. “Well, I don’t like it either. I mean, that was one of the
reasons for the famines back in the twenty-first century, and some of the bad
disease outbreaks—that one way out in that one colony was…um. Sorry.
Anxiety distraction again. My point is…if you felt like that, or weren’t sexual,
or just wouldn’t be interested in me…now…or until I change, I didn’t want to
make you uncomfortable.”

She smiled and opened her mouth to speak, and we heard a loud bang
outside.

Leelah went pale. “Why are people shouting?”

The server rushed over. “A bill will be sent to your accounts. You
should leave now. There’s a riot going on,” she said.

Leelah took my hand again, but I could feel her sweating in fear already.
“Oh, no,” she breathed. “I have a really bad feeling about this. Let’s go!”

“Wait—Leelah—what?”

She yanked me out the door and into the streets. We got a few feet
before we saw the blood. Sarah was screaming at an officer, and people in
uniform were everywhere. Leelah took one look and yanked me so hard, I
thought my arm would come out of its socket.

“We need to get out of here,” she called back as we elbowed our way
through the crowd. We went around a corner, to a weird, tiny area—it clearly
wasn’t a public elevator.

“Private elevator,” she panted. “Hold on.” She typed in some kind of
override code and ushered me inside.

“I haven’t been in one of these in years,” I said, bemused.

She didn’t answer for a while. She turned on her personal computer, but
didn’t share the projection, so I couldn’t see a thing. I saw her lips move
slightly, her throat contract as she subvocalized. I couldn’t hear what was
coming in on her ear implants. I saw her mouth the phrase “code Museum”
and “plus one”, then my name. I turned away again so I wouldn’t accidentally
figure out what she was saying.

“Okay,” she finished. “Pickup in two hours? That’s cutting it close, but
I’ll meet you at the landing level.”

“That’s how the rich get up and down to this floor without being seen,”
she said. “I…well, I used to work for someone who handled, uh, specialty
products. After my parents died…well, let’s just say Ganymede is kind of a
rough place.” She squeezed my waist, pulling me close. “If I told you this was a 
sign of trouble, and that we should move right now, would you trust me?”

“I…what? We?”

“We. We were on the floor, and someone could have seen us. Everyone
in that room is going to be a suspect now.”

“Move? Leave our jobs?”

“It’ll be easier for you to get surgery off of Callisto, Nat,” she said
quietly. “And…well, if you decide you want to be with me…you know, for a 
long time, I’d rather not be forced to do it by some Advisor.”

“This is all so fast…”

“You can stay if you want. I won’t force you. It’s just…” she looked
back. “I know things about this, and Callisto has maybe a year before it starts
becoming a really bad place. And I don’t want you to go through…what a jail 
is like.” She shivered. “Some of the extrasolar colonies…make Callisto look
like paradise. But my old boss employed people who, well, came from those
places. Escaped.”

“So if I leave with you…right now…we’ll be criminals.”

“Technically, yes.”

The world whizzed by silently. In our metal box, we were safe and
hidden.

“We’re almost at our floor,” she said. “Can you…decide now?”

“But if I go with you, I can…be myself. Become myself.”

“Yes, Nat,” she whispered. “I love you, too. Whatever you decide right
now—I want you to know that.”

“That’s all I need,” I said.

“Are you sure?”

“We’ll swing by your place and get your plants.”

She paused, torn. “There isn’t much time…”

“I’ll hold the door.”

Ding. “Well, this is my floor,” said Leelah. “This is insane, Nat.” She
looked at me fearfully.

“No kidding. I didn’t even know this elevator existed.”

“It’s hidden behind a fake apartment door. Stops on every floor.”

“That…is clever.”

She didn’t hear me—she’d bolted next door. Faster than I thought
possible, she was carrying back a small suitcase.

“The plants have modular lids,” she said in a rush. “All packed in there.
And my tea set.”

“That’s all you’re taking?”

She yanked the suitcase into the elevator. The door was beeping, a 
signal that someone else wanted the elevator. “All there’s time for.”

She looked at the door, a message on the panel angrily signalling that
another user wanted the elevator after we were finished. Mandarin and
Sanskrit and German spilled across the panel, as if to see whether we simply
didn’t understand the first time, or were merely dense.

“This is your last chance. We can forget all about this. You can still 
transition here, for now at least. Will take paperwork, but you do have the
option.” She looked at her feet. “As long as my father’s kind of people don’t
push the Spiritualists their way. But yes. If you changed your mind, you can
get off right now. It’s okay. I won’t tell anyone anything.”

“If I say no, will I ever see you again?” I said.

“Probably not. Unless you…no. Not here.”

I looked at the fake door in front of me and back at her. “Nope. Take me
to wherever, Leelah. I could use a change. Are you sure you don’t have to get
anything else from the apartment.”

“Absolutely not.”

The doors closed crisply, and she pulled me close for another kiss.
“Besides, I’ve got everything I need right here.”

THE WORD-THIEVES

Sarah Jean White stared at the small rectangular patch of clear space on
her desk and cursed every square inch of the cheap plastic, right down to the
aluminum framework and scratches on the faux varnish glaze. She cursed
every mass-produced molecule individually, in a dozen different dead
languages; assigning arcane profanities with industrious care.

She had a right to curse her desk silently, this way. If not for the desk, 
she would not be sitting here in the Langplex. The mountains of unattended
prioritymarked project icons sitting on her interface wouldn’t be there. She
tapped the spot above her eye where the projector was situated, shutting it off 
for a moment. It made the desk’s hollow frame seem artificially clear. With a
sigh, she turned it back on, and the holographic apocalypse of assignments
reappeared. If she didn't have to deal with them, she could have taken
reassignment in one of the more liberal colonies.

But no, she thought. I didn't do that. I couldn't take a post on Centauri,
now, could I? Or Mars, for fuck's sakes. Martians know how to have a good
time.

Fuck. F. U. C. K. Fuck. She savored the feel of the word, its forbidden
taste.

Part of her mind took the Mars-related thread and wandered down that
path. She thought of Crystal, and missed her; and wondered how life on the
wormhole builder was going. Had she heard about the Schism yet, all the way
out there? The last letter she’d gotten was full of outrage and anger at Sarah’s
work conditions, but her trademark hilarity was there. There hadn't been any
presents with her messages in a long time. Earth had imposed trade
embargoes on certain areas, and galactic legal jurisdiction only extended so
far. In a sense, the words were gifts enough. She missed treats like the pressed
and plastex-sealed luneflower coasters Crystal had sent on her birthday, or
the delicate beadembroidered Altarian purse that had come at New Year’s.
They were little things, not usually terribly expensive, but for her, they were
priceless. The treasures reminded her that there was more than the monotony
of life on Callisto.

The first letters—hysterical diary entries, really—that Crystal had sent
on the job a couple of years ago were some of the most exciting things she’d
ever read. Even now, with Crystal settling into married life and writing
regular accounts of inter-systemic political trouble, the dullest notes were a
million times better than daily life on Callisto. If she was out there, interacting
with aliens—real aliens!—and defending the wormhole build-sites from
pirates and gate-campers—

Look at me, thought Sarah disgustedly. I’m halfway into a zap-gun “save
the universe” fantasy. Moreover, I'm supposed to castrate the colour and life
out of language, not enjoy it. So much for being a good role model.

She left the desk to press her face against the bubble window, smearing
it with more lip- and fingerprints. Before her, the tube city glittered in frenetic
glory. Thousands of people shuffled from building to building, the long, glassy
corridors connecting each edifice swirling around and between the
architecture in sleek, elegant loops.

It looks like someone's small intestine, done in crystal, thought Sarah, or
possibly like the most elegant and complex pot bong the world's ever seen. Oh 
god, I miss marijuana.

Someone walked past her doorlet, and Sarah—not exceptionally skilled
at spotting eavesdroppers and their ilk—turned around. Probably just another
secretary.

Anyway, they haven't gone so far as to install the EarSpyders and
SpiEyes in personal offices and homes. She shuddered. And we get it easier
just because we're supposed to be the moderators. Cheers for the Langplex!

The more officious Linguistic Moderators referred to the Department of 
Linguistic Moderation and Consolidation by its proper acronym. The irony
that DOLMAC was organized to make language less complex was not lost on
anyone, least of all Sarah. And here, in one of the three coldly elegant
skyscrapers at the heart of Corinth, DOLMAC was boring her to death.

Quotes from the employment brochure came back to her. “Long ago,”
Sarah quoted to herself, “back in Earthbound Days, Corinthian columns were
known for their elaborately sculpted flutings. Today, Corinth is just as famous
for being of the most modern, comfortable cities on the planet, as beautiful as
it is lively.”

Luxuriant foliage, Sarah thought. In a tube city? My left arse-cheek.
Yet—they did go in for neo-Gothic architecture on Ganymede; you'd think it
would have gotten popular here in Callisto, too, but no. No flowery language,
no flowery buildings. Stream-fucking-line the place, they said, and someone
listened, someone stupid…

For the one-hundred fifteen-thousand, six-hundred ninety-fourth time
since she had begun working at the Langplex, under DOLMAC, Sarah 
wondered why she'd taken the job. Once again, the usual answers presented
themselves: I needed money, life on Luna was sucking because they made all
those infrastructure cuts, I wanted to see more of the solar system, my
Literature degree was only in demand out here, Tranquility University was
having budget cutbacks...blah, blah, blah, blah. Still, a job at one of the holeedge diners was starting to look pretty good…

Just then, someone knocked on the door, interrupting her mental bitch 
session. “Come in!”

“Hey,” said Julia. “How are you?” Sarah’s blank face relaxed. Julia quietly
closed the doorlet.

“Umm….what am I supposed to be doing again?”

“I think you’re writing a recommendation on whether or not Heartbreak
House should be totally eliminated from the Blaine canon, or whether it can be
modified enough to maintain the integrity of spiritual love without the
suggestion of too many base, primitive sexual desires.”

“Wow, Julia. Your grasp of the TorYoBiKo never fails to amaze me,”
she said, confining the irony in her tone to a delicate suggestion.

“Well, must maintain the image of orthodoxy, mustn’t we?” Julia 
mouthed. “Watch out or they’ll can you. Try to fake reverence, Sarah, or
they’ll never let you out of here alive.”

Sarah beckoned to Julia with one crooked finger. Julia slipped over and
behind her.

“So, how’s work going? You have a million icons there.”

“Well, that’s because I have it on lim-sharing. If I had it on private,
you’d think I had all my work done.”

“No chance, Sarah. I know you wayyyy too well.”

Onscreen, Sarah typed, <Somehow, I doubt that. Cue up your keyboard
so we can’t be overheard, please? These walls are rice-paper thin.>

<Yeah, yeah, got it. Shouldn’t we get back to work? I don’t want either
of us getting stuck with Signs.>

<Anyway, I can think of a few people who’d get plenty of shaudenfreude
out of that. Fuck it, Julia, let’s have some fun. Round up Andie and Ferrus
after work. Let’s go out for a drink.>

Julia shook her head and shooed Sarah’s fingers from the keyboard.
Deleting everything, she typed her response. <Will you at least pretend to do
some work? You don’t want to lose café privileges. If you have to work in
solitary for any length of time, that’s a black mark on your record. >

Julia shook her head again, and Sarah skirted her away. <Yeah, right.
Miss the blandwiches for a month? I’m shaking in my grav boots, baby.
Loosen up. I have to go kill Bernard Blaine. Are we on for after work?>

<Well, you know about the alcohol rationing—>

<Fuck it. There are other things we can do. Not even coffee?>

<Did you forget about the embargo on products from Phoebus?>

<Chikusho! Yes, I did. Right. Tea? Alternatively, we could get some
rotgut.>

<Are you swearing in Japanese to impress me?>

<Oh, Julia, honey, why do that when I can swear in German, too? Ich
gebe nicht einen Scheiß! It’s all about flouting regulations.>

<You’re going to be fired. And so am I, if I don’t run. Seven o’clock at
the Old Museum?>

<You got it. Now I have to delete this before someone sees it. They’re
all Corinthenkackers, anyway.>

<Okay, okay, extra points for the untranslatable pun. Aren’t we
supposed to be killing words like those?>

<No shit.>

<Gotta run. Don’t get into too much trouble.> Julia slipped out,
straightening the folds of her uniform for a moment. Sarah watched her
disappear around the corner. So far, so good. Not too much time lost: she
would be able to stay under the radar, unlike last week. Julia could be
officiously rule abiding, but that did not mean Sarah wanted to see her get in
trouble, either. Friends didn’t let friends walk around with dumb, socially
humiliating things pinned to their backs.

Sarah’s attention returned to the task. All of Blaine’s works, including
all known personal letters, plays, and novels, were to be cleaned and sanitized
as much as possible, or eliminated when it was not possible to salvage the
meaning. The plays were given the highest priority.

The floor above them was concentrating on Dickens. From Geoffrey
Chaucer to Ling Marshall, English literature was slowly but surely being
rewritten, cleansed, purified in every way. They cleansed away the sexuality,
the excessive violence, and the art of the insult. Translated works, classics
originally written in Russian, Japanese, Arabic, French, German, Chinese,
Spanish, and every other tongue that had once flourished under the brilliant
eye of Sol, were being edited, sometimes re-translated altogether. The other
buildings concentrated on private content, such as online zines and vlogs, new
books, and news releases. Those were easier to edit, less heart-rending than
the edits done in their building.

The words with no exact translations, with shades and subtle
connotations, were being lost. It was linguistic genocide. The syllabic
symphonies giving a tongue its shape and identity, now silenced in mid-note.
Not lost: thrown away. Curses, insults, pidgin, slang, and untranslatables:
eradicated wholesale, deemed too incorrect or saucy. Sarah clenched her jaw
as she closed the recommendation on Blaine and continued work on a literary
essay for Hamlet.

It was almost artistic, this erasure of language. Almost a form of poetry
in itself. If written on a sidewalk, projected from a personal interface onto the
street, someone un-typing a sonnet word by word would be performance art.
For her, it was an ordinary day.

With the proper changes, Ophelia’s madness drew its source not from
illicit, premarital sex and repressed longing, but solely from the unjust death
of her father. Her purity was never in doubt. She had not committed suicide: it
had been a “wasting illness.” Hamlet was a villain, without discussion. The
court at Elsinore became a model of purity brought low by two scoundrels.
There was word of a happy ending for at least one “modern perspective”
version of the play. Centuries of analysis undone by a few, repetitive
keystrokes.

Sarah brushed a strand of hair from her face. The deconstruction of 
Rome apparently can be done for fifteen hundred dinars a month. I thought
thirty a soul was the going rate—fifty souls a month, then, that’s what I’m
being paid. Plus room and board.

WHIRRRRRRRRRRRR—BONG. The lunch bell droned, and she
packed up her work.

Julia was waiting for her already at the usual table, in the corner. Sarah 
shuffled through the lineup, eyeing the highly nutritious and multicultural 
meals with distaste. Sure, authentic Martian curry—but without meat, or any
allergy-causing spices, or peanuts, or tomatoes. At least they included the
potatoes and pepper. She longed for a little Lyrian soup or a nice Yteran fruit
dessert.

She shuddered. Ugh. I don’t even want to think about dessert.
There was, however, a nice Earth soup, not too severely modified, so she
ordered that—along with one of the usual tasteless sandwiches—and glanced
over the dessert cabinet. Synthetic, unseasoned food. Nothing ‘unhealthy,’ or
too flavourful. Especially nothing too “foreign” or non-human in origin. A
particular focus on Earth cuisine. Bypassing the rest of the food, she got
herself a large glass of iced coffee and sashayed over to Julia.

Julia was halfway through a portion of the curry, and not looking
especially excited about it.

“Are you going to puke, do you think, or can you keep it down?”

“It’s paste. You keep it down, before we get a Look from the caff staff.”
As if to underline her point, someone came by to clear stray dishes and plates
from the tables and guilt those still eating into cleaning up after themselves.

“You do know they’re listening, right?” Julia mouthed.

“No duh,” Sarah mouthed. EarSpyders and SpiEyes would have been
more welcoming. Most workplaces hadn’t fully implemented them yet. Even
in a restrictive place like this, they made people too nervous. Good old human
Behavioral Observers were still on top. “They could just use nanospies and
tracking devices on us. I know they do that on Cellist, and it works.
Everything we do, say, hear, you name it…even physiological responses.”

“And you’re repeating all this to me for what reason?”

“Because if you turn around, you’re going to see something that’ll make
you very happy they don’t measure physiological shit here...”

Julia stuck the tip of her tongue out and winced. “That was so not
funny.” She glanced casually over her shoulder anyway.

Here? Now? Really? She looked, and didn’t believe.

He was sitting down at a table diagonal to theirs, a tray of tasteless food
before him. Sarah followed the lines of his body with her eyes. Her gaze
lingered on his hips, his hands, his shoulders and face. She made sure Julia 
noticed.

"Toby Lee. Don't even think about it," said Julia immediately. "He’s out
of your league."

"Your league, maybe," said Sarah, "but not mine."

If only you knew, she thought. But was it safe to confide this in Julia?
She avoided giving out the proper names of people from her past—she had,
once or twice, given fake names, and continued with the substitutions from
there. Otherwise, Julia and especially Andie would research them to death, and
quiz her about details. Still, this was no stranger, to be dissected at the lunch 
table or over dinner at the Old Museum. Even Julia might remember Toby.
There was no hint she’d clued in, though, so perhaps it would be all right.
Then again, she might not remember him at all. Sarah’s descriptions had been
vague.

Julia paused, pursed her lips; the pinched look of her face worsened.

“That said,” Sarah continued, without looking at her, “you could use
some, and if you want to have a taste of that, I’ll hunt elsewhere.”

Throw her off the scent. Though, the mental image of Toby trying to
date Julia was only too funny. It was mean, but his timid streak and their
combined tendency to worry would only result in hilarious

miscommunications.

“I’ll pass, thanks, seeing as he’s so ‘out of my league.’” A bitter twang to
that, and Sarah wondered if the competition over Rajinder in marketing was
still a sore spot for Julia. It hadn’t been mentioned in ages, but Julia didn’t talk
about herself, or anything, all that much. Suddenly, she felt bad.

Ouch. “Only because you don’t put yourself in his league. You’re pretty.
Let yourself have a taste of the antelope, honey.”

“And if I screw up? Employment isn’t that easy to get, Sarah, and last I
checked, they get very antsy when people have extramarital affections. Or am
I the only one reading the paper?” There had been two public scoldings in the
last week for people showing ‘immoderate affection’ at work elsewhere in the
city. The shame had been immense, and crushing, but that was the price of 
being caught with one’s hands in a partner’s cookie jar.

“Oh, get the stick out of your ass. What, he’s not your taste, not even a
bit?”

The line of Julia’s jaws and cheeks sharpened for a moment, and relaxed.
She glanced around nervously.

"No, not my type. Anyway. As for you—okay, maybe, but don't get
cocky. He's a rising star in Refinement and for all you know he's Spiritual."
Julia lowered her voice. A spark of animation flickered through her, and her
eyes glittered. She had a juicy tidbit of gossip to share. "Whatever he’s done,
though, he’s been doing it right. I don’t know how religious he is, but his
conformity must be picture-perfect. They say he's one of the candidates in the
running for translating Two Gentlemen of Verona."

Sarah blinked. "I thought they were going to ban that play," she
murmured.

"Nope." Julia shook her head. "They're bowdlerizing—” (the shit out of,
she mouthed, and Sarah almost grinned) “—it, removing the bits where
Proteus goes for Sylvia. Making it look like a misunderstanding. You know
how it works—harmony in all things, and striving for balance. The things we
must all remember." The angle of her eyebrows added a delicate sarcasm to
her tone. Even Julia wasn’t always content with their noble duties.

"And the jokes, too, will probably be taken out, that's easy enough, but
for Proteus to keep loving Julia all the way through—that's just wrong,"
Sarah whispered. She lifted a spoonful of grainy, spicy soup to her lips, so that
it appeared she had only been trying to cool it, rather than whispering.

Julia inclined her head in agreement and took a bite of blandwich. She
winced. "Rewrites," she muttered thickly. "Lots of rewrites. All the classical
works, the whole Shakespeare canon—all the bureaucrats are slowing it down.
And don't forget that the old languages have to have updated footnotes and
translations."

It had taken years just to translate Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, and
Macbeth. Sarah shook her head in disgust.

“Merde, what a fuckin' bunch of languagemaulers,” she mouthed to
Julia.

“At least they let me save a bit of the romance in my recommended
updates to Scuttled…” A further horror occurred to her and she spooned soup
into her mouth. "What about the sonnets?", Sarah gurgled messily.

Julia looked anguished. "I don't know, but they might delete them all."
She closed her eyes, lifted a hand. I'll ask, said the gesture, but it doesn't look
good.

After all, under the Moderations, Shakespeare's un-bowdlerized poetry
already required special permits to be accessed—school children could not
look at it until they reached high school and even then, required a teacher's
permit and special consent forms. Too much passion and turmoil, and violent
anguish in poetry—unpleasant feelings that led to immoderacy. Sarah was
glad she didn’t have to work in Poetry, like Andie once had; killing poems and
cutting their passion away would have hurt her even more than changing
plays and essays did. The essays, at least, were a challenge, and apart from
scholars, no-one would really read them anyway.

Not that all of this modification would see the light of day, if certain
powers had their druthers. Adults were encouraged to read the TorYoBiKo
and technical manuals over novels, except for the Allegories. The Allegories
were easy to get, available on cubes and other digital formats everywhere,
promoted on multiple platforms at every turn. Whether one was walking
down the tubes or browsing online at work, advertisements for the latest
Allegories were everywhere. Sarah was sick of them within a week, and the
bland, weaklyplotted exercises in “spiritual character development” had
become one of the worst punishments she had to suffer by living on Callisto.
Artistic abortions that they were, watching the short films didn’t even have
the relief of being especially well-acted. Actors hated Callisto. Reading the
plays didn’t improve the situation.

Sarah's eyes watered and she lifted her hand to sneeze.

"Fuckinallegories! Sorry, too much pepper."

"But of course," said Julia. She nodded at Andie as she walked past their
table, and Andie deigned to respond with an elegant half-smile. Julia sighed
enviously.

Sarah bit her lip at Andie’s slight chilliness, dissatisfied by it. Her eyes
wandered back to Toby. He was now seated and chewing away deliberately at
his soy chicken blandwich. He did not seem to be enjoying it, but then, most of
the people in the cafeteria were not enjoying their blandwiches. As he
munched, she watched his large, restless hands. His eyes had an alert, wry
look to them, just as she remembered.

He made eye contact with her.

His eyes widened for half a moment.

Act casual, said his expression, we’ll meet later.

Sarah felt something hit her, then, deeper and warmer than she’d felt in
a long time. She favoured him with half a nod.

Okay. Soon. Their old signals, the gesturecode they’d developed years
ago, came back to Sarah in seconds. Muscle-memory, she thought.

Better cool it. Friend nervous.

Reading his posture, Sarah turned away.

Her heart hammered in her chest. Has it been so long? She wished that
private social media wasn’t so heavily restricted; without the bans, it would’ve
been much easier to track him down before now.

"Righteousness in all things," said Julia audibly. Sarah's daydream
fluttered away. The flickering laughter in Julia's eyes betrayed her
amusement. "Your thought-bubble is showing," she whispered. "You
shameless slut."

Sarah ignored her. Toby watched her, waited for her reactions. Slowly,
slowly, as he raised the last lump of blandwich to his mouth, he winked at her.

“He winked at me!”

“He what?”

“You heard me! And now he’s laughing.”

“That’s because we’re acting like teenagers.”

Sarah was about to reply when the lunch bell rang, sending people back
to the offices.

Julia shook her head and began to clear her tray. “I’m going over there,”
Sarah mouthed.

“You don’t even know him!”

“So? I’d like to change that.” Leaving her mess to wait for a few minutes,
she slid over to Toby’s table. He followed her movements and rose as she
reached him.

“Hi,” she said. “Sarah White, Analytical Papers department, sometimes
in Playwrights of the 19th Century.”

“Toby Lee. Shakespearian Plays and Analytical Papers. Do I know you
from somewhere?” They were having trouble keeping their faces straight.
Sarah fought a twitching grin and made her expression neutralize itself.

“Sometimes you guys farm out papers to our department—there’s a lot
left to create for the databases, so…” He was nodding, but the workmanlike
body language couldn’t disguise the mischievous sparkle in his eyes Sarah 
knew so well.

“Look,” Sarah added, “I was thinking of getting people together for
a…’planning session’ on Thursday night. Would you like to come and offer
some ideas? You’re actually in the department, so maybe you can tell us about
things you’d like to see in analyses…”

“Sure. Did you want to get tea at some point before then?”

Touché, Sarah thought. “If you can fit it into your schedule. I’ve heard
that you’re fairly busy with your current project?”

He lowered his voice. “When you say project, do you mean girlfriend?”

Sarah blanked her face and gave him an uncomprehending look. Was he
trying to cover for the past, or tell her something in code, or was there
actually a woman in his life? That could make things…interesting. “I just
meant your project, actually. I’ve heard some interesting things—is it true
about ‘The Two Gentlemen’?”

He wasn’t as good at hiding knee-jerk reactions, and her parry caught
him offguard. “Ah, right! I’d be happy to discuss that at a meeting or the
planning session with you—” They tapped their projectors and exchanged
contact info. “So, I guess I’ll see you soon—what time is it at?”

“Eight o’clock.” She let the air between them settle for a few minutes.
“Actually, my coworker—” she indicated Julia—“and myself were planning to
discuss some of our current work tonight.”

They stood there, judging each other, reading each other’s body
language through their flowing, heavy clothes. He was dying to throw his
arms around her. Sarah could sense his restraint, and held herself in check,
feeling like a puppy seeing its favorite person for the first time in weeks.

“I’ll think about it,” Toby answered. “I need to check my schedule to see
that it’s free.” In her text, she had added a note attached to the card asking
him to come over before seven.

“Alright,” Sarah said. She smiled tightly and turned to leave. “See you
soon, then.”

“See you.”

Julia came up to flank her and escorted Sarah back towards the cubes.

“So?”

“I dunno. He speaks ‘politics’ fluently. I should go though. See you
soon?”

“Yeah, after lunch.”

“Bye.” Julia slipped off, her uniform flowing with her movements. Sarah
watched her retreating back, saw the stiffness, and wished, heartily, that she
could tell her dearest friend the truth.

Shuffling off resignedly, she returned to her cubicle and began to pull
out the prayer mat. She tapped her display to bring up the TorYoBiKo and a 
It opened in front of her, the virtual leather binding parting smoothly, the
haptic software providing the sensation of silky parchment. On the title page
inside, luscious black type spelled out the name in elegantly serif-free capitals.
TorYoBiKo: Manual For a Better World. No author given, of course.

The halfhour after lunch reserved for “Personal Contemplations” was
designed for meditation and perusal of the moral text. Man, a good wank
would be better, but “indulgent self love” in the office would get me wearing
the sign for weeks. The translucent walls made it easy enough for anyone to
glance through and watch activities within.

Reluctantly, she unrolled the synth bamboo mat on the floor and
cracked open the book.

“Shall we regard every compassionate act as a stone laid in the path 
towards enlightenment?” she read aloud. God, I hate this crap. “The more of
these stones are laid, the more one learns about loving-kindness and its
meaning. For the sound of your feet on the stones is the rattling of progress
towards a greater understanding of all things. What is the sound of the
rattling stones?” Wait, does that sentence have any meaning? What?

She sighed and kept reading, running her tongue over the syllables
rather than paying attention to them. The words in her mouth were smooth as
butter and just as bland. Too many repetitions and thorough media saturation
tended to have that effect.

And then there were the structural issues. Sarah’s brain slipped into
editorial mode as she considered the TorYoBiKo. Question after question,
without answer; it was more than a rhetorical device, it was frustrating.
Normally, so many questions would be accompanied by—well—answers.
That was the point of the structural device. So, where were the answers?
There were statements, sure, but not enough to support the rest of the
content.

The orthodox viewpoint was that the questions were meant to be
subjects for meditation, but that had always annoyed Sarah. She knew a koan
when she saw one, and these felt incomplete somehow. They weren’t koans;
the more she read them, the more she noticed that the phrasing was all wrong.
It was like seeing a lock, and having everyone else argue that there was no
need for a key. Something about it felt instinctively wrong, to her editorial 
mind.

Sure, sometimes there was some decent advice—and really, there was
nothing wrong with trying to be nicer to people you didn’t know, and your
neighbors, and whatnot. The trouble came in when you could only be nice.
There wasn’t even the choice to be nasty, not really, and that removed all the
satisfaction of doing the polite, pleasant thing when you didn’t have to.

People compensated by finding subtler ways of being nasty, of
concealing an insult like a razor in a candied apple. And it was harder to know 
whether or not someone actually wanted to be kind, unless you read body
language well.

Sarah shuffled restlessly, contemplating. I could really use a snack right
about now. Something salty and crunchy. Wait—crap. I know what I want—
they used to be called pretzels. I haven’t had those in…god, how long? I know
they don’t sell ‘em here, too much salt.

She hungered for salt, for something unhealthy. Her body craved
indulgence. There were fresh fruits for sale at most stores, and crystallized
honey treats, but she wanted real candy. The taste of something bitter and
chemical beneath the outrageous colourflavours. She hadn’t had it since—
when? Her last trip off-world? University?

Candy. Popping it into Toby’s mouth, laughing, or stealing the last half 
of his chocolate bar: a painful, sweet reminder of a more innocent time that she
couldn’t possibly have back. Candy had been phased out a long time ago,
healthier treats offered as a substitute, but they didn’t have the same
character.

She turned her mind from sweets, the better to still her stomach’s
discontented rumble, and thought about mindcandy, instead. The treats she
saved herself, things she thought about, practiced, reviewed, memorized,
instead of the TorYoBiKo. Words.

And such words. Words with life, zip, spice, and their colours like
flowers. Real flowers, not the tamed small tidy blurts of colour in the
Tranquility Gardens, but the kind that grew in a riot in Wildspaces in the
pods back home. Wildflowers, growing as they liked, out of everywhere and
any place they could set roots down. Beautiful accidents, those flowers, and
the words were the same: beautiful, clever accidents.

They were words like Corinthenkacker, a German word describing
someone so meticulous and bureaucratic they would only drop ant-sized
pellets of poop. Most of her favorite swear-words revolved around shit,
because it was one of the few universally offensive elements in language, but
there were other words she liked. Mokita, a Kiriwina word meaning “the truth 
that noone speaks.” Sabsung, Thai, the slaking of an emotional or spiritual 
thirst. Serendipity, in English, something discovered purely by chance.

She had been in the German translation department for a while, but she
was better suited (and more needed) in the play-editing department. Still, she
wrote down strange German words—zwischenraum, the hole that makes up
the space between things—and research and conversation with other
translators had given her the chance to pick up hundreds of others, gems to
memorize and transcribe at home.

She’d met Ferrus in German. He’d had similar tastes for words, similar
hungers, and he had taken a few down in his work on translation. She was
looking forward to seeing Ferrus, sort of—he would probably have a few 
more words for her again this week. In his own way, he’d tried to ask her out
for something serious, and she’d ignored it. Sarah politely declined and—with 
suitable decorum-dated someone else briefly, sending the message. He’d
moped and gotten together with Andie, and had been passive-aggressively
hitting on Sarah from time to time since then. Still, he had words, and words
were her drug.

She drifted away from him and thought about Toby. It was a relief to
see him as she’d remembered him; even as a kid, she remembered how he’d
always had a certain look she liked. They had the same expression, sometimes;
she remembered her mother saying that, after cleaning up after their latest
scrapes. It was the look of someone who was well behaved enough to get away
with bad behaviour.

He didn’t look like he’d become the Spiritual kind, unlike more than a 
few of the people down here, but it could be hard to tell sometimes. Spiritual 
guys had a tendency to give off a different vibe, though, an I-Am-So-Sensitive
aura of chaste love and repression.

If there was anything Sarah hated, it was sexual repression—partly
because it was so contagious. One got accustomed to cutting sex and dirty
jokes out of conversation, to avoiding flirting in the work place, but one did
not do so happily. People still dated, of course, but one didn’t talk about sex in
a crude fashion, just in wishy-washy, vague terms. So, no talking about
bondage or dildos unless you feel really creative about your descriptions.

She was distracted, then, thinking of Ferrus. He believed in the Cause,
full capitals, waving flags, and attempts at reaching inner peace, because he
saw something that was Good For Humanity in their struggles. Still, he was
never that much of a pureminded type in bed…The brief, failed fumblings
behind The Old Museum hadn’t been much. Still, if she could throw herself 
back into the heady halfdrunk mindset she’d enjoyed at the time, it was a 
different story.

His sturdy, stubborn erection pressing rock-hard into her thigh as his
hands roamed under her blouse, stroking her nipples and pinching just a little
too hard…Sarah wriggled in her chair, uncomfortable with the mixture of
longing and embarrassment she felt. It hadn’t gone far, of course, but it was
her “dirty jokes” in public—teasing, sweet jokes, she’d thought—that sealed
the deal. It was over before it had begun, and she wasn’t especially sorry, in
retrospect.

No matter how insignificant she’d thought it was, her boss and Ferrus’
had disagreed. Those sorts of small transgressions had gotten her into serious
trouble, and she had learned it was best to shut her face and not crack dirty
jokes unless she wanted to walk around with a sign proclaiming her
immoderacy and tendency to disturb the peace. She wrinkled her face in
disgust at the memory of that week. It would be good to get a hug with some
lust in it, even if she couldn’t get it from Toby. Time to look for someone new 
to date, then.

It was good to see Toby apparently still in one piece, not broken down
yet, made Tranquil. Corinth had that effect on people. You came in hating the
restraints and after a while, resigned yourself, and then ended up liking them.
Then you forgot why it was better to fight, to be difficult, to refuse being
calm, to be ornery. It was good to see Toby still had plenty of fight left in him.
He’d learned how to fight as a kid and it was giving him the strength to resist
conforming here. Just seeing the spark in his eyes was like plunging her head
into cold water.

The diehards weren’t worth pursuing, but a lot of the poseur-types were
just hungry enough to be fun in bed, just annoying enough to make her glad
that contraceptives weren’t banned. She made a mental note to ask Toby how 
he’d ended up on Callisto, and to ask if he knew about any tail worth pursuing
while she was at it. He had a girlfriend, it seemed, so he’d obviously had some
luck.

The bell rang again, deep and sonorous (god, how Sarah hated it) and
she got to her feet with a groan, re-seating herself in the desk.

The clock ticked down to five o’clock, and she finally gathered her
things to go home, having worked through a stack of annoying memos and
brief recommendation reports on various plays.

She walked home, feeling like a hamster as she navigated her way
through the intestinal loops of the glittering tubes. Through the complex,
through the libraries, through the mall, through another mall, through a 
couple of apartment building lobbies, until she reached her own. She scanned
herself into the building, scanned again to get to her floor, and got scanned
again to get into her room. She threw herself through the doorway, making a 
beeline for the bedroom.

The cityfacing wall’s transparency was set to medium; she reached for
the remote on her bedside table, set it to low transparency and restricted the
size of the window. She took her uniform off, feeling the sweet rush of cool air
on her skin, and stood in her underwear for a minute, eyes closed.

Fiddling with the remote again, she set a corner of the inner wall to the
“reflective” setting and eyed herself in the mirror. Nice enough breasts and
hips, nothing special but well shaped; fairly pretty face with unusual 
cheekbones and full, sweet lips; longish blonde and brown hair that she tried
to take care of; sparkling brown eyes. Her father’s side of the family was both 
figuratively and literally American and white. Her mother’s family was a long
line of Chicano and Latino immigrants who’d escaped American oppression
for Martian pastures. Flattering herself, she had to admit that it was a pretty
good inventory. Sarah liked her legs best. They were well-developed and
muscled from all the running around in the corridors.

Mandatory stretching and meditation did have their advantages, she
supposed, but it would’ve been nice to have something more spontaneous.
Deliberate spontaneity was a different animal, and there was something
irritating about being forced to see cavorting in the grass as a meditational 
exercise. It was better than state-run army camps—she shuddered at the
thought of things she’d heard about the Centauri colony—but both lacked a 
certain…chaos.

Back in university, she’d loved the experimental poets and Chaos
movement of the last century, the strange rhythms of words chosen by the
ancient quantum computers. Some poets used the word selections in their raw
forms; others used algorithms to control some of the results. Many simply
wrote poems working around the selections. Crystal hadn’t really understood
why she liked such nonsensical works, preferring Collingsworth and more
stolid, purple New Gothic writers in her rare poetry-craving moods. For
Sarah, though, the poems were pure joy, something spontaneous and pure as
only accidents could be.

Heh, accidents. I wonder if Mama’s ever forgiven me for letting Ruben
run around in the closet and chew up and piss all over her favorite tablecloth?
I don’t think she ever did get the stain out. And I blamed poor Toby, too.

She wondered if Toby remembered it. The adorable little golden bastard
had bitten his fingers once or twice, so he probably wouldn’t forget it.

It had been fun running him around in the Wildspace and Kidspace
gardens, though. For a moment, she dwelled on memories of the scent, fresh 
clover, and the chaotic colours of the cornflowers and sweetpeas and
hollyhocks growing every-which-way in the green, grassy fields. Not like the
controlled, shaped gardens here, all poise and elegance, and no glorious
accidents. Sarah resolved to pass through the Tranquility gardens on her way
home. They might suck, and hills were generally too well-landscaped to be
good for rolling on, but sometimes the gardeners looked the other way for
her.

She missed Mars, then, and badly. The political arguments around the
dinner table, the parties, the university, and her friends: Mars was where her
life was. But noooo, I wanted to leave and get a better job. Perhaps waiting
tables at a jump stopover or a backwater planet in the colonies would still 
have been better than this dullness. On the other hand, Callisto wasn’t in the
middle of a civil war, and never would be. One big advantage to living in a
world formed by peace protestors was that it didn’t have the room for the
violent emotions of war-torn Beta Centauri.

Too much thinky-thinky. Need bed. Man, I wish I could swap a few 
comments with Toby. I’d give almost anything just to know what he’d think
about all this bullshit.

The bed was soft and inviting, and she flopped into it, pulling the cool 
covers over her head. The room smelled of her own skin, indefinably, and her
perfume, and warmth. Her corner of the world: a bedroom, a small living
room, a tiny kitchen, a small dining area, and all the stuff she had in it.
Bookshelves lined with modern and older classics and a lot of novels sat
around; there were a few music books and a lot of digital albums. It was as
messy as she dared let it be. The walls held a few family photos and a couple of 
good art posters. The furniture was cheap and comfortable without being too
ugly, though it had obviously been bought to replace student furniture. The
kitchen had all of the required healthy groceries in it and a large stockpile of 
sweets, cookies, coffee, and alcohol in various well-distributed places.

It didn’t look like the home of a revolutionary, but then, Sarah wasn’t
really a revolutionary. Of course I’m not. I just want to have a good time…

A knock at the door startled her out of her comfortable reverie. She
groaned.

“Who is it?”

“It’s me, Toby.”

“So soon? I thought you were gonna come by just before six thirty…”

“I’m sorry. I just got off work…” He sounded embarrassed. “I can leave,
of course, I don’t live far away from you…”

“Nah, I’m just relaxing. Gimme a sec and I’ll let you in.”

Sarah got out of bed and glanced at her underwear. A black, lacy bra and
matching cotton panties were comfortable, but just a bit too sexy for this
social interaction. A lot too sexy, she thought, making a face. It had been a 
while since she’d hosted someone she wasn’t planni ng to fuck. She grabbed a 
white cotton skirt and a blue hemp tank top, stuffed herself into them, and
opened the door.

He had his uniform folded under his arm. Blue jeans and an elbowlength, pale-green shirt looked much better on him than the flowing folds of 
the DOLMAC suit. With dark hair, high cheekbones, and wide brown eyes
beneath smooth lids and thick lashes, Toby had always been good-looking—
well, except when he was a teenager, but that didn’t really count.

“Come in,” Sarah said. “Tea? Coffee?”

He raised an eyebrow at the offer of coffee, which she’d added in a
slightly quieter tone. “You drink that stuff? It’s not that healthy.” He stepped
in uncertainly.

Sarah closed the door behind him and wondered for a moment if she’d
misjudged him. “Well, I like caffeine, and a little won’t hurt you…”

“No, but I’ve heard it can hurt you a lot, with the long term effects…” he
turned to look at her and a grin lit his face. “…so I’ll take it as black as space
and sweet as stars.”

Sarah grinned back, less uneasy. “So, I guess you haven’t totally lost
your old unhealthy habits?”

“We’re Martian. We’re weird like that.”

Finally, out of prying eyes, she threw her arms around him.

“Oh, Toby! I’ve missed you so much!”

He picked her up off the ground and she squealed as he twirled her
through the narrow space. “I missed you too, Sare.”

She brushed hair out of her face and grinned widely. “You know I hate
that nick. How’s Mama? And Aunt Carlita?”

“Mom’s okay. I don’t know about your mother, but Carlita is in one
piece. She didn’t understand why the hell I came to this God-forsaken rock,
but I told her I wanted to keep you company.”

Sarah gave him a bugeyed stare. “You came all the way out here for
me? Seriously?”

Toby shrugged, embarrassed. “I’d do it for a sister, so I think I’d do it
for you. And…I had reasons for wanting a breath of fresh air, shall we say. I
just needed to get off Mars for a while.”

She led him into the living room and went off to brew coffee for them,
deciding to use a little of the Earth blend for him and the cheaper synthetic
stuff for herself. Sarah knew people well enough to tell who was worth the
cheap shit and who deserved the really good beans.

Setting it to brew, she went back to the living room. “So, spiked coffee
or just regular?”

“Regular with sansweet. Or real sugar, if you have it.” He smiled,
disconcerted but approving. “Not afraid of breaking a few rules, I see. You’re a
lot more relaxed than you were at work.”

“You took the stick out of your ass along with that uniform, yourself.”

His eyebrows shot into his hair. “How do you survive on this crappy
little planet?”

“On about fifteen hundred a month. I have to eat somehow, right?” His
eyebrows were in his hairline again.

“Honestly, though.”

“Hey, they pay for the basic expenses—I can’t complain about that
much. It rocks. The fifteen hundred is what’s left over. But you’re the
indulgent one. How do you handle living on fifteen hundred? I remember your
porn collection, and some of that shit was expensive!”

He flushed. “Oh, come on. You know perfectly well that I would never
wank to classical sculptures—”

“Pfff, you aren’t fooling me.” She grinned, but stopped needling him. He
was very sensitive about the scale models of archaeological finds that he so
lovingly collected and painted. “Oh, and is it true you’re working on The Two
Gentlemen of Verona?”

The openness in his face closed like a door. “Who wants to know?”

Why doesn’t he trust me? “Just me and a friend, Julia. We were curious.
You might remember—she was with me the other day when we saw you in
the caff.” She paused. “I was wondering who’d get the privilege to dismantle a 
masterpiece.”

After a moment, he nodded. “And if I tell you I’m working on it, how do
I know you’re not some sort of mole trying to monitor me to find out whether
I’m leaving dangerous content in?”

Sarah blinked. “What.”

It was Toby’s turn to blink. “What do you mean, ‘what’?”

“Moles? Man, we get the occasional rough treatment from management
when they go over our papers for reviews of plays and analyses, but secret
agents are a bit much.”

He relaxed slightly. “Lucky you. I suppose that even if you are, I’m
fucked, so I might as well breathe. They’ll use anyone from what I’ve heard.”

“Uhhh…” the timer on the coffee pot rang, and she went for it. Rifling
through her cupboard, she took down her white ceramic mugs and poured a 
mug of the Earth blend for him and of the san-sugar for herself.

Has he gone around the bend? They’re paranoid here, but there’s a big
difference between scolding us, taking away privileges, and…whatever he’s
scared about.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” He looked uneasy himself.

“You sound like you’ve been reading way too many banned books.”

“Not really, just friends of mine have had run-ins with the occasional
mole, and for the ones who weren’t smart enough to notice, or didn’t go
through meditations properly…” he swallowed coffee. “God, this is good. This
tastes like Earth coffee!”

“It is.”

His eyes widened. “You didn’t have to…thanks.”

“Welcome. I like a treat now and then.”

They sipped the coffee to cover the awkward pause. “So, these
moles…what was this you said about dangerous content?”

“Just…something I heard around. I heard about it more than once,
though, and…yeah, when you see too many people walking around scared…”

“How the heck did you get so high up so quickly? How many people did
you have to blow for it? I won’t lie, I’m mad jealous.”

He smiled grimly at her. “It was a field promotion. Someone…went on
an ‘extended vacation’ and I got promoted. I’ve been here for a while, but
I…I’ve been busy with things. Didn’t have time to hunt you down, and I
thought you’d be in poetry.”

She shuddered. “Neutering poetry? That’s too scary to think about.
So…on the topic of scary things…how do I know you’re not a mole, by the
way, as long as we’re on the topic?”

“I swear on our grandmother’s grave I’m not one of them. That said, I
guess you don’t have to believe me—and if you’re one, well, I’ve already said
too much.”

He didn’t seem to be crazy, and there was a precedent—she knew 
coworkers had listened in to some of her conversations, and ratted her out.
Still, a violent side to Callisto was hard to picture. It was easier to believe in
people being bored to death.

Toby’s hands tightly clenched around the coffee cup, and his hunched
posture: those were harder to argue with. What could possibly have scared
him so much that he’d react like this? He’d never been a brave guy—at least
not as brave as her, but sphincter-tightening terror was a different level. If it
had been funny a few minutes ago, his fear seemed far more serious now.

This place was supposed to be safe, and yet, they were under constant
surveillance. The SpiEyes and EarSpyders had always made her wonder about
the quiet of the planet, the tranquility of the city. And then, too, not everyone
subjugated after a revolution adjusted to peace and quiet very well.

“What do you think they do with people who like to punch others a lot?”
she blurted out.

Toby laughed nervously. “Well, equal opportunity employment…I don’t
think I’m violent enough to answer that.”

They watched each other uneasily. Sarah wondered if he was still the
same Toby. How better to cover a mole than introduce a member of the
family? But still, he didn’t seem like the type. Not Toby.

“So…what’s your idea of good reading?” she asked, watching his
reaction. “Still the same?”

He felt her gaze and twitched. “Banned books?”

“Who are they?” lied Sarah.

“They’re books about, well…time in the future. Well, back then it was
the future, what did they know? But they’re about…attempts at making the
perfect world.”

“Can’t say I’ve heard of them. Besides, what does making the perfect
world have to do with anything?”

He stroked the handle of the cup, swallowed. “Perfect coffee. No,
just…the idea of the moles was in there, something like that. Thought Police.”

“We have SpiEyes and EarSpyders though. Why use human beings if 
you don’t have to?”

He relaxed. “The moles aren’t really spies; more like just auditors who
come in and remind you to do your work and keep your mind on the Spiritual.
I’ve heard of beatings though, and I know one guy in our department was sent
to a Correctional Centre for a while.” The whites of his eyes were showing,
and he was hunched over his coffee cup as though protecting it. His voice rose
in pitch, not even attempting to seem offhanded or casual. “He was really
uneasy when he came back. Still twitches all the time and avoids working on
any of the originals like the plague. He said a few things about this and…I
don’t know. He might have been crazy, but he went on ‘vacation’ recently
and…yeah. About those books…”

She nodded. “I have heard of those books. I think I might’ve read them
back in university, maybe high school, but that was a long time ago. I didn’t
ask you over for that, though. Just good to see family again.”

Toby’s body softened, untensing. “Thank god.” What the hell does he
know? He’s fucking terrified.

“Ice it, buddy, it’s just me. I’m not going to lock you in a box and force-
feed you koan hymns and synthtofu. It’s just me.” She waved a hand in front of
his face. “Juuuuust meeeeee. Have more coffee.”

He did, and she went to the kitchen to make another pot. When she
came back, he was on his feet, inspecting the room. “Is this the same chick you
were eating lunch with earlier? She looked worried about something.”

“She always looks worried about something. That’s just Julia.”

“I thought she was going to jump you when you did that eyebrow 
wiggle. Why was she so offended?”

Sarah laughed. “Julia thought I was trying to date you, and that you
were out of my league. I think she wanted to make a move and was too scared
to.”

He shrugged. “Like I said, I noticed you but it took me a minute to
remember her. I didn’t know you hung out with Andie, though.” He forced
himself to say her name casually, but let out a squeak in the middle.

“Yeah, she’s all right. Doesn’t talk much, but when she does, she’s fun.
Her boyfriend is a douchenozzle though.”

Toby looked upset again.

When did he get so soft in the head? What is going on here?

Toby, meanwhile, was distracted.

Andie. It figured that finding Sarah would come with a price tag like
seeing her again. It was painful to have her ignore him so easily.

It was an opening day to remember. He’d no sooner gotten there,
walked around on his first day, than he’d noticed her. She’d cut into him with 
icy eyes and killed his lust. One look and he knew he’d never be good enough 
for her. Then, on his lunch break, she’d taken him into the upper storage
levels and fucked him in the janitor’s closet.

He remembered her musk, a sweet smell coloured by sweat and her
luneflower perfume. His hands remembered her small, shapely breasts, the
coarse blond curls between her legs. The points of her nipples in his lips, the
way her skirt had bunched and gathered messily around her waist as she
pulled it up, and the ready wetness inside her haunted him. She’d pulled him in
closer, dropping his pants with an efficiency he hadn’t known was possible,
and latched onto him. A confusion of heat, sweat, and shuddering pleasure 
followed, and had followed him home: that night, he’d been unable to stop
touching himself, thinking of her.

When he’d come, she’d let herself release; a second after her own
orgasm, she was off of him. As far away as possible in the tiny closet, farther
away than he’d thought a lover could be, ever. She’d straightened her clothes,
unmussed his hair with practiced ease, and spritzed him with something that,
she said, would mute the pheromone sex cloud.

“No sense smelling and looking messy,” she’d said, and continued to
show him around the department. It was as if nothing had happened, as he’d
just slipped momentarily into a wet dream.

A week passed, and then two, and nothing happened between them. She
was cool, cold, in control, and utterly professional. It was heartbreaking. Once,
by the tea machine, he’d started to stutter out a question about why she’d
done it.

She plugged her money into the machine, enough for two teas. The
smile she’d returned had been agonizingly gentle, patronizing. She’d seen the
lovesick look in people’s eyes before. “I like it and my boyfriend is terrible in
bed. Will that be chamomile or Cyrillic mint?”

With that, the question had been closed. He tried to allude to it and
she’d talked to him about tea, its importance in inner peace.

He bided his time, and in a week, Toby caught her by the tea machine
again. This time, he paid for the teas, and made his move. Before she could
calmly lecture him on the merits of green over red or Lyrian purple, he asked
to fuck her again. He said it in an undertone with a calm face that had been
practiced in a mirror. The impression of his cool had worked, and the look on
her face suggested she was considering it. Then, like an idiot, he’d suggested
his apartment as an alternative to that, and offered to give her his number.

Andie had given him a sad, sweet smile, and the look of pity on her face
was as much of a no as he needed. She wanted someone cool and collected, like
herself, and Toby had failed her litmus test. And with that, that he’d missed
his chance to do anything other than savour the memory of that quick, dirty
interruption in the bland eternity of Callisto life.

“Ground control to Major Tom. You there, Toby? I said like five things
to you and you just sat there going hurr durr in dreamland.”

“Yeah, sorry, I was thinking about something.”

“Oooo-kay. When did you become a dreamer, Tobes?” She checked her
watch. “By the way, we have about an hour before we have to get going to the
Old Museum. I’m kidnapping you for dinner with some friends and no is not
an option.”

“Really? What if I said I didn’t feel like it?”

“Nope, no choice. You’re all shaky, and I’m going to make you have a 
fun evening, damn it.” He let himself smile. Sarah had a way of making misery
impossible. “Well, what do you want to do?”

He didn’t answer immediately, just thought about cold water and
unpleasant things to kill his half-a-hardon. “I wouldn’t mind,” he said,
swallowing, “finding out how you ended up here, like I said earlier…”

“Not that many jobs for fresh university grads in English, I was young
and naïve and I thought I might try something different. Also I wanted to get
out and travel! See the galaxy!” Her sarcasm was heavy as mercury. “Well, one
of my profs recommended it to me, and it sounded easy and interesting—go
write more papers for a living and help improve the world! So I took the bait.
And…yeah. I thought it would be a nice, safe place…a world without war and
stuff! Sounded awesome. I didn’t realize how fucking boring it would be. Your
turn.”

“Same thing, pretty much—Mars is great but I wanted a change, you
know? Somewhere more restful…there was drama. I had a job, had some
complications with a fiancée…wanted to get some air, didn’t look at the
application that closely, so I ended up here.”

“You were going to get married?”

“You better believe it. I reformed.”

“I have GOT to hear this story!”

“Well…her name was Lisha.” Lisha was been a walk in the park
compared to Andie. “She wanted to go to Alpha Centauri because her family is
out there—they moved, but at first, she was a Lunar girl. Pretty, but
temperamental. You know the kind: she was quiet until you made her angry.
And, well, it wasn’t just the job. I needed a fresh start.”

Sarah waited. “Aaaand? It must have been a hell of a mistake.”

“Well…I sort of got blind drunk the night before the rehearsal dinner
and made a pass at a bridesmaid. And her husband. And another bridesmaid.
At the same time. Lisha expected me to be monogamous—very old-fashioned,
I know. Still, I was drunk enough to think a four or five-some would be a 
great way to celebrate the wedding night. She didn’t quite agree.”

She laughed her way onto the floor.

Toby let himself see the funny side of things, and cracked up. “Telling it
to you makes me feel better, Sare. Thanks.”

She looked at Toby’s hands; good for piano playing or carpentry, rather
than beating literature into shape for someone else. Our grandfather’s hands.
She missed the old guy, then; wished he’d taken more rejuves, but you could
only stretch out a human life for so long. Poor Grandpa Javier. Wish I could
talk to him right now.

“I miss the rest of the family now. Looking at your hands reminds me of 
Grandpa, by the way. You have nice hands.”

“Do you still just say what you think like this?”

She shrugged. “Only when I know I can get away with it. I don’t feel 
like getting arrested at work, but why hide what I really think? Though, Julia 
thinks I’m nuts.”

“So how do you blend in?” The cool veneer had been completely eroded; 
he wanted to know more.

“I just sort of behave myself at work and let the tension off later. I swear
in foreign languages and collect words that don’t translate properly.”

“Words that don’t translate properly?”

It was too much to resist. “I have to show you. They’re incredible.”

She took her laptop from the shelf and showed him some of her words.
He ran them over his tongue, savored the taste of their strangeness—arcane
phrases, words cropped from languages, souls of concepts lying abandoned in
page margins because they interfered with precision of translation. He read
them, and laughed at Corinthenkakers for a long time, and then started to hit
her vodka stash; and then Sarah had to interrupt a perfectly good drinking
game to notice that they were nearly late.

They had to walk quickly through the tubes towards the older part of 
the city. As the sleek, bland nexus became farther and farther away, the look
of the city changed, too. The apartments and dwellings in this area were less
clean and uniform than the upper tourist-bait levels. Being farther away from
the prime locations in the high air, they were cheaper and populated mostly by
newcomers.

Sarah adored this part of the city. The food was better and more
interesting, the shopping was better, the people were louder, and the area was
more alive in every way possible. She’d lived here in her first year, when
Corinth had seemed like a calmer, more peaceful alternative to a hole-edge
café and waitressing.

“Oh, Toby, I can’t believe you’ve never been h
ere before! Now you can
see the real Callisto. It isn’t at all like the world up there.”

The tunnels and buildings in this area were much older, and he couldn’t
help wondering if the more normal atmosphere included normal problems,
like gangs and crime. Sarah could tell by the slight distaste in his expression
that he was wondering about safety issues. She shot him a glare.

“Relax. These aren’t real slums, you wuss. God, haven’t you travelled
anywhere?”

“I’m not the one who thought hitch-hiking around Titan before
university was a good idea, Sare. That was you.”

She laughed at him, and didn’t answer directly. “This-away, Tobes.”

The tunnels and halls were more arcane in this part of the city. Control
was less heavily enforced, or barely enforced at all. Newcomers were supposed
to feel “welcome,” and the transition to a more Spiritual lifestyle was slow, not
to be “forced.” If the dirt, the “Out of Order” signs everywhere, and decrepit
SpiEyes hovering at public corners were anything to judge by, though, a nonSpiritual lifestyle had an unpleasant price. No-one looked hungry, but they
lacked the ease born of comfort and sparkling hygiene his coworkers
possessed.

“Most of the people here are off-worlders,” said Sarah, noticing his
curious survey. “Even being seen down here can get you in a little trouble if 
you’re caught doing overtly non-Spiritual things. Well, you know that
already.”

“What kinds of things?”

“Dinner, we can get away with. Just don’t solicit any hookers or get too
piss-drunk unless you like wearing Signs of Discrepancy. Come on, there’s a
whole shwack of corridors left before we get to the Old Museum. Don’t keep
wasting time.”

He was about to protest about her own time-wasting, but she was
ducking and weaving around the Sensorium postcard racks before he could
breathe a word.

The streets grew darker and dingier they went along, lighting, more
intermittent; the transit system was entirely non-functioning. Sarah knew her
way, however, and walked with a confidence he envied.

“We’re still on Callisto, you know. Noone’s going to hurt you. We’re
here, by the way.”

“Uh…looks…interesting.”

“It serves the best cheap Lyrian on the planet. In other words, it’s barely
passable, but their desserts are pretty good. Also they do a good Maltiki
chicken, when they can get meat.”

As with every building in the tube cities, the restaurant and businesses
around it were recessed from the main walkways. The usual advertisements
moved and shimmered The Old Museum’s name gleamed above the door,
spelled out by salaciously ornate, back-lit brass. The luxurious serifs and lacy
floral details in the capital letters were a stark contrast to the minimalist,
clean-lined lettering of restaurant names in the upper parts of the capital.
There was even—scandal!—a real analog antique book store next door, as
well as a rather shoddy and limited sex store.

“Why’s it called that?” asked Toby, as they waited for the waiter to
guide them in.

“It’s a long story,” Sarah said. “So far as I know, there was supposed to
have been a museum in the shopping block, not a role of shithole stores. No
idea what the museum was for, but they decided that it would be better to
stick it up there, instead of down here where the peasants and kids could get
at it. But the name stuck. I’ll tell you more at dinner if I remember. Heya,
Gaston, long time no see.”

Gaston, a greasy-haired man with sallow skin and a surprisingly
attractive smile, led them through a maze of small, cramped tables. There was
a semi-private section shielded by gold lace-patterned paper room dividers.
The room dividers were just high enough to conceal guests there from the
rest of the room, and an awkward half-wall renovation provided even more
privacy. Sarah breathed a sigh of relief as she took in the restaurant; the
crappy beaded table lamps, red velour upholstery, the cheap synth wood with 
inlaid resin patterns. The obnoxious and intricate wallpaper with its mix of 
black, scarlet, and burnt orangey-sienna was still eye-blistering and
omnipresent. The fire tones and the air of faded (imitation) luxury combined
for a delightful hint of damnation. It was tacky, but there was a magic in the
restaurant’s air. All the bad chicken and sub-par imitations of Forst-6 wine in
the world would only add to the sultry mystery of the Old Museum.

The waiter escorted them to the back, to one of the many private rooms;
the Old Museum was notorious for its privacy and refusal to let Spiritualist
political policy dictate all of its personal habits.

Ferrus, Julia, and Andie were already there; steak, pasta, and a variety of 
vegetable appetizers were already on the table and waiting for them. The
appetizers and main course were an eclectic mingle of delicious scents, though 
their half-eaten state made them less appealing.

Toby pulled out her chair, and sat down across from her. It was clear
they’d come into the middle of something rather ferocious; the others had
barely noticed their arrival. Most of the action was going on between Julia 
and Ferrus; Andie was picking at her meat and saying very little, watching the
action.

The dinner was obviously at least a third of the way in for everyone else.
Obviously, they’d been expecting Sarah and Toby to stand them up. Sure
enough, the Lyrian fruit bread was all gone; Sarah resigned herself to some
Orian dumplings with cold imitation-hanfir sauce. The sickly-sweet taste of 
the synthetic compound was awful. She seized a glass of water to rinse it from
her mouth, drinking frantically.

Toby smiled at her, recognizing her usual reaction to particularly bad
synthetic sweeteners. He glanced at the others, trying to get their attention,
but the intent looks on Ferrus and Julia’s faces brooked no interruption.

“I think this whole system has a lot going for it, it’s some of our
department policies that are scotching things,” Ferrus said.

Julia cleared her throat. “Well, maybe so. I mean, the system does have
some problems with it, much as I hate to say that, but I don’t think that, ah,
our bans on non-virtuous thoughts are helping. I mean, the idea of things here
is to show people a better way. If they can’t remember what the worse way is
like, what motivation do they have to improve themselves?”

“Good evening to you too,” said Sarah. “This is Toby, everyone. He’s
actually an old friend—I didn’t realize he worked with us until the other day.”

Julia shot her a wideeyed glance of annoyance and surprise. “Hi, Toby.”

Ferrus waved a hand irritably. “Ferrus.” Under his short, dark goatee,
his lips pursed in irritation. “Nice to meet you.”

Andie made eye-contact, gave Toby a cool smile. “Well, we’ve met
already. Nice to see you again, Toby.”

His heart fell into his socks. “Hi, Andie,” he managed. The thick fug of 
discomfiture over the table became even thicker for a moment.

“So, ah, sounds like you were talking about the ethos behind Callisto’s
policies,” Toby offered.

“More like the implementation. Frankly,” and here, Julia swallowed,
frightened of making a definite judgement, “I think people mostly hate it.”

“It’s just the adjustment period. Personally I think the system has a lot
going for it. The Earth Reform movement has managed to get the traditional 
right and left to agree on something. Sure, we’re having trouble getting
everyone to implement the ideas, but isn’t it worthwhile?” Ferrus continued.

Toby chewed on the Earth pasta, enjoying the tomato and pepper
flavours, and to look at Andie. She didn’t make it any easier, giving him long,
intent looks that she didn’t bother hiding. Ferrus slipped an arm over the back
of her chair and continued his monologue.

Sarah took it all in and winced in sympathy with Toby. Great. What has
he gotten himself into with Andie?

“Well, if you ask me,” Toby fumbled, “I am starting to think the whole
system is doomed. I’ve been on the team that’s doing work with Two
Gentlemen of Verona, and we’re having a hell of a time. The play is about
sexual competition, and when you take away the rape scene—well, modify it
out—you sort of lose the impact. It’s not a comfortable comedy, and that was
the interesting thing about it.”

Sarah and Julia snapped to attention. “So how are they handling it?”

“Well, most of the romantic stuff is being neutered and they’re inserting
new verses praising spiritual purity of the love interests instead. It…I’m not
sure. I don’t think the purity contest works very well.”

“And that just goes to prove that it’s the implementation, not the idea,”
interrupted Ferrus. “I’m not saying that censorship is a good idea, it’s just a 
necessary evil. Besides, do you really think eleven-year-olds should be
learning about rape? Now Two Gentlemen is actually suitable for younger
audiences, and we can introduce it to kids in school.”

“Yeah, but what if they are sexually assaulted?” Sarah interrupted. “How 
the hell will they know what it is if they never hear about it or learn about it?”

Ferrus waved a hand. “Won’t happen. We’re teaching them things that
will make them not even need that kind of power-play, and with the
surveillance systems, it’s easier to tell when something bad is going on at
home. We’re making kids safer.”

“It’s not that easy,” Sarah growled.

“Sure it is. If Andie and I can keep it in our pants, we can teach a bunch 
of prepubescent kids to behave themselves.”

Toby choked on his Europan soda. Andie looked innocent as an angel,
and Ferrus shifted irritably before continuing.

“Besides, it’s been working in the schools—sexual disease rates and
pregnancy moonwide are lower than in half the system! Even Earth can’t
compete! This system works. “

“You’re going by official stats, though,” interrupted Toby. “They could
be coloured. Besides, the price for that is rewriting history, literally. Is it
worth it?”

“Isn’t it?” The two men glared at each other over the table.

Sarah chewed on her synth steak. It wasn’t bad; a little overcooked, but
adequately seasoned. Rubbery, tender beef parted as she bit into it, juice
running down her chin. They were still yapping at each other, but she had
meat to enjoy. She was suddenly aware that everyone was looking at her
expectantly, waiting for an opinion.

“Well? Are you going to tell us what you think?”

Julia looked anxious; Ferrus had the expression that made Sarah want to
punch him, a certain smug intellectual righteousness. Clearly Julia had just
tried to counter something he’d said, and chickened out; Ferrus was waiting
for her to acquiesce and complete it.

“I hate all of it,” Sarah said. There was a moment of silence. Ferrus
raised his eyebrows.

“Then why in the world would you—“

“I didn’t always hate it. And I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my
life. And they didn’t really tell us we’d be hacking and slashing great literature
the way we are. I’m glad kids are ‘safe’, but I still don’t think this is the way to
do it. And the rest of what we’re doing…I’m sorry, but it’s just wrong.”

Andie looked uncomfortable and unsettled. Sarah waited for her to bring
up something more innocuous, the latest glider game, but it seemed whatever
had been said was enough to bother Andie into silence. In fact, she hadn’t said
a thing in the entire discussion, though she’d been shooting quite a few
glances at Toby.

“Why do you still work there, then?” Ferrus still looked at Sarah as
though disliking DOLMAC was a personal insult.

“It fascinates me.” Sarah looked him in the eye. “Destroying worlds by
destroying words. Eliminating thoughts by changing the language. It’s not
the first time people have thought of it, but now it’s really being done. They’re
trying to make us understand purity and be nicer to each other, really nicer,
by taking away the idea that being mean gets you somewhere. And at the
same time, they cut out rights from under others. It’s sort of admirable—in a 
really perverse way.”

“And what’s wrong with that?” he countered.

“We don’t get the choice to be good,” Toby said, interrupting them.
Julia nodded in frantic agreement. Sarah fired an approving glance at them
both, and continued.

“It’s like Julia said. And then how can you really appreciate all that peace
and quiet? What do we have without profanity, confusion, and ugliness?
Without fucking, shitting, shadows and grey?”

“Beauty?” Ferrus offered. “Light? Teach people to think differently, and
you don’t need the dark stuff to throw a proper contrast. Sorry, but you’re not
really making a compelling argument, Sarah.”

“That’s the point, though,” she said, turning on a heel. “We’re arguing
about this because we have more than one idea. Compassion, compassion,
kindness, love—”

“Sorry, still don’t see what the big problem is.”

“How can they appreciate what they have if they don’t understand where
it came from?”

“So we should teach them to be violent towards each other?” Ferrus
snorted. “Someone’s been reading ancient human literature, I see.”

“I’m not saying we need to make them do violent things to each other!”

Andie finally interrupted, fixed her with sympathetic yet intense eyes.
“What are you trying to say, Sarah?”

Sarah stopped, head spinning. She couldn’t wrap her tongue around it.

“I mean, technically, there are other planets you could go to if you want
to screw and drink away your liver,” Ferrus continued relentlessly. “Mars, for
instance.”

Toby stiffened. “Pardon me, but that’s not the only thing we do on
Mars.”

“Sorry.” Sarah could almost smell the tension between the two men—as
she moved a little closer to Toby, Ferrus looked territorial. He put a hand on
Andie’s thigh, and she flinched.

Toby looked at Ferrus, and held his gaze. Sarah wondered if he knew 
that Toby had fucked his girlfriend, or rather, that she’d fucked him, and that
Toby was obviously just one in a long line of men.

Then Andie was looking at Toby, and right through him. But
something in her eyes melted, flickered, made contact with his.

Sarah tried to puzzle it out. What was she trying to say, in that gaze?
Did she have some insight into how the way the Spiritual claimed to conduct
themselves, compared to how they actually behaved when beyond the prying
eyes of their inferiors?

“That’s not my point anyway,” Sarah said. “It’s the old ‘can’t-have-lightwithout-shadows thing. Human beings are still animals. Trying to get us to
control ourselves to the point of deprivation just so we can meet an ideal 
is…well, it’s inhumane. And the TorYoBiKo is not what I would call a
compelling argument in favour.”

Everyone at the table drew in a sharp breath. It was one thing to talk
about the movement abstractly; it was another to talk about the TorYoBiKo.

Julia looked anxious, drawn, as if she’d lost ten pounds in the last five
minutes. “Sarah, why don’t you relax? I’ve never seen you like this.”

Sarah stopped and looked at her properly for the first time in a long
while. She saw a scared woman who wanted more than she was getting, and
was content with what she had, but not quite. Most of all, Julia wanted to be
left alone, and didn’t mind making the sacrifices necessary to keep herself out
of it. And still…her conscience was pricking her, but it was another thing
altogether to insult a sacred document.

Toby tossed her an uncertain glance. It seemed like he wanted to
support her, but Andie was claiming his attentions somehow, and he felt torn.

Suddenly, she didn’t fit in the room. Toby sensed the challenge, and
though he was already sitting closest to her, moved just a little more so, as if
ready to defend her. She gently kicked his ankle under the table.

Ferrus watched his reactions with a tight-lipped, cutting expression on
his face. He was ready to launch into a full-out character assault, if Sarah knew 
anything. Suddenly, she was tired of all of it.

Andie sighed. “This is intense. Maybe we should change the subject?
What are you working on these days, Julia?”

Julia gave her a hopeless look, and haltingly, mentioned her most recent
projects. Sarah ate more, lost in thought, and the conversation died.

Finally, after eternity, it was time for the bill. They listlessly split it
several ways, and Julia timidly suggested wandering around for a bit before
meeting up at Lotus, one of the nearby clubs. Sarah made a few noises of
agreement, but left the restaurant like a shot, going off to wander around the
malls. She went to a café, Toby trailing behind her timidly.

“Let’s get a couple of drinks,” Toby suggested.

“But…our alcohol rations are limited,” she groaned.

“Let’s do it anyway. I know you, and you need something like that right

now.”
There was a café nearby that Sarah knew well enough. Toby had a
spiked coffee, paying through the nose for the privilege, and Sarah, a sticky
fruit cocktail. She had a second, and felt better after the third, recklessly using
her precious alcohol rations to numb the frustration. Sarah wished she hadn’t
had to worry about rationing, to worry about what would’ve happened if 
someone had caught them talking. It was one thing to express doubt; another
entirely to say the system was fucked.

Toby made a throatclearing noise. “Sorry to interrupt, but…yeah. Are
you all right?”

“I…I dunno, Tobe. I really don’t.”

They were still in the lower areas. She’d been intending to go back up,
to go home, but she hadn’t. Dancing, and hanging around with the others,
seemed like the only thing to do. Her other option meant tossing and turning
until she angrily sulked herself to sleep. The halls were filling up; the lateness
of the hour was drawing more people from the upper levels, coming to enjoy
the night, and dance in ways that weren’t synonymous with inner peace and
self-control. Sarah watched them. Most of them looked cautiously, furtively
relaxed, their flowing natural fabrics cut less severely than usual. Still, it
seemed like there were more SpiEyes and fewer people than the last time she’d
been down here. Perhaps others were worried about being caught, too.

She was feeling drunk and paranoid, and Toby gave her precious mental
space as she sat and brooded.

Soon, after finishing her drink, she got up and left. Toby paid for both of 
them, and followed her through the streets. Her heels clicked against the
ground, synthetic stone ringing hollow.

He rasped something out with a dry tongue.

“Eh?”

Toby cleared his throat and repeated the question. “I said, what got you
so upset about dinner? You didn’t even finish that steak, and you’ve always
freaking loved steak.”

Sarah’s gaze hit like a searchlight, a portable sun, and he couldn’t read
her. “My friends…I…I dunno, Tobes. I was expecting them to…listen more, I
suppose.”

“Julia was…”

“Yeah, but…Ferrus was being an asshole, and Andie didn’t say anything
at all, the whole time…what was with you two, by the way? She was burning
a hole in your face and you were staring like a kid at an intersystem ship
dock.”

Toby blushed. “Uh…I should’ve mentioned it before but…let’s just say
there’s history there. I’ll explain some time.”

Sarah flapped a hand at him in irritation. “See, that’s the sort of shit I’m
talking about. Mokita, the truth that no-one speaks—common secrets that
people agree not to talk about. I hate this bullshit.”

“Where are you going?”

“I need to walk. You can follow me, but I really, really need to walk.”

She wove her way through the rambleshack shops with a cat’s ease,
moving around the stalls, wagons, and cluttered boutiques silkily. He trotted
and almost ran to keep up with her. Sarah’s path took them through the
undergrounds, through the black markets and independent shops. He found
himself shouldering aside glittering beaded saris and red banners emblazoned
with ancient Earth characters in the chase. Glimpses of her hair, flashes of an
expression he couldn’t read, appeared and disappeared as she wove and
dodged through racks of cheap shawls.

Toby finally caught up to her when she stopped at the end of an alley,
panting, and curled up against a garbage bin. Ten years fell away from her
face; she was a teenager for a moment.

“Sarah…”

A mute anger tightened her face. Her eyes sparked in the way that said
she was not merely angry, but furious, enraged to the point of dizziness. He
crouched beside her and put his arm around her shoulder awkwardly. She
relaxed against him for half a moment, and flinched away.

“It’s all so fake,” she said quietly. “The people at the top don’t believe in
what they say, but they expect us to behave according to the rules that are laid
out. But it seemed like they just weren’t willing to really talk about it.
Especially when I brought the goddamn book into it.”

“Your friends?”

She didn’t answer. Then: “I hate this stupid fucking moon.” He shared
her silence for a while.

“The book is the problem, you know,” Sarah said. They leaned against
the wall and said nothing for a while.

“Maybe you’re overthinking this. I generally just sort of recite what
they tell me to and tune out.”

“Yeah, but what if I’m not? You said yourself that you didn’t like what
they were teaching. And you can’t just make bad things go away by denying
them! That’s not how human nature works!”

“That’s a shame,” someone else said. “We really think it does work like
that.”

“Huh? What are you doing here?” Sarah looked up.

Andie sighed and stroked her gun holster. “And here I was hoping you
were just an unsatisfied one, Sarah.”

“Andie?” A cold bullet of dread dropped to the pit of Sarah’s stomach.

“Andie? What’s going on?” From the opening of the alley, Ferrus strode
towards them.

Andie looked paralyzed. Toby and Sarah got up from their crouching
positions. She tapped a glowing patch of skin on the underside of her wrist.
“Community Support and Maintenance Officer Andrea Vasquez requesting
backup on Forty-Eighth Avenue corridor in Tunnel TwentySeven,” she said
quietly. “We have an oversight in progress. Please stand by and send backup.”

Andie stepped back, changing her position.

“I’m going to have to arrest you both. The charges are disruption of 
peace, disruption of inner peace, willful participation in anti-peaceful activities,
intellectual debate level five, attempt to commit social infractions level three,
and—”

“What the fuck? We were just talking!”

“There’s no such thing as just talking, Sarah,” said Andie. “You should
know that by now.”

“What are you going to do to us?” Toby demanded.

“It’s not my job to control that, but you’re in for a lot more than just a 
Sign. If you’re lucky, you’ll still be able to walk when you get out. Charges
also include verbal desecration of the TorYoBiKo—”

The blind end of the alley was a wall behind the buildings, connecting to
the tunnel. As the world seemed to slow and pause around her, Sarah wished
she were better at this, at fighting. Her breath seemed to escape in slow 
motion, the beats of her heart separated by eons.

Sure, Ferrus was between Andie and the street, but she and Toby were
done for. The smooth hybrid materials of the walls were showing their age,
but were far from decomposition-state—no way to climb them, then. There
was a waste receptacle they could jump into, but that would only delay things.

“—and as repeat offenders, you will face a possibility of Behavioral 
Correction, with optional—”

Behavioral Correction. Incarceration. The cold bullet at the bottom of 
Sarah’s stomach became a twisting sensation as her body clenched. It was
true, then; the moles were real.

Lucky to be able to walk when we get out.

Well, I’m not dying today and I’m not going to be fucking arrested just
for thinking and talking about things. I’ve got to get out. Have to escape
somewhere. Could hide…catch a transport to Mars…bribe someone…I just
have to get away now...damn it, I’m not motherfucking dying today!

There was only one thing to do. She pushed Andie away and ran for the
tall rectangle of light. The smooth metal tunnel wall on the other side warped
her reflection as she ran for Ferrus. She dodged to his left, where the widest
opening was, and he threw an arm out, knocking the wind from her. Sarah
went down hard on the ground, then scrambled back to her feet.

“What the fuck did I miss?” said Ferrus, genuinely perplexed. Behind
them, Andie was almost on her feet when Toby threw a hard right hook that
caught her on the side of the face. She yelped, and he broke past her. Prepared
this time, Ferrus swung at him, a heavy haymaker punch that caught Toby in
the shoulder.

“What the hell are you playing at?”

“Your girlfriend is a mole, and she’s trying to get Sarah, jackass! We’re
all going to be arrested!”

Ferrus froze, shocked, and looked at Andie, just looked at her for a long
moment, before turning back to Toby. He looked ready to swing at Toby
again, ready to let out the ill-contained temper always boiling under his skin.

Still, Toby’s distraction was enough. Sarah broke away and ran, her
breath catching hard. She could tell she’d soon be in incredible pain, but the
possible broken rib wasn’t making itself fully felt yet. She took a hard right,
then another left, scrambling for directions in the unfamiliar district.

I just have to get to the upper levels and everything will be fine. Just
have to get up there, and…

Suddenly, she saw them. There were three blue-garbed people, their
faces covered in navy-coloured masks, striding towards her. Their clothes
were tight, with no spare fabric left to grab or tear, and they all had holsters
at their hips. She turned around and ran back towards the alley. They’d seen
her running—but if she could get to Toby, they had half a chance.

She turned around and ran back the way she came. Toby was running
for her, one shoulder looking too loose, and Ferrus and Andie were close
behind him. A SpiEye globe was hovering in the air above the unknown
officials, its matt cover and blunted spikes casting warped shadows on the
synth-rubber pavement.

All at once, there was Andie, clamping down on her arm. Sarah 
frantically punched, scratched at her, tried to bite, struggling like a wild
animal. She pulled the gun from her holster and jammed it against Sarah’s
skin.

There was pain. So much pain. She thought she heard Julia’s voice
calling to her, and Andie saying something in return.

Oh fuck oh god oh it hurts it hurts it hurts make it stop someone make
it stop—

Toby was screaming, and she was still flailing. They hadn’t given her a 
tranquilizer, for some reason—it looked as though her flailing had knocked
Andie’s gun loose—but she was ready for one.

From under Andie’s arm, Sarah watched, feeling distant. Boots were
kicking her in the belly, in the thighs, but she could see Toby fighting to get
to her, and Julia, suddenly on the scene. Julia writhed and screeched: changing
sides, yelling something about justice, Ferrus had a broken bottle and was
going for one of the guards. Apparently, whatever the officers were wearing
wasn’t thick enough to prevent an old-fashioned weapon from cutting it to
shreds. The guard went down, something red pumping under his fingers.
There was something old in his eyes, Sarah thought, as Andie hauled her to
her feet. The man went down.

Ferrus went for Andie, still waving his bottle.

Ferrus? The wrong side? Why is he—

“Ferrus!” Sarah screamed.

Something else behind his head flashed in the light. The SpiEye.

It connected with his skull, and there was a crunch, and he went down.
Julia screamed. Andie let out a yelp. The other officers were yelling, now, the
man and the woman still standing calling for backup. Later Sarah would
wonder whether it was an accident. Then, she just watched the shining orb
moved up and away from his head, scarlet slickness on its side.

Something is still stuck to the spikes…

She fell to her knees again and vomited when she realized what it was.
From just to the left of her vision, she saw Toby with his arm around Andie’s
neck, her face turning purple, lips moving, scrabbling frantically at his arms to
get him off. Then someone else behind him had a tranq, and he was out cold.
Just before she felt and heard something just above her ankle snap, she felt the
nozzle of the Calmer against her skin. And then there was pain, and then there
wasn’t anything at all.

She woke up in a holding cell. Cool, clean cement, painted grey, ambient
lighting but no windows. There was a bucket in the corner with a lid. In front
of her there was a door, with no handle on her side, and a horizontal slit in the
middle. There was no mattress, no blanket. Her blood and vomit-stained
clothes were gone, too, but she was wearing something that looked and felt
like a tougher version of her work uniform.

“Hello?”
There was no answer, though a meal arrived some time later through 
the slot. A few slices of bread, a bowl of thin soup, and a cup of water appeared
on a tray. Sarah called out, then banged on the door.

“Hey! What’s going on?”
She didn’t know how long the time was, in that cell. There was no clock,
not a window to watch, just a gentle ambient light filling the room with 
artificial sun. In spite of spending most of her time in tubes, glass, she
suddenly wanted starlight more than anything else—almost more than
anything. The stars, something real, hinting at space and the worlds away
from Callisto. How long has it been since I had the chance to look at the stars?
I wish I could hear someone else around here. It’s so quiet.

Her body hurt in too many ways to count, and she was exhausted. Parts
of her were covered in patches, and she could tell from the slight
bioluminescence that nano treatments were being done. I wonder why they’re
fixing me, if Andie said we’d be lucky to be able to walk when we left here.
The fear in her stomach was larger, now, not a small cold bullet but a living
thing that seemed to stalk the room. It told her that thinking about the future
would only scare her more, and so she concentrated on her surroundings, on
the pain in her body.

Time passed, and she had no idea how long it was; the light d
idn’t
change and there were no clocks. Her networking had been disabled since
she’d been inside, and the lack of a signal was disquieting. It had been ages
since she hadn’t been able to catch a signal, but this was different. Everything
was gone—chat, mail, the clocks, her widgets, her scheduler…it wouldn’t
even turn on, no matter how many times she tapped the implant area. No
messages. Nothing. Even her work pile would have been a welcome sight, if it
meant she could talk to just one person. Hell, I’d be happy to see it anyway—
give me something to do. There was still a profound silence around her, as if 
she was the only one in the building, in the world.

So, they’re trying to make me feel as alone as possible. Well, it’s
working.

She waited for another voice to remind her she was sane—anything, any
kind of sound. She used the covered bucket in the corner, feeling like an
animal. It didn’t have a cleanser o tap; there was just a small roll of soft,
fibrous stuff. She unwound it, noticing perforations between squares. Pulling
off five or six of the bizarre square sheets, she cleaned herself, feeling dirty and
disgusted.

God, I hope I’m not being watched in here. They really don’t care much 
for dignity, do they?

There was no real breeze that she could feel, and yet the air seemed to
be circulating, at least to some extent.

The boredom, the lack of things to count, of life, was stultifying.
Eventually, she slept.

When she woke up, there was another meal on the floor, but from the
smell, the bucket was still there, still a quarter full of her soil. She decided she
could start to measure time based on the meals, when they came. The hunger
in her belly—weakening hunger—told her it had been hours, at least. It was
just imitation soy and breadfruit, overcooked and alm ost mouldy, but she
gobbled it up in minutes.

Not enough, Sarah thought, licking her plate.
She slept, and woke again. Hours had passed since her last meal, and her
body was aching again. It seemed to have been far more than a day since she’d
eaten; troubled by dreams that churned and writhed in her mind, she sensed
that an uneven amount of time had passed. Perhaps they, the people on the
other side of the door, were staggering it very widely.

Unless there are no people, just machines. It would be easy enough for
them to automate food production, or at least serving. Perhaps food was
automated too, even the cooking. Surrounded by machines.

Sarah started to scream and didn’t stop until her throat dried. She
sobbed and wailed and beat her fists against the wall, against the door. “Toby!
Where are you? Andie? Andie! I want to know my rights! What’s going on?
Let me out! You can’t hold a free citizen like this!”

Finally, there was a soft scrabbling noise; something was being pushed
through the slot. She scrabbled for it, the thing being pushed to her. It was
rectangular, heavy. It had a smell of wistfulness and ink and dust—an ancient
smell. It was a real book.

The cover was made of some hard material, far less yielding than the
bindings of the haptic sim of the TorYoBiKo she was used to at work. She
flipped through the pages, touched their coolness with reverent fingers.

She was so overjoyed she didn’t look at the title, couldn’t even make out
the neat gold letters on the brown spine. Then she read them, the sharp
shapes of the word cutting through her mental fog. Sarah threw it at the wall,
and it fell like a broken bird. She curled up in her robes and cried herself to
sleep, the TorYoBiKo lying spread in the opposite corner of the cell.

When she woke up, she was elsewhere again. There was more artificial 
sunlight, but bars, this time; a world she could see—a little. Something in
front of her hummed. Some sort of blinding shield, most likely. They aren’t
interested in giving anything away, from the looks of it. Might as well look
around at what I can.

This cell was the same size as the last, small, halfway between a 
bedroom and a glorified closet. There was a screen, though, steel bolted in
place to the floor, a toilet behind it, and a bed on the side. Sarah rejoiced at the
thought of a real toilet for a moment. Then it occurred to her that it meant
staying there for an indefinite length of time, and she was less happy. There
was a tiny bureau next to the bed, also bolted in place, with a drawer that
would open but couldn’t be taken out. She ran her hands over things, feeling
the materials and their smooth, unyielding surfaces. No luxuries like wood;
even the bureau was bolted to the ground and made of steel. All of the corners
were soft, too; she couldn’t have hurt herself on them if she’d tried.

Then she saw the book on her nightstand, and sense snapped into her.
They brought the TorYoBiKo.

No coincidence. I’m definitely still a captive, and they want me to read
it. God, I hope Toby is okay.

She curled up on the cot and thought about him for a moment,
worrying, feeling panic rise in her chest.

Is he all right? Did they hurt him? He can take care of himself—he was
throwing punches—but what have they done to him? Oh god! Did they put
him in the same wing as me? Why are they suddenly being nicer to me? Oh
god, what is going on here? How do I get out? I have to find him!

And what about Julia, then? Had she been dragged into it, too?
Involuntarily her mind turned to that sharp crack of the SpiEye against
Ferrus’ skull. There had been something clinging to the SpiEye. It had been
dripping redness, and there had been a clump of scalp…

Her stomach roiled, and she ran for the toilet, threw up in it. It was an
old-fashioned flusher, and misted her with water and her own vomit as she
pulled the handle. As the water swirled away wastefully, she wondered if there
was a way to use it for a sponge bath. It looked clean enough, and god knew 
she needed it. She could smell the reek of sweat and fear on herself. She had
been so exhausted and panicked that she’d barely noticed her own stink
before.

A sudden hopeful thought sang through her. The book! Maybe there’s a
note, or a clue. She seized it from the nightstand and flipped through it,
looking for notes in the margin, slips of fibre-paper, anything. Not a hint.
Perhaps something coded into the text, threaded into the pages? The book
was just a little too old, though, the sort of thing only Analoggers would
own—luddites that they were.

Sarah looked at it, inhaled. It would try her sanity, but the only thing to
do would be to read it.

Days had passed. She didn’t know how long. Perhaps a week, perhaps a 
bit less, or even more; she had no way of knowing. The bars fizzed out in a
small section, sometimes; apparently, they were holographic, but whatever
was projecting them, it was re-enforced by something that restrained her
firmly, like an invisible net.

The feeling that her body was not her own and the isolation from the
disabled implant felt as suffocating as the cold infinity of space itself. Sarah 
would move towards them, put a hand through them, and was unable to
continue moving it. She’d obviously been given something, or injected with 
something that interfaced with the bars. She tried a hunger strike, but the
effect didn’t wane.

Steel yourself, Sarah. Stay calm. Panicking didn’t help. There has to be a 
way out of here—they can’t just leave you alone forever. They call it
behavioral conditioning for a reason, surely. Toby said he’d known someone
who even came back from it.

And yet
…I assaulted an officer. Even if they’re holding me illegally, that
won’t look good.

She realized she was talking to herself, and shook her head to clear the
hum of madness that seemed to buzz somewhere behind her eyes. Not going
to let them drive me crazy yet. Where’s that damn book?

She flipped aimlessly through the TorYoBiKo once again. Let us regard
every compassionate act as a stone laid in the path towards enlightenment, the
text murmured. In a different life, she’d read that sentence and mocked it
quietly. Now, though, reading it felt…different. It had to be the confinement
getting to her; something about it made sense.

Her chest tightened in fear. This can’t be happening. If it makes sense, I
have to be losing my mind.

She threw it against the wall and screamed.

Shockingly, a man came in. He was the first human being she’d seen in
far too long. She ran to him, ready to give him a hug, and started to yammer
questions at him.

“Please, you have to help me, I’ve been in here for at least a week and
no-one’s come to say anything. Why am I being held? Can you tell me if Toby
and Julia are all right? Is Ferrus alive? What about Andie? Please, please, sir,
you have to…”

He pushed her away with a blank look, saying nothing in response. His
grey uniform blended into the matte walls; his expression matched it in
blandness. Surely he was a guard, or a janitor, but either way, he wasn’t
answering her.

“I’m sorry for being so rude…I haven’t seen anyone in ages…” she
cleared her throat. Talking to another person after so long felt strange. “I’m
Sarah White. Who are you, please?”

He said nothing until he saw the TorYoBiKo lying upside down and
open on the floor.

“Please don’t mistreat the text that way,” he said politely. “We would
appreciate it if you didn’t.”

“I’m sorry. It just…it upset me. I…”

“It isn’t upsetting. It’s a work that will do you a lot of good if you read it
again. Perhaps here you can understand it properly, without distractions of 
the outside world.”

“No, it won’t help! It just asks the same broken questions over and over
again! Have you read the damn thing? I’ve been reading it all week and it’s
half the reason I’m crazy.”

“It’s full of wisdom. You just haven’t seen it yet.” His calm manner only
made her angrier.

“It’s full of shit!”

“I’ll have to ask you not to refer to the text in that fashion.”

Sarah got up, supporting herself on the wall. “What do you really think
you can do to me? I’m going insane in here!”

“There are a few things we do about infractions like this.” He shrugged
and opened the door to her cell. She tensed.

“Where are we going? Are you taking me somewhere?”

“You can trust me.”

“Prove it.”

She stood on the balls of her feet, next to the bed, and ready to dive for
it or swing at him. The man’s smoothly ageless face showed nothing more
than quiet, contemplative peace, and that frightened her even more.

“I would put my hands down, if I were you. It’s going to be all right.”
His brown eyes radiated warmth and tolerance. She lowered her fists slowly.
He was very close, now, close enough that she could feel his body heat, smell a 
strange, sickly-sweet cologne he was wearing.

He punched her in the unguarded stomach, hard. She fell against the
wall, knocking the back of her head against it. Sarah felt her legs buckling.
There was a rush of blood to her head; the next minute, he’d picked her up and
thrown her on the open space on the floor. She curled in a ball, covering her
head.

“What the hell was that for?!”

“One of our rules is that everything you do to the book, we’ll do to you.”
The hem of her gown had ridden above her knees. He leaned over and tugged
it down. “Are you alright?”

She didn’t answer, only curled up tighter. “We’re only trying to teach 
you to empathise with the book, you know. It’s nothing personal.” He knelt
next to her, stroked the back of her neck gently.

She uncurled and knocked his hand away. “Don’t touch me, you asshole.”

“Okay. But another word of advice, keep yourself covered.”

“If any of you lay a fucking hand on me I’ll rip your throats out.”

He gave her a calm, peaceful look that suggested both comprehension
and indifference. “You’re not the first to say that. Still, I recommend that you
keep your body covered.”

“Oh yeah? What will you do if I don’t?”

“I wouldn’t recommend finding out on purpose.”

Suddenly she understood the purpose of the long, thigh-high slits on her
robe. They might not humiliate prisoners with truly poor food or pestilent
conditions, but there were other ways.

“Does it count if I change behind my curtain and someone sees me by
accident?”

“Pull your curtain as far around yourself as you can. Trying to lead
others into temptation won’t get you anywhere.”

He gave her a bland, placid smile, and left. Sarah wished he’d come back,
so she could try to take a swing at him.

The lights went off that night, unlike in her first cell; unfortunately,
they went on and off at strange hours for the rest of the week. The days were
uneven, but when the light went on, she quickly learned that not getting out
of bed meant punishment. The worst part wasn’t being hit, feeling bones
break, but waking up to wonder if they’d been forcibly healed already or if 
she’d be limping for the rest of the day again. They were doing something to
her in her sleep, or else she was inhaling the treatment. The pain was
irregular, cyclical, only guaranteed when she abused the book in some way or
another. Sometimes she’d be hurt even if she wasn’t doing anything at all.

It was the opposite of rhythm. The TorYoBiKo sometimes spoke of 
“controlled spontaneity” and being prepared for random events, but this was
the worst way of teaching it she’d ever encountered. In calmer moments, as
she lay in bed before sleep, Sarah wondered if it was supposed to be a way to
teach her to be calm no matter what. Sometimes, she resolved to try to do it,
to maintain her calm; then the pain would start again, or her whole body
would convulse in agony, and she would forget all dignity or sense.

At the end of the week, the guard came in and took her clothes off,
clinically and dispassionately. Someone on the other side of the bars used a 
pressure hose to wash her. Sarah screamed and fought as he forcibly rotated
her, forced her into the lukewarm stream of water. They left her sobbing and
in pain in the now-soaked cell. There was a drain in the middle of the floor,
and water and blood trickled into it.

There were moments of peace, of calm, though; small gifts. They made
everything else hurt more, in a way, but they were precious nonetheless. The
irritatingly over-cultivated indoor gardens were open to her twice a day so
she could get a little artificial sunlight and a proper walk. That was when she
saw others around her. Never Toby, though; and if she came more than ten
steps closer to another prisoner, or they to her, the offender would be removed
and punished.

Constantly being hit and injured was getting to her body; the healing
was slower, now. They staggered punishment a little more when her limping
started to show, but not much. All she could do then, as she lay in bed, was
weep, gently test her limbs, and think about revenge.

Eventually, they brought her to a factory of sorts, a way to fill the time.
It was almost pleasant, to have something to do, but the lack of human
conversation about anything other than the TorYoBiKo hurt almost as much
as the unsystematic beatings. For most of the day, then—anywhere from five
hours to ten, depending on the random dictation of the lights, she worked.
There were others around her, far more, but the silencing helmet they forced
her to wear cut out both non-essential external noise and conversation. There
was no way to talk if your neighbors couldn’t hear you. With blinders on the
edges of her vision, it was impossible to see her fellows, though she could
sense they were there.

It was an eerie sensation at best, terrifying and haunting at worst. She
would rub her arms almost raw afterward, the goose bumps pricking and
refusing to lie flat, all the while wondering about her fellow prisoners. A few
times she tried to touch herself, to distract herself with sexual release, but she
was always interrupted and hurt for it. After a while, her sex instinct withered
like a plant in autumn. She locked that part of herself away, and promised
herself to come back to it when she felt better, sometime later.

Holding out hope for the future was the only good thing there, really.
She thought she saw Julia or Toby once or twice, prayed that she had seen
them, but the helmet she had to wear when outside the cell kept her from
seeing anything properly. She worried about them whenever she could, but as
the world outside seemed to fade from her consciousness, she thought about
them less and less.

The factory work was almost pleasant, at times. Sometimes it was
sewing clothing, sometimes it was embroidery; repetitive work that required a 
human touch to look best, and work that gave them “silent space.” Sarah
resolved never to wear anything embroidered again, for the rest of her life.

Still, the “silent space” for me
ditation was good. They were too strictly
monitored to steal anything, as she learned when she purloined a needle, but
she had time to think about things she used to know when they were sewing.

Sarah drilled herself with lines from Goh, Wilson, Filler and Blaine, and
anyone else she could remember. The great works that lingered at the edge of
her consciousness, the Shakespeare and Dickens, and other centuries-old
stories, were more real to her than the other prisoners. Like warmer ghosts,
they seemed to hover, guarding the scraps of sanity she could still cling to.

She was careful not to let guards startle her into telling them what she
was thinking about; after a while, it almost seemed little different than her life
before. Almost. Except, of course, for everything.

Still, even over the silence generators, she heard the screaming. She was
not alone, and not everyone was surviving, like her. She had treasures, and
others didn’t. The screams were heartwrenching yet almost pleasant; at least
she knew other people were around, when she heard them crying out,
pleading. At times like those, she forced herself to remember life as it was
before.

I am Sarah Jean White. I have a cousin named Toby and a family and a
friend named Julia and another one named Crystal and someday I will see
them all again. This will not last forever. I must survive, whatever they do to
me. I must.

Silence generators between cells and the field’s polarization made her
unable to see anything of the outside world, except for the door-shaped
opening; even then, the spaces around the edge weren’t nearly wide enough to
see through.

She learned to escape notice by behaving herself well-enough; they beat
her less, after a while, when she seemed to have gotten used to it. It was
worse, in a way, because there was even less human company. Sarah took up
the habit of singing to herself, out loud, anything she could remember—
hymns, old folk songs, anything she could assemble from her memory. She
ached for a link back to the system, to the nets, but the access to the outside
world was only a distant memory by then.

Still, sometimes when she sang, the guards would come and stand by the
half-transparent door, listening. She was happy to have an audience, even if 
she hated them all. She usually chose hymns, when she saw them listening. At
least, it would seem that way; then she would be dragged from her bed in the
night, kicked and hit until her blood ran red towards the drain in the centre of 
the room.

At first, when she couldn’t help it, she would throw the
 TorYoBiKo at
the wall during the required hour of study. Sarah’s temper would overwhelm
her, and she couldn’t help blaming the book for everything that was
happening.

“Goddamn book! Goddamn you! ¡Chupe mi culo! ¡Cago en la leche de tu
madre! I hope every copy of you is burnt to a crisp or fried out of every system
on this rotten moon!”

The male guard with the smooth face came in then, and cursed at her
dispassionately as he broke her tibia and femur. She lay in bed for days after
that incident, whimpering and crying in pain.

Even a light punch was enough
—if she struck the book, she was struck.
Sometimes she would just look at the bruises on her arms and whimper, and
howl for a while. She couldn’t even focus on the book; it was worse than it had
been in the old days, when she was allowed to work. She’d look at it, and
trance out, or swear and beat it, and be punished. When it happened, the
guards would spend a few minutes staring at her pityingly and laughing
quietly. She wasn’t allowed to sit behind the screen for that, and they
lightened the transparency of her wall just enough to let her see them
watching her, and laughing.

Afterwards, when she was alone in her cell, she felt a quiet sense of
power. They could take her freedom of movement, leave her semi-starved, and
hurt her in a million ways, but for all their work, they couldn’t take her mind.
Every night before she went to bed, she silently recited lists of lost words to
herself, ancient and modern swearwords and the untranslatable; all of her
treasure, her obscure and precious things. These were her true hymns, too
dangerous to sing, too precious to lose.

Six months into her captivity, the epiphany came. She was leafing
through the strange, musty copy of the book during study time. It was the
same passage she’d read so many times before, detailing more of the merits of 
compassion. She looked at the words. Compassion.

There was something about the pages in this book. They seemed to be
thicker than most of the antique books she’d seen, handled, even on planets
that had gone back to the antique system. The page was still too thick.
Carefully, delicately, she pried at it with a fingernail under the edge, peeled it
away.

What opened before her was a series of passages she’d never seen before.
Written in the question-format she was so used to, there were differences in
this edition.

What is the sound of the rattling stones? It is pain, and suffering, and a 
thousand tortures of the ignored flesh.

That is not what this is supposed to say, thought Sarah. Fascinated, she
kept reading.

Until the cusp of the night, she kept reading. Everything was different
in this edition. There were beautiful, beautiful words, hidden between the
pages of the regular writing. It was a book within a book, a hidden world she’d
never known about.

Oh my god, there’s sex in here! Not just the chaste kind!

This…dialogue…

Something blossomed in her soul, a defiant bloom in the green
perfection of a Zen garden, growing where it wasn’t supposed to be.

And yet, in spite of the revisions, nowhere in this book does it say
anything about rape or beatings when people don’t follow its rules. Hell, that
was never in the regular TorYoBiKo, though you’d think everyone would
know that. They always say they’re following the book, but everything in it
cries out against what they’re doing. Even in this edition. There’s a lot of stuff 
on peace and love and tolerance. All this time I’ve hated it, hating everything
it stands for…

…But it’s not what it stands for. What it stands for is fine. It’s the
method of practice. The people. This book…this book is one of humanity’s
stars.

She exhaled and inhaled, and it was as though a ray of light came into
the cell through some unseen window.

I wonder who wrote it. Maybe a computer. Too warm for that though.
Someone or something with an understanding of sensuality, compassion,
forgiveness—they leave out the context when they quote the sections on
honesty, the Spiritualists do. Forests and trees.

This is the real edition the Spiritualists must have founded everything
on, then. I can feel it. So what happened to all this extra stuff? My work
copy…I would have remembered if there were sections on ethical debates
about polyamorous love. They cut it out like they cut out the sex in
Shakespeare.

Her mind spun over one thing: Toby.

I have to tell him about this. We were all wrong…

She practiced the feeling of faithfulness in her heart, using her secret joy
to conjure an external appearance of orthodoxy, perfect in every way. It was
enough to stop the beatings for the most part, though not enough to make her
now mis-healed leg stop aching each morning. She would recite the normal,
traditional passages aloud for hours each day, ending the questions silently
with the true answers, the dirty, beautiful answers.

Finally, one morning much later, when the alarm bell roused her, Sarah 
greeted the guard with a true fervor in her eyes.

“There’s something I must say to Toby Lee. He was probably brought
in here with me. It’s about the TorYoBiKo. Please. If he doesn’t understand
the light and the beauty of this work from me, he’ll never understand it. Can
you put in some sort of request for me?”

And for once, behind her mask of faith, there was no doubt leaking
through. Her image was perfect. The guard gave her a look of true tenderness
for once.

“I knew you would be one of the special ones eventually. I’ll see what I
can do.”

“Oh, thank you, brother,” she said, giving him her sweetest, purest
smile. She even meant it. “Thank you. Anything I can do to spread the light, I
will.”

Sarah bided her time, meditating on the spaces in the door to soothe her
mind. Much to her surprise, the guard told her in a week that a request for a
meeting for the purposes of spreading understanding of the TorYoBiKo was
granted.

Toby didn’t believe it when he f
ound himself standing in front of Sarah.
Her face was thinner and she looked feverish, exhausted and fanatical. To see
her turned like this made his stomach twist painfully. Every part of him cried
out at the corruption, the wrongness of it. He’d never seen her look this pious,
this righteous, in his life, and his soul clenched in fear. She was limping, and
she was hollow-eyed; and his Sarah, his Sare who chased hamsters, had been
as far from a saint as possible. This creature was a faint echo of Sarah, if they
were related at all. And still, she nattered at him.

“You have to believe me, Toby. We’ve had it all wrong, all this time.
The book—the book is about kindness and love and self-understanding. What
you’ve heard is wrong. That’s people fucking up and doing shit the wrong
way.”

He reached through the bars, which had been formed from the otherwise
opaque screen for this occasion. Softly, he touched her face. She struggled
against some invisible force, but overcame it, grabbing his hand and clutching
it so tightly he wondered if she was trying to break it.

There were tears in his eyes as he looked at her, her dirty, ragged work
clothes.

“What have they done to you? You never would’ve been talking like this
before, Sarah. Are you still in there?”

“Toby. I haven’t gone crazy. I swear.” She was almost in tears herself.
“Read it over carefully and think about it. It’s not a manuscript of evil.”

She scrambled for her book and pressed it into his hands. “Please. Take
my copy. It’s not too late, Toby. Everything we were talking about before was
based on a misunderstanding. This book can show you the light, too.”

He looked at her as one looks at a ghost, shook his head slowly. His
fingers accepted the book, but the rest of him rebelled at touching it. He
looked at her hair and wanted to stroke it, cut it properly to undo the uneven
trimming.

“My poor little Sare,” he whispered. “Poor Sare.” He looked closer; saw 
the bruises on her neck. Prison food had left her thin-skinned, fragile-looking.

At that moment, he hated Andie, even though she’d saved and defended
him. She’d promised him that she’d do her best for Sarah, even in spite of the
previous infractions on Sarah’s record—more serious than she’d known. “I’ll 
do what I can,” she’d said. “Cismo officers have their limits, but…we have a lot
of discretion as well.”

“Why are you doing this much for me?”

Andie had looked at him then, given him a small sad smile. “If I tell you,
I’ll have to kill you. All I’ll say is that I did my best for you. Please don’t ask
any more.”

Well, this is what her best had given Sarah—a broken mind and body,
starved, thin, and fanatical. If she had killed Sarah, he was going to pay her
back someday. For now, though, all he could do was smile at Sarah painfully,
pretend to be orthodox like her. 

“They…gave me a job offer on Alpha Centauri. I accepted it—I’m
leaving Callisto.” He wanted to hug her, hold her hand, even just touch her
face again. She was his family, and part of him wanted to kill every one of the
people who’d hurt her—especially the smooth-faced guard smirking piously at
him. There were scars under her skin, and on it, things that even the best
picotec couldn’t repair and erase. And the chances were that she hadn’t gotten
the best picotec—nanos at best. Her limp showed that.

Looking at her made his chest ache. Her cheekbones were sharpened to
blade-like angles with hunger. He thought of bone knives and deep in his
belly, felt the contraction of ache. “I thought you should know before I went.”

Sarah answered with a wail, and the guards came, and dragged him
away.

When he was gone, she slumped in the corner of her cell and picked up
the TorYoBiKo. She read the correct sections of it aloud, tears running down
her face. Later still, she lay down in bed, curled in fetal position, and
murmured herself to sleep.

Even then, seeing Toby’s reaction to her new face, she managed to avoid
letting her secrets out. She’d passed the book to him. If he could safeguard the
secrets in it, they would be able to do a lot more good.

If I have that much to hope for, it won’t matter how long they keep me
in here. We can break this system down.

Not long after, a decision from the committee suggested SJW56042’s release.
At home, Toby opened the TorYoBiKo. There was a page of notes with 
passages she’d marked. Yes, the old false sweetness was there, the honeyed
sting of lies, the bland correct sections on tolerance—everything he knew.
But—what was this? The pages were unusually thick, and once he peeled
them in half, ever so carefully—

Poems. The most beautif
ul poetry he’d ever read. Sexual, rich, holy,
peaceful, painful. It was the missing peace; the cry of the body in answer to the
slow, thoughtful ponderings of the soul’s questions.

It was a missing half, something he’d sensed vaguely but never
suspected. Working with great literature had accustomed him to a sense that
something was missing from most books. It was another thing to find the
missing piece. Everything he’d been told to cut out of Shakespeare, of a dozen
other great writers’ works, was saved. No chastity, no lies, no endless
questions without answers.

It was not the usual text. This was, very possibly, the most dangerous
thing he’d ever seen, heard of, let alone held.

Had she been lying, then? Was her piety an act? A genuine show of 
devotion to the real edition? The questions burned in him, on and on, but
there were no certain answers to these ones.

A sweat broke out on his brow. Sarah hadn’t gotten this special edition
by chance.

How could it have gotten to her? It was obviously an inside job. Only
someone like an agent would have access to an original, unexpurgated
TorYoBiKo. Someone like Andie…? Or Julia?

Toby sat and thought for a long time. He went over every look; every
gesture he’d seen, and still couldn’t make it out. Which one had done it? It had
to have been sent from someone inside, someone with access. A glitch was too
improbable.

Julia was too safe, too careful, to do something like this. A burst of 
courage, from what he knew, would have been too much from her. Her
equilibrium was delicate, water tension existing on the meniscus of the day-today. Or was she? She had been willing to disagree with Ferrus, after all. And
yet…

Andie, then. Inscrutable Andie, whom he’d fucked, but hadn’t had the
chance to love because she was with Ferrus, playing orthodox. Andie, who
might have, or might not have, loved him just a little bit.

Was it a message for Sarah, then, or for him? Who knew what lurked in
Andie’s heart? A gift like this, from anyone else, seemed like the kind of thing
you gave someone you were in love with. Still, she’d said she wasn’t, and those
looks she’d given him…pity and love fit poorly in the same mental space.

It was a mystery to set aside, for now. There would be time to puzzle
over it later

Toby shook his head at himself, his distraction. He opened his projector
with a tap and composed a text to Sarah: R&U. Her link had been shut down
for months, but she would get this message when she was out.

Read and Understood.

Sending it was the last thing he did before leaving the solar system.

Sarah had to go before the release committee and answer questions
about the TorYoBiKo and write a description of her new perspective; she also
had to undergo a personality assessment.

She managed to conceal her knowledge, emphasizing the previous
lessons and her new understanding of peace. Where she’d learned to cry
silently, she now learned to laugh the same way, enjoying the fact that her
analytical skills were finally being used. If only Julia could read these. She’d
shit her pants laughing at the change. Maybe she will, someday soon.

The counselor’s remarks concluded that she was no longer a danger to
society on Callisto, but that it would be best to ship her off to Alpha Centauri, 
where she would be too far away to do harm. When they told her, she nodded,
and smiled faintly at the result. Whoever Sarah White had been once, anyone
could see that person was dead. She was harmless now.

She was in her new room, the new arrival, unpacking; he entered
silently, without knocking, wanting to see the subject of the rumors for
himself. There was a TorYoBiKo on her desk, and typed notes on the open
laptop. As he watched, she added a note about self-denial and the fact that
there was no mention of it in the text; she skipped several pages and took
notes on the TorYoBiKo’s expansive descriptions of spirituality.

When she felt his hand on her shoulder, she jumped visibly. Without a 
word, she stood and threw herself at him for a hug.

He wrapped his arms around her mutely. His throat closed over. She felt
tears running down his face and into her hair; his body shook. She buried
herself in his shoulder. Oh, Toby. You’re the best brother I could ask for.

After a moment, she stood back. His hair was flecked with grey, and he
had grown a short beard without sideburns. He had a slight stomach and less
muscle, which spoke of careless eating. It had only been a few months, but
he’d aged very visibly, and obviously hadn’t taken rejuves for it.

There was so much to say neither of them knew where to start. Sarah 
looked at the computer. “So, before I came in, what were you up to?”

“A twelfth-grade lesson guide for Hamlet."

"Really?"

"Yeah. I'm a teacher now. English...” He smiled deeply. “Good work. I
was lucky, though.”

“What about the others? Julia?”

“Got off lightly, they could tell she wasn’t much harm, but she went to
Earth. Earth’s been cutting itself off though, from this movement…Andie is
still on Callisto.” Pain flickered across his face when he mentioned her, and
Sarah wondered what else she’d missed.

“Ferrus?”

“I…I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure he’s dead. Police brutality, though.
That was never your fault.”

Sarah nodded, but the tears fell out anyway. “Feels like it was.”

“He fought them, though, you can’t forget that. He fought too.”

They glanced out the window as one, staring into the night sky.

Toby spoke again. “Things are getting worse on Callisto, you know. It's
much harsher now—" He cleared his throat. "You wouldn't have heard,
probably, being inside. But…what happened in the alley…some people saw it.
They couldn’t shut down all communication."

“How did you get out?”

“Well…truth be told, it was more of an exile. Frozen wastes of Siberia,
and everything. I’m more surprised that you got out.”

She shrugged. “I requested the transfer and they figured that to cope
with the trauma and ensure maintenance of inner peace, a far-out colony
would be great. That way I can ‘spread the message’.” She shook her head in
disgust. “If they knew what I had planned…” sadness curved her mouth 
downward.

Toby opened his mouth, closed it.

“So…you’re not really indoctrinated.”

“Well…I almost was…I almost lost it. Was ready to kill myself.
But…you saw the new edition. When I found that, I had to keep going.”

“We didn’t exactly take down DOLMAC with you, though.”

There was a long silence as she considered his words.

“I’d better go, Tobes. I have work to do anyway.”

"On what?"

"Can't you guess?"

Tobey waited. And waited. "Sleeping in and not being beaten
senseless?”

“I’m tired, but yes, and no to the guess.” She grinned widely, and he saw
it, the unashamed joy of the girl who’d chased hamsters around the lawn and
stolen candy. The world could fall to a grin like that. Sarah was still there.

“I hate to say it, but I’m still lost.”

“What else? I’m working on the revolution.”

He looked at her for a long time. “Mind if I help?”

BOOK 3: MEANING WARS

1

Crystal wiped her mouth and straightened. Space-sick again. It was one
of the things she hated about small craft like these. Mostly psychological, or a 
reaction to stuttering gravity generators, but it still bothered her.

Then again, she thought wryly, it’s a moral sickness too. She tapped her
implant and brought up a page of news. The cybernetically enhanced and
perfected faces of two casters beamed seriously at the audience.

The ticker scrolling up the side flashed with bits of info. INDUS STILL
UNSTABLE + RIOTS WORSEN, EARTH GOVERNMENT MAY
INTERVENE + SOLAR FLARES IN FORST SYSTEM CAUSING
CLIMATE INSTABILITY + NANITE TREATMENT PRICES HIGHEST 
IN A DECADE + SCIENTISTS SAY NANOTECH PARTY PAINT POSES 
HEALTH RISK + …

She scrolled back up the sidebar and chose the link to the article on
Indus. There were a few murky comments on allegations of abuse; SNN was
choosing its words with almost exaggerated caution. She abandoned the
article at the halfway point, giving up on the too-careful wording, and chose a
different headline.

The video played as she inserted the Colgator. As the bacteria-eating
slug wrapped around her teeth and happily canoodled over her gums, she
listened absently to the broadcast.

“Thanh, can we get some footage of the devastation?”

“On scene, emergency workers are responding.” Black smoke filled the
screen behind them. Through the billowing darkness, Crystal saw a hint of
greenery. “The terrorist cell is currently holed up in the woods. Their
camping and tenacity are surprising even strategists who’d—”

“Terrorists?” Crystal spoke without realizing it. “They weren’t
‘terrorists’ last week. Why are they being bombed?”

“Honey, are you watching the news in the washroom again?” called Jai.
Crystal rolled her eyes and cut the cast, leaving a ticker running at the corner
of her vision. Spitting the Colgator back into its nutrient bath, she replaced it
on the shelf. She sat on the toilet and relieved herself, stood to check her
weight and get her daily nanite treatments, and started to prepare the
probiotic air shower. As soon as she stood, the program activated. Then she
saw an error message flash up, and the readout on her contact lens died.

She frowned and gave it a hard restart. These smaller shuttles were
seldom reliable or top-of-the-line. It started again, and as the numbers flashed
up, she got distracted by the news feed taking up most of her vision.

ST. LAWRENCE COLONY RAISES ALLEGATIONS OF
INHUMANE PUNISHMENT + MARS REJECTS NEW DRAFT OF
TRADE DEAL WITH HUMAN CONGLOMERATE…

“Mars is getting feisty,” she called, lifting her arms so the air shower
could spray odor-eating bacterial into her pits. It almost felt like a real waterbased shower, except that it wasn’t as fun, and turning around required feats
of flexibility boarding on the gymnastic.

“Hope it doesn’t start a trade war,” Jai called back.

“Hope it doesn’t screw up our passports,” she yelled glumly. The air
shower finished its routine, and she glanced at her health monitoring without
really taking in the numbers. She stepped out, touching her tender shoulders;
the light oil-buffing cycle at the end had left her skin soft and glowing.

Jai watched her out of the corner of his eye as she pulled on her
clothes—an off-white sleeveless button-up tunic over dark green, forestpatterned leggings. “Why do you watch it if it upsets you so much?”

“Because it’s important!”

“I follow it too, you know.” He reached out and set a hand on her
shoulder. “We’re three hundred lys away from everything. Even if you wanted
to, not only would the ship take days, it would—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Crystal said, stepping back. “I guess we should get to
breakfast.”

He pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I
worry about you. Ever since Mars separated from the HuCon, you’ve been so
on edge.”

She paused and stopped struggling. “I know we’re way out here, but it’s
still home.”

He wrapped a hand around the back of her head and stroked her hair.
“Hey, now. Just because they’re separated doesn’t mean they’re going to be
bombed, too. They’re safe for now. And so are we. Do you want to call your
mom soon?”

Crystal patted her hair back into shape and wiped at her eyes. “Yeah,
maybe. I mean, I’m worrying too much.”

“I know that look, hon. It’s okay. You’re not being crazy. All the
political turmoil’s made everyone jumpy.”

She frowned. “There’ve been so many little disruptions lately. It’s
getting to me. By the way, did you have any problems with your checkup this
morning? I don’t think my machine is working.”

“Heh, did it say you were pregnant?” he elbowed her. “How many are we
expecting?”

She frowned. “Of course not. Why do you always say that?”

He looked away. “Sorry. Only kidding around. I’ll ask the attendant. We
can always get it recalibrated at the base. And we’re almost there. Sit tight,
hon.”

She did, switching to some light entertainment and a humorous quiz
show to fill the remaining two hours. It jangled against her nerves like tooloud music, and she switched between books and news magazines, unable to
focus on anything.

The pilot finally brought the craft to the base’s dock. When the lock had
been secured and it was safe to leave their cabin, Crystal stumbled off 
gratefully, still queasy from the low-quality and fluctuating gravity
generators on the small shuttle. Jai dragged their suitcases behind him.

“We’re here, honey,” he said. “Excited?”

“About documentation and settling in? Never. Fixing wormholes?
Always.”

Jai smiled a little. “Not missing being in the big systems?”

“A little. I mostly miss not being space-sick. I hate the warp engines.”

“Hey, at least we have them. When humanity had to use basic ion drives
to get between systems, that would take for-fuckingever.”

“Ion engines don’t make me temporally dislocated,” she grumbled.

Jai grinned. “Whatever you say, Madame Mindsearcher.”

“Hey, it has its disadvantages. I’m going to go handle living quarters,
and then let’s get a drink.”

“Feeling social already?”

“I’ve been cooped up in a small ship for an ungodly amount of time. I’m
going to get some air.”

“Well, we have to handle—”

“I know,” she snapped. “Look, let’s get settled in.”

He lifted his hands placatingly. “We could go see who’s familiar that we
know on the ship. Want to search the networks?”

She sighed. “That’s not a bad idea. Sorry, I’m just, you know.”

“I know. And I still adore you.”

She kissed the corner of his mouth and smiled. “I adore you, too. Let’s
go handle paperwork.”

After verifying their identities and completing basic registration,
Crystal headed off to complete registration with the housing department and
comestible sector. The cafeteria halflevel didn’t look too promising. Four
small meals per local day and non-stimulant beverages included: the usual 
package deal for contracting, but considering the size of the rig, she’d hoped
they’d include basic stimulants. She reminded herself not to be so xenophobic;
not everyone handled caffeine as well as humans and Yterans.

She had a look around. There were a few Yterans and humans
—thank
goodness for basic diversity quotas—but no Forst-sixers, Fysiians, Coronites,
or Domon. Then again, Coronites and Domon usually worked the night shift,
and if there were any Forst-sixers, they would definitely be on the garden
level. Fysiians would probably be in the pool. She made a note to have a look
at both; it would be nice to take a garden walk and go for a swim, even if she
had to keep company with cranky cephalopods.

Despite the rest of the day, her mood lifted. Being around new people
from various species, trying different kinds of food, and the pleasure of solving
problems: she couldn’t ask for more.

“Hey, stranger! What brings you out to the middle of nowhere?”
Crystal turned around
 and grinned widely. “Jaria! What are you doing
here?”

Jaria scooped her into a hug. The Yteran’s smooth-scaled arms squeezed
her gently, but Crystal still dangled off the floor. The Yteran’s forward-
leaning, interested posture always reminded her of a bird or dinosaur. The
display crest and mane of blue feathers on the back of Jaria’s head and neck
made the comparison indelible. Jaria set her down, grinning. “Same as you.
They wanted experienced people. The job should be short—maybe a month,
in to fix it and out. As long as we don’t run into pirates, of course.”

Crystal grinned. “One can hope. It’s been a human year! How are you?”

Jaria shrugged and winked a slitted blue eye at Crystal. Her wide,
slightly protruding jaw split as she grinned. Sharp teeth sparkled in her
violetscaled face. “Same old. Wirri and his wife took a break to work with our
aunt on a moon, Nirvana—just a change, you know—but me, I’m a star bird.
Can’t keep me out of space. I’ve been working the rigs. Come on, get settled
and then let’s get a bite.”

Crystal glanced over her shoulder. “‘Star dog’ is the human saying, not
‘star bird.’ They used to call ocean sailors ‘sea dogs.’”

“But I’m not one of you ‘mammals,’” said Jaria, grinning impishly. “Still!
Come relax with me.”

“I’d love to, but I need to make sure I can drag Jai out.”

“Have dinner with me!” Her grin was infectious.

“Oh, all right. Been a while since I had a night to myself anyway.” She
opened her screen with a tap. “Message: Jai. Jai, sweetie, I’m going out for
tonight. Ran into Jaria. You’re welcome to come if you want, but no pressure.
End.” She turned back to Jaria with a grin. “Know a good place?”

“Do I ever not? How does 8:00 sound?” Crystal sent her quarters
address, and Jaria blinked, receiving it. She sent back a map with directions to
the place.

“Awesome. I better get running.”

“Okay! See you!”

She turned around, feeling better already.

The walk back to her new quarters involved a few more stops, but she
finally arrived. She unlocked and had a peek at her saved files. Several new
rows of documents cluttered her desktop projection. She sighed and walked in.

“Hi, honey,” said Jai. He smiled brightly. “How are you? I got here
slightly ahead of you, for once.”

“I’m great! Ran into Jaria on the way! She invited us for dinner.”

“That’s nice.” He walked up and kissed her on the mouth, lingering close
to her. “Might as well work up an appetite first?”

Crystal wondered briefly where his sudden cheerfulness had come from,
and decided she didn’t care. “Sure. Let’s break in the bed.” She grinned
impishly at him, put her things down, and led him around the corner.

He got naked in a flash, but teased her suit off gradually, working from
behind. She shivered as she felt his fingertips skim over her breasts and belly.
Jai kissed trails down her shoulders and back, running his hands over her
thighs and ass. She groaned, enjoying the attention, and he leaned down to
bite her hip.

“Hey!” She giggled. “Don’t go too slow, now. I have a time limit.”

“Want to take this to the shower?”

“Definitely.”

She turned around, jumped to her feet, and dragged him up. She led him,
grinning, into the tiny washroom. They stumbled awkwardly into the upright
stall.

“Ow! I think I hit my leg on the toilet!”

“Then I’ll kiss it better,” said Jai. He pressed her against the wall.

The water came on, sprinkling softly at first, but the heaters hadn’t
activated yet.

“Ahh! Freezing! Ack—”

Crystal fumbled with the temperature gauge and ran it hot. That did the
trick. He shuddered in relief and grabbed a bar of soap. Pushing her into the
spray, he held her against his body. She felt his firm erection pressing against
her buttocks. She leaned back against him, stretching out luxuriously as the
water hit her skin.

“Feels good to stretch out with you,” she murmured, leaning against
him. His arms wrapped around her, and she nestled into his hug, then arched
her back against it to work out the tension left from dealing with the cramped
ship’s quarters.

With the patience and practice of familiarity, he rubbed the soap
between her breasts with one hand and slid the other down between her legs.
He stroked her mound and parted her lips, rubbing a thumb over her clit. She
gasped and wriggled against him. Crystal reached behind herself and wrapped
a hand around his cock, rubbing up and down with a soapy hand. He moaned
in response, but guided her hand away.

“Let’s finish up quick and get to bed,” Jai said in her ear. She turned
around and rinsed herself off, sluicing water away impatiently. Warm air
vented down on them, drying their skin.

Crystal shook her damp hair out, grinning, and followed him to bed. Jai
jumped on her, rolling over, and she laughed. He clamped his mouth over
hers, squeezing her breasts. She tilted her head away and let out a growling
sigh.

“Ah, yes,” she purred. She leaned down, tossing him a playful grin, and
popped him in her mouth. He gripped the bed sheets and sighed. Knowing he
never lasted long in her mouth, she slid off again and set her hips down
efficiently. She was wet between the legs, and Jai was firm and ready.

He made an indecipherable noise of pleasure as she slid over him.
Crystal grinned, enjoying his yowls, and rocked forward onto him over and
over.

They didn’t take their time with sex itself, each of them focused on the
friction and the sensations of connecting. He flipped her onto her stomach 
near the end, gripping her shoulders as he came. She clamped down and
followed suit, a little slower. He took his time pulling out, and she gasped at
the aftershocks.

They lay together for a while, cuddling loosely; then she got up and had
another quick rinse on her own. Jai lay in bed, relaxing after his orgasm, but
didn’t invite himself in to shower. Crystal frowned absently to herself and
rinsed her breasts. She’d cum, and it had been good enough—after this long, it
ought to be. They knew each other well, and it was satisfying. She’d never
expected that from marriage, but it was a nice surprise.

She stepped out again and brushed her hair. It was growing out, not as
short as it had been a long time ago, and now flowed a bit past her shoulders.

When she had it in shape, glossy copper waves tamed and only showing
a few grey strands, Jai still hadn’t moved. He was holding a book, the display
set to share so she could clearly see what he was up to.

“Are you coming with?” she asked, getting into a light, soft green dress
that matched her eyes.

“Nah, I’m pretty tired. Send my regards,” he said cheerfully.

“We haven’t seen Jaria in ages, though. I was really hoping you’d come,
maybe catch up? It’s been a while since we went out…”

He cleared his throat. “I know, but I’m really tired. And she’s on the
base, so we can catch up with her again.” He lifted his book meaningfully. “It’s
been a long day.”

“Please? You know I hate begging.”

His fingers waved and rattled along the edge in irritation. “I really want
to rest, Crystal. You don’t want me to come and be grumpy. You hate that.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. But it’s been forever, and I
was looking forward to, like, celebrating.”

He didn’t reply, and the silence hung there, cutting through the fog of 
warmth that had been in the room. She considered asking him again, but he’d
made himself clear. She headed over to the closet and picked out a flowing,
lacy grey tunic to cover her dress. She fumbled absently through her
accessories, debating between a hat and a scarf.

“How’s this? Too old-fashioned?”

“It’s fine,” he said, not looking up.

She told herself not to feel ignored, that she was being unreasonable.
But things had been so good earlier, and now there was a palpable chill in the
room. Perhaps she was asking too much, and it had been a long day, but Jaria 
was such a good friend, and it had been so very long. Was a dinner out so
much to ask?

“I’m heading out soon,” she said. “Like now. Can I bring you back
anything?”

“Stay relatively sober. Don’t drink yourself under the table,” he
answered crisply.

She forced a pair of earrings on and pulled a couple of strands of hair
back much harder than necessary. “When have I ever done that?”

“Your birthday and New Year’s. Every year.”

“Doesn’t count,” she shot back. She spread on her lipstick; her tight lips
smudged. Pink shadows corrected themselves, leaving no hint of imperfection.

“See you in an hour,” he called.

“See you in a while!” She door closed behind her as she straightened her
foot in the heels. The black slingbacks were cute, but the straps were sliding
sideways again. She straightened the dress over her hips, showing off her
plump butt, and got walking.

The restaurant wasn’t as far away as she expected it to be; decorated in
shades of blue and an ocean-toned theme, it was sleek and cool. The smell of 
Lyrian spices beckoned, and she licked her lips as the droid escorted her to a 
table.

“Nice place,” she said to Jaria.

“For a ship, it’s not bad. I’m a bit spoiled. Just got back from visiting
family, like I said.”

“That’s great! How’s Wirri?”

“Oh, you know, same old. Took some time off from building holes to
work with our aunt for a while.”

“Man, how can people go groundside for long?” Crystal asked. She
shuddered and sipped the glowjuice Jaria had ordered her. “Damn, been a
while since I had one of these.”

“Used to be your favorite.”

“Eh, you know.” She mugged a half-frown and raised an eyebrow. “Jai’s
gotten to be more of a retiring type. He’s been sleeping a lot lately.” She
stirred her glowjuice and changed the subject. “So, did you hear about that big
hradirga bust in the colonies?”

“Oh, yeah, nasty. Actually, there’s a diluted synthetic version that’s
really popular out on Nirvana—a couple versions—they are pretty nice, and a 
lot safer. I don’t know why people wouldn’t just use them.”

Crystal waved a hand. “Forbidden fruit.”

“Sorry, what?”

“Oh, one of our really, really old books. Not many people read it. The
Spiritualist reformation in the late twentieth century made all those things
obsolete. But anyway, it’s from that.”

Jaria nodded in a way that Crystal remembered well. It was her “oh, you
silly humans” face.

“Anyway, it refers to the idea that something you can’t have is a lot
more appealing.”

A droid deposited their appetizers and whirred off.

Jaria cocked her head to the side. “I still don’t understand that. Why do
you people forbid things? Don’t take it the wrong way, but in my culture, we
simply let people do what they like. Consequences are the best teacher.”

“Humans aren’t as good at learning. Besides,” said Crystal, taking a bite
of the dumpling, “sometimes—OW, SHIT, OW!” She spooned tzatziki into
her mouth and gulped down water, wincing at the raw feeling of her burned
tongue.

“Careful! Ortelian dumplings are served hot. Haven’t you had them
before?”

“I thought these were Earth-style ones!”

Jaria shook her head. “Suck on an ice cube. The burning will go away
shortly.” Her sharp teeth flashed as she nibbled a dumpling.

Crystal managed a grimace and ordered some sorbet.

An hour slid by before she’d checked her time readout. Shrugging, she
ordered another glowjuice. Then another. The bar slowed down.

“So,” said Jaria, sipping a cordial made from the fruits of carnivorous
plants from her homeworld, “what’s up with you and Jai? I kind of thought
he’d come out tonight.”

“He’s in our quarters. ‘Too much excitement for the first day’, he said.”

Jaria raised an eyebrow. “Too much excitement? In our line of work, I’d
have thought he’d be up and pounding back shots the way he used to.”

“Enh…” Crystal debated her answer. Excitement was one word for it.
There had been pirates, sure, but they’d been dealt with, and things had been
frightening, but Crystal hadn’t been hurt. That incident hadn’t been repeated,
and the other station calamities—asteroid threats, the occasional trade
embargo that got nasty, a few semi-war situations. She thought hard.

“I suppose he’s just,” Crystal stirred her drink meditatively, “getting
tired, you know? I like the mess, but we’ve been going for really safe projects
in the year.”

“But you’ve only been married for what, six years? That’s nothing, for
humans.”

“Yeah. Six. It seems longer. I’m getting old.”

“Pff. You people live a good third longer than we do—more with those
aging treatments.”

“Hey, not everyone wants to be immortal. People get bored.”

“Sure, but you’re what, a third of the way through your life?”

Crystal coughed. “Not even.”

“Ooh, sorry, I forgot—you humans and your age taboos.” Jaria leaned
back, her sharp teeth gleaming as she grinned again.

Crystal laughed. “Sorry. A little out of it today. All that running
around—gotta love the first day, right?” She checked her clock again. “Oh,
shit. It’s getting late.”

“Yeah.” Jaria swallowed her drink in a gulp, her long neck pulsing, and
rose. “Hey, we can catch up more tomorrow. Don’t let them work you too
hard, now, will you?”

Crystal flinched and grinned. “Hey, all the union changes have really
helped Mindsearchers. And what the union can’t mitigate, liquor does.”

“Sleep might help too.” Jaria beckoned the server and settled the bill 
with a tap of her ring.

Crystal opened her mouth to protest, but remembered that Yterans
considered arguing over a bill or a gift’s price to be the height of rudeness.
“Next time is my treat!”

“That better be soon.” Jaria hugged her again, then stepped back. A
worried look passed through her slit-pupiled eyes. “Don’t you get old on me,
Crys. I’ll see you tomorrow at work?”

“You bet.”

They walked out of the restaurant. After a last quick hug, Crystal 
clicked off down the hallways, the sling-back shoes making her feet ache.

The ship was different at night. Much as she loved the crowds during
the day, the peace and quiet of the skeleton crew at night were a pleasure too.

Coronites and Domon were coming out, most dressed in their uniforms,
and the human and Yteran crew members still out were heading back to sleep. 
Coronites scooted along in their shells, burbling to each other, and organizing
events with their usual superb precision.

For a moment, she felt lonely and longed for other humans. The
moment faded, and she enjoyed the floral scent of the crustacean Coronites’
bodies as they communicated to each other with pheromones.

Mulling over the bar, she contemplated old friends. Where was Sarah
right now? Last she’d heard, she’d been on Callisto. A moment of liquor-
assisted nostalgia washed over her, and she found herself humming a maudlin
old swing-nouveau pop song on the way back. Home was wherever she was
living at the moment, and as homes went, it was a pretty good one.
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How did one start a revolution? It wasn’t as easy as it looked. Right
now, Sarah was confined to researching the infonet and trying to find people
expressing their discontent online. She had access to stuff that would have
been blocked or gotten her on a warning list if she was back on Callisto. Not
that she could afford to be less careful—she’d set up encrypted access, a
spoofed user login, and a shadow version of her online activity with more
focus on online shopping sites, running simultaneously with her personal
research, to mask it.

Sarah wrapped the blanket around herself. She was too damn cold
—not
that it wasn’t a constant state here, on this icy-ass planetoid. Too cold to
think. Toby had left her a cup of tea and some snacks. Lots of salt, sugar, and
protein. Good. She took a few small bites of the fritters and pushed them aside.
To her chagrin and amusement, all the foods she’d spent months and years
craving weren’t nearly as tasty as she’d expected them to be.

More often than the salty poutine and pizza Toby had added to the
printers for her, she opted for the carrot crisps and freeze-dried fruit. Her
teeth were in good shape—they’d left her teeth in, at least—but it was hard to
get used to real food.

She turned her attention back to the task, adjusting her position in the
corner chair.

She scrolled through the wasteland of information, pausing when she
saw an interesting headline or two. She opened a new window and the
projection flickered; she tapped it, hoping it would behave, but it seemed to be
a connection issue. The colonies had limited access to the human infonet, and
humans had limited access to intersystem hubs. Non-human infonet? No
chance. She had trouble reading Commontung anyway.

Bored and paralysed, she browsed for a while. Then The Leg acted up,
muscles spasming. She got up to stretch. All the training and drilling in yoga 
had finally proven useful. As she nudged her leg into a squarer stance, The
Leg protested violently. Wincing, she finished the round and moved into the
next set.

At last, it was over. Time for hamster therapy. She walked around the
corner, into her room.

A small bundle of white, brown, and golden fluff waited in his cage.
Curious, friendly black eyes surveyed her shuffling entrance. Shutting the
door, she extracted a few sunflower seeds from a baggie in her pocket and
placed them flat in her palm. He scampered excitedly to the leftmost outer
corner of the small terrarium. She reached in, palm open, and offered him his
treat.

Boo seized one of the seeds in both paws and began to munch, stuffing
the snack into his cheek pouches. She lifted him out.

Stupid, sweet hamster eyes looked back at her. Dumbly, warily
affectionate little thing—and happy enough in his cage. She stroked his back
with a forefinger. After a moment, he wriggled uncomfortably, and she set
him back inside.

As Boo concentrated intently on the seeds, Sarah collapsed on the bed.
She hadn’t known how much punishment her body could take until that had
happened. The Leg spasmed anyway, recalcitrant, and she couldn’t help
thinking about the “adjustment.”

Such an innocuous word, but even that triggered the flood: months in
utter solitude with silence all around her and covering her; silence from the
guards. Except for when she screamed, or raged at the TorYoBiKo; and when
they dealt with her screams and protests against silence by—

The panic attack made her lungs tighten, and she fumbled for the mist.
A puff of the relaxant, and artificial calm spread through her vascular system
and into her nerves. It all felt a little more remote, less urgent. She
contemplated a second puff or two to enhance the relaxation, really numb out,
but she didn’t want to lose a day. Focus, she told herself.

She got out the forbidden second half of the TorYoBiKo from under the
bed—the heavy, clumsy, comforting paper version. Hemplastic pages,
designed to last; a hard spine made from some sort of leather—real leather,
not synth crap. It was a book for the ages, full of dirty poetry and beauty, and
clever rebuttals to arguments for a life of spirit alone.

Reading a few passages slowed her breath. Memories of its acquisition—
of all the time she’d spent reading it, in the adjustment centre—shadowed her
calm, but it was still a glorious thing. And in the middle of a particularly
raunchy, droll argument about the philosophical importance of anal sex, she
drifted into a peaceful sleep.

The next morning, she moved her TorYoBiKo off the pillow. She’d slept
in her clothes again. Stiff, she pulled her grey button-up shirt and bra over her
head and wiggled her hips reluctantly out of the sleek black tights and
underwear. Her body protested, but a few slow breaths and some tension
stretches relieved the burn of lactic acid.

Swinging her limbs down to the floor so she could prepare to stand,
Sarah tested The Leg. It was spasming again, and getting ornery. The metal 
reconstructions had left her with a network of scars on her skin, pock marks
from injections, and a bad limp. She was still getting injections of constructive
picobots to shave away and re-shape the bone—the treatment done at the
facility had been so slipshod that it hadn’t healed properly. Then again,
nothing else had, either.

Stubbornly, she bent and rubbed it, massaging swollen blotches where
tissue had been damaged, and capillaries had never healed the right way. She
inhaled and sat quietly for a moment, focusing on the pain. Inhaling through 
her nose and exhaling through her mouth, she waited for the pain to subside.
She considered the mist or a stronger painkiller, but refrained. When she was
sure she could stand without risk of slipping, she headed off to shower.

It would have been such a nice shower if she hadn’t remembered the
guards’ hose attack in the middle of things. Sarah curled up at the bottom of 
the tube to cry, tucking once-curvy limbs into a gangly ball of protection. At
some point, the shower stopped spraying recycled water and switched to
warm, moist air jets, but that wasn’t enough to rouse her. Only when the heat
lamp shut off and the tube was cold and dark did she crawl out.

So much for the day. Dressed and groomed, she headed to the
kitchenette.
Wearing his professional uniform
—a loose, plain, dark blue han fu
robe—Toby Lee was making terrible synth coffee. “Morning, you,” he greeted
her. Her cousin’s elegant, tilted-corner eyes crinkled as he inspected Sarah.
“You didn’t come out much yesterday. You all right?”

Sarah grunted.

He had been smiling a little, but his face fell at her response. He moved
over towards her and reached out for her shoulder hesitantly. She shied away,
flinching.

“Flashback?”

“Flashback,” she confirmed, shuddering.

He cleared his throat. “Um…”

“I didn’t forget about work. I have a shift in four hours.”

“You know, if you want, we could start looking for somewhere else,”
blurted Toby. “We could move off the planetoid.”

She curled around her mug of warmth, her loose sweater swathing her
limbs and face in coarse fabric. Sarah stared at her own pale, wasted hands, the
colour a sharp contrast to Toby’s amber skin. She’d had a good complexion
before, fawn-tinted by plenty of melatonin, but her avoidance of the gardens
and sun therapy had taken a toll. Her brown-blonde hair fell out of the
blankets, lank and dull despite being freshly washed. She felt pale, wasted,
wrinkled, like a creature living in the depths of a cave. She uncurled enough to
drink, and managed to make eye contact.

“Can I talk you into seeing the counsellor?”

Sarah gave him a look of disgust. “Oh, because it went so well the first
ten times.”

He sighed. “I know the group was—”

She bared her teeth at him. “—That doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

She twisted a spoon through her porridge thoughtfully and lifted it to
her lips.

Melancholy hit her in a wave, washed sadness out. She remembered a 
time when she’d have laughed it off, made a joke, or pulled an exaggerated
face to react. She’d liked making people laugh, back when she used to be that
kind of person.

She glanced up and saw Toby waiting like a reality contestant chef 
watching a professional judge as she managed a bite. “How’s the jaw?”

She replied dryly, “It’s fine. They didn’t go to town on my face as much 
as my legs. Remember? They liked to hear me scream.”

He winced, and she felt bad immediately. “Are you sure you don’t want
me to call in sick for you?”

She looked up. Her lips trembled as she managed a small smile. “Thanks.
Sorry I’m still so, well.” She twisted her fingers together under the table,
tapping them against each other to distract herself from sudden shame and
selfawareness. “I should go. Getting out of the pod is good for me. And hey, I
always said I would rather be a waitress for a while. At least the view from the
bar is great.”

It was great, actually, thought Sarah as she looked out into the infinite
void. Sol was a distant, fictional thing from here. Perpetual twilight ruled. A
frozen expanse of perfect ice and snow and rock covered the horizon in every
direction outside the tubes, diamonds glittering in the dark above. Tonight,
there were a few clouds, the shrill wind twisting them across the sky like bits
of silk caught on a broken loom.

She turned her attention from the darkness and th
e building’s long,
curving silver walls and back to the bar’s more welcoming, warm-coloured
decor. The shift had been nice and quiet so far. A few people had come in for a 
drink and a bite, but it hadn’t been overly busy. She’d had a drink herself; the
mist made her numb and calm, but it didn’t make her feel good. Sarah missed
the days when she’d been able to puff away at a water pipe of marijuana to
relax. Even if it was legal out here, there was no way to afford it. Not this far
out.

She drummed her fing
ers on the bar’s surface, looking for something to
do. The plasteel was flecked with local rock and asteroid inclusions, and the
edge was trimmed with platinum. No fancy copper or brass. Minimalist décor
like this was falling out of fashion, but the place still looked pretty good.

She polished a glass absently, setting it down in the tiny sink. There was
no need to wash the glasses herself, of course, since it wasted more water than
the cleaning system, but sometimes she did anyway. She turned the faucet and 
rinsed the glass, enjoying the novelty of it, and turned it off quickly. Rubbing
the cloth over the glass, she set it on the rack.

“You know you don’t have to do that,” said Paulo. He gave her a look of 
mechanical sarcasm. Significant chunks of his body had been lost or upgraded
over the years, but the effect of his patchwork skin, scars, and tattoos was—to
understate it—imposing. He hadn’t been born tall, but he was now, and years
of effort and patience had given him a frame thick with muscle. He moved like
a man with easy physical confidence and keen awareness of his body.

Like an ancient Roman gladiator or a lighter-weight Sumo wrestler, he
had a certain heavyboned chunkiness. He wore it handsomely, and if he’d
been interested in her gender—or their relationship had been less avuncular—
she would have taken him for at least one roll in bed.

“Meh. I get bored, metal
-man. Have to do something with my hands.”
She grinned at him saucily.

He rolled ceramic eyes at her and walked around the bar. “How’s The
Leg?”

“Can’t complain. A walk around always helps. Was really aching this
morning though. What about you?”

He shrugged. “Aw, you know me. All the shiny crap is for show. As long
as I get my checkups, it all runs sweet and slick as Lyrian Finest.” It was true.
As much as it was common to have a bit of nanotech, a cloned organ, or
printed limbs, showing them off was another matter.

Sarah remembered how carefully such things were concealed on Callisto
and tore her thoughts away again. “Tell me again how you got away from that
hradìrga-dealing gang and ended up hiding in the underground gardens on
Aleuia?” She grinned.

“Awww, ain’t no fun if you know the story already,” he shot back.
“Besides, I am so done with going all the way out to the edge of the fucking
Arm. It’s nice to be in the home system, even if we’re in the butt-fuck end of 
it.”

“This is why I love talking to you, Paulo. You’re always so classy.”

He shrugged. “Not everyone can make their way with a degree, amiga.
Some of us have to get creative.”

“I’ve been enjoying being creative lately,” she replied. “I’m happier now 
than I have been in years—except for feeling like shit all the time.” Darkness
swept over her, and bile burned in the back of her throat.

Paulo noticed and discreetly handed her a glass of carbonated water.

She gulped the fizzing mixture back and casually leaned against the bar,
hiding the tears prickling in her eyes. “We gonna be open late tonight?”

Paulo paused. “Yeah, if you want to.” He didn’t ask too many questions
when she got like this. It was nice.

“I’m good. I can stick around. We might get a few miners swinging in
late.”

“If I’m lucky, they’ll be cute. I haven’t seen a guy with a nice ass in
months.”

Sarah poked his arm. “I thought that’s what the infonet was for.”

He shrugged again. “Infonet and holos ain’t that warm. It feels real, but
it ain’t. You know. Anyhow. Get back to work, you lazy piece of culo.”

She grinned at him and sat down at the bar instead. “Nah. Get out your
cards. Ain’t nobody in—”

But there was no time to get out his Yteran Cora cards and do a reading
or a game of Starsnap, because a mournful-looking Forst-Sixer wandered in
and slouched over to a chair.

Forst-Sixers were hairy, long-jawed, and almost quadrupedal. Halfway
between a bear and a dog, and gruff and lonely when separated from their
own, this one was no exception. Part of her did want to ruffle his fur and coo
at him, but that would have been exceptionally rude. Sarah couldn’t help
thinking he looked like a dog that had lost his bone. She cringed as she
realised she was being xenophobic, and sashayed over with a warm smile. In
her best Venusian drawl, she asked, “What can I getcha, hon?”

“Beer,” he said in a low growl.

“Would you like something to chew on? We’ve got some synth beef and
synth lizard that’ll treat you so right. There’s a horsemeat liquor we got in
recently that’s purely the thing for a pick-meup.”

He sighed and gave her a mournful look. “Beer. Thanks.” His white
teeth and pink tongue flashed as he struggled to articulate the Commontung 
vowels and consonants.

She kept an eye on him from the bar, getting the poultry broth and
yeast-flavoured grain and hops alcohol. She brought the warm, fizzing drink
to him with a side of lowsodium pretzels. “Here you go. Rough day in the
asteroid fields?”

He nodded mournfully, his pointed hears flat and laid back against his
head. “Yes. Fight with humans. ‘Lassie go home,’ ‘bad dog’, the usual. Big
fight. Several of friends laid off.” He switched to English to articulate the
slurs, managing the words with difficulty. “Sad today.”

“I’m so sorry you got treated that way. That was terrible.” She almost
said, ‘we’re not all like that,’ but that wasn’t what he needed to hear right now.
He only needed plain decency.

He let out a sad noise, a “wuff” of defeat, and crossed his arms, laying his
head down on top of them. His powerful, stubby-fingered hands clasped his
elbows, like he was trying to give himself a hug.

Sarah reached out to pat his back, and stopped just in time. “Let me
know if I can bring you anything at all, okay? I’m real sorry about those
assholes.”

He nodded, but began to drink his beer, lapping it up, the bottom edge
of the glass resting against his toothy lower jaw awkwardly. Part of her
wanted to laugh, but the rest felt terrible. She left him alone, hoping the rest
of the night would be more cheerful.

Midnight. The midnight past midnight, on this dwarf planet too far
from the sun to know what real day was. She missed the aurora effects on
Callisto a little bit at times like this, but the stars were still pretty. Sarah 
slouched home again, to the pod complex and to sleep. She opened the door to
find Toby asleep in a chair.

She leaned over and gently shook his shoulder. “Tobes. Wake up. It’s
okay, I’m home.”

He startled and woke suddenly, turning a bleary face to her.
“Zzz…wha? Oh good. Go to sleep,” he said.

She smiled despite herself. “Thanks for waiting up. Now go on.”

As he staggered off to bed, she sat up in the kitchen and made herself 
tea. Bed could wait for half an hour, she decided. With hands around her cup
of dark, caffeinated relief, she thought about loss for a while.

As she prepared for bed, she pulled up the news and skimmed over it. It
was a bad habit, but she couldn’t help wanting to know what was going on—
even though it was a mental health minefield. There was a notification
message in her private subinbox, which didn’t connect to her Pluto-based
email address. She opened it.

“Notification: ‘infofeed @ Terminus project’ down permanently”

She logged into her incognito system, navigated over to her automated
compiler, and checked the feed. The site’s former homepage only had a small 
“due to legal statue code 345.6572, subsection (b), this page is no longer
available” notice.

She bit the insides of her lips to keep from screaming in anger. Yet
another meeting place for activists taken down, the bottleneck on information
tightening a little more. She deleted her history and searched for info on
Patience Ngouabi, the ‘rebel maid’ as some were calling her.

Sarah had been following Patience’s story for months, ever since she’d
caught wind of it from a quick story alluding to “instability” on more official 
news channels. Mainstream sources had barely reported the protests, but she
knew where to look. The information was still slanted, but at least it wasn’t
“EVERYTHING IS FINE”-flavoured propaganda. After escaping from a
detention facility on Indus, she’d fled with a lover to the revolutionary base in
the swamps. They’d successfully fought off several military incursions,
claimed their transports, and returned to the facility to enlist the students.
Then they’d gone from re-education facility to facility, overpowering guards
with both tactics and sheer numbers.

Her force had grown in strength, and the little outpost in the swamps
had become a city. Stories about her lover’s death had gone around, and it was
said that she’d gone by a different name when she first arrived, but nothing
could tarnish her reputation. The soft-spoken, steely-eyed young woman
covered in scars had saved thousands of people, who were saving others in
their turn, freeing them from servitude by force—and had almost singlehandedly thrown the colony planet of Indus into utter disarray.

She was an inspiration, and Sarah hated herself for not being like
Patience. As usual, she started mentally writing an email, not even typing it
up in a draft, and ran out of words. Unable to articulate her longing, envy, and
admiration, she settled down to sleep.

After that, she managed a whole week of good nights
—apart from one
crying fit, an episode of flashbacks, and another panic attack in the shower, of
course. But the week after that was better still, and there were a couple of lessmiserable days. The Leg was still trouble, but the less she worried, the less it
hurt. Maybe the broken things in her mind were on the mend.

Sarah almost skipped to work, but the minute she walked in the door,
the look on Paulo’s face stopped her cold. Dread raced through her system.

“What? I’m on time,” said Sarah.

“It’s not that. You’re always on time. Obnoxiously so.”

“Keeps me organized. Why the long face, metal man?”

He shot her the “no bullshit today” look. “Got some bad news. Gretchen
was doing a patrol out in the Gupinder cluster right nearby—”

Sarah clapped her hands over her mouth. “No,” she said, muffled. “Don’t
tell me…”

“There was a scuffle with some of the miners…a bunch of lowlifes from
Triton harassing dog-bears. Gretch went in to break up some Forostians
getting sauce from the Triton expats, and…” He tilted a hand back and forth 
uncertainly.

“And?”

“Christ, can’t you tell? Iced,” he snapped.

“Since when do you swear by an old god?”

“Since I got good reason. Point is, she’s dead.”

Sarah felt numb. “I’m sorry.”

“Not as sorry as I am,” he rasped quietly. “We had an arrangement
going. Let’s say her retirement fund was looking healthy. Old dog like her,
she needed it. But that means they’ll send someone new, and I can’t guarantee
it’ll be someone who’s amenable to our needs.”

“You mean…”

“I mean watch your step, White. Earth has been poking its nose towards
us for a long time.”

“Well, the Martians…”

“Are you gonna go back to Mars? You gotta go through the Jovian belt,
and that’s…high security, at best. A scumbag like me can’t protect you
forever. Either you keep your head low or try to use that Martian citizenship
to get to safety. And if you really want to try the legal system out here, you’re
dumber’n dogbear shit.”

Sarah nodded, biting her lips. “So, what now?”

“Hello!” called a voice. A man in a pale grey uniform strolled in,
grinning widely. Paulo flinched almost imperceptibly.

“That,” he muttered. “That’s what. New blood.”

The new guy marched up to the bar in a hurry. Polished boots clacked
smartly against the handsome polished floor. Sarah got a better look at his
bland, slightly attractive mug as he got closer. His blond hair poked out from
under the edge of his cap, framing his soft-chinned face. His pale, watery eyes
fixed on Paulo first, then Sarah.

“Hi! I’m Trevor Lafayetzev!” He shook her hand. A Saturnine twang
characterized his speech—clearly, the boy was a soy-fed old-stock colonist
from Titan. “I’m your friendly new Legal Conformity officer.”

“The new security guard? Nice to meet you,” said Paulo. He put on his
most serious face, the one he reserved for mine officials and colony
government, then smiled. It failed to make him less terrifying.

“Yes, thank you,” said Trevor. He shrank and adjusted his tie hastily, his
voice only squeaking a little.

“Generally, it’s polite to introduce yourself to the brains of the operation
first,” said Paulo, still smiling. “This is Sarah Jean White.”

“Nice to meet you, Sarah Jean,” said Trevor formally. “Blessed be.”

“Just Sarah,” said Sarah, clenching her teeth in a smile. She extended a 
hand reluctantly. Not one of those Spiritual bastards. Gods, no.

“I hope to see you around,” he said, eyes wide and meaningful. Sarah 
managed a grin.

“I’m sure,” she said.

“Now, of course it’s my job to ensure there’s no hradirga, coke, Lyrian
spice essence, blue mist, hanfir, or any other illegal drugs being served here,
and that there aren’t any sex trade workers taking up on unlicensed bases.” He
let out a hearty laugh. “But of course, I’m sure I’ll just be redundant around
here. I can already tell we’re going to get along real fine.”

“Uh huh,” said Sarah. She searched desperately for a way to end the
conversation, but knew she had to be polite. Staying under the radar meant
doing things one didn’t like, and someone Spiritual would notice antisocial 
behaviour. “So, you’re from Titan?”

His eyes widened, as if she’d said something profound. “Yes! And you?”

“Mars,” she managed.

He turned a warm smile on her again. “Shame about the political 
situation. Beautiful planet, though, so beautiful. How’d you end up all the way
out here?”

She shrugged a shoulder. “I worked on Callisto for a while, in Corinth,
and then my cousin and I wanted a change.”

He beamed. “Well, I know it’s cold, but I hope I can give you a warm
welcome to Pluto!”

“We’ve been here for a while,” she said carefully.

“It’s never too late to make sure someone feels at home,” he returned. He
clasped her other hand. “I’d hate for you to think the people here are as cold as
the weather.” He let out a little chuckle at his own joke.

Paulo moved towards her, but she gave him a quick “it’s fine” look over
Trevor’s shoulder.

Trevor seemed to be staring at her, taking her in. She reluctantly met
his eyes. For a moment, they pulled her in, and she enjoyed the compassion
and warmth he was turning on her. He seemed deeply curious, and while his
friendliness was invasive, it seemed well-intentioned. A part of her mind said,
you could date him, enjoy the benefits; go back to the normal, quiet life you
had in Corinth, before you cared about politics. It would be easy, like it was
before.

That voice shook her out of her friendliness. Before was a loaded word.
As she looked at him, she saw the faces of her guards and captors. There was
no way she could trust a guard of any sort, even a measly, innocent, soy-fed
one who desperately wanted to be her friend. The innocent, trusting part of 
her life was over, and it wasn’t coming back.

“Well, it’s been nice meeting you, but I’ve got to get back to work,” she
said tersely. “Wouldn’t want to let the hard-working station patrons down on
their relaxation time. And I’m sure Paulo doesn’t want me slacking.”

“Of course! I’d better acquaint myself with the rest of the sector. Have a
good afternoon, Mr.—”

“Abao,” snapped Paulo.

“And to you, Miss White,” he said, tipping his hat. He marched off 
smartly.

Sarah and Paulo waited until he was well out of hearing range before
they glanced at each other and dissolved into giggles.

“Well,” managed Sarah, gasping, “he’s certainly something.”

“New. I can’t believe he assumed I was the boss.”

“Pfffsssh. How could you not be?”

“I’m not standing behind the bar. For all he knew, I’m just your bouncer
muscle and you’re the owner. Shouldn’t’a made that assumption.” Paulo
frowned. “I don’t like him,” he added quietly.

“Why? He’s a corinthenkacker, but harmless.”

“Yeah. Hey, go to the kitchen. See if you can get Shirri out of the ice
box. Dinner starts in half an hour.”

“Okay,” she shrugged.

Paulo had that look on his face. “Hop to it. We’ll have people coming in
any second now.”

She felt another tremor of sadness over the demise of his old trading
partner. She’d only met the old star dog once or twice, but she’d been a good
woman. She shoved the feelings away and swung through the kitchen door.

Tapping her forehead, she made a short, clipped call to the chef, who
appeared from the storage room with a sheepish look on his face.

“Sorry for the wait,” he said. “I was—”

“Organizing things. It’s fine. Just start getting some fries and squid
defrosted. Some ribs, too, and soy nuggets.”

He gave her an insulted look, blinking slitted blue eyes. Like an eager
raptor, he bent his tall Yteran frame towards her, glaring like she was a mouse
in his talons. “Hey, I didn’t get here yesterday. I’m coming.”

She grinned. “You missed a show. The new security guard is quite a 
prat. A real palhaço.”

“I heard that!” called Paulo. “And ‘clown’ is too complimentary for that
little assnugget.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Anyway, yeah. So back to work for us. Nola
should be here any minute, too.”

Shirri brushed a hand through his spiky blue head-feathers and replaced
his hat. He dusted off his finely-scaled arms theatrically and sauntered over to
the stove. “I hear and obey. I’ll prepare some delicious morsels for our
demanding gourmets.”

“Make them edible.”

He hissed at her, flashing sharp teeth, but his lips curved into a grin. “I
can do edible.”

It was soon packed. Shirri’s cooking was known for
 being more than
“edible,” and plenty of people had come to the bar for a meal as well as liquid
relaxation. Sarah weaved gracefully between tables, running around with both 
arms full and a full screen of orders flashing in front of her eyes. There were
so many tabs of notes open in her vision that she could barely see from one
eye; as she darted and dashed between tables, only practice kept her from
tipping and spilling drinks everywhere.

Finally, with the latest round of synth steaks and squid fries served, she
leaned against one of the banisters for a moment. The stairs were a good place
to catch her breath without seeming lazy. Nola, the other server, had started
her shift a few minutes after Paulo’s order, but there wasn’t time to talk, even
with both of them working.

“Pardon me, miss,” a voice clicked behind her. “Are you the server for
this area? We would like a round of Good Nites.”

She turned and found herself smiling at a Coronite and a couple of her
clutchmates. “Good evening! No problem at all. Can I get you a menu as
well?”

“Yes, please.”

Sarah hurried off to get the nitrogen-frozen Lyrian glowjuice shots,
snapping up a couple of menus on the way. Another table signalled her for an
order, and she made a note of that. Finally finding herself in front of Paulo,
she transferred the order list directly to him by link; he tapped and received it,
decoding them instantly. She exhaled in relief, the lists no longer clogging her
field of view.

“Quit daydreaming, White. The Good Nites are ready.” Paulo pushed 
the glasses of nitrogen-frozen Lyrian glowjuice floating in melon liqueur
across the shining bar.

“Oh! Right!” Sarah took the tray back to the Coronites.

“Thank you.” The other two workers had gone to another table and
were chatting animatedly with a couple of humans; the remaining Coronite
accepted the tray.

“I’m terribly sorry about the wait. We’ve been a bit busy tonight.”

“I saw that. It’s no trouble, really.”

“Thank you,” Sarah replied. “I…really appreciate the politeness. Not
everyone is…well. Pardon me.”

The Coronite clicked. “A clutch takes ten years to hatch. I was born
patient.”

Sarah laughed. “Still.”

“It’s no trouble.” The Coronite groomed one of her antennae, and her
mandibles twitched in amusement. Sarah tried to keep her eyes away from the
Coronite’s hands. Hearing her voice come from the rubbing fingers as clearly
as from a throat still put her off. “Can I request a moment of conversation?”

“Of course, yes,” said Sarah. She glanced at Paulo, who gave her a quick
nod. The pace was slowing down just enough for a few minutes’ pause.

“I appreciate it. Apart from our coworkers, most humans are a little
intimidated by conversation, and I’d like to practice my casual Commontung. I
can swear extremely well, but I do not often get to chat politely.”

“Sure! Ah, how are you finding Pluto?”

“It’s very cold and very elegant. The crowd is a full nest made up of 
many clutches who are not familiar with each other’s broodmates.” The
Coronite gestured and clicked furiously, sounding out words to herself in her
own language.

“It’s diverse?”

The Coronite struggled for words. “They don’t know each other…they
are…”

“Strangers. There are a lot of strangers.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“I like meeting strangers. Do you like to talk about the interactions of 
hives and queens with other queens?”

“Uhhh…politics?”

“Yes. Queen interactions.”

“I do, but humans tend to get in trouble for that. I’d be happy to talk to
you when the bar isn’t so full, though,” said Sarah. She found herself warming
to the Coronite.

“I understand. Your queens are restrictive. I have heard of this on the
news.”

Sarah nodded. “It’s been a big problem. I,” she glanced around and
lowered her voice, “have to be careful not to annoy certain people, you know?
It was a problem a long time ago.”

“Ah. You were singing out of the colony tune?”

“Yes, that’s a good way to put it.”

“I would like to hear your song someday. It is pleasant to be around
someone else who likes to speak about things other than the chatter of 
sisters.”

“To be around someone who doesn’t gossip? Thanks. I try not to.”

The Coronite made a complex multi-armed gesture and several clicks.
There was a slight smell, not unpleasant, similar to cherries.

“Sorry, what?”

She clicked. “Pardon me, I guess the joke does not translate,” the
Coronite said, her reedy voice sounding apologetic. “The best I can provide is
‘The clutchmates recognize each other by pheromones even when Diaspora 
has divided them, because a sister knows her own clan.’”

“Um…” Sarah puzzled it out. “It takes one to know one, I think?
Maybe?”

“Sufficient,” said the Coronite, clicking ferociously. Sarah realized she
was laughing.

“So, what’s a nice bug like you doing in a hole like this?” she said.

The Coronite extended her proboscis past her mandibles and sipped the
melon liqueur thoughtfully. “Financial benefits,” she said. “I like to travel, and
I like the human sectors. We are good with cold. Mining tunnels remind me of
our mounds.” The Coronite paused and tapped her abdomen with a many-
fingered hand. “What about you? You smell like a social person, and I do not
understand why a spongebone would be in a cold region.”

Sarah glanced away from her shoulders, the source of the Coronite’s
voice, and focused on her face. The segmented eyes examined her shrewdly,
sparkling iridescent in the light of the pub.

“Oh, you know. Change of scenery.”

“Do not humans prefer temperate climates?” pressed the Coronite. She
cocked her head to the side, mandibles twitching. “Your colony here is large,
even though the Jupiter gate is much more efficient.”

“Well, not everyone is a fan of the Jovian government,” said Sarah. In
spite of her friendliness, the Coronite was starting to annoy her. “Sorry, I’d
better get back to it.”

The light glinted on the Coronite’s glassine chitin analog prettily as she
made an apologetic gesture with her primary arms. “Thank you for letting me
practice my bad Commontung.” She dipped her antennae low in a friendly
way, a gesture Sarah returned by smiling. She sipped her liqueur and Sarah 
hurried back to the bar.

Sarah shot a look at Paulo, who rolled his eyes at her, grinning. She
bustled over to the next table and presented the Forst-Sixer pack with their
carbonated vodka water and a variety of meat sauces to flavour it. As they
mixed their teriyaki and curry shots, growling and yipping in conversation,
she headed back towards the bar.

“Awwww, who’s a cute little farm girl?” said Paulo.

“Oh shut up.”

“No, really, your xenophobia is almost cute. You’ve spent way too long
in Solburbia. Woulda thought you’d be used to this by now.”

“Get fucked, metal-man. I’m not xenophobic, just not that used to it.”
His barb stung; she’d been thinking of herself as quite the cosmopolitan.

Paulo looked more serious. “Really, though, this is a big galaxy, and if 
you treat every single alien as a special, shiny thing, you’re never going to
integrate properly.”

She bit her tongue. “Oh yeah, then how do I treat them? What did I do
wrong?”

“Oh, nothing, but I saw the look on your face. You were feeling all 
clever and special. Remember, they’re simply people. Non-human people.
You’re good with human s and Loonies, right?”

“That’s different. They’re…oh.” She felt a crushing sense of
embarrassment. “I guess that’s a bit xenophobic, huh.”

“Now you get it. They’re people. Respect their cultures, learn up, and
ask when you don’t know shit, but treat them like normal. An insult to the
wrong person can lose you a friend and make an enemy. If you chill the fuck
out, you’ll be okay.”

“Since when do I need cultural education classes?” she whined.

“Since you work at a fuckin’ bar and I don’t want my people to be fuckin’
human yokels like them assholes in the Inner area—Mars excepted, Your
Grace,” he said, snorting. “And since you never know when you might find
yourself in a place where humans are the minority. I know you aren’t
xenophobic in the big ways, but you gotta get over that “oh my god” look
you’re always wearing when a less common xeno waltzes in. You’re too good
to work in a bar, kid.” His face softened for a moment.

“Well, Mars always was the jumpingoff point for our explorations,”
said Sarah. “Our cultures handle change better than any other bunch of 
humans. So lay off a little. You fuckin’ know I’m not that bad.”

“I’ll give you that; Mars is old, but it got everything started, and you
people are still adventurous. We need that. ‘Specially after this fuckery with 
the Intersolar Confederacy. Man, what the fuck is up with the fuckin’
Jovians?”

Sarah smiled weakly.

“Sarah!” called Shirri, saving her from a discussion of politics. “Table six
is up!”

Paulo nodded and dismissed her. She almost ran for the kitchen, The
Leg twinging painfully.

The end of the shift came too soon and not soon enough. She took
Paulo’s advice and played the barmaid, worrying less about making an
impression and being a “good human”. It helped. She argued with Shirri over
one of the burgers. It was a good night.

The walk home, though, hurt. The Leg was particularly achy. Probably
stress, thought Sarah. At least I faked normal pretty well. Just as she’d
thumbed the lock, a hand touched her shoulder. She jumped a mile in the air.

Of course, her next-door neighbour Vera was there.

“Hi,” said Sarah. She set a foot through the door, but Vera grabbed her
shoulder, harder this time. Sarah resisted the impulse to swing at her, crouch 
in the corner, or flee.

“Oh, hey! Haven’t seen you in a while. You look really,” she peered at
her too closely, invading Sarah’s personal space, “tired.”

Sarah forced a smile onto her face. “Yeah. Well, tired. That’s it.”

“You must have worked hard today. Why don’t you come over and rest?
I have a great book of really nice, cheerful stories and some flax seed cake; no
sweetener of course. It will be good for you. Friendship is the best medicine.”

“I, ah, appreciate it. I’m about to make dinner. You know, gotta be
healthy, and all that.”

“Oh, really, it’ll only take me a minute. I’ll get it for you. It would be so
good for your soul to have a treat and some happy stories.” She squeezed
Sarah’s shoulder again and Sarah fought the urge to hiss at her like a cat.

The minute she disappeared, Sarah walked through the door and locked
it.

Vera came over and knocked, calling her name loudly.

Sarah gritted her teeth and whipped her boots off, stomping into the
kitchenette.

Vera kept knocking and waiting at the door. Sarah glanced over at
Toby, who looked up, then ran for the doorlock.

“Hey, Vera. Sorry, Sarah is in the washroom.”

“Oh, of course. I’m sure. Here, please give her some of this flax seed cake
and this book. It will be very good for her. She looked very tired and stressed
out today. Is she getting sick? I heard a bad flu is going around Enceladus.”

“Oh really? I hadn’t heard that at all.”

Vera seemed to pause. “It was very recently. Anyway, Sarah, is she
okay? You two are such good friends, I’m sure. Or more than friends?”

“Just friends,” he said firmly. “And she’s just been working a lot. Thank
you. I’ll pass it along.”

Vera projected her voice. “You are such a nice, nice boy, Toby. I will 
have to help you find a nice girl one of these days too, huh? Maybe you can
come to a Spiritual meeting with me. It will be so good for your mind and
soul. And there are lots of nice girls!”

“Thanks for the offer. I really should get to work on dinner; we were
going to cook together tonight.” Toby’s voice sounded strained, but through 
her anger, Sarah grinned to herself. She felt bad for him, but it was still funny
to hear him wrangle with the same trouble she had.

Extracting himself, Toby finally got Vera to leave and headed back to
the living room with the cake on top of the book, both held at arm’s length in
front of him.

“Hey, you,” said Toby. “You don’t look so good. How’s The Leg?”

“Hurts. Spasming a bit.”

“You tired?”

“Yeah. Very. And she didn’t help.”

“Ugh. I hate her,” he said.

“Careful. Not so loud. The walls are thin. But yeah, she’s the worst.”

“Let’s see—Soup for the Spirit. Great, that won’t be boring as fuck.
Don’t they make up like ninety percent of those ‘true’ stories?”

“Probably.”

“And that’s not all. Cake!” He lifted the cake mockingly. “It’s
unsweetened! Yum! Oh well. At least it’s cake.”

Sarah’s face tightened. “You aren’t gonna eat it, are you? She could have
drugged it.”

“An old lady? Nah.”

She shook her head. “They gave us sweets laced with emetics when I
was locked up. Trying to induce the Garcia Effect so we wouldn’t enjoy them.
Part of the behavioural correction for our overindulgence.”

Toby’s face blanched. “Really?”

“Absolutely.”

“Damn, I’m sorry. You never mentioned that before. Anyway, let’s, uh,
try this cake. At least you’ll get to watch me barf.”

She laughed reluctantly.

He took out a fork and prepared a bite, an intense look on his face.

The brownish cake made its way past his lips. He chewed for a moment,
his expression blank. He swallowed, a look of confusion and fear passing
through his eyes. “I don’t think she added any flavouring to it at all,” he finally
managed. “No sugar, but no stevia, no honey, no synthetics…”

“What does it taste like?”

“It doesn’t.”

“Pretty sure there’s a TorYoBiKoan like that. ‘What is the taste of a 
cake with no flavour?’”

He laughed, then coughed up a dry crumb. He patted his own chest.
“Well, it’s certainly cake. Maybe we can put syrup on it and let it soak for a 
while so it will be edible. You ready to make dinner with me?”

“Probably gonna, like,” she stifled a yawn, “go to bed. I had a better day,
though. Felt normal for most of today.”

“Do you think you’re beating this funk?”

The look of hope on his face broke her heart. “It’s more than a funk.”
“Well, I didn’t want to throw all those therapist labels at you.”

“Tobes, I’m trying. I wake up, and it’s not that I don’t want to live, but I
just want to go back to sleep. And then I can’t sleep.”

“Are you still on your meds?”

“Yeah, of course I am. I really don’t, or can’t, or something. Look. Can
we not talk about this now? I only want to rest.”

“Yeah, sorry. Uh, good night.”

“Good night.” She lifted the corners of her mouth and dragged herself 
into her room. As she listened to Boo turning his wheel, she worried about
whether she was spending enough time on him. The little hamster needed
love too. And speaking of love, that wasn’t the only responsibility she was
neglecting. A surge of guilt passed through her as she realised that she hadn’t
asked Toby how his day had gone. Never mind her hamster; her cousin needed
attention, too. Especially since he did so much for her…

Have I become that selfish? Then again, I’m too tired to listen well. I’ll 
do it tomorrow, she promised herself. It seemed like forever since she’d given
him the time of day to merely talk. Feeling guilty and restless, Sarah drifted
off to an uneasy sleep.
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Crystal rubbed her temples. Staring at the fabric of the cosmos made her
head hurt. The repair work was going well, but setting her mind free to roam
through the stars and hunting for spots and tears was still exhausting. Sure,
Standard Units on the other side were easier to search, and distances worked
differently, but there were only so many swirling colours and angry shades of 
violet she could take in a day.

She finished dictating her last report of the day, got out of the
ergonomic nanoengineered chair, and stretched. Its body-conformation
programming was slightly off-kilter and made every resting angle just
uncomfortable enough to be annoying. Hitting the pool sounded like a good
idea. Jai had been reclusive this week, but he wasn’t much of a swimmer
anyway.

Groaning and working her shoulders and legs as she walked, she
avoided eye contact with the other mindsearchers and went straight for her
locker. Her hunger to socialize evaporated, and she longed to drive out the
itching thoughts in her own mind. She changed, ignoring the other people and
species around her, and marched off to the recreation decks as quickly as she
could.

She decided to take a short run around one of the tracks. There were a 
few Yterans visible through the frosted glass oval in the middle of the track,
flexing and working on the machines on the lower floor. The other speciesspecific equipment rooms loomed above her, barely visible through the frosted
glass above. Shadows moved silently. The cylindrical decks occupied the top
of the station, and she thought about getting a hot drink and staring at the
stars from the uppermost level as soon as she was done.

She realised with surprise that she’d already done two laps. Crystal 
pounded around the track, her hair flopping in the artificial breeze. She
glanced distractedly at the notification screens as she rounded the bend. There
were several in the stretching corner, displaying information from other
systems, both human and nonhuman.

Translation software in her implant decoded the news as she glanced at
the panelled board of news displays. Forst-Sixers had some kind of election
coming up; the Yteran channel had nonstop news about competitions in the
arts and sciences (though science and art had few distinctions there). The
Coronite station was broadcasting a pro-tolerance lecture on integration
issues with visiting species. Fysiian talking heads were debating a new
colonization effort and the economic impact. SNN, as always, was trying to
cover everything that could possibly happen to humans, with Arabic, German,
Hindi, English, and Mandarin options on the main screen and over a thousand
other language options available for subtitles on her personal translator. In
the corner, an integrated news network covered all the other stories at the
same time in Commontung.

She saw something about a plague on Enceladus, some kind of sexually
transmitted infection, and saw Patience Ngouabi’s name flash up, but decided
she didn’t have it in her to pay full attention. The riots and protests were too
important to skimread while exercising. She tuned her frequency to “busy”
and threw on a music channel.

She kept jogging, resolving to deal with the news later. SNN kept
drawing her eye, but she turned away. There would be time to worry about
the worlds later.

Why can’t we just work it out? She thought, pounding away at the
track. Her lungs burned pleasantly. Same reason other species still have
troubles of their own, her mind countered. Even the ones that have a hiveconsciousness.

But ours are worse.

Maybe they only seem that way.

Does it matter? I don’t even want to think about this right now.
Finally, the sweat pouring down her back couldn’t be contained.

Without talking to any of the other humans stretching and running around
her, she gave up and headed for the pool.
Outside the glass-enclosed track, she made her way to the elevators and
bumped straight into a Domon.

“I’m so sorry,” she apologized.

The Domon winced and adjusted its helmet, then brushed off its suit. “It
happens,” it said, Crystal’s translator processing the buzzes and clicks into
Commontung.

“I’m Crystal. Mindsearching department.”

“We are Domon. Please do not use this elevator. We are running a 
stress test.”

“Oh. Yes. Sorry.” She edged out of its way, then moved left, and found
herself blocking it again.

The Domon gave her a disinterested look. Its dark grey skin, mottled
white, showed its low status; enormous black eyes peered at her through the
transparent helmet. She wasn’t very good at reading their body language, but
this one looked annoyed. She avoided glancing at its methane tank, but
remembered that Domon hated prolonged eye contact, and ended up dodging
around it again.

“If you will excuse me, I need to get back to these repairs,” it said finally.
The buzzes and clicks in its voice blended musically with its fluting tones.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude,” said Crystal.

The Domon shrugged liquidly. “It is fine.”

She bowed her head and scampered off to another elevator, wanting only
to hide in the water.

As expected, the Fysiians had taken half the pool, but the half that was
reserved for lane swimming was hers to enjoy. A few Yterans were sitting in
the hot tub, and a Domon lounged in its suit near them. The nanobiotics in
her body buzzed to work, and after a moment adjustment, she found herself
breathing the salty air more easily. It was rich and a bit heavy in oxygen,
almost solid. Only the moderate cool of the pool kept it pleasant, but she liked
the moisture and heaviness. It felt and tasted the way she imagined air from
the Jurassic would have. For a moment, she felt ancient.

Stroke after stroke, she glided through the water in the pool and closed
her eyes, savouring the sensation. She felt good, peaceful. She didn’t think
about the distracted smile on Jai’s face. She didn’t think about the invasive
shades of violet and green in the fabric of space. She didn’t think about the
conflict in her home system or images of burning slaves and governesses in
the streets near Ragmire, Indus. She didn’t think about the serious, hard
features of the softspoken Black rebel leader, Patience. She didn’t think about
Annamar and Kial, who were dead. She didn’t think at all; merely stopped
pretending to be happy and let the water swallow her for a while.


4

After her shift ended, Sarah sat at the kitchen table, staring into the
depths of the infonet, looking for a source for black market paper books. She
fiddled with the luneflower coaster as she sipped tea and readjusted her
Altarian wool scarf, a present from Crystal—they had matching ones, in fact.

Crystal. She’d been incommunicado since that whole thing on Crossing
Paths—it had been a big enough deal that the news had picked it up. Idly,
she’d info’d it, and the articles came up again.

Scandal and tragedy, and people had died, too. Mars had pointed to the
human mismanagement of the whole affair as an example of systemic
incompetence. The Schism had happened shortly afterwards, and the rest of 
the galaxy was side-eyeing the hell out of humanity and its poor management
skills.

Of course, six months after her little adventure, I was in prison, she
thought. She remembered the house arrest afterwards.

That was worse than confinement, somehow. Having everything
brought to her door and sitting in the nearly bare apartment. Contraband
books that had once lined the modest walls were gone, and even the shelves
that held them had been “reappropriated” for those in greater need. Her treats
and contraband weed and drugs had been destroyed. They’d made her put
those in the incinerator tubes herself. It almost made her miss the honesty of
prison. Almost.

She stirred her tea and looked up, jumping as Toby opened his bedroom
door. “Sarah? You still up? After that dinner you cooked, I thought you’d conk
out.”

She looked up guiltily. “Yeah. Just thinking.”

“Uh oh.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. But it’s okay. I was pontificating about old friends.
Kinda miss Julia and Crystal. Haven’t heard from either of them in a while.”

“Wanna write them a letter or something?” He blinked sleepily, shifting
his weight from foot to foot, and scratched his head. His dark hair was a mess,
and she wanted to ruffle it and hug him. She settled for a small smile instead.

“I might. Just, Tobes…” she cleared her throat, “I’m sorry we got kicked
off Alpha Centauri. I know you really wanted that job.”

He shrugged. “Oh, come on. The Schism happened. They sent everyone
from the Sol system back. It’s not all your fault.”

“Maybe so, but I still think you got fired because of me.”

“Hey, hey,” he said. “Don’t think of it like that. And at least Centauri’s
been able to stay independent.”

“Remember when we thought we could change the world by teaching
kids about the old books?” she said.

They both smiled in embarrassment, and she fiddled with her scarf. “It’s
stupid, but I wish they’d lift the trade embargoes. I want a new Altarian coat,
damn it! They reappropriated the last one.”

He staggered over, poured himself a cup of tea, and flumped down. Toby
reached for the scarf and touched its soft knitted ribs. “S’nice. We could hunt
on the black market for one if you want.”

“I do want.”

He laughed. “Is that the old, materialistic Sarah? Geez, I thought your
clotheshorse days were over.”

She grinned crookedly. “Hey, tallying up everything that got lost kinda 
makes me weirdly greedy. I had a good week for tips, and I’m feeling
downright spendy. Maybe someday we can actually go to the Altari region.
Supposed to be beautiful country.”

“Well, everything’s more beautiful than a Centauri customs office.”

“Been there, seen that,” she shot back. Her face sobered again. “Though 
I don’t know if the Schism’ll ever end. And if it doesn’t…”

“Shhh. You can’t worry about all this tonight.” He shrugged and moved
to put a hand on her shoulder, but withdrew before touching her. “Maybe do
some research in the morning. Or read the TorYoBiKo until you fall asleep
again.”

“Yeah. I probably will.” Taking a deep breath to override the impulse to
flinch, she hugged him.

He froze uncertainly.

“Thanks, Tobe. I know I’m not the easiest to live with. You’re a good
man.”

He hugged her back and risked stroking her hair. She snuggled against
him like a little kid. “Thanks, Sarah. Wish Andie had thought so, to tell you
the truth.”

She pulled away and gave him a disbelieving face. “You have to be
kidding me. You aren’t still hung up on her?”

He shrugged, embarrassed. “For a crazy Spiritualist fanatic and a traitor,
she was a really nice person. You dated Ferrus,” he countered.

“Point taken. What an asshole. I’m sorry. Guess I shouldn’t judge.” She
made a face. “And on that note, I’m gonna take your advice and hit the sack.”

He yawned. “Ugh. I’m going to be drinking so much coffee tomorrow.”

“The synth stuff has such low caffeine levels, though. And it tastes like
licking an Altarian goat’s balls.”

“The awful taste will keep me awake.”

She laughed. “Fair enough. I’m gonna play with Boo, read, and get to
sleep. Night, Tobes.” She hugged him again briefly and padded off.

As she unlocked her pet’s cage, she thought proudly, I almost didn’t
even flinch that time. And I remembered to ask him how his day was. And I
cooked dinner. It was pathetic, she supposed, but it was a big step forward. It
was more than she’d done in a long, long time. Hope rocked her to sleep.

Sarah woke a little earlier than usual. Her strangely pleasant mood had
stayed the night. The Leg spasmed weakly but settled down. She stretched
and read a few lines of poetry, then stripped and prepared for her shower.

She leaned against the wall and savoured the warm mist. Scrubbing with 
a biotic soap, she ran soapy fingers over her thighs and hips. All drawn lines—
not as soft and padded as they’d been once. Suddenly, she missed that. It had
been hard to make herself eat for a long, long time, but she longed for the
softened edges and curves she’d once had. She massaged her ass and waist,
moved up to her breasts. She closed her eyes as a distant warmth flickered
between her legs.

What’s this, now? she thought. The last time she’d touched herself was
beyond memory. The thought of it gave her a flicker of anxiety, and she
pushed away the impulse for later. Maybe after work.

Then she remembered it was her day off, and suddenly felt at loose ends.
Weird courage and ebullience filled her as she scrubbed her scalp. Maybe I’ll
finally write that letter today, she thought. She hit the drying setting and
basked in the warm, soft wind from the vents, then activated her desktop,
projecting it against the washroom’s tiny wall so she could see everything.
She opened the shortcut to her bank account and felt her heart skip pleasantly.
There was a lot more there than she’d expected. A lot. Toby had been taking a 
little off for rent and food, as expected, but six months of working without
spending anything had added up.

“Voicemail to Toby. Tobes, I’m g
onna go shopping today. Probably
going to go to the gift shop and pick up something I can mail to Crystal with 
her letter. I also might take a walk. See you at home. End message.”

She dressed, throwing the wool scarf on again, and took a deep breath.
She couldn’t tell whether the mood was a break in the clouds or the return of
real sunlight, but it didn’t matter—she felt good at the moment, and she was
going to savour it while it lasted.

Walking down to the gift shop almost made her collapse in panic. The
Leg twinged and spasmed as if in warning or protest, but she ignored it. I am
doing this. I did something nice for Tobes yesterday. I can do another nice
thing for a friend today. I can do this. I can. She clenched her jaw and walked
stiffly, eyes almost closed, forcing herself to breathe normally.

The gift shop was several levels down and a thousand Standard Units or
so away—about 2.7 kilometres. She frowned, reminding herself that the
human names and units of measurement were mandatory again. Referring to
them by non-human names would alert suspicions. Follow the small rules so
you can break the big ones, she reminded herself.

Heart pounding, she walked through the doorway of the shop and a bell 
chimed. It was mostly the usual crap—plasteel and plastic trinkets with the
name of the station and planet stamped on them; little model Sol systems;
floating globes; and monogrammed stuff. She angled towards the back corner
of the store. Sure enough, a tiny pile of dusty artisan wares lay forgotten in a
cabinet. No Altarian wool, of course, or anything really exotic. A few handblown glass trinkets sat on scraps of card, their cords faded from sitting for so
long in the harsh light of the shop.

Edging around a rack of hideous t-shirts, she opened the glass cabinet
and extracted a round blob of glass. It was black and blue, stippled to imitate
stars in the darkness. Within the domed surface, three round spheres in a
line—green, blue with a white dot nearby, and a red one, the largest—crossed
the darkness. She grinned, realising they were supposed to be the inner
planets. The glass twinkled, some sort of foil effect contrasting against the
darkness. Couldn’t beat the real stars, but it was close enough, and it had
Mars.

She walked up to the counter, holding her breath, and clutching it
tightly.

“Just this, please,” she said to the bored young human behind the desk.

The person shrugged. “This all?”

“Yes, thanks.”

“Twenty-five.”

She paid by tapping a finger on the pad. The transaction dinged
through. Before she could stop herself, she asked, “Can I get it gift-wrapped?”

The clerk grunted and shoved it under the wrapping printer. He handed
it back, black and white constellation-patterned paper and a silver ribbon
tucked neatly around the box.

The frustration on his face triggered something in her. She wondered if 
he was taking mental notes on her strange purchase and request, whether her
purchase would set off an alert in the system.

“Thank you,” Sarah said, fighting the trembling in her voice. She
managed another smile and headed out, her heart thudding against her ribs
like a frightened animal in a cage.

By the time she’d walked home, her panic
 had softened. She focused on
the neutral, softly-patterned floor and walls and concentrated on composing
the letter. She paused at the end of a hallway, deciding to make it quick and
double back to the post office instead of trying to make a second venture out
of the apartment. She kept the projection private, the document program open
and waiting blankly on her eyelids. She blinked, oddly aware of the projector
contacts against her eyes, and started to type in the air.

Dear Crystal,
I know it’s been a r
eally long time, but I was thinking of you the other
day. I think mail is still getting through, so I thought I’d send you something
from Pluto. That’s right, I’m all the way out in buttfucking nowhere. Toby—
you remember my cousin—got a job, and after some…interesting stuff 
happened, I left Callisto and joined him. It’s kind of a long story.

Anyway, hope you’re well. Send me a letter when you get a chance.
Maybe we can talk soon. We have a lot of catching up to do.

Love,
Sarah.

She checked to see if the present had Smartwrap, and sure enough, the
symbol for the wireless device popped up on her status bar. She selected the
option to save a copy of the document she’d written as an attachment to the
gift. She turned off the ‘find location’ option.

Biting her lip, she navigated to her Contacts list, fingers tracing
through the air as she scrolled down and searched. It automatically updated
contact info, but would Crystal still have her as an enabled contact?

Surprisingly, she did. The most recent location, as of a week ago, was at
some wormhole ship out in the boonies. That meant a couple weeks of
shipping at best. She selected Crystal’s permanent P.O. box address instead.

She did some mental math and calculations. The post office line for the
matter transporters was pretty short most of the time. She had enough in her
bank account to pay for shipping. Qmail was supposed to be foolproof, but the
insistence on the transfer distance limits, inspection scanning, and indirect
transfer protocols would slow things down. If the quantum entanglements
didn’t hiccup and turn the box inside out, and assuming there was no
corruption, it would end up in her general mailbox in a few days. From there,
Crystal herself could get it sent to the ship or pick it up on her way back in,
and the attached note would show up on her.

Then again, using normal shipping protocols would put her in the
system. That was stupid at best, and likely to earn increased suspicion. She
checked the time. Paulo would probably be in his apartment. If she wanted to
get a present to Crystal, it was better to use a less official method.

She took a walk to his apartment. Though it was still spare, it was in a 
much better area than her own. She knocked once, and the door slid open.

“Need something?” he said, by way of greeting.

“I want to send a parcel to a friend. I don’t want to do it through the
post office. Just in case.”

“Oh yeah? Whatcha got?” said Paulo, standing.

“It’s only a necklace, but she’s Martian. Not in the system, she’s out
building a wormhole, but you can’t be too careful.”

“Definitely not,” Paulo agreed. “I don’t have the unregistered qmailbox
here,” he said in a low voice, “but I can get it shipped out to the extrasolar
location this week. I’m doing a run on Thursday. Does that work for you?”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” said Sarah.

“Great,” he said, in a normal tone of voice. “Cup of herbal tea before you
go back?”

“Sure.”

He prepared the tea. In a calm tone of voice, he added, “by the way,
you’re going to have to ditch that Smartwrap. It’s trackable.”

Sarah jumped. “But I disabled it!”

“Still trackable. Do you know how to write by hand?”

She scoffed. “Of course I do.”

He got her a sheet of paper and a pen, and set them down on the stylish,
blandly expensive coffee table. “Make yourself at home and write out whatever
you want to say in longhand. Wrap that around the gift.”

Sarah hung her head. “I feel so stupid. Thanks.”

“Don’t feel stupid, just do better. Now shoo.” He handed her a celadon
ceramic cup, and she sat down to pen the letter.

It felt strange to use a real ink pen on real paper, but was oddly
pleasurable. The press of the pen into the page had a visceral satisfaction. The
ink flowed smoothly over the page as she copied her missive in the tidiest
handwriting possible. Her writing was shaky from lack of practice, but the
real paper letter would be extra special. Not to mention harder to track. She
folded it around the box tidily, then messaged Paulo the coordinates privately.

“There you go. You need any other mail services?” he asked.

“Not yet. Hey, this is good tea.”

“Organic peppermint from here on the base. It’s the most drinkable
thing they have.” He made a face. “But next time you’re here, remind me to
get out the pink champagne white tea. Got that from Earth. It was expensive,
but it’s very, very nice.”

He sat next to her, and they finished their cups in companionable
silence. Both of them stared into the distance as they drank. Sarah thought he
might have been reading the news, but perhaps he was thinking or catching
up on a to-do list. He certainly hadn’t set his projection to ‘sharable’ status.
But then, Paulo only volunteered information when asked; he never talked
either too much or too little, and she liked that about him.

“All right, I should shoo you out of here,” he said after half an hour or
so. “Go do something relaxing. It’s your day off, after all. And stay out of 
trouble.”

“I always do,” she quipped.

He grinned a little and slid the door closed behind her.

Sarah hummed happily to herself, almost skipping on her way back to 
the apartment. But as she pressed her thumb to the fingerprint lock, she felt a
long nail tapping her shoulder. She restrained a scream and flinched. Taking a
breath to keep herself from panicking more, she turned around slowly.

“So, I hear there’s a young security guard who’s been hanging around
the bar lately,” said Vera. She smiled pertly at Sarah.

Sarah forced herself not to scowl back. “Yep. Such a shame for him,
though. I’m not interested.”

Vera looked both offput and more interested. “Are you sure?” She
smiled sweetly. Her au naturel eyelashes fluttered at Sarah, but there was steel 
in the sugary voice.

“I don’t really do casual dating.”

Vera maneuvered in front of her. “That’s lovely. I’m sure my nephew
Trevor will find a nice girl eventually. Of course, his Beliefs don’t really
encourage casual dating. He’d prefer to take his time with getting a feel for
someone’s energy before…descending lower in priorities, and focusing on the
root chakra, as it were,” she said.

Sarah cringed as she mentioned Trevor’s name, concealed the tension,
and tried to guard her reply. Sweat beaded on her lower back and she felt a 
chill. Was Vera spying on her for Trevor? “Pardon me, but can I get to the
door, please?”

Vera moved half out of the way. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Just one more
thing—” There would be, thought Sarah— “Could you try not to play music
or talk so loudly at night? I can hear you through the vents and it’s really
hard to sleep. I work really early in the morning.” Sarah noticed, amused, that
she wasn’t au naturel after all. A patch of micro-makeup had flaked off on her
upper cheekbone, the spray-on picoscales peeling away and revealing drier,
less plump and healthy flesh underneath. Subtle makeup, so it looks like she’s
not wearing any, and is therefore free of vanity—but still enough to clean up
her complexion. Clever.

Sarah barely restrained an urge to drop the groceries and throttle her.
“Of course. Oh, by the way, there’s something on your cheek. Well, have a
good night!”

As the door slid open, she had a brief moment to savour a flash of 
confusion and intense annoyance as Vera touched her face. The door slammed
shut.

Sarah leaned against the wall, sighing in relief. She turned, rushed into
the apartment, and slammed the doorlock shut behind her. She panted and
grinned crazily to herself, meeting her own eyes in the hall mirror.

“Plotka-macher,” said Sarah out loud. “She’s an old plotka-macher.” She
giggled. The delight of the old insult warmed her veins. “And she’s ugly.” She
set tea to boil and rushed to the infonet. It was time to start bingeing on
untranslateables again. And then, after she’d filled her soul with strange
words and ideas, she’d start looking for information on the Schism and the
revolution on Indus.

She couldn’t believe she’d actually stood up to Vera. Giving her a prod
and having a semi-normal day made her want to do as much as possible, ride
the momentum of her wave. It felt like she could do anything, be a real,
normal person, and she wasn’t ready to stop.

She went to the deep freeze down the hall, got out pasta and synth-meat
and tomato sauce, and hurried back to the apartment. They had a small rack of 
spices—not much, but it would do, she thought critically. Her heart fluttered,
and giddiness washed over her as she prepared to cook for the first time in
months.

When Toby walked in, she had bowls and pans and a dish of spaghetti
Bolognese ready for both of them. She heard him sniffing the air, and turned
around, beaming, to welcome him.

“Hey,” he said, surprised. “Um. You
 made dinner again? It smells like
real food, not cruddy printed stuff!”

“Hey you! How was work?” Slowly and cautiously, she offered him a
hug.

“Uh, not bad. Boring, and they’re cutting down the curriculum list
again. Seems like the Jovians are really pushing this forward, especially
because they have the Saturnines on their side. Human agendas, basically. But,
anyway, uh, you look happy again. Sarah,” he looked down at his plate,
concerned, “are you on something? And if you are, can I have some? I haven’t
seen you like this in—” he cut himself off. “Anyway. Um, dinner. Thanks. I’m
famished.” He lifted a forkful to his mouth.

She watched his expression eagerly. “How’s it taste?” she said, sitting at
the table again. She straightened her grey and purple draped sweater and
fiddled with her favorite Altarian scarf.

He licked his lips and smiled. “It’s actually delicious.”

“I found my old recipe file! I haven’t cooked this since before I moved to
Callisto. Can you believe it?”

“Huh. Wow. You’ve done a lot today. What else have you been up to?”

She filled him in on her brief adventure. “To tell you the truth,
something Paulo said has kind of been rattling around in my cranium, and—”

“What did he say?” he prodded gently.

“He lectured my ass about being a hick and too excited about xenos, and
then he said, ‘you’re too good to work in a bar, kid.’ I really like it there,
but…” she swallowed, looked down at her half-eaten dinner. “He’s right. And
I want to do more again. ‘Oh God, I could be bounded in a nutshell, and I
would count myself a king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad
dreams.’ But I’m sick of bad dreams, Tobes. I feel like I’ve been sleeping for
months.” The haunted feeling suffocated some of her fire, and she looked
down. “I don’t care how many panic attacks and breakdowns it takes. I don’t
want to fall asleep again.” The silence rested over them both for a moment.

He waited a moment and gently touched her hand. “I’ll try to help you
stay awake.” He took a bite. “So, what else have you been doing since you got
home?”

“Research. So much godsdamned research.” Sarah sighed and slumped
defeatedly back in the chair, her ire rising. “Where do I even start, Tobes? I’ve
been sitting here on my ass for months, but I don’t even know how to—”

“Well, you’ve made contact with some activist groups, right?”

“’Contact’ is generous. I’m following them on the infonet. First of all,
they’re heavily censored in press releases. Second, they’re heavily divided.
Third, there’s no money behind them. Fourth, it seems like every time I join a 
forum, it ends up going ‘down for maintenance’ a couple of weeks later and
never goes back up.” She slumped forward, head in her hands.

“You think they’re sabotaging the groups?”

“No shit, Sherlock.”

“Hey, no need to take it out on me. I get that you’re frustrated, but—”

“Sorry.” She fell forward, pulling the sweater over herself again.

“Are you okay?’

“I’m faking okay for work pretty well. Otherwise, it’s still up and down.
Today is really up, and I’m hopeful. I feel like I could break through this fog
permanently if I could only get something big done. But then I don’t get
anything done, and I’m just…” she waved a hand, inarticulate. “I spend most
of my time feeling grey, and a break from that feels so good, it almost hurts.”

Toby sighed. “I wish I could help.”

She gave him a small smile. “You put up with my crap and you’re
patient. That’s as much help as anyone could ask for.”

“How’s The Leg?”

“Still hurts. But tolerable. Like everything.” She squeezed his hand. “Eat
your dinner. We’ve got a revolution to plan. Somehow. Maybe. But first, pasta 
and fake meat in really dry, overspiced sauce.”

“Well, it’s kind of revolting.”

She smacked him, and they both laughed. Real laughter, not ironic
chuckling. Her heart shifted, feeling a little lighter.

She surfed the infonet again and checked her inbox as many times as she
could handle, combing through a forum or two and trying to see if anything
interesting was happening on Indus. Patience was still in the wind, from the
looks of things, and had no intention of settling down.

As she read up on the rebel leader’s exploits—
the coordinated protests,
the graffiti, the ‘Live Free’ hashcode that had gained so much traction on
social sites—both envy and admiration burned through her. Here was a 
woman taking every inch she had and making her point clear. She stood with 
so many people whose lives were worth little under the law, and by giving
them slogans and phrases to share, had helped unite them. Their lives meant
something to them, now. They were not being beaten into submission, forced
to swallow a vile status quo. Surely their lives had always mattered, but
now—they were making their defense, forcing their employers and jailers to
recognize them as people.

Sarah felt so small in that moment. Were her scars really so bad,
compared to all that? Sure, she’d been hurt, and she was ill and had the Leg to
take care of, but it seemed so small. After all, she had still been able to leave
Callisto. Most of the servants in the various colonies—Indus, Rubicon,
Thames, Yang-Tze, St. Lawrence—could no more leave the house without
asking than they could become commercial shuttle pilots. Perhaps her
complaints were foolish, she thought, and privileged. Was she just lucky?

But no, a small voice reminded her. Even if she was lucky, it had still 
hurt. And what would Patience herself say about that?

Sarah stared at her photo again, watched a clip show. Her features were
soft, her broad cheeks and nose framing a full mouth that was meant for
smiling. She had a soft voice that could hold velvet or steel depending on the
moment. Her hair changed often, but she frequently wore it braided with 
beads on the ends, the laced patterns of the braids changing periodically.
Sometimes, Patience wore her hair up in a glorious free-floating cloud, metal 
beads ornamenting it like stars in the night sky. Those with hair of the right
texture often copied her styles and fashions, and bulletins were occasionally
issued to suppress the imitation. When Patience smiled, the world stopped.
But to see her as a leader, her eyes burning like a warriorqueen’s, or like
some ancient goddess…

Sarah closed the projection. It was foolish to feel such warm affection
and admiration for a woman she’d probably never meet. Only a stupid crush,
she told herself flatly. She considered wiping her data profile, but she was sure
her auxiliary leap-frog browser would obscure things. She considered doing a 
wipe and backup of all the data. That would mean losing several hard-to-find
articles about Patience, though, including the ones for which she only had
timed and one-time access. In the end, she did the stupid thing and left the
articles open. There wasn’t time to read them before work, but they’d be there
when she got back, and it would give her a reason not to call in sick.

Still, even though the access was on her personal device, the access
pathway was in the infonet systems. She’d have to scrub that eventually,
hobby reading and burgeoning crush be damned. If she wasn’t careful, she
reminded herself, her search history could land the attention of a cismo agent
and wreck her already pockmarked record. And a crush wasn’t worth 
returning to a Correctional Facility. Nothing was worth more broken legs and
screaming and that terrible, terrible silence.

She closed them all, trying not to regret it or feel guilty.

Work didn’t improve her grim thoughts: it was busy, and Paulo had a
grim look.

“New boy’s been sitting on our tits,” he snapped. “Unscheduled
inspection for contraband. We just barely passed. And bring your A-game
today. Bureaucrats showed up on the way back to Europa.”

She fought a wave of panic. Government officials? Here? A moment of 
paranoia washed over her, and she wondered if they had all showed up
specifically to apprehend her. But now, she had been paroled, and that meant
her sentence had been served. It was a black mark on her record, sure, but
she’d done her duty by the system. No reason to think this was an arrest.

She walked out with a smile on her face, her sleeves tidily rolled up to
hide a hole on the left cuff of her sweater. She wished she’d worn the brown
one instead of her favorite periwinkle rayon. No time to worry about her holey
sleeve, though; important people were thirsty.

She assumed the proper expression of deference and spared only a 
moment to wave to the Coronite official, who’d become a regular. She waved
an antenna back, but didn’t flag her down. Sarah bustled over to a woman in
matte black robes that seemed to swallow the light. She looked like a small 
mountain or sculpture rather than a person, and the shape of her body was
impossible to make out beneath the hungry angles of the utterly black gown.

Staring out the window, she looked back at Sarah with pale, absent eyes.
“Yes?”

“What can I get you, Madam Senator?”

The woman fluttered a hand. “Do you have anything non-alcoholic?”

“Sure. Club soda?”

“Tonic water.”

Sarah nodded. “Coming right up, Madam Senator.”

She headed off to the bar, feeling the woman’s gaze drill into her back
and follow her as she returned.

“Here you go,” she said, sliding it across the table. The woman took it
with a thin twitch of a smile. She sipped it through a straw and fingered her
pendant absently. It was a roundish agate on a thin chain, the stone striped
like Jupiter.

“That’s a lovely pendant, Madam Senator,” said Sarah dutifully. The
woman fixed her with her strange eyes again.

“For my sins, I suppose. It was a present from someone I loved, a long
time ago,” said the woman, staring into the distance. “I really miss her. Funny,
as it didn’t go very far, but I really do.”

Sarah wasn’t sure if the woman was talking to her. Her voice was very
soft. “Pardon me, Madam Senator.”

The woman ignored her as she made her way to other tables. Several 
senators in blue and black robes sat together, looking harried and more than a
little disgusted by the cheapness of the bar.

She served up their most expensive whiskies and a fancy brand of 
glowjuice for the assistant sitting at a table next to the senators. Snack orders
came through—the woman at the window wanted a plate of tofu and
mushroom salad, no seasoning. Spiritual as fuck, she thought, wincing
inwardly at the thought of such a bland meal.

Sarah finally edged away and went to the other occupied table. A
Forostian sat alone, looking morose, and she brought him some raw meat and
a strong bacon-based liquor.

As she headed back to the kitchen, Sarah felt the woman’s eyes drilling
into her again, and she drifted over.

“Do I know you from somewhere?” asked the woman.

“I’m not sure,” said Sarah. “I have to apologize, but I can’t recall your
name, Madam Senator.” Her heart sped up for a moment. Oh, gods, I hope
she’s not from Corinth or Callisto.

“Kelna,” said the woman.

Sarah nodded. “Terribly sorry about that, Madam Senator.”

“No, it’s fine,” said the woman crisply. “Sometimes it’s nice not to be
recognized by name. Anyway. Thank you for your polite service.” She
beckoned for the payment terminal, and Sarah whipped the small box out. The
woman tapped her sleek silver ring twice, waved a hand over it, and a signal 
registered.

The bill, plus a largish tip, flashed up with a confirmation sign on the
box. Sarah’s eyebrows rose. “Thanks very much! I hope you have a good
night, Madam Senator.”

The woman nodded curtly and got down from the seat, her robes
swallowing her silhouette again. There were deep lines on her face. She must
have been particularly devout if she’d eschewed cosmetic rejuves as well as
flavour. “Good night,” she said, and walked slowly out the door.

Sarah watched her for a moment. Paulo sidled up to her, a look of shock
on his face. “You have some titanium ovaries.”

“Huh?”

“That was Kelna Wiscott, one of the Europan Senators. You really
didn’t recognize her? She has a book out on her journey to Spiritualism and
everything. She was even wearing her damn signature necklace. The thing is
like a fuckin’ trademark. Good job, White.”

“I dunno. She seemed to like not being recognized.” Sarah exhaled. “And
she was really, really sad. Kinda nice, for an uptight Spiritualist bigwig.”

“Pfff. For now. We’ll talk when this icy turd gets hit with a reformation
wave. Mark my words. If she’s here, it means it’s gonna get a whole lot more
Spiritual around here.”

A cold wave washed over Sarah, and she gave Paulo a tight smile. “Well,
I guess we better hope it gets voted down.”

He made a noise but didn’t answer.
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Crystal rubbed her eyes and groaned. Another day of mindsearching
after another night of dreaming about it. The time when she’d enjoyed it felt
like a distant memory.

She wandered off to the kitchen, stifling yawns. She hadn’t slept well.
Once, she’d woken to see Jai’s spot in bed empty. Perhaps that, too, had been a 
dream.

SNN was on, as usual; a central holographic display projected miniature
talking heads in the centre of the table.

“Here to talk about the current plans for expansion into the Lyrian
system is Marshal Sahar.”

Sahar smiled thinly, his face twitching. “Thanks, Thanh. The
exploration of what was designated Chiron Beta Prime has been going well.
The proposed expansions are—”

One of the reporters shoved herself in his face. “Marshal Sahar, what
about rumours that human expansion is conflicting with existing or planned
ForstSixxer colonies on the planet?”

“—As I was saying,” Sahar continued, “so far, it’s been very routine, and
expansions are looking good. We’re hoping to set up colonies by—”

Another reporter got in his way. The holos jumped and flickered as the
signals interfered, and Thanh, flustered, tried to shout over the interruptions.
“What about the possible territorial conflict?”

“What impact have higher-level human officials had on this expansion?”

“Are Jovian interests involved in the settlement push?”

“Where are settlers going to be sourced from?”

Marshal Sahar sweated under the blazing stares directed at him. The
lenses built into the reporters’ eyes glinted in the light. “Everything on the
expedition has gone according to our predictions,” he managed, grinning
whitely.

Even with satellites to map the world ahead of them, sonar to penetrate
the crust and lakes, and bioprobes to scan the wildlife, the best of preparations
usually went awry at some point. The reporters, knowing this, chased his
scent like bloodbots on the trail of a criminal.

“What about the rest of the team?” called some asshole.

Sahar’s expression flickered, and it wasn’t from the signal cutting out.

Jai walked in. “Hey, honey. Morning. Ugh, news again?”

“Yeah. Were you working last night, by the way?”

“Huh? No, I was here the whole time. Why?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing.” Crystal looked away, feeling unsettled, and
frowned at the channel. “Does he look uncomfortable to you or what?”

“He’s sweating in front of hundreds of cameras. They’re always
nervous,” said Jai absently.

“No, honey, take another look.”

Jai directed his gaze back to the image flickering in the middle of the
table. “What am I looking for?”

“We’ll be back to cover that story shortly,” said Thanh, his face smooth
and unworried again, “but for now, we turn to legislation currently in the
works on Earth. The proposed bill, C25, nicknamed the ‘children’s law’,
would expand the reach of antiprofanity censorship in schools…”

Jai shut the channel off. Annoyance flickered across his face.

“Hey!”

“You’re getting too stressed out over stuff that doesn’t matter,” he
soothed. Jai set a hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t you listen to some C-pop
to calm you down?”

She opened her mouth to protest, but let out a sigh and did as he
suggested. Crystal tuned in to the channel. The high-pitched, cheerful pop
rubbed her the wrong way, and she switched the channel to Mars Live
Broadcast.

Patience Ngouabi, the rebel leader from Indus, was on again. Her hair
was down in thick clusters of braids that fell to her shoulders, a couple of 
charms and beads gleaming between the soft vines. She bit her lip as the
camera focused on her. On the other half of the pane, the host, Linh Nguyen,
blinked into the camera seriously.

“—And how are you feeling about the appeal before the Confederacy
next week?”

“We’re hoping to present our case as clearly and accurately as possible
to reflect the realities for people living here,” said Patience softly. “If people
knew about the effects of these re-education programs and the inhumane
training methods used, I think the perspective would be very different.”

“What kind of different perspective do you have in mind?”

“I think there would be more sympathy.” Patience’s eyelids fluttered, but
she went on, determination adding steel to her voice. “I can’t mince words. It’s
torture, plain and simple—corporal punishment of a type that’s been outlawed
for centuries, and torture. These facilities run by the government aren’t
therapeutically correcting behavior, they’re brutalizing people who belong to
the underclass.”

“Now when you say ‘underclass,’ what do you mean?”

“The people who become governesses, house servants, and positions like
these are generally born poor or end up there as an alternative to jail 
sentences for various kinds of Violations. Further Violations result in
extended sentencing. Even if you serve out your time, it’s hard to get a job
any of the upper reaches. Most of them refuse to hire someone with reeducation or Governess experience or anything like it on their resume.”

“That sounds like a Catch-22. What’s the result of this cycle?” Linh’s
eyes gleamed, but she maintained a newswoman’s poker face like the pro she
was. Crystal could tell the reporter was inwardly screaming with delight at
having the chance to work on such an important story. Crystal held her breath 
as the quiet young woman, Patience, spoke again.

“The result is a steady pipeline of people who are perpetually poor and
desperate. They cover all the menial jobs and leave the choicest ones to the
rich. And they—we—were too scared for our lives to speak out.” Her face was
drawn, grim, more steel than softness now. “And if it wasn’t for those
smugglers, I’d still be there, buried in the swamps like other rebels who
couldn’t survive the bombing. My wife, Clarice, was one of the people who
died there. I’m afraid I can’t say more without compromising the safety of
protesters.”

“Thank you for speaking with us today, Patience. The best of luck to
you in the appeal process.”

Crystal switched the holo off. Silence filled the room. Jai had a periodical
open and was skimming it. She glanced at him and considered talking. What
was there to say? He was avoiding her eyes and the projected paper said
everything.

“See you after work,” she finished lamely, bolting the rest of her coffee.

“See you,” he called without looking up.

She closed the doorlock softly and padded out into the hall. Lost in her
thoughts, Crystal’s feet carried her to work before she’d noticed it. As she
checked in and got started with the day’s tasks, preparing documents before
the next batch of scans, a personal notification popped up.

She opened a private window, projected only against her lenses, and
read the email. Her breath caught in her throat for a moment. It was only a 
line, a simple automated notification, but her world tilted on its axis.

A package and a letter from Sarah? No way. I can’t believe it!

She grinned widely. The world was going to hell, but for a moment, she
felt a little better about everything.
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She tossed and turne
d, but her eyelids wouldn’t stay shut. Finally,
flopping on her side, she activated her digital interface and decided to mess
around on the net. The central hub had a new notification about
“recommended self-curfews” for “optimal circadian sleeping time”, and
announcements about new bakery and restaurant menus crowded part of the
screen.

She tried to access SNN, but kept getting “feed unavailable” messages.
Bullshit, she thought. That meant something big was going down. SNN and
other news sites always seemed to experience ‘technical difficulties’ when
anything important happened. She’d only noticed the pattern from some
sleuthing around on other sites, and noticing it still hadn’t fixed the problem.

She bit her lips, hoping Crystal would reply soon. Then maybe they
could watch SNN from Crystal’s feed, on a shared broadcast of some kind.
That had its own risks, but it was better than living in a bubble of 
conveniently timed ‘technical difficulties’.

Scrolling through her newsfeed, she saw that Kelna Wiscott had pushed
through a bill designed to further restrict alcohol and caffeine sales. She shook
her head to see the European senator’s name again. Given that she’d been at
Paulo’s bar not long ago, it seemed hypocritical. On top of the consumption
limits in place, only citizens over the age of twenty-five would be able to
procure alcohol or caffeine products. In addition, entertainment containing
sexuality or violence was being reviewed; the HuCon was looking at
expanding and unifying laws across planets and moons in their jurisdiction.

She scrolled furiously. Titles and projects previously protected under
the Trigger and Content Warning Act were going to be “reviewed,” whatever
that meant. Before now, creative types had been able to publish whatever they
liked, as long as it was tagged with appropriate warnings and

recommendations. Sure, older titles had been undergoing alterations on
Callisto, but the Spiritually-approved libraries were still optional on
colonies—not mandatory.

The legislation would change that.
 To “streamline” the system, all 
“obscene or harmful works” would be removed. Not labeled—so that people
could decide for themselves what to read, watch, or listen to—but simply
deleted or banned. In addition, all new libraries constructed would have to
follow Spiritual prescriptions and recommendations. Even non-Spiritual 
colonists would only have access to entertainment that followed the requisite
guidelines. Finally, all current digital collections, even private ones, had been
deemed “publicly accessible libraries” because of their connection to central
bookstore hubs. That meant private digital libraries anywhere in the Sol
system not consisting of durabound or antique books would have their access
to “obscene” files revoked.

In a panic, Sarah flipped to her own digital collection. She had a large
stash of antique romance novels on file. As she watched, an alert came up on
her HUD. “The following titles have been locked due to content violations:
Tentacle Temptation by Bria Sublime, Delta of Venus by Anais Nin…” It was
a long list; the novels spanned centuries, all the way back to the early 21st
century’s classical period.

But as she watched, red crossed-circle signs encircled each of them.
Selecting Yuki Kurosawa’s Rain for a Thursday, she tried to open it. “Access
not available,” said the notification.

Angrily, she looked for something to throw. All she had was the
durabound TorYoBiKo. She hefted it and threw it against her plasteel 
window. With a dull thunk, it landed on the floor. The window didn’t even
have a scuff mark on it.

She collapsed against the bed, tears dripping down her face again. Going
back on the net, she went to a news site. More disruptions were happening on
Indus. She had an alert set up for new information about the colony, and a
separate alert for Patience Ngouabi.

There were quite a few notifications waiting for her. The one on top was
the most shocking, and interesting. She opened the article.

Citing personal safety concerns, Patience Ngouabi has gone silent and is no
longer taking interviews. Although a formal arrest warrant has not been placed,
Ngouabi cited personal safety concerns as the reason for ceasing communications.
Further updates will be delivered as the story develops.

Wide awake, her tears forgotten, Sarah switched over to Patience’s
personal update site. On the front page was an announcement that Patience
was going to be listed as a criminal inside HuCon systems “until further
notice.” She had officially claimed amnesty under interspecies protocols set out
by the Interfederation’s court of law.

Due to a recent attempt on my life, I am unable to ensure my own safety if I
continue contacting the press. While I prize my own life less than the lives of my
people, I cannot advocate for them if I am dead. I will be venturing into non-human 
space, along with other Non-Compliant Behavioural Conditioning Survivors. We
would rather die than be servants again, but we would rather live than die.

There are still millions of people living under this system, their behaviours
tightly restricted, their waking hours controlled by brutal laws and their employers’
whims. No one should have to live like this, and we intend to bring this issue to the
greater interspecies community. It is apparent to us that the Human Conglomerate is
uninterested in justice or fairness, so we are seeking external arbitration for this
dispute, with the eventual goal of self-government. Our colony would not exist without 
human efforts, but there comes a time when gratitude becomes a pleasant disguise for a
shackle.

A long time ago, human beings kept other human beings as slaves. In this era of 
exploration and development, we have merely returned to the darkest side of our
heritage. It is time to do better, but myself and other NCBs will not be martyred for
our cause. We intend to live for it.

Those interested in contacting our representative organization with questions
or support can reach us at the following address. Peace be with you, siblings across the
universe.

Sarah read the announcement, her eyes wide. Without even thinking
about it, she fumbled around the apartment until she found a sheaf of paper
and a pen. She started to write, her longhand an urgent scrawl.

Dear Patience,
I saw your most recent announcement. I’ve been following your cause
with a great deal of attention and I wanted to tell you that I’m a Behavioral 
Correction survivor myself. I’m from Mars, but I lived and worked on Callisto
a couple of years ago. I thought I was just going to be writing about books
with a Spiritual lens on the analysis, but it was so much more than that.

I was part of a program, a large one, that produced content for
curriculums and libraries. We field-stripped classic books and warped their
messages. I didn’t like it, and when I was caught going for dinner with some
friends, I was arrested.

During my captivity, I was physically assaulted, violated, and tortured. I
was subjected to sensory deprivation and forced work. I still can’t look at
embroidery. I have been diagnosed with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder,
anxiety, and depression, and I don’t know why I’m still alive.

Well, except that I do. I’m alive because I didn’t want to lose my life, the
only thing I had left. My cousin has also helped me recover somewhat, but my
experiences on Callisto took basically everything from me.

I don’t know how it happened, but while in jail, I got hold of an old,
heretical copy of the TorYoBiKo. It demonstrates a completely different set of 
beliefs than currently practiced by Spiritual organizations, and it provides
evidence of revision and obfuscation. I should also mention that my heretical 
copy is pretty dirty and sexual, so it looks like someone, at some point in the
church’s history, wanted people to live freely and embrace the shortness of 
life.

Gods, I’m rambling so much. Well, I’m working at a bar out on Pluto,
though I don’t know for how much longer. If you ever have any interest, or
your people do, I’d love to meet you. I admire and love your actions, and the
beauty of your spirit has really touched me. You are a wonder, and thinking of
you and what you would do has helped me endure enough to write this letter.

I must be one of millions of people writing to you, but I had to share my
feelings. 

With love and admiration,
S.
Shaking a little, S
arah folded it up. “Good going,” she said to herself out
loud. “Confessing love to a total stranger. That’ll go over well. She’s gonna
think I’m a total creeper.”

She closed her HUD, then stood and paced, and finally headed to the
kitchen. Her hands were shaking, and after the day she’d had, all she wanted
was herbal tea and to print something vaguely edible.

“Sarah? Are you okay?” called Toby. “You’re talking to yourself again.”
“I think so,” she called back. Sarah gripped the sink and leaned her
forehead against the wall. The cool metal chilled her forehead. If I’m not okay,

maybe I can make myself okay. Maybe.
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Crystal tapped the medicator impatiently, wondering why it was taking
so long to calibrate. “What’s the holdup?”

“Command not recognized.”

“What’s taking so long?”

“Processing. Processing.” There was a ding and a flash. “Health 
homeostasis change detected. Please report to med bay as soon as possible.”

She rolled her eyes. Great. “Hey, Jai! The medicator’s malfunctioning
again. Can you call someone to take a look at it?”

He arrived very quickly, not his usual sluggish self. “Really? What did it
say?”

“Just said I had a health homeostasis change. Could be a minor tumour,
but I can’t imagine it’s important. What’s so exciting about that?”

He looked deflated. “Oh, nothing.” Coming up behind her, he put his
hands on her waist. “Speaking of health, though, I’ve been thinking about
something.”

“I have to get to work. Is this going to be a long conversation?”

“Got you covered. I already booked the day off for us. Surprise!”

“Oh.” Crystal wondered why she wasn’t very excited. “That’s great!
Thanks, honey!” She mustered a smile.

Jai turned her around for a hug. “Before you go to the med bay, let’s get
breakfast at the café. Things have been rocky lately and I thought a surprise
date day might be just the thing.”

“That’s really sweet of you, but I’m kind of queasy, actually. I think I
picked up a flu mutation on the way in. I’ve been getting anti-nauseants added
to my daily injection since the flight.”

“Sure, sure,” said Jai. “But how about a fruit shake?”

Her mouth watered a little. “Oh, fine.” Crystal succumbed and offered
him an impish grin.

They walked down to the café on their floor and settled in. Crystal 
settled into the booth. Before she could open her mouth, Jai gave an order to
the autowaiter and sent it off to the kitchen.

“Let me take care of everything for you. It’s good to spend a little
surprise time like this,” he said, beaming at her.

“It is.” She squeezed his hands, feeling better. “We don’t get enough.
Thanks for doing this.”

He reached for her hand and looked into her eyes. “Crystal, I love you.”

“I love you too.” Her chest felt warm, as if the glow in her heart was
literal. She smiled widely, beaming at him.

He took a deep breath. “So, here’s my big question. How do you feel 
about becoming a parent?”

“I’m not necessarily opposed, I guess. But I really thought we’d take our
time, build up our savings a bit more…”

“We’re not hurting for money, and in spite of a few bumps, things have
been really good. I feel great about being with you, the future of our
marriage.”

She didn’t correct him, but something in her twisted in discomfort. “I
can do it at any time in the next thirty years, though. And I’m not even forty
as it is. I don’t think we need to rush.”

He took her other hand, and she couldn’t pull away. “I simply think it
feels right. And if we do it now, it’ll be easier on you.”

She considered it. A cute little kid with his blue eyes, her red hair, or her
green eyes and his sandy hair…that might be nice. She tried to imagine going
to the playground with them on the ship, watching their kid climb around,
feeding their kid bites of baby food, watching them play with other kids, grow 
up, graduate…

But even as she thought about it, she felt strangely clinical and
objective. She knew it would be nice, but the deep, maternal longing that was
supposed to go with those mental images just wasn’t welling up. But still, she
didn’t want to throw the idea out. “I’ll think about it. I mean, we’re in the
middle of a job. Is now really the best time? It might be distracting, for me
especially.”

“It’ll be done in a few months. This isn’t a long one. Please think about
it, Glass.”

His invocation of the old nickname, which she hadn’t heard in years,
softened Crystal. She leaned forward to kiss his cheek. “I will.”

The way he looked at her made her feel like the centre of a system, of a 
galaxy. There was so much love in his face that it almost hurt. In that
moment, every little disagreement vanished, and she wondered how things in
the last few months could have felt so off. Things were fine, and she had the
man she loved at her side, and maybe they’d even have a family together.

Her fruit shake arrived, and she sipped it happily. A family. She’d have
to be healthy for that, though. “I should really hit up the med bay,” she
mentioned. “Do you want to come with?”

“Sure, if you want company. Are you feeling alright?”

“Yeah, I think so. Actually, it’s okay. I’ll go down on my own. I’m sure
it’s nothing, so then we can get back to our date day.” She stood, finishing her
drink, and headed away. “I’ll catch up with you soon. Do you want to watch
something this afternoon? A broadcast or live show, maybe?”

“Sure! Whatever you want, darling. I want to catch up and spend some
time on us.”

She smiled and headed off, feeling like the world was as perfect as
possible.

It didn’t take long to get to the med bay. She pre
-registered online and
got into the clinic queue. The occasional tumour wasn’t a significant, lifethreatening issue, but it was still a minor annoyance that had to be dealt with.
To her surprise, she found a real live physician waiting for her, not merely a 
diagnostic bot and a mediator.

“Welcome, Mrs. Blaine,” said the receptionist. His nametag s
aid
“Winston”, and he looked of be of mixed European and Indian descent; his face
creased with an automatic but warm smile.

“That’s Mrs. Weiss,” corrected Crystal. 

“My apologies,” he said smoothly. “Right this way.”
Down the short, cool blue hall, she found a private room. The physician
had brown skin and short, dark hair. Their smile was brief but sincere. “Good
morning, Mrs. Weiss,” they said. “Are congratulations in order?”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Your urine this morning was positive for gonadotropin hormone. Your
usual morning sync confirmed gonadotropin in your bloodstream. I would like
to do a diagnostic to ascertain how many weeks along you are.”

“Excuse me?”

“Do you require assistance with the terminology?” they asked, surprised.
“Or were you unaware?”

“No, I got that part fine, but are you sure I’m pregnant?”

“I will be in a moment.”

Crystal sat stunned as the physician checked her over and pressed her
finger against a small pad. A few painless but agonizing moments passed as
the pico-vesicles circulated through her system. After they completed their
circuit, they entered her digestive tract and deactivated themselves. She
watched the tiny sprites moving through her body on the swivelling monitor
next to the physician, feeling vague and light as the pinpricks settled and
winked out.

“To put it bluntly, you are definitely pregnant. An embryo in its eighth 
week of development is present in your uterus,” said the doctor matter-offactly.

“That doesn’t seem possible.”

“It’s the case, so evidently, it was possible.” A look of humour flashed
across their face, but vanished as Crystal stared them down.

“Excuse me? I was on a hormonal birth control regimen as part of my
daily sync!” Crystal protested.

“That’s irregular.” The doctor pulled up her records and searched
quickly. “Ah. That makes sense. It seems that regimen was altered nine weeks
ago, and a fertility enhancer replaced the birth control.”

“There must be some mistake! How did that happen? Is there a record of
the change?”

They checked. “Of course. But your name is here on the log, next to the
change.”

“But I didn’t alter my own meds! I don’t understand!”

They tapped their nose. “My duties as a physician are simply to provide
you with information. However, if you would like a termination, I can perform
the procedure now. It will only take an hour.”

“No! I’m not making that decision right now! I don’t know!” Crystal 
shouted.

“Would you like a sedative?”

“Could you kindly fuck off?” she snapped.

“I apologize for your distress,” they said more softly. They offered a 
hand and gave her a surprisingly gentle look of sympathy. “I have to admit
that it’s been a while since I encountered an unplanned pregnancy. How are
you feeling?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” Crystal rasped. She swallowed. “I think there
was some kind of mechanical error in the medicator on one of the ships we
were on before. I’m sure that’s it. Maybe when we were on that shitty
intermediary ship, they corrupted the medical file while transferring it over.
Right? That can happen, can’t it?”

“It’s theoretically possible,” said the doctor carefully.

“I’m surprised. We only started talking about having kids seriously this
morning. I mean, it’s come up before.” Crystal got off the table. “Sorry, I’m
babbling. I’m surprised. It’s probably good news. Just, uh, I’m still processing
it. Can you schedule a counselling appointment for me?”

“Certainly. As many as you need. And remember, whatever your
decision, we’re here to help.” They offered her a hand again. “I’m Dr. Rene.
Don’t hesitate to ask for a thing.”

“Thanks, Dr. Rene,” said Crystal. She shook their hand and left the
office.

The world before her spun as she tried to decide between life and death.
It was too much; she couldn’t even think about it. She knew she hadn’t altered
her own meds—that would have required a passcode, not merely a simple
swipe. But had she, somehow? Maybe on an impulse? While drunk? After all,
the conversation about having children had come up before.

She frowned at herself while considering drinking. Maybe Jai was right.
And well, she’d had alcohol the other night. Hopefully it wouldn’t have an
adverse effect on the fetus.

The baby. But her mind corrected it again. The fetus. Being a 
mother…it felt so strange. She barely felt equipped to keep her plants alive,
let alone a person. That was a lot of responsibility.

And as usual, it somehow didn’t feel right. She wasn’t sure whether she
wanted it or not. There was time to make the decision, ample time, and she
was going to need it.

She got back to their quarters and found a note from Jai in her inbox. 

Hey, honey, I wanted to get you a surprise. Be back in ten! 

-Love, Jai
She stared at it for a few seconds. Just then, the door slid open. “Hey,
hon!”

“Hey?”

He jiggled a box at her. “Look what I have! It’s macaroons!”

Realising there were tears on her face, she wiped them away and sniffed.
“I haven’t had those in ages,” she admitted.

“You bet! The bakery had a retro special on today.”

“Oh, that’s so wonderful. Thank you!” She accepted the box, her hands
shaking a little, and opened the pink and yellow-striped container. A pile of 
small, round sandwich-like cookies awaited her. She picked up a violet one and
bit into it, nibbling absently. “These are wonderful. Thanks, sweetie.”

“Are you okay? That’s lavender…no offense, but I was expecting you to
explode with happiness. I mean, they’re your favorite.” He shifted impatiently
from foot to foot, scratching a calf with the edge of his shoe. He paused and
took another look at her. “Wait, were you crying? Your nose looks like a 
squashed tomato.”

“I, uh, when I went to the medbay…” Crystal put the box down. “I think
you should sit down, too. I found out that I’m pregnant.”

His face lit up, and he grabbed her hands. “Honey, that’s wonderful!
That’s such great news!”

“I guess it is. And I’m only eight weeks along. Here’s the thing…my
contraceptive got swapped for a fertility treatment, and I didn’t do it.”

He looked blank for a moment, then very puzzled. “You sure? Maybe on
New Year’s? I mean, we were talking about kids that night…we both did a lot
of drinking…”

She shook her head. “The timing is totally wrong. New Year’s was four
months ago; the hormonal change was done nine weeks ago. I mean, the
change, that is.”

“Huh. Weird.” He looked concerned. “I mean, I’m happy for us, but now 
I’m a little worried. How could your meds have changed? I mean, obviously I
didn’t do it. Are you sure you didn’t do it yourself? We’ve been talking about
this a lot lately.”

“I’m wondering if maybe there was a glitch on the ship? You know, the
crappy little one. I mean, if there was, we could certainly be entitled to
compensation, because that’s a hell of a public health risk.” She shivered.

Jai wrapped his arms around her. “There, there. It’s going to be okay.
Poor Glass. That must have been quite a shock. I know we were just talking
about it, but I know you wanted to take your time.”

“Yeah, I did. I really don’t feel ready.”

He took her hands again. “I understand. I mean, it’s a big change for me
too, being a father. I’m excited about it, but I’m scared to death.” His short
laugh left no doubt in her mind that he was telling the truth. “Talking about
having a baby is one thing, but changing diapers and midnight screaming fits
are another matter.”

She laughed too, choking back a sob. “Tell me about it. I was really
hoping to make the decision myself.”

“Of course, honey, but what if it’s a stroke of good luck? I mean,
Spiritually speaking, sometimes things happen because they’re meant to
happen.”

She blinked. “Spiritually speaking?”

“My boss is super religious and he says that all the time,” Jai added
hastily. “Anyway, still. We were talking about it only this morning, and
now…that’s a big coincidence, honey. Maybe it was meant to happen! I’m so
excited for us.” He pulled her into a hug.

His bony arms reminded her of a spider’s legs, and she wriggled away.
“Sorry, I kind of feel weird all of a sudden. I booked myself a counselling
appointment.”

“Mood swings are normal. Everyone knows that,” he said, rubbing her
shoulder. “Is it your career you’re worried about?”

She looked down, ashamed of her mixed feelings. An odd happiness
bubbled in her. “A bit, I guess.”

“I’ll make sure you don’t have to give it up,” he said sincerely, looking in
her eyes. “Honey. I love you so much. This is a little soon, but this is
something for us to do together. A family. That means I’ll look out for you in
every way possible.”

She squeezed his hand. “Thanks, honey. I’m really overwhelmed right
now.”

He kept talking over her, trying to soothe her with rapid-fire
reassurance. “Anyway, standardized childcare options these days are fantastic;
I can start making paternity leave arrangements. We do have a healthy
savings balance right now, but I was going to talk to you about something.
There’s actually a settlement program right now for Jupiter’s colonies; there’s
some great incentives for Martians who want to make the switch. And they
actually have—well, they’re trying to build up the numbers of second-gen
citizens, so they have a huge bonus for anyone willing to have children…”

“When did you have time to research all this?” she protested weakly,
laughing.

“Oh, you know, on lunch. I only wanted to look into options. I…I’ve
been so excited about spending our lives together that I couldn’t help
daydreaming. But I didn’t want to bother you all the time, so I sort of looked
things up on my own. I wanted to know as much as possible so I could make it
easy on you, on both of us.” He looked deep in her eyes again. “I want to make
sure you really know that you’re the world to me. But what do you say,
honey? Do you feel okay about doing this with me?”

Crystal looked at the box of cookies, then back at her husband’s eager,
expectant face. The happiness in her welled, burst, and subsided into a black
pool of uncertainty and fear. “I simply don’t know. I…I have to think about all 
this. I know we were going to make a day of it, but I think I’d like to…to take
a nap or something. I’m really emotional. I mean I’m excited but it’s so…it’s a 
big change. I know we’re gaining a lot, but I have to process what I’m losing
too.”

He gave her a little space, but leaned forward. “Sorry if I overwhelmed
you with excitement. Sure you don’t want a footrub? Maybe a cup of herbal 
tea?”

“No…thanks. Simply a nap.”

His smile faltered. “Okay. Heh, I only want to spoil you, that’s all.”

She returned his grin tearfully. “It’ll be fine. We’ll, I’ll be fine. I’m
having a lot of feelings. I think these are happy tears. But that nap would be
wonderful.”

He nodded. “Do you want me to snuggle you?”

“No offense, hon, I need to be with myself for a bit.”

He withdrew, looking a little offended. “Sorry. I’ll let them know I can
come into work after all…I’m sure they’ll be happy. We were in the middle of 
working out an intersect on a stellar pivot anyway. Have a good sleep, honey.”

“Thanks, sweetie. Love you.”

He kissed her forehead, held her for a moment, and then headed out.

Crystal laid back and stretched out, finally kicking off her shoes. She
stared at the smooth ceiling, feeling both a storm and an odd blankness
washing over her. Eventually, her aimless thoughts and the emotions
subsided, and she let herself fall asleep.
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Sarah checked her encrypted mailbox. No reply from Crystal yet; that
was unusual. Of course, it had been a while, and she had no way of knowing
what cycle Crystal was on—in deep space, the standardized days, weeks, and
months worked differently than the human-based calendar; that, more than
any technological quirks, made communication a waiting game. She was
tempted to ask Paulo about the letter; he’d said it had been taken to an
unregistered mailbox and sent out.

Now she had to wait for its arrival. That would be a matter of luck.
She surveyed the bar. Pretty low traffic tonight. Some anti-indulgence
advertisements had been clogging up the stations lately, reminding people not
to exceed their alcohol rations. Non-human customers still came steadily, but
humans had been dutifully avoiding the place—except for when payday rolled
around, of course. Even then, they were drinking more moderately.

She pulled up the bar’s notification private system and skimmed through 
it. Paulo had left a common message.

Hey, assholes,
I just got a heads’ up that we’re supposed to start displaying notices in
Commontung that officially suggest moderate alcohol consumption. That’s
probably not going to go over great with the Forst clients, obvs, but that’s the
word from Luxury and Trade commissions. It’s a piece of legislation that
recently went through.

The escrotos are also going to make us start displaying Commontung
pamphlets on the bar; they’ll be real printed ones, not digital ones, so people
can’t delete the notification or block it. One’s about the health risks of alcohol,
one’s for health risks of caffeine, one’s about “unhealthy” foods that include too
much salt, spices, fat, and sugar, and one’s about “spiritual resources” on
board, and will have info about Spiritualism in general.

The displays are arriving this week. I’m so pissed that I requisitioned a 
day off for “change adjustment counseling.”

If anyone here finds these changes upsetting, or a violation of their
personal beliefs, I completely understand. I will provide any of you a glowing
recommendation letter and eight weeks’ pay to help with the transition. I will 
also put you in contact with alternative employers if you desire it; I have
connections on wormhole ships, in external colony systems, and elsewhere.

See all of you tomorrow. Sarah, you’re in charge. Sorry to put you on the
spot, but I promise I’ll compensate you for the inconvenience.

Con besos,
Paulo

Sarah leaned over the tiny sink and tried not to throw up. She splashed a 
little water on her face. She wondered whether to give notice. Paulo’s terms
were more than generous and fair, and it was tempting.

Her hands shook, and she started to tap her fingers on the counter
again, counting as high as she could and slowing her breath. She recited a 
short poem under her breath, one she’d learned in her first year of 
International literature.

When she looked up, she saw Trevor. She muscled a burst of pure spite
back under the bland smile of a hardworking server. “Hi there, Trevor,” she
said, a strained lilt in her voice. She filled a glass with carbonated water.

“Heyyyy. I’m not here for security reasons. I only wanted to drop these
off.” He set down a large plasteel crate of pamphlets on the bar. It was
obviously heavy, but he seemed to be taking pains to make hefting the box
look easy.

She popped open the flaps and too
k out the racks of pamphlets. He’d
brought all the pamphlets, and two refills for each one; she set up the display
on the corner and bit her tongue so she wouldn’t scream.

Her hands shook as she touched the papers. Real papers
—recycled
hemp, of course, and biodegradable, but real nonetheless. Physical media was
usually reserved for things of actual importance. When she switched on
enhanced reality and turned off her ad blocker, her lenses displayed a 
prominent “focus and tap here to learn more!” link on each of the pamphlets.

Distracted and ignoring Trevor, she tapped on the link.

A Spiritual partner site popped up, its panes full of counselling resources
and advertisements. She slammed it shut and pulled up her ad blocker again.
Nausea washed over her.

Trevor was still standing there. “So, there’s something else,” he said,
fiddling distractedly with the geometric Spiritual symbol pin on his coat. “I
mean, I didn’t have a group meditation today because the Facilitator had a 
cold, but I had a few minutes…I mean…well…I’d, ah, really like to take you
for a nonalcoholic drink some time,” he managed.

Sarah looked up in surprise, her finger poised on the trigger of the bot
dispensary system. Trevor had removed his hat and held it in both hands,
rotating it slowly.

“I work at a bar,” she replied.

“Oh. I mean, still. Coffee? Or something? Or…”

Oh boy, thought Sarah. She felt bad just looking at him, at his pale,
hopeful eyes. “How old are you, Trevor?”

“Twenty-two Earth years,” he said defensively.

“I’ve got a few cycles on you. More than a few.”

“I don’t mind! Really. It’s nothing.”

“I’m older on the inside than I look on the outside. A lot older. You’re
what, a Saturnine, right?”

“My family’s from Triton. We’re descended from some of the first
colonists.” He was so proud.

“You are a very nice person, Trevor. You seem…solid. However, I don’t
do solid and I am not nice. There are a lot of girls around here who are nice.”

Trevor sagged visibly. “But you’re so sweet.”

Sarah hid a sad smile. You have no idea who I am, and you’re terrible at
reading body language, you poor twerp. “There are more girls who are a lot
sweeter. Guys and people, too. Besides, everyone loves a man in uniform. I’m
sure you’ll find someone much better.”

“But I really like you.”

She admired his courage, but he seemed to be missing the point. “It’s not
you, it’s me. I don’t like you.”

“Well, of course not. I wouldn’t expect you to be too forward—that
would be so superficial. How could you like me if you don’t know me yet?
We’re not Spiritually familiar,” he replied.

“Ahem. Well. I need to do things. At home. See you later.”

“I’ll walk you there.”

“No, thank you, I can make my own way.”

“Oh, I insist.”

Sarah took a deep breath. “Just a minute. I realised I’m meeting Toby for
a bite. I won’t be walking home after all.”

“Oh, your boyfriend?”

She gritted her teeth. “I’m not the premarital type. He’s my cousin.
Excuse me.” She stomped off, ignoring the look of officious surprise on his
face.

When she fumed through the door, Toby was already relaxing with a 
book projected in front of him. Her stormy entrance made him jump to his
feet. “What’s with the long face?”

“New security guard again. Very annoying. Tried to follow me home.
Also, I fucking just had to touch and handle Spiritual pamphlets because the
bar has them now.”

“Wait, what?”

“It’s a new thing.” She gritted her teeth. “Paulo left a note, and no
sooner did I see it than that punheteiro strolled up with a box of real 
pamphlets and tried to ask me out.”

“Oh, Sarah, I’m so sorry.”

She nodded and burst through the washroom door, slamming the wall 
button so hard, the wall shook. The thin door slid across the entrance as she
leaned over the toilet and puked.

She heaved until her guts were empty. When she was done, she wrote a
note to Paulo, calling in sick for the next day, and curled up in bed with the
mist canister and a pillow. She cried until her eyes hurt, and slept until the
grey wash of a new day cycle wouldn’t let her stay in bed.
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Crystal stared at her cup of tea listlessly and tried to focus on work. She
had a pile of documents to sign, and most of the wormhole’s structural 
support points had been fixed in place; the highway was almost finished.
There were just a few instabilities to check over, and then reinforcement of
the structural supports. They were ahead of schedule, in fact.

She almost regretted working so much lately. She’d disabled
notifications from her health monitoring system, and slugged back more
caffeinated tea. Her intake had exceeded recommended amounts, but
somehow, she didn’t care.

Tapping her fingers, she tried to let her mind roam the cosmos. The
colours hummed and sang; all was orderly and tidy. There were no interesting
bits of chaos to distract her mind, to provide some respite.

She stared into the bottom of her cup and jumped as a notification
pinged. “Reminder: Message and parcel from Sarah Jane White.”

Her mind felt like sunlight breaking through heavy cloud cover. How’d
I forget all about that? Checking her time for the week, she saw a healthy
surplus of free days. She clocked out early and raced to the admin and postal 
section on the third deck. She couldn’t get through the line fast enough.

As the box landed in her hands, she noticed the origin stamp. Pluto?
What the hell is she doing out in the boonies? I thought she was on Callisto.
It had been a long time since she’d heard from Sarah, but her heart leapt, and
she smiled just to see her friend’s name.

Opening the paper, she noticed the thick sheet was actually a letter
taped into place. Inside, she found a small box. Cracking it open, Crystal saw a 
round glass pendant with a flat back and three coloured spheres on its
background, a brilliant navy-blue background and the dots of white stars
filling the space around the planets.

Tears filled her eyes as she read the letter. Wasting no time, she sent a 
request for a video conference and a quick note over the qmail system.

Sarah was marked as “busy/away,” but as Crystal watched, her status
changed to “available.” She’d clearly been waiting just as eagerly. Crystal 
could barely restrain her own eagerness.

“You around?” Crystal messaged.

“Yep. Video chat?”

“Gods yes! Give me five minutes!” she typed back. She raced back to the
cabin and sat in the washroom.

The chat window popped up, and the connection slowly went through.
It took much longer than it should have, and than it used to in the old days.
Were the communication restrictions that bad? It certainly seemed to be the
case. Every minute felt like slow torture by water droplets and restraints.

Sarah’s face appeared, haloed by poorly-rendered pixelation. She looked
tired as hell, and there were dark, puffy rings below her hollow eyes. Still, her
eyes followed the screen attentively, and though her bones were more
pronounced, her smile was as quirky as ever. “Hey, Sparkles.”

“Hey yourself, Sare!” Crystal made a hugging motion in the air. “Oh, I’ve
missed you so much. How are you?”

“Not dead, so I’m winning.”

Crystal balked. “Not dead? That’s dark. You look kind of sick. Did you
get Enceladian pox, or something?”

“Sorry. Survivor humour, I guess. Enceladian pox? What’s that?”

“You didn’t hear? STI that’s doing a number on the colony. It’s bad
stuff.”

Sarah’s expression shifted through sadness and anger, and a strange,
sarcastic humour. “They restrict our information hard out here. I had no idea 
there was even a disease going around. But no, Pluto’s okay, at least in terms
of infections diseases. It’s not bad for a probationary hellscape. And you?”

“Uh, it’s a long story.”

Her face softened. “Hey, I just got home from work. I have time for a 
long story, especially from one of my favorite people. You?”

“Me too. Where are you working these days?”

“Bar out here on Pluto. It’s great, and my boss is nice, but…” she rubbed
the back of her neck and blinked slowly.

“I thought you were on Callisto?”

“It, uh, it didn’t work out. Hey, is this channel secure? Are you in
public?”

“Naw, the washroom.”

Sarah’s face was tight. “Good enough I guess. How are you?”

“I’m getting by. Some personal stuff has been going on. I, uh, I’ve been
working on wormhole ships. I got my Mindsearcher certification. They
caught me.” Crystal rolled her eyes, but smiled. “It’s hard, but I guess it’s nice
getting paid to meditate. And Jai and I got married, so that’s nice, I guess.”
She hesitated, but the warm, eager look on Sarah’s face made her keep talking.
“To be honest, I feel kind of weird about things lately. I’m pregnant, and he
flipped out. It’s sort of good news, although I haven’t decided how I feel about
it. But he was over the moons. Super excited. He really wants to start settling
down, put down roots, maybe get back to Mars or go to a nice, calm Spiritual 
colony—”

“No!” yelped Sarah, so loudly that Crystal’s ears hurt.

She clamped a hand over her ears instinctively and adjusted the volume
so that the microspeakers nestled inside her ear canals weren’t blasting out
her eardrums. “Take it easy!”

“Sorry to yell. But really, the colonies are horrible. In the Sol system,
out of it, it doesn’t matter. They’re terrible.”

“But the benefits system is really nice, and aren’t people supposed to be
relaxed?”

“Are you forgetting about my time on Callisto? I was telling you about
that at the time—we prepared materials for the colonies, as well as HuCo

settlements, and I got to see what goes into the information,
entertainment, and curricular shipments. They don’t let you swear, choose
your own food, read uncensored books, listen to the ‘wrong’ kind of music.
Even sounding too angry is enough to get you punished with a Sign. You like
masturbating, right?”

Crystal blushed. “I don’t hate it.”

“I hope you like only doing it once a week during particular hours.
Drinking? Moderated to hell. And gods help you if your friends see you
indulging in anything apart from your credits. If they think you’re sending the
wrong message or trying to get things that are ‘morally questionable’, they’ll 
make sure you can’t get them. Or anything at all.”

“But I heard all the exercise and stuff is so healthy for you.”

Sarah barked out a bitter laugh. “Yeah, they’ve got routines down to a
science. But it’s not healthy when you don’t have a choice. And just because
it’s supposed to be optimal doesn’t mean it’ll make you happy. And how are
you supposed to be happy when they won’t let you be sad, or angry?” She
swiped hair out of her eyes, interrupting the camera feed from the tiny dermal 
cam implant in her finger. Bringing her hand back in front of her face so that
Crystal could see her expression, Sarah continued, “Listen. If you two are
having a kid, that’s awesome, but don’t let your kid grow up in this system.
They will take everything you like about yourself, and everything they decide
is wrong with you, and fix it. Even if it isn’t broken. Because it’s for your own
good.”

“I—are you sure?”

“I know from the inside. I have proof. So, you know the analysis job? It
was more than analysis. It was censorship. The stuff going on in the colonies?
With the behavioural controls? Well, they would get their approved reading
materials from the centres in the Jovian network. We were sending them, and
every school child under human control, scrubbed books.”

Crystal covered her mouth in shock. “What?”

“No word of a lie, babe. We took great works—Blaine, Shakespeare,
Murakami, Rumi, you name it—and carved out everything objectionable.
Everything that wasn’t Spiritual enough.” She spat the word, and angry fire
glowed in her eyes. “So, I put up with it, but I hung out with some different
types. We’d go down to the lower levels, get some drinks, bitch about politics
and stuff. Sounds okay, right? But we were breaking not laws but
Suggestions, as they call ‘em. Eventually, I guess we broke too many.” She
cringed and bit her knuckle, looking away from the screen.

“You okay?”

“Nope, but I’m used to it. Anyway, so I ran into Toby, he was working
for them too, and invited him to dinner. And it turned out this girl he was
banging, my friend, was—she had been watching our activities. So she turned
us in, and there was this scuffle in the street…” Her face contracted with pain.
“Anyway. I spent a bunch of time in prison—that is, Behavioural Modification
Training.”

“Oh, Sarah. Sare, I’m so sorry.”

“Hang in there, almost done. So that sucked, to say the least. We tried to
get to Centauri, get out of the system—Toby has been keeping an eye on me,
because he’s basically the best cousin ever. But because I’m now a Person of 
Interest, and because of the whole Human Conglomerate clampdown, we
couldn’t get approved in time. We went as far out of the Sol system as we
could. I mean we’re still in it, but yeah.” She let out a shaky breath. “And I’ve
been failing out of therapy and dealing with PTSD and depression ever since.
Plus a fuckedup leg. That’s me! Distract a girl from a panic attack, will ya?
I’d rather hear more about you.”

There was a pause. Crystal turned over conversation topics in her mind,
but she couldn’t pull her thoughts from what Sarah was saying, what it meant
about the colonies.

Crystal blurted, “Look, it’s not just because of what you’re saying, but
that’s helping make my mind up. This isn’t a world I want to bring children
into. Kids should be able to trust people around them, not have to guess at the
truth and learn how to lie just to, to fit in, or something. So,” she drew in a 
breath sharply, “I don’t want a kid. Maybe not ever, but definitely not now.
And Jai does.”

Sarah waited a moment, her expression faltering. “Oh. So I guess I
shouldn’t congratulate you after all.”

“I’m ten weeks along now. But I don’t think I want it, Sarah. I think I
want to terminate.”

“Oh. Hey, whatever works for you, you got my support, Sparkles.”

“Jai doesn’t know, and I think he’s going to be mad.”

“Ouch. Did you change your mind, or something? Not that I’m judging,
seriously. Just curious.”

“And that’s the thing. We were on this ship on our way here, and I think
my meds got switched with someone else’s? I have no idea how it happened. I
definitely don’t remember doing it. And those machines are supposed to be
tamper-proof. I mean it could have been a prank, but that makes no sense now 
that I say it out loud. I contacted the company, but I keep getting generic
messages, and they said no issues had been found with medical equipment on
the transport shuttle.”

Sarah cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow. “So, wait, it
was an accident? How’s that possible?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I guess it can happen, statistically, but I was on a 
birth control blend. And my meds were changed to fertility enhancers at some
point eleven weeks ago. And wham, preggo.”

Sarah’s face contracted again, her expression darkening.

Crystal fiddled with her hair. “What is it?”

“Okay, so maybe I’m just paranoid from all the trauma and surveillance,
but you said Jai wanted to put down roots, right?”

“Yeah. Over the last year, he’s been getting baby fever. He’s been
dropping hints about kids for ages. And now he’s really been going crazy with 
it. Forwarding promos for colonies to my inbox; he even mentioned
something about a bonus for colonists with kids the other day.”

There was a long pause. Sarah’s expression changed, as if a door had
slammed shut behind her eyes. Her next sentence came out very carefully. “So
he wants kids. But what do you want?”

“The stars,” blurted Crystal. “I love my work. I want to travel. I mean,
maybe in my next life cycle I’ll do the family thing—you know how it is these
days—but you get a hundred and twenty years of life covered. Any more of 
that, and you cover it on your own dime. And with, like, ninety-odd years to
live unless I go crazy on life-extension stims, I have lots of time to make up
my mind. But I do know that right now, it’s the stars, my destination.”

There was a long pause, and Crystal wondered if the call had broken up.

Sarah finally replied, “So how are you gonna tell Jai? I mean,
miscarriages after four weeks are really rare now, because it’s so easy to fix
chromosomal irregularities and other stuff.”

“Why would I lie to him about getting an abortion? He’s my husband.
He loves me. I’d trust him with my life. I’ve done that before. You can’t go
back on lying to your partner.”

Something flickered across Sarah’s face again, something deeply sad, and
she forced a smile. “Anyway, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Did your present arrive in
one piece?”

Crystal moved her finger to show the necklace around her neck. “It’s
beautiful! Is the red one supposed to be Mars?”

“I think so!”

“I LOVE it. Do you still have that Altarian scarf I got you?”

“Duh, of course. That thing is my favorite.”

“Awesome. I saw this really cute embroidered purse the other day, and I
thought of you. Hey, what’s wrong?”

Sarah’s face flickered with panic. “Please, no embroidery. When I was in
prison, I had to embroider things, and…” Her breathing sped up.

“I’m so, so sorry. I should have asked. Can you tell me about your
trigger list some time so I can keep an eye on that when we talk?”

Sarah nodded and fumbled for a canister. Taking a deep puff, she waited
for a few moments. When she continued, she sounded much calmer. “Sorry
about that, had to get my mist. You weren’t to know. Triggers are so fucking
random. I hate it. I don’t have many but the ones I do have suck. I’ll send you
that list soon, but I kinda don’t want to talk about it at the moment. Hey,
want to meet my hamster?”

Crystal squealed, “Of course!”

Sarah held her camera finger up, showing Crystal the tiny, cheap
apartment as she walked into her room. “Here, Boo!” she said. Grabbing some
seeds in her free hand, she opened the cage of a small golden ball of fluff. She
held the camera up.

Crystal watched the little fellow munch on sunflower seeds, stuffing his
cheeks with the treats. “He’s so cute!”

They played with her hamster for a while and talked about less serious
things. Finally, her throat a little sore, Crystal activated her visual display and
checked the time. “I should probably prepare for dinner. It was so, so good to
talk to you. Can we meet up in a few weeks?”

“In person or on chat?”

“On chat, but I would LOVE to see you in person again. Do you have
any vacation time saved up?”

Sarah barked out a laugh. “When I don’t have panic attacks, I’m a 
workaholic, so yes. Tons. But I’d love to get away. Let’s talk about it soon!
Lots of love to you both.”

“Send a hug to Toby for me!” Crystal waved her fingers at Boo. “Bye,
little guy!”

Sarah represented a hug, crossing her arms as though embracing her
friend, and disconnected the call.

Crystal slumped back in her chair, emotions rushing through her. She
didn’t know how to feel about all of it, and stared into the middle distance for
a long time, fingering her new pendant. Finally, she shook her head at herself 
and decided to go for a swim. It would be nice to exercise and clear her head
before she went to the med bay again.
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After she’d finished talking to Crystal, and after she’d spent an hour
luxuriating in the reflected warmth of talking to her friend at last, Sarah 
flipped through her inbox. A note from Paulo, saying he had a shipment of 
goods coming in; it was encrypted, but his language was still cautious.

Hey, mami,
Just a private note for you. This message will erase itself about five
seconds after you navigate away. Then there will be a system update that
wipes part of the message database. Those kinds of glitches happen all the
time. I wish I could hand you a note, but there wasn’t time. As it is, don’t
screenshot this, please.

The bar’s been struggling over the last few weeks. Shirri gave notice,
and I’ve been looking for a new cook, but it looks like we’re going to have to
change the menu. Focus on Spiritual-friendly cuisine.

I hate to say it, but this clampdown has me itchy. I don’t like the
changes coming through, and as you know, I can’t afford too much personal
scrutiny. I’ve started saving things up; an account with your name and ID
keyed into it has been opened. I set it up it through Infed banks rather than
HuCon or Martian ones. I also gave you a keycode to my skiff. It’s not a big
ship, or especially fast, but it’s in good shape. All of this is only an emergency
precaution. I hope you don’t have to use it.

But
 I’m getting back into my old business. I was hoping to keep my
current career trajectory, but things just ain’t safe in the bar business. Not in
the human home system, anyway. I’ve been talking to former colleagues, and
one of them is interested in buying out the bar. His offer is good, and I’m
taking it. Starting next month, the bar will be under new management.

This might be an old star-dog worrying too much, but if anything
happens, I don’t want you stuck out there. If we have to get in the wind, I still 
know people who can help us, or you and Toby, transition to a different
industry.

Take care of yourself. See you this week. 

Con besos,
Paulo Silva Gould
Sarah leaned back and tapped away her inbox. Her heart felt too full,
and her eyes swam with tears. She couldn’t stifle her sobs, and let out a cry of 
anger, pain, and frustration. Damn you, Paulo. Why had he chosen her? He
knew what state she was in. Was there really nobody else?

Instantly, Toby was knocking at her door. “Hey, Sarah? You okay?”
She shook her head. “Paulo’s selling the bar,” she managed.
“Oh, Sarah, I’m so sorry. Are you losing your job?”

“No—but—he sent me a private email saying he’s going back to

smuggling. He said it really carefully, but it has to be that. Spiritualists are
putting more pressure on him, and he says it isn’t safe anymore…I—I don’t
know what to do, Toby.” She clutched her face and started crying again. Ugly,
fat tears ran down her cheeks.

Toby hugged her tightly. “It’s gonna be okay. We can…”
“We will be fine. He added me to the Maria Negra’s owner label and put
some money aside for me through an Infed bank. We can run if we have to.”

“Sarah, that’s not what I had in mind. I was thinking we could go back
to Mars. I mean, we still have our citizenships.”

“Yeah? And what if they do something to Mars? I could be extradited as
a criminal.” She shook her head, her eyes wild. “We have to get out. We have
to get in the wind.”

“Sarah…”

“Look, just, if there’s anything you want to keep here, make sure you
pack it. Okay?”

“Okay. I guess.” Toby stared after her. She could feel his eyes drilling
into her back as she stormed into her room and started to pack.

It was probably nothing. It was probably just a panic attack. Yet she felt
safer with her clothes and knick-knacks in suitcases. After her contraband
items had been seized during her jail term, she didn’t have much, but it was
still precious. It didn’t take long to get everything packed, but when she was
done, her heart slowed.

Checking the time, she reluctantly allowed herself some mist and laid
down in bed. Next to her, Boo was running in his wheel, almost frantic. The
swirling motion of it lulled her into a trance, and almost to sleep.
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Crystal watched the clock. Jai’s shift was about to end. She’d been
avoiding him for a couple days, but he’d been working long hours, too. She
couldn’t help smiling in perverse delight—his long hours in engineering were
a direct result of her long hours in mapping, as the mind-maps she and other
Mindsearchers created were the direct basis of engineers’ work. That time had
given her space to think, and avoiding him had been an unexpected relief.

As soon as he walked through the door, she was ready. She waited for
him to take his clothes off, shower, and emerge. She dithered to distract
herself for a few minutes while he settled down.

“Do you want some tea?” she offered.

“Oh, hi. Surprised to see you at home. You’ve been working such long
hours. But you already knew that. But yes, tea would be great. You’ve really
been putting the department through its paces,” he said, stretching out.

“It has to get done somehow. Fault-checks to ensure stability are kind of 
important.”

“Of course, of course. Still, it’s just been a lot of calculation and
adjustment for the support structures built around the hole. We had to move
that waystation on the frame around the hole’s edge about four times.”

“Better than having it sucked in, isn’t it?”

He coughed. “So, about that tea?”

“Here.” She set it down a little harder than she’d intended. They both 
flinched at the clang of porcelain on steel.

“So, would it be all right if we talked about something? It’s really been
on my mind, and it’s important.”

“I guess, but can it wait? Really wanted to read over some news
updates.”

“You hate the news.”

“Yeah, but there’s some stuff going through in the Sol system I wanted
to keep abreast of.”

“Jai—please. This is important.”

He sighed through his nose and turned to face her.

Crystal bit her lower lip and took a deep, dizzying breath. For a 
moment, there was nothing.

“Well?” he prompted, sounding impatient. “I was thinking of watching a 
forceball game, if I have time before I go to sleep.”

“It’s about our family planning.”

Instantly, he relaxed and seemed to be paying full attention. A tender
smile washed over his face. “Yes? Sorry, honey. I shouldn’t have brushed you
off before.”

“Jai, I love you more than anything. I hope you know that. But I’m just
not ready to be a mother. I don’t know if I ever will be. I’ve thought about it,
and I love having you around, as my partner, but I don’t want to be a mother.
Not right now, maybe not ever.” Crystal took a deep breath. “I terminated the
pregnancy.”

His eyes, halflidded with fatigue, shot open. “You what?”

“I terminated it.”

“You killed our baby?”

“First, it wasn’t our baby, it was a clump of cells. A baby is a living,
breathing organism. And secondly—”

“There is no ‘secondly’! It’s not the same when you’re married to
someone, Crystal!” He was panting, and his blue eyes were hard with anger.
His voice rose in pitch. “You did it without even asking me?”

“Asking you? It was an accident in the first place, and second, it’s my
body! We talked about this!”

“We could have gotten a surrogate uterus if you didn’t want to carry it
around!” He spread his fingers wide, as if trying to catch her argument like a 
stray moth.

“But then what happens nine months later, huh, Jai? You don’t just have
a baby. You make a person.”

“Well, we could get a nanny to help you transition! We can afford it! I
thought we were going to do this together!”

“You don’t get it, do you? I don’t want to be a mother! End of sentence!”

“But we’ve been talking about this for so long! I thought we were going
to cash in at the end of this trip, settle down in a colony, and maybe get back
to the business when our kids were ten or teenaged or so.”

“Talking about it? You mean those weird jokes you’ve been dropping for
months? We’ve only started discussing it seriously, and also, I didn’t agree to
that! You brought it up! That is not the same as two people in a relationship
making plans together!”

“But I’ve been working on this for months! You only got pregnant
because of me!”

“Yeah, you think I don’t know that?”

“We could try again. You’re not that old. But do you want me to carry
it? It’s not a simple process, but I’ll get the surgical mods if that’s what you
really want.” His eyes were wide, sincere. He did mean it, but that only made
her angrier.

“No! You’re not listening at all! I don’t want to have kids! Not right
now! Maybe not ever!”

“What if we wait a year? What about then?” He leaned forward, eager to
prove his point, and it felt like an invasion.

“Ugh! You’re not listening to me!” Crystal turned away and pressed her
forehead against the wall. “I can’t do this. Now, not ever.”

Jai came up and put a hand on her shoulder. “Honey. This is important
to me. And as your partner, I really feel that my input is important in our
decisions.”

She shoved him away, jerking her shoulder out of his grasp. “No! That’s
not it! Are you even listening to me? I don’t want to be a parent. It’s a lot of
responsibility and I’m not the kind of person who wants to—to have to pay
attention to someone else like that. I don’t want to be a bad parent, and that
matters to me, too!”

“You don’t want to care about someone else, huh? What am I, then? Just
another distraction from your precious work?”

“No! You know I didn’t say that! I love you, but stop it! Stop it right
now!”

“No! This isn’t fair to me. You don’t care about anyone except yourself.”
He threw his hands in the air and turned away. “You know, I didn’t expect
you to be such a bitch about this. I know I married a stubborn woman, but I
really thought you’d come around.”

Crystal’s jaw dropped. “Stubborn? What’s so unreasonable about saying
I’m just not ready for something? Or, hell, that I don’t want it?”

Jai continued, as if he hadn’t heard her, “I was really hoping that being
pregnant would make the difference. They say there’s so many hormonal 
shifts…”

“Wait, how would I just be pregnant? You know that I’ve been on the
blockers for as long as we’ve been married.”

He made eye contact with her, and gestured vaguely in the direction of 
her belly.

She took a step back, her head swimming. “That’s why you were so
excited, not surprised. You knew. You knew about the switch to fertility
enhancers. You…” Anger washed over her, ice and heat mixing in her veins.
“You used my code to switch around my meds.”

“Crystal—now, hold on. I wasn’t going to hurt you. And besides—”

“No. You lied to me, Jai.” She stepped back. “I really didn’t think you
could have done it. I trusted you.”

“Honey…” His voice softened.

“And I can’t believe it.”

She saw a pleading look in his eyes. It surged in her like molten rock in
a volcano. Bile rose in her throat, and spots danced in front of her eyes. “No.
Don’t ‘honey’ me. I can’t believe this. How could you? You changed my meds.
Without any kind of medical training, or my consent, and you got me
pregnant. You didn’t even ask. You decided to do it and then you brought me
around. I see it now. I can’t believe it. You devious bastard. Is this why you’ve
been so worried every time I had a drink?”

He opened his mouth. “This isn’t as bad as it looks. Really. It wasn’t like
that, love. I didn’t mean to lie, and I wasn’t…I wasn’t trying to…I love you so
much.”

His lips moved, and his eyes darted nervously, that pinched look
tightening around his eyes and cheeks. She’d always hated the way his face
creased like old wax paper, the way it pinched up. Just the sight of sweat
beading on his dry skin made her nauseous.

At last, she couldn’t take it anymore. She ran for the washroom and hit
the doorlock. It slowly slid into place.

“Crystal!” Jai yelled from outside. “Honey! Come out! We need to talk
this out. I know things have gotten rough, but we can handle this. Really!
There’s been a misunderstanding.”

The anger crashed against a wave of helplessness, and fear washed into
both. She loved him more than anyone, and now, she couldn’t trust him. The
world spun beneath her, and she drifted in her own mind, unmoored. Tears
poured down her face.

She blinked and looked at herself in the mirror; the lens and HUD
overlays sparkled slightly as she angled her head. Focusing on little details
made it easier to function. All she had to do was function for a few minutes,
hide in cold anger, and then she could break down again. I only have to get
away, and then it’ll all be fine.

Breaking her own gaze, she tapped her jaw and said, “Dial Jaria, please.”

Jaria picked up quickly. “Hey, what’s up?” she said. Crystal felt her
familiar, hissing voice vibrate in her ears slightly as the speaker projected the
call.

“Can you meet me in the nearest bar?” They both looked up directions.
Activating the projection, Crystal selected the first location and tapped it.
“This one.”

“They suck. You sure?”

“Yeah. It doesn’t matter. Ten minutes?”

Jaria paused. “Sure. Your voice is catching. Are you okay?”

“Long story.”

“No problem. See you there.” Jaria clicked off.

“Honey?” Jai said, outside the door.

Taking a deep breath, she flung it open and walked past him.

He tried to block her, standing in front of her. She couldn’t make out
what he was saying; it was a buzz of nonsense and white noise. In the end, she
had to dig her elbow into his waist to move him out of the way. She got
through the door and walked away quickly, tension prickling the back of her
neck. Adrenaline washed over her and she waited for him to run after her, but
mercifully, he left her alone.

Rushing to the bar, Crystal was relieved to see Jaria perched on a bench.
Her bent-back legs were tucked under it primly, and the mane of blue feathers
on her head and back of her neck were flattened in alarm. Jaria’s skirt spread
over her seat, fluttering over the edges. Her clawed hands were clasped
together on the table, and she clicked her talons together, fidgeting.

Crystal ran to her, and Jaria gently hugged her, bending her tall frame
over that of her human friend. “Are you okay? You sounded so upset,” Jaria 
softly hissed.

“It’s a long story.”
They sat down. A waiter came by, and Crystal got a Northern Guadi
special; she didn’t miss the alarm in Jaria’s eyes as she slugged down the
Altarian liquor. The strength of it made her eyes and throat burn, but she
signalled the waiter for another.

“You don’t seem well.”
She retreated into her head, into analytical mode, and told herself to
think of it as a status report—not something happening to her. “I’m really not.
Jai adjusted my meds, without asking me or anything, and I got pregnant, and
I aborted it, and when I confronted him, we had a huge fight. It was terrible.”
She took another drink of the second round of Altarian as soon as it came.

“He didn’t apologize?”

“God, no. He was mad at me. Why would he apologize?”

Jaria sipped her drink, a pale orange cocktail. “Yterans have foster

parents for abandoned eggs. Don’t humans do something like that?”
“No. It wasn’t…” Crystal shook her head, “it wasn’t a baby. It was just

the cellular stage.”

Jaria shrugged. “And he had a problem with that? He should have borne

the clutch in the first place if he wanted it so badly.”

“He offered to. But…” Crystal put her face in her hands, her voice

muffled and tiny as she finally spoke again. “I don’t want to have kids. I didn’t

want to be pregnant, and I don’t—I’m not doing this again.”

“I’m so sorry. I must have misunderstood. Just a moment—I need to

look up some information about human reproduction.” Jaria lifted her head

and tapped her brow. Her flat, slitted nostrils flared as she stared, unseeing, at

projections displayed on her lenses.

Crystal sipped up her drink and waited for her friend to catch up.
With an angry hiss, Jaria snapped back to the conversation. “I should

explain. For us, an individual in a female state cannot lay eggs against her

will, but I see that it’s different for humans. And he exploited that! How dare

he?” She shook her head, her feathers rising, patterns of violet and indigo

rippling across her light purple scales. “I wish I could strangle him for you.”
Crystal slumped and pressed her forehead against the table. “I just…I

just need a break from him. I can’t go back there.”

Jaria gently set a clawed hand on her shoulder. “You are welcome to

stay in my quarters. I have an extra nest. I can also help you requisition

alternative human quarters if you’d like.”

Crystal nodded, not lifting her head. “Sure. I only need to finish my

work up here, and then I want a break.”

Jaria paused. “Would you like a vacation? When was the last time you

relaxed?”

“I dunno, but a couple years, I guess. Why?”

“Come to our aunt’s resort on Nirvana. It’s gorgeous, and she has

facilities for every species you can think of. Many humans come to visit or

engage in business arrangements there.”

“That might be nice,” Crystal admitted.

“The climate of the region she lives in is very pleasant. Let me see—I 

am searching for comparisons on Earth. Apparently, Mexico and some

equatorial locales are coming up. Venus as well, and a couple of artificial 

resorts on Ganymede. Does that sound relaxing?”

“So, sand and surf? Are there beaches? I would kill for a beach vacation.”
Jaria clicked her tongue and stared into the distance again. “Yes, there

are many beaches. And some excellent waterbased diversions.”
“Let’s do it. That sounds like exactly what the doctor ordered. How 

much is it?”

Jaria patted her back gingerly. “For you, complimentary. You are my

friend. Please accept my clan’s hospitality.”

“I don’t know. That’s so generous.”

“You deserve a break. Your husband should have done something like

this, but in place of his terrible behaviour, accept a friend’s kindness.”
“Okay, okay. Well, twist my rubber arm. Do you mind if I invite a 

friend? I will pay for her, and anyone else she brings, if she can’t pay her own

way…” Crystal had finished her second drink, and was working on a third

with the deliberate concentration of a Lunar discus athlete preparing their

throwing stone.

“Let me check the fill rate.” Jaria seemed to scan through information,

and after a few moments, replied, “There’s a lot of space. It’s off-season; the

moon is about ten days away from its winter cycle. Its temperature will be
optimal for human beings, but will be cold by Yteran or Fysiian standards.

How does twentyfive Heat Units sound?”

“Twenty-five degrees Celsius? Oh man, that really is perfect. Okay,

definitely. So, about those quarters? I could use a nap.” Crystal’s eyes fluttered

shut for a minute.

“Do you require assistance with perambulation?”

“Nah, I can walk. I’ve had three, not eight.” She stood, and with 

practiced coordination, walked a few paces away from the café. “Yeah, can I

get temporary quarters close to a particular room? Yeah, I know I’m

registered to that one, but I had a domestic dispute with my husband, and I

need personal space. Yes, I’d like someone to get my clothing and possessions

from our quarters. Thanks. How long will that take? Okay. That’s fine.

What’s my new room number? Awesome. Thank you.”

Crystal hung up and returned from her onesided conversation. “I’ve got

a room near yours, and they’ll be getting my stuff and bringing it down there.

Guess I’m all set.”

“Do you want to speak to him about the dispute?”

Pain rippled through her, threatening to overturn her fragile

composure, and she shook her head at Jaria’s question. “Nah. Not yet. Right

now, I simply…need to be away from him. He—he shouldn’t have. How could

he?” Tears burned at the corners of her eyes, and she wiped them away

furiously.

Jaria cocked her head and let out a sympathetic cooing chitter. “It will 

be all right. Whatever you need to do next, you will not be alone, my friend.”
Crystal nodded, heart aching and numb.

It took very little time for her to get set up in the temporary room. It
was very small, but close to the wing where the Yterans had stationed
themselves. The sounds of their cooing, chittering, hissing conversations
outside her door soothed her. A few times, she heard fluting sounds of 
laughter and flirtation. It made her feel better to know that not everyone felt
terrible, that others’ lives were still going on normally.

Once her suitcases had been delivered, she sat down at the small desk
and activated a keyboard projection. She started to type a letter, then switched
to a pen and hand-wrote in cursive. Sarah would appreciate that.

Dear Sarah,
Some things have happened out here. I went down to the med bay right
after we talked, and I terminated the pregnancy. It was a little impulsive but
the right thing to do. But when I told Jai, we had a huge fight. I didn’t want to
be, but he wanted a family more than he wanted me to be happy, I guess. He’s
been so weird. I don’t know. I knew he’d been wanting to nest, but I thought
we could talk it over. He basically sprung this on me. I feel so betrayed. I
mean, who treats their wife like this? I trusted him. And he admitted that he
switched my meds. You gave me that funny look after I told you about it. Did 
you know? I guess it doesn’t matter anymore.

Sorry, I’m a little tipsy right now, and I’m rambling. Anyway, after this
job is done, I’ll have a lot of credits and I have no idea whether I’m getting
divorced or separated from my husband, or what. My friend Jaria invited me
to her aunt’s resort planet. I don’t know if you’ve ever been out of the system
before, but if you want, you’re welcome to come on vacation with me. If you
can’t afford it, I’ll help you cover it, or I’ll pay. I only need my friends arou nd
and I need to think about my future.

My husband wants something different from what I want, and he was
willing to hurt me to get it. How am I supposed to simply forget that or deal 
with it? I don’t know. Anyway, if I’m gonna cry into a fruity drink and lay in
the sun, I might as well not do it alone. If you want, you can even bring your
cousin. You’re staying with him, right? He was always a sweetie. Here’s the
fee rate; I’m staying for free, so don’t worry about me.

Let me know. Thanks again for this pendant. Lots of love,
Crystal.
She moved away from the desk and tripped into the small bed. Nothing
in the room felt right, and it all felt strangely unreal. Perhaps that was the
alcohol, or the circumstances, or just the new room, mixing in a hellish 
cocktail.

She threw on some sad music, an acoustic track with a lot of slow piano,
strings, and modulated sonar and echolocation in the baseline, and tried to
focus on sleeping. In all her years of interstellar travel, she’d never felt so
alien or so alone. Was this what the first people in space, on Luna, had felt
like?

Pulling her uniform off, she set an alarm so she’d wake up on time and
started to drift off. She was too exhausted to cry, but as it all settled on her,
she couldn’t stop. Thoughts of arranging a divorce raced through her mind,
and then she missed him, and then she was terrified by how much she’d trust
him, and then the nothingness of sleep swallowed it all.
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Sarah cleaned the bar listlessly, wondering how many more times she’d
get to do it. The end of the month was getting close, too close for comfort.
Paulo had been making himself scarce; when she’d asked where he’d been, he’d
given her a sharp look, and that was that.

The worst part wasn’t that she kept having to interview new cooks, al
l 
of whom were inferior. It was staring at that damned box of pamphlets every
day. But worse than the worst was dealing with Trevor. Lately, he’d been
ubiquitous, her shadow. Trevor always seemed to know exactly when to come
visit her. He’d wait until nobody was in the bar, not even a soggy Forostian,
and she’d already finished cleaning.

Just then, he marched smartly into the bar. She noticed the geometric
Flower of Life symbol on his lapel was newly polished, and his boots gleamed.
There wasn’t a speck of dust on his tidy uniform. She noticed that a couple of
subtle bars above his pocket.

Great. Fucknuts got a promotion.
“Good afternoon, Sarah,” he said, puffing out his chest a little. His wide,
stupid face glowed as he met her eyes. “How are you today?”

“Not dead,” she replied curtly, looking for something to organize or
clean.

“I’m delighted to hear that,” he said, turning a megawatt smile on her.
Objectively, it should have been charming. But he had a backpfeifengesicht,
and no amount of warmth could overcome the punchability of his mien.

“Yeah, well, it is what it is. Did you need something?”

“Well, I still have to do a security protocol training update with you.
When was your last one?”

“Uh, where does it say that?”

“It’s mandatory,” he said, looking a little smug.

“No, it’s not. I’ve never heard of it.”

“Well, you have to know your way around proper protocols. The bar
doesn’t have a bouncer.”

“Then with all due respect, you should take that up with Paulo.”

He chuffed. “I’m supposed to approach staff before escalating to
management.”

Sarah seriously considered kicking him in the leg. “I have to defer to
Paulo. I can’t speak for the bar.”

He looked crestfallen. Score, she thought.

“Very well,” he replied. “I’ll see you soon. Don’t forget, though. It is
mandatory.”

“I won’t,” she said, baring her teeth in the best approximation of a smile
she could manage.

He scurried off, and she fumed, trying not to give customers the death 
glare. For a moment, she wished she’d taken Paulo up on his suggestion of
smuggling books for side income. Just knowing that she’d be helping bring
people the kinds of novels that would have made Trevor turn bright red made
her grin internally. With suspicions being high, there was no way she could
do it now. Inwardly, she worried about her contraband copy of the
TorYoBiKo. Nobody else knew she had it, but owning it was still a risk.
Should she scan it and convert it to a digital format, just in case? But a data 
trail was risky, too. Sarah turned it over in her mind again and again, her
obsession devouring the hours.

Paulo was still laying low, and only came in at the end of her shift, while
she was shutting down. He shooed her out of the bar before she could ask him
a thing, and she hurried home.

Toby messaged her as she was about to set down her bag. Sorry, staying
late. New policy coming through; school board expanding school here.
Construction of additions, settler incentives, etc. Long story. Staff meeting.
Might be getting raise, promotion. Want to go for dinner?

Sarah stared at the message. Sure, I guess.

Great! Be home soon.

She closed off the communication, then angrily wrote herself a note.
Masturbate all you want, but don’t moon over her or pester the poor woman.
Your idiot fan-letter was enough.

As she stewed in her own thoughts, weighing her foolishness against
the eternal, stupid hopes of the heart, the door jerked open and slammed
across the gap. She jumped to her feet, half-crouched and bracing herself,
fighting instincts taking over.

It was Toby. Jerking his coat off, he threw it on a chair and stormed to
the sink.

“Hey?” said Sarah, rising to fully stand. “You, uh, don’t look happy. How 
did it go?”

He whirled around. His face was red, and the anger blazing in his eyes
would have looked more at home in Sarah’s. She couldn’t remember the last
time she’d seen him so angry. “Not great.”

He slammed both hands down on the table and panted. “So right after
they offered me the promotion, they did my background check.”

“But you’re clean…you’ve been a law-abiding citizen.”

He looked up, scowling, his face a perfect storm, and whispered, “Well,
because fucking Vera is a Community Support and Maintenance Officer, and
she noticed that I live with a woman, they offered me an ultimatum.”

Sarah’s face went moon-white. “A cismo? She’s a cismo?”

He sat down and held his hands together over the table, imitating a 
supercilious expression. “‘So, Mr. Lee, it comes down to a choice. Given that
you are residing with someone, we’d like to know more about your home life,
in your own words. Are you living with Sarah Jean White, lately of Corinth,
Callisto? Convicted criminal and currently on Special Watch?’

“So of course, I said, ‘Why do you ask? Is that pertinent to my
position?’”

Toby leaned forward, imitating his supervisor. “’As someone charged
with molding young minds, and with the possibility of rising to the position of
Curriculum Advisor for English and Alternative Language Arts, we need to
be sure that you aren’t subjecting yourself to influences and ideas that might
be deemed unsavoury.’”

Toby made a violent yanking motion. “Then he pulled up my viewing,
reading, and listening histories. I mean, I’ve been careful; there was nothing
special on there. He raised his eyebrows at my porn list, but I don’t have any
Indecency violations on my background, so they couldn’t do anything.” He
blushed in embarrassment and anger.

Sarah silently handed him a glass of ice water. He threw it back in a 
couple of gulps and shook his head like he’d downed whisky instead. “What
then?” she prompted, gently touching his hand.

Toby continued imitating his supervisor, making an exaggeratedly
delicate expression of disgust. “’All of this is fine, clearly not out of the
ordinary, but there remains the question of your female companion. Now, let
me make myself clear. If she is Sarah Jean White, your cousin, you are not
suitable to continue as a professor at this institution, because associating with 
a former criminal is not the behaviour we wish to encourage among our
students. And of course, malleable young people do imitate what they see.

“’That said, if she is not, you need to join her in a Union immediately,
and register her with Work and Residence authorities. Incautious ‘personal 
experiences’ shared with another individual can lead to public health risks,
such as spreading disease, not unlike the incident on Enceladus, and
particularly with a person who is unregistered and possibly residing on Pluto
illegally. It’s frivolous and a waste of Chi and energy to partake in such 
‘distractions’ outside of the perimeter of a loving Union, especially since you
clearly make use of pornographic materials already. And it’s simply not
appropriate for young teenagers and youths to see that a spiritual bond with 
another person, or any type of bond, can be disposable.’”

Sarah cringed. “So—what did you say?”

Toby inhaled and exhaled slowly. “I asked him if there were any other
concerns. He shuffled his papers for a minute and then gave me this look. I
wanted to strangle him. I really did. ‘Mr. Lee, I was really hoping to give you
this promotion, but I’m going to need to see documented evidence that your
cohabitating companion is a registered, working citizen and family member,
rather than some sort of regular fling, or worse. Until that can be provided, I
have to suspend you from teaching. Failure to produce documentation or a
resolution will result in your eviction from this colony and possible
transportation to a Remediation centre.’”

Sarah covered her mouth with her hand. There was a long pause, and
neither of them said a word. Finally, she broke the silence in a shaky voice.

“Toby—if you want me to, I can—I can get Paulo to get me a fake ident
and fake docs. We can do some sort of Union on paper. I mean, I don’t plan to
sleep with you, and you’re free to see whoever you want, of course. You’re like
a brother to me, and if faking some paperwork is what it takes, I’ll do it.”

Toby rested on the table, his head in his arms. Finally, he lifted his head
and shook it in a silent dismissal. “Even if that would work, there’s more. I
said, ‘So, hypothetically, what if the person residing with me was unable to
take care of themselves due to a mental or physical health condition?’

“He looked me in the eye and said, ‘Then that person, hypothetically,
would be remanded into the custody of their last location of residence or the
nearest Therapeutic Recovery Centre. A person unable to function alone
clearly needs professional assistance. Hypothetically, of course.’” Toby
slumped again. “What are we going to do?” he pleaded, his voice muffled by
his arms.

“We can still fake the paperwork,” said Sarah, her face white. “I—I can’t
go back to Callisto. I CAN’T.” Her chest seized up and tightened, and her Leg
began to spasm. She ran for the mist in her room and took several long puffs.
After a few slow breaths, she came back out to the kitchen and living room,
leaning on the wall for support as she made her way back to her chair.

“I wouldn’t ask you to do that for me,” said Toby grimly. “I quit. I get a 
couple weeks of severance pay out of it. I think they were expecting that.
They had the paperwork and everything.”

Sarah clutched his arm. “Toby—I already told you the bar is closing in a
couple of weeks! If neither of us are working, we could lose our settlement
permits! And you might get extradited back to Mars, which would be fine, but
then I’m back in the system, and who knows where they’d ship me? I can’t go
back. I can’t. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t…”

“Deep breaths. Deep breaths. It’s going to be okay.” He put his hands on
her shoulders and patted them gently, then gave her a hug. “Hey, we’re in this
together. And I’m not going to be blackmailed by some bunch of 
bureaucratic—jerk—asshole—”

Sarah shot him a look, then glanced at the walls. “Sorry,” she offered.

“No, you’re right. I have to keep my voice down. But hey, on the topic of
blackmail and manipulation and unsavoury things, what’s Paulo going to do
when the bar closes?”

Sarah hesitated. “He’s going back into his old business. He sold it to
someone else because he was nervous about them finding his old ident and
criminal record info.”

“Do you think he’d hire us for his crew?”

Sarah gawked at him. “Us? Smugglers? You’re not officially a criminal.
Do you really want to throw away your life?”

“What point is there to being a law-abiding citizen when religious
morals I didn’t choose are being rammed down my throat, and being used to
threaten my job?” He stared at the table. “I love teaching, I do, but if they
think those kids are so stupid and fragile that their teacher being around a
criminal is enough to warp them for life, then what use is it to even try? They
already control everything I teach so it won’t be too ‘controversial’ or create
‘distress’.

“We aren’t allowed to talk about the colonies, but last semester, they cut
the debate section from my curriculum entirely and made it so nobody—staff 
or students-could opt out of the Spiritual meditation periods. And they’re
limiting the Health Choices program—massive funding cuts. Goodbye,
contraception and disease education, goodbye sexual instruction, goodbye
basic information about drugs, caffeine, and alcohol—”

“What do they even talk about?” Sarah blurted, interrupting him. “If 
they’re cutting debates—”

“Nothing. And it doesn’t matter. I’m out. When’s your next shift?”

Sarah stared at the table, at its cheap brushed steel curves. “Tomorrow
afternoon. But Toby, there’s no going back. We could end up smuggling guns,
or hradirga, or books, for all we know. We could get killed.”

He gestured violently at the door. “Better than dying in here or rotting
in some jail cell. I’m not letting them take you back, and I’m sure as hell not
going to Behavioural Correction myself. Look what it’s done to you!” Toby
cringed and closed his mouth.

Sarah shook her head resolutely. “No, you’re right. I don’t want that to
happen to you either.”

“But where will we go? Paulo doesn’t even have a smuggling ship, only
that tiny little skiff. It can barely do intersystem trips.”

“Well, it’ll take him some time to get set up, I’m sure, if he hires us in
the first place. And I have an idea. Crystal sent me the weirdest email the
other day. She said she and Jai are on the rocks and she wants to take a 
vacation out in Nirvana, some resort on a moon in the Yteran system…”
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Crystal looked over her packed suitcases. The wormhole was finished,
her meagre possessions had been organized, and her travel plans had been set
up. A shuttle would take her to a transport ship, which would cruise through 
up. A shuttle would take her to a transport ship, which would cruise through 
B). From there, she’d transfer to a local nexus hub
and take a shuttle to Nirvana.

She looked over her travel plans once more, then her email. Jai had filled
her inbox with pleas and short messages. Some were updates about work,
some were clearly middle-of-the-night rambles, and some were angry, tense
provocations. She’d read them all, and replied to a few; selecting them, she set
them aside in a folder, hiding them from herself. Tapping her throat and ear,
making the archaic “call” gesture, she dialed Jai.

He picked up immediately. “Honey? How are you?”

She left video chat off, not wanting to see his face. She could hear the
hoarseness of his throat, and her heart ached for a moment. He never drank
enough water when he was up late, and he’d always sound croaky the next
morning. Crystal longed to remind him of that, but stopped herself. “Hey. So,
you got my message about the trip?”

“Yes. It’d be great for both of us to get away, to spend some time
together, only us—”

“No, Jai.”

“But—”

“No. I need some time to think about things, and I need some space.
From you.”

“But I love you,” he sighed, his voice choking up. Jai never cried, but his
throat would close over. “I’m so sorry, honey. Please.”

Before, she would have hugged him, apologized for upsetting him, done
anything to end the fight. “I…love you too, but you broke my trust. I need
time.”

“How much time?”

“I don’t know. Maybe a couple of weeks, maybe a month. Maybe two
months.”

“Two months? That long? Are you sure?”

“I don’t know. Look, there isn’t a fast, simple answer to this.”

He paused, his voice reedy and truculent. “I’m sorry. I really am. What
do I have to do to show you that?”

Crystal closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. Anger arced through 
her. “You need to leave me alone. No more than one email, one call a week.
Got it?”

There was a long silence. “Anything you need, Glass,” he said softly. “I
applied for a position out near Van Maanen’s. It’s not a big hole, but it needs
repair work. Should take about two months.”

“See you,” she said. She grabbed her own throat much harder than
necessary, cutting the call.

Tears flooded down her face, and snot followed. Everything felt wrong.
Was it really a good idea to leave him on his own? No, she told herself. I have
to. This is for the best.

She glanced in the mirror, washed her face, put her makeup back on, and
towed her things out of her room.

Jaria was waiting in a social area for their floor. “Are you ready to
leave?” she asked, extending a clawed hand. Her long neck swivelled as she
inspected Crystal’s face. “You look well, but you smell very distressed.”

Crystal nodded and swallowed. “I’m ready. Let’s hit the ship and get out
of here.”

Jaria patted her fingers as gently as she could. “Think about all the
Lyrian glowjuice you’re going to drink, and the melatonin you will produce
from the red star’s pleasant light. Similar to my home, the other planet in the
system, which your species once called ‘Kepler 62e,’ the oceans cover eighty-
three percent of Nirvana’s surface. The sunsets are incomparable!”

Crystal managed a smile. “How’s the shopping?”

“Excellent, if you like handmade textiles and carvings. There’s a 
particular type of vertebrate with iridescent calcium accretions on its exterior
shell plates—very common, highly prized, and used for a lot of jewelry and
decorative objects…” she continued, clearly pleased to show off her
knowledge, her voice suggesting a tour guide’s experience.

They walked toward the elevators together, then down through the
atrium and towards the shuttle bay. Several times, Crystal thought she heard
Jai calling her name, or her nickname, but she didn’t turn around.

All I need is some space, she repeated to herself, her lips twisting
bitterly at the thought of the pun. Some space.
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Sarah led Toby to Paulo’s apartment with the greatest of caution. She’d
only been there a few times, and never for long. She knocked, and without a 
word, Paulo ushered them in.

Normally, his apartment looked Spartan and utilitarian, hardly the kind
of fun, stylish place she’d expected. His place was bigger than theirs, but with 
everything boxed up, it was cavernous. “What’s up?” he said, crossing his
arms and leaning back on one leg.

“I want to become a smuggler,” said Toby, stepping forward.
Paulo shot a look at Sarah, who shrugged and nodded. “What put that
idiotic notion in your head?” he retorted.

“They threatened to fire me unless I turned Sarah over to state
guardianship and rehabilitation or married her.” Toby clenched his fists. “I
haven’t done anything wrong, and neither has she, and I’m so done.”

“Wanting to rebel doesn’t mean going illegal. You ever killed some one,
hijo?”

“No, sir, I can’t say that I have. But I don’t want to if I can help it.”

“You ever lied? Stolen? Cheated?”

“I cheated on my fiancée the night before we got married, I’ve told a few 
lies, and I stole a pack of gum in third grade,” he replied confidently.

Paulo walked right up to him, arms still crossed, and looked down. With 
muscles, metal, and tattoos, he was a formidable sight. There was a reason the
bar didn’t need a bouncer during his shifts. “Papers,” he barked. “Name, ship,
cargo identification.”

But Toby looked back without flinching, and didn’t break eye contact.
“Andrew Feng, Yáng-Shù, wheat and wheat by-products. Do you need an
ID?”

Paulo stepped back. “There’s your first mistake. Never give them more
info than they ask for.” He swung at Toby’s head without warning, a large fist
careening towards his forehead for a haymaker punch.

Toby ducked and stumbled back, then made to run for the door.

“Come on back,” called Paulo.

Toby turned around, his eyes wide. “That was terrible, wasn’t it?”

“It sucked a lot less than I expected.”

Toby lifted a shoulder and halfsmiled. “Thanks, I guess. Can’t say I
have any prior relevant experience on my resume, but I’ll do my best.”

Paulo rolled his eyes. “Almost nobody ever gets into this on purpose.
Learn to hold that tongue, and you might not get murdered in the first week.”

Toby turned a little pale.

“I’m kidding. All you have to do, really, is learn to lie, run, wait around,
and be ignored.”

Toby glanced at the ground. “I’ve spent most of my life doing the last
two.”

Paulo gave him half a smile, then glanced away. “Now, Sarah.” His eyes
softened as he turned to her. “You’re a tough bitch, but are you sure you’re cut
out for this? PTSD’s a bastard. What if you get an attack in the middle of a 
job?”

Sarah thought for a minute. “What about pulling the old sickness card? I
can fake pregnancy. You know I’m a good liar. Otherwise, we can come up
with something. They don’t have to know I’m a criminal. Maybe the trauma 
card can work for us.”

He considered both of them for a while. “I was going to merely give you
the key to the Maria Negra and tell you to run, but this changes things.
Again, you’re both sure you want to do this? If you ever want to go civilian
again, you’ll have to change your names, your idents…everything, probably. If 
you even can. It’s not a bad life, but sometimes it’s boring, and when it’s not
boring, it can be dangerous and violent. You might have to do things you
don’t like, or lose sleep over.”

Sarah gestured broadly. “I already fuckin’ lose sleep. When it’s not a
panic attack, I worry about those books and essays I ‘fixed.’ I knew better, but
I was complicit in their ideas. What does that make me? I knew better, but I
supported a system that hurts people, and I have to live with that every
goddamn day.” Her face tightened. “Maybe I can at least smuggle some
weapons to Indus if I do this, or to the other colonies.”

Toby nodded. “I’m supposed to be a teacher. In addition to doing the
same crap Sarah did, I taught this stuff to kids.” He looked sick. “I had to
punish kids for swearing, for not meditating…and it’s not that I beat them or
anything, but they’re growing up in this system, and I was helping. I mean,
even after they destroyed her—someone who’s practically my sister—I kept
helping. I can’t live like that anymore.”

Paulo surveyed them both and slowly nodded. “Okay. Get packed. We
should get out of here as soon as possible.”

“Where are we going?” asked Toby. He looked more alive than Sarah 
had ever seen them, downright excited. For a moment, she prayed to the
universe and forgotten gods that when the excitement was taken from him,
the thief wouldn’t be a bullet.

“I might have an idea,” offered Sarah, her voice shaking. “Crystal, an old
pal of mine, is taking a break. Well, it’s a long story, but there’s a resort on
Nirvana she’s going to stay at. I have coordinates and an address. She said
she’ll cover my fee, and…well, we have some savings, Toby and me.”

Paulo’s eyes lit up, even the metal one. “That’s perfect. I used to go
there all the time. They say that what happens in Nirvana, stays in Nirvana.
One thing about the Yterans; as long as they’re having a good time and you
aren’t wreckin’ their property, they don’t give a damn. All right, now comes
the boring part. Ready to get some forged papers?”

They made a few quick arrangements, sharing data and messages, and
Toby and Sarah headed out the door. They tried not to glance at each other,
concealing their excitement and relief as they walked through the main
concourse.

They jogged to the elevators and made their way back to their own
floor, then down the hall. Now almost sprinting, they jerked open the door
and jostled each other as they raced inside.

She dashed into her room to get her things and make sure everything
important was really and truly packed up. Her DNA was all over the place, of 
course, but there was no point in scrubbing it since they’d already caught her.
Not that she had access to a scrubber, anyway. Closing her eyes tight, she
pulled her hand away and got back to preparations. Think, Sarah. Think.

The books. Of course. It was so stupid. The heretical text was safe, her
framed pictures were packed, and her hygienic preferences for deodorant and
sundries were programmed into her personal device, but the living room still 
had crap in it. Her blood pounded and The Leg ached as she retrieved her
suitcases and hauled the two trunks into the living room.

The durabound books on the shelf in the living room lay in disarray, and
she wondered which volumes were already in Toby’s luggage. She darted
over, unable to stop herself, and pawed through the pile of books. Most of the
remaining ones were texts and the mandatory behavioural guides, but a few 
novels lurked among the serene covers. There was no time to grab every
single one. The expurgated Blaine and Shakespeare could stay, but she stuffed
a couple of volumes of Lorca’s poetry, an Alexie Sherman, and a Gilbert
Hernandez into the side pouches on her portmanteau.

Toby tucked his safety deposit box under one arm, and he clutched the
handle of a suitcase in the other.

As she shut the door for the last time, a passive-aggressive voice
interrupted, “Oh, pardon me. I didn’t expect the suitcases. Are you going on
holiday?”

Sarah turned to Vera with a manic grin. “Yes, yes we are. Move along,
you drycunted old hag. We have places to see and people to go.”

Toby shot an aggrieved look at Sarah. “Um, pardon her, she’s losing her
mind and I’m taking her for a spa week. Nervous breakdown. Nothing serious.
Excuse us, got a ride to catch.”

They left a shocked Vera standing in the middle of the hallway,
watching their backs as they rounded another corner.

As they crammed into the elevator, Boo chattered at her, annoyed by the
jostling. “Was that absolutely necessary?”

“You know I hate her. The least I could do is get in an insult before we
leave.”

“She might report us!”

“I’m fucked already. One more person reporting on my whereabouts—” 
Sarah stopped and went the same colour as her surname. “Fuck. If they do a
general alert—”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Toby spat.

“Okay. Time to leg it.”

She felt the drop in her stomach as they flew down the levels. The
crappy edge placement—away from central services in the complex and
towards the industrial area of the tube city—was turning out to have been one
of Toby’s wiser accommodation choices.

When Sarah literally walked into Trevor, she was so startled and tense
that she screamed.

Trevor touched both of her shoulders, smiling softly. “Oh! Thank the
powers that be,” he said. “This has to be fate. Vera just called me and said you
were on your way for a vacation, or something.”

“That’s right. Top of the line care,” said Sarah. “I’m crazy, didn’t you
know? It’s okay, you’ll never have to deal with me again,” she added, laughing
nervously. Her eyes flicked to Toby, who was doing his best not to stare and
trying to look calm.

“I know you’re in a hurry, but this can’t wait,” said Trevor. He fiddled
with his fingers for a moment, then moved into her line of sight, coming close.
She could smell the faint sweetness of soap and laundry, and his own scent,
which she’d never liked. But he didn’t move away. “Sarah, I know you’ve said
no to going out with me a few times, and I can tell you’ve been hurt…but I
can’t stop thinking of you. I realise you’re not as Spiritual as I am, but I kinda 
have this feeling that we’re meant to be. And when I heard about your
situation with employment, I knew I had to help.”

Sarah lifted her hands to get away from him. Her pulse was throbbing,
and she thought her heart would tear its way out of her chest.

Toby noticed her white face and stepped in front of her. “Hi. Toby Lee. I
don’t believe we’ve met. What kind of help did you have in mind, exactly?”

“Toby!” Trevor turned a glowing face on him. “I understand my aunt
Vera gave you some trouble recently. I’m terribly sorry about all that. I’m
sure I can have a talk with the school board and get things arranged so that
you’re reinstated. It’s such a pleasure to meet you!” He snatched Toby’s hand
and pumped it enthusiastically, ignoring that a handshake hadn’t been offered.

Pushing Toby aside, Trevor touched Sarah’s shoulders again.

She froze and prayed that he’d stop touching her, or that whatever
happened, he’d get it over with. She wanted to vomit, and her mouth was dry.
She had to bite her tongue to remind herself that she wasn’t in prison, didn’t
have to just lie down and accept whatever happened to her. Fear still made
every muscle stiff.

“Sarah,” said Trevor, drawing her name out, “this is sudden, I know,
but,” he took her left hand, “…will you Unite with me?” Popping open a ring
box he’d obviously been carrying around, he slid it onto her finger. “A real 
Earth diamond,” he said. “Not Saturnine. Only the best for you. My other aunt
is Kelna Wiscott,” he added impressively, “and I can make sure that your
criminal record—that was a mistake, I know—gets wiped out. Marry me,
Sarah. You’ll never want for anything. As soon as you come back from this
trip and get cured, we can get it all sorted.”

She stood there, pale, and shocked, too terrified to push him away or say
no.

He leaned forward and kissed her, burying his tongue between her lips.

She froze and the world lurched around her. Memories crowded her
mind and she wanted to scream.

Toby interceded, pushing him back. “Whoa, there, Trevor. She didn’t
say yes.”

“Excuse me?” piped Trevor.

“I said, back off.”

Sarah flattened herself against the wall, praying that it would all be
over.

“I am Kelna Wiscott’s nephew,” said Trevor again. “I will not be spoken
to like this. Sarah, you love me, don’t you?”

She closed her eyes. Feeling as though the words came from elsewhere,
Sarah heard her voice say, “No, I don’t. I want you to leave me alone. Please
take your ring back. I’m sorry, Trevor.”

When she opened her eyes, she saw that he was pink-faced and gasping.
Tears welled in his eyes, but he looked furious. “I could have you arrested!” he
shouted. “Here and now, I could arrest you myself! I’m head of security! I
know about your searches and those romance books, Sarah! You’re a 
recidivist!”

Her blood surged, and her vision swam; she saw only a red storm.
Before she could move, a fist moved in front of her, connected with Trevor’s
head.

As soon as he went down, Sarah came alive. She kicked Trevor’s ribs
again and again, half-knelt to punch him in the face. After a minute or two, she
felt hands on her shoulders. She swung again.

Toby ducked. “Sarah, Sarah! It’s me! It’s okay!”

She panted and wiped her mouth, then spat. Trevor let out a faint moan,
and she kicked him in the ribs, hard, one more time.

Toby turned a look of panic on her. “That wasn’t good, was it.”

“I have a feeling it wasn’t. Maybe we should run.”

Sarah activated her phone and called Paulo. “We might have beaten
Trevor to a pulp,” she said, without greeting him. “I think we should meet in
the parking garage and go.”

“Culo. Good job, kid. Not that I blame you, but this is exactly what I
didn’t want. Okay, leg it. I’ll meet you there.”

Sarah’s Leg screamed, but she ignored the pain, even when it made her
limp. They raced to the parkade. In his cage, Boo chittered, angry at the
jostling.

The doors opened soundlessly on the cool grey halls of the parking
complex. Her hands shook as she hauled their things out of the elevator. Toby
followed her meekly. She knew he was hoping she’d be able to hold it
together, avoid an insane outburst like the one in the hall. Sarah wondered if 
she could manage it.

Think about your work face, she told herself. Think about DOLMAC.
Fear stung through her, and The Leg smarted, unstretched, but she forced the
panic down and made herself look composed. She ran her hands over her hair
innocuously.

The security bot turned a smooth metallic face to her and formed an
artificial smile. “Name and identification.” The stern voice was a masculine
monotone, with a parental authority and none of the warmth.

“Sarah White. ID SJW9430. I’m here to pick up the Maria Negra.”

“Toby Lee, ID TL5603. I’m travelling with Sarah.”

“Ownership check in progress,” said the bot. She glanced desperately at
the doors. Any minute now, the bells would ring, and enforcers would come arunnin’ any minute now.

“Ownership verified. Thank you, Miss White. Your vehicle is in stall P-
66. It is being brought and will arrive in two minutes. We appreciate your
patronage. Please stand by for a final pre-boarding security scan.”

Behind her, she heard Paulo puffing and dragging his things. As they
got into the elevator, Paulo yanked his things in and slammed the down
button twice, then the “basement” button, then the down button again.

The platform shot down through the glass tube at twice the normal 
rate. They landed with a jerk.

“What the hell?” Sarah demanded, clutching her hamster’s cage.

“Maintenance trick. Come on!”

At once, Sarah saw it. Overriding her normally minimalistic heads’ up
display, a large red alert displayed itself. Caution! the banner began, scrolling
across her line of sight.

Paulo opened a panel on his metallic cheek and slammed a button;
immediately, her vision was clear again. “Gotta override the override,” he said.
“Now, hustle!”

The Maria Negra wasn’t very large; smaller than a shuttle, the skiff was
about the size of a mobile one-family hotel vehicle, or a small terrestrial cabin.
Jerking their possessions up the ramp, Paulo swept his arms wide. “Welcome
home. Lock your shit down and let’s go. You’ll get the grand tour later.”

Throwing her suitcases into the open cargo hatch, Sarah grabbed her
hamster’s cage and made for the cockpit, where Paulo had positioned himself.
Toby had strapped into a jump seat behind him, and was already looking
green.

Paulo rattled off a code, typed something on a projected keyboard, and
headed for the vehicle elevator.

As the elevator took them to the low orbit exit dock, Paulo fired up the
mag engines. “Now you can breathe,” he said. “Also, welcome to the Maria 
Negra. Would you like to listen to the news?”

Sarah shook her head.

Toby unbuckled himself and bent forward. She expected to see him
throw up, but as he looked up, he whooped and threw a fist in the air. “That
was amazing!”

Sarah glanced around.

Towards the front was a roomy cockpit with two pilot seats, two jump
seats, and a variety of things hanging from the ceiling and what looked like a 
folding hammock, which could only spread properly if the jump seats were
folded up. There was also a loft above the cockpit, or perhaps just more
storage—it looked deep and cozy, but for all she knew, it had a bunch of 
important communications equipment in it, and was just full of dust and
electronics.

The rest of the place didn’t have much in it—there was a washroom
towards the front and two bunk beds tucked off to the side. All the fabrics and
upholstery were soft, muted grey shades, with hints of slate blue and herbal 
green here and there. The walls had a few carefully plasteel-covered brush 
paintings. Bolted to the wall in a row of little transparent glassteel boxes were
a few little bronze and ceramic antiques, all carefully packed in transparent
cushioning gels. They looked like they’d come from ancient Earth, but also
farther-flung home planets. She paused to examine a bronze amulet floating in
its small housing, eyeing the round fruit-shaped bells and the clenched-fist
figa charm dangling from an ornate buckle.

The floor was corrugated steel, but a tough wool rug in shades of silver,
ash, and soot sprawled down the narrow hall. She was surprised a fringed,
handwoven-looking carpet like that had survived whatever abuses Paulo had
dealt it—but then again, a rug like that might well outlive her. Opposite the
bunk beds, a food printer and mini oven sat next to a second sink, surrounded
by stainless steel-front cabinets with a brushed finish. One of the cabinets held
rows of carefully suspended teapots and tea canisters, a variety of ceramics
and enameled metals gleaming brightly. Behind those was a table with bench 
seating for about four people below a viewscreen wall, and on the opposite
side, a chair and desk that folded out from swiveling panels.

The back half of the ship was surprisingly empty—or just very, very
well-organized. The rest seemed to include storage space made up of cabinets,
panels in the floor, and dividing panels that could be extended out from the
walls if needed. It would provide a little privacy and create a second room,
Sarah thought, but at the moment, it was just barren. The doors featured
some familiar artistic works—the Great Wave by Hokusai, which she knew 
Paulo loved, but also a few Chinese courtyard murals. A Yayoi Kusama print
of a black-and-white dotted pumpkin sat next to a bold red and green angular
abstract by Rabello. Paulo had a soft spot for Earth artists.

She would have crammed in more knick-knacks and books, with some of
those magnetic shelves or the ones with modular clamps to hold down items
during reentry and takeoff…

Still, there were a couple of fluffy-looking grey throw blankets on the
padded bench, and four charcoal throw pillows, one for each corner. From the
looks of it, the table flipped up and out of the way, turning the bench into a
couch space. That little touch of cosiness comforted her immeasurably.

She sat on the lower bunk and set her head in her hands.

“Good job, I suppose.”

“Is smuggling going to be as stressful as this?”

“Only if you show up on an ident-check. Mostly, it’s boring as tits.”

“I like tits,” countered Sarah.

“I find ‘em boring. Regardless, so is smuggling if you do your job right.
Most of the time. Unless a deal goes bad or you try to go for a higher offer
from a different party midmission, that is.”

“Would you have any experience in doing that?” asked Toby.

Paulo didn’t answer, but laughed. “Depends on who’s asking.”

“It’s me, and we’re going to be working together, so I’d rather know 
what I’m signing up for.”

Paulo let out a quick sigh. “There’s no good answer to the question.
When that happens, crack a joke, or say nothing and let the negotiator come
to the conclusion they prefer. That’s another thing, kid—you’re going to have
to get better at not answering questions directly. Remember, you always have
the power; they’re the ones with the illegal goods, and you’re the one who can
get things where they need to go.”

“I’ve got a lot to learn,” grumbled Toby.

“Hey, the first step in an education is accepting that you’re an idiot,”
Paulo replied genially.

Sarah smiled, and before she knew it, a small chuckle bubbled out of her.

“Speaking of lessons, what did you manage to grab before you left?”
Paulo asked.

“Not a lot. A few of our books, some gifts from an old friend, some
clothes, my hamster—” At her words, Boo emerged from his burrow. He
groomed himself in consternation, and she clutched his cage again.

“Might want to get some kind of travel case for the rat so you can put
him in your pocket or carry him around more easily,” said Paulo. “There’s
always a chance you’ll need to run or leave your ship somewhere for a few 
days.”

“I guess I could train him to be an attack hamster,” Sarah offered.
“Would that be an edge in negotiations?”

“I’ve known a few people with pet rodents. Was a guy with a cloned
Terran archeo-species I knew—damn dinosaur had to have the most
expensive food I’d ever seen. But eh, a hamster’s not a bad living accessory, as
they go.”

Sarah stared at the back of Paulo’s head, wishing she could see his face
to tell whether he was kidding or not. As if reading her mind, he added,
“You’ll get used to things like that. People in this business tend to live on
their reputations, and captains especially tend to be colourful. Unique. By
their standards, I’m pretty boring.”

“What kind of ‘colourful’?” she asked immediately. “Revolutionary-
leader type colourful?”

Paulo paused. “Possibly. Likely, even. Who did you have in mind?”

Sarah took a deep breath. “To be honest, I’d love to meet Patience
Ngouabi. I admire the shit out of her. I, uh, may have sent her a letter a while
ago. Some, uh, fanmail about my own experiences and how much her cause
has impressed me. I’d love to find some way to help out people on Indus and
the colonies.”

She expected Paulo and Toby to laugh at her, but they didn’t. “That
could be arranged,” Paulo finally said. “I wouldn’t mind taking a good, long
asparagus-piss on the HuCon myself. And rebels usually need weapons and
information.”

“Count me in,” Toby said immediately. “I’d love to be a thorn in their
side, too. I don’t care if we’re dropping off supplies in a hot zone or handing
over rations to someone’s contact of a contact, I’m in.”

Sarah let out a breath. “This is crazy. I’m crazy. You’re both crazy.”

“Crazy’s not such a bad way to live,” her cousin countered.

She looked over to see Toby grinning. He looked alive and excited, and
seeing his brown eyes glitter with amusement and happiness made her feel a
tiny bit better. “Cool,” she said, and left it at that, wondering if she should
start taking notes. “So where are we going next?”

“Out past Charon; there’s a shuttle ferry that will take us through the
gate. We’ll use ferries to get to Nirvana. Should take a couple weeks for
everything. As soon as you’re out of the Sol system, they lose jurisdiction. But
for all intents and purposes, as of right now, you’re free.”

She looked up, meeting Toby’s exuberant face, and managed something
like a smile. “I guess I am. Next stop, Nirvana.”

He squeezed her hand and gave her a loose hug. She stiffened, but
accepted his comfort. “Next stop, a vacation and freedom,” he said. “For both
of us.”

Sarah managed a smile, then closed her eyes, wondering what would
come next.

BOOK 4: POE’S OUTLAWS
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As he leaned against Paulo’s side, trying to
 get a good hold on his arms,
Toby’s face was turning red. Paulo twisted away, writhing around with more
agility than she expected from such a large man. He was panting, though—
they both were. Toby’s arms twisted behind his back, Paulo pushed him down
to the floor. His nose an inch above the cushiony foam practice mat, Toby
grunted in pain.

“Yield?”

“I yield,” Toby croaked.

Immediately, Paulo offered him a hand, and Toby got to a knee, then

stood.

“Good job,” Paulo affirmed, patting him on the back.

“Ow,” Toby muttered.

“Stretch it out a little. Remember, never stretch before you work out—

that’ll fuck your muscles up.”
Toby stretched his arms out and forward. “Man, I feel like I’m terrible
at this.”

Paulo shrugged. “Everyone starts somewhere. And I’ll be honest, you
have some improving to do, but knowing where you’re at is better’n being
arrogant.” He lifted his chin at Sarah. “Hey, you. Gonna come do drills?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“We can go slow,” he offered.

Moving the fluffy silver throw blanket off her lap and reluctantly setting
aside the sage green throw cushion she’d been leaning on, she got up from the
bench seating across from the bunk and moved towards the back of the craft.

Paulo’s ship, the Maria Negra, wasn’t terribly large—but it was both 
functional and tastefully decorated. There weren’t many knickknacks or brush 
paintings up on display, the way she knew Paulo would have preferred.
However, the handwoven grey tapestry rug down the narrow hall, the
charcoal sheets and blankets, brushed steel cabinets, and ash bamboo
upholstery on the bench couches/dining table area had a tasteful, if subdued
hominess.

The glassteel tea cabinet above the sink, counter, and food printer
displayed a few fine teapots and cups, as well as beautiful tea canisters; tea was
one thing Paulo had not compromised on. The celadon and iron teapots and
china cups rested in sanitary, transparent packing gel, which absorbed shocks
and jolts from movement to keep them from shattering. On a different shelf,
the less fragile metal, hemp cardboard, or bamboo canisters were tiny works
of art, featuring geometric patterns and small landscapes.

The makeshift workout space was normally a cargo hold or storage
space. Sarah planted her worn black leather boots firmly on the corrugated
steel floor and took a breath.

“On the balls of your feet more.” He showed her.

Rubbing his neck, Toby copied their stances.

“Good. You don’t wanna be flat-footed.”

They practiced evasion drills in the two-by-two metre space, each 
taking turns and moving in place.

“Now, another thing—you can leverage against a wall or a corner to
kick someone, then move around their side to get away. Toby, attack me
slowly—try to get me by the neck.”

When it was her turn to defend, Sarah tried to scrabble sideways, but
couldn’t get a good foothold, and slid down uncomfortably.

“Damn it,” she cursed, her left leg’s damaged muscles spasming, the
nerves screeching.

“Awright, take a break. We’ll do some aggressive moves next.”

As he showed her a few ways to get out of and put someone into a
chokehold, she interrupted, “I don’t really wanna kill people.”

He shrugged. “Everyone uses violence. You just gotta pick the violence
and the side.”

Sarah glanced down. No, she thought, mustering her courage. That’s
not good enough. “But I don’t like violence.”

He gave her an annoyed look. “You don’t like violence, or you don’t like
murder?”

“Either, but I mean, murder’s obviously worse.”

“Then don’t murder people ‘less you’re getting paid for it. Invest in
suppressants. Act in selfdefence. Better yet, try t’ get in and get out cleanly,
rather than doing a big fight. The way pirates act in holos? Terrible. Very
messy. The best way to do our work is try to be ignored. But if you get in a
fight, you have to know how to defend yourself, or you could die. Understand
me?”

Sarah nodded, biting a lip. “Yeah. I guess.”

Paulo shrugged. “Either you get used to it, or you die for your
principles.”

“Surely there has to be a third way,” piped up Toby.

Paulo laughed bitterly. “If you can find it, great. Until then, I’ll teach 
you how to survive. Now get back here. You need to kick harder to knock the
knee out.”

After they’d practiced for the day, Sarah took some notes. Paulo laughed
at her for it, but didn’t interrupt.

“Both of you are gonna need a lot of practice,” Paulo grumbled.

Situated in a projected shared workspace with Sarah, Toby was busy
taking visual photographs and making notes on them. Sarah noticed Toby’s
cheeks turning red, and decided that he was ignoring Paulo on purpose, at
least partly from embarrassment.

Leaving the two of them to mess with the diagrams and load up some
learning and training programs, Paulo shook his head, set water to boil, and
went back to the cockpit.

A while later, he got up and stood in the corridor by the bunks, leaning
against them. “We’re docking on the transport ship soon.”

“One step closer to paradise,” said Sarah, perking up.

Paulo grunted. “I can’t believe she just invited you and guests like that.
No offense, kid, but there’s generous and there’s suspicious, and an all-
expensespaid vacation sounds like a trap to me.”

Sarah stared him down, though everything in her fought to do
otherwise. “Crystal’s an old friend. There’s nobody more trustworthy than
her. And she’s going through a hard time right now, so if I can be there for
her, I will. The vacation’s just a bonus.”

“How’s she affording this?” Paulo demanded.

“She’s a wormhole engineer. Well, she was—nowadays, it’s more the
Mindsearching thing.”

Paulo nodded, his expression softening. “Ah. Now that makes sense.
Government contracts—the engineers and builders are loaded. But just so you
know, this is going to be a working vacation, at least for me.”

Toby’s features furrowed in confusion, his smooth-lidded eyes crinkling.
“That’s a contradiction. But what are you working on?”

“We,” Paulo corrected. “So, time for a crash course in smuggling and
intragalactic politics. There’s a lot of trade limits and tariffs on various things.
Fruits and other foods, weapons, fabrics, trinkets, certain minerals, and shit
like that.”

“I thought there were laws about the Interfederational planets being
under free trade?” Toby asked.

Sarah fought to keep her attention on them, but started playing with 
Boo, easing him from his cage and petting his soft fur.

“Yeah, but politicians always gotta throw their weight around—both on
their planets and out here. Whenever there’s a political shakeup on a planet or
some conservative faction comes in, it gets harder to acquire certain things.
Depends on how they’re breeding or growing organic trade goods, how 
they’re mining, which companies have muscled their way to the top, or
whether a system’s gone for government control on factories and
production…there’s a whole lotta other people out there, and their politicians
and people don’t sit still any more than human worlds do.” At that, he shot a 
glance at Sarah. “You listening?”

“I was expecting to be bored,” she admitted. “So what’s the long and the
short of it?”

“Basically, a lot of our work is usually pretty dull. At worst, you meet
with some fines for carrying the wrong kind of fruit because one part of a
Fysiian territory has suddenly decided xeno-physalis berries are the hot
flavour of the season, and all the bartenders there want to make drinks with 
xenophysalis in them.”

“Fysiians like to party?” Sarah joked. “Crystal always told me they were
grumpy as hell.”

For once, Paulo gave her a look of approval. “All individual members of 
species still have variations in their personalities. Even hives differ fr om
colony to colony. But yeah, most aren’t what you’d call friendly. Culturally,
they tend to be utilitarian with other species, so any Fysiians that go against
that mould are real rebels. Little more fun at parties, anyhow.” He chuckled.
“Nowadays, most of the business concerns getting stuff in and out of the
human territories.” His face grew more serious. “And because Earth has a bug
up its ass about morality and decorum lately, that means they’re trying to
thumb their noses at all the aliens.”

Sarah winced. “Why is that, anyway?”

Paulo huffed. “Earth politics are another story. Practical upshot is this.
There’s correct ways of getting stuff done, and that costs money, and there’s
shady ways, and that’s cheaper, and that’s where we come in. But Earth is on
this trip right now where they’re trying to look enlightened but pushing
humanity backwards. You sure you want to get me started on Marcus
Victor?”

All three of them groaned and sighed. “Fuck Victor,” Toby muttered,
shooting an anxious look at Sarah.

Sarah gave him a slight nod, trying to hint that it was okay, a safe topic.
“What I don’t understand is how a guy who’s married and cheated on that
many wives, and swindled so many business partners, can be a figurehead that
the Spiritualists cling to. He’s so…excessive. Doesn’t he stand for everything
they’re against?”

Paulo turned a dark smirk on her. “What people say and what they do
aren’t always cohesive, my dear.”

“But he’s so corrupt. He’s despicable. And he—” Sarah swallowed
against her own rage and fought to slow her breath, “—he’s assaulted women.
Even underage girls. There’s nothing good about him, but they just excuse
him?”

Paulo crossed his arms and leaned against the doorway, staring into the
middle distance. “He said he’d support their anti-xeno interests and maintain
the purity of human culture in the face of decadence and transgressions. And
he has money. That’s enough for them.”

“But it’s not right,” Sarah muttered.

Paulo shrugged. “Then fuck with the people who support ‘im. You can
do that now, y’know.”

Sarah looked startled. “How the hell do I do that?”

Paulo grinned. “Finally, you’re askin’ the right questions. First, get back
to practicin’. Then we start lookin’ for contracts, and you’ll get to practice
those skills.”

The techniques Paulo had laid out left Sarah’s head spinning like a 
satellite knocked from orbit. What he described about practical disruption
techniques and connecting with planet-based and more extensive communities
mostly went over her head. There was so much to know—and realising that
her life was about to change drastically made her feel distinctly
uncomfortable.

There was being politically active or rising in an organization—and
then there was partaking in illegal activities with potentially violent results.
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Crystal set her bags down in her room and looked around bleakly.
Paradise had never seemed so miserable. Sure, Jaria was there, and so was her
brother Wirri, but all she wanted to do at that moment was cry.

She’d emailed Jai about her whereabouts, and had
 gotten a long,
heartfelt email in reply. I miss you…can’t wait to see you again…this job is
lonely without you…either he was laying on the guilt thick and heavy, or
she’d made a terrible mistake. Maybe both?

Crystal shoved the voice in a box and started to put away her clothes.
She hadn’t yet gone shopping for the resort essentials—swimsuits, cover-ups,
sunglasses, and some new reading materials. UV-filtering umbrellas were
available all over the beach, and personal shield arrays enabled for UV and
even water were also an option. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to go on
any of the expeditions; swimming in a pool was one thing, but swimming in a 
lake or ocean on an alien world was another matter entirely.

Exploring her room, she found a sense-dep pod setting for both the bed
and the tub/shower in the washroom. With a rainfall showerhead and smooth,
swivelling glass panels forming doors and a dome, it was perfectly set up for
hours of relaxation. She didn’t have that long, but maybe half an hour would
be nice…

Crystal stripped, running her hands over her own curves, noticing
stretch marks and sagging skin. She couldn’t help taking a self-inventory; she
knew she wasn’t old, not really, but she felt worn down. Frowning at her
pliant breasts, she pushed coppery and somewhat prematurely grey hair
behind her ears. Washing her shoulder-length waves and maybe getting a 
trim would be nice, Crystal thought. Stepping into the tub, the panel closed
behind her. Accidentally activating the water, she shivered against the chill of
it. Detecting her sympathetic nervous response, the shower increased the
temperature of the water. She lifted a hand hesitantly, and it became warmer
still.

Soon, she was rinsing away the travel-sweat, trying to find the human
hair shampoo setting, then filling the overly large tub enough to soak in it.

It felt good to be lying there. She hadn’t been in a place this luxurious
in—what, months? Years? Yet she kept expecting to hear Jai knock on the
glass, coming in to bring her a cup of coffee or fruit juice, or even just a glass
of water.

Her heart twinged painfully as she remembered a particular vacation to
the Forostian homeworld, once known as Trappist-1e. The lush yet cool 
world had a number of mountain ranges, many of them covered in florid
yellow, orange, and red plants. Absorbing the blue wavelengths of light—by 
human visual standards, of course—the planet looked and felt almost
perpetually autumnal.

The relatively narrow sliver of habitably temperate land on the tidally
locked planet was incredibly dense with life, not unlike an Earth rainforest. In
perpetual sunset, the oscillating zone warm enough to live in was still chilly—
but beautiful.

In a treehouse cabin, they’d laid around in pods, listening to the strange
calls of beautiful insectoids and furred amphibians, birdlike creatures startling
them as they silently fluttered past the windows. The gravity was strong, and
it had made them sluggish, but that wasn’t so bad for a vacation mostly
centered around making love and resting. They’d taken a few walks, stepping
around the strange flame-like treebushes, and she’d talked Jai’s ear off about
xenobotany—what she knew, anyway, which was only a little.

The shy, heavily furred inhabitants, the Forostians, mostly kept out of 
their way, and that was fine with both of them. After a particularly tricky
build project, just being together had been wonderful.

She missed him, and even now, wondered if it had all been a terrible
misunderstanding, and whether taking off was a rather bad idea …

And yet, said a little voice in the back of her mind, he’d made the first
mistake—altering her medical regime by using her password to change
preferences from “prophylaxis” to “fertility-augmentation.” He’d done it on
purpose, deceived her for weeks, and had thrown a tantrum when she’d ended
the pregnancy. It was her body, the voice insisted, and he was lucky she hadn’t
filed for an annulment or divorce right away. There were certainly grounds
for it.

Restless, she swished around in her bath, fumbling through various
settings for starlight, a forest, the void of space, the deep ocean, a stony plane,
and even a crowded city. The traffic sounds, voices, and foot traffic completely
yanked her out of the mulling zen lull of her thoughts, and she gave up.

After making a few half-hearted Commontung requests and even asking
in English for a menu, she managed to figure out the drying-off setting. Once
she was free of her pod, she laid down in bed and stared at the ceiling again.

A few tears trickled out of her eyes. Damn. Crystal thought she’d gotten
all that out for today.

There was a knock at her door. Wiping her eyes, she pressed the “open”
button by the door frame. Jaria stood there, beaming and grinning. “Ready to
hit the pool yet?”

“Actually, I could stand a shopping trip first. I just kind of grabbed
everything and got ready to leave.”

Jaria nodded. “No problem. However, I’d like to invite you to dinner
with Wirri, his spouse, and my aunt tonight.”

Crystal perked up. “That would be wonderful.”

Shopping soothed her nerves. Winding through the pale arches of the
airy market, sun dappling the sandstone and adobo hall, the salty breeze
playing with her hair, she felt herself unwinding. The smell of Yteran people,
a light scent like honey and popcorn mixed together, met her nose. Unfamiliar
spices and fruit flavours drifted through the air, and from the fresh-air dining
circle, succulent, sizzling meat temped her. Pausing at booths and stalls with 
trinkets and vacation necessities on display, she listened to the hissing and
chirping conversations of Yterans around her, started by the occasional barks
of laughter. Blue, violet, green, and teal-feathered and scaled people around
her swept through the hall, carefully avoiding knocking each others’ wide-
brimmed sunhats off.

A man with silvery hair walked down the street, a hint of a limp in his
stride.
Crystal squinted. Was that
—? No, it had to be some other human. That
was impossible. And yet—

She glanced away, then back, and the man was gone. She frowned at the
mirage. Having her thoughts trapped in the past was bad enough; she didn’t
want to hallucinate it, too. Taking a deep breath, she turned back to the
artisan market.

She paused at a fabric-draped booth whose bamboo-like walls were
covered in racks of carved wooden bric-a-brac. Small puzzles, beaded
necklaces, and carved animals she didn’t recognize sat on little shelves, tables,
or hung from displays. Intricate inlaid stripes, spots, and disruptive
camouflage markings mingled with apparently symbolic designs. Picking up a 
catlike object, she was amused to see ankhs, horseshoes, clover leaves, and
other human symbols of luck decorating its form.

The Yteran seller turned a pointy smile on her. “See something you
like?” he trilled in Commontung.

“Just looking. Wonderful carvings,” she replied.

He nodded in the universal gesture of sellers everywhere eyeing a 
potential customer. “Let me know if I can help you with anything.”

“First day here!” Crystal added, feeling shy.

“Enjoy your stay,” he replied, his feathers rising a little in polite
greeting.

Jaria swept over, her periwinkle plumage fluffed. “Come on, Crystal, we
have to get you stocked up!”

Crystal nodded and let herself be led along, feeling uncharacteristically
shy.

Jaria patted her on the arm. “Are you well? Usually, you love going
shopping on new planets.”

Crystal looked at her feet. “I’m just so used to doing this with Jai.”

Jaria let out a little snort of impatience.

“I know, I know,” Crystal countered, “but—come on. We’ve been
married for years. You get used to certain things.”

“Yes, but now you can get used to being just you. That’s not so bad,”
said Jaria in English.

Crystal shouldered her gently. “Just keep me distracted. I’ll figure out
who I am eventually. But…right now, I just want to have some fun.”

“That,” Jaria said, smiling widely and drawing a taloned hand around
her friend’s shoulder, “I can do.”

They sashayed along the wide market’s corridor, picking up a floral onepiece suit that had interesting cutaway details along the sides for Crystal, as
well as a few cover-ups. The sun was high in the sky, and the weather, very
mild. Sandy beaches and stony flat plains traced lacy patterns around this area
of the mainland. Not all of the planet was this gorgeous and hospitable—the
poles, of course, were chilly and covered in ice—but most of it was warm
damp, florid, and rich with life.

“Apparently Earth was like this for millions of years before humans rose
up,” offered Crystal, gesturing around her.

Jaria’s eyes widened and she set down her drink, a bluish-white foamy
concoction in a cut-glass-vaselike jar. “The time before your dinosaurs?”

“Yes. The Pre-Cambrian era. All the continents were stuck together—
like the landmass here. But I think you have more beaches and islands.”

Her long neck arching in interest, Jaria quizzed her about the dinosaurs
and strange ancient lifeforms on Earth. Describing the gigantic megalodons
and plesiosaurs to Jaria made her feathers stick up in alarm. “We had stories
about those!” she exclaimed. “They ate bad children who didn’t clean their
rooms and polish their scales!”

Both of them burst out laughing at the thought. As she took a bite of a 
tangy fruit and meat kebab, savoring the strange flavours and condiments,
Crystal felt a little better.

“So, what about tonight? Perhaps a concert, or a live broadcast? There
are some wonderful ensembles around…musicians and actors come to many
resort and vacation planets. They make a good living here,” said Jaria,
switching back to Commontung.

“Anything. There’s a lot to do here, from the sounds of it. But what
about a sensedep pod? I kind of want to just…lay around.”

Jaria frowned gently. “As long as you don’t get lost in your thoughts.”

“That’s the thing. I want to get lost in not thinking. Just feel things.”

Jaria laughed. “Sounds like you’re still getting lost.”

Crystal gave her a sad smile. “Sounds about right.” She exhaled. “You
know, you’re right. I’m gonna get distracted. You want to help?”

Jaria grinned, showing a multitude of pointy teeth. “Gladly.”
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Being an interstellar fugitive was more boring than she’d expected.
Sarah never thought she’d get through her to-be-read pile. With restrictions
on her library lifted and weeks of travel to wait through, the unthinkable had
happened.

Above her, Toby settled and shifted. “Know when Paulo will be back?”
“No idea,” she said, kicking her legs against the frames of the bunk bed.
“Could you stop that? It sends vibrations down through the bunk.”
“Sorry.” She shifted restlessly. The Leg was tense, and she sat up to

stretch out her calf muscles.

“How long is this transport ferry going to take, anyway?” groaned

Toby. His smooth-lidded eyes snapped shut, and his handsome face creased

with momentary annoyance. With black-brown hair, high cheekbones, and

fawn-gold skin, his looks favoured the Korean side of their family more than

the Latino and Chicano ancestors he and Sarah shared.

“You can walk around, you know,” she offered.

“Out there? With the aliens?”

“Oh, come on, don’t be so xenophobic. You’ll have to get used to them

sooner or later. And you had to get the immunostasis shots when you came to

Pluto anyway. What’s the big deal?”

Toby sighed and climbed down the ladder. “Nothing, really. I just…it’s

different when the aliens are in your home system. Here, we’re like anyone

else. We’re the aliens, and I feel so out of place.”

“Join the club. But come on, haven’t you ever wanted to see the stars?

Travel to faraway worlds?”

Toby lifted his hands, equivocating. “I know, I know. It’s just…” He

jumped as a panel above them slid away.

“You two still whining?” said Paulo, opening the hatch in the ceiling.

His flawless ceramic eyes, which had enameled multi-colour irises streaked

subtly with gold, were framed with squinting lines. The EarthBrazilian man’s

body was a patchwork of scars, augmentations, and tattoos. Thickly built,

both with muscle and a healthy layer of fat, he looked the part of a charming

brute. But as Sarah and Toby knew—and many other traders didn’t—a keen,

educated, and empathetic mind lurked behind his leathery, lined face. People

underestimated a man from the old barrio, even in such times as these, and

Paulo knew how to use their preconceptions.

“Also, zero out of ten for alertness.” He crawled down a ladder on the

wall. “You’ve been holed up in here for days. I appreciate the commitment to

stealth, but you’re outside Sol space, and nobody gives a shit who you are.

Now, come socialize.” He closed the hatch leading to his private loft, and it

smoothly integrated with the ceiling, showing no trace of its existence.
Toby got up obediently and followed him out the side door. Sarah 

finger-combed her hair, checked on Boo in his new plasteel cube, and followed

them both.

The ferry was large and held many smaller ships; everything from the

skiff Paulo owned to some luxury and work yachts. The ships were mostly

human or Yteran in design, but a few Fysiian spheres and a Forostian pod sat

in the bay as well. The ships’ owners and residents mostly milled around the
recreational deck just below the bay. There was a theatre, a library with 
Commontung and intergalactic books for downloaded or durabound reading,

and a cafeteria.

“Hungry?” Sarah suggested. Toby nodded, continuing to scan the crowd

as innocuously as he could. She smiled to herself, then resumed her neutral 

expression. She knew she was sort of pretty, and catalogued herself—a nice

figure, curves that were starting to fill out again, brown hair and lively brown

eyes, a full-lipped and often passionately expressive mouth—but she also

didn’t stick out, and that helped. After what she’d been through, she

appreciated blending in, the chance to be mistaken for someone else. It made

being a fugitive less daunting.

“Relax,” said Toby, nudging her side.

“I am relaxing!”

“No, you’re not. You look suspicious as all get out. Just pretend you’re

back at the bar.”

Rolling her eyes, Sarah did as he’d suggested. It was easier to see the

non-humans as less exceptional when she imagined taking their drink orders.
She checked her bank account, still unsettled by how much money was

in it. She hadn’t gotten used to either her freedom or the knowledge that her

living circumstances and personal requirements were greatly reduced and

simplified.

Perusing the entertainment board, she suggested, “Do you want to take

in a theatre show? Live-acted broadcasts, personal and small-group seating

for holofilms, access to the Intersystem Library…”

Toby shrugged one shoulder. “I guess we could. Might be a good idea to

watch some things and try to catch up on nonhuman culture so we don’t look

like total rubes.”

They wandered over and selected a small-group seating option, then the

non-augmented features menu, so they could share the experience of watching

the holo rather than seeing it as a projection on their lenses. Toby printed off 

a container of popcorn, and Sarah settled in.

They watched a Yteran classic, Love and Other Complications. The

music reminded Sarah of Vollywood movies, the media both created by and

very popular with Indian-diaspora colonists on Venus. The costumes and sets

were opulent and detailed, but references to many places she’d never heard of,

and bits of Yteran art and popular culture left her baffled. The nonlinear

storytelling, overlapping narratives, and odd pacing left them shaking their

heads, but the humour translated surprisingly well.

The main character had met two potential mates during different sexual 

phases. Yterans moved between genders depending on hormonal signals from

partners, but since the protagonists’ two mates were a male and a female, she

kept switching between genders to be with each of them. The film ended with 

the three characters sharing a clutch of eggs and co-parenting them.
As the credits rolled, Sarah raised an eyebrow at Toby, who was

dabbing at his eyes. “That was really good,” he said.

“I didn’t feel like I got it, but I’m glad you liked it. Maybe Crystal’s

Yteran friend can explain it to me a little better. I’m still confused.”
Toby smiled. “Well, better to be confused than traumatized, I suppose.

Speaking of which, how are your panic attacks and symptoms doing? I haven’t

seen you curled up and hiding in…I don’t know how long.”

Sarah opened her mouth to reply, then closed it again. “You know,

you’re right. I think something about being out of the system and getting a 

change of atmosphere is helping. I mean, I’m not constantly surrounded by

Spiritual stuff, or Trevor…” she shuddered as she mentioned him, then looked

down at her left hand. “Do you think I should have just said yes?”
“Of course not! You hated him!”

“Yeah, but…”

Toby gently set his hand on hers, then closed her fingers. “Absolutely

not. Leaving Pluto was the best thing I’ve ever done, and I’m glad I lost my

job. Don’t think of it as your fault. In a way, you did me a favour.”
She gave him a sheepish, ashamed look. “But you’ve been taking care of 

me for months. And I thought you were Mister Out-OfPlace.”
“First, you’d do the same for me, and second, I was. But…you’re right.

This is fun. And, well, I really liked that movie. If I can understand another

species’ movies even a little bit, then I can deal with everything else.”
“Eh, if you say so. Want to go to the library and do some reading, then?

They probably have some kind of suggested reading interface or algorithm or

something.”

Toby looked delighted. “Good thought! I’ve missed books.”
Sarah nodded and rose, stretching The Leg. It was behaving reasonably

well, but she made a mental note to go to a doctor as soon as possible. There

would probably be a cadre of physicians on staff at the resort, and the chance

of getting her injuries seen to or getting her reconstructive surgeries updated

was too alluring to resist.
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Crystal lounged on the bed. Another day in paradise
—well, Nirvana—
and she was feeling a little better. It was easier to shove things into a mental 
basket and just enjoy herself. Scrolling through social media feeds on the
tourism-focused news site, she admired a few of the stylish swimsuits and
gorgeous promotional photos sliding across the top of the news feed. They
looked beautiful, and she wondered if a beaded net cover-up or one of the
loose, oversized sweaters made of a thin, fluffy, lacy material would suit her. It
had been so long since she’d been shopping until this vacation.

Sliding over to her account information, she stared at the balance. From
the prices of items at the market yesterday, she was suddenly uncomfortably 
aware of how much money they’d put away. Do other people have this level of 
comfort? a little voice suddenly demanded. You could be donating this to
charity or paying for a more modest vacation. And there are starving children
on St. Lawrence.

Crystal rolled her shoulders in discomfort at the thought. On the other
hand, making herself feel terrible wasn’t going to feed said children anyway.

Maybe I can do something about it after this, she mused. She had
enough there to do something. Perhaps not a lot, but enough. Especially with 
the family discount—her cheeks burned with sudden awareness of how lucky
she was.

Then it occurred to her—sure, she had access to money now, but would
Jai really let her keep it?

The ugly suspicion and the question itself churned together in her gut
sourly. On an impulse, she opened a new private account. Crystal transferred a 
few thousand, then a few thousand more. Though it was only a standard
month’s worth of pay, it was more than enough for her vacation, and then
some. And if we get a divorce, I’m entitled to half of what we own together
anyway, which certainly covers years of my salary in that savings account….

The consideration of a divorce made her flee back to the beautiful slide
show and the news feed. It was too painful a thought even to countenance. For
now, it was better to push things away, to skim over the tragic news from the
international feed.

Then again, that practical voice reminded her, you can’t take care of 
anything until you take care of yourself.

With guilt and giddy relief, she decided to halt her own ruminations as
forcefully as possible. Heading out of the room, she strode down towards the
markets.

There was more to Nirvana than beaches and shopping, it seemed.
Perhaps she could go walk through the floating gardens with Jaria later, she
thought. A luxuriously low-slung building with multiple stories turned out to
be an elaborate concert hall and museum. Wearing a loose, lacy black sweater
that looked stylishly tattered over her sarong and bikini top, she padded
towards it.

“Hey, if you’re free, I’m hitting up a concert soon,” she messaged Jaria.
“Of course! Be right there,” her friend sent back.
There were a multitude of pools around the resort. Other parts of
Nirvana had been left completely wild, she was told, but the cultivated areas
were completely controlled and beautifully designed. She hadn’t expected the
Yteran love of water to feel so familiar, but there were differences from the
human approach. For one thing, the Yterans seemed fonder of wilderness. As
much as their architecture displayed graceful curves and elegant concealment
of structural supports, their fountains, beaches, and gardens meandered in
very organic, uncontrived patterns. Some of the swimming pools even had
colourful invertebrates and bony fish fluttering through them, which had
startled the hell out of her the first time she bumped into them.

Nirvana had some unique wildlife, but panspermic propagation and
natural migration had carried life from Akethi and Ytera to and fro. As a 
result, the little moon, its sister moons, and the two planets shared many
species. She glanced up at the sky—Ytera was a pale blue dot from here.
Violet and grey Akethi glimmered in the blue Nirvana sky like a bead sewn on
silk.

“Do you want to go to one of the observatories?” said a familiar voice.
Crystal turned around. “Oh! Jaria!”

“You were staring at my home,” she chirped, baring her teeth in a smile

and craning her neck down towards her friend.
Crystal wrapped her arms around Jaria’s neck for a hug. “I was. They’re
so lovely.”

Jaria gently wrapped large, feathered arms around her. “I am so glad to
spend this time with you,” she said, rubbing a cheek against Crystal’s head.

“Me too. I still can’t believe you invited me out here. I hardly deserve—”

Jaria spread her arms, her plumage lifting a little in exasperation.
“There was no question. You deserve to relax.”

“Okay, okay. I won’t be rude, then! How do you feel about going for a
swim?”

The abundant lagoon-like pools covered in beautiful mosaic tile, paved
with natural stone, and lined with ceramics offered either cooling or warming
refreshment just steps from every sidewalk. For that matter, the sidewalks
were more like bulkheads between pools than roads. There were probably real 
roads elsewhere, and probably fewer pools as well, but she had yet to truly
leave the resort complex.

Still, even with the curved and asymmetrical architecture favoured by
Yterans influencing the curves and swaying directions of the path, she felt
confined. There were beachy areas, and plenty of real ocean to wade into, but
not as much sheer foliage and plant life or gardens as she craved.

Idly wondering what Jai would say about the smooth patterns of ivory
and cream stone and the blue-green pools that spanned for at least a kilometre
before her (especially compared to the luxuriant, wild foliage allegedly
elsewhere) Crystal stopped for a moment. Pain and betrayal and longing
lanced through her. She took a deep breath.

Blue, white, infinity. A soft, mellow sun with a similar light spectrum to
Earth’s Sol, though it was much bigger—and constantly at sunset, because of 
the tidally-locked position of Nirvana around Akethi.

“Come. We will swim, then go for a garden walk, yes?”

“All right. I’m still in my head.”

“Then be in the water, not your head, silly human!” Jaria trilled a call 
and ran for the water, her bent-back legs working as she raced forward.
Pointing her arms over her head, she dove into the blue, feathers and scales
slicked down for less resistance. Her long, wide, angular torso was bare, but a 
white mesh panel covered the area between her legs, stretching across Jaria’s
oddly canted hips and below a short cluster of tailfeathers.

Crystal laughed, then waded into the pool, splashing through the
shallow, pure liquid. The dark violet and red gardens could wait for a while.
And to think, this was the off-season! As the breeze fluttered through her red
and silver locks, Crystal smiled, giving in to the overwhelming glory before
her.

They raced and splashed each other for a while, then settled into a 
routine of laps for the sake of exercise. The constant sunset—sometimes
obscured by cloud fronts—lined everything with gold and silver glimmers.

When their limbs were tired and salt was making her eyes ache, they
left the pool and headed towards the gardens.

Humongous white flowers the size of her head reached up towards the
soft sun. Wide black leaves with glossy, waxy surfaces beckoned her touch.

Jaria chirped a call of warning. “Be careful. That one is poison.”

“Of course,” said Crystal sheepishly.

“Here.” Jaria indicated a light violet bush heavy with clusters of almost
luminous yellow berries. “These ones are safe. And soft, fuzzy leaves.” She
made a gentle petting gesture, and Crystal imitated her actions. The leaves
had a thick velvet layer of protective hairs that reminded her of lamb’s ear, an
Earthly herb.

“Try them!” Jaria plucked a berry and lifted it to her lips, then snapped 
her sharp teeth through the side.

Crystal hesitantly copied her. The skin was tough, but the bright berry
yielded, and a citrusy juice burst into her mouth.

“That’s really good!” she exclaimed, wiping her lips.

Jaria nodded with evident satisfaction. “An experimental cultivar. We
borrowed genes from your physalis berry and your orange. They were
compatible with some Akethi species.”

“Good work,” said Crystal, her mouth full of another berry.

“Look!” Jaria hopped a little in delight.

Crystal gasped—this time, in recognition. “Luneflowers!”

“Yes!” Jaria grinned in delight. “Remember?” Her violet eyes softened a 
little, the slit pupils dilating. “Our friends.”

Crystal let out a sigh. It was impossible not to think of Kelna and
Annamar. But after the pirate attack on the Crossing Paths, her first station
and project location, few of her colleagues had stayed in touch. A few had
retired after the attack. Kelna had gone on a mental health leave, and no
wonder, since her beloved Annamar had left her for the captain, then died. But
they had all bonded over the Luneflowers; Annamar had worn perfume made
of their blossoms—

Just beyond the patch of blossoms, around a hedge of thick dark leaves, a 
strong, rakishly handsome face flashed through the foliage.

Crystal shook her head. Now she was starting to worry about herself.
She listened, freezing still, trying to hear footsteps. It had to be a coincidence.
There was no logical explanation. Unless, of course, it was all in her head—
which was more logical still. She had been stressed; humans were known to
hallucinate when pushed to their limits. And, she reminded herself, she was
only human.

Jaria inspected her with a cocked head, plumage rising in slight alarm.
“My friend, are you well? You look scared.”

Crystal rubbed her arms and shook herself off. “Um. I think I’m seeing
things? It’s probably nothing.”

Jaria stretched a feathered arm over her shoulders. “Perhaps we should
go back, hm? I am sorry if the luneflowers made you sad.”

Crystal shook her head. “No, no, it’s important to remember—even the
sad things.”

Jaria shook her head like she was shaking dampness from her feathers
and scales. “You remember too much sometimes. Less thinking. More fun.
You can contemplate later, but you are too young to be a canopyperch sage.”

“A what?” Crystal blurted.

“Old, old Yterans sometimes go to the highest old nests in trees and
mountains. They watch and wait and give advice.”

Crystal wrinkled her nose. “Humans used to do that too. Huh.”

“Come! The museum. Or that concert I promised you. Remember?” Jaria 
grabbed her by the hand—a little too strongly at first, but then more gently,
with a reassuring pat. “I want to share our—” she trilled a word, then thought
for a moment. “Mind-treasures?” she offered in Commontung.

“Cultural artifacts?” Crystal offered in English.

Jaria mouthed it, then nodded. “Sounds very dead, but yes. Come! Fill 
your brain with tasty ideas. Your heart will be less hungry that way.” She
trilled irritably. “The saying does not translate well. But you understand.
Come!”

Crystal laughed. “Fine, bend my rubber arm.”

Jaria looked alarmed, then patted her arm again. “You are well? I
haven’t injured you?”

“Another saying. It means—you’re right. Lead the way.”

They finally made it to the museum a little later in the afternoon, and
listened to a few odd, experimental concerts from both soloist and group
performers in various rooms. Rather than separating instrumentalists, the
acoustic design subtly mingled the various performances, meaning that
everyone in the building played in response and reaction to each other’s music.
Being surrounded by the strange and beautiful tunes would have been
overwhelming if not for the slow, resonant style of much of the music. Relying
on the echoes, long, thrumming notes seemed to dominate. A mixture of 
acoustic wind and stringed instruments and synthetic, electronic instruments
that hybridized the artificial with the natural in a way she had never heard
before.

Jaria spoke during breaks in the music, but remained silent and acute
during the performances. At the end, Crystal whispered, “Should we applaud?”

The auditorium was full of rustling feathers and soft coos. A smattering
of other humans were looking around, as confused as Crystal herself.

“The hand-slapping? Yes, since you have no feathers,” Jaria encouraged.

Crystal clapped, and Jaria looked satisfied.

They shared dinner, and Crystal retired to sleep not long after that. The
clouds had come over the sun, darkening the sky as much as possible, so she
lowered the blackout curtains and collapsed. Her sleep was heavy, and for a 
while, blissfully free of memory.

In the morning, she heard a knock on the doorlock. “Just a minute,” she
called, throwing a silky blue housecoat over her nakedness. Tying the belt, she
padded up and hit the doorframe to open it.

Three Luneflower blossoms, tied with a ribbon and wrapped in paper.
She picked them up hesitantly, frowning, and looked for a card.

She closed her eyes as dread washed over her. Was this some kind of 
surprise from Jai? She’d told him where she was going, sort of, but had he
come there? Or perhaps he had just ordered something. But Luneflowers—
then again, he knew she liked them.

Perhaps she was overthinking it, Crystal thought, frowning. It was
probably just a gift from Jaria.

The soft, watery, light scent of the Luneflowers wafted over her, and she
took a deep sniff of the pale silvery lotus-like blossoms, heavy on their stems.
Puttering around in the room, she found an empty glass and set the stems in
it. They could draw moisture from any environment, and needed little more
than light of any wavelength to survive.

She stared at them for a moment, a shiver running down her spine like
the caress of a finger, and threw on a soft light-yellow sundress, turning her
back to the flowers and watching the door.

Jaria wasn’t meeting her until later that day, as she was assisting her
aunt with an administrative matter, so Crystal went down for breakfast on her
own.

There were a lot of egg, seafood, and sea foliage-based foods on the
menu; many local specialties adapted to appeal to the palates of other species.
She chose a seaberry omelette and a glass of juice from the physalis hybrid
berries. Munching on her rice flour toast, she watched the servers bustling
through the restaurant and bit her lip for a moment.

They looked satisfied and unbothered.

She flagged her server down, quickly making eye contact with them.

“Yes?” said the Yteran, tilting their head.

“Hey—can I ask you a difficult question?”

“There are no offensive questions,” said the server, casually preening
their shoulder with the opposite hand.

“Ah. Well—is it annoying to have tourists like me around?” she blurted.

The server cocked their head, then exposed their teeth in a grin.
“Humans always ask that. I still do not understand.”

“Oh. Sometimes, in human colonies, we—” she stammered, “we have
been treating each other badly. I—I wanted to make sure I was not doing that
to you.”

The server squinted at her in concern. “That is very strange. You feed
the young and the old who can’t fetch food, yes? So why are humans so cruel
to each other?”

Crystal blushed. “I don’t know.”

The server reached forward and patted her on the head, very gingerly.
“I am well. My work here earns many favours for my family. I have adequate
currency and resources.” They trilled softly as they walked away, in a fashion
Crystal knew meant they were talking to themselves.

Her Yteran was not advanced, but she caught, “Silly creatures,” in the
burbling tune.

Crystal stared down at her plate. Fretting wouldn’t feed or free the
oppressed human colonists, she knew. But she couldn’t pretend Nirvana was a 
bubble. If only there was something she could do to help them.

Her week passed in much the same fashion
—fretful thoughts and
worries about the world outside; checking news streams periodically, before
forcing herself to step away and appreciate the riches of Nirvana. At times, she
managed to focus on the world around her and luxuriate in the warm or cool
limpid pools and long, shell-sprinkled beaches. Jaria was very happy to keep
her company, and often pulled her away for but seemed to sense when she
needed to be alone as well. Four-winged birds and foliate, verdant islands
offered florid and iridescent distractions. She took as many guided tours and
presentations in as she could stomach. Sometimes, she merely walked between
the stone arches, dipping under the shelter of the smooth pale hall and back
out to the sun’s soft light, weaving in and out like a cat between someone’s
legs.

The sunsets and moonrises were spectacular
—rather than hemispheric,
they were circular, based on cloud patterns; the spheres falling and rising
slowly in violet dusk, particles in the atmosphere creating a splendid plethora 
of colours that sometimes made her wish she could paint, and sometimes made
her wish she had more colour cones. What other hidden hues lurked behind
the shimmering orange striations and roseate clouds, or the magnificent
silvery-blue underlighting? Were there deeper shades to the liminal green
when the planet moved ever so slightly towards the night?

Eventually, she fell into a sort of rhythm. Swimming or walking in the
morning, having a breakfast composed chiefly of pastries and fruit, going to
various performances and events until lunch, taking in more classes or
entertainment in the afternoon, shopping or merely walking through the
plazas in the evening, and drinking with Jaria at night. After years of focused,
regimented work, simply spending her free time without a schedule offered a 
cavernous sort of terror, a void of aimlessness that she could barely consider,
let alone attempt.

All in all, Crystal had to admit to herself that she was feeling lost
—and
did her best to forgive herself for that. But her friends would be coming soon,
and that meant seeing Sarah again—and Toby. Her heart lifted a little at the
thought.
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Sarah washed her hands in the tiny circulating cleaner and glanced in
the mirror again.

“You look fine,” Toby called.

She frowned and adjusted her sleeves. They wouldn’t sit on her
shoulders the right way, staying just low enough to show collarbone. And
wearing white? What had she been thinking? Travelling meant practical
clothes, or comfortable clothes, and fabrics that didn’t require special 
maintenance. Now here she was, wearing cotton for gods’ sakes—

She made up her mind and turned away. It was just Crystal, after all.
Sarah could be wearing a garbage canister and Crystal would greet her just as
warmly.

She yanked the shirt off and put on a fluttery grey camisole, then
layered a solid green shawl over it. At least her aversion to embroidery was
wearing off, she thought. And the shawl was soft and wide and opaque, so she
could hide in it if she felt too exposed.

She edged her wide hips through the washroom’s too-narrow doorlock
and stepped into the hall, such as it was, of the ship. Toby was wearing a 
breezy woven button-up in a soft oatmeal shade, subtle variegations of the
natural fiber speckling the fabric. His slacks were the same, but a little tight
around his butt and looser on the long, straight legs. He had switched out his
comfortable but grimy, heavy boots for sandals. Sarah giggled.

“What?” he said indignantly. “I wanted to look nice, too.”

She elbowed her cousin in the side. “You look fine too. Paulo?”

From the cockpit, a doorlock snapped open to reveal Paulo in an electric
blue silk shirt and a maroon linen blazer jacket, with matching maroon pants
featuring brass snaps up the sides. The slits fluttered open, revealing his olive
skin and tattooed, freshly shaven muscular legs.

Sarah put a hand over her mouth. When he’d run the bar, he’d
occasionally busted out a colourful button-up, but mostly had confined himself 
to the socially acceptable grey, navy, charcoal, and blacks everyone was
supposed to wear. While travelling, he’d mostly worn athletic suits in muted
shades, sometimes punctuated with bright embroidery or metal studs on the
shoulders or back.

“You come to a place like this, you dress the part,” said Paulo shortly.
“You packed any other nice dresses?”

Sarah’s cheeks heated.

Paulo shrugged. “We’ll get you equipped. But frankly, the flashier, the
better. Going too tasteful will make it look like you’re Spiritual, and nobody
trusts those bastards.”

The practicality of that calmed Sarah down some. The chance to violate
the dress codes she’d spent so long abiding left her giddy with terror and a 
sense of trespass.

But the door was open, and Boo was asleep in a ball, and the perpetual 
sunset light was flooding in. Even the space elevator ride down had been
smooth, she thought, thinking back to the beautiful water world stretching
out across the viewscreen. She swallowed against the terror of leisure and
freedom, and stepped out of the ship.

They were parked on a vertical pad, one of the few tall structures she
could see. Normally, the ship would have been moved around by a conveyor
belt to re-park it as needed, but the stalls—which seemed to be covered or
walled-off for privacy—seemed mostly empty. Much of the parkade was free.
There were stairs and an elevator off to the side, but Sarah didn’t walk
towards them immediately. Gripping the railing, she closed her eyes and
inhaled the scent of the air.

Salt, green things, fish, aromas she couldn’t quite name—but the
sunlight on her skin and the blessed sound of water were familiar. She’d only
seen this much water in holos, with smaller quantities in the artificial beach 
domes, but the reality of it felt familiar. Right.

Paulo didn’t call her away. Toby stood next to her for a few moments.
“It’s beautiful,” he admitted, shading his eyes as he took in the vista.

Sarah nodded without a word. She blinked, taking a few photos and a 
panoramic video shot, then let go of the railing.

She practically skipped on her way to the hotel. The Leg didn’t even
trouble her—much. Some of the keloid around the reconstructed areas
complained when she skipped. Paulo laughed out loud when she did that—not
in contempt, but in unaffected delight.

The hotel was yet another smooth reddish building among other
similarly sculpted white and tan structures. Its structure reminded her of sand
dunes, with little curved windows speckling its surface regularly like the nests
of birds on a cliff face. They checked in under some of their aliases and went to
a set of connected suites. The rooms were spacious and clearly designed with 
human customs and experiences in mind. There was something a little
uncanny about familiar rectangular beds and bedstands and furniture set in
rooms without angular corners.

A door connected her to Paulo’s room on the left, and another door, to
Toby’s suite on the right. It was at least the size of her apartment back on
Pluto. After spending so much time on the ship, she didn’t even know what
she’d do with all this space.

A knock came from Paulo’s side. She went to unlock it, then hesitated.
Would that override he’d taught her work here? She traced a square in the
middle of the door, made one downward stroke in the middle to indicate oneway visibility. Paulo’s image flickered in front of her. He stepped from foot to
foot patiently. Glancing up to find the light sensor that was probably
recording her own image, possibly relaying it to Paulo’s side, she unlocked the
door.

“You checked me first?” he asked, and she nodded. He grinned. “All that
paranoia was good practice, kid.”

She laughed unhappily. “Thanks. Learning it was torture.”

He paused for a moment as though surprised by her joke, then laughed.
“You ready for dinner?”

She lifted her arms, spread them, then dropped them to her sides. “As
ready as I’ll ever be.” The fabric around her arms and over her torso fluttered
and rippled, the soft white crinkle-textured material echoing her movements
all the way down to her voluminous skirt.

He gave her a onearmed hug and a pat on the back. “C’mon.”

They walked out through her door. She snapped her fingers, and the
mechanical backup lock activated, clunking into place. Somehow, that made
her feel better.

Toby stepped out. She could tell he’d straightened and fussed with his
clothes yet again. “It’ll be nice to see Crystal again,” he hedged.

She hugged him with one arm, too. “I hope so.”

They took the ladder down, Paulo going first. Toby was getting better
at climbing quietly, Sarah noticed. There was an elevator, and rows of ladders
surrounding it—but no stairs, at least in the main foyer. The Yterans seemed
to consider stairs a decorative element, and when they did include them, the
proportions were always just incorrect enough to be uncomfortable. If they
even led between floors properly These were cut on a gentle spiral, winding
around the tubular, transparent elevator chamber, and had longer, wider
treads than she was used to—clearly designed to accommodate the large,
clawed feet of Yterans.

Down the hall, one step after another, till she was faint with excitement;
into the restaurant with its blue cloth-covered tables and enormous windows
looking out over a forested harbour leading to a natural rocky shoreline, and
then she was looking at her dear friend once again.

Crystal jumped up and threw her arms around Sarah. Sarah grinned and
hugged her back, tight. Her hair was much shorter, and netted with silver and
grey in a surprisingly pretty way.

“It’s been years!” said Sarah, finally breaking away. Her eyes were
beading with droplets, and she wiped them away.

Crystal blinked back, smiling, her own eyes moist. “It’s good to see you
in person again, though. How long are you staying?”

Sarah lifted a bare shoulder, a swath of

brown curls falling over it as she did. “A while. Work.”

Paulo glanced at her, half-closing his eyes in approval, then stepped
forward to shake Crystal’s hand. “Paulo Silva Gould. I’m a friend of Sarah’s.”

Last of all, Toby stepped up. His cheeks were as red as if he’d had a 
drink. “Hey,” he said, seeming to lose his suavity.

Crystal bit her lip for a moment. Then her eyes widened in recognition,
and she stepped forward to hug him, her emerald-green crepe pantsuit
fluttering as she flung herself at him. “Toby!” she said, squealing a little.

Toby glanced at Sarah over Crystal’s shoulder, his face redder than ever.
“How are you?” he managed awkwardly.

“Better now,” Crystal offered, her eyes crinkling as she smiled at him.
“You haven’t aged a bit. Unlike me.” She laughed, blushing herself, and
touched her hair self-consciously.

Toby shook his head and reached forward slightly, almost touching her
temple. “I like it, actually. Some people get their hair touched up with artificial 
greys after youth treatments.”

Crystal laughed in apparent embarrassment, still looking back at him, a 
shy, silly smile on her face. “Oh, these are natural. I’ve just been really
stressed.”

“Either way, it—your hair—you look great,” he said.

Sarah’s mouth puckered in restrained laughter as his gaze swept Crystal 
from head to toe. A necklace of many rows of amber-coloured beads around
her neck seemed to catch his attention—unrelated, surely, to the wide keyhole
panel exposing her collarbones and décolletage.

“Very tasteful,” he said. “I love these rich colours on you.”

Crystal blushed again. “Thanks. I got it at the market here. The
necklace, I mean. Not the onepiece. But I saw things like that here. Um.”

Sarah glanced at Paulo, who permitted himself a smirk in return, then
pulled out her chair next to Crystal’s. Glancing back at each other, Toby and
Crystal followed suit.

The tables were set widely apart, with enough room for the Yteran
servers to navigate easily. A person with both blue and violet feather crests
came up, a napkin over one feathered arm. “What can I get you folks tonight?”
they chirped in a Venusian drawl.

“Oh, get the globefruit spritzer,” Crystal suggested instantly. “Or they
do this really great cocktail with it, kind of a play on sangria?”

“That sounds great,” said Toby immediately.

“Me too,” Paulo affirmed.

The server inclined their head slightly, cocking it to continue listening.

“The spritzer,” Sarah said.

“And some waters,” Crystal finished.

The server half-bowed stiffly, mimicking the human movement with 
their low-slung hips, then gestured to the middle of the table; a projected
menu appeared. The dishes appeared three-dimensional, but transparent, and
floating text in a variety of languages appeared below them.

“The calamari is really great,” Crystal suggested. “They batter it with 
these spices—and they have some great fruit and vegetables. The menu seems
to be kind of EarthGreek, if you’re familiar? Lots of great fresh stuff.”

“Any kimchi?” Toby asked, hesitantly hopeful.

“Oh, probably. That’s one of those staples, even out here.”

Sarah bit her lip. “Crap, I’ve gotten used to printed food. I can’t even
decide what to get.”

“The tamales are good.”

“Really?”

“Well, they make the flour from a local crop, it’s kind of like sea-corn?
Anyway, it’s got a bit more salt to it, and they tend to fill them with fish and
bamboo shoots…”

“Good enough.” Paulo got the tamales as well, and once everything was
ordered—with careful grasping gestures for their food choices, the motionsensor struggling to pick up Crystal’s pale skin a few times—Crystal waved
the display away.

“So,” Sarah said, sipping her drink. It tasted of pomegranates and
cucumber, and it was decent. Paulo seemed unimpressed by his, but not
offended, either.

“You’re here for work?” Crystal prompted.

Sarah glanced at Paulo. He leaned back slightly, crossing his legs under
the table, and took the lead. “That we are.”

Crystal’s face fell slightly. “I hope you’ll still have time off with me,” she
said, her voice tinged with disappointment.

“Oh, yeah, absolutely,” Sarah said in a rush. Paulo didn’t disagree, but
merely nodded.

The rest of dinner passed in a cheerful and delicious blur. Asking each 
other questions about work, how the last few years had been, lamenting the
political situation—even Paulo seemed to relax, at least somewhat. He
warmed up enough to regale Crystal with a few very choice stories from the
bar, and spoke well of Sarah’s work ethic and toughness, which made her grin
uncontrollably.

Toby spent most of his time just listening, watching them talk with a
look of delight and pure happiness. He asked Crystal avid questions about
wormhole construction and her work experiences, and she did a better job
than Sarah expected at summarizing things in a comprehensible manner.

At last, though, the hour grew late, and Paulo excused himself to check
on the ship and rest. “Always check your ride daily,” he said.

Crystal shook her head. “Oh, I took a shuttle in.”

He paused, seeming to consider his words. “Less trouble. I think I’ll see
you both around. Like I said, gotta check the ol’ beast out.” He glanced over
briefly, and taking the hint, Toby elected to follow him.

He paused for a moment as he stood, setting his napkin down. “It was a
real pleasure seeing you again,” Toby said to Crystal earnestly, fixing her with 
soft brown eyes.

She smiled, her eyes crinkling with the depth of it, and gave him a hug,
pausing. “You too. I hope you aren’t just disappearing soon?”

Toby shook his head. “I believe we’ll be here for a bit. Maybe we can all 
get some breakfast tomorrow, or lunch?”

“Absolutely. I hope you’re ready for a swim.” At the look of alarm on his
face, she laughed, clapping once. “Don’t tell me you can’t swim!”

“No, I can. But like, outside? Not in a dome? That’s so weird,” he
admitted.

Crystal flashed him a grin, her cheeks a little pink. “We’ll get you a 
bathing suit. Besides, you should see mine.”

He smirked back. “I’ll take that as a promise. But I should go.” Turning
on a heel, he caught up with Paulo, who was leaning against the door, and
they headed off.

Crystal chuckled. “I forgot how charming Toby is.”

That’s Tobes. All starshine. But really, he’s kept my spirits up through 
some hard times.”

“And what a guy, that Paulo. Seems like he’s seen a lot.”

Sarah stirred the remains of her drink. “Yeah.”

There was a pause, and her friend’s warm green eyes flicked back over,
taking Sarah in.

“You seem different,” Crystal admitted, clearly staring at her, as though 
some clue about the change could be found from her expression or clothing
alone.

Sarah took a deep breath in and let it out. Being around Crystal had
brightened her mood, but she knew she’d have to get into the unfortunate
stuff eventually. She considered the tension binding her shoulders and
stiffening her legs. Recognizing the feelings and paying attention to them, she
took a minute to reply. “I guess I am different. I’ve had a lot of time to think
since we went on the run, y’know? And being in prison, too.”

Crystal flinched at the word “prison,” and Sarah smirked. “Detention
facility, reeducation station; pick your euphemism.” She felt her face relax.
“But I had to cope somehow. It was…it was awful. And then after that, I got
treated like a freak and everything. But since we left, I’ve been reading this
copy of the TorYoBiKo, and—” at Crystal’s look of alarm and confusion, she
elaborated. “Nunno. It’s not like that. It’s this forbidden copy, this old edition.
See, the first edition has all these questions in it that don’t go anywhere, and
this companion volume—well, it has answers. It always felt like the book
lacked context, and suddenly having context…it makes a big difference. And,
well, I’ve been talking to Toby a lot, too. And there’s, like, freelance therapists
on some of the cargo ships…that’s helped. A lot.”

Crystal nodded. “You do seem calmer.”

Sarah took in a deep breath. “I’m just trying to approach feelings as they
come. Trying to make space for them, recognize them, not just follow ‘em
wherever they drag me off to. And trying to enjoy the little stuff, like cleaning
and boring things. I mean, if I have to do it anyway, I can at least appreciate
it, right?”

Crystal leaned back. “I guess. But some things are still frustrating and
dull, no matter what.”

Sarah shrugged. “Yeah, but if I have to do it, any time I spend hating it
will just hurt me and maybe make me feel worse.” She glanced down. “But
that’s kind of a long story. Is it okay if we get into it another time?”

“Yeah, of course,” Crystal assured her.

“What about you? I mean…there was your email.”

Crystal closed her eyes, putting her elbows on the table and her face in
her hands. “Oh yeah. Hoo boy. Well, my husband…you remember how we
met?”

“Yeah—your first work assignment. There was that whole pirate attack
situation, right?”

“Total nightmare,” Crystal confirmed. “Jai was a bright spot. But yeah.
Well…” she looked around, as though hoping for an exit. The restaurant was
nearly empty, with a server demonstratively taking out the cleaning bots.

“I’d like to pay,” Crystal said, extending a hand.

The server came over with a look of relief. “There’s an all-night bar
down the street,” they suggested tactfully.

Crystal took the hint. Giving them her room number—which made
their eyes widen, and made them suddenly apologetic, for some reason—she
ushered Sarah out the door and through the lobby.

Outside, the evening cloud-cover had moved in, and dimmed the
perpetual soft light. A brilliant sunset-sunrise effect lit the resort, painting
pools and dappling beaches with glorious, lurid clouds in pink, blue, lavender,
and lush orange.

Sarah gasped at the sight.

Crystal just grinned. “The clouds will thicken up soon, but it’s really
something, huh?”

Sarah nodded, speechless.

They walked along the corridor, taking the long way to the bar and
straying over to the sandy dunes covered by the building’s long, hollow mass.
Water lapped gently around the building’s pillars, and Sarah took her scuffed
boots off, walking barefoot through the sand. The Leg hadn’t been troubling
her as much in quite a while, and the feeling of sand and water between her
toes made every last muscle relax.

Then she glanced at Crystal again. Her face looked pinched and tired.

“What happened with Jai?” Sarah coaxed, putting an arm around her.

The whole thing came out—the surprise pregnancy, the birth control
alteration, the termination, their fight. Describing Jai’s deception in messages
was one thing, but having to let the words pass her lips, it seemed, was
another.

They sat down on a dune and Crystal curled into a ball, cross-legged
and hunched over. “I know I’m a grown woman,” she said, wiping her eyes,
her makeup remaining in place, “but I just…”

“No, no, it’s okay to cry. Don’t ever feel bad about that, okay?
Sometimes it just has to come out,” Sarah insisted, rubbing her back. “If you
want, I could probably get him killed, though. I’m sure Paulo knows people.”

Crystal gave her a look of disbelief, then burst out laughing. “I needed
that,” she said, taking a deep lungful of the humid air. “Good one.”

“No, really—I totally could.”

Crystal laughed, wiping her running nose carefully. “I think I’ll get by
without murder, but I appreciate the offer.” She let out another heavy sigh.
“Fuck. What am I doing, Sarah? I just ditched my husband and cancelled my
next project so I could run off to a tropical paradise for a while. I don’t even
know where I’m going next.”

“You’re living,” Sarah offered.

“Either that, or I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I should have booked myself 
into some place for longterm therapy.”

“I mean, therapy’s still an option, but…maybe you just needed a break.”

Crystal shook her head, watching the light fade. The clouds were pretty
thick and heavy, Sarah noticed. Must be a really water-heavy atmosphere.

“Could just be burnout,” Crystal admitted. “I don’t know. I don’t even
know.”

Sarah squeezed her. “Hey, at least you’re not alone.”

Crystal leaned against her for a minute. “Yeah. I’m glad you came all the
way out here. It means the world.”

Eventually, it was almost like twilight, and they headed back to the
hotel. Sarah dragged her feet up the spiral stairs and wandered down the hall.
Finding her room, she mechanically checked for interference or forced entry—
it was fine, as expected—and wandered over to yank the blackout shade down.
Throwing off her nice clothes and yanking on a soft beige viscose shirt that
fell to her knees, she climbed into the oblong bed and tried to sleep.
Exhaustion took her, and she fell into dreamless rest.
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The next day, Crystal had breakfast with Toby and Sarah. Munching on
yogurt and fresh fruit and lightly air-fried eggs, she could barely stop smiling.
Just the simple pleasure of her friends’ company meant a great deal.

Paulo was another matter. She liked him, but he had a sense of cool 
indifference towards the world, and seemed to consider her part of that.
Perhaps it was a slight difference of privilege or a natural sense of discretion,
but he seemed hesitant at best to consider her a comrade.

That changed a little when Jaria presented herself towards the end of 
their meal. “Jaria Tomaz,” she introduced herself, offering a large, clawed blue
hand to him.

Paulo accepted her talon-like hand with no hesitation, his eyes widening
just slightly. “That’s a name I’ve heard before,” he said in his low, raspy
baritone.

Jaria cocked her head slightly, baring her teeth in a slight smile
—her
crests rising a bit. “My aunt owns the resort.”

The avianoid and human stared each other down for a moment, neither
blinking; at last, it was Paulo who inclined his head slightly. “I see. I must
pass on my appreciation and gratitude. The facilities here are gorgeous.”

Her predator’s teeth gleamed back at him. “I shall relay that. Can I
interest you in some of our resources?” she said smoothly, glancing back at all 
of them. “Crystal has been enjoying the museums and performance halls and
market, but we do also have a casino, should you enjoy such entertainments,
as well as extensive spas and therapeutic facilities. We have counselors from
every planet as well.”

Paulo took that in with the same circumspect demeanor as before.
Crystal felt a jab of irritation at him for being so closed off. “The casinos
sound wonderful. Can you give me directions? I’d also love to hear more about
these gardens and the wildlife preserves.”

Jaria obliged, seeming somewhat mollified by his compliments. She
pulled up a display, sent some maps to him and Crystal, and left it at that. “Let
me know if I can guide you at any point,” she offered distinctly. “A friend of 
Crystal’s is a friend of mine.”

The fact that Paulo was a friend of a friend went politely unmentioned
by both of them, but it sat in the air like a point on a scoreboard.

As a group, they went for a boat tour shortly thereafter. Designed to
provide a transparent surface for viewing the ocean’s depths and the creatures
of the reefs, the boat’s curved bottom was made of glassteel.

Crystal shivered a little at seeing the limpid blue waters surround her
—
creatures included. Feathery stars billowed their branches as they floated past
the edge of the boat, and a rubbery, fleshy creature swam over to inspect the
cluster of tourists invading its home.

“Panspermic distribution between Aketh
i, Ytera, and the many moons
led to convergent evolution,” Jaria said to Sarah and the others. “And the
ancient panspermic distributions before that link our planet to yours, too.”

“Oh?” said Sarah.
Jaria nodded. “There is more about it in one of the scien
ce museums
here.” She grinned, baring her teeth. “I understand some humans dislike the
theory that we are all linked by panspermic distribution, however.”

Sarah hesitantly offered a smile back. “I don’t have an opinion on it.”
Jaria gestured. “I am unoffended, regardless. My purpose is to say, you
may recognize some ocean creatures. They are similar to the ones in your
ocean for a reason.”

Crystal leaned forward and whispered, “I think she means the
Spiritualists. They’re very human-centric. They’ve been cutting funding to
xenobiological studies and Commontung classes.”

Sarah made a face. “Oh, those fuckers. Of course they would. It’s not like
the rest of the universe exists,” she said in a mocking tone.

Jaria tilted her head in confusion. “This means the universe exists,
correct?”

“Sarcasm. Saying the opposite of what you mean,” Crystal affirmed,
patting her arm.

“Ah. Then, Spiritualists are my favourite coworkers and tourists,” said
Jaria. She looked expectantly between them.

Sarah glanced at Crystal for a cue.

Crystal thought, then laughed after a minute. “Mine too. They’re awful.”

Jaria grinned. “Did I do it well? The sarcasm?”

Sarah offered a slight grin of her own. “It was pretty good.”

Jaria pointed back to the creatures. “But yes—our creatures. You may
find they look like the ones from your planet.”

Sarah squinted. “Mars doesn’t have oceans.”

Jaria bowed her head slightly. “My apologies; I meant Earth.”

Watching the floating creatures drift towards the boat, then away again,
Crystal felt herself relax. “They’re so beautiful,” she whispered, pointing to a 
cluster of bright crimson and blue fish darting into a frondy yellow plant-like
structure.

A guide program opened, displaying as a transparent square window 
focused on the fish and the frondy creature. She skim read the Commontung
entry, moving her lips as she practiced. “Looks like it’s a kind of algae, very
poisonous,” she read for Sarah and Toby, both of whom were also reading
along, though more slowly.

Toby stared at the creatures for a few minutes, taking pictures and some
short videos. Other fish swam forward—thin, darting ribbons of bright colour
moving with an intelligence Crystal couldn’t understand. But they were
beautiful, and she could appreciate that with no translation.

Jaria signalled for her attention. “Look! There! You’ll enjoy this one.”

A striated grey creature with a soft muzzle came closer to the boat. It
had a long trunk in the middle of its face, and huge, soft brown eyes. The
portly creature seemed to snuffle the edges, reaching for them with its trunk
and lazily waving its six curling, claw-ended paddle limbs. A few fascinated
tourists waved at it, and it followed the motions of their hands.

Near it, a few smaller, less pudgy creatures with the same oblong shape
and even bigger brown eyes floated.

Jaria crowed. “Ysta-hi! Good luck. These ones are gentle. Also, they
enjoy to eating the poison wigglefish,” she said quickly. “I mean the jellyfish.”
She indicated them with a broad grin. “Very kind. Nurturing. Children who
hatch under the constellation of the ystahi are dependable.”

Paulo grinned ever so slightly. “They’re kinda cute. When I lived in
New York, there were all these harp seals in the harbour. Kinda look like that,
but no trunks, much smaller, and big whiskers.” He gestured, wiggling fingers
on the sides of his scarred face.

Jaria let out a trilling laugh. “Whiskers!” she cried in delight. “Like
tentacles? I didn’t know that word!”

Paulo grinned. “Whiskers,” he confirmed. “Like big, long hairs. Very
sensitive.”

Jaria cocked her head and squinted at him. “Hairs? But you have no
hairs!” She pointed to his shaven head.

Paulo laughed and pointed to Sarah and Crystal’s hair. “Not on my head,
maybe, but you should see me in a swimsuit.”

Jaria trumpeted with laughter. Another Yteran darted over, her head
cocked. With a series of hissing trills, chirps, and warbles, Jaria relayed the
discussion. Soon, there were trumpeting giggles coming from Yterans all over
the boat.

Paulo took it in good stride, even though he was the butt of the joke.

Great cloudlike creatures with transparent membranous flesh rippled
towards them as well, seemingly putting on a display. The glassteel was thick,
but it felt like Crystal could reach through it and touch them. She pressed her
hand against the chilly wall of the boat.

“They’re even more beautiful in spawning season,” Jaria mentioned,
grinning at her. “The whole ocean fills up with colour. That’s in a few months,
but people usually visit then, instead of now.”

Paulo had been reserved, but seemed at least mildly interested in the
creatures. “That one looks like a scarf,” he said laconically, pointing to a pastel 
slip of shimmering membrane that floated close to the silvery surface of the
water, catching bits of detritus in its frilly tendrils.

“I have seen similar designs and imitations in the markets,” Jaria 
acknowledged.

He actually halfsmiled at that. “Well hell, I’d wear one of those.”

“The c’seph? I would not recommend it. In addition to dying above
water, the tentacles are highly poisonous.”

He laughed without hesitation, and Crystal felt herself melt a little in
response. If he understood Jaria’s deadpan humour, he wasn’t as unreachably
remote as he seemed.

“Could we swim with them?” Sarah asked hesitantly.

“I would not recommend it,” said Jaria, her smile snapping off. She
pointed back.

In the distant depths, a shadowy shape moved. It was enormous. Despite
the clarity of the water, she could barely make it out.

Jaria stiffened as it came closer.

A smooth, ovoid shape with a narrow snout and a long row of eyes that
went from the middle of its head and along each side of its leathery-looking
body. It pulled up closer, and a quatrifold jaw opened to expose rows of barbed
teeth. With a slight inhalation of water, it sucked in several jellies, then
released the water in a gout, surging away from the boat.

“Oriacu’u,” Jaria muttered in a lower voice. “They play with boats
sometimes. For them, it is play. For us? More dangerous. Very hungry
predators.”

They watched as the massive creature jetted away, pulsing finned
organs and gliding with outspread paddle-like limbs.

The entire boat was silent. When the oriacu’u was finally out of sight,
chatter resumed, though a little subdued.

Crystal looked back at Jaria. The smile had been wiped off her face. “The
ocean is very large, and very dangerous,” said Jaria in a low near-hiss.

“But beautiful,” Crystal said, leaning forward and pressing her hands
against the glass walls.

Jaria shook her head. “Bad luck. They are—what is your word—like
dragons to us. An ancient creature, always hungry. It does not apologize for
being a predator, but it does not care what it eats. Amazing, yes, but—” She
seemed to struggle with translating her thoughts. “We have communicated
with them, and they do not care for others. They do not always keep promises.
Many fishers and sea farmers die, are eaten, have their shoals eaten. When the
oriacu’u decides it wants something, it has no—” she struggled for a word
again, “honour? Yes. This word is close.”

“On Earth, there’s these creatures called whales,” said Crystal longingly.
“Very large, but gentle and intelligent. Humans—well, we hurt them a lot.
But they survived because we saw what we were doing and started to protect
them instead.”

Jaria shook her head vehemently. “Do not mistake an oriacu’u for a 
whale just because their size is alike. The lone creature does not care for
others. It is an eggbreaker.” Her pupils narrowed to slits and her feathers and
crest lifted. She glared after the retreating shape. “To be born under the
oriacu’u in the stars is to have many predators chasing you for your life.”

Toby stepped forward and gently, hesitantly reached for her forearm to
pat it. Before he did, he glanced at Crystal, seemingly to confirm that he
wasn’t being culturally insensitive.

She nodded, and he gently patted her arm.

Jaria grinned and lowered her face to his, then bumped her cheek
against her head. “I am not distressed, but thank you. Humans are so
thoughtful.” She lifted her long neck. “Are you also from the dry red planet,
like these two?”

Toby nodded. “Sarah’s my cousin. That’s how I met Crystal. She’s my—
friend.”

A moment’s hesitation, saying the word “friend” a little too fast. Crystal 
felt her cheeks warm.

Jaria’s flat nostrils flared, and her pupils widened slightly. She glanced
at Crystal in a way Crystal recognized, then gave her a cocky grin. “Yes. We
also have friends.” She indicated a cluster of fluttering creatures, then a small
shoal of iridescent one-eyed fish that disappeared and appeared with tricks of
the light. “When they act collectively, they can evade even a hungry oriacu’u.”

“I’d love to hear more about your astrology,” Toby ventured. “I—I 
didn’t realise Yterans were, um, superstitious. You know, like humans?”

Jaria cocked her head and swiveled her long neck around to look at
Toby. “Trade stories with me!” she said excitedly. “Crystal, these humans are
very good. You chose them well.”

After the tour, they were ferried back to the docks. Here, Crystal could
see where the ocean and shore faded into controlled, more sterile false
lagoons, designed to let vacationers swim without bumping into the local flora 
and fauna—and to let the flora and fauna escape the curious fingers of visiting
children. Although the beaches were still pretty empty—Jaria mentioned
again that it was cold for her tastes, though Crystal found it perfectly
temperate—they saw a few families milling around, including some young
Yterans. Their adult scales hadn’t all come in yet, and apart from some sparse
clothing, their bird-human bodies were covered in fluffy, colourful down.

Sarah squealed and clapped her hands over her mouth when she saw
them. “They’re so cute!” After a moment, chagrin dawned on her face. “Oh,
wait. Is that offensive? I’m sorry.”

Jaria laughed at her response, seeming unbothered. “I see humans also
have the nurturing reflex. When I first saw infant humans, I was terrified.
How do you keep them warm? They’re so naked!”

Crystal instinctively reached for her hair. “I mean, we’re not totally
naked.”

With a moment’s pause, Jaria reached for her red and silver locks with a 
ginger claw. “No, that’s true. But your feathers are so thin and small. And you
don’t have any scales! I will never get used to it. But you are very soft.” She
petted Crystal’s head gently, and Crystal leaned against her, smiling. The
warmth and curiosity of Yterans always amused her.

For their part, Toby and Sarah wore looks of confusion, as though 
uncertain whether they should be offended. Paulo seemed more comfortable,
sticking his hands in the pockets of his grey linen trousers.

“Hey, that’s the universe,” he said with a shrug. “We should be glad we
all have so much in common. Speaking of things in common, is anyone else
hungry? I could use a bite to eat.”

At that moment, Crystal decided she liked him after all.

After lunch, which included a plethora of grilled and fried seafood, Paulo
suggested the casinos. “Technically, I have business reasons to be here. I got a 
message from someone. I wanna feel the guy out before we agree to anything,
of course, so if you all want to come along, that ain’t a problem.” He smirked.
“I don’t plan on talking trade until I decide he’s safe to talk trade with.”

Jaria moved her head backward in negation. “I don’t enjoy games of 
chance much. I believe I will check on my aunt and brother.”

He glanced at Toby and Sarah, who both nodded, then looked at
Crystal.

“Oh. Uh, sure. I mean, I don’t have anything pressing. There’s a 
theatrical performance of a cultural Yteran legend tomorrow afternoon, but
nothing today.”

Toby’s face brightened. “Oh, you’re into mythology?”

“Yeah,” Crystal affirmed, “totally. I mean you can’t really work extra-
Solar jobs unless you like learning about other cultures, so I find it
interesting. And art’s important, you know? Says a lot about a society.”

Toby’s eyes lit up, and Crystal found herself smiling back warmly. “I
couldn’t agree more. I mean, stories are a culture’s way of passing down
history and values, but also imagining other worlds, other ways of being. I
mean, when I worked with Shakespeare and other classics, like Journey to the
West or the Bhagavad-Gita, I would always tell the kids that they were
getting a glimpse into the minds of their ancestors. And that emotional 
through line, the need to make sense of our lives and experiences, and to
imagine others, is something we should always respect. Stories represent what
we think we know and what we want. They’re the best of us, in a way. And
science is important, but that’s about facts and understanding the world.
Stories are pure interpretation. And they can be anything, but they still have
fixed points and this connectivity…” he trailed off. “I kind of miss being a 
teacher,” he admitted sheepishly. His face shadowed, and so did Sarah’s.

Crystal frowned sympathetically. “Why did you have to quit?”

His soft brown eyes hardened. “They wanted me to punish kids in ways
that weren’t fair or right. And there was a cultural shift going on that—well.
A lot of factors.”

Crystal noticed Sarah glancing around furtively as soon as he started
talking. Her posture looked more rigid and stiff, as though she was bracing for
something, or nervous.

Crystal cocked her head. “Sarah? You okay?”

Jaria looked at her as well, cocking her large head in the same manner.
“You seem upset.”

Sarah let out a breath. “Sorry. Old habits die hard. I’m not used to the
lack of surveillance. It’s…it’s just weird. I’m not used to us being able to talk
about whatever we want, say whatever we want.” She cast a wary look at
Crystal, as if asking whether it really was safe.

Toby’s jaw tightened, and he glanced at her, nodding.

Crystal wanted to hear more about his thoughts on stories, hear what
else he liked, but it felt as though a cloud had passed in front of the sun.

“This is a good place,” she offered.

Jaria’s lips pursed. “Your government watches all things, yes? And
makes judgements? It is strange. Are you safe in your nests?”

Crystal, Toby, Sarah, and Paulo glanced at each other, then shook their
heads.

Jaria frowned. “That is very bad. I am glad my government and people
do not attempt such things. However, it smells like you all have tangled
feelings about this, and much fear. If you need to speak about it, we have
counselling here.”

“Oh, maybe,” Sarah said, looking hopeful. “Do you have house physicians
or any, um, freelancers?”

Jaria tilted her head, thinking. “I am not certain, but I can find out from
Aunt Ketrith at dinner for you.” Jaria stood, easing herself from the bench 
seats gracefully. “I will leave you all for now, but message me if you need
anything or have questions. I can certainly take more time to show you
Nirvana’s wonders.” She offered a kind smile to each of them, then walked off,
her wide-set hips swaying with her avian gait.

Crystal set a hand on Sarah’s. Sarah flinched, startled, then relaxed
again. “Why don’t I come with you to the casino, then? We can play a game or
two if you want. Or just look around, too. This whole place is so welldesigned. Maybe we can relax at the bar, or something?”

“Sure,” Sarah confirmed quickly. She and Toby still looked troubled, and
Crystal could barely tease words from them on the way there.

The casino was behind an area leading out to the beach, so that tourists
tired of trying their luck at losing money could refresh themselves in a curved
bay. Drinks, refreshments, and lounging chairs and benches speckled the sand
around the smooth, salty blue water. A few Yteran children splashed around
outside, chirping and yelping to each other, their fluffy feathers slicked down.
A human child seemed to be playing with them in a game of tag, shrieking as
her new friends got too close, then darted away.

Inside, the smooth, polished floors between rows of game machines and
tables of cards, dice, and token games offered more sophisticated distractions.
A bar and a dance floor upstairs offered more seductive entertainment, but the
Yterans in the casino seemed more interested in perching by the windows and
sipping beverages, speaking in flutelike tones and glancing through the
massive windows looking over the artificial bay. The soft light penetrating the
afternoon cloud formations sparkled across the water, and across the greater
expanses beyond the hotel’s demesnes.

Crystal had changed into something silver, sparkly, and strappy, a lowcut cocktail dress that came just above her knees and curved across her
breasts. Sequins shifted and moved as she walked, with the slightest touch
revealing different patterns and a hidden iridescence. Toby was still in the
breezy, soft blue checkered shirt he’d worn for their expedition, and as soon as
he saw her, she liked the look on his face.

“You look wonderful in that,” he offered, trying to keep his eyes on her
face. “And I love your earrings. Very pretty.”

Crystal grinned and touched her sparkling earrings, pave clustered of 
white rhinestones arranged in a falling triangular arrangement, like flashfrozen raindrops. “Thanks. My husband actually picked them out.”

There was a moment of exquisite awkwardness. “Ex-husband, I mean,”
she said quickly.

Next to her, Sarah and Paulo exchanged glances that broadcasted, “Uh-
oh.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you were married,” Toby said in a neutral tone,
glancing at her left hand.

Crystal rubbed her naked ring finger selfconsciously. “It’s um, it’s a 
long story. I’m—yeah. He’s—not exactly around. Ah, Sarah, did you not tell 
him my whole…thing?”

Sarah shook her head quickly. “Uh, no, I um, I kinda thought that might
be indiscreet, if I just explained your whole personal, private…yeah.”

“Oh, uh, yeah. Yeah, I could see that,” Crystal said clumsily. “Anyway.
I’d rather hear more about you, than talk about…him. It’s kind of a painful 
topic, to tell you the truth?”

Toby nodded, his face a careful mask. “I’m sorry to hear that.” He bit his
lip. “I had a similar…situation years ago. Very painful. Ah, can I get you a 
drink?”

“That would be great,” Crystal said in a rush. “Maybe something
mixed.”

“Coming right up,” said Toby, heading over to the bar.

Sarah closed her eyes and let out a breath. “Oof,” she muttered.

“Yeah.”

Paulo seemed completely unconcerned, and once again, Crystal found
herself grateful for that. “It happens,” he said non-committally. “Things don’t
always work out.”

“So, ex-husband? Do you plan to get a divorce, then?” Sarah offered
tentatively. She ran a thumb along the draping edges of her cream-coloured
cardigan, knit in a thick-and-thin yarn that looked soft and natural. She
crossed her legs and leaned against the side of a machine next to her. Crystal 
noticed her favouring her left leg, and the faint shapes of scar tissue
underneath the sleek, matte-grey leggings Sarah wore.

“Uh, well, it’s a big decision, but I certainly haven’t forgiven him,”
Crystal blurted out. “Honestly, I’d rather not talk about it here, and now. It’s
just a lot. Ah, Paulo, didn’t you say you were—”

Paulo nodded, taking her clumsy plea with a waiter’s grace. “Yep. Might
as well go upstairs. I don’t see him here.”

Toby hadn’t returned with their drinks, but the stairs here were long,
gradual, and straight. He’d probably be able to see them up there, Crystal 
thought—if he was planning to come back at all.

Fresh and unexpected anxiety churning in her gut, she followed Paulo
and Sarah up the stairs, to the glass-walled dance floor and second bar,
suddenly wishing there was somewhere she could tuck herself away.

As her navy pumps clicked on the polished stairs, she stared at the
silvery chrome rail and tried not to think about the monumental awkwardness
of what had just happened. They came up the stairs, and a look of recognition
dawned on Paulo’s face. He pointed discreetly to her left, and both Crystal and
Sarah followed his gesture.

Then everything she knew, or thought she’d known, broke like a 
wineglass on granite.

Sitting at a table with wooden bench seats, glancing at an expensive
silver watch and wearing a finely-woven long-sleeved button-up under a 
velvety black jacket, was a dead man.

A highpitched hum filled Crystal’s ears as she watched Paulo, then
Sarah step forward and shake hands with Kial Borealis, the deceased captain of
the Crossing Paths.
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Sarah glanced at Crystal, who had gone white with shock, her freckles
standing out like autumn leaves on snowy ground. Crystal sat in silence as the
connection introduced himself, then glanced at her. “Ma’am, are you all 
right?” he said, ice-blue eyes flicking to her.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she said in a quiet tone. “Sarah, would you excuse me? I
just got an urgent message and I need to go compose a reply.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Sarah, frowning.

The man, who’d introduced himself as Captain Kaleb Stark, watched
Crystal as she stiffly gathered herself and walked down the steps. “Is she
okay?”

“I’m not sure,” Sarah hedged.

“Something personal,” said Paulo, setting his arms on the table. “You
waiting for anyone else?”

“No, I’ll be representing the deal myself,” said Kaleb. He tilted back in
his chair, crossing his arms behind his head, one leg over the other. Paulo
slouched back in response, his arm over an empty chair back and Sarah’s
shoulders.

Kaleb’s eyes flicked over Sarah. She squinted back at him, not offering a
smile. He looked away from her, seeming to decide she was a lost cause.

Kaleb seemed to give up on him for the moment and smiled at Paulo.
“Captain Silva. I heard you retired.”

“Things change,” said Paulo neutrally.

“Good to see you again. Missed you on the scene. You always did
excellent work.”

“Mmm,” said Paulo.

Kaleb raised an eyebrow. “That’s not much of a welcome for a former
partner.”

Sarah couldn’t hide her surprise. Her eyes darted between Paulo and
Kaleb.

“That was a long time ago,” said Paulo curtly. “And we’re a better fit as
colleagues than partners.”

Kaleb gave him a mocking smile, but it was clear the tension had shifted.
“Always one to love ‘em and leave ‘em, weren’t you, Paulo?” He turned back to
Sarah conversationally. “Not that we were romantically involved. I’m afraid
men don’t do it for me, even big, strapping cyborgs.” He gestured to Paulo’s
frame. “But don’t be jealous on my account.”

“I’m not,” Sarah said dryly. “He’s my mentor.”

“And I don’t mix long-term business, power, and pleasure,” said Paulo.
“Not exactly fair to whoever’s on the bottom, is it?” His tone was smooth, but
there was a sharp edge to it, like a twisting knife, Sarah thought.

At that, Kaleb’s mouth creased, and he lifted his drink in a silent toast,
as though acknowledging a point scored.

Just then, Toby came up the steps, a couple of drinks in his hands—two
elaborately garnished cocktails featuring a neon ombre of sunset colours.
“Where did Crystal go?” he asked Sarah.

“She didn’t exactly say,” Sarah hedged. “Something important came up.
Message, I think she said.”

Toby frowned, then set the drinks down and extended his hand. “My
apologies. I’m sure she didn’t mean to be rude.”

“No problem,” said Kaleb, nodding to the drinks. “Good choice, though.
Their mixers here know what they’re doing.”

Sarah reached for Crystal’s abandoned drink as Toby sat on Paulo’s
other side and took a sip of his cocktail.

She took in the man before them in little glances, so it wouldn’t seem
like she was staring. Confident, an older human—not hiding his scars, either,
although it would have been easy to.

“So. We can speak freely here,” Kaleb confirmed, leaning forward and
lowering his voice anyway. “I’m sure you’re aware of the political situation in
the Sol system right now?”

“More than,” Sarah said dryly.

“Can I ask how you feel about it?” Kaleb said in a neutral tone.

Sarah squinted again and crossed her arms. “Last time someone asked
me that, it went badly.”

“Oh, come now, you seem like the kind of lady who enjoys a fight. Let
those opinions out. Tell me what you really think.”

“Since when do you give a shit about politics?” asked Paulo in a
measured, disinterested voice.

“Oh, I still don’t, but I love a little argument,” growled Kaleb. There
was a playful spark in his eyes—but that just pissed Sarah off.

“You know that shit is serious, right?” she spat back. “This isn’t a game.”

“Sure looks like one from the outside,” he tossed back.

“Games don’t get you thrown into prison,” she hissed.

“Oh? What do you care about other people getting chucked into
lockups?” Kaleb said, leaning forward.

“It’s not just other people,” Sarah started. The sudden interested light in
his eyes caught her attention. She swore mentally.

“Leave it, Kaleb. We don’t owe you our life story,” said Toby in a low
voice, leaning in.

“Big words for a little pup,” Kaleb said, lifting his chin at Toby.

Toby’s eyes narrowed, and red spots lit his cheeks—he was clearly
pissed off.

“All right, that’s enough. Stop pissing on my apprentices,” Paulo said,
laying a hand flat.

Kaleb smirked. “Aw, pity. And we were just making friends.” He stirred
his drink idly. “But tell me, really. How much and why exactly do you care?
The people requesting these missions want more than just the usual hack
mercenaries. It’s not ideological purity they’re looking for, but they said I
wasn’t allowed to hire anyone who didn’t give a shit. So, tell me, how many
shits do you actually give about this whole conflict?” He adjusted in his chair.

“Don’t get me started,” said Toby, also leaning forward. Anger washed
over his face. “Let’s just say we’re interested in disrupting things, especially in
terms of how they’re treating the colonies.”

Kaleb nodded slowly. “So why not just vote against them?” Kaleb asked.

Sarah leaned forward.

She wanted to yell, You’re kidding me, right? Voting only works when
people can vote. The colonies are all under some probational thing that means
they don’t even get to choose their own representation, if they have
representatives at all. And that’s all because of Spiritualist rollbacks. With the
colony planets now classed as protectorates, they don’t have any rights to self-
determination, which means the Spiritualists can just do whatever and they
can’t be evicted from power.

Instead, she said, “Voting isn’t always enough.”

Kaleb straightened up and smiled. “Someone’s done her homework.”

“It felt like the only thing I could do,” Sarah grumbled back.

“Until now, huh?” Kaleb lifted his chin. “So. What do you believe in,
then?”

Sarah glanced at Paulo. They were in deep already. The conversation so
far had been plenty incriminating, but this was a step further.

Paulo glanced back at Kaleb, then gave a slight nod. “This won’t get
back to the wrong people, will it?”

Kaleb smirked. “Please, double-cross my employers? I don’t shit where I
eat. These rebels pay better than you’d think. Desperation tends to open
wallets. If I crossed them, I’d be cutting my own throat.” He gestured with his
drink. “So please, speak freely. Tell me why you care so much. Tell me what
you really believe.” There was a mocking tone to his voice that Sarah hated,
but despite that, she took the question seriously.

Sarah took a sip of her drink, which was tart and sweet, and thought for
a moment. I think people should have rights to live their own lives without
getting hurt, and that pleasure shouldn’t be a crime. I think kindness and
talking shit out and rules are the best, and I hate it when they don’t work. I
think the systems we live in can and need to be changed. I think I want to help
with that more than anything, and this is one of the only ways I know how.

“No. But I will tell you that I believe this matters, and I want to do shit
about it.”

She was suddenly aware that Toby and Paulo were being very, very
quiet. Paulo had his stony expression on, but she was suddenly aware that
she’d just said several very personal things about herself, even intimate things.

“And what about you?” she offered back, sliding her drink across the
sleek table. “What do you believe in?”

Kaleb kicked on leg over the other. “Enjoying myself. And right now,
I’m enjoying this. That’s about it.”

Her stomach curdled with dislike. “So, is this whole uprising a game to
you, then?”

He lifted a shoulder. “What isn’t a game? It’s all in how you play it.”

Fury blackened her thoughts for a moment. “It’s not a game to the
people dying or sitting in shitty isolation prison cells,” she spat back.

“Sure it is. They’re just losing,” he countered.

Sarah leaned forward and put her hands on the table. Standing up, she
said, “Listen up, asshole—”

Seeing her fury, he started to chuckle and sat up. “I’m just fucking with 
you. I know you idealist types hate that.”

Sarah’s face heated. “I’m glad you can laugh about something that’s
never actually affected you,” she spat back.

That seemed to take him aback. In a gentler tone, he offered, “I’m sorry
you got upset by that. I admire your conviction, at least. It takes some guts to
believe in anything.”

Sarah glared back. “Spare me the fake apologies. Now, what’s the deal
with this job?”

Kaleb seemed irritated. “I just needed to make sure we’re not sending
some bunch of uninformed idiots or some wide-eyed baby suffragette
revolutionary into a situation they can’t handle. There’s a lot of risks. But if 
these medical supplies don’t get to Indus, then the people fighting there are
going to be fucked worse than they already are.”

Sarah felt excitement replace her irritation. “Indus?” She glanced at
Paulo.

Paulo crossed his arms. “That’s the heart of the action, ain’t it?”

Kaleb lifted his head in acknowledgement. “Sure is. Patience and her
people are holding out, but the blockade is choking them out. They can steal a 
bit here and there locally, but planet-wide identity alerts are set up from them,
so they’re having to import.” He scratched his ear. “And I may not like the
bureaucratic dicks at the Infed, but they have an interest in the Human
Conglomerate not turning into a theocracy. And hence, supporting our
efforts.”

Sarah’s heart skipped at the mere mention of Patience Ngouabi, who had
helped spearhead a movement of lower-class colonists vying for voting rights
and freedom from indentured servitude. She had come in and out of the press’s
eye, but Sarah had kept track of her announcements, calls to action, and
interviews whenever they came up. Rebellions had been brewing on all the
colony planets Earth controlled, but so had support.

Kaleb might feign—or hold—contempt for the cause, but he knew about
someone important. And the mere thought of helping Patience made her dizzy
and hopeful and proud.

Toby blinked. “Wait, are you saying the galactic government is helping
the rebels? So why isn’t it solved already?”

“Well, first off, they can’t exactly help them the straightforward way,
because that would be going against a member nation’s rights of self-
determination. But think about it, Junior—if humans keep on this xenophobic
direction, the rest of the galaxy loses out on our exports and our labour, and
business as usual gets disrupted. Plus, for those who care, there’s the whole
humanitarian rights angle and oppression and suffering. I try not to worry
about more than I can change, personally, but I understand the concern. After
all, species that don’t play well with others have been known to start throwing
their toys around. And everybody knows humans have a lot of practice at
waging war.”

Toby squinted at him. “That’s a lot of conclusions to jump to.”

“War between humans or war between humans and anyone else? Either
way, that’s gonna mess with supply chains across the galaxy, possibly disrupt
shipping routes, other colonies…it’s all a big ripple effect.

“Me, I like trouble. That’s my idea of fun. So here I am. Now, if running
medical supplies out to Indus interests you, and if you think you can do it,
then this contract will be mutually beneficial. But we need people who can
handle the pressure, and won’t lose their minds over the stakes, but also won’t
turn traitor. Having the Infed’s hand revealed in all this could also spell 
disaster, because you know humans will use it as leverage in a trade war—and
that’s a best-case scenario, assuming they don’t abandon their spurious moral
convictions and just declare war or start bombing shit—or worse, close off 
wormhole routes in protest.”

“Sounds plausible. Too plausible. But why would the Infed work with 
you? You’re an untrustworthy jackass,” rumbled Paulo.

“Aw, buddy, I missed you too,” Kaleb crooned. “Why me? Because I’m
the devil they know. I’m an asshole, sure, but I’m a known quantity. And we
both know that I’ve got friends on every side.”

“Every side?” Toby piped up again. “So that means Spiritualist friends
too.”

Kaleb seemed about to deny it, but merely grunted noncommittally.

“Sounds like you’re trying to have it both ways,” Toby continued, his
dark eyes shining with a hint of confidence. “And that means you could turn
us in for the right payout, or if you decided that your HuCon friends are more
important than your Infed ones.”

Kaleb made a clicking noise with his mouth. It was Sarah’s turn to
smirk—he was clearly pissed off now, and Toby had scored a point.

“Listen, my crewmates are raising some good points,” said Paulo,
leaning forward, “and I have qualms. This is high-risk.”

“There’s hazard pay, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I am, and I expect numbers. But frankly, Sarah and Toby are right. And
here’s what I wanna know. Why us?”

Kaleb smirked. “You’re not even going to be the only ship running out
there, so don’t think you’re that special. In fact, it’s because you’re not special
that we want you. We need as many dinky little two-bit asshole smugglers
trying to get through their blockade as we can, because at least some are
gonna be able to drop supplies off safely, and keep this revolution going.”

Paulo’s mouth creased in a tight line. “Well, I guess we’re the dinky
little twobit assholes for the job. If my crewmates agree, we’re in.”

“And if you survive and handle this successfully, there’s more contracts
after this,” Kaleb mentioned.

Toby straightened. “I’m in.”

Sarah leaned forward. “Is everyone else involved in this as big a 
douchebag as you are?”

At that, Kaleb laughed. “Did I hurt your feelings, sweetheart?”

Sarah shot him a condescending look. “You’d have to try a lot harder,
asshole. But you’re not making it easy to trust you, and it’s completely
unnecessary.”

His smile snapped off. “I don’t need you to like me. I need to make sure
you aren’t gonna lose your temper or fall apart at the wrong moment.”

Sarah clenched her teeth, then took in a deep breath. “It’ll take more
than some big-dick swagger to break me. So, if this is your idea of a test, we
should talk, because I’ve dealt with so much worse than you.”

Kaleb smirked again. “Good to hear. I’ll be sure to pick your brain for
that later. Now, let’s talk numbers.”

It took a while to hammer out a good rate. Five thousand for the first
run, with transport included, was Kaleb’s first offer—and Paulo almost
laughed himself under the table. In the end, they took a total of nine thousand
plus transport expenses, working out to three thousand apiece. It wasn’t as
much as Sarah expected, but it wasn’t nothing, either.

They wrapped things up, shook hands, and affirmed a verbal contract
recording. “By the way,” said Kaleb offhandedly, “who was your friend?”

“Friend?” repeated Sarah.

“The pretty redhead. Left after I got here.”

“Oh. Why?”

Kaleb lifted and dropped a shoulder. “Just curious.”

Toby glanced between Sarah and Kaleb warily. From the look he was
giving her, Sarah figured he was trying to read the situation, too, but she
wasn’t feeling overly friendly towards the guy.

She shot a glance at Paulo, cocking an eyebrow as if to say, Is this guy
trustworthy?

Paulo gave her a slight nod—just the briefest lift of his chin.

She weighed things out. On one hand, she didn’t particularly like this
guy. On the other, they were now in business together. Might as well do him
a favour now, in case it gave her something to hold over him later.

“Just a close friend,” she said. “Why, you know her?”

“Crystal? I might. Was a long time ago.”

She couldn’t keep herself from being startled, and he noticed her slight
reaction of surprise.

Apparently, that affirmation had been exactly what he hoped for. She
swallowed hard, hoping her body language hadn’t just betrayed her friend.

But Paulo had said this man was connected—so maybe he was just after
a business arrangement, or something.

If he was after more than that, or he hurt Crystal, Sarah vowed, he was
going to end up as an oriacu’u’s next meal. Next to her, Toby’s hands were
below the table, but she knew he was clenching his fists and trying to hide it.

“When I knew her, she was one of the most brilliant scientists I’d ever
met,” Kaleb offered. “We were both otherwise occupied at the time, but I
always regretted not spending more time with her.”

Sarah bit her lip. “She’s a smart woman,” she said slowly.

He gave her a genuine smile that started on one side of his face and
slowly spread. It was genuinely charming. She hated him for it. “My favourite
kind. Well, meeting you has been a pleasure. I hope I run into Crystal soon.
Let her know I asked about her, will you?” His eyes lingered on her for a 
moment, as though making an invitation.

She stood up and pushed her chair back, then reached out a hand. “See
you around the resort, I guess.”

He nodded, leaning an arm over the back of his chair, his velvet jacket
rippling like clouds over a pure night sky. “See you around.”

Toby rose as well. “Sarah, wasn’t there a performance you wanted to see
tonight?”

There wasn’t, but she appreciated the ruse. “Yep. Better not be late.”
They headed down the stairs, Toby following a step behind her. Her leg was
smarting. Paulo didn’t follow them, however, and she felt a flash of irritation.

Once they were out of earshot, she took a deep breath and rounded on
Toby. “What an asshole,” she started emphatically.

The look on his face, however, cut off her rant preemptively. “What?”
she asked, a little more gently.

“Crystal’s married?” he said weakly.

“Ah. Um. Well. It’s a whole thing,” Sarah replied. “Her husband…he’s
the whole reason she’s out here, let’s put it that way. He tricked her into
something—y’know, I should probably let her tell it. But I’m pretty sure
they’re not getting back together,” she said, with more confidence than she
felt.

Toby let out a sigh. “I shouldn’t assume things. But frankly, I could use
a breather from all this. It’s a lot more complicated than I expected.”

Sarah couldn’t argue with that. She gestured towards the water outside.
“Maybe a dip?”

He nodded. They headed back towards the hotel proper, to get
something to swim in. It might not have been the best idea, since Paulo
probably wanted her to stick around and learn more, but stepping away from
the situation would probably be wiser than doing what she wanted—and
walloping Kaleb in the face.
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Crystal walked from one side of her room back to the other, tracing
figure-eights. She sat down on the bed and rubbed her face. There was
absolutely no way she’d just seen that. Was she hallucinating?

It was almost preferable to the implications.
But then again, said a little voice in her mind, you thought you saw him
twice. And there were the Luneflowers at your door.

Had he been following her? She wasn’t sure if that was romantic or
creepy. Probably creepier.

So why was she hoping it really was him?

A knock sounded at her door. She got up from the bed, retied her fluffy
hotel robe, and peered at the viewscreen off to the side.

Captain “Kaleb Stark” waited outside, stroking his silver beard for a
moment as he stared back at the tiny camera embedded in the doorlock frame.

Crystal opened the door a crack and glared at him. “You have a lot of 
nerve coming back up here after pulling that,” she snapped.

He held his hands out in placation and gave her a soft, mournful smile.
“Good to see you too, Glass. It’s been a while.”

She inhaled sharply. “Are you fucking kidding me? You come back from
the dead, literally, and you’re giving me pleasantries? Just leave, Kial.”

“Whoa, whoa.” He held a hand up. “I came here to apologize.”

“Is that so?” she snapped, with a hair less acrimony.

“And to invite you to dinner.” He paused. “Just the two of us? I’m here
for work, but I can take a little time off to talk to…an old friend.”

The hesitation and warmth in his voice, and the hesitant, slow smile on
his usually stern face started to crack her. “I have so many questions,” Crystal 
grumbled. “Starting with, were you following me around the resort?”

“Not following. That sounds ungentlemanly. But I saw you a couple of 
times, yeah. I figured if you wanted to speak to me, you’d reach out.”

“Kial. I thought I was going crazy.”

“I have that effect on women,” he chuckled.

Crystal slammed a hand against the door. “That’s not funny! And you
just left random flowers at my door? With no note?”

“Well, I didn’t want to give you a sense of obligation,” he said, his tone
light and playful.

“Kial!”

“All right, all right, that was me.” He lifted his hands. “But I’m here to
fess up. And apologize. Surely, you can forgive a not-so-honest man for being 
circumspect.”

“It’s called communication!”

“But where’s the fun in that?” he chuckled.

“Kial, come on. This isn’t cute.”

He paused again. “Has anyone ever told you that you look beautiful 
when you’re angry? I might have to piss you off more often.”

She flushed, her face heating. “Keep pissing me off, and you won’t be
seeing much more of me.”

His expression lengthened. “Now that would be a crying shame.” He let
out a long sigh. “All right. My sincerest apologies. If you want me to go, I’ll 
buzz right off.” He turned and took a step.

“Wait,” Crystal blurted, before she wanted to.

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “So, does that mean I’m forgiven?”

“No. Well—I—”

“That’s fine, keep your grudge. But do come to dinner with me. Think of 
it as an apology dinner. No obligation.” He leaned against the door, staring
deeply at her. “Just dinner. You free now?”

“I haven’t decided! But if we were going to dinner, I need time to
change.”

He chuckled. “I’m sure you’ll look lovely in anything. You can wear that,
for all I care.”

Crystal turned a flushed face on him. “No way! Just let me get dressed,
would you?”

He gestured to the threshold of the room, which he hadn’t crossed. “I’ll 
be right here.”

Crystal pressed her lips together. “I was thinking I could have, like, an
hour?”

He shook his head. “Not a chance. You’re not getting away on me this
time.”

The soft rasp of his voice caught her off guard, and she looked up from
her suitcase. Their eyes met, and she couldn’t stay angry at the pleading
expression he was giving her.

Part of her mind said, At least someone’s asking you for forgiveness. She
pushed back against it—after all, Jai had sent her messages; she just hadn’t
read them yet. Maybe he’d apologized.

But the frankness in Kial’s face, the lack of justifications or
rationalizations, was too much to resist.

She sighed. “Fine. Fifteen minutes.”

A smile glinted in his eyes. “You won’t regret it.”

Crystal shut the door in his face, but turned around, biting her lip at
herself in the mirror. She wasn’t sure about that.

She grabbed an obnoxious cocktail dress she’d brought with her—
something she hadn’t worn in months, maybe years, because Jai hated going
out—and stuffed herself into it. The sequins on it shifted from dark blue to
green to a hint of violet and indigo. With a slight touch, they flipped the other
way, revealing a matte black surface. Patches of black velvet and sparkling
black beads broke up the patches of sequins, creating an irregular effect. The
dress came to her thighs and showed off her cleavage with a v-neckline. It
looked amazing on her, she thought vengefully, and she’d been meaning to
wear it. I hope he chokes on his drink when he sees me in it. Throwing on a 
simple silver necklace with a delicate cut iolite pendant and strappy black
sandals, she stomped over to the door.

“So, give me one good reason why I shouldn’t slam this in your face, Mr.
Corpse,” she snapped.

He gave her a wry grin. “Well, for one thing, you’re already dressed.
For another, these doorlocks don’t slam worth shit.”

Despite her suddenly raw feelings, Crystal’s curiosity was burning.
Recollection of the betrayed, startled look on Toby’s face came back to her,
and guilt washed over her. She started to argue with that feeling in her mind,
then looked at Kial, who was still patiently leaning against the doorframe,
velvet jacket slung over his shoulder.

“Fine,” she said, throwing her hands up. “Where are we going?”

He slowly glanced over her figure. “Somewhere you won’t be
overdressed.” He offered an arm, but she didn’t take it, just walking slightly
behind him down the hall.

Crystal knew she was wearing entirely too much for the time of day, but
when Kial led her towards a docking area and onto a small yacht, she felt
somewhat better. There were more people on the ship than she’d seen around
the resort so far; a very mixed crowd, though with plenty of humans.

He led her across the deck and through some doors, then down a spiral 
staircase; at the bottom, she found a surprisingly long, dark dining hall with a 
winding design that concealed most of the occupants of its booths. The
proportions were constructed for multi-species accessibility, but the style and
architecture had an antique Earthly look about them.

A stunning hostess in a body-conforming charcoal pantsuit walked up to
them, her hips swivelling as she walked. “For two, Captain Stark?” she said in
unaccented Commontung.

“Please,” he confirmed. “A booth at the back.”
She nodded and led them around a corner, then around another. They
settled in at an ovoid wooden table in a narrow but heavily padded booth,
their knees knocking together beneath it.

Another woman, who looked almost identical to the first, soon arrived.
“I recommend the special,” Kial offered. “Bunch of local seafood fried up and
served with this spicy cream sauce.”

Crystal lifted a shoulder. “Sure, fine.”
He turned to the waitress. “And get me something from Earth to drink,
would you kindly?”

The woman dipped her head in a nod, not acknowledging the incredibly
expensive order he’d just made. Crystal’s eyes widened as she tried to guess
the price. Fuck it, she decided, still feeling petty. If this was going to be an
awkward dinner, where she’d stuffed herself into an unreasonably elaborate
and flattering dress, she was going to make him pay for it. “Make it two.”

He grinned. “And some wine.”

The waitress smiled politely, her smooth synthskin features creasing a
little, and sashayed off. The only thing that revealed her metal soul was the
happiness—a human could never be that quietly, perfectly happy.

Kial watched her well-shaped ass and legs as she departed, and turned
his frank gaze back to Crystal. “So,” he said.

“So,” she echoed.

“Sorry again for the abrupt introduction.”

“Yeah, that was…a shock. Seems like all of the men in my life are
keeping secrets,” she grumbled.

He gave her another grin that, for some reason, made her heart stutter.
“Am I in your life? Well shucks, you should probably buy me dinner first.”

She laughed once, a sharp, bitter bark. “Oh no, you don’t. This is on
your tab.”

He spread his hands. “Of course. I meant next time.”

“Who said there’d be a next time?”

“Who said there wouldn’t?” A little smile played around his lips. He’d
always smiled like that when he knew something he was keeping to himself,
Crystal thought. It catapulted her back in time. She remembered being
younger, more nervous, having so much to prove to that cagey, experienced
man running her team…and as much as she felt embarrassed to admit it, she’d
regretted that nothing had ever happened between them. And then he’d died.

Or not…

The waitress came back with their wine and a couple of small cut-crystal 
glasses. “An African Union whiskey, twelve years old,” she said in an even
voice. “Currently, the only Earth-sourced alcohol we have in stock. I hope it’s
adequate?”

“Fine, fine,” Kial said, waving her off. “And bring us some of those little
fruit things, the baked ones stuffed with the sweet soy curd and red beans.” He
glanced back at Crystal’s questioning expression. “They’re delicious. You
aren’t watching your figure, are you? Because you look beautiful, y’know.”

Crystal let out an exasperated breath. “I was more wondering what the
hell is up?”

He lifted a hand. “It’s a long story. But what about you? Sounds like
you’re having a rough go of it. I’m curious, but if you don’t want to talk about
it, we don’t have to.” His grey eyes were usually cold, but now they swept her
with compassion—and lingered on her cleavage, she thought with another
stab of satisfaction.

“I will say,” he volunteered, “I can’t believe I’ve been lucky enough to
see you after all these years. And I know I play it tough, but I would give a lot
to hear what you’ve been through, just to listen to you talk for a while.”

Her stomach twisted like a knife was in it. Damn, that was a good line,
she thought.

He seemed to read her mind. “I know you don’t trust me. And I don’t
blame you. I wouldn’t trust me either. But what are the odds of us seeing each 
other again? So, I have to know what brought you here, just in case there’s
someone who needs a thankyou card.” He adjusted and looked at her again.
“But really, Glass. Would you spill for me?”

She leaned back, trying to decide. “Short version or long version?”
Crystal finally offered.

“Whichever you’d like,” he said, reaching out for her hand and fixing her
with his sharp, earnest eyes.

Crystal took a deep breath and explained it all over again. It took a 
while, and she went into some detail.

“—and so, then I got here,” she finished. “And frankly, I don’t know 
where I’m going next, what I’m doing—all I know is that I need some time
away. I got here, and I saw Toby, and that was nice, but he doesn’t really—I 
mean, I haven’t filled him in on everything. And that seemed like it might be
something, but now I’m afraid it’s all completely wrecked.” She looked down
at her plate. “Not that it would be a good idea to start a relationship up right
now, probably, but…anyway. I’m getting ahead of myself. Point is, I may have
just destroyed my whole life, I guess?” She took a sip of her whiskey. It was
strong and earthy, with a honey note she liked more than expected.

He nodded once, slowly. “Hey, the regimented life isn’t for everyone. I
couldn’t hack it. Not in the long run.”

Crystal nodded, picking at the crunchy, slightly salty cnidarian morsels
on her plate and dunking them in the pale-yellow curry sauce swirled in a 
golden pool next to the fritters. “So...while we’re on the topic...I guess I
should ask how you returned from the dead.”

“That’s a bit of a story,” he said, lowering his voice.

“You heard my disaster out. Am I really in a position to judge?”

His lips twitched upwards. “Good point, I guess.”

There was a pause.

Crystal examined him. The soft light of the restaurant was flattering,
but he had still aged extremely well. Stims and rejuves had played a part, but
in spite of those, he still looked weathered. The grey hair and cutting blue
eyes she remembered were still sharp, though, still analytical and cautious.
Her heart did a little somersault. She’d had a crush on him back then, and it
was suddenly easy to remember why.

He took in her eyes, seeming to enjoy the attention, and sat back in his
chair, an old stardog once again.

“So...how’s a dead man get up and walking? Does that mean Annamar is
all right too?”

A flicker of regret and pain crossed his face. “No. Just me.”

“But how?”

He cleared his throat. “Finish your dinner first. It’s a long story. I think
we should take a walk.”

Crystal examined him. He was deadly serious this time. She took a small 
bite of the fried jellyfish and tried to read his expression.

He was feeling guilty about something. Intensely guilty.

She ate her meal, watched him chew his own in a slow and meditative
way, and waited for him to let it out.

“I’m sorry I…reacted like I did when I first saw you. Like I said, I’ve
had a lot on my mind. It is really great to see you after all these years,”
Crystal said.

“It’s very good to see you too, Glass,” said Kial. His brow furrowed, and
he glanced down at his wine. “Very good indeed.”

She smiled at him, and gently put her hand over his. With the salt and
cranberry-tinged undertones of the wine and the soft, mellow whiskey both 
blending on her tongue, she felt a lot more forgiving.

“It’s nice to be off a station for a change. I feel like I should have more
regrets, but my career’s gone far enough that it’ll keep, really,” she said. “And
I had the vacation time and money saved up.”

“That man of yours should have taken you on a proper vacation a lot
sooner,” said Kial gruffly.

Crystal looked down, embarrassed. “Yeah, he should’ve,” she blurted.
“Goddamn. I can’t believe what I just walked away from.”

He lifted his drink with a wry grin. “To freedom?”

“To freedom,” she said, toasting him, and knocked back the last of the
wine. She chased it with a sip of the expensive whiskey. “These taste really
good together,” she added. The knot between her shoulders was finally
loosening up. “Damn, how much does this cost, anyway?”

He chuckled once. “A normal person’s salary for a year.”

Guilt rippled through her, and it must have shown on her face.

Kial reached for her hand again. “Don’t feel guilty,” he said. “Eat and
drink well while ya can. You don’t know how long you’ll have to enjoy it.”

“Mmm.”

He took a long slug of the golden alcohol. “To mortality,” he said, with a 
tone of mordant irony.

Crystal lifted her wine to that.

When the bill came, he
 took it before she could say a word. “Is that a 
bribe?”

“More of an advance apology.” He stood stiffly and pulled his jacket over
a shoulder. “I said I would. I still owe you an explanation, Glass. Tonight was
a good time, but I know what I’m in for. And I don’t like remembering it, but I
promised you. So here we are.”

“Okay...so. You’re not getting away from telling me what happened.”

“Let’s walk.”

Kial strode towards the door and away from the restaurant. Crystal 
matched his stride, her sandals clacking on the stairs as they went up.

The ship was docking in the harbour, and the deck was full. While they
stood there, Kial remained close-lipped, and Crystal knew better than to ask.
They disembarked and headed towards the hotel, her sandals thumping over
the dock and silent on the pale sand.

They were back near the main arch, a curving and organic shape
snaking between lagoon pools of sparkling, carefully filtered water. It lapped
against pillared arches, gleaming and reflecting the sky above.

The windows on this side of the building were open to the night air.
The sea and pools sparkled under a burnt sienna and russet sky lit by an
orange-tinted sun; the atmospheric sunset pattern was active, shading the
radiance of the local star.

The sky on this planet was nothing like the blurry violet sunsets of
Mars. A sudden wave of homesickness swept over her, and then sorrow; then
anger, and she was thoroughly cranky and tired.

“So. Ocean. Deserted beach. Just us and the waves and maybe a few 
fucking tourists. What’s the story, Kial?”

He looked up at the sky, grief shivering over his features. The night was
warm, but Crystal felt a sudden chill wash over her.

“You won’t feel the same after you hear it,” he said at last.

A strange seabird’s cry cut the night, fluting in the distance. The
silence between them filled with the sound of waves.

“What if I want to hear it anyway?”

“Not with prying ears around. We’re not alone enough.”

Sure enough, there were a few people milling around the covered
sidewalk, a few heading towards them on the sea.

“You said you’d do it.”

“And I said I’d do it in private. Now get up, we’re leaving. I don’t want
to attract attention.” He stood stiffly.

She stabbed him in the chest with an index finger. “You’re infuriating,
Kial. You think you can just drop back into my life and order me around like
you did when you were my boss? I’m not a fresh graduate anymore!” The
words weren’t slurring, but she knew that their drinks had loosened her
inhibitions—a part of her was deeply embarrassed at the impropriety of it,
especially confronting a boss like this. Another part of her didn’t care. After
all, they hadn’t worked together in years, and the bounds of prudence had
been transgressed already.

He wrapped his hand over her pointing finger and clasped her hand to
his chest. She could feel the warmth of his skin through his shirt, and the
ridges of scars beneath. His lupine eyes fixed on her.

She wasn’t sure which of them leaned in, but then she was kissing him.
He tasted of smoke and golden liquor and fish and salt. Biting his lip slightly,
she jabbed her tongue against his. The war in their mouths made her even
more lightheaded. His arms snaked around her waist, then lower, his hands
finding their way down to cup her ass.

“What do you think, Glass?” he rasped, his breath and stubble against
her ear. “Are you up for this job?”

She turned her face and kissed him again. His fingertips ruffled the
sequins on her dress, and she could feel the rippling as his hands moved across
her curves.

His hand came up to her cheek. Grabbing her face, he kissed her
savagely, pressing his tongue deeply into her mouth and raking his lips
against hers, the stubble rasping. Her fingernails dug into his neck and his,
into her jaw. She felt his teeth graze her tongue and lips as she opened her
mouth, trying to move away—then found herself kissing him back again, just
as aggressively. She slipped a hand to his back, under his shirt, and clawed
him with her nails. He didn’t stop, his hands roaming over her and his hips
circling slightly as he pressed against her.

She hadn’t dared think of him like this before. But seeing him there, not
in a uniform and raking her with his gaze, had awakened a latent need.
Unspoken questions of what might have been and a sudden awareness of what
could be overwhelmed her. She couldn’t form thoughts—could only feel, and
hunger, and desire.

They went up the stairs to her room in a state of need that made the
world seem distant. Her mind vibrating, the world distant, she just barely got
into the room with him before they attacked each other again.

She knew it was a bad idea, but something reckless and bitter inside her
demanded to be sated.

Crystal fumbled angrily with the zipper on the back of her own dress.
Surely, in several hundred years of having zippers, a less awkward design
should exist by now, she thought. She almost ripped his shirt off, urgently
wanting to touch his skin.

She expected him to pause and ask about contraception, but that would
have required thought, and thought was the opposite of what she wanted to
do. Yanking the covers back in a fervour, they tumbled onto the bed.
Something on the nightstand went flying, and she heard a clatter. Distracted,
she thought about cleaning it up or making sure it wasn’t anything important.

But then Kial’s mouth was on her neck, moving across her breasts and
over her belly, and his hands were massaging her sides, cupping the soft flesh 
below her waist. When he dove between her legs, she felt the rasp of his beard
and mustache against the sensitive skin on her lips and inner thighs.

Then she was moaning as he dove into her. When she was almost
satisfied, he moved up and pinned her down, her arms crossed under his hand.
Fighting him back, her hips bucking against his hand, her orgasm defeated her
struggles. Spreading her bent legs wide and going limp for a moment, Crystal 
slipped under him. When he was on top, she clasped her legs around his waist
and dug her fingernails into his back, then bit his shoulder.

She came with angry urgency, almost out of spite, but he kept going.
She came again, but he still refused to release, as though trying to tire her out.
When at last she felt him flood her, she was almost sore from it.

He crawled away, panting, and shot her a grin. “Feel better?”

Crystal stared at the ceiling, which was still tilting a little—her
hormones, emotions, and the alcohol mingling in a sort of cresting wave. “Not
sure yet,” she admitted.

Kial rolled over and got up, stretching his arms. She could see the white
marks of keloid tissue on his skin, and the fresh, angry red scratches from her
own nails striating his torso. Old, well-settled muscles shifted under his skin.
The soft light from the deeply overcast skies caught the silvery and dark hair
on his belly, chest, thighs, and ass. She wanted to stroke his skin more slowly,
or just lie there for a while, but he had already gotten up and headed towards
the washroom.

As he got to the door, he turned on a heel and looked back with a frank
expression. “Do you want to come clean up, or are you just gonna lie there?”

Crystal shrugged and sat up. “Yeah, sure.” Keeping her legs together to
avoid a mess, she got up and penguin-walked to the washroom.

Turning the water on and closing the door, leaving the lights set to a
dim barely-there glow, Kial was far more tender. He pulled her close to his
chest. Water rained down on them from the showerheads in the ceiling, like
their own private storm. The tub was easily big enough for both of them.
Running his hands over her in soft circles, he held her against him. Kneeling
together, they stayed there until their skin felt rubbery.

The meter dinged softly, indicating that they’d gone into the yellow 
zone of their budget for the day, so Kial turned it to a soft, low flow.

Droplets spattered Crystal’s skin, and she broke away from him to start
splashing herself clean. Pumping an enzymatic and herbal wash onto her
palm, she mingled the soap and water, splashing foam over herself. Rubbing
her thighs and inhaling the sent of cedar, she closed her eyes.

Crystal couldn’t decide whether she felt alone or comforted by his
companionship, but she felt cleaner, and that was something.

After a while, he got out and dried himself off. She stayed in the bathtub
for a while, floating slightly in the slowly cooling water.

When she got out, he was sitting on the side of the bed, his pants on, a
projected book hovering above his bare, scarred chest. He deactivated the
projection with a blink and looked over at her, where she stood with a robe
shrouding her curves in the soft evening light.

“Should I stay or go for the night?” he enquired, his tone neutral but
friendly.

Crystal opened her mouth, then closed it, then exhaled. “I don’t know,”
she admitted. “I feel like…I could use space? But I also don’t really want to
get stuck in my thoughts.”

Kial gave her a knowing nod and kicked his pants off, then opened his
arms. “Here. Back against me.” He shifted backwards and leaned forward.
“Which side do you take?”

“Oh, whichever. Right, I guess,” she said.

Still wrapped in the robe, she crawled in and pressed herself against
him. He tucked an arm around her, and after they shifted for a few minutes,
trying to get comfortable, she settled in. His warmth was strange yet familiar.
For a moment, she felt homesick again, then a sense of vertigo as the
implications of that and thoughts of her husband slammed through her mind.
Shoving them away, she rested in his arms and closed her eyes tightly.

Sleep came sooner than she expected, but only on the heels of thoughts
that chased her like wolves.
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The next morning, Sarah felt inexplicably awful. Despite the lovely
weather, good company, and amenable circumstances, she absolutely could not
get out of bed. It felt like the world was closing in on her, and everything was
impossible, and—

“I brought you breakfast,” said Paulo gruffly, setting a tray down next
to her bed. “Eggs benedict. Sorta. Don’t ask where the eggs came from.”

Sarah rolled over and lifted her head from the pillow, which was wet
with tears. “You can’t just say that.”

Paulo grinned rakishly. “Let’s just say the Yterans are generous with 
eggs.”

Sarah blanched. “No! They don’t actually eat their own eggs, do they?
There’s no way I’m gonna—”

Paulo sighed. “Awright, fine, they’re from one of the local seabirds. And
it’s some kind of local citrus thing. There goes my plan of grossing you right
out.”

A wan smile crept over her face, and she swung her legs down, then
pulled the tray up carefully. Every limb felt weak, except The Leg, which was
spasming.

Paulo sat quietly in the guest chair near the bed, glancing out the
window and drinking something hot and smoky. When she met his eyes, he
smiled a little. “Hydroponic pu-erh, ten years, from St. Lawrence colony.
Want some?”

Sarah nodded dumbly, and he poured her some in a clear bubble glass.
The pinkish-brown liquor steamed the glass over. She cupped her hands
around it, appreciating the warmth, even though it wasn’t cold outside or
indoors.

She gradually picked up the food, telling herself to eat it before it got
cold. The first few bites didn’t taste like much, so she started on the shredded
roots first. They weren’t quite like potatoes, closer to turnips, but they tasted
fine. The eggs benedict itself tasted like it was made with lime, and she could
tell the spices were Lyrian rather than cayenne, but it worked out and made
for a reasonable approximation.

“So, are you sure you can do this? With Kaleb?” said Paulo.

Sarah wrinkled her face as she looked up. “I mean, I don’t like him. And
I don’t trust him.”

Paulo looked like he was going to argue for a moment, but waited for
her to speak.

“I dunno. It…there’s something about him that feels off. And just, I’ve
had conversations like that before, you know? Where it feels like someone is
aggressively missing the point or just—doesn’t care? I just don’t like it.”

Paulo sighed. “I wish I could say everyone was gonna understand what
we do, kid, but some of them are in it for the money, or what they think is
freedom.”

Sarah stared at her tea. “I just want to do something right. Something
good. I want to help people.”

Paulo gave her a halfsmile. “Sometimes, that’s gonna mean working
with assholes. But I will say this. As long as it’s in his own self-interest, Kaleb
will do it. So, all we must do is present that side of things. He doesn’t shit
where he eats. Betraying people is bad for business.”

Sarah put the tray back down, tilted her legs back up on the bed, and
stared at the ceiling.

“You wanna tell me what your brain was saying?” Paulo prompted in a
gentler tone.

“Just that this doesn’t matter. That I won’t have any effect. That I won’t
be remembered when I’m gone. That kind of thing. How much effect can one
person even have? Even Patience—she went quiet for a while, and the media’s
already forgotten about her, but it looks like Indus is still fighting for its life.”

Paulo seemed to pause, thinking. “Listen. One person can’t save the
whole world. That’s a fact. It’s a matter of cumulative action and lots of little
changes and a bunch of things. But the little things you can do, are more than
doing nothing at all. And maybe we can shift the balance of power just a little
bit. Maybe we can’t save the whole planet or every colony on our own, but we
can give a few people a fighting chance. And that stuff adds up.”

Sarah wiped her eyes. “You think so?”

“Honestly, it’s the best I got.”

They sat quietly for a few minutes, both drinking their tea. Eventually,
Sarah sat up again and started poking at her lukewarm food. She took a few 
more bites, out of principle as much as anything.

“I think there’s counselling around, if you want,” Paulo mentioned.
“Jaria said somethin’ about it.”

“Yeah,” Sarah assented. “I mean, I feel like I’ve failed already—it’s like,
what, noon?”

“Doesn’t matter. You got a chronic illness. Beating yourself up won’t
make it go away, just make you feel worse.”

She grunted. “And you’re here cheering me up instead of doing
something productive, or that matters. That’s twice the wasted time.”

“Hey,” he said sharply. “First, it’s my time, and I can do what I want
with it. Second, you think this is the first time I had to help someone who’s
down and out?”

Sarah stared at the ceiling again, taking in the curve of the sandstone. “If
I was back on Callisto, they’d drag me to mandatory counselling, share all the
information about my medical history with the office and my coworkers, and
make me do Positivity Exercises until—”

“Right. And that fuckin’ sucked. So, if you need to lie in bed today, you
do that. And don’t you dare beat yourself up for it. Boss’s orders.”

She turned to look at him. “Thanks, Paulo. I mean really. But—enough 
about me. Where’s Toby at?”

Paulo ran a hand over his smooth skull. “Doing laps in one of the pools,
I think? Seems to me like he’s moping about that girl, that friend of yours.”

Sarah frowned. “What’s there to—” Then she remembered. “Oh. The
marriage thing. Well, it’s probably for the best. She needs to get her head on
straight before she dives into another relationship.”

Paulo spread his hands. “Ain’t up to me. I’m more of a ‘Make mistakes
now, figure it out later’ guy.”

Sarah’s brow furrowed. “Yeah, speaking of which, why didn’t you say
Kaleb was your old partner?”

Paulo winced, then rubbed his bald head. His ceramic eyes fixed on
her—perfectly realistic, but for the slight electric glow of his circuit-laden
irises. “Truly? I was embarrassed. One of the reasons I broke away from him
was that, well, I cared about things, and he didn’t like being tied down. I have
beliefs. He has none. Well—he has some, but he wouldn’t admit to it. You
saw.”

Sarah frowned. “But you should have told us anyway. That could have
backfired.”

Paulo opened his mouth, then thought for a moment. “Y’know…you’re
right. I’m sorry. Next time we go into a situation like that, I’ll mention any
connections I have.” He half-grinned. “Even if they make me look bad. This
might surprise you, kid, but I care about what you and Toby think. You’re
good people, and you still have fire in you. When you live as long as I have,
sometimes it feels like you’ve seen it all, ya know?”

Sarah nodded. “Thanks, Paulo.”

He squeezed her hand. “Any time. But. Speaking of the beach, I could
stand a walk. You want to come, or you want to lay down for a while longer?”

Her impulse was to go with him, and though the weight of depression
strained against her, she got up and started moving before the inertia could
settle in completely. Not today, damn it, she thought fiercely. I’m not losing a 
day to feeling like this when I’m out here in paradise.

“Give me a couple minutes to get dressed,” she said out loud.

Part of her chest filled with panic at the mere thought, but she forcefully
shoved it away.

Angrily resisting her panic attack seemed to be doing the trick. Out of 
spite, she dressed in a strappy black swimsuit with cutaways in unusual places
and harness-like designs. It exposed some of the scarring, but the cutaways
and the way it hugged her curves made her feel sexy. Looking at the scars in
the mirror brought back a rush of resentment and anger—but that just made
her even more spitefully determined to enjoy herself.

Toby seemed to be doing his own thing, so she checked on Boo, fed the
hamster, and threw a soft, loose robe with an Indo-Venusian print on over her
swimsuit. The robe was white and soft blue, with tassels here and there, and
didn’t really match the more aggressive, edgy swimsuit—but she liked both.
The possibility of judging glances for her fashion faux pas just made her even
more recalcitrant.

It was a little cool for a day on the beach—perhaps fifteen degrees
Celsius or so—and with a slight breeze. But the water was warm, and the
paucity of tourists didn’t bother her. Paulo glanced at her swimsuit and
offered a halfgrin. “If I was into women, and also not your boss, I’d be pretty
distracted by that suit.”

“Thanks,” she said, grinning back. “Hey, you wanna do some laps? I feel 
like thrashing some water.”

Paulo gave her a nod. His own skin had a bronzey hue. With a loose
royal blue robe thrown over his swimsuit—a pair of black trunks with 
triangular red patterns in a vertical column-stripe on each side—she could see
his figure as well. In addition to lush body hair, there were even more scars, a
number of interesting and convoluted tattoos, some faded with time, and a 
mix of soft fat over hard, settled muscle. He carried his frame with an easy
confidence that she admired. Studying his posture, she pulled her own
shoulders back and shook some of the tension out of her shoulders.

They went to one of the deeper areas and set their things down. Sarah
dove into the water, savouring the cool shock, and started an aggressive frontcrawl. It didn’t take long for her to work up a sweat. The bracing cool of the
water soothed her body’s heat.

After a few laps, she slowed down and switched to a less violent back
stroke. After learning to swim in the domed artificial parks of Mars, the open
air and slight current were pleasant. The exotic smell of the air and familiar
salt of the water lulled her mind with interesting distractions.

After a while, Paulo tired as well; swimming alongside him, she watched
his bulky arms cutting the water more sluggishly. She kept going a bit longer
than him, knowing that he was more fit, but she wanted the exhaustion and
achiness later anyway.

They got out, picked up their towels, and headed towards one of the hot
spring-style pools.

That was when she saw Crystal and Kaleb walking through the
archway.

They didn’t see her at first, and instinctively, she ducked down in the
water—even though it was a bit too hot for a swift submersion—so that she
could only just see over the lip of the pool.

Kaleb’s grey hair and beard looked the same slate colour as the clouds.
She couldn’t see the silvery crown threaded through Crystal’s ginger lob-cut
hair from this distance, but her bright hair was too distinctive to miss. The
loose but clinging emerald-green skirt and white crochet top only confirmed
it—after all, green was her best friend’s favorite colour, and she often wore it.

Swallowing a sudden dry anger, she exhaled and turned to Paulo—only
to see him staring in the same direction. He hauled himself onto the edge of 
the pool but didn’t signal the couple.

They seemed absorbed in each other’s company anyway; Kaleb’s arm
was around Crystal’s waist, and she was walking fairly close by. The bright
smile on her face made Sarah hesitate, quenching her wrath slightly. She
leaned in to whisper something in Kaleb’s ear, and Sarah saw him grin, then
reach down to cup and squeeze her ass a little longer than was strictly
necessary.

At that moment, she felt Kaleb’s gaze connect with her own. He
squinted slightly, then seemed to look directly at her. With a smirk, he ran his
hand over Crystal’s lower back and over her ass again.

Sarah’s lips tightened. She didn’t mind her friend hooking up with 
someone—that was her business, and her now ex-husband sounded like a drip
and an asshole anyway—but there was something about Kaleb that really
stuck in her craw.

Paulo exhaled beside her. “Huh,” was all he said. But she knew that
“Huh,” and had heard it more than a few times at work. It betokened a deeper
sense of concern. From the looks of his suddenly nonchalant but closed
expression, he would remember that.

His eyes narrowed for a second, and then he let out a shrill and piercing
whistle. “Hey, Kaleb,” he called.

Kaleb turned around on a dime and steered Crystal in their direction
with the firm determination of a ballroom dancer leading a bewildered novice
partner. Sarah noticed that as well, and didn’t like it, for reasons she couldn’t
put her finger on.

It wasn’t jealousy—she didn’t see Crystal romantically, and never had—
but a deep and instinctive sense of protection, the sort of instinct whose
necessity had not been killed or weeded out, not even after centuries of social
reform and improvement. Even a sheep safe in its paddock would know the
scent of a wolf.

Crystal, for her part, looked more embarrassed the closer they got. She
edged slightly away from Kaleb as they got to the steaming pool, so that she
was a good half metre away from him by the time they arrived.

“Hey,” said Paulo, dipping his chin.

Kaleb sidled over. He flashed a charming, rakish grin at both of them.
“Ladies, will you excuse us for a moment? Business and pleasure, as it were.”

That irritated Sarah as well—after all, she was involved in the business
side of things.

Crystal shot her an “Oh, come on,” look of sheepishness.

Sarah’s lips firmed and she twitched her jaw, rolling her eyes in Kaleb’s
direction.

Crystal lifted a shoulder haplessly, crossing her arms in an embarrassed
and self-protective gesture.

Sarah huffed, indicating that she still wanted a word, but paced after the
men. The Leg twinged as she got up, spasming as she awkwardly climbed out.
She cursed inwardly at her own hastiness; she should have just taken the
ladder or the stairs, not hauled herself up with that sideways lift.

Stepping past Crystal, she caught up with Paulo and Kaleb in a moment.

She tapped on his shoulder and relished the look of genuine discomfort
and surprise as he turned around. “By the way, a matter of business,” she said,
underlining the last word ever so slightly.

“Yes?” said Kaleb, clearly annoyed at being interrupted either mid-
thought or mid-sentence.

“Oh, I just wanted to know if anything had changed since yesterday,
when we talked terms.”

Annoyance flashed across his face, and she felt a stab of satisfaction
again. She’d clearly caught him.

“There’s a possibility of some extra cargo,” he said in a neutral tone.

“Oh?” she replied, sounding as disinterested as she could.

“On the way back. You’d be returning to the resort, by the way. One of
the reasons I was talking to your lovely friend is that she expressed an
interest in helping with communications.”

It was Sarah’s turn to be on the back foot, and she could tell he knew 
he’d surprised her. He was savouring it, too, the smug bastard. She hadn’t
missed his slight emphasis on the word “lovely,” either, or the implied
comparison.

“Great,” she said. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Another glint in his eyes, and she suddenly realised she’d made a
misstep. “So, you’re agreeing? Paulo wanted to run it by you first.”

“I’ll talk to him and get the details before we nail it down,” she
backpedaled.

But it was a moment of weakness, and they both knew it. Sarah cursed
him but felt a grudging admiration for how tidily he’d just trapped her into
either agreeing to his possibly dubious request, or looking weak.

She gave him a tight smile, mentally ticking a point in his column, and
hoped she hadn’t just given a soft yes to something morally repugnant,
dangerous, or both.

“Excellent. Well, I’ll let you get back to relaxing. I’ve heard you really
needed the break.” The implication—that she was tightly-wound or a mess—
also didn’t pass unnoticed.

Sarah gave him a smile that was as charming as she could manage—but
she couldn’t help baring her canines. “Thanks. I’m sure you’ve given Crystal
and myself a lot to talk about over dinner tonight.”
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Crystal felt panic wash over her as she prepared for dinner. Kial had
talked her into coming to the casino and playing a few rounds of cards and
such, and then taken her for a drive around the marina on a small one-mast
boat.

Catching the brisk wind and watching the sea life cavort around them
did relax her a bit. Some sort of blue and white-bellied supple creature with 
wide eyes and soft-looking oiled plumage kept coming up to the boat. She
thought it had a pelt at first, but the otter-like creature opened its broad beak
and preened its coat back into tidiness. Resting on the prow with four limbs, it
clambered closer, staying just out of reach but begging for a tidbit with 
massive, deep violet eyes. Kial laughed and threw it a tidbit of sandwich; it
leaped for the treat with alacrity.

“They’re pretty used to tourists,” h
e said by way of explanation; or
rather, shouted. The wind made it just about impossible to talk, and Crystal 
was pretty sure that was deliberate. Still, whenever he drew near to instruct
her on matters of sailcraft, his hands and body language seemed warm and
affectionate.

The tension melted from her a little as he drew his arms around her hips
and pointed to rock formations on the horizon. His hands felt good on her
curves, and he had a knack for softly breathing against her neck in just the
right way to tickle her earlobes and stir the hairs on her nape. It sent a warm
flush shooting across her skin, and before long, her skirt was an emerald pool 
on the deck, her white crochet top cast over it like a net. Kial buried his face
between her legs again, and she pressed his face down hard—eventually
sliding down and flipping him onto his back to ride him. It felt good, and it
kept them from having to discuss the tautness—and relieved the tension
besides. She knew it was probably a bad idea, and that she was digging herself 
deeper, but it felt so good and it was so easy.

The ride back was pleasant and a little warmer, both in weather and the
air between them. After parting from him to tidy herself up and change into
something less casual, Crystal took herself for a short walk, but ended up back
in her hotel room, in the sense-dep pod. It felt good to just stare at a cocoon of
artificial stars and float for a while, letting the tension spill from her.

The sensedep pod blocked notifications, but once she’d left it—as she
had to eventually—she saw several messages from Jai.

She considered reading them, but just seeing his name made the pit of 
her stomach twist up and flip over. A spa session or some stretching seemed
very appealing. Being alone with her thoughts was agony, and it felt better to
avoid too much consideration. It wasn’t the way she usually lived or made life
decisions—but now that she was doing it, it was oddly intoxicating.

Sarah messaged her with a brief note. “Hey, could we have a drink or
something alone?”

Her heart flipped over nervously. She could tell Sarah was pissed, but
she felt defensive as well.

And then there was Toby. She hadn’t heard from him, and he’d been
making himself scarce to boot. It was tremendously awkward, and putting a 
damper on her joy at seeing them both. Well—perhaps this would be a step
towards reconciliation, she thought with dubious hope.

Putting on a light grey sweater dress and dark blue leggings—the
warmth of the bright afternoon-sunset had given way to a double layer of 
clouds and a penumbral chill—she went down to the plaza to meet Sarah in
the market.

Sarah had a couple skewers of meat and fruit in front of her, a pile of 
violet rice simmered in some appetizing sauce resting beneath them, and a
salad lurking off to the side. She was demolishing her food with methodical 
pleasure, popping grilled soy cubes from the skewer with her lips.

“Sorry, I was starving,” she began, sliding a plate of the same towards
Crystal.

“It’s all right. How are you?” ventured Crystal, beginning to pick at her
food.

Sarah let out a sigh. “I mean, honestly? There’s something about this
Kaleb guy I don’t like. And I’m not sure I trust how he’s treating you.”

Crystal flinched, but she appreciated her friend’s bluntness—it was
something they both liked about each other. “I had a feeling you were going to
say that.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, filling the space with sips of some
fruit juice concoction and a pitcher of fresh, crisp water between their bites of 
the savoury, herbal dishes and flavourful rice.

“So, Kaleb said you want to run communications,” Sarah started.
“What’s up with that? I was just surprised.”

Crystal nodded, feeling somewhat more stable. “I do. I’ve been watching
all this stuff unfold, and as much as I love my normal work…I don’t know. I
just need a break from it. But I can’t just sit on my ass and go to the spa every
other day. I need something useful to do.” She glanced down. “Honestly, I’m
overqualified for administrative work, I know that, but I do know a lot about
dealing with faulty communications and entanglement from my wormhole
work. So—what do you think?”

Sarah was surprised to realise that Crystal wanted her approval. “Oh! I
mean, that’ll help. I was kind of worried about the risk to you? I mean, this
could get you a criminal record, technically.”

Crystal rolled her shoulders in discomfort. “You’re not wrong, but…if I
try to pretend everything is normal, and just ignore all this, I’ll drive myself 
mad. And frankly, I’m halfway there already. I don’t have anything to do right
now. I might as well be useful, mightn’t I?”

Sarah seemed to take a breath. “Well, it’s just—I’m happy at the thought
of working with you. And I know you’re smart and competent, and flexible.
And you have experience, if from the other side, with pirates and questionable
stuff.”

“But?” Crystal blurted.

Sarah glanced at her plate. “Is it a good idea for you to be around Kaleb
this much?”

Crystal reminded herself that Kial hadn’t disclosed his real name,
pausing before she spoke. “What’s wrong with Kaleb?”

Sarah lifted a hand, then wiggled it as if to say, “What isn’t wrong with 
him?” as though it should have been obvious.

Then again, Crystal reminded herself, he had a different attitude in
public than in private, and she knew him better. A long time ago, sure, but
that had to count for something.

“I trust you,” Sarah said, “but I don’t trust him. Just be careful, all
right?”

Crystal nodded. “I will. I promise.”

They offered each other hesitant smiles.

After the dinner, she met up with Kial again. Something had been
bothering her—something he’d promised to tell her about, and still hadn’t.
She put on a long, lovely ivory dress that made her feel regal, and prepared
herself for an uncomfortable talk.

He was leaning against the balcony doors w
hen she came in. “Hey,” said
Crystal cautiously.

He waved in greeting, but didn’t answer. There was a glass of 
something golden in his hand, and she saw him framed in silhouette by the
perpetual sunset.

“So, there’s something we never talked about,” Crystal said.

At that, he turned around. “Is this about what I think it is?”

Crystal took a deep breath, and didn’t move forward, but the door
snapped shut behind her. “I guess so. You still haven’t told me how you
survived.”

She heard him take a long, deep breath.

“You ain’t gonna like it.”

“That doesn’t mean I don’t want the truth.”

He looked at her, or he seemed to—the sun behind him made it hard to
see his face.

“We were all cooped up in our rooms after the pirates came aboard. You
led the fight to take back the base. And then you died in the fight. And now I
see you, and you’re so different. What happened back then?”

“A lot.”

“Kial…what did you do?”

“The pirates...didn’t it seem awfully easy that they forgot about those
matter transporters?”

“The matter transporters we used to get around the base?” Her blood
went cold. “What do you mean?”

“I was tired of the rules and the corruption behind the scenes with the
trade companies and the interplanetary politics. I wanted to go back to being a 
free agent so badly...”

“Kial...”

“It was a setup. They paid me off.”

The waves echoed in the silence between them. She heard a strange
seabird cry in the distance.

“You were bored...so people died?”

“It wasn’t supposed to be like that. They were supposed to come in, seize
the drugs we were keeping for ‘emergency purposes.’ The trade groups using
that highway were already selling them hradìrga anyway! Why do you think
we didn’t get any help when you people filed those reports on the errors? It
wasn’t just because we were so far away.”

“Oh, so you were just caught up in circumstances? This version doesn’t
make you seem nearly as bad,” Crystal protested angrily. “So, what, you just
capitalized on the inevitable?”

He took a sip of the golden drink. “That’s about the sum of it,
sweetheart. If it hadn’t been me, it would have been someone else, and it
would have gone much worse.”

“So how do I know you’re not just making this bullshit up? You were
willing to lie before, apparently!”

“It wasn’t supposed to go wrong like that. They were supposed to smack
people around a bit to be scary and keep you in your rooms. The deaths...the
way it went down...that was never supposed to happen. I didn’t tell them
about the matter transporters—I said they’d been cut from funding and had
anti-weapon locks. It was supposed to be a clean con. I—”

Fury surged through her. “A clean con? You son of a bitch! It wasn’t a 
clean con for Annamar!”

“Do you think I don’t know that? I paid the price for my stupidity. It
was a bad decision. I should have just quit. If I’d had any other option—”

“Any other option? People died for your fucking career move!”

He slammed the drink down. “That’s a lie, Glass! They died because of 
bureaucracy! If they hadn’t been dealing to the pirates, there wouldn’t have
been any pirates in that sector. Period.”

She gestured violently to the building. “And now you’re here? Back at
it? I thought you wanted to get away from that life!”

“I did! And then I ended up right back in the middle of it. What do you
think that was like for me?”

“Can I emphasize how much I don’t fucking care? Your regret can’t
bring them back! It can’t take away the nightmares I’ve had ever since. I lost
my innocence on that ship. It would have happened anyway, but I didn’t have
to see one of my best friends die in front of me.”

“She was my lover,” he snarled. “You’re preaching to the choir. But do
you really think it wouldn’t have happened anyway? I sold us out so they
would lay off and stop threatening us. By threatening us, the consortium could
deny knowledge and label them as terrorists. And there’s more.”

His face was heavy. “I don’t think you understand how important all of 
this is.”

“You got paid off by a bunch of scumbag pirates so they could deal a
drug while officials looked the other way! I think I’m pretty clear,” she spat.

Kial stepped away, clutching his forehead. “There’s more to it than that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m trying to tell you. I am a very, very rich man now, and I didn’t get
all of that money from pirates.” He looked at her seriously. He was trying to
tell her something, but it wasn’t making sense.

“What—”

“The pirates weren’t the only ones who bribed me,” he rasped, speaking
more quietly. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

Crystal took a deep breath. “Whatever you’re implying, I don’t even
know if I can believe it. I didn’t have to see you die in front of me. I trusted
you.”

He gave her a wounded look. “I know. And letting you down was one of 
the worst parts of all of it.” Kial inhaled. “If there’s anything I could take back,
it would be that.”

“What about Annamar?” Crystal shot back.

Kial gave her a sardonic look. “What, you think it’s an either-or
situation? Feelings don’t work like that. You can care about more than one
person at a time, Glass.” He leaned back against the wall. “And before you ask,
yes, I did care about you. There was somethin’ about you—a sense of fire.
Something different. I like people who don’t fit in what they’re supposed to be
doing.”

Crystal bristled. “I like wormhole-building,” she countered.

“And mind-searching? Feeling out the corners of the universe?”

“It’s fine. Part of the job, now. And it helps,” she grumbled back.

“Come on. We both know you’re made for more than ordinary
engineering, some bunch of numbercrunching grunt work.”

Irritated, Crystal protested, “Hey, that’s my career you’re talking about.”

“Oh, come on, Glass. You’re—”

“No, you listen! You hold me off for a week, avoid my questions, and
now I’m just supposed to trust this big, dramatic version of the story? People
have to make decisions, Kial. You were never just some pawn in the
circumstances. And your actions killed my friend, and your lover.” She turned
away.

“Crystal—”

“Whatever you were expecting tonight, forget it.”

He came forward, set his hands on her shoulders, looking urgently into
her eyes. “Listen. I can see what you think of me. But I swear, I’m not just
some mercenary.”

“Prove it,” she snapped, turning around.

Slamming the button next to the doorlock, she walked down the hall.
Angry tears streamed down her face as she climbed down the ladder to her
floor and went to her room. A fleeting thought lanced through her brain—
Sarah was right. Another followed it like a one-two punch: Toby would never
have done something like that.

But then, she was—technically—cheating on her husband.

Face it, said a nasty part of her mind. You don’t have as much of a moral
high ground as you pretend to. And Toby deserves someone who isn’t
cheating. Someone better than you.

Crystal yanked the straps of her fluttery ivory dress off her shoulders,
threw it to the ground, and flopped into bed. Her makeup didn’t run all over
the pillow, but her tears did. She laid there, belly-down, red hair curtaining
her face as she fell from sorrow into sleep.
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Sarah frowned at the stack of windows open on her projected space. She
supposed that paperwork shouldn’t have been a surprise, but she’d somehow
expected more gunfights, and less boredom and market research. Still, in
looking at the statistics for the most commonly investigated and inspected
merchandise, figuring out the best mule cargo was a lot drier than she
expected.

“What’s the payload we’re delivering again?” she muttered, rubbing her
forehead.

Toby scanned through his own projected windows, frowning. “It’s
mixed. Some patented items and knockoffs of medical devices and compounds,
mostly. There’s a silent embargo on shipping those to protesting areas,
defended by blockades in some places, so—”

“—So, protestors are at more risk if they get busted up. Like how I got
such shitty medical care in jail,” Sarah finished. “What are they working with 
right now, again?”

Toby grimaced. “I’m no doctor, but it’s so bad, it’s primitive. We’re
talking twentieth-century technology. Actual bandages and splints. What is
up to date tends to be expired, offmarket, or it’s really bad quality. So even if 
they get medication or medical devices, they might not work.” He skimmed
the inventory. “There’s some debugging programs here and training manuals
for servicing the machines, too. And even some manuals on how to make and
acquire some of the ingredients for these synthetic skin compounds and
muscle rebuilders. Bone reinforcements look a little easier—calcium,
magnesium, collagen growth medium—a lot of that can even be harvested
from specialised food recycling equipment.”

Sarah looked up, curious. “Does it still harvest from printed foods, like
grown or printed meat?”

He squinted. “Looks like it, yeah.”

Sarah frowned. “Bad bots are the reason my leg got fucked up—they
didn’t have the right protein structures encoded, or something. It all got 
scarred up badly.” She looked down at the paperwork, suddenly a lot more
aware of the consequences of their seemingly mindless, monotonous inventory
check and research.

It took a few more hours, and by that time, both of their eyes were
blurry. “I need a breather,” Toby said.

“Same. I guess we could get some dinner.” Sarah hesitated. “I was
thinking of meeting up with Crystal…?”

Toby swallowed uncomfortably. “Yeah, I suppose we could.”

Sarah let out a breath. “…But then we’d have to eat with Kaleb,
probably.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s orbiting her like a pissy little asteroid,
huh?”

“I mean, yes, but it’s her choice,” said Toby half-heartedly.

“Or a mining vessel on a comet,” she went on.

Toby closed his eyes and held out a hand. “Look—I’m not crazy about
the guy, but he is our contact, and if we get too pissed at him, it’s going to be
hard to work for him. Plus, if he can tell we hate him, he’ll be more likely to
flip on us. If I know anything about that kind of person, it’s that he’s loyal to
people he likes.”

She sighed. “Damn it, that’s really mature and insightful of you. Okay,
fine. But I don’t trust him.”

“Oh, I never said I trusted him. Just that I think I know how his mind
works. And that I don’t want to end up on his bad side.”

She couldn’t argue with that. They settled on takeout from the
restaurant and ate their meals from a bag as they soaked their feet in a 
fountain. Shifting from sunset hues to cloudy, grim greys, the clouds
thickened and dimmed the light of the distant, watery sun.

It took a while to narrow down their choices. Between exercise and
strategy breaks, Sarah and Toby had to track down people shipping items to
Indus who were affiliated with smuggling and legal imports and interview 
them on encrypted entanglement communications. A few of them were at the
hotel, but there was a lot of “hurry up and wait” and trying to coordinate
people’s calendars. Figuring out how to ship both items and information was
giving them all headaches. Random search protocols meant that anything
might be inspected for violations of either shipping laws or the embargoes.

Then the idea hit her, and Sarah slapped the table in front of her. Toby
jumped. “What?”

“I got it. I got it, I got it!” Standing up, Sarah called Paulo on their
private channel. “Paulo, take the jewelry contract.”

“What? Why?”

“I can explain—can you talk right now?”

“No. Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll get up to the room. I’m just
working the casino floor. Some brokers are here, and I’ve been sussing out the
competition.”

True to his word, he made his way to her room, where she and Toby
had been working from shared projections and swapping notes back and forth 
all day. The digital overlay showed an absolute mess of half-open documents
and saved notes, with marginalia and duplicated files all over the place.
Clearing it aside with a swiping gesture, Sarah deactivated her share setting
so she was no longer staring at non-spatial information clutter. She beamed at
Paulo as he walked in, rubbing his shaved head with bemusement.

Paulo squinted at Sarah. “Okay, kid, I admit it. I don’t know why you
think the trinket sellers are the winning choice here.”

Sarah’s eyes lit up, and she took a long, deep breath to keep herself 
steady, despite her excitement. “Because we can use the jewelry as a carrying
medium.”

“Carrying what?”

“Information. Into the colonies. About voting, about what’s going on
outside, about support for them—think about it. The infonet access is cut-off,
right?”

Paulo frowned. “So why not just transport the info in on your body?”

“They do such intensive body-scans, and they can seize your personal 
data. It’s against the law, but sometimes they’ll do it. Or what if your devices
are disabled?”

He crossed his arms, thinking. “Okay, fine, that’s smart. But can’t you
just disable them and reactivate ‘em?”

“What if someone doesn’t have a device implanted, or even own one?
They can at least get a device if you give them a chip or something. And
people can share that. Or copy chips. Plus, it’s a backup in case some whole
system gets deleted.” Sarah’s eyes sparkled and she grinned. “And it can be
any price point—jewelry’s one of those things people can ignore, in a way. It
already sets off metal or resin detectors, so they’ll assume it is what it looks
like. You can say it’s ‘smart jewelry’ if need be—some heartrate-measuring
thing or medical device, or whatever.”

Paulo thought for a few minutes, rubbing his forehead. Respect lit his
eyes as he met her gaze. “Honestly, this might be one of your smartest yet.
Awright. Let’s make use of it.”

Of course, they’d need to inspect the products to see if they could be
used for their purposes, and if they would need to be pre-altered or could be
modified for the smuggling without too much damage.

It didn’t take long for a sample to arrive at
 the hotel. Sarah opened one
of the boxes. Scraps of bio-degradable material cushioned the rows of 
pendants, rings, and bracelets, keeping them from scratching one another,
ruining the resin’s finish. She lifted a wrapped pendant from the box.
Crumpled scraps of gold leaf surrounded a bit of black carbon, catching flakes
of light as she turned the sphere to examine it. Dangling from a smooth
golden chain that snaked between her fingers, it was a pretty little thing.

She set the first necklace down and examined another. A round,
sparkling stone glimmered within another sphere, floating like a satellite in a 
half-transparent bubble over an opaque background.

“Pretty,” said Toby, crouching next to her.

Sarah startled for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah. I like these.”
He lifted a bracelet out of the box, rotating the smooth, circular bangle

and examining the sharp, clean curve of it, the perfect right angle. Bits of 
moss, leaves, and flowers filled the wide space inside—fragments of delicate,
papery brightness suspended in perfectly clear resin. “Do you think Crystal 
would like something like this?” he mused out loud.

Sarah shot him a sideways glance. He blushed. “Or maybe like this?” He
reached for another corner of the box, took out a brooch that gleamed with 
interrupted lines of gold and silver on a green background. Sarah recognized
it as a chip of antique circuit board.

“I bet she’d like both of them,” she confirmed. A playful smirk came to
her lips. “I mean, I think she’s seeing that captain right now, but maybe she’s
poly, like you.”

Toby set them down. “Yeah, but I mean, with her ex
-husband and all 
that…it’s complicated. I really shouldn’t daydream. And we’re on the move a
lot, and we’re doing, y’know, all this…” he gestured between them, and to the
innocuous box of demi-fine trinkets.

Sarah lifted a shoulder. “I mean, yeah, but what’s life without
connections or pleasure? Even heartbreak or disaster is better than a faded
maybe.”

He smiled softly back. “You get that one from your philosophical poetry
book?”

Sarah grinned. “What’s it matter? It’s true, innit? I mean, didn’t you
read all those books we had to edit and change?”

At the mention of that, both of their smiles faded.

Toby exhaled. “Do you think we’ll ever stop feeling shitty about that?”

Sarah pressed her lips together. “I have no idea. But if we spend time
feeling shitty, we can’t make things better, or make up for it.”

Toby nodded. “I guess so.” He picked up one of the spheres. “If we put a 
little slit in the side, you could take a chip in or out.”

“We could stick them at the top, where the loop goes—there’s a little bit
of metal and kind of a curved flat metal plate?”

“Not bad. We can try some different configurations, maybe run some
drills with loaded ones and see if they set off the scanners. Can we get hold of 
some of those scanners, by the way?”

They focused on firm, knowable things after that. Achievable goals kept
the lingering guilt from gnawing at their minds, kept unanswerable questions
from blotting out every other thought.
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Crystal stirred her drink with the straw and glanced up. The clouds
were thick, softening the light, and giving the relative daytime a liminal cast.
She decided to multi-task while she waited.

She didn’t want to apologize, but she wanted to deal with things even
less. And that meant the best thing to do was be an adult. She still didn’t think
she was wrong, but she knew an apology was meant to smooth over hurt
feelings, not prove who was most correct.

She wrote a message and sent it over. “Sorry about the other night.”
His reply was swift. “No, I get it. Thanks, though.”

“I’m doing something, but do you want to talk about it?”

“Nope.”

Crystal drew in a breath and blew it out, frustrated. “What if I do?” she

sent back.

He didn’t reply to that.

She pressed her lips together. “Okay. Anyway, drinks soon?”
“Let me know when, and I’ll give you my schedule.”

That had come more swiftly. She understood the implication of that, and

irritation seared through her.
Fortunately, just then, Jaria returned with a grin, her brother in tow.
“Excuse our lateness. Our aunt required our assistance with some
administrative matters.”

“Oh, no problem, I was just thinking.” She got up and hugged each of 
them.

“My apologies for the delay in catching up with you,” said Wirri. “My
attention has been very divided.”

Crystal waved it off. “Oh, it’s no problem. I’m just happy to see you
now.” She smiled.

They flipped through the menus, and the twins gave her advice on the
selections. Crystal made small talk gingerly, not sure whether Jaria had given
Wirri the low down on her relationship status. She decided to broach it
sideways.

“I heard you got married,” she said. “To Harael! It was a while ago, but
still, congratulations.”

Wirri smiled warmly.

“How’s she doing?”

“Much better. Incidentally, he’s my husband at the moment,” said Wirri,
unperturbed.

“Pardon?”

“He was tired of appearing feminine. The trauma contributed badly. He
has been working hard on recovering for the last few years.”

Crystal nodded. “Sorry to hear it. The trauma, I mean.”

He lifted his arms and spread his hands in a gesture of acceptance. “Pain
is always there when bad things happen. We just have to live and cope.”

“Right. I mean, you folks can change gender just for a lark too, right?
I’m not sure I understand how it works. Humans switch genders too, but
we’re not built for it the way you are, and it takes a bit of surgery.”

Wirri looked sympathetic. “Yes, we can change on a whim, for a season,
for a partner—but the physical process can take some time. It can be faster to
use different words first. Some do not change the body, just the words. But
still, easier for our bodies than yours. I always feel so sorry for your species
when I remember that.”

Crystal bit her tongue and hid a smile. “It’s not that traumatic. No
worse than neuralytic implants; just takes a bit longer. However, I’m less
concerned about that than about his safety. He seemed like such a kind person,
who’d really been kicked around.”

Wirri appeared to relax. “I’m glad he is able to rest and recover. You
also seem hurt and upset.”

“I—I am. That’s partly why I’m here. It’s…a process. You’d think
resting would be easy, but sometimes, not so much.”

He appeared to be mentally translating her comments, then donned an
expression of concern. “Indeed. And how is your spouse, Jai?”

Alarm and sadness flashed through her, and she could tell she wasn’t
hiding it well. “He, ah, he has a contract to repair a wormhole a system over.”

Wirri examined her closely. Though his expression was sympathetic,
the reptilian eyes and oddly avian turn of his long neck reminded her of a
predator’s body language. “You seem upset by that. Don’t humans part from
their spouses fairly often?”

He meant well, but it still upset her. She blinked away tears.
“Sometimes, but…we didn’t part on the best terms, if you understand me. It
was—it is—more of a separation, not just a temporary thing.”

“What about counselling?” said Jaria.

Crystal shook her head. “I mean, it’s a thing we humans do as well,
but—” the thought tumbled out before she could stop it— “I think I’m done. I
don’t trust him to do better. I mean, sure, I could use more of that myself, I
have some grief and anger to process, but…” She grasped for words. “It’s hard
to express. I think what happened was coming for years. We’ve been so busy
that it…it’s been easy to ignore our points of friction. For a while, anyway.”

“That seems insightful. Did you figure all of this out on your own?”
Jaria asked.

Crystal shook her head. “I had some help. The counsellor on staff here is
really good.”

Wirri nodded. “My husband and I spoke to her a lot. She is very
versatile.”

Crystal glanced down at the table. “I’ve had a lot of time to think, too.”
She paused again, but both of them waited patiently for her to go on. It was
more comfortable than awkward, thankfully.

Jaria cocked her head and finally asked, “And your new companion?”

Crystal flushed. “That’s an entire mess. I don’t even know what’s
happening right now.”

Jaria grinned wickedly. “What’s the human expression? I want the
goss.”

Their meals arrived. Crystal took a bite of the chicken-lizard hybrid filet
and savoured the rich citrus flavour of the marinade. The meat was tender and
plump.

“Crystal?” Jaria prodded gently.

Explaining this was going to be delicate, she thought.

Crystal sighed. “He’s someone I met at work on the Crossing
Paths…well, I liked him back then. Not—not Jai. Someone else. Anyway, this
person—he seemed constrained by the bureaucracy, and that intrigued me.
But…” She swallowed. “If I said he sabotaged the base back then, and that he
wasn’t the only one, what would you say to that?”

Jaria and Wirri glanced at each other, clearly alarmed. But after a few 
minutes, Wirri let out a long sigh.

“My husband had suspicions. The casualties were low, and the pirates
seemed to know where to go, but also were told not to go certain places. But
that is disappointing.”

Jaria gritted her teeth. “I am not surprised, but I am angry.”

“Oh, so was I. We had a huge fight about it. And I really had to pull the
truth out of him.” Crystal shook her head. “Am I just an idiot, or do I have
terrible taste in men?”

“That is unkind to yourself,” Jaria protested. “And attraction is not
always rational.”

Crystal put her face in her hands. “Well, still. I’m not happy about this.
He knew I wouldn’t be, too. I mean, I wasn’t expecting a long-term
relationship out of this, but I expected better of him.”

Jaria cocked her head. “What about the other human, Toby?”

Crystal blushed. “Oh. I like him a lot. But I think he’s mad about, um,
the Jai situation. Or at least, that he doesn’t want to get involved.”

“Have you asked him?”

Crystal coloured again. “I’ve been ashamed, and I don’t want to test our
friendship,” she admitted.

“But if you can’t talk about ugly things, are you really friends?” pressed
Wirri, staring at her without blinking.

Crystal looked down. “You got me there. But I’d hate for him to think
badly of me.”

“Better to tell an ugly truth than a pretty lie,” Wirri pressed. Jaria gave
him a look, and he coiled his neck, pulling his face back. “Perhaps I speak out
of turn.”

“No, no, you’re right,” Crystal confessed. “I’ve got to think about that
advice, but it’s wise.” She exhaled. “Either way, I want to help Sarah and her
people with this humanitarian work, so I’ll probably need to smooth things
out with both of them. Ugh.”

Wirri, however, looked concerned. “You are aware of the nature of his
work, yes? It could have a negative impact on your spotless record if you are
associated with illegal activities, or anyone participating in them.”

Crystal hesitated. “That’s true, but there’s ways around it, aren’t there?
Using fake names and that sort of thing? It’s not like I’m making a career
change, anyway.”

At her accidental admission, the twins glanced at each other, and Jaria’s
pupils dilated. She cocked her head at Crystal like a bird, inspecting her. “You
are considering business activities with them? What about wormhole
construction?”

“I think I need a break from it,” Crystal said in a rush. “And besides,
with the political situation right now, it’s—it’s hard to go back to mapping
and searching for tears and thinking about trade, when the Earth 
Conglomerate is such a goddamn trash fire.”

She saw Wirri mouthing “trash fire” to himself in puzzlement, then
slowly figure out the idiom. He grinned a little in amusement at it.

“I have heard it is bad?” Jaria said in a questioning tone.

“That’s putting it mildly. Ho boy. So, there’s this Victor guy—he’s a
giant asshole, barely competent. He lives in a palatial, tacky station on the
fashionable part of Earth’s moon, Luna. He was always a con man, but some 
people liked him. I don’t get it. He’s disgusting. But he was loud, and
Spiritualists thought they could use him, and the colonists couldn’t vote
anyway. So he got in, and the Spiritualists got more power. That’s the simple
version, anyway.”

Wirri grimaced. “I only understood some of that. My apologies.”

Jaria looked keenly interested, however, and seemed to be following just
fine. “How did such a despicable person attain power? I had the impression
your species was very keen on enforcing oversight and fighting inequality.”

Crystal laughed bitterly. “We try. You’ve heard about the protests,
right? There’s civil unrest on multiple planets. Victor is bad, but the whole
system is the real problem. It involved voter turnout and propaganda 
campaigns for the wealthy. And colonists aren’t getting to vote properly.”

“Why is there no oversight?” questioned Jaria, frowning.

“That’s the issue. The people doing the oversight are breaking the
rules.”

Jaria and Wirri shot alarmed looks at each other. “Then how can the
cycle be ended?” Jaria questioned urgently.

“Your guess is as good as mine.” Crystal took a deep breath. “I guess we
need to help the colonies vote somehow. I mean, we’re not the only ones doing
it. A lot of people care about this. Anyway, what I’m doing—I’m going to be
handling administration. There’s still paperwork even in the illegal trades, I
guess, and well, I’m good at organizing things. And I’m so tired of just
donating money to causes and then helplessly watching things play out on a 
screen or a holo. I—I have to try something. Even if it’s small.”

Jaria nodded solemnly and lifted her drink in a toast.

The conversation meandered into shallower waters, but after a while,
Crystal couldn’t help asking, “—So, how does your aunt, um, feel about having
all these criminals running around out here?”

Wirri laughed. “She likes it. A little danger. Spice. And they—what’s the
phrase—they ‘stay in line’ for her. It’s not so different from the businessmen
making deals elsewhere. Just that the criminals often are, or were, poorer.”

Crystal couldn’t argue with that. She made a face. “Humans fulfill basic
needs requirements for everyone, but big companies on the colony planets
keep changing the rules. So it gets progressively less fair and more repressive.
Resources and power are stratifying.”

All three of them scowled at that.

“The curse of social animals,” said Jaria. “Every planet, almost every
people, has difficulty in balancing power. It’s inevitable. All we can do is fight
the…” she seemed to search for a word momentarily, “…the residue? The
sticky old stuff?”

“I get what you mean,” offered Crystal.

“Yes. The power. Keep it from being concentrated for too long. Move
people and families around, so new people and ideas get to come out. If one
group of people has power for too long, they rot.”

Crystal grimaced. “Boy, that’s the story of human history right there. I
could tell you some things that would probably never let you look at a human
the same way again.”

Jaria’s expression grew shadowed. “Humans aren’t the only ones who do
bad things for what they think are good reasons.”

Crystal looked down. “Fair enough. But speaking of bad things, and
people getting hurt—there’s something I’m helping Sarah and the others
organize.” She leaned forward. “How’s the security around here? Could
someone important hide here and be safe?”

Jaria hesitated. “For a little while. There are measures, and strong
rooms. We have some resources for it. Aunt Ketrith is not wealthy, but she
has dealt with—what’s the English words? — ‘hairy situations’ before.
Fugitives can sometimes pay well.”

Crystal wondered for a moment what their aunt’s morals were like.
What did she consider an acceptable risk? But as the one asking for a favour,
it felt rude to ask too many questions.

“Thank you. I’m sure it will be fine. As far as I know, the cargo they’re
transporting is mostly medical anyway. But from my understanding, we may
soon have even more company.”

Wirri cocked his head in interest. “I hope she speaks English too, so I
can practice! My Commontung is fine, but English is,” he paused, shaping his
narrow lips around the syllables, “difficult.”

Crystal grinned. “Hey, you’re doing great. You should hear me try to
speak your common language!”

Jaria burst out laughing at the thought. “I’ve heard it. She’s really bad,”
she said, grinning at Wirri.

Crystal laughed, embarrassed. “Oh. And your aunt Ketrith? How’s her
languages?”

Jaria tilted a hand. “She uses a translator device sometimes, but her
Commontung is perfect, and she speaks a couple of regional species languages,
as well as three of our homeworld and diaspora languages.” Jaria 
demonstrated several different fluting trills. Crystal had trouble telling the
difference between the first two, but the third was clearly lower pitched. “That
is, ‘Hello, how are you.’”

Crystal’s eyes widened. “Damn, how many languages do you speak?”

Jaria waved it off, the feathers on her arms, neck, and head lifting
slightly. “Ours are less different than all your human ones. It’s easy.”

Crystal tried to imitate the bi-tonal trill Jaria had just made, the first
one, but couldn’t get her throat to hum properly.

The twins laughed. “Not bad for someone who doesn’t even have a 
t’kerli,” said Jaria charitably. She tapped her throat. “Extra chamber behind
the first. Connects to our second lungs.”

Crystal nodded, a basic xenobiology course floating back to her
memory. “Maybe if I had some bagpipes!” she suggested.

Wirri’s eyes went wide. “What on Earth is a bag of pipes?”

She spent the rest of the night comparing musical instruments of Earth
and Ytera with them. With every word, a little more tension leaked away from
her. It felt good to be learning about her friends’ people and culture,
comparing worlds. A pang of regret that Jai wasn’t here to share it with her
washed over Crystal, but she shrugged it off. After all, he wasn’t here to clear
his throat or ask about the time, either, and he wasn’t here to tell her that
political business was too dangerous.

And that little bit of freedom felt so, so good.
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Sarah glanced up at the viewscreen, which still showed the little planet
they’d been heading towards for the last week. Various maps and routes were
charted around it, complete with colour-coding. It was intricate and beautiful,
lines of stitches encircling a small, dusty fabric circle on a quilt.

The communications and travel blackout was easy to see
—the
viewscreens in both the cockpit and residential cabin displayed a map of the
area they were travelling through at all times.

Stars, planets, and other systems were very far apart, of course, so
having a compressed view helped. The green outlines and blue tracery of 
transport ways, yellow wormhole gates, orange official trade routes, and red
pirate trade routes that encircled the star system route map towards their
destination—nearly all of them stopped or avoided Indus. There was a halo of 
absence around the little planet, a dark circle. Sarah couldn’t help thinking
about what that was doing to the people living there, or at least, the poorest
people—but then, they were here to help those people, she reminded herself.
To bring the colony back into the brightly coloured web of lights and travel 
routes. Their work, however small on its own scale, would contribute to those
people’s safety, comfort, and health—and that was a good feeling.

Sarah whiled away the time with some light reading and chores. The
tiny, elegant space and its grey upholstery still required cleaning, and she had
to check the various water and bacteria tanks used for that maintenance. Sarah 
and Toby spent most of it practicing sparring and other drills in their limited
physical space, working out, and reading. To her surprise, Paulo whipped out
a crochet needle and some yarn and started to work on a sweater. The ship
ran on autopilot for long segments of the trip, leaving the three of them at
loose ends.

However, Sarah soon discovered a downside to ship-bound life that she
hadn’t expected. It wasn’t the close quarters that bothered her—it was the
little things, like the onboard food printer misbehaving.

In frustration, Sarah banged the printer. “It’s saying it’s out of
chlorophyll, and my salad is coming out yellow,” she complained.

Paulo shrugged. “Have you cleaned it?”

“Yes!”

“Turned it off and on again?”

“Several times! But there’s a fresh chlorophyll cartridge in it. I put one
in right before we left.”

“You could just print proteins instead and have a pepperoni salad,” he
said calmly.

Sarah stared at him in sheer horror. “That is the worst thing I’ve ever
heard in my life.”

Toby stood up, getting between them with hands outstretched in
placation. “Fine, I’ll check it.” He walked over and opened the panel, popping
out the cartridge refill tray. “Oh, there’s the problem. It’s the wrong type of
chlorophyll cartridge. This is for the household model, like we had on Pluto,
not the mini model.”

“But it fits in the case!”

“Yes, but the barcode is wrong. See?” Toby lifted the cartridge out and
displayed the numbers for her.

Sarah slapped her forehead. “Great. So, I’m going to be eating
vegetables that look like foot calluses for the next week?”

“Now now, hold on,” said Toby. “If it’s just a barcode issue, I’m sure we
can hack it. Sometimes you can scratch out the numbers and it’ll override.
They usually don’t put proprietary locking programs on these, and if they do,
we’d just have to uninstall that.”

“Or you could just ignore it, and-or eat more meat,” said Paulo.

“I am not. Brazilian enough. For that.”

Paulo smirked, taking a bite of his grilled chicken and pineapple skewer.
“Suit yourself.”

Apart from the aesthetically distressing and somewhat lacklustre
vegetables, the rest of the week before their next job was quiet. Checking in
with illegal transport vessels and legal transport vessels as needed, they
handed over their digital paperwork when requested and otherwise kept their
heads down.

“I gotta admit, I thought this would be more dangerous,” Toby said into
the silence.

“Quiet is good, kid,” shot Paulo from the front. “Boredom is the ideal 
condition for this kinda work. It gets exciting, someone might die. As it is, all 
we gotta do is wait for the forged credentials to go through, slip through the
borders, drop things off, and get back. It’s glorified shopping trips. What, did
you think smuggling was gonna be all blazing gunfights and pretty people in 
distress?”

Toby ruffled his dark hair. “I mean, kinda.”

“Count yourself lucky that it ain’t. Every time we just pack the ship with 
boxes, zoom over an area, do a drop, and sneak back out clean, it’s a win. You
want boring. You don’t want to be shot down. It’s stressful enough doing a 
boring run.”

Toby looked embarrassed. “I guess you’re right.”

Paulo waved a hand. “I am, but I’m also givin’ you a hard time. But I like
the way you admit what you don’t know. It’s a good habit. And if you pull off 
that cute, confused look if we run into patrol agents or inspectors, they’ll 
definitely go soft on you. You’re real sweet when you’re embarrassed.”

Toby turned even redder, and his eyes disappeared as he closed them
tight.

Sarah giggled at his expense. “Hey, someone has to be the sweet,
attractive airhead, and it’s not gonna be me.”

“I’m not a himbo!” Toby protested.

“You aren’t,” Paulo reassured him, “but if you can pretend to be, that’s
all it takes. What, you think most attractive people are as dumb as they often
seem? I had a boyfriend once that had three degrees in astrophysics, and
nobody thought he could tie his own shoelaces because he was so pretty.” He
seemed to reminisce for a moment. “Ass for days. Anyway. He knew how to
use his charms and the way people thought about him so they’d underestimate
him.” He grimaced. “It sure worked on me.”

Toby lifted his head, sadness creeping over his features. “I had a girl like
that. Sort of. I thought she was just busy and distracted a lot, but—nope, she
played me.”

Sarah’s expression tightened. “And got me thrown in jail.”
Toby closed his eyes, nodding once.

Paulo grunted. “Hell, you never know. Maybe the fact that you were
hooking up made things less awful for Sarah than they could have been.”

Toby bit his lip. “That’s almost a nice thought.”

Paulo turned around, fixing his metallic and ceramic gaze on Toby.
“Hard to know. Some time, we could do a little poking around for ya, if you
want.”

Sarah tilted her head to the side uncertainly. “Would that put our old
friends at risk? I don’t want them to get hurt.”

Paulo shook his head. “Not if we do it carefully. But in the meantime, we
gotta worry about our own asses first. There’s some info we gotta download
about the next run to prepare. I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.”

“What are we waiting for?” Sarah eventually asked.

“Codes for the satellites. We have to check in, or the defensive array will 
fry us.” He grunted. “We need to get out of the dead zone again, I’m afraid.”

Being near Indus and its sister planet Yang-tze meant zigzagging
through dead zones and intentionally moving through areas where signals
had been blocked. Travelling along sensor-blocked routes meant that they
couldn’t receive communications easily—either encrypted or unencrypted—
until they arrived back at connection ports, refuelling stations, or other hubs.
While they stopped to replace their depleted uranium at a fill station anchored
near a different moon at the edge of the system, they had a chance to
synchronize with the encrypted entanglement channel.

And that was when Sarah just about had a heart attack. The message in
her inbox was marked with a name that sent a rush of fluttering vertigo
plummeting through her chest and into her belly. It was like a rush of g-forces
and sudden weightlessness before gravity generators kicked in. Her head filled
with something dizzying and delightful.

Dear Ms. White,

Due to some unexpected events, it appears that you will be a member of 

my escort in a few days. I meant to reply to your letter in a timelier manner,

but as you can imagine, life has somewhat interfered with my ability to do so,

especially given my brief brushes with notoriety.

Regardless, I wanted to let you know that I had read your letter and

heard what you said. It heartens me to hear from other people who’ve endured

events similar to my experiences. In truth, I would prefer not to have to speak

as much as I do. I prefer listening—but I find myself in a position where my

voice is required, because others are silent. Perhaps you feel similarly? I would

love to foster your advocacy and activist ambitions insofar as I am able.
Forgive me for sounding stiff. The truth of the matter is, I have drafted

and re-drafted this letter, trying to let my emotions shine through, and if I

sound distant or chilly, I beg of you not to think of me as cold or unfeeling.

The truth is, I have spent too much time treating my own afflictions as a 

political matter.

Reading your letter made me feel as though I was speaking to a fellow 

survivor, someone who has endured what I have. I hope you no longer feel 
sick when you look at embroidery, and other things. I would very much like to

speak to you in person.

At the very least, a likeminded person who’s endured things similar to

me will be welcome company. I look forward to meeting you.

Warmly,
Patience Ngouabi.

Sarah paused and closed her eyes for a moment, then took in a deep
breath. She checked the message again to make sure she hadn’t spontaneously
hallucinated it. It was still there in her overlay queue.

“Uh, Paulo?” she managed, her voice a little hoarse. “Did you have
something you wanted to tell me about the mission coming up?”

She’d known him long enough to recognize the glitter of mischief in his
eyes, despite his ceramicsmooth expression. “Remember? We’re doing an
extraction on the Indus job, not just a drop-off. Things are too hot for the
rebel leader there, and it’s putting all her people in more danger. You know 
how it is—a figurehead makes for the best target.”

Sarah swallowed. “Uh, yeah. I guess so. But—I just got a letter? From
Patience Ngouabi?” She lowered her voice to a whisper, glancing around
carefully in case of recording equipment, and covered her mouth with the side
of her hand to hide her lips from cameras—even though they were on Paulo’s
private ship.

“Yeah, that’s the one,” said Paulo casually. “We’re dropping things off 
and picking her up. Is that going to be a problem?”

Sarah took a deep breath, then leaned forward and grabbed Paulo by the
very soft lapels of his shirt. “Paulo. Buddy. Boss. I have been following
Patience’s activist work for years at this point. Before I even knew her name,
really, and before she kind of went public.” Her face heated. “And to be frank,
my—my interests aren’t just professional, at this point. I—she doesn’t know 
who I am, and that’s fine. Parasocial relationships are what they are. But she
just sent me a letter implying that we were about to meet soon.”

“Well, you’re not going to grab her ass instead of shaking her hand, are
ya?”

“Of course not!” snapped Sarah, appalled.

“Then where’s the problem? Just be a big girl and focus on the mission.
Everyone gets crushes from time to time.”

“But I’m compromised,” Sarah grumbled.

Paulo shrugged a shoulder. “Who isn’t? That just means you’re a person
with feelings. Just don’t be awkward and hold an actual conversation with her,
an’ it’ll be fine.”

Sarah inhaled through her nose and out through her mouth. “Okay,
whatever. I guess I’ll just make it work and try not to stare too much. Or—or
bring it up. At all. Oh gods. How am I supposed to do that, exactly?”

Paulo lifted his hands and set them apart. “It’s like this. Just pretend the
person you know from media stuff and the person in front of you are like two
different people. One’s the public persona, and one’s a question mark. They
might have a lot in common, but they ain’t exactly the same.”

“But she’s famous!”

He smirked a little. “Maybe in political circles. You think most people
even know who she is? Situational fame, sweetheart.”

Sarah glowered back. “C’mon, I’m not a kid.”

He softened and set a hand on her shoulder. “No, you aren’t. But you do
get a little lost in yer own head, and ya overestimate how much other people
think about it. Don’t assume that they know what you know.” His smile faded.
“But still, the people we’re going to deal with do know who she is, and what
she represents. So, if you care about this woman, turn that energy towards
protecting her and doing this job as right as you can. And you better get over
it quick, because we can only stay docked in this outer station for another day
or two before we start looking suspicious. They’re keeping a sharp eye on
traffic, even among all us couriers. You can imagine why.”

Sarah let out a breath. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. So, what’s the game
plan, anyway? Do you really feel like we have enough time to plan this?”

“First off, yes. I’ve done this before. Second, get your cousin.”

Sarah turned to his bunk to tap his shoulder, but her hand had barely
tapped the covers before Toby’s brown eyes were squinting and blinking at
her intrusion. His hair was a fluffy, adorable mess, and she smiled.

“What’s going on? I’m up, I’m up,” said Toby, rubbing his eyes and
pulling earplugs out of his ears. “Your conversation cut through these
anyway.” He swung his legs over and clambered down.

“Great. Let’s talk strategy,” said Paulo, flexing his shoulders like a 
boxer.

14

There was a knock at Crystal’s door. She looked up from her desk and
shut her projected work off. “Yes?” she called, walking towards it.

“It’s me,” said Jaria from the other side. “My aunt wants to speak to
you.”

“Oh,” said Crystal nervously.

“Don’t worry. It’s nothing bad. She just has questions for you.”

Crystal scrounged through her clothing to find the most businessappropriate attire she could. There was a blazer at the bottom of her things,
looking sad and a bit crushed, so she straightened it out and grabbed a 
conservative navy skirt to go with it.

She looked very buttoned-down, she thought, frowning at herself, but it
was better than wearing a party frock to a serious meeting—much as she’d
been enjoying the more outré clothing choices she’d made lately.

“Do I look okay?” she asked Jaria, adjusting a white silk scarf around her
neck.

Jaria cocked her head. “You look very formal, and also nervous, but yes.”

Despite a slit, the skirt wasn’t very flexible, and climbing down the
ladders was less than comfortable. Still, Crystal knew she couldn’t expect
stairs everywhere, even they were easier for humans to use.

Jaria and Wirri’s aunt turned out to be holding court in a small garden
tucked in an unassuming corner of the resort. Black foliage and dark trees
with light blossoms surrounded the tables, benches, and chairs.

A tall, fruity drink sat in front of one of the older Yterans Crystal had
ever seen. The woman’s feathers had touches of grey and white, and she wore
an embroidered peach robe that looked a little like a housecoat.

The woman looked up and turned a large, pointy grin on Crystal. She
let out a series of low, trilling warbles.

“Aunt Ketrith thanks you for coming to see her,” translated Wirri,
raising his drink. Next to him was a shy-looking Yteran man with speckled
plumage. He smiled shyly.

“It’s good to see you again, Crystal,” he chirped.

“Harael?” Crystal asked hesitantly.

Harael nodded.

Crystal smiled and extended a hand to shake his, and he took it. Wirri
wrapped his arm around Harael and squeezed, and he smiled back, relaxation
washing over his tense frame.

Ketrith extended and arched her neck, then hooted a soft question.

Jaria translated, “She has heard that someone else from Crossing Paths
is here. A man called Kial Borealis, though he is using another name.”

Crystal considered denying it, in case that would protect him, then
decided she didn’t owe him that. “Yes, it’s true.”

Jaria translated that, and Ketrith chirped a lower, much longer question.
“And he has hired your friends to assist with smuggling on the human colony
known as Indus?”

Crystal tried to affix a blank look to her face. “That may be the case,”
she hedged, “but I don’t know much about—”

Ketrith eyed Crystal like a hawk considering a particularly tasty mouse.
Crystal felt something flip in the pit of her stomach. She knew the look of an
experienced and dangerous person when she saw it, and she could tell Ketrith 
had dealt with a lot of cunning, powerful people in her time. She felt
outmatched—but she knew she couldn’t just hand over information that could
compromise her friends’ safety.

Ketrith let out a questioning, rumbling warble. Wirri answered with a
low hum, and Jaria chirped back. But then Harael spoke up, making a rattling,
strident sound. Their calls and conversation went back and forth for several 
minutes before Jaria turned back to Crystal, an apologetic look on her face.

“My aunt was asking if you are trustworthy, and if you have worked
with pirates before. Harael, Wirri and I all think highly of you. I said that you
are loyal and principled, and would not betray your friends, and would need
reassurance that she means you no harm.”

Ketrith listened to Jaria’s words, then nodded, and turned an alarmingly
toothy grin on Crystal. She vocalised something quiet, but shrill and shivery.

Jaria smirked. “She says, ‘I will not eat you, little tree-mouse.’”

Crystal laughed uneasily but did her best to meet Ketrith’s gaze.
“Madame, I may just be an engineer and a star dog, but I know power when
I’m near it. And I can tell you could destroy me with the flick of your finger.
So, forgive me if I’m cautious.”

Jaria translated that as a series of warbles, chirps, and sharp, rattling
caws.

Ketrith let out a sound that Crystal belatedly recognized as laughter,
and shook out her neck feathers, lifting her crest for a moment. She sang a 
soft, cooing call that mingled with a low-pitched hum. It was pretty, though 
unnerving.

“She asks because she has been hearing news from smugglers around the
area, and thinks the situation is terrible.” Jaria paused and blinked twice, her
secondary eyelids sliding over her slitted blue eyes. “She wants to help.”

Crystal cocked her head and straightened her shoulders. There are no
offensive questions, she reminded herself. That was a good thing, because any
human would have been appalled by what she wanted to ask. “Why does she
care?”

Jaria trilled the question.

Ketrith put both clawed hands on the table, then gestured for Crystal’s
hands. Hesitantly, Crystal offered her palm.

Ketrith cawed something hoarsely, then let out a soft coo. Very gently,
she traced the shape of Crystal’s hand, then held it against her own, palm-topalm.

She held Crystal’s gaze for a long moment. Crystal’s heart was in her
throat. There was something wordless in the older woman’s eyes that she
understood instinctively.

“She says, ‘Because it is right, because she is my family-children’s friend,
and because—” Jaria paused, her eyes narrowing in thought. She muttered
something in a guttural tone. “How to translate? We all dream of flight, even
those who cannot fly—but none should be chained to the ground.’”

Her aunt barked something and chittered. Jaria, Wirri, and Harael all 
burst into tittering laughter.

“And she’s losing money from the shipping blockades around the
colonies, and doesn’t want her human business contacts to be shut out of Infed
business,” finished Jaria.

Crystal grinned. “I’ll take it. But—what does she want from me? And
what kind of help is she offering?”

Ketrith fixed her eyes on Crystal again, mirth gone, and tilted her head.
She chirped something at Jaria.

“She’s asking how much you know about paperwork and navigating
ships.”

Crystal hesitated. “Honestly, a ton about the first one, and less about the
second. But I know a lot about wormholes, transport routes, and that kind of 
infrastructure. Why?”

Ketrith cawed something.

“Good, that will help. She and some other investors, some human and
many non-human, want to help Patience after she gets here. They all feel you
humans deserve a fighting chance to get off the bad branch you’re climbing,
and that the Spiritualists are—” she paused to think, “chewing the wood with 
acid? You know termites, yes?”

“Yes.”

“We have things like them also.” Jaria grinned. “They’re delicious. But
they work together to do damage. So, you also need friends to help. She will
contact human friends for you.” Jaria spread her arms excitedly. “Many
pirates. She was happy to see Paulo back at work. She knows his friends also.”

“Damn, really?”

All four of the Yterans looked at each other and made the same chirp.
“Small universe,” Jaria translated, giggling.

The meeting wrapped up not long after. They shared a light meal of the
seaweed bread and some fried fish— “An invasive species. Eating them is
good,” Jaria assured Crystal—before Ketrith waved her niece off, and got back
to a discussion with her nephew and his husband. Crystal was a little alarmed
to see actual dead animal meat on her plate, rather than cultured cells or
printed synthetics. Still, they were tasty and seasoned well, and she wasn’t
about to argue with her hosts about the ethics of a cultural dish.

“That went well,” Crystal ventured.

Jaria nodded avidly. “You were brave. Many humans are frightened by
long eyecontact. But you were humble, but not naïve. It was good.” She lifted
her steel cup of honey and iced nectar to Crystal in a toast.

“You give me too much credit,” Crystal replied, smiling, but toasted her
friend. “I just want to help.”

“As do we,” Jaria affirmed.

Behind Crystal, she heard a familiar sound—a clearing throat.

“Seeing as your friends are doing a job I offered, maybe you’d appreciate
some more help?” offered Kial.

Crystal rounded on him with narrowed eyes. Jaria twisted her long neck
and swivelled, opening her mouth to hiss softly.

Kial held his hands up. “Actually, the help involves you, since you’re
good at planning transport routes.”

“You need my help to even give the help?” Crystal demanded.

“Frankly, yes.” He crossed his arms, refusing to look embarrassed.

Jaria looked between them, and her slit nostrils flared as she sniffed the
air. She let out a warning rattle.

“Consider it a way to make amends,” grumbled Kial.

Crystal leaned back. “And why exactly should I trust you, in context?”

He sighed. “Because I have money riding on the success of this mission,
and it’ll cost me more if it fails. A lot more.”

Crystal glanced at Jaria.

Jaria stood up and strode over. She lowered her face to his, and it was
impossible to miss just how much taller than Kial she was. Taking long steps,
she paced around him, keeping her face stationary as her body moved and her
neck compensated. She sniffed him carefully, half-closing her eyes, a low hiss
in her throat. Finally, she stepped back and straightened. “He’s telling the
truth. And his sweat smells embarrassed.”

Crystal grinned. “Good. He deserves it,” she said, looking Kial in the eye
as she said it.

He didn’t flinch, but he did glance down.

“Fine. You can help. What are we doing?”

Kial exhaled and glanced around, even though the patio deck they were
on was completely deserted. The clouds covered the low sun, obscuring the
perpetual sunset.

“We’re going to help them plot a route through the security satellites,
send them authentication keys, and block the satellites’ surveillance again as
they leave the planet. And possibly create false information and jam
communications among people on the ground to make absolutely sure they
get away clean.”

“Great. Sounds like a piece of cake,” muttered Crystal.

“I didn’t say it was easy. But it’s the right thing to do,” said Kial in an
undertone.

“For your investment, anyway,” Crystal shot back.

Kial’s mouth tightened, but he didn’t deny it. “I’m cashing in some
favours to help keep your friends safer, not just help with the transport of my
investment. You could at least say thank you.”

Jaria arched her neck, her crests lifting, and glared at him. She hissed
wordlessly and wrapped a feathered arm around Crystal.

Crystal glared back.

Kial sighed. “Or not. Okay, ladies, let’s go get a work room set up. Jaria,
I assume your aunt has some facilities set up for this? Maybe a quantumentangled messaging system?”

“Of course,” Jaria countered, preening her feathers with a clawed hand.
“What do you think we are, bumpkins?”

Kial held his hands up again. “I would never so much as imply such a
thing. For starters, your aunt would eat my liver.”

Jaria grinned, baring far more teeth than was strictly necessary. “Good,
because if you did, I would call dibs on your kidneys.”

Kial swallowed visibly.

Crystal couldn’t hold back a smile. “Lead the way, Jaria. We’ll get a 
signal synced up with them and start figuring out the schedule for their
rescue. We’re going to need a timeline and maps. A lot of maps.”

Jaria didn’t take her eyes off Kial. “You got it.”
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Paulo glanced over at Sarah. “How ya feelin’?”

“Frankly, terrified.”

“You got this,” said Crystal, her voice crystal-clear over the quantum

channel.

“We’ve adjusted the route like four times,” Toby grumbled, tapping the

threedimensional projector’s base. Using the ship’s displays was easier than

yet another popup to read on their lens computers.

“Be glad it’s not more,” came Kial’s gruff tones over the channel.
“Yeah, yeah,” said Toby sharply.

“Toby,” said Crystal, her voice a little softer, “what’s your ETA using

the current course?”

“Three hours. We’ve done a couple of swoops around Indus already,

when we dropped the medical plans to the other rebel groups, but this

particular area is in the middle of nowhere.”

“We intercepted chatter and schedules from guard patrols,” Kial broke

in. “There’s a planetwide manhunt on for Patience and other rebels. You know

that, right?”

“Oh, gee, this is risky? I had no idea. Paulo, turn the ship around!” said

Sarah in a mock-horrified tone.

There was a very Yteran hiss and some grumbling in the background.

Kial returned to the speaker, grumbling. “Sue me for trying to help. All right.

Just saying, on the chance you run into guards, you’re going to need false

identities that correlate to planetary residents, or you’ll be flagged as off-

worlders.”

“DNA verification?” Paulo said tersely.

“Yep. Hold on, we have a bunch of credentials for you. Just extracted

them.”

There was a pause as the line went quiet. A couple of blips and pop-up

on each of their visual fields. Sarah blinked and opened the files. There were

several maps, files, folders—

“We need to take a look at all this,” Paulo barked back. “Stand by for

approximately ten minutes.”

“Standing by.”

“All right.” Paulo gestured to Toby and Sarah, who glanced at each 

other, but didn’t speak.

Paulo tapped his brow thoughtfully. “We need to fly in, but for obvious

reasons, planetary security is on high alert right now. They have been for

months at this point. To my understanding, at least from a source on the

inside, the hope is to take Patience out ‘by accident,’ or at least accidentally.

Now, we have some fake credentials for the ship, as well as some genetic

information from the archives of the planet that’ll allow us to assume false

identities. There’s a cordon of satellites around the planet that scans the

perimeter regularly. The automated route will zip around them, but we can’t

count on going completely undetected. There’s a small town here that’s

friendly to the rebels, but if we land near there, we’re going to have to deal

with security for sure. That means verifying our identities with DNA scans.”
—She checked the clock on her personal visual display. An hour and a 

half until the planned landing. Outside, the ship’s displays showed images of 

the thick atmosphere racing past. A dark satellite was about twenty metres

away, and the spherical array tilted towards them. A red light flashed, but she

didn’t hear any alerts go off.

Sarah swallowed.

“Just saw a satellite on your starboard,” Crystal affirmed. “Vision’s

blocked, but beware of the drone flyover patterns. There’s a chance you could

hit one on the way down.”

Toby cursed and checked the flight paths on the holographic map. Little

white drones were circling areas of the swampy forest like flocks of birds.

Sarah would have preferred real birds.

Sarah grimaced. “Okay so quick question, if we’re landing outside this

town, how exactly do we get on the planet without getting arrested?” she

demanded. “They’ve got genetic verification and fingerprints right now

because of the riots!”

Paulo grinned. “Well, that’s easy. We have a couple identities pulled

from planetary morgue databases.”

“Dead people?”

He shrugged. “I mean, they’re not using their prints. And you think they

guard that stuff well? After it’s archived after a certain number of decades, it’s

just so much digital detritus.” He turned to an area in the back and lifted a

couple of panels, then gingerly extricated a machine. “Now here’s where it

gets nasty.”

“Nastier than using a dead person’s information,” Toby said, not making

it a question.

Paulo beamed, looking positively gleeful. “You just wait.”
He activated a couple of panels, and Sarah saw his lips moving as he

turned on his interface—he was projecting so both of them could see how the

machine worked.

There was a soft mechanical noise, and she watched as a needle-sized

point of light glowed blue over a tray. As it whirred to work, it slowly printed

something delicate, even transparent.

“It’s only about a micrometer thick,” Paulo said. “You’ll be able to feel 

everything through it.”

“What is it?”

“Synthetic skin, including the fingerprints of the people whose identities

you’ll be assuming.”

He lifted a finished glove from the machine’s tray. “Careful. They don’t

last long.”

Sarah nearly gagged as she slipped on the glove. It’s not a dead person’s

skin. It’s cloned skin, she told herself. Not even. It’s printed skin. It’s just

proteins!

That didn’t make her feel any better.

“Just be glad I’m not using the food printer,” Paulo intoned.
At that, Sarah really did gag.

Without a word, he offered her a glass of water. She chugged it down

and wiped her mouth. “Crystal, what’s next?”

The radio channel was silent. She glanced at Paulo in panic.
He shook his head. “It’s all right. They can see our position, but it’s too

easy to intercept communications.”

“Then we’re blind until we’re off the planet again?” Sarah demanded.
“We can do this,” said Toby, setting a hand on her shoulder.
Sarah reached over and squeezed it, feeling sick again.

Paulo snapped his fingers. “Focus, kids. I know you’re scared, but you

gotta let the adrenaline of the fear clear your head. One step at a time. We’ll 

follow this path.” Paulo indicated the way on the projected map with a thick,

scarred finger. “Fly over New Mumbai, head to Ghaziabad Centre by taking

the route over the river—”

“—I can’t believe they have actual rivers here,” muttered Sarah.
“—Well, it’s one of the few places they didn’t have to build domes on.

That’s why Indus is a big deal,” muttered Toby. “Anyway.”

“—Anyway,” continued Paulo, “there’s a large farming area along here,”

he traced, “and that’s where they put a series of ‘reformation centres.’”
Sarah shivered.

“Then along here, it starts getting swampy. Beyond those swamps,

about ten kilometres from this little butthole town, that’s where the biggest

rebel base is located.”

“Don’t they have a ton of surveillance on the rebels?”

“Absolutely. So, we’re meeting over here,” he pointed to a patch of

woods, “where there’s a landing area. It’s basically going to be grass or rock,

so landing is going to fuckin’ suck. We’re talking vertical landing and takeoff.

They’re smuggling her through the woods to us, and as soon as she’s aboard,

we take off.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Sarah said cautiously.

“Now, let’s talk guard details.”

“Guards?”

“Yeah. There’s a standard procedure. Even if we park out of the way,

they’re going to recognize that we’re not locals.”

“Obviously,” Sarah echoed.

“Cover story is as follows. Fake trade contract. We’re escorting some

factory plans and patents for people engaged in business dealings on the

planet.”

Sarah thought for a minute. “Wait, are we delivering the mail?”
Paulo grinned. “Fake mail. But because of the rebel and insurgent

activity, Indus has qcom completely locked down. So important documents

need to come in by courier. There’s so many couriers contracted out right

now, it’s the best way to sneak in.”

“And then what?”

He turned around, opened a panel, and rummaged through a box. “Put

these robes on. You gotta blend in. That cutaway top looks great, but it ain’t

standard issue for a courier.”

Sarah yanked the oversized shapeless robe over herself. “Are we going

to bake to death in these?”

“It’s like fifteen degrees centigrade on the planet. A little fresh. Probably

colder in the swamps because of the humidity.”

“Great. Swamps,” muttered Toby, pulling his own robe on.
“Jumpsuits,” Paulo said, tossing each of them a uniform.

Beneath her tent of a uniform, Sarah yanked the jumpsuit over her

clothes. Her hands would barely stop shaking.

She adjusted her scratchy, plain robe, trying to hold it away from her

neck and get some airflow. It felt too warm—but that was probably just her

nerves.

“Landing in five,” Toby said tersely.

Sarah glanced at the speaker, wishing her friend’s voice would pipe

through and reassure them that they were in the right location.
“Strap in,” Paulo barked.

She did, blood rushing to her head from sheer nerves.

Toby clipped in.

On the wall viewscreen, the world of Indus came rushing up towards

them.

Toby finally let out his breath. “Holy shit,” he whispered.

Paulo leaned back in his seat and let out a long breath. “Yep. Now comes

the hard part.”

The Maria Negra stuttered to a halt, then ponderously stuck its landing

stabilizers out. The entire craft felt off-balance. The engines clacked off, and

the ship’s neutral voice spoke. “Radiation levels are now normal. You may

disembark from the craft.”

“And after we’ve got her?”

“And then we load up fresh credentials and get the hell outta dodge,”

said Paulo grimly.

“And there’s no way we could have just taken the space elevator down,

like we did on Nirvana?” Toby said in a small voice.

“Hell no. On another planet, sure, but Indus is too tight. But we came

prepared for both takeoff and landing.” Paulo patted the console in front of

him. “That’s why I got the fancy new engines installed. I have an autopilot

program that’ll calculate the exact trajectory we need for maximum velocity

while staying in orbit. Like usual, I won’t really be steering or driving—just

monitoring systems up there and checking the autopilot’s read-out against the

backup ship calculator program, as well as the ones I have installed.” He

knocked the side of his head, grinning. “I’ve got some good gear in here.

Anyway, we can break atmosphere, get into orbit, and slingshot the hell out of 

here before they catch up to us.”

“So that’s the plan?”

“That’s it.”

“And what if it goes wrong?”

“We improvise,” said Paulo grimly. “Which means you two do what I

say, or I do what one of you says, and we just have to trust each other.”
“And if we get caught?”

There was silence. “We try not to. I hear they’re even worse here than

they were on Callisto. If you want to keep your eyes in their sockets and your

fingers attached to your hands, don’t get caught.”

Toby swallowed. “So, we have no backup plan.”

Paulo shrugged. “There’s always violence. Unless they shoot our ship

down first.”

Sarah fixed her eyes on the table. “Let’s just try not to get caught.”
Paulo looked at her. “We can do this. You can do this. Are you ready?”
“Definitely not,” she muttered. “But let’s go anyway.” Taking a deep

breath, Sarah walked towards the door, unlatched it, and kicked the stairs

down.

The area around them was thick with trees, and the Maria Negra was

perched on a narrow dry spot on the shore of a much wetter area.
“It kind of stinks,” blurted Toby.

“Swamp, kid. You never seen one before?”

“Actually, no.” He grimaced. “But it smells kind of like a sewage

refinement area.”

Paulo chuckled. “Just be glad you never smelled a dirty river on a hot

day. There’s worse than this.”

Toby looked queasy, but shook his head. “Okay. And now what?”
Paulo pointed. “We walk.”

They couldn’t quite see the small town from where they’d landed—and

there were no paths out here, either. It didn’t seem like people took many

strolls through the woods. From the smell of it, Sarah couldn’t blame them,

either.

But it was only about half an hour before they ran into a guard patrol.
“Identify yourselves,” barked a woman.

Paulo gave their false names. “Sanctity Courier Company,” he added.

“We’re going to Ziro, right over there.”

“Hands out,” said the person next to the woman. Their voice was lower

than hers.

Paulo obediently stuck his hands out. Glancing at him, Sarah and Toby

followed suit.

She tried not to stare at the guards. Standard loose-fitting robes, badges

featuring clasped hands prominently displayed on the upper-left breast

quadrant of the torso, black helmets covering their heads and featuring

transparent readout screens in front of the eyes. They looked kind of stupid,

and kind of stylish; Sarah couldn’t decide which.

They glanced at each other briefly. Toby closed his eyes and took a deep

breath. Sarah wished she could give his hand a squeeze, even though the dead

skin covering both of their flesh. Besides being her cousin, he was one of her

best friends in the world. He’d done so much for her, and in this moment, she

just wanted to protect him from the consequences of his kindness to her. He

would never have been here if not for her—

Looking bored, the guard stuck out a small device with a rectangular

reader and a smooth plastic handle. The red beam of the scanner flashed over

her hands—encased in their thin, slightly sticky glove of freshly-printed flesh.

Sarah wondered if it was detecting her sweat. Just as Paulo had told her,

though, she stared over the guard’s shoulder, trying to conjure as much 

boredom as she could, hoping it would still her racing pulse.

She knew they were on file on Callisto. Did the colonies share the same

database, or would the entanglement blocking have prevented them from

updating their information? Would she even be on extrasolar judicial systems,

or was she out of the dangerous jurisdiction? Would this get her on those

watch lists?

Paulo was competent. If anyone could get through this unharmed, it was

him. But Toby? Sure, he was learning, but what if he flinched? What if—
“All clear,” said the guard at last. She flipped her eye cover up for a

moment. “Welcome to Indus. Hope your drop off goes well. Watch out for

ground-to-air missiles over the rebel area; those savages are trying some

vicious new tricks.”

Sarah nodded. “Sure thing.” Internally, she recoiled in disgust at the

guard’s phrasing, but there was no time to have a complex discussion about it

with the woman. That would blow the hell out of their cover, at the very least.
Sarah felt a bead of sweat drop from her forehead to her cheek. She tried

not to hold her breath. Next to her, she could hear Toby carefully regulating

his own breathing.

The woman’s boots squished through the mud.

“All clear. You can proceed,” she said, sounding annoyed. “And get back

on approved paths. You shouldn’t be all the way out here, especially with the

dissidents.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Paulo.

They walked off through the brush, listening for the patrol woman’s

boots.

Eventually, it was silent again. They walked further.

When they were absolutely sure it was safe, Toby let his breath out. “I

thought I was going to have a heart attack.”

Paulo shook his head. “That was easy. She was lazy.”

“What are we doing all the way out here, anyway? I thought they were

supposed to bring her to the landing site,” Toby asked, lifting his boots

through the dark mud reluctantly.

“Me too,” said Paulo. “But according to the coordinates she sent, she’s a

kilometre west, that way.”

“A whole kilometre? In this mud?”

“It’ll go faster if you shut your yap,” Paulo shot back.

Toby shut up.

Sarah couldn’t think. Her heart was pounding, her head full of lightness.

What if this all went wrong? What if she was a kilometre the other way?

What if they were too late?

They walked without speaking for a while, trying to keep a brisk pace

and follow Paulo’s directions. Paulo was sweating, and his jaw looked tense—

Sarah could tell he was getting worried.

“Shit,” muttered Toby. His boot stuck in the mud and tangled under a 

root.

“Quick break,” Sarah barked at Paulo.

“Yep,” he said, nodding. Paulo leaned on a tree for a moment, staring

down at a map projection in shared space, and wiped his forehead, then

frowned. Moving his lips, she saw his eyes move as he scanned between a 

super-imposed version of the map and a different map of the planet, zooming

between areas and scales to compare a satellite image with the route he’d been

given and the actual foliage and brush in their way.

The leaves and trees here were soft shades of blue, ranging all the way

to bold indigo. It was a sharp but not unlovely contrast against the pale sky,

which looked white or a little yellowish because of the thick, protective

atmosphere, shielding them from the insistent blue luminance of the F-class

star. They’d seen patches of gold and yellowish plains, and even plenty of
familiar Earthly green plants, which grew here quite well, but the native

vegetation tended towards navy, periwinkle, and turquoise.

“Good job back there,” said Sarah in a whisper. “I thought you were

gonna crack, to be honest.”

“Me too. But I kept thinking, ‘What would Sarah do?’ and I just tried to

look bored,” Toby whispered back. He shot her a smile that started a bit wan,

but gradually brightened. “Hey, we did it. And now we’re going to rescue

someone.”

“Speaking of,” said Paulo, stumping over, “I finally got this shit figured

out. Goddamn map was in really poor resolution and didn’t account for this

fucking river valley having a flooded area. They sent me archived shit. I just

figured out the discrepancies.” He sighed. “Sorry for snapping at both of you.

I’m just worried and stressed.”

Sarah inhaled and let out a long breath. “You and me both. It’s not like

I’m rescuing someone who’s basically my hero or anything, while caked in

mud and preparing to flee for our lives—oh wait, yes I am. This is a 

nightmare.”

Toby bumped her shoulder and wiggled his feet in his boots, sluicing

the mud off. “At least you’re not having this nightmare alone.”

Paulo pointed. “C’mon. Over there. Who knows how long we have

before there are guards or a collection force? Those fake identities won’t hold

forever.”

From there, Paulo seemed more confident, but the terrain got worse.

There was no pathway out here, and the roots of the trees and vegetation

sprawled over each other and snarled around their feet. Strange insectoid

avians chirped and trilled in the trees. Once, Sarah saw a small creature with 

sleek fur and five enormous green eyes arrayed in its fleshy forehead peer at

her. It lifted a trunk, questing towards her, then clambered back up the

branches of a tree on twisty prehensile limbs that resembled tentacles, or rat’s

tails. An actual rat followed the creature, its unmistakeable beady eyes and

twitching snout extending towards Sarah for a moment, then looking away

from her in disinterest. She was neither hunting it nor offering food, and the

rat—an unstoppable stowaway and unwelcome guest on most human ships—

had more urgent priorities than satisfying its curiosity.

Sarah focused on putting one boot in front of another. She thought back

to Boo, safely stowed in his cage on the ship. Some creatures had been

welcomed as humanity ventured into the stars. Some had just taken the

opportunity before them, and thrived on what they found anyway.
Sarah had always liked rodents, but as much as mice and rats were

nuisance animals, she couldn’t help admiring an animal that wasn’t supposed

to be here, but had made itself a place anyway—though she wondered what

effect it had on the native flora and fauna. Whatever it was, she thought

grimly, the effect of civil conflict and bombings was probably worse,

ecologically speaking.

“We’re here,” Paulo called.

Sarah’s eyes snapped open and she looked up from the mud and careful 

footsteps.

“I’m going straight ahead,” Paulo called. “Toby, go right. Sarah, go left.”
“This is the spot,” Paulo affirmed. He looked around.

As loud as she dared without letting it echo, Sarah said, “Ma’am?

Patience? Please don’t shoot, if you’re armed. We’re your escort.”
Silence. Then a deeper silence. Sarah could hear herself breathing, and

Toby and Paulo’s boots as they shifted in the mud. She looked around, peering

into the brush to see if there were any waiting soldiers or rebels. There was

supposed to be a guard escort for Patience, after all.

Nothing.

A cold pit formed in Sarah’s stomach. What if this was an elaborate

trap? She’d seen that letter, sure, but did they know for certain that Patience

was still alive? What if the guards had found her already?

“We’re in disguise,” Toby ventured, a tremor in his voice. “Um. Just so

you know. That’s why we look like guards. But we’re not.”

There was a rustling. Didn’t sound like anything bigger than a rabbit—

if those had even been introduced here.

Then two people stepped out from behind the trees. They both had

sienna-coloured skin and dark, straight hair, but looked unrelated otherwise.

Their kit and gear were in better shape than Sarah expected. And the guns

trained on them looked battered, but very, very serviceable.

“Hands up,” said the one on the left, who was a bit shorter and had

sideburns peeking out from under their helmet. “Weapons down, or we’ll 

shoot.”

Paulo lifted his hands in the air, as did Toby. Sarah followed suit.
“Identify yourselves,” barked the leftmost one again.

“Paulo Silva Gould. But if you test my hands, you’ll get a different ID.

I’m here to pick up Patience,” said Paulo, sounding easy and relaxed.
“Prove you’re not part of the guard,” said the one on the left.
“For guards, they’re pretty incompetent,” said the other guard. Their

voice was deeper than their friend’s, but sounded more feminine. “We’re going

to scan you, head to toe.”

“Go for it,” affirmed Paulo.

“How many weapons do you have on you?” said the feminine person

again.

“A lot. But they’re not for using on Patience. Just any guards we run

into,” said Paulo.

Sarah glanced at him anxiously.

The two guards circled them both, the person with sideburns keeping

their gun trained right at Sarah and Toby’s faces.

“Wait. There’s supposed to be a woman here that Patience talked to,”

said the one on the right.

The feminine person scanned Paulo, who waited with a blank, innocuous

expression, and moved on to Toby. Toby was sweating visibly, and swallowed

as she waved the wand over him. She checked the readings.

“Two different sets of DNA, one from the hands and one from the

sweat.”

“Like we said,” Paulo affirmed again.

The person with sideburns cocked their head as though listening to

something. “What are you afraid of?” they asked.

Sarah wasn’t sure where to start with that question. Then something

clicked. “I used to hate embroidery,” she said. “They made me do it in prison,
as part of behavioural reconditioning. I couldn’t even look at it without feeling

sick.”

The person with sideburns seemed to be listening again. “Okay. That’s

her. DNA confirmed it, but that’s the woman she spoke to.”

Silently, a third person crept out of a hideyhole Sarah hadn’t even

noticed. Moss and a snarl of brush against the arch of a tree root parted and

revealed a rather small woman with dark skin and large, anxious eyes, and a 

larger gun.

And then, abruptly, Sarah was face-to-face with her—Patience Ngouabi.
For many reasons, she was one of the most beautiful women Sarah had

ever met, known, or heard of.

Her skin was perhaps duller and less perfectly even in tone than it

looked in interviews, but was still the glorious brown of fresh clay, with a hint

of rust. Her eyes were shadowed with fatigue, and the skin beneath them

looked dull, bruised. Still, she had the angelic features Sarah had seen in so

many interviews: that heart-shaped face, broad, gentle nose, soft cheekbones,

and full, plush lips. Her wide, dark eyes searched Sarah’s face in momentary

confusion.

Patience’s hair might have been done in its usual beautiful and elaborate

braids, but a tight black wrap covered it, scooping any tendrils up in matte

fabric folds. Normally, or in interviews at least, she wore elegant and gently

form-fitting suits and long dresses, occasionally with tiny cutaway sections to

reveal her bare skin or textured bodysuits, usually in dark grey-heathered

jewel-tones, like violet, green, marigold yellow, and burgundy. Sometimes her

garb featured brilliant woven patterns and embroidery, often oversized and

modestly cut. This time, Patience’s beige jumpsuit was torn, ripped, and

strafed with bullet char marks. It looked like she’d barely escaped some

violence.

She had really been hoping to meet Patience under different

circumstances—not while going by a dead woman’s name. If she took

Patience’s hand, she thought, Patience would be touching the skin of a dead

woman, not Sarah’s.

“I’m Sarah Jean White,” she said, just managing to hold her voice

steady, trying to pretend she wasn’t starstruck.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to do the formal introduction later. There are

soldiers on the way!” said Patience, without much of her name.

She’d heard that voice on a hundred different interviews, with varying

degrees of distortion and data corruption, but hearing her soft, open-voweled

accent here, in this loud, humid swamp, felt like a strange juxtaposition.
Patience rounded on her comrades. “Diya, Shalin, be careful.” She

hugged each of them in turn.

“Always. But if I can, I am so using those bastards for target practice,”

growled Shalin, the one with sideburns.

“No time for long goodbyes. We’ll be fine. You have to get out of here.”
Patience closed her eyes for a second. “I hate that I can’t take all of you

with me,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

“You are. Remember, you stand for all of us. Now go!” Diya looked up

urgently. Under the helmet, her brown eyes were dark and cutting. “They’re

getting close.” Diya fixed Sarah with a glare. “Keep her safe, at all costs.”
That knocked some of the stars from Sarah’s head. “Right. Already? Um,

let’s get you out of here. Come on!”

Diya and Shalin split off and went in a different direction from where

they’d ambushed the party.

Turning back the way they’d come, Sarah grimaced and prepared to run.

The Leg was going to punish her for this later, but she’d deal with it then.
“Turn left!” Patience screeched.

Without missing a stride, Paulo did. Sarah almost tripped, but Toby

caught her.

“Snare trap,” Patience barked.

“Thanks,” Paulo yelled back.

“How much further?” Sarah panted.

“Right there,” Paulo said, wiping sweat from his shiny head.
Mercifully, the Maria Negra was right in front of them. Paulo ran up,

ripped his fake skin glove off, and slammed a hand against the doorlock. It

opened, and he beckoned to them. “C’mon!”

Patience didn’t waste a moment. The three of them scrambled over a log

and up the stairs.

They went through the door and it shut behind them. But the ship

didn’t move.

“Paulo?” Sarah squeaked. “Why aren’t we starting take-off procedures?”
“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” said Paulo in an undertone. “The landing

gear is clogged and they’re not coming up properly. Diagnostics are running a 

wellness check, but it’s just stuck.”

“Are you shitting me?” demanded Sarah in dismay.

“I wish. It’s the swamp mud. This thing isn’t built for off-roading,”

Paulo snapped back. “But we can’t take off with the hatches open!”
“Then I’ll get out and knock it off so the hatches can close!”
Patience set a hand on her arm, her eyes wide. “They’re coming, and

they have guns! If you get stuck out there—”

“Take off without me,” Sarah shot back, heading for the door.
“Absolutely not!” Paulo yelled.

“Sorry, non-negotiable. She’s more important than I am!”

Patience stuck her head out the door. “That’s not how this works!”
“Yes it is!” Sarah yelled back. Face-toface with the ship’s undercarriage,

she could clearly see the problem. The hatches for the landing gear were, in

fact, clogged with mud—the feet on which the Maria Negra perched were

filthy. She grabbed handfuls of wet dirt from between the claws and threw 

them to the ground, then wiped off the panels with her bare hands. Almost

bare, she thought, remembering the dead woman’s skin over hers.
There were six telescopic limbs that balanced the ship once it landed.

She worked her way around, stomping through the thick, squelching mud,

knocking it away from the hatches. She was about halfway done when she

started to hear the shouting—and the strange echoing noises of explosions.
“Sarah, you have to hurry! They’re getting closer!” yelled Toby, leaning

out the door.

“Paulo, start the Sar-Bose engines!” Sarah yelled back.

“Sarah, if I fire them up while you’re standing there—”

“Just start preparing! And activate the autopilot’s emergency course

planner!”

She’d cleared four of the six feet. Distantly, she thought about how

stupid a problem this was to have. But if the hatches wouldn’t shut, the

engines wouldn’t work, and—

“Sarah!” Toby yelled frantically.

Five of six. She knocked mud off the hatch.

Last one. Right by the door. She could hear the nuclear engines

rumbling. “Warning. Fusion engines can emit dangerous levels of radiation.

Engines will not deploy while compartment door is open,” said the automated

voice. It was set to English for her, but she could hear the Portuguese,

Commontung, and other language versions faintly over her own inner-ear

microspeakers.

She pried wet, stinking mud from between the claws.

A light brown hand and a delicate but scarred dark brown hand reached

for her, both at the same time. One grabbed her by the shoulder and one got

her collar. Together, they yanked her bodily into the ship.

The door closed, and she heard the steps retract.

Paulo cursed and hit the “emergency deployment” setting. The warning

voice stopped, mollified by the sealed door.

And outside the ship, the viewscreen wall showed angry faces lifting

their weapons, and—

With a powerful blast that jerked them all to the floor, the ship shot up

and forward, over the trees.

She could hear something pinging against the outer hull. Paulo cackled

and slammed something.

“Shields activated,” said the same calm, genderless voice, and the

pinging stopped.

Sarah realised she was panting, and also that her cousin and Patience

were jammed at terribly awkward angles in the narrow hall.

Sarah moved back, scooting on her butt, and stood, offering Patience a 

hand up. “Um. Hi.”

Patience lifted one corner of her mouth, then grinned crookedly. “Hi.”
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“We have her,” confirm
ed Paulo, his voice booming through the tech
room.

Crystal whooped. “I knew you could do it! Okay, uploading routes now.
I’ve got a path that should take you right through a blind spot in the satellites’
scans.”

“Nice work,” grumbled Kial.

Crystal tossed him a smirk. “It’s not that different from dealing with 
orbital trajectories of larger bodies through an area of space. It’s just way
smaller. They still follow programmed routes. I just had to comb through the
AI’s data and pick the most likely paths.”

He coughed, but she caught his smile. “Only you would call that easy.”

“Okay. We’re through,” Paulo confirmed a few minutes later. “Breaking
atmosphere now. In a minute, we’ll be able to slingshot out of here, and then
we’ll warp back to Nirvana.”

Kial whistled. “Aren’t warping engines against code that size?”

Paulo chuckled. “Yep.”

“You’ll have to hook me up with your mechanic.”

“Maybe.”

“Whatcha running?” Kial goaded.

“Oh, you know, multiple sets. Fourteenth-gen nuclear fusion SarabhaiBose engines for system travel, modded for atmospheric entry and exit, and
fifth-gen AlcubierreSawyer engines for longer travel.”

Kial whistled. “Damn. How much did that cost ya?”

“All right, all right, put your dicks away,” said Sarah irritably. “Crystal,
we good?”

“Okay,” said Crystal, comparing the ship’s route on her maps to the
patrol routes. “You should be all clear. We inserted a couple of doppelgangers
near your route, so in addition to the static, they’ll have some fake trails to
follow.”

“Crystal, you’re a genius,” Sarah called, her voice a little hollow and
echoey over the channel.

“Just doing my best to help my friends for a good cause,” Crystal chirped
back. “Ping us if you need anything.”

“All right. See you in a couple of weeks,” Sarah affirmed. “And talk a lot
sooner, I hope.”

“You got it.” She closed the channel and wiped her forehead, then took a
deep drink of water from the carafe on the table.

Kial grinned. “So does that mean we can celebrate?”

Crystal shrugged. “Oh, fine. I guess so.”

“My room or yours?”

“Definitely mine,” she said firmly. “My bed’s nicer.”

He gestured. “Then lead the way.”

With a slight smirk, and just a moment’s hesitation, she did.

Crystal thoughtfully paged through the copy of the TorYoBiKo.
“Interesting.”
“Hm?” Kial sprawled across th
e bed, carelessly naked, and reached for
her waist, stroking her back. “Didn’t think you were Spiritual.”

“Oh, believe me, I’m not.”

He made a face. “How can you just read something religious for fun?
Those assholes have done so much damage.”

She shrugged. “I mean, the actual book isn’t that bad. Kind of vague,
honestly? The original basis texts are another matter. You should see an
antique Bible. That thing’s horrifying.” She made a face.

“So, what’s with the studying?”

“Sarah left it with me before she went on that job. Well, this one is
different. It has some really pretty poetry in it, actually. I like the one with the
sparrows and the hills, where it’s a metaphor for a woman’s breasts.”

He grunted.

Crystal felt a sharp flash of irritation. “Y’know, I can’t just suck your
dick all diem long.”

He grinned back. “Have you tried?”

She huffed. “C’mon. This is important.” She closed the book gingerly.

“Why’s it matter what those hyper-religious freaks believe, anyway?”

“Because Spiritualism has been written into the legal frameworks of 
multiple colony planets and moons. There’s principles in the main books that
underpin the judicial systems and values of a lot of places.”

He let out a growl. “Life is short, and corrupt people go all the way up.
Worryin’ about it won’t change it, Glass.”

Crystal gritted her teeth. “That’s the thing. If people knew about this, it
would change a lot. Or it could. At the very least, the legal system would be
obligated to deal with it.”

He gave her a disbelieving look under his silver brows. “Why would
anyone care about this particular archaic book? It’s just a leathery pile of
paper.”

Crystal held it to her chest protectively. “I thought you liked books,” she
muttered.

He let out a dry chuckle. “I like what people think about people who like
books. All you have to say in a conversation is, ‘I don’t watch vlogs or news
shows, and everyone immediately thinks you’re a lot smarter.”

“I read and I watch shows,” said Crystal defensively.

He propped himself up on an arm, his well-settled muscles flexing,
shifting under a network of scars. “It’s not about what you do, Glass. It’s
about what you say you do, and what people think you do.” He flopped back
down on the bed. “Damn, sounds like you need a massage. Want me to do it,
or should we send someone up to the room?”

Crystal’s shoulders hunched. “Oh, come on. My husband used to change
the subject like that.” A thought came unbidden: Toby would never have done
that. She could just picture his lively brown eyes fixing on her face, the slight
tension in his shoulders that said he was interested in something—

He held his hands up in mock surrender. “All right, all right, tell me
about this big discovery of yours, and why anyone would care about some
book of dirty poetry.”

“Why would they care? Look at the publisher’s name. It’s right there.
2036, International Summit, United Consciousness Press. I did some research,
and it looks like this is a first edition. Do you even know what that means?”
“Indulge me,” said Kial, rolling over on his back.

“It means it was intended to be paired with the original book. And that
drastically changes how a lot of things come across. But it was supposed to be
something official.”

“So why isn’t it everywhere?” grumbled Kial. “Or being sold as a two-
parter with the first book?”

“That’s the thing, isn’t it? There have been rumours of other copies, but
they always get tracked down and destroyed.” She tapped it. “Or locked up, or
confiscated. It seems like this might be one of the rarest books in the world.”

“Sounds valuable.”

She didn’t miss the interest in his voice. It broke her heart.

She rounded on him. “Money? Is that it? That’s what finally gets you to
notice what I’m talking about?”

“Hey, hey, I’m a practical man, Glass. I have to survive out here.” He sat
up and crossed his arms, glowering.

“Y’know, you’re a lot different from what I remember.”

“People change. And I couldn’t be myself back then. Let’s just say a few 
years really put things in perspective.” He smirked at her and looked at the
ceiling. “And a little death. It was a close shave. I just want to enjoy myself 
now, y’know? Let other people deal with things, because it’s not like I can
make a difference anyway.”

Crystal took a deep breath. She suddenly wanted to cry, or to punch 
him, and it felt like something jagged was in her chest. “I think you should
go.”

“Hm? Are you sure?” He looked genuinely taken aback.

“Yes. It’s just…” she took another deep breath. “You aren’t lying to me,
now. You really are your own man, and there’s something pure about that.
About the way you are.” She paused. “But you’re a terrible human being. Can
you be a better person? Can you care about politics and colonist rights? Just
tell me the truth.”

He leaned back slowly, frosty grey eyes still meeting hers. He didn’t
answer. But something in him seemed to be crumpling.

“I don’t expect you to say yes. But I can’t love a man who doesn’t give a 
sweet damn about anything except himself.”

He almost opened his mouth to argue, but stopped. He wasn’t a young
man, thought Crystal, and he knew better than to argue with a woman who’d
made up her mind. And that word, “love”—she’d seen him flinch. And
although they’d made no promises to each other, it still stung that he didn’t
want it.

It would have been one thing if he was, say, aromantic, or somewhere on
that grey spectrum. Or even if he was traumatized. He probably was, she
thought bitterly, but that didn’t excuse being an asshole, or keeping people at
arm’s length for his own convenience.

He got up from the bed silently and gathered his clothes, then started
getting dressed.

“We’ll probably keep running into each other,” he said, putting one leg
into his sleek black trousers.

“I know. But I’m an adult, and so are you. And I can keep it
professional.”

She almost didn’t know where her own certainty and strength was
coming from, but her voice didn’t falter.

He gave her a more genuine, regretful grin. “That’s a shame. This has
been fun. But you can count on my discretion.” He buttoned his shirt matter-
of-factly, his scars sliding out of sight beneath textured white fabric.

Crystal nodded. There was a lump in her throat, and her eyes were
burning. “Thanks,” she said abruptly.

He paused by the door, jacket draped over one shoulder. “And if you
change your mind, you know where to find me.”

He tapped the doorframe, then closed the doorlock. She heard his boots
on the stone for a moment, and then nothing. The hotel was very well soundproofed indeed.

Crystal let out a brief, shuddery breath. She wanted to cry for a moment,
and then she felt calm, and surprisingly good. A sense of tremendous relief.

She messaged Jaria. “Hey—are you busy? I have an idea, and—well, I
have gossip.”

“Of course I’m free. Especially for that. Dinner?” Jaria sent back.

Not long after, she met them in a beachside restaurant. She chose a 
shimmering, translucent silver dress that bared her left leg to just above the
knee. It was light, fluttery, and elegant, and she felt so deliciously free in it. A
thought came to mind—Would Toby like this dress? —but she shooed it
aside. Her long sleeves flickered in the breeze, unbuttoned, but the chill slid
right through the deep, soft v-neck of the dress.

“You appear very beautiful,” said Wirri in Commontung, extending his
long neck slightly as he looked at her.

“Oh, thanks! I never got to wear a lot of my fancy clothes with Jai, so
I’ve been really enjoying just dressing up for no reason.” She smiled at him.
“But I’m actually celebrating tonight.”

“Excellent!” crowed Jaria, offering her a toothy grin. “What is the dish?”

Crystal set her hands on the table, spreading her fingers out, and took a 
deep breath. “Well, three things, I suppose. First—I dumped Kial today.”

Jaria smirked. “Good riddance. He is sleazy and unprincipled.” Her
pupils widened. “This delights me. I would like to hear the reason for your
decision, but tell me your other announcements first.”

“Second—I’m going to divorce Jai. For sure. The problem with Jai isn’t
just that he’s a killjoy. He’d be fine for someone less…like me. I’m all about
getting up and being social and taking risks. He wants a quiet life and a
quieter wife. It’s not that he’s really a bad man, but for me, he’s the event
horizon of boredom.”

Jaria nodded. “I am not surprised. And the third thing?”

Crystal inhaled again and closed her eyes. “I think I have a way t o 
seriously mess up things for the HuCon.”

Jaria looked even more interested. “Why would you sabotage your own
species?”

Crystal waved her hands back and forth. “No, no! Not—not like that! I
mean it would help. See, Spiritualism has become a huge part of the legal 
system. But this book? It has information that would undermine and discredit
that system.” She took a deep breath. “It would disrupt things a lot. And that
crack could let some light in. Or at least undermine Spiritual control before
elections.”

Jaria eyed her with interest. “I am no expert, but it has potential.”

“Thanks. It’s just, knowing about voting and working together opens
the world for people in the same way as wormholes open paths across space.”
She paused. “But they have to know about their rights.”

“So how would you get them the information?”

“Well, that’s the big idea I had. How much would it cost to hire every
pirate you know to download or airdrop copies of the information? It’s digital,
so it might take time, but—they couldn’t stop a flood like that.”

Everyone at the table was silent. Appetizers she’d ordered had arrived,
and she poked at morsels of fruit.

“Would that be enough to change everything?” Jaria asked.

“I don’t know. But if we organize voting information packets and
everything—it might be. Either way, it’s worth trying.”

“Crystal,” said Wirri, tilting his head, “I am worried for you. This will
take much time. What about your work? You are welcome to stay here as long
as needed, or with us at our homes on Ytera. You are like a clutchmate.”

Unexpectedly, she teared up. “Thank you so much. I do have a lot of 
money in the bank. A lot from our work. And divorcing Jai will entitle me to
my share of our combined earnings, so I should be comfortable for a little
while.”

“But your career,” persisted Wirri.

Crystal shook her head. “It can wait. And frankly, if the Spiritualists
keep going like this—who’s to say I’ll even have one? Humans will almost
certainly get booted out of the Infed if they realise the extent of our inequality
issues. We all know the code of conduct. And—frankly, as it is, my work is—
it’s supporting slavery, Wirri.” Her tongue went dry. “Or something much too
close. I can’t do that in good conscience. I have the luxury of time and money,
and I have to use those privileges. I’m not immensely wealthy, but it’s more
than nothing. And someone has to do it. So why not me?”

There was a long pause. Jaria placed a hand over Crystal’s. “I think
you’re doing the right thing,” she said in her best English, “and I will help
you, my friend.”

She squeezed Jaria’s soft, finely scaled hand. “Thank you. I think we’re
really, really going to need it.”

“We?”

Crystal nodded and took another slug of her fruit juice, finishing it.
“We’re not the only people who want to fight the Spiritualists—and if we can
get representatives from the colony planets to the Solar System, maybe one of
them could stand in court and indict the Spiritualists and their affiliated
companies for what they’ve done to Indus and other planets.”

“Doesn’t that mean one of them could be arrested?” Jaria’s plumage rose
in alarm. “And Sarah, too?”

“Toby as well,” Crystal confirmed. “But I looked up the laws about
prosecuting these things, and all the power is in the Sol System.” She spread
her hands again. “It’s a big risk for everyone. But it’s the best thing I can think
of—and I don’t know who we can talk into it. And it could fuck up my career
because of the TorYoBiKobased reputation laws. But it’s the only way. We
have to go back.”
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G-forces pulled on their bodies until the gravity equalizers kicked in.
The atmosphere really was quite thick.

The Maria Negra surged through the layers, out into the deep blue
infinity sparkling with distant worlds—and then, Sarah realised she could talk
again. And that one of the people she’d wanted to meet most in the world was
there, right next to her. If she leaned over, she could probably smell Patience’s
skin.

Stop that. Don’t be so maudlin. What’s wrong with you? Oh gods, oh 
gods. She’s here. She’s right here.

“We’re gonna have to take a new route back, by the way,” Paulo called
from the front.

“Longer or shorter?”

“Depends on what I can arrange. I’ll be running comms, see if I can talk
people into giving us a lift. But we might have to use the engines a lot.”

Patience rubbed her forehead. “I have a few friends in low places myself.
Let me know if you need a hand negotiating.”

Paulo turned around in his seat to give her a concerned look. “Ma’am,
you really think that’s a good idea?”

Patience chuckled slightly. “Captain, you overestimate my importance
greatly. I’m just one political activist in a rather large galaxy.”

The sound of her chuckle made Sarah’s knees weak, even though she
was sitting down.

“Important enough for people to try’n kill you, and for other people to
want you safe. And you’ve done some damn good work down there,” Paulo
added, in a tone of more respect than Sarah’d ever heard him use.

“Please, I’m just one woman.” Patience delicately sniffed herself, then
winced. “One woman in desperate need of a shower. And if possible, a bath in
the future would be wonderful.”

Sarah suddenly became aware of the fact that she, and everyone in the
ship, stank of swamp mud and fearful sweat, and she was still wearing the
Spiritually conforming attire they’d donned to escape notice at the space
elevator.

“It’s an air/water shower, and there’s a compartment above the toilet for
laundry,” confirmed Toby. “But it’s tiny. You have to sit on the toilet, kind of,
when you shower. I guess we’ll have to take turns. Feel free to go first,
Patience. You’re a guest, after all.”

“Uh, shit,” Sarah blurted out. “Paulo, do you have—”

Paulo grinned, slammed a button, and got up, then walked towards the
storage area. Moving a couple of boxes around and undoing a hatch, he pulled
down a wall cot. “What, did you think there was only one bed?” he
deadpanned, staring straight at Sarah.

Sarah blushed. “I’d sleep on the floor,” she said defensively.

Paulo laughed. “I wouldn’t letcha. No, there’s hammocks in that
compartment up there,” he patted a spot, “another fold-down bunk-style cot,
and I got a real nice hammock in the cockpit. Nanofiber adjusting fabric, too.
Won’t fuck up your back, ‘cause it creates support.”

“I thought those were just more storage hatches,” mumbled Sarah,
feeling embarrassed.

Paulo slapped the bunk proudly. “Not unlike myself, the Maria Negra 
both packs a lot and can take even more in the rear.”

There was a moment’s pause, and none of them could keep their faces
straight. Even Patience giggled.

Her laughter trilled an arpeggio, and she clapped a hand over her
mouth, clearly selfconscious. “Ahem. I’ll be right back,” she said, edging over
towards the small, narrow washroom.

As she pattered over to the narrow closet, Sarah took one look at Toby, 
then flopped on her back.

“My sheets!” he protested.

“The mud on me is dry,” she muttered.

“Wow.”

“Wow. But we made it.”

“I guess we did.”

There was a long moment of quiet.

“By the way, I got chlorophyll cartridges from the fuel station,” called
Paulo.

“Thank you,” called Sarah.

“De nada.”

It suddenly occurred to her that while she was lying on Toby’s bunk,
reeking of mud and fear-sweat, Patience was taking her clothes off.

She started to sweat for entirely different reasons, then thought, don’t
be so horny. You barely know the woman, really. Never mind the gracile way
she bent, then stretched her arms over her head like a dancer. Never mind the
way her braids would cluster in the cloth wrapped around them and fall down
to brush her soft brown shoulders, the lovely dark skin. Did she have scars,
too?

Stop that, she told herself. To keep her thoughts from prurience, she
threw on some music privately and grabbed a book from her digital library.
Lying on her back, she set her visual background to moderate opacity and
cued up something historical but interesting. Paladin’s Grace by T.
Kingfisher—a good choice, and a romantic urban high fantasy with a bit of
murder mystery would be a welcome relief.

When Patience was done, Sarah excused herself to take her place. As
they passed, a hint of clean, fresh skin and perhaps coconut oil hit her. It took
everything in her not to turn around as Patience went past—but then she
turned anyway. Patience was looking at her with those warm black eyes, deep
and liquid and lovely, and she gave Sarah a little smile.

Sarah was sure her smile back looked terribly foolish and fulsome. Her
face burned as she walked into the stall.

Setting it to “water” for the sheer luxury of it, she focused on the
warmth and heat, and inhaled the forgiving steam.

She left her hands at her sides and just leaned against the wall, letting
the water trickle over her face and down her body, tracing paths over curves
and angles and scars. When a couple of minutes had gone by, and she was
pretty sure she was clean, she shut the water off and fished her clothes out of 
the tank above the toilet. They were dry and clean—a mix of both oldfashioned water and voracious cleaning microbes did the trick nicely. She
shook her clothes off, gave them a quick air blast from the shower, and
stepped into her jumpsuit. She shook the Spiritualist cloak out and draped it
over her arm, then stepped out awkwardly.

“Your turn, Toby. Unless you wanna go, Paulo?”

“Nah, let Toby go,” Paulo called from the front. “I’m picking mud out of 
my boot treads.”

Patience had settled at the meal/worktable under the viewing screen, on
the opposite wall.

Sarah reached for a brush and started working on her hair, which was
still a bit damp, and gently picking knots out from the bottom up. It wasn’t
very long, but it tended to tangle—thick brown waves now past her
shoulders.

“Paulo,” called Patience timidly, “next time we make a stop, I could use
some hair oil? I don’t want to be any trouble.”

“No problem,” he called back. “You got a favourite brand?”

“A brand? Oh. I—I like Qhemet and Eden. But if they just have coconut
oil or jojoba, or even olive, I can work with that just fine. Soybean or
sunflower, too,” she stammered.

He laughed. “All of ‘em?”

“Oh, no! Not at all! My apologies, I just meant—anything’s good
enough for the time being, really. I just need to maintain my—my hair. Or,
well, I like to. I have a bit, but if we’re travelling a while—you know.”

She seemed flustered, thought Sarah with amazement. How could she be
embarrassed? It was such a little request—every convenience store sold
personal care products for various species, and every fuel station usually had a 
convenience store attached.

“No worries. We can venture into a shipping depot if need be. We’re
travelling light right now.”

“I don’t mind carrying my weight,” Patience added, her face looking a
little tight. “I haven’t forgotten how to clean, or anything.”

Paulo came out of the cabin for a moment and gently leaned on the wall.
He offered her a warm smile. “Hey, hey, I’m happy to offer a little hospitality.
I’m sorry it ain’t much. But a woman like you doesn’t have to worry about
‘pulling your weight,’ though. You’re a hero.”

“Perhaps so,” she said, a hint of colour coming to her cheeks, “but I’m
still just a person. And—and I’d hate to impose. I don’t need you to worship
me or take special privileges. Please.” She looked down at her hands.

There was a long, awkward pause. “Um, since we’re going to be stuck
here for a while,” ventured Sarah, “do you have any favourite music? Or
books? I have some saved ones I can send you. Or project, if you don’t have
implants.”

“That would be lovely,” blurted Patience. “My gods, I’m not sure when
the last time I just sat and watched a movie or a holo was.”

“How about Love and Other Complications?” Sarah suggested.

“I thought you didn’t like that holo,” said Toby.

“I didn’t not like it, I just didn’t really get it. It’s really long,” she said,
shooting an apologetic look at Patience.

Patience gave her a smile of relief. “I’m sure it’ll be great.”

After setting the movie up on the viewscreen, Sarah glanced helplessly
between the bench and bunks. She spread her hands. “Uh, guest’s choice. We
have the illustrious floor, the luxurious bed, and the firm and reliable bench
seating.”

Patience tittered, but held her arm shyly.

Toby rolled his eyes, then plunked himself on the bed. “Sarah, sit next to
me. I’m taking the wall side. There’s enough room for three if you want,
Patience.”

“That would be fine,” she said, inching over.

Then Sarah was leaning on her cousin, cuddling him platonically, and
on the other side, Patience was sitting very straight-backed, and there were
just a few centimetres between them, and Patience’s braids were resting on
each of her shoulders softly, and her shoulders were so narrow and delicate—

Sarah swallowed and got up for a glass of water. “Could you put on
some tea?” called Paulo, striding into the cabin.

“Absolutely,” she said with relief. “Patience? Tea or coffee? Or
something else? I recommend tea, though, because Paulo is an absolute freak
for it. And we have liquor, obviously, if you want something stronger.”

Patience glanced at Paulo with clear uncertainty. Sarah knew her own
manners were questionable, but she’d never met someone so polite. But
perhaps there was a hint of fear in her expression, as though she was worried
about offending them. In interviews and articles, Patience had alluded to being
a servant in very oppressive conditions.

“Maybe a masala chai or rooibos?” Sarah offered. “Or herbal tea, if you
want something really calming. He has a lavender-chamomile-mint blend
that’s really nice.”

“It’s just solar greenhouse. Comes from the Isis Moon Company,
though,” he mumbled.

Sarah’s eyebrows arched. Paulo, mumbling? He was nervous.

Patience glanced at Sarah for a moment with a hint of relief flickering in
her eyes. “The masala chai would be nice. It’s popular on Indus, no surprise.”

Sarah nodded. “Actually, I uh, worked on Venus for a few months a long
time ago, like just after university? Just like, at a satellite mall diner. It was a
total greasy spoon, dhaba kind of place anyway. Really good curry, samosas,
pakoras, and these parathas that would make you faint—they were so rich and
fatty, loaded with vegetables or paneer, and smothered with this butter they
made in-house from cloned cells. They did some Indian pizzas, too, that were
pretty good. Basically a heart attack on a plate.” She closed her eyes in bliss.
“They had such a great farming setup, too, with these floating greenhouses
with hyperdense hydroponic farming things. Everything smelled like curry
and spices, and it was heaven.”

Patience sighed. “Okay, you’re making me homesick already. We’ve been
living on crappy printed food and a lot of smuggled rations. I would love a
nice hot curry with some fufu—it’s kind of like a dumpling,” she explained, as
Sarah’s brow furrowed with inquiry. “Or chicken or soy with peanut sauce, or
hot pili pilis.”

She licked her lips, which were full and generous, but a little chapped. “I
look forward to sharing a meal with all of you as soon as it is safe.” She
blinked for a moment. “That will be very strange. I’ve been caged for so long.”

With a heavy sigh, she leaned back against the ship wall, scootching
back on Toby’s bed.

When the tea alarm chimed, Sarah jumped up to grab the brews. She
prepared some assam for herself, a soft white tea for Toby, a lapsang souchong
for Paulo, who leaned against the bunk with his long legs crossed, and the
masala chai for Patience. The steeping cups and saucers spread across her
tray, she padded over and handed them out to everyone.

The Yteran lovers were engaged in a complex three-part song and
dance number about their struggles with each other, a flash-forward from
later in the story’s continuity. It was easier to follow the movie now that she
was seeing it for the second time, and she liked it more.

“The tea is wonderful,” said Patience gratefully, sipping the brew and
curling herself around it for warmth. They sat quietly for the rest of the
movie, pausing partway through for a printed curry dinner.

After the movie, Paulo got to his feet and stood to pace. “All right. I got
some news. I’ve been corresponding with a bunch of others, looking on some
of the networks for anonymous docking and transport resources. We’re on a 
route out past Surya, and we should be in an empty zone in the next couple
hours. After that, we have to get to the Domina system. It’s got a small
Coronite colony, and a transport contact. Probably going to be a couple
weeks, though.” He grimaced apologetically. “If we take the same route back,
we risk a trace, so we’re zig-zagging. That’s a long time for a little ship like
this.”

Patience smiled and dipped her head. “Captain Silva Gould—”
“Just Paulo’s fine, ma’am.”

“—Captain Paulo, you and your crew saved my life. A few days in a 

cramped space is infinitely preferable to a coffin. They are far less roomy than
your cabin.” Patience gestured. “And the tea selection is far worse.”
Sarah laughed harder than she expected to, and snorted. She clapped a 
hand over her mouth, chagrinned, but Patience’s lips curved up.

Sarah smiled back sheepishly, and their eyes connected.

Patience crossed her legs and leaned forward, still coiling around her
cup, the leaves set off to the side.

Paulo glanced between them. “Hey, Toby, can you help me in the
cockpit?” he said casually.

“Sure,” said Toby, getting up to follow him. The doorlock slid shut
behind them.

“It’s a little strange to be around someone who knows so much about
me,” Patience confessed suddenly.

“Oh! Um, I guess. But like, that’s the professional version of you. The
interviewyou. I know you’re still a person outside of that,” Sarah blurted.

At that, Patience seemed to relax. “Thank you. I’m sure I’m a bit
disappointing in person. In truth, I prefer listening to talking. Having to—to
throw my weight around, with all those speeches and interviews—” she
winced.

“Well, I talk too much for my own good, so maybe I can be of service,”
Sarah deadpanned.

Patience laughed again, and her warm, dark eyes sparkled. The cabin’s
illumination level had been set to “moonlight” now that they were done the
movie, and an ethereal blue glowed across her high cheekbones and the wide,
gentle curve of her nose.

Seeming to notice her staring, Patience smiled a little awkwardly.

“Oh, sorry. I—got lost in thought.”

“That’s all right.”

“Wow, you really are patient.”

That made her laugh, too. “That is one of the reasons I chose it.” She
glanced down, thick lashes hiding her gaze again. “The truth is, I’m just one
person, and I might be the face of it, but the movement is what matters. Not
just me, but the many.” Her mouth twisted. “I feel some guilt and confusion
about why anyone would care to provide me a personal stipend, but now that
we’re off Indus, I can access it again. That crowdfunded income should still 
have accrued, if I understand things. Perhaps we can use it to help my
people—and the other colonists being worked to death.”

There was a steel in her voice that thrilled Sarah. “Listen, I know you’re
human—well, like, just one person—but I’m not sure you know how amazing
you really are.”

Patience glanced down, her long lashes shielding her gaze again. “I
didn’t do this alone, learn to hold on just by myself. Before I took this name, I
was called Margo. But Margo—she feels like a different girl.”

She drew in a breath, one elegant and scarred hand following the curves
of the silvery vacuum chamber glassteel teacup before her. “There was
another woman at—at the reformatory. Her name was Clarice.”

Her eyelids fluttered shut, tears beading her dark lashes like stars in the
night sky. “She—she was so brave. I wasn’t brave, not back then. I—we
helped each other survive. I was so young, then—not just in body, but—even
for what I went through…” She exhaled. “Forgive me. I’m…not used to
talking about myself. Not like this. Interviews are—are very different.” She
looked up to Sarah, a question in her eyes.

Sarah stared back, holding her breath slightly, afraid the moment would
break. With a slight nod, she urged Patience on.

“Clarice,” said Patience, and the name sounded like music on her lips.
She smiled faintly. “We held out in the swamps for months. She was a marvel.
Taught me so much. We had to learn on our own, I admit—patchwork
knowledge.” She laughed slightly, as if embarrassed. A shadow crossed her
expression.

“And you rescued others?” Sarah offered, filling it in, but with a question
in her voice.

Patience shook her head. “Not exactly. Well, yes, but some of them were
there before us. But they were scattered, just eking out a living. Clarice, she
unified them. Sent information not only to Klein Michael, but to others who
had been cast out. We coordinated with the entire populations of 
reformatories. It started as a trickle, but we gained so many dissidents.”

“They found the base after we gained enough of a force to be a real
hassle. Someone found out that Klein Michael, our saviour, was a double
agent—not merely running the reformatory, but shipping people out to the
swamps by the dozen.”

“And then?”

“We knew we were in great danger, so we gambled everything on a 
message to the worlds, to the HuCon and beyond. I was the one who sent the
transmission from Indus,” said Patience. “I started this war, I suppose.” She
looked at Sarah with eyes that were full of the weight of that action.

“So...did you write it?”

“No. My wife did.” Patience lowered her gaze. Sarah was almost
relieved.

“And...where’s Clarice now?”

Patience inhaled deeply. Pain etched her heart-shaped face, brought out
the scars and lines. “One of the raids—it was after we first started getting real 
attention. When the movement caught fire. They were—they were dropping
bombs on us.”

Sarah flinched. “Real bombs?” she managed, horrified. “Those are—I 
thought those were relics. Like, real exploding bombs? I didn’t even think
they made them anymore.”

Hardness passed over Patience’s face. “Perhaps they made them specially
for us.” That shadow again. “She got hit while we were sheltering. It—it
wasn’t a good death. We couldn’t take care of her wounds.” She closed her
eyes for a moment. “She still tried to drag others to safety. Can you believe
that? Could barely walk, legs full of shrapnel, and still…” she touched the
stem of the glass gently. “And then she died in my arms a few hours later.”

Sarah’s stomach sank. She wanted to reach across, to gather Patience in
her arms and tell her everything would be all right—but she wasn’t sure if 
Patience wanted that. Now that she was here in front of her, she realised she
didn’t know that much about Patience. And a small, petty, envious part of her
piped in, How am I ever going to compete with that?

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know everyone says that, but—she sounds like
an amazing woman.”

“She was.” Patience’s lips thinned for a moment, and she stared off, then
deliberately brought her gaze back. “But it’s been a couple of years. I will 
never forget her, but neither can I live in the past.

“I had to let go of the girl I was. I changed my name and I left her body
on Indus, with the lights and the bodies in the swamp,” said Patience. “I can’t
forget my life before, and I won’t, but there’s a difference between
remembering it and trying to bring it back.”

Sarah nodded. “Okay, listen, this sounds kind of stupid in the context of
talking to—well, you, but—I feel like I should be trying to be this messiah,
bring people the information they need to save the world. Like you did. But
I’m not,” Sarah said. “I’m just one person among many. Nobody even knows
my name. And I hate to admit it, but I’m not sure we can turn this around. It’s
going to take—I don’t even know what. Public will? There’re so many
elections to keep track of, and so many people to inform, and it feels like a 
fight by inches on every front, all the time. And I can’t just swoop in and save
the day by doing one big, heroic thing.”

Patience cocked her head. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from being
that person, it’s that everything counts. And besides, nobody expects you to
be that. Certainly not me.”

Sarah took a deep breath. “What do you want? Or, what would you
want, if you could have anything?”

“I want to end this war of attrition, this endless suffering under
oppressive governments controlled by businesses who seek profit at the
expense of all else. I want to take back our democracy and let everyone choose
their leaders fairly.” The hardness in her face broke. “And then, I want to be
unimportant again. Just live my life, you know? Put my feet up, spend time
with my parents, my siblings—if they’re still alive.” A shadow again, and she
bit her lip. “I’m worried they’re in a concentration camp somewhere, or
they’ve been killed as retaliation for my actions. I hadn’t seen them in years
before everything happened, but now?” She shook her head.

“That’s brave of you. Sometimes—sometimes I wish I didn’t care, that I
could just hide in the comfort I inherited. I would give almost anything to be
back on Valles Marineris on Mars,” said Sarah. “But if I fucked off to
Marineris and changed my name, maybe even my face…I’d be abandoning
everything. I’m a lot of things, but I’m not that cold. Not yet.

“My whole life, I tried to be…I didn’t think much mattered. I liked
books and parties. Then things went south, and I had trouble getting a job
with my degree.” Sarah cleared her throat. “I bummed around for a while. I
was so bored, doing crap jobs, couldn’t even get on as an editor at crap
papers…I thought Callisto would be a second chance. Talked myself into
thinking of it as a challenge, a refuge. I got sick of bumming around. I wanted
structure.”

Patience smiled sadly. “You got more than you bargained for. There was
a time I would have killed for that kind of boredom.”

“For boredom?”

“For boredom. The freedom to fail. To make poor choices. Any choices.”

She stretched her hands out, emphasizing the point.

Sarah felt humbled. “I never thought about mistakes as a privilege.”

The corner of her mouth lifted. “At least you are honest with yourself.
Many aren’t. Wanting to be a hero is easy, but once people see you that way—
it’s a lot to keep up.” She paused again, and said gently, “I told you I would be
disappointing.”

Sarah shook her head vehemently. “Patience, are you kidding? You’re
amazing. If anything, I like you even more now that I’ve actually met you. I
mean, okay, you’re different, but not in a bad way.” Her face heated. 
“Honestly? I’m kind of glad we’re going to be stuck here for a couple of 
weeks.”

Patience laughed. “You say that, but I’m sure I’ll drive you crazy
eventually.”

Sarah grinned back. “I don’t know about that. I’m much worse.”

“What are your worst habits?”

“I’m messy. I leave my stuff everywhere. And I pace.”

“I bite my nails,” Patience blurted. “And when I blow my nose? It’s like
an alarm horn.”

Both of them burst into giggles. “I’m sure there’s worse things about
me,” Sarah confessed.

“And I look forward to finding them out,” Patience answered, smiling
back. Her braids clustered around her shoulders like vines.

“Oh, by the way, I’ve always loved your hairstyles. I have the wrong
hair texture for them, but they’re so great on you. Sometimes they get trendy,
actually. People dress like you!”

Patience seemed to blush. “Oh no, that will be strange. Ugh—going out
in public? We used to use digital effects for my wardrobe a lot.”

“Whoa, really?”

“Not my hair, though. My hairstyles have always been real. A lot of 
work, but there were a few of us with kinky hair. It was one of the things we
did when there were long stretches of free time.”

She touched one of the shining vines resting by her cheek. “My mother
used to do it like this for me, but they made us crop it short as penance for
violations…I grew it out after I got free.” A soft smile touched her heart-
shaped face. “I taught Clarice how to braid it for me once it was long enough.”

That sadness again. Sarah couldn’t help feeling envy. She wondered if 
she would ever be permitted that grace, the privilege of helping Patience braid
her hair. Her own had a very different texture, and there would certainly be a
learning curve, but the thought of it—gently working a comb through her
locks, rubbing moisturizing oil in, feeling Patience lean against her legs—
Sarah pulled her mind away reluctantly.

“We could get you some of the clothes from the meetings, though,”
Sarah offered. “I’m sure there’s some way to do some shopping online, or like
on the infonet.”

Patience tilted her head. “I’d like that, but—I would feel guilty using the
money like that, any of it.”

“I mean, a couple of nice suits or dresses are going to be important if you
actually go to hearings at a court. You have to show up in person for some of 
those, I think.”

Patience made a face. “I suppose. Wouldn’t it be a waste?”

Sarah shook her head vehemently. “Absolutely not. Hell, if you want,
I’m happy to be your source of bad advice.”

Her lips quirked. “I might need one. But I must admit, I’m pretty
exhausted.”

“Me too.”

“And at this point, I’d settle for some sleep.” She stood and stretched,
yawning—then touched her clothes. “Oh. Right.”

Sarah offered her cloak. “Um, I know it’s got their style and everything,
but it should be comfortable. Do you need an extra blanket or anything? Paulo
has some throws in here, and some pillows.”

“I’ll be all right.”

“Well, I’m here if you need anything.”

She reached out, then hesitated before she touched Patience’s fingers.
Patience took her hand in both of her own. Her hands had wide palms, and her
fingers weren’t especially long, but even with calluses and many dark scars
criss-crossing her skin, they looked delicate, and felt soft. But her grasp was
strong.

Before she knew what was happening, Patience pulled her in for a hug.
She was suddenly aware of how much shorter than her Patience was. She fit
against Sarah beautifully. She couldn’t help noticing, feeling the warmth of 
her breasts and belly through her suit, and inhaling the slight floral sweetness
and soft, buttery scent of her skin. Her arms were strong, and Sarah noticed
her own strength as she hugged Patience back.

They stood like that for a moment, then stepped apart. “Well, thank
you,” said Patience, playing with a braid. Looking away shyly, she wrapped
Sarah’s Spiritualist-style overcloak around herself and padded down the carpet
towards the foldout bunks in the back. “Goodnight,” she called.

“Goodnight,” said Sarah hoarsely.

Sarah flopped onto her back and stared at the bottom of the bunk, her
ceiling. She felt like she’d gotten away with something, like she was running
gleefully as a child.

This wasn’t the end, though. She knew that. Now that they’d saved
Patience, they had to gather a court case. Hell, they had to get back safely to
Nirvana, without getting arrested. Or killed.

The thought of that made her shiver. But then the warmth of Patience’s
body came back to her, the visceral joy in that moment of comfort. Her soul 
felt like it was singing a high, pure note.

Maybe, just maybe, this was going to be all right. Maybe they could
make the titanic efforts needed to roll forward the machines of progress and
change things.

She told herself it was hormones, or infatuation, or just relief after the
adrenaline of the day—but no, there was something sweeter, a thing with
feathers in her chest.

It was hope.

BOOK 5: A JADE’S TRICK
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“We have a problem,” said Paulo grimly, leaning against the ladder
-side
wall up to his loft bed. His glowing irises stood out sharply from his ceramic
white sclera, but there was nothing robotic or unnatural about the scowl he
was giving all of them.

“You’re not kidding,” grumbled Sarah.
“I thought we’d have more time,” Patience murmured, her heart
-shaped
face drawn taut.

“We were all hoping for more time,” Toby finished, propping himself up
on his elbows.

Absently playing with a strand of her wavy brown hair, Sarah silently
reactivated the broadcast. The four of them watched the viewscreen wall.

“—Previously thought missing, rights activist Patience Ngouabi has
allegedly left Indus,” said the newscaster, her brown eyes staring into a
camera and showing no hint of surprise. “After going dark and refusing
interviews for several months, citing personal safety concerns, authorities on
Indus have launched a search for her to take her into protective custody.”
Footage of the swamps they’d been wading through just a few days before.

Patience inhaled sharply, covering the lower half of her face, braids
falling to cover her eyes. “They’re only a few kilometres from one of our
bases,” she whispered. “My people—”

“—wanted you to get free so you could warn the world,” finished Sarah,
lowering herself to a crouch so she could sit next to Patience on her bed. She
reached for Patience’s arm and touched it gently.

Patience clasped a hand over hers with the fierce strength of a
frightened woman.

“The sooner we get you to Nirvana and bring your case to the Infed
courts for an intercession, the sooner they’ll be safe. The only thing that
would happen if you’d stayed is that you might be dead,” said Sarah, staring
into the dark, sparkling infinity of Patience’s eyes.

Patience gazed back at Sarah’s lighter brown eyes and took in a
shuddering breath. She blinked once—and seemed to give up. Tears spilled
over her thick lashes, trickling over her high cheekbones, gleaming over her
dark brown skin.

Sarah inhaled. She’d been avoiding touching Patience, nervous around a
woman she’d admired for so long. But empathy overrode caution. She slowly
offered Patience her spread arms, the invitation for a hug.

Patience threw herself into Sarah’s arms, weeping. She held on tight for
a few minutes.

Sarah closed her eyes, torn between vicarious grief and a burning spark
of dizzy hope and joy. She inhaled the soft, buttery and herbal scent of
Patience’s hair oil and lotions, and squeezed her back.

After a few minutes, Patience cleared her throat and wiped her eyes and
nose on the back of her hand. “Okay,” she said, blinking a few times and
inhaling slowly. Her voice sounded steadier, the lilting open consonants Sarah 
was used to no longer broken by her weeping. “Okay. I should start working
on statements and formal requests for people who’ve reached out before. I
need to arrange legal counsel for a class action on behalf of myself and—” she
touched her forehead. “How do you defend an entire planet?” she said,
hopelessness leeching through her self-collection.

“There’s gotta be some precedents,” said Toby, crossing his arms. His
smooth-lidded eyes narrowed as he squinted at the viewscreen and chewed his
lip.

“I guess we could research that,” Sarah muttered. “I mean, humans
aren’t the only asshole species that’s oppressed their own people, right?
Right?”

Paulo smirked lopsidedly. “I can confirm that much. Out here, it’s all 
assholes.” He spread his arms and dropped them.

“Do we have infonet access?” Toby asked, turning to Paulo.

“Yep, should be in the right range,” he confirmed. “Or rather, far enough 
from the Surya system that we can receive it again. Quantum broadcasting; we
should be able to pick it up. Might have some delays, but archival access’ll 
work.”

Toby exhaled. “Okay, I guess let’s get researching.”

Patience nodded and wiped her face again. “Knowledge is the best
weapon we can carry.” She glanced at Paulo and gave him a little smile, which 
he returned, even blushing a little in admiration. “And I’ve carried my share of
weapons.”

2

Brushing her silver-streaked red hair out of her eyes, Crystal stared at
the quantum communicator and tapped her fingernails on the table.

Jaria let out a huff and picked at her feathers, straightening them with 
her longclawed fingers. “You are doing the repetitive gesture thing. Are you
going to drum a reply into existence?”

Before Crystal could apologize or retort, the machine’s lights glowed to
life. “Incoming message from The Maria Negra,” the readout screen offered,
its announcement scrolling past in several languages—first Yteran, then
Commontung, then English.

Jaria’s slitted blue eyes widened, and her violet and blue crest of feathers
rose in alarm. She squawked in dismay, arching her long neck, her
surprisingly humanlike face looking fearful. “Your repetitive tapping has
worked!”

Crystal laughed, mostly in relief, and hovered a hand over the machine
to accept the call.

“Hey Crystal?” said a gentle, light baritone voice.

“Toby!” she said, her voice going up half an octave in glee.

Jaria’s lips spread into a giant smile as her gaze connected with Crystal’s
again, every one of her very sharp teeth bared in a gloating, shit-eating grin.

Crystal held a finger up to indicate silence and scowled at Jaria. “How’d
it go? Did everyone make it?”

There was a moment’s pause, the encryption delay. The smile fell off 
Jaria’s face, and they exchanged worried looks.

“Everyone made it back unharmed.”

Crystal couldn’t help it; she whooped in joy. Jaria crowed, flaring her
crest of feathers.

“What’s next?” she said eagerly.

Toby paused. “Have you been following the news? Specifically about
Patience Ngouabi, like we asked you to research.”

Crystal felt her smile fall away again. “Oh. Yes. I have notes on that. Ah,
the Spiritualist media wings are—going nuts is almost an understatement.
They’re referring to her as—” she paused, trying to find the least offensive
synonyms, “—as a renegade, an anarchist, a disruptive person—and worse.
They’re trying to play her absence as either a desertion or suicide, and
discredit the whole endeavour.”

Toby let out a sigh. “That’s not really surprising. We just saw some info
about that.”

Jaria had been listening intently, but her eyes widened, focusing on
something else. Standing up, she prowled out of the room, avianoid body as
stiff and alert as though she was hunting something. The doorlock sealed
behind her, and Crystal was alone with the quantum radio.

“Yeah. But, um, independent of all that, I had an idea—you know your
cousin’s copy of the TorYoBiKo? I was reading through it. And the thing is, a 
lot of the laws are based on the conventional edition. So having this secondary
book that dates from the original printing really undermines a lot of the
suppositions those laws are based on. Especially the codes of conduct and
behavioral punishment ones.”

“Huh,” he said, a cautious tone in his voice.

“So I was thinking, if the laws are not only unjust, but based on a 
misunderstanding of the book, maybe that’s a good case for widespread reform
and completely restructuring a lot of the laws? Like, literally all of them.
Multiple constitutions. It would depend on a lot of judicial perspectives,
but…at the very least, it could disrupt things for the powerful.”

Toby was silent for a long moment. “That’s amazing,” he said at last. “I
think that would work? I’m not exactly a legal expert, but having this whole
new book with—with a pedigree and authentication, and everything—that
has to instill some doubt, right?”

“I was doing some research on older editions of it, to see what I could
find out about the publisher, and it seems like previous copies were either
seized or eradicated. There’s a million dead pages on the infonet about it. A
ton of redacted information. A lot of people don’t even think it exists.”

She heard a long sigh on the other end of the line. “Damn. And all this
time, we never even thought of that.” His voice turned wary. “Having that
book was really dangerous, wasn’t it?”

“Without going into the specifics? Hugely. I’m not saying people have
murdered to get a copy of this book, but I’m not saying they’re all on lunar
Neptune cornfarming domes, either.”

“Shit,” he muttered.

“The book’s probably worth a lot, too,” she mentioned belatedly. “I
haven’t let it out of my sight since I pieced that together.”

“I’m more concerned about what’s between the covers,” Toby said, a 
note of urgency in his voice. “But how are you going to distribute it?”

“Oh, I’ve been reading it cover to cover, and scanning and storing the
pages as I go. From reading it, my implanted computer’s creating an archive.”
She tapped her brow and grinned.

“But how are you going to distribute it?”

She grinned. “Oh, I was thinking we could work on that together.
Maybe talk to some of the pirates about information bomb drops on various
planets and routes. They can’t suppress the book if it’s simultaneously being
distributed to multiple worlds and uploaded to many channels at once.”

She heard a soft slap. “That was my hand and my forehead,” Toby said,
his voice muffled. “Godsdammit. Crystal, I wish we’d talked to you sooner.”

“Hey, sometimes it takes an engineer to figure out what a humanities
expert can’t. And vice versa.”

“Well, consider me impressed.”

“Thanks, but it was nothing, really.” She sighed. “And of course, if you
want to sell the original edition, to the right buyer, it would probably be
worth a lot—at least, that’s what Kial seemed to think.”

“Oh, right.” Toby’s tone seemed to falter.

“I, um, I dumped him,” she blurted out.

“Oh?” Was that a hopeful note? A warm feeling grew in the pit of her
stomach.

“Yeah. I—I tried to talk to him about this, and he just—didn’t get it.”
She blew air out through her nose. “He just cared about the monetary value.
Not a damn about the human cost.”

“Huh. Can—can I be honest?”

“Of course. Always.”

“He struck me as an asshole from word one. One of those people who’s
trying to prove that he doesn’t care about anything except himself. But
everyone believes something. We all have to serve some ideology, and
pretending otherwise just means letting the world choose for you.” He paused.
“I’m a dork, but I’m a dork who cares about other people.”

“Oh, Toby, you’re not a dork!”

He laughed, and her heart did a stupid little flip. “That’s not what Sarah 
thinks.”

“Well, it’s what I think. And—and I like people who care about things.
That—that was one of the things that convinced me to ditch my husband.
That, and the fact that he, uh, changed my hormonal regime without my
consent so he could get me pregnant. Which I didn’t want or agree to,” she
blurted.

“Oh, shit. That’s assault.”

She closed her eyes. “Wow, that just kind of fell out of my face hole.”

To her relief, he laughed. “Hey, I’m not gonna lie, I was wondering. I
just—didn’t know how to ask.”

“Oversharing deeply personal experiences is one of my other areas of 
expertise, but I usually don’t include it on my resume.”

He laughed harder. “Well, I like it.” His voice softened. “And—Crystal?
I’m glad you’re the kind of person who cares about all this.”

“Me too. I mean, you—I’m glad you care,” she stuttered. Crystal took a
deep breath and closed her eyes. “Oh. Uh, back to the, um, the more important
topic—regardless of the book thing, there’s been some developments. Other
people are coming forward. Other BC survivors. People from other parts of 
Indus, from St. Lawrence, and from the other colony planets—Amazon,
Yangtze, and Danube. The systematic oppression is creepily similar. It’s like
they were working from a handbook.”

“Damn. That’s a lot bigger than I expected. What about the Solar
System colonies?”

“A lot of them seem to be staying loyal, but it’s early days yet. Hard to
say. It’s not like these colonies are totally unified, either? The rich and some of
the politicians are really speaking out against these protestor groups, but on
Amazon, rioters are holding off the government and staking a claim to the
capital.”

“Oh damn, that’s one of the oldest colony planets. That’s a big deal.”

“Yeah. It’s good, but of course, the media’s focusing on the violence and
not, you know, the decades of oppression, persecution, torture, and general 
inequality.”

“As always,” Toby grumbled.

She swallowed. “And there’s more. The other protestor groups? They’re
coming forward to speak on her absence and the way she’s being hunted
down—this movement is gaining momentum. And a lot of it. They asked that
if she’s alive, Patience come forward to join them.” Crystal blinked, her mouth 
dry as she tried to express the enormity of the statement she was about to
present them. “They’re trying to form a negotiating bloc, and they might
leave the Human Conglomerate.”

“Wow,” Toby breathed. “Okay, that’s—that’s a lot.”

“Yeah. I hope she can do it. If we could somehow contact her, I think we
could offer her a lot of help.”

“Mm. She does seem nice. I hear she’s kind of shy.” Toby’s tone seemed
careful. What did that mean?

“She speaks so confidently on interviews,” said Crystal, surprised. A tiny
hint of jealousy flickered through her.

“Yeah, but it’s worth a try, like you said. I’m so glad to have you doing
all this for us. I can’t believe we’ve gotten so lucky.”

At that, she couldn’t hide her smile. Crystal rubbed her tired emerald
eyes. “Okay, okay. I guess I should let you go. Check in again soon, just so we
know you’re all safe?”

“Nothing would make me happier.”

His tone was so warm, she couldn’t help smiling. “Great. Well—I hope
we see you all soon. Get here fast. We definitely need to have celebratory
drinks.”

“I like the sound of that! See you soon.”

“See you.” She reluctantly ended the call. Turning around in her chair,
she found Jaria’s grinning face leaning towards hers.

“Oh, shush!” she said heatedly. Jaria just laughed.
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Sarah rubbed her eyes. “Eve
n with the computer screen right on my
lenses, my eyes are so tired from all that reading today.”

Patience cocked her head. “You have an implanted computer? Doesn’t it
feel weird?”

“Yep, and nope. Non-invasive procedure, just a bot injection, and it
works great.” She sighed. “Unlike my stupid leg.”

“What happened? I’ll admit, I’ve noticed you limping.”

“Oh, they gave me bots with the wrong programming, so after they
broke my leg in prison, it healed a bit wrong, and the tendons were all fucked
up. They’re still too short, and I have nasty muscle spasms randomly
sometimes.” She sighed. “And it aches if I hit the wrong bone. But really, I’m
just glad I can walk at all.”

“You could always cut it off and get a prosthetic,” said Paulo, carrying a 
few shirts into the bathroom to do laundry.

“Hey, I’m pretty attached to my stupid leg, even if it’s fucked up,” Sarah 
shot back.

“Suit yourself, but I haven’t regretted a single one of my augments,” he
said, coming back out.

Patience’s eyes widened even more. “Only rich people had them back
home. I’ve never seen such good quality ones. How many do you have?” she
whispered.

Paulo grinned.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Don’t get him started. He loves his augments.
He’ll be fully synthetic one day, just watch.”

“Just turn me into an alcohol still so I can be used to ferment real good
exotic liquors, an’ I’ll be a happy robot,” he snapped.

Toby snickered, but then sighed. “I’m gonna call it a night too. On the
plus side, I have a list of organizations and contact info we can reach out to. I
was talking to Crystal earlier—”

“—You mentioned,” Sarah confirmed. “And it sounded like Jaria’s aunt
wanted to help somehow, too?”

“Yeah, I think so. Basically, if we can just get back to Nirvana safely,
we’re maybe going to be all right?”

Patience nodded. “A lot of people are going through the same struggles.
If we work together and build a united front, it’ll give us a lot more
bargaining power.” She made a face and yawned. “But that’s a project for
tomorrow.” A look of unhappiness suddenly washed over her face. “I hope I
don’t have nightmares again. It’s not very restful.”

Paulo patted his loft. “You c’n sleep up there, if you want. More room to
roll around than on the cots in the back.”

Patience looked skeptical. “And where will you sleep?”

He jerked a thumb behind himself, towards the spacious cockpit.
“Hammock. I sleep in there half the time anyway. Usually don’t go up to the
loft unless I want a change or I have company over.” His slight smirk made
Patience grin back.

“Okay, I’ll give it a try,” she accepted.

“Great. Sarah, can you come here an’ help me look for an extra set of 
sheets? They’re somewhere here in storage.”

“Oh, uh, sure.”

Sarah hurried all the way to the back of the ship, to the storage area 
with its endless cabinets, drawers, strongboxes, and layers of concealment.

“You gonna pop like a bag in an airlock?” he muttered to her,
rummaging loudly through a box of clanking metal things.

“If I don’t fall apart first,” she snapped, yanking open a door. “Oof.”

“Careful there. Watch out for the hatch.”

“You could fit an entire guest room down here, damn,” said Sarah,
clambering down a narrow ladder carefully.

“Ah, I see you found the safe room,” Paulo confirmed.

“Holy fuck, there’s so much space down here,” Sarah called up, muffled.

“I mean, you’ve seen the ship from the outside. Didn’t’cha think the
living quarters looked a little small?”

“I mean, maybe, but not that small.”

“Well, now you know. Just hope you don’t ever have to use it.” He
pointed downward, to the miniscule space.

Curious, Sarah hopped down the ladder, wincing slightly as her knee
sparkled with pain.

“So, you gonna ask me for some privacy, or just keep doing that
awkward tango?” Paulo said, giving her a lopsided smirk.

“Ugh,” Sarah grumbled. “I just—how do I even start? It’s weird. Like,
I’m really into her, don’t get me wrong, but—I feel like I have a weird
advantage, because I already knew stuff about her, and she’s only just met me.
And I don’t want her feeling beholden because I saved her life, or
something—”

“Whoa, whoa,” Paulo said, planting a heavy hand on her shoulders. “Kid.
Every relationship will have its weird little power dynamics. But that’s what
awkward questions are for. You just gotta ask ‘em, an’ deal with the fear, an’
that’s that. Nothing ever has a totally perfect moment to start from—and if it
does, it’s rare. Hell, this is just about perfect.”

“What if she’s not into me?”

He huffed and rolled his eyes. “Highly unlikely, but if she isn’t, then you
just sit with it and deal with the sadness, and then you move on. Be honest.
Can you cope with it?”

“Yeah, I can,” she whispered.

“So what are you afraid of?”

“—Nnot being rejected. Like, if she’s into me, then what?”

“Then you do your best, like anyone else. Get to know her like you just
met her. The other stuff, if you know it already? You gotta just see that as a 
bonus. An’ besides, gettin’ to know someone is one of the best parts.”

She let out a long huff. “Okay, okay. Thanks. So, uh, about those
sheets?”

“Oh yeah, they’re right here.” He opened another door behind her and
pulled out a set of silvery-grey bedsheets folded neatly into a crisp layered
cake of fabric. “I gotta wash the other ones, I wasn’t lyin’ about that.”

Sarah clambered out first, making a face as she twisted her ankle the
wrong way, and Paulo followed her. He peeled off to go back to the cockpit
and check their navigational headings, then plonked the sheets into her arms.
“Go up there.”

“Okay…” She took a deep breath and prepared herself, then hit the
button and opened the hatch.

It was a very well-designed space. Viewscreens curving across the walls
and ceiling presented a refined, stylized image of the starry depths outside,
spattered with hints of distant colour and brightness from nebulas and
planets. The mattress, as she crawled over it, was thick and supportive, but
cushioned every motion. She couldn’t even feel the metal roof of the cockpit
below her. A narrow side wall on each edge of the king-size bed had just
enough room for—she checked—a teapot and teacups, which stuck to the
shelf magnetically. A few small containers of tea were packed into a panel, and
there was a very, very small sink/fountain that revealed itself behind a hidden
hatch.

On the other side wall, the panel drawers contained a wide variety of 
vibrating and insertable sex toys. She grinned to herself, lifting a thick, wide
purple silk ribbon and some lace-trimmed leather cuffs out—

“Very nice,” said Patience in a whisper, popping her head up through the
hatch.

“Oh!” Sarah fumbled, cramming the cuffs and ribbon back into the side
wall. “They aren’t mine,” she stammered. “I was being nosy. Shit. That’s
probably not better.”

Patience covered her mouth, giggling. “Don’t worry, that’s not the first
pair of those I’ve seen.” She pointed to the cuffs, her eyes sparkling. “When I
first met my wife, she’d somehow managed to smuggle some sex toys and
lingerie and things in the suitcase she brought into the BCC.”

Sarah’s eyes widened. “Damn, that’s brave,” she whispered. “I wish I’d
done something like that.”

A hint of sadness touched Patience’s smile. “She was very brave. And
funny.” She scooted over, closing the hatch. “It’s something I like about you a
lot, too.” She glanced down, her eyelashes fluttering with nervous blinks. “I
mean, not that you’re her. I don’t mean—I would never try to replace her. Or,
I mean, be with someone just because they were like her. I just—erm.” She
took a deep, shaky breath.

Sarah picked up a pillow and shook it out of its confines, replacing the
covering. “Have, uh, have you dated anyone since? Or—what kinds of
attraction do you have?”

“Oh, just, er—demisexual, alloromantic, but mostly just women and
feminine people.” She glanced down again. “You?”

“Any gender, any time,” Sarah blurted. “I mean, not that I’m—okay, I
would be a slut but—you know. Trauma stuff.” She lifted a hand.

The smile lowered, wavering. “We were always worried about getting
caught,” Patience said, smoothing the fresh sheets over the mattress absently.
“Of course, it was better when we formed the rebel camps.” A coy warmth
came to her expression. “We—were able to express ourselves more freely out
there. Everyone did. You can imagine.”

Sarah grinned. “How expressive were they?”

Patience covered her face, giggling. “Forgive me,” she said, smiling.
“You just—have that effect on me. It’s been a while since I could laugh like
that.”

Sarah smiled and reached forward for her hand, but her legs were bent
off to the side, and the motion set off her injury. She gasped in pain.

“Are you all right?”

“Oh yeah, I just need to massage it.” She painfully stretched out her leg.

Pulling the covers out straight, Patience crawled closer. In the confined
space, the soft, mellow scent of cocoa butter and something else herbal filled
Sarah’s nose. “Do you need, um, a hand?” She wiggled her fingers.

“Oh.” Sarah turned red. “S-sure.” Biting her lip, she unzipped her
pantleg to the thigh, the loose grey canvas parting, full pockets clanking to
the mattress. The scars of white and pink keloid criss-crossed her left leg, over
the muscle and along the bone. “Sorry, I know it’s ugly.”

“Shh,” said Patience. Reaching for the muscles, she pressed a slender
finger against the middle of the calf. “Where does it hurt?”

“Alphabetically, or chronologically?” Sarah gasped.

Patience looked at her sideways and clucked her tongue.

“Okay, okay. There’s a tendon along the back that’s all fucked up, the
ankle’s a mess, and the knee is pretty bad. And the whole bone just kind of 
aches sometimes.”

Starting at her ankle, Patience slowly rubbed circles, feeling for the
most tense muscles and gently prodding the swollen joints. “Do you ice it? Or
heat it?”

“Not enough,” Sarah admitted.

She worked her way up. Sarah yelped and gasped in pain a few times,
but by the time she’d rubbed the area up to Sarah’s knee, the muscles were
starting to relax.

“Do you do circle exercises?” Patience asked.

“Not enough.”

Patience nodded. “My mother had bad ankles. Ran in the family.” She
glanced down again. “I’m worried about them. Last I heard, they were all still 
alive, and my siblings too, but I haven’t reached out to them in case it either
exposed me or put them in danger.” She looked forlorn.

Sarah reached for her hand. “Would you go back to Indus if you could?”

“Of course,” said Patience simply. “It’s home. And it’s beautiful there.”
She let out another long breath. “But I have work to do. All I hope is that I
can see them again, even if it’s over qcom.” She crossed her arms. The olive-
green button-up shirt was too big on her. Little mended rips and frayed
corners on the many pockets tore at Sarah’s heart.

“I had a dream that they were shot against a wall in front of me,”
Patience blurted. “Last night.”

Sarah nodded. “I know what you mean. I have nightmares that I’m still 
in the BCC, and—and I have to do embroidery.” She shuddered. “Or that the
guards…”

Patience reached for Sarah’s arm, touching it gently. Through the fabric
of her shirt, she could feel the warmth of Patience’s palm. “Stay with me
tonight? We don’t have to do anything, I just—it might help with the
nightmares. It used to, sometimes, back at the camp. You don’t have to,
though,” she added hastily. “Unless you want to?”

Sarah touched her hand. Thin, faded scars speckled Patience’s limbs. She
swallowed and leaned forward slightly, lips parted, then paused. “Can I kiss
you?”

There was a long pause as she looked into Patience’s deep eyes. In this
light, they were as dark as space, and sparkled with possibility.

She leaned forward slightly, blood rushing to her head. Her lips parted.

Looking up at her, Patience moved forward. She leaned and met her
mouth more quickly than Sarah had expected.

The kiss was so soft, and so much blood rushed to her head, she barely
felt it at first. Her lips were just as soft and full as they looked, and she tasted
sweet. Touching Patience’s jaw, she pressed her lips harder, then tilted her
forehead to tip it against Patience’s. The smooth braids brushed Sarah’s jaw
and temples.

Patience pulled back, faltering. “I want this, but I’m really tired. You
okay with just cuddling?”

Worry flushed through Sarah. She hoped Patience wasn’t upset, or that
she hadn’t done something wrong. “Oh, yeah, of course. Uh, what do you sleep
in?”

“Just underwear is fine. Maybe less, next time?”

She glanced down, then looked up through her curtain of dark lashes,
and Sarah’s core did a somersault. Holy crap I’m going to snuggle Patience
Ngouabi holy crap holy crap holy

This entire night felt like a dream. No matter what happened between
them, or didn’t, it would be more than enough to satisfy Sarah.

Patience paused, and inched closer. She reached for Sarah’s face and
cupped her jaw, brushed a light and uncertain kiss against her lips. Sarah 
opened her mouth, welcoming Patience’s delicate and inquiring tongue. She
tasted earthy and clean, a little like rainwater, and her lips were so soft. Sarah 
could have kissed her forever.

She caressed Patience’s cheekbone, trailing over her shoulder and down
to her collarbone, uncertainly reaching for her breasts through the button-up.
She trailed a soft line down Patience’s ribs.

Meanwhile, Patience took a few moments to explore her curves, then
confidently settled into her arms, burrowing into Sarah’s curves with a happy
sigh.

Bliss washed over her like a warm current in a cold lake. The canvas of 
stars cast Patience in blue shadow, and washed Sarah’s skin to pale, moonlit
adobe. The soft light pierced through the blanket, and Sarah felt chilly for a
moment, even though there wasn’t really a breeze. It was easy to imagine
herself camping in one of the biodomes back home, smelling the pine trees and
dew on the grass, shivering in a nylon tent. Her trembling tonight, though,
was deliciously different.

She had the left side of the bed, and Patience took the right, so Sarah’s
tender left leg could move freely.

They stayed like that for a while, an artificial night sky dappling them
with starlight as they explored and pressed lips to the hidden, beautiful places
they found on one another’s bodies.

But it was a small cabin, despite the illusion. Their tangled bodies
warmed the space, and both of them were sweating. Patience parted and
disentangled herself, offering a sweaty but cheerful grin. “Hope you don’t
mind; I just want to freshen up.” Bending across Sarah, she turned on the
fountain and cupped the water to rinse her face.

Sarah followed suit. It tasted clean and pure. Paulo must have gone for
expensive, high-efficiency filters, Sarah thought.

The mattress was wide and roomy, but as soon as the sheets were rearranged, Patience scooted closer. “Do you mind?” A silky blue cloth was
wrapped around her braids once again, and looked very pretty.

Sarah whispered, “Nothing would make me happier.”

Folding her arm over Patience, Patience tilted onto her side, her left
arm flattened between their bodies. They fit together better than Sarah had
expected, but still adjusted a few times.

Absolutely delighted with how the day had gone, she listened to
Patience’s breathing and the distant mechanical hum of the engine, and slowly
drifted off to sleep.

In the morning, a knock on the hatch door jolted Sarah awake. Patience
was still nestled in her arms, and adorably drowsy. “Mnh?” she said, rubbing
her eyes. In a second, she was awake, and looked tense and ready for danger.

The hatch slid aside, but nobody popped their faces up. “Just me,” called
Paulo. “Toby’s freakin’ out, and for good reason. You might wanna come
down here.”

Sarah glanced at Patience fearfully. The hatch slid closed, and they both
scrambled across it for their clothes.

Sarah leaned over to splash water on her face, then glanced at Patience
with a look of apology. “I was going to make you tea this morning,” she said.
“That is definitely Paulo’s stash of the good stuff.”

“Rain cheque,” she said, scooting over to the ladder. She kissed Sarah on
the cheek and gave her a smile that made her stomach flip, then clambered
down. As she followed, swinging her bad leg carefully, Sarah watched
Patience take off and fold the bright blue wrap, then tuck it in one of the
pockets in her pants. She was still straightening her braids as Sarah came
down, landing carefully on her better leg.

Toby turned a tight expression on everyone and pointed at the
viewscreen.

Graphic renders of Toby, Sarah, and Paulo’s faces sat above rewards
that were worth more than she’d made in a year at her old job. Photos of
Patience were below them, and the reward for her was so high, it made Sarah’s
eyes hurt.

She glanced over at the real Patience, who looked utterly unsurprised,
but dismayed nonetheless.

“—So that’s all over the media,” said Toby in a too-even, high-pitched
voice. “This is fine. This is fine. Right? Paulo?”

Paulo sighed and rubbed his head. “Damn it. There are people out there
who know my face. I always try to keep out of trouble. At least they didn’t get
your real names yet.”

“Yet,” said Toby, blinking. “We’re going to die. How many bounty
hunters are going to come after us?”

“Ah-ah,” Paulo said, holding a finger up. “You say that, but a lot of the
bounty hunters dislike the current system.”

“And what about the ‘apolitical’ ones, huh? Somehow, I don’t think a
discussion of systemic oppression is great for their bottom line!” Toby
snapped.

“Toby,” said Sarah, reaching for him. “Calm down.” She turned and went
for Boo’s cage. “Hamster.” She scooped him out and plopped him in Toby’s
hands without asking.

Toby took a deep breath, then focused on the small white and brown
hamster staring at him with large black eyes. His tiny pink nose twitched.
“Okay, fine,” Toby muttered, transferring the hamster to his shoulder and
going to the food printer for some pumpkin and sunflower seeds. Boo accepted
them greedily, stuffing his cheeks with the morsels as Toby offered them one
at a time.

He carefully petted the hamster’s fluffy coat with a forefinger, then
turned back to Paulo. “What do we do?”

“We drive to Nirvana as fast as we can get there,” Paulo grumbled. “And
we definitely don’t hitch any rides.” He stomped towards the cabin. “There’s a 
stable wormhole shortcut through here, an’ if we wanna get to Nirvana 
sooner, we should take it.”

“Is that safe? We have such a tiny vehicle,” Sarah protested.

“I’ll be honest, it ain’t great, but we can be remoras.”

“What?”

“Okay, so on Earth, there’s these little fish that stick to whales an’
sharks an’ shit.”

Sarah squinted. “What’s a whale?”

“One of the biggest animals on Earth. Very smart. Very nice. We almost
killed ‘em all, but they’re fine now.” He pointed to the viewscreen, which 
displayed a video of a blue whale covered in dozens of tiny fish. “Those little
things? They’re remoras. There’s somethin’ called the Venturi effect that’ll let
us basically fly in the wake of a bigger ship, or hang on for dear life while it
goes through.”

“Have you done this before?” Sarah questioned urgently.

Paulo grinned and padded over to take Boo from Toby. Stroking the
hamster, who looked even tinier in Paulo’s giant hands, he nodded. “What do
you think I did before I got real warp engines, kid?”

Setting the hamster back in his cage, Paulo locked it carefully. With a
tap of his finger, the responsive cellulose gel that digested Boo’s droppings
and offered molding and nesting material switched into cushioning mode. The
hamster would be restrained by the thick gel armour around the edges of his
cage, but it was better than having him subjected to errant G-forces or
floating around the cabin like an errant dust mote. Whenever the Maria 
Negra was in liftoff and landing mode, the ship activated the cage’s smart lock
setting—and it was the same for zero or low-gravity mode. But Sarah knew
that like her and Toby, Paulo liked to do things by hand occasionally, just to
make sure the manual settings still worked.

“Make sure everything’s locked down. We’re gonna send some pings out
to find the biggest ships we can, an’ then I’m gonna see if I can smooth-talk
my way into being a remora.”

“Wait, what happens if this goes wrong?” Toby protested.

“We could get sucked sideways and thrown out in a random direction,
crushed by another ship, caught by other pirates—it’s best not to think about
it. Things can always go wrong, kid. And the chances of us dying aren’t that
high.” He slapped the dashboard, a wide panel of switches arrayed before the
frontal viewscreens. “You have any idea how much I spent on armour for this
baby? Triplesealed against the void. An’ if there’s a breach, I have canned
suits with photosynthetic bots to produce air on the go. Not to mention
backup air and older-model suits. When other people blew their money on
pretty boys and flashy jewels an’ antiques, I beefed up the Maria Negra.”

“Why’d you pick that name for the ship, anyway?” Sarah asked. “I
always wondered.”

“You know about Santa Muerte?”

“Yeah, of course. Enough Martines follow her. She started in Mexico,
right?”

“That’s part of it.” He patted a gearshift. “The other part is a story about
little old lady who ran an entire town. Anyone who crossed her had hell to
pay, an’ even when she lost, she couldn’t get beat. So that’s me. I don’t play to
lose.”

Patience padded over to sit next to Paulo, in the copilot seat. “What do
you need from me?” she said urgently. “Should I hide, or do you need me to
use the clout I have?”

Paulo nodded to her respectfully. “Consider yourself a backup plan,
ma’am. I don’t wanna expose you to any more risk than necessary.” He turned
around and snapped his fingers at Toby. “Hey, you. You like driving. Wanna 
come find out how to broker a ride with freighter captains?”

It took a couple more hours to find both the wormhole itself and get a 
list of ships. Most of them were Infed trade vessels—big, blocky beasts
carrying cargo across the universe, keeping the wheels of the economy rolling
and fulfilling the needs of countless people. Deliveries of medicine, technology,
information, luxury goods, off-world foods—the gamut of things people could
possibly need or want for a comfortable life.

Traffic through wormhole routes usually required reservations and
registrations. Toby read tidbits aloud as he researched, frowning.

“These big ships emit tracking signals,” Paulo shouted, cursing as he
altered their course again.

“Do we have any followers?”

“Most pirate ships and bounty hunters cloak their tracking signals,”
Paulo yelled from the front. “S’why you have to register to get through a 
wormhole. High-velocity objects moving through space? Recipe for
collisions.”

“Hold up, I think I found one,” Toby called. “Okay, like three. Captain
Moussavi, human; Captain Chi’rit, Yteran; Captain Gruoun, Forostian. Longer
shots—there’s a Captain Icacth, but they’re Fysiian.”

Paulo whistled. “Fysiian? They don’t usually get as high as captains.
Lotta prejudice against ‘em. Aggressive folks, mind you. Any Coronites?”

Toby frowned at his projected information and moved his hands
through space to manipulate the images and results. A profile of a placidlooking insect stared back at him. “Yeah, but she’s farther away. Du’ulia T’ath 
C’rit.”

“Nice pronunciation,” Sarah commented. “Their names are really hard to
me.”

“It’s the polyphonic chirps and body resonance. But when you get used
to doing that throat thing for some of the Commontung syllables—”

“Focus,” Paulo said, snapping his fingers back at the cabin.

Patience came up to him and set a hand on his shoulder. “Why don’t you
let me help you pick the routes?” she offered.

He squinted at her. “Can you read maps?”

“A bit. But you’re losing your temper, Captain.”

Paulo took a deep breath. “Sorry. You’re right. Okay. Toby, what ship is
T’ath driving?”

“The Coronite? Uh, it’s a heavy freighter. Industrial. Probably about
half a lightyear away.”

“That’s not that far.” Paulo grinned. “Not with these engines. Does that
profile site have her call sign?”

“Uh, yeah? I’ll send it to you.”

“Perfect.” Paulo grinned and entered something in the channel. A
stream of confusing and eerie, inhuman clicks and stridulations poured from
his throat.

A high-pitched reply streamed from the speakers.

Paulo responded with another creaking, chirping song, sounding like a 
strange living violin. He cut the channel and turned back to the others,
grinning. “She said we can hitch a ride. I recognized her colony. Had a friend
from there back in the day, someone I did a favour for.”

“How many people owe you favours?” whispered Sarah.

Paulo grinned. “I don’t count, but I remember every one of ‘em.”

Uneasiness washed over her. “Shit, how many favours do I owe you?”

That made him laugh. “If I was counting, you’d be up to your ass in ‘em.
But an apprentice gets special dispensations from the arithmetic.”

Sarah wiped her forehead. “Good. Also, how the hell did you make those
noises?”

Paulo shot her a wide grin. “What, you thought all the augments were
on the outside? I got Yteran pipes in here, a Forostian mod, the Coronite
reeds—I’m a godsdamn one-man band.”

Patience cocked her head, interested. “I would like to learn Coronite. It’s
a very pretty language.”

“Good choice. Eusocial insects. Nicest people in the universe,” Paulo
affirmed.

“So, does your friend know about—” Sarah gestured to herself, then
pointed to Patience.

“Nah. Another rule—don’t tell people more than they need to know. If
they ask, tell them as much truth as you trust. Obfuscate or hide the rest
instead of outright lying.” A bitter look stole over his face as he pulled a gear
shift and traced a curve over one of the touch panels. “Kial was always fonder
of a lie, mind you. One of the reasons I didn’t mind saying goodbye when the
time came.”

Patience frowned and gave him a long, steady look, crossing her arms.
“So, who do you trust?”

Paulo glanced at her, raised a brow. “A few people. The ones who earn
it.”

Toby sighed, looking up from the projected maps, and waved them to
the corners of his projected visual field. “So how do other people trust you?”

Paulo shrugged. “I can’t control anyone’s emotions, but I can do what
they ask me, when they need it. Just that alone is more than most people.”

Toby squinted at him. “Do you have an answer for everything?”

“When you’ve done as much as I have, you get a feel for the questions
before they come.”

There was a tracking ping, and on the viewscreens of the cockpit, a ship
presented itself.

“This is all representative,” he said to Patience, pointing at the
“windshield” panel. “Most ships are configured t’ look like analog planet-
bound vehicles ‘cause of the limitations of human brains. Anyway, here’s the
real map.” He pointed to another panel.

“How do you talk so much while you think?” Patience asked, astonished.

“Keeps me calm. I function better with a little distraction. No room for
panic if I’m answering questions.”

A stream of chatter from the quantum comm, and he replied with the
same musical chirps. “All right. Everyone strap into the jump seats,” he said.
“This is gonna be a bumpy ride.”

“How bumpy are we talking?” Toby demanded, buckling himself into
the jump seat behind Paulo. Sarah quickly cleaned up a few loose objects and
checked to make sure Boo was restrained, then fastened herself down.

“Don’t be surprised if it fucks with the gravity a little. I might have to
turn that off while we’re navigating into their slipstream.” Paulo gritted his
teeth. “Hold on.”

A few clicks and switches throughout the ship.

“Warning—artificial gravity is being shut down. Stand by for
deactivation of superconductor magnetic systems.”

Paulo seemed unbothered, humming a bossa nova song to himself again,
but Toby, Sarah, and Patience froze.

“Quantum states are now neutralized. Please exercise caution,” the
Maria cooed.

And then everything was floating—including Sarah’s stomach. It felt
like the world falling away, and she was giddy and sick for a moment, and
then full of glee, like always.

Patience looked grey. “Oh no, this is so strange,” she whispered.

Sarah, strapped into the jump seat behind her, grabbed her shoulder
gently. “Have you ever been weightless before?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “This is so peculiar. I’ve had dreams
like this, where I was flying. It’s like an elevator, but it doesn’t stop!”

Paulo grinned. “Can’t spend too long like this or your bones get all
busted up.”

“Is it safe to move around the cabin?” whispered Patience.

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Paulo said. He tapped something, and the
viewscreens changed subtly. “Glassteel set to show exactly what’s outside.”

Even though he’d done this before, something in Sarah’s stomach flipped
and twisted in pure, elemental fear as the distant stars and planets around her
glimmered into view. The control panel, floor, and seats were solid, but the
spiral arms of the Milky Way swirled in the distance, enfolding them.

There was another bump that sent the ship rolling sideways. A stray
external gravitational field buffeting the ship? Had they bumped into
something? Her guts felt like they wobbled along with it.

Paulo pointed to a colourful patch. “Crab Nebula,” he said, leaning over
to Patience. “It’s all colourful because I have wavelength filters on. If you saw
it with your naked eye, it would just be kinda greenishblue an’ white.” He
grinned. “Some of these ships were just over in that nebula, picking through 
shattered planets.”

“How far away from that is Kepler-62?”

“Isthra, the Yteran home star?” Paulo said, with just a hint of tartness.
“About eight hundred light years apart, if I remember right. Oh, here we go.”

A massive, rather ugly hunk of metal sped towards them. It was
designed for efficiency rather than beauty. Ships, crafts, and even small
asteroids studded its surface like an errant blob of gum covered in gravel.
Some were docked in ports, but some were clearly restrained in place with 
auxiliary chains, bolts, and levers.

The ship itself was massive, blob-shaped—clearly, it wasn’t designed to
land or navigate the atmosphere of anything, and it didn’t need to be
streamlined. But it was very large, at least a kilometre or two across, and had
the scorched, weathered look of something that had encountered both heavy
industrial use and bad luck.

She wasn’t sure what Paulo was looking for. How was he going to land
on this thing, even with algorithms to help? Yet somehow, he had the
practiced, relaxed body language of a man pulling into a familiar garage.

There was a thunk and a clang, and the entire ship shook again. Despite
the lack of gravity, every bone in her body rattled. Then a few more clunks.

Patience gripped Sarah’s hand like it was the only thing holding her
down. “What was that?” she squeaked.

There was a violent jerk that echoed through the whole ship.

“What was that?” Toby whispered.

Paulo coughed. “We’re not aligned with the dock properly. If the base
ship goes through the wormhole without us being fully attached, we could go
spinning sideways. That’s the good option.”

“The good option?” Sarah squeaked.

“The bad option potentially involves getting stuck in the wormhole or
hit by the ship. Try not to think about it.”

A terrified silence descended over the cabin.

Paulo’s forehead beaded with sweat as he concentrated. Automated error
messages droned through the cabin as he tried to latch, then failed to lock
again.

“Wormhole entrance in three minutes. All ships must now be secured
for transport. Failure to clear the area may result in unintended spatial 
dislocation or damage.”

Sarah heard Toby trying to steady his breathing. Suddenly, his eyes
shot open. “Maria, play ‘Mas Que Nada’ by Ben Jorge.”

Cheerful bossa nova music and playful horns filled the cabin. Paulo
smiled, his shoulders relaxing immediately. He tapped a few screens, tracing
his fingers in patterns to guide the ship’s locking mechanisms into the right
configuration.

“Positioning achieved,” cooed the Maria Negra.

Paulo wiped the flesh part of his forehead in relief as he turned back to
them. “Good thinking, with the music,” he said to Toby, dipping his chin in a 
nod. “Calmed me down just enough.”

Toby gave him a weak smile. “Happy to help. Happier to not be
splattered.”

Sarah let out a nervous giggle.

Another stream of more irritable-sounding chirrups and stridulations
came over the comm. Paulo replied with a long, somewhat mournful croon.
“She’s not thrilled with me for taking so long,” he said, clearing his throat.
“But hey, we’re latched. Everyone, get ready.”

Patience’s hand relaxed a little. “So we’re safe?”

Paulo leaned back in his seat, grinning like a madman, and spread his
arms in a stretch—then unclipped himself. Sarah watched as he paddled
through the air, reaching for handholds and nooks and crannies to make his
way over to the sink. He pulled down a shallow, strangely-shaped pot and a 
container of matcha tablets, along with a ball-case whisk. Setting the water to
boil, he extricated a set of narrow, flexible cups. “Safe-ish. Here. They’re
capillary, but be careful with how you suck ‘em up. Tea’ll still be hot.” When
the tea was done, he inserted a long needle-like spout to fill the sleeve cups.

Patience was still whiteknuckling her chair, and hadn’t unclipped.
“How can you drink tea at a time like this?” she whispered.

“We’re in the flow field of this ship an’ clamped on. Very secure. Ah,
have a look at that, we’re going through the hole.” He smiled and toasted as
the ship manoeuvred through a massive tube—no, a ring, she realised.

Sarah glanced from side to side. She could only barely see the edges of
the tunnel. How massive was it?

“Stable holes like this are what my friend Crystal builds,” Sarah said to
Patience.

Paulo floated over with effortless grace. “Takes a lot to keep these
things open an’ make sure they don’t just rip elsewhere.” He zoomed out the
field of view so they could see it. It had to be hundreds or even thousands of
kilometres wide.

“So, what would happen if that went wrong?” questioned Patience,
clutching her sleeve of matcha.

“Something like a fly stuck to a bullet train getting flung against the
wall of a tunnel,” said Paulo casually.

Toby choked on his tea.

“Exactly. That’s why I focused on doing it right, an’ not on what
happens if it goes wrong.” Paulo lifted his sleeve of tea in a toast.

The ship moved into the ring, carrying them with it—and the stars
outside began to stretch. Scintillating patterns danced across the star-covered
walls. They reminded Sarah of the nebula colours, but different somehow.
Between the lack of gravity and the twisting, whirling colours, it reminded
her of the times when she’d done mushrooms—but instead of her body and
mind becoming strange, it was the world around them. Liminal iridescence
spread around the pinpoint stars, rippled, and twisted.

A planet revealed itself, magnificent brown, gold, and sepia rings
surrounding the gold and yellow swirls of a gas giant planet.

Sarah pointed, grinning. “It looks like Saturn back home, in the Sol 
System!”

The lights twisted again, dancing around the room. She suddenly
noticed how dark it was. Paulo must have done that on purpose, she thought.
She glanced over at him.

He was floating with his limbs outstretched, just taking in the sights
around him. He looked relaxed, even reverent—clearly enjoying himself.

“I guess you don’t get space sick, huh?” he said, making eye contact with 
Sarah.

Sarah grinned in delight. “I guess not. This is amazing. It’s so beautiful!”

“I think I’m gonna hurl,” Toby said faintly. He put his head between his
hands, breathing slowly.

Sarah reached over, grabbing a vomit envelope for him, and held it out.
He clutched it, closing his eyes tight, but didn’t open it yet.

“This looks even stranger than it feels. How long till we’re out of the
wormhole?” muttered Patience, still wild-eyed.

“Eh, couple more seconds. But it’ll be an hour or two before we can
unclip an’ I can turn the gravity back on. Gotta get some distance between us
an’ the officials.”

A chatter of Coronite language burst from the comms, and he replied
swiftly in a crooning song.

Sarah unclipped herself at last and started to move around. Shimmering
colours twisted around them again, now pale and pastel. Tiny points of light
and fog spread across one wall, representing the view outside.

“Star nursery,” Paulo said, pointing to it. “Beautiful.”

Sarah floated over and examined it, then zoomed in—but it flicked away.
Ribbons of stars cascaded around them, unknown constellations flicking past
faster than she could make them out. She still tried to watch for familiar
shapes, especially when a slow, wide pulsation stretched space out around
them, but it was too hard to follow. Crystal could totally do it, she thought,
regretting her lack of expertise for a moment.

Toby and Patience glanced across the cockpit at each other. “How can
you be so calm?” Patience asked.

Sarah shrugged. “It’s that or existential terror. And my leg doesn’t hurt
near as much when I’m weightless.” She swam towards the floor, then up
towards the ceiling, grinning, and did a somersault. “C’mon.”

In his cage, looking somewhat confused, Boo was clinging to the bars.

Patience glanced timidly at the enormous cargo freighter that spanned
on either side of the little ship, then back at Sarah. “All right, fine.” She
unclipped herself, but kept clutching the chair, her eyes closed.

Sarah swam over and reached for her hand. “I got you. Do you trust
me?”

Patience took a deep breath. “Yes, but even if I didn’t, it’s a bit late now.”
She slowly lifted her other hand from the armrest, and Sarah took it. Guiding
her up and out of the chair, she pulled Patience through the cockpit and into
the empty space in the ship. Paulo moved towards the back, hovering near the
ceiling in the storage area.

Stars still pulsed and danced around them, a hundred thousand
worlds—many empty, some speckled with life—flicking past as they travelled.

“Why can’t we turn the gravity on?” Toby whimpered.

“Math reasons. It would fuck with the ship we’re attached to, basically.
An’ right now, our weight is being counted as negligible space-junk. With the
ship set to low-power mode, we register on scans as a hunk of metal. An’ it
won’t attract other foreign objects to the ship. C’mon, you’ve felt the gravity
turn off before,” Paulo said, paddling towards him in the cockpit.

“Yeah, but this is more terrifying.”

“Bein’ scared of it won’t make it safer.”

Sarah had extricated Patience from the co-pilot seat. They floated in the
middle of the room, holding hands.

“Open your eyes,” Sarah whispered. She pointed to the viewscreen on
the largest wall.

Patience took a deep breath, and did.

“It’s like being out there,” Sarah said, grinning at her.

Finally, Patience grinned back. Letting go of one of her hands, she tried
to roll—and her eyebrows shot up to her hairline as she realised there was
nothing to stop her from moving. “Toby, come on!” she said excitedly. “It’s
not so bad.”

“Nope,” he said, the words coming through gritted teeth. “I’m going to
close my eyes and read a book against my eyelids until this is over.”

Sarah couldn’t help it; she giggled. Patience looked back at her and took
a step against the floor, then pushed up to the ceiling. “Oof!”

Paulo stretched out across the front of the cockpit, legs crossed and one
arm tucked behind his head. “See?” he called back to Sarah. “Now you get it.”
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Crystal took a deep breath. “They’re going to be here any minute now.”
She straightened her bright yellow sundress again.

Jaria reached out with a feathered arm and extended a taloned hand to
pat her on the shoulder. “You seem very anxious.”

“Honestly? I am,” she admitted. “I’m just glad they made it back safe.”

Jaria cocked her head. “Why were you alarmed? Did you distrust Paulo’s
expertise?”

Crystal fidgeted. “I mean—they were smuggling things to help
protestors in a very heavily contested area of space. I do think Paulo knows
his shit, but anyone can make a mistake—and even if they don’t, sometimes
the wrong people get lucky.” She rubbed her arm. “It’s been a long time since I
had a friend die,” she admitted softly.

Jaria closed her eyes, dipping her head. “For me, too. I dream of 
Annamar sometimes,” she said.

“You do?”

“I am often sad when it happens. She was a nice woman. Poor little
human.” A soft, whirring chirp of regret trilled from her throat.

An alert pinged, and Crystal nearly jumped out of her skin. “Incoming
transmission from Private Caller. Accept?” prompted the heading in the
corner of her vision. She blinked rapidly and lifted a hand to her face, cupping
it around her cheek to take the call.

“Hello, this is Crystal?”

“Hey! We’re at the space elevator!” said Sarah, her tone chipper.
“Everyone’s fine! But we need a highsecurity escort as soon as we land.”

“What? Why?” Crystal blurted.

“We…have company.”

“Company?! A hostage?”

“No—a guest. You’ll know them. Um, that escort, though? We might
also need a highsecurity room?”

“Okay, I guess I can ask,” Crystal stammered.

“Thanks. Sorry, I know it’s weird. Explain when we get there. Love
you!”

“Love you too, bud,” she said. Sarah waited for her to finish, and then
Crystal heard her call cut off.

She turned to Jaria and put a hand on her forehead. “So this is going to
sound really strange, but um, does your aunt have high-security rooms? Like
for—someone important?”

Jaria turned her head a little over ninety degrees sideways in
puzzlement and lifted her feathers in curiosity. A human doing the same thing
would have broken their neck. “Someone important? I did not realise they
would be bringing a guest back, but we can make arrangements. Is it a guest
or a hostage?”

Crystal put her face in her hands. “I literally have no clue what’s going
on right now. Let’s get down there with security, I guess, and we can sort it
out.”

Jaria folded her feathers down. “Agreed.”

Crystal paused and glanced at the room phone. “Do I just…call and ask
for a security detail?”

“Oh! Right!” Jaria activated her own implants, and warbled out a few 
sharp chirps and chatters, then cut the call. She turned a grin on Crystal.
“Handled.”

“That was quick.”

Jaria shrugged and grinned, showing a lot of teeth. “Not the first time
we have had sensitive or important guests. My aunt has friends in—what’s the
human expression?—low places.”

The guard detail met up with them as they entered the parkade.
Sauntering up one at a time, the Yterans wore the inconspicuous uniforms of 
the hotel. Jaria gestured, and the quartet flanked herself and Crystal,
following them to a very large elevator tucked off to the side. They went up to
the top level, where conveyors shunted the space elevator’s newest arrivals to
wherever they’d fit. The landing pads for other ships were nearby; for a giant
parking lot, it looked efficient and relatively attractive.

They walked up to the Maria Negra, and the hatch opened. The stairs
popped down, and Toby’s head popped out. He glanced either way, taking in
the five Yterans flanking Crystal with surprise.

“Security team,” Crystal assured him. “For your guest.”

“Okay, good,” he said, exhaling with relief. He looked back at her and
grinned. “It’s really great to see you.” He stepped down and extended a hand
awkwardly.

“Oh, you, come on.” She pulled him in for a hug.

He froze for a second, then hugged her tight. He had a little muscle in
his upper arms and shoulders that she hadn’t noticed before—had he been
working out? His belly was a bit soft, but after Jai’s lackadaisical skinniness
and Kial’s too-carefully maintained muscle and steely abs, Toby’s body felt
kind of nice.

“Um, hey,” he said, a soft smile dimpling his cheeks. They were about
the same height, and she liked being able to look right across and into his
eyes.

“Hey,” she breathed, brushing silvered hair out of her eyes.

He reached across to move it for her. His fingers brushed her temple.

She shivered slightly.

“Oh, sorry,” he started.

“No—please,” she said, biting the side of her lip and smiling. “I’m really
glad you got back safely.”

“Me too,” he said, laughing once. “I was looking forward to seeing you
again.”

Her heart fluttered. “Me too. I mean, I was hoping to spend some time
talking to you. I’ve been thinking about so many things, and every time, I’d
keep thinking of and wondering what you’d say.”

“Really?” His big brown eyes were fixed on her eagerly, and her heart
did that little flip and flutter again.

“Oof, it’s good to be on the ground,” rumbled Paulo, coming out behind
Toby. He clapped a large, scarred hand on Toby’s shoulder. “You did good,
kid.” He gave Crystal a chintilt and nod. “Thanks for bringing the escort.” He
ran an evaluating eye over them. “Armed, too.” He burst into Yteran,
introducing himself to the guards in chirps and warbles.

They all relaxed and started to purr, growl, and sing back, their throats
vibrating visibly and feathers rising in signals.

As they chattered, Crystal listened in, trying to make out as much as she
could. It was hard, and she could have just used the translator setting in her
computer to clarify words here and there, but she wanted the practice.

She almost didn’t notice Sarah step out of the ship—holding the hand of 
someone she’d seen on the news many times.

Crystal couldn’t help it; she gasped, and covered her mouth to hide it.
“Oh my gods!”

“Heya!” said Sarah, waving her free hand. Patience was clasping her offhand, Crystal noticed.

A grin spread over Crystal’s face, and she glanced at their hands, then at
Sarah.

Sarah went red, but grinned. “Um, Crystal? This is Patience. Patience,
I’d like you to meet one of my best friends.”

Patience touched her chest, bowing slightly. “It’s a pleasure,” she said.
Her voice was softer, quieter than on broadcasts. Perhaps she wasn’t
projecting as much as usual. She looked wary, cautious, especially because of
the guards around her.

“An honour,” Crystal said, extending a hand. Patience had more scars
than she was expecting.

Sarah finally let go of her hand long enough to give Crystal a hug as
well.

“Glad you made it back safe,” Crystal said.

“Me too.” She squeezed her friend and stuck her face in Crystal’s
shoulder. Crystal closed her eyes for a second, letting relaxation and relief 
wash over her.

Paulo and the Yterans were still chatting away—one of them glancing
around with birdlike sharp jerks, acting as a lookout—but all turned their
attention back to Patience as soon as she came out.

Jaria spread her arms and bowed deeply, her plumage fanning out. “This
way, madame,” she said, gesturing back towards the elevator with a many-
fingered hand.

The Yterans moved from relaxed social behaviour to subtly more alert
postures, arranging themselves around the group—one ahead, with Jaria, one
in the middle, and two behind

The five of them shepherded their human charges towards the large
elevator, then through a tunnel it connected to, and finally, to a large common
room.

Jaria pointed to the doors arranged around the room. “Make yourself 
comfortable. Each suite has its own hall and furnishings,” she assured them.
“We can also provide you with workspace for communications, and equipment
if you need it.”

Patience glanced around, visibly impressed. “Excellent. Please inform
me of the costs. I will ensure your resort is compensated for my inconvenient
arrival.”

Jaria’s feathers rose a little in inquiry, but Crystal glanced at her and
shook her head slightly.

Patience bowed and spread her arms, clearly trying to imitate her bow.

Jaria warbled amusement in her throat, and offered a hand to shake in
the human fashion. Patience grasped it carefully, seeming to have trouble with 
the extra Yteran finger and long claws. “It is our pleasure, and an honour. My
aunt is happy to help your cause. We are glad, also, that you arrived safely
here.”

“It got sticky a couple of times,” admitted Sarah, undoing her bun and
ruffling her scalp. Her tints and streaks had grown out some time ago, but the
dark brown waves looked good on her.

“We can wash your ship if required,” Jaria offered.

“Oh! No, I mean, it got hairy. Wait—bad. Risky. Those ones,” Sarah 
stammered.

Jaria trilled a laugh. “I am aware of these synonyms. I was—what is the
idiom?—fucking with you,” she said, grinning.

Sarah laughed in relief, and Patience joined in. Crystal noticed Patience
leaning against her slightly, and the way they were shyly brushing against
each other every so often. Crystal smiled to herself.

“I assume you are hungry after your travels. Food on a small ship is
often unimpressive. We have much better culinary facilities. Would you like to
have it brought down, or would you like to go up and dine among other
guests? We also have a private patio on the roof, as well as private gardens.
As I informed my friend, this is an off-season because of the axial tilt and
climate conditions. It is less warm than usual, but I have been informed that
humans are still comfortable in these temperatures.” She ruffled her feathers.
“I don’t understand how all that naked pink skin insulates you enough, even
with fat deposits, but I’m an engineer, not a biologist.”

Patience looked like she wasn’t sure whether or not to be offended, but
Crystal and Paulo laughed, and Toby and Sarah eventually joined in.

Patience opted for eating in her suite, and Jaria and the security detail 
broke off for administrative arrangements and guard duty, respectively. As
they waited for food to arrive, Crystal brought out Sarah’s copy of the
TorYoBiKo. “I believe this belongs to you,” she said, handing it over with a
smile.

Patience glanced at it, and then at Sarah, alarm spreading across her
features.

Sarah stammered, “Oh, it’s, um—”

“I’m familiar with the TorYoBiKo. it was the basis for the Behavioural
Correction facility I was imprisoned in,” Patience said blandly. Sarah glanced
at her, then at Crystal with a look of abject panic, as if to say, get me out of 
this, please.

“—It’s not a normal copy,” said Crystal, swooping in. “It’s a very rare
first-edition of a companion volume that was originally distributed alongside
the edition people currently use.”

“I got it in prison,” Sarah blurted. “It was given to me by—I have no
idea who, actually. But the guards never realised it was a different edition, so
they didn’t take it away. I kept it because some of the things it said really
helped, and it seemed important. But—I’ve had no idea what to do with it.”

“Have you read it?” Patience asked.

Sarah scowled. “Of course. I didn’t have anything else to do.” She
glanced down. “Sorry. I—it was a bad time. But—as much as I hated the
normal version, some of the stuff in this book really got me through.”

This time Patience’s expression furrowed. “Pardon my irreverence, but
how does it not contain the same old crap as the original edition?”

Sarah shook her head and flipped through the durabound book. “There’s
a distinct doctrinal tone and difference between this book and the original. A
lot of those unanswerable questions are explored in poem and verse form here.
My theory is, they were presented separately to represent the duality of 
spiritual pursuits and mundane pleasures—and the importance of both.” She
tapped the book. “But without the second half in my hands? Radically different
message comes across from the first book.”

Patience nodded, but her expression was still skeptical.

Sarah grinned, her face reddening. “The first book doesn’t talk about
various sexual positions, the way heroin sometimes inspired people creatively,
even though it destroyed them, or the way a cigarette tastes on a cold
morning.”

“What’s a cigarette?”

“They were this tobacco product thing. Anyway.” She glanced at her lap.
“It’s got some really good poetry in it. I didn’t want to like it, but…you can’t
really argue with a book that good.”

Patience nodded in understanding. “Perhaps you could read me one or
two of your favourite bits, then. It sounds very, very different from the version
I know.”

Sarah turned even redder, but looked up to smile at her. They shared a
long, lingering look.

Crystal cleared her throat. “If I might, we should go over the plan. It’s
going to take a lot of coordination.”

“And why does it matter to you?” Patience said, fixing her with a steady,
sharp gaze.

Crystal weighed her hands. “I mean, it matters. I’m a Martian girl, and
Mars has always had kind of a different vibe than Earth. Everyone there was
an immigrant. We’ve had to work together since the start, because it was
hostile, dangerous, and none of us belonged there. I’m not saying people
shared that power equally, because that would be saying too much of 
humanity, but it really leveled the playing field in some ways.”

“And how does that affect you? You could, with all due respect, just keep
working as a wormhole engineer.”

The question hit differently than it had from Kial. Patience’s steady
dark-brown gaze pinned Crystal back. She sat up straighter, then cleared her
throat. “Because it matters. Because I had the time and ability to help with it.
Because it’s the right thing to do.” She glanced down, wavering. “I—I don’t
know. I just—it feels right.” She touched her chest.

Patience nodded once, unwavering. “All right.”

Paulo ran a hand over his head. “Next question. Who’s to blame for all
this? Somehow, I don’t have a lot of faith that benign neglect is responsible.”

“Excellent insight, and one I have an answer for,” Crystal confirmed.
She took a deep breath. “So, I had this colleague back on my first job—you
know, the one where we ran into pirates and they took over the base?” She
glanced at Paulo. “No offense.”

He lifted his hands. “None taken. It was a messy, unethical job, from
what Sarah said. Terrible work. Went against guild rules, too.”

“Wait, there’s a guild?” Toby interrupted.

Paulo gave him a sardonic look. “What, did you think all of us were
lone-wolf renegades playing by our own rules? Yeah. There’s optional layers
of organization, and even a code of conduct.”

Crystal snorted. “Kial certainly didn’t act like there was.”

Paulo’s brow furrowed. “Why do you think I stopped working with him
after a while? Too stubborn, a show-off, and—”

“Wait, who’s Kial?” Sarah interrupted.

Paulo waved a hand. “Kaleb. He was using a fake name. Obviously,” he
glanced at Crystal, “his real name doesn’t leave this room. We may not be the
best of friends anymore, but maintaining a cover is basic professional 
conduct.”

Patience waved a hand. “Kial, Kaleb—regardless. Your old colleague,
Crystal?”

“Her name’s Kelna Wiscott—she’s a senator now. The courts are on
Jupiter’s moons, because they’re good middle-points for intrasystem travel.
She—well, it’s only been a few years since some of the worst legislation
started to be pushed, but it lines right up with her ascension. Old political 
family, right back to their Earth roots. Her father and helped do away with 
the democratic check-in protocols that used to happen for colony planets, and
prevented this exact problem. Anyway, it’s a whole thing. I won’t subject you
to the history lesson. Point is, she’s working for the other side, but I knew her
before that happened. Maybe we can use that somehow. Speaking of which,
Captain Paulo, you are saying that your colleagues have ethics. Do you think
they’d care about all of this?”

Paulo paused. They all sat quietly, waiting for him to answer. Crystal 
had already decided she liked him, and further impressions had only cemented
that. But she couldn’t help fearing he was an unusually ethical man, and not
representative of his colleagues.

“Y’know,” he said, weighing things, “there’s a chance they might. And
this is the kind of thing I’d be willing to pull favours in for. But I want to get
details ironed out before I start calling people. Let’s not go off half-cocked.”

“Agreed,” Patience said. A yawn slipped out of her, though she tried to
cover her mouth. “But perhaps tomorrow? I admit I could do with sleeping in
a normal bed.”

Crystal nodded. “Of course. I’m sorry I dumped all of this on you as
soon as you arrived—”

“Don’t be,” Patience stopped her. She reached out and took Crystal’s
hand. “I’m just glad that you care, and that I’ll have something to do.” A little
smile spread across her lips. “I was worried that I’d go from hunkering down
in that swamp and running for my life to just…sitting around while my
people concealed my escape and defended themselves. This is something big,
sure, but—” she took a long, shuddering breath, “but if we play our cards
right, it would fix a lot. Even if we accomplished half of what we’re talking
about, it will be monumental.”

Crystal felt suddenly shy, even though she was a good deal taller than
Patience. “Well, ma’am, I’m just trying to use the skills I have.”

Sarah turned to her with a smile. “Hey, you did great. I can’t believe you
put together a presentation while we were gone.”

Crystal grinned. “I mean, it was a couple of weeks. You can only go
shopping and swimming so many times.”

“See, you say that, but I could really use a little more of that. We got
here and then we were like, gone, and I’ve just spent like three weeks on a tiny
ship without so much as a proper shower, much less a damn pool.” Sarah 
spread her arms. “I am going to sleep, or nap. And then tomorrow, before we
do more administrative stuff, I am going to take a walk in those gardens you
were talking about.”

“That sounds amazing,” Toby muttered. He turned to Crystal, his
posture casual, but his eyes nervous. “Say, could you show us around?”

“Oh, I’d be happy to,” she rushed out.

His cheeks went faintly pink. “Thanks.”

Patience stifled another yawn. “I’m terribly sorry, but could we pick up
tomorrow? I do believe the adrenaline is leaving my system. I’d like to kick
everyone out.”

They all got up to go. Paulo got up, hands insouciantly in pockets, and
strolled forward. “Ping me as soon as ya need me,” he said. “I’ve got the room
communications set for forwarding to my internal systems.”

Crystal trailed Toby to the door. She glanced over his shoulder and saw
Sarah stand to leave. Patience rose as well and set a hand on her shoulder.
Crystal just saw the smile of delight cross Sarah’s face before the doorlock slid
closed behind her and Toby. The finality of the click set them both jumping.

“Hey, I’m really glad to see you again,” she said awkwardly, leaning
against the wall.

“Oh, yeah, me too. So, uh—that piracy thing. I’m sure you’re sick to
death of telling that story, but—could I talk you into doing it one more time?”
He hesitated. “Maybe—over a drink?”

Crystal found herself blushing again. “Of course. I’d like that.”

5

Patience slumped against the doorlock. “I didn’t think that would be so
exhausting,” she admitted. “How do you feel about taking that nap with me?”
A twinkle came to her eyes, and she looked at Sarah through her lashes again.

Sarah felt a nervous giggle bubble between her lips, and gave in to it.
“That sounds amazing. My brain feels like scrambled eggs.”

The room itself was very well-appointed. A separate bathroom featuring
a jetted tub and a massive shower gleamed through tinted blue and green
glass walls. Next to it, with a connecting door, was a primary suite, the door
agape to show the broad sandbar of a bed floating just above the ground. A
small food preparation area featuring a sink, counter, and a very fancy printer
sat near the gathering area. Now conspicuously empty, the cluster of three
smooth, ovoid couches covered in nubbly, unfamiliar leather offered places to
recline that were both comfortable and unsettling.

The great glory of the suite was the back wall: the solid stone had been
cut away to reveal a glassteel wall looking in on a tide pool. Sarah wasn’t sure
whether it was artificial or natural, but it must have been hundreds of litres in
volume. Colourful, bioluminescent creatures and brilliant fish fluttered
through the water.

As she stood by the aquarium window, Patience crept over, clearly
nervous about the wall. “You don’t think it will leak, do you?” she said, her
voice squeaking a little.

Sarah shook her head, then gently knocked on the glassteel. “It’s really
thick. Probably bulletproof.”

Patience jumped at the first strike, then relaxed. “Ah. Good. I can swim,
but I don’t want to.” She reached for her braids. “And I don’t know what this
kind of water will do to my hair.”

Sarah turned a warm grin on her. “They’re supposed to have really good
salons here. Fully staffed with humanfriendly aestheticians.”

Patience squinted. “I’m used to doing my own hair. I don’t know.” She
leaned against the corner wall, the outer part of the primary suite’s separating
wall, but still watched the aquarium wall. Faint starlight from the surface
danced in the depths, but the suite’s illumination was brighter than the
planet’s perpetually twilight sky.

As they watched, a long-snouted creature covered in strikinglypatterned fronds drifted towards some seaweed. It seemed to vanish in the
waving grasses, but its rows of tiny, almost mischievous silver eyes still 
watched them.

“Having this much privacy is weird,” Patience said, crossing her arms.
“Lonely, almost.” She came closer to Sarah. “I’m glad you’re here.”

The giant bed in the primary chamber had more than enough room. The
mattress’s firmness and shape were adjustable, and Sarah shaped the foamy,
pliant material around her bad leg and hip so it wouldn’t trigger spasms.
Patience curled up against her, a little spoon. They’d slept in their day clothes
before, but this time, held off sleep just long enough to get to underwear.

When morning came, Sarah found Patience sitting up and reading, a 
heavily battered digital reader in her hands. When she saw Sarah wiping a 
little drool from her mouth, she leaned forward to peck her cheek.

“I hope I didn’t snore,” Sarah said, blinking and stretching. Acut
e 
embarrassment at the thought of snoring in front of Patience seized her, but
she quashed it.

Patience chuckled. “Only a little. It was cute.”
Sarah ducked under the covers
—some thick, plush material shrouding a
squishy but light inner layer—and hid her face in embarrassment.

Patience laughed, tilting her head back and covering her mouth with 
one hand to stifle her giggles. “Really, it’s fine. I don’t think I’ve slept that
well in months.”

Sarah leaned forward to kiss her, not caring about morning breath.
Patience returned the kiss ardently, leaning over her.

“I slept really well,” she said, nuzzling Sarah’s cheek experimentally.
“You?”

“Like a rock. I don’t even know if I dreamed. You’re fun to sleep with.”

Patience gave her a shy grin. “We could do more than sleep, if you
want.” She kissed Sarah again, lingering.

. She was bonier than Sarah expected, and Sarah moved carefully to
avoid squashing her at first—but then Patience pushed her onto her back,
pressing her lips to Sarah’s and trailing down her neck. She bit gently, and
Sarah gasped, digging her nails into Patience’s back.

Patience arched her back and let out a sharp sigh of pleasure. Sarah 
pushed her over, pausing to look into her eyes. When Patience blinked back
and grinned, Sarah flipped her down and kissed another trail over her breasts,
across her hips, and between her legs.

She dove down and pressed a kiss to Patience’s delta, then slowly spread
her lips. Flicking her tongue in circles, then tilting her head sideways for a 
better angle, she felt Patience’s fingers lace through her hair. She pressed
Sarah’s face in deep, and Sarah obliged happily.

There was nothing but salt and starlight and skin, and Patience softly
gasping. Sopping wet below, her head rushing with delight and pleasure,
Sarah paused for air and whispered, “More?”

“I’m good,” Patience breathed. “You?”

“Oh, for me? I know you’re tired, but—”

She pulled Sarah’s face to her own and kissed her deeply. Pushing Sarah
on her back with surprising force, she caressed a trail downward.

“You can have something nice, too,” Patience whispered. “No need to
only give.”

She started to lick gently, but Sarah shook her head and grasped her
fingers. “More,” she rasped. Patience slid her fingers in, and Sarah grabbed a 
pillow, yanking it against her mouth to stifle the cry of need and satisfaction
that came out.

Patience was gentle for a moment, pausing, but Sarah shook her head.
“You can go hard,” she exhaled.

Her teeth pressed into Sarah’s thighs, and Sarah hissed in ecstasy. She
was small, but strong, and the spots she hit made Sarah yelp with relief and
pleasure. Her body seized, and not in pain. Patience let out a moan of glee and
hunger.

Sarah panted, “Okay.” She pulled Patience up and kissed her, tasting
herself and Patience mingling. At last, a great longing in her felt slaked,
satisfied.

Sarah opened her arms, and Patience nestled in, an arm and a leg
sprawling across her, their limbs tangling.

“That was way better than I expected,” Sarah blurted.

Patience giggled. “Not bad at all for a first time.”

Sarah gave her an eyebrow, and the giggle swelled to laughter.

“In fact, that was wonderful.”

After a bit more time in each other’s arms, they ordered breakfast to
Patience’s room. Feasting on strange fruits and more familiar toast, they
chatted about their circumstances and the hotel’s attractions over food. Sarah
had to read them for her, because Patience didn’t have an implant, but it didn’t
dampen her excitement. The musical attractions and glass-bottomed boat
tours intrigued her most; Patience seemed eager to experience the nonhuman
cultural and biological attractions, and learn about the peoples she’d never
encountered.

Obtaining a digital reader from the hotel’s necessities store, she
downloaded some basic xenocultural primers for Patience, the kind a
university or high school student would get in a more standard human
educational environment.

Leaving Patience with a digital stack of homework
—which she attacked
with the same glee and enthusiasm as the French toast—she met up with 
Toby for a late afternoon lunch.

He was waiting on a bar stool, an emptied brunch plate in front of him,
and a glorious view of the twilit bay through the glass wall of the VIP section.
“Sooo, have a late night?” asked Toby coyly, grinning at Sarah.

Sarah shoved him. “A lady does not kiss and tell,” she said archly.
“But does she do more than kiss?” he said, giving her a shit-eating grin.
“Augh!” she shoved him playfully. “Besides, I saw that look you were

giving Crystal. What happened there?”
It was Toby’s turn to look abashed. “Oh, we just went out for dinner and
caught up. She, um, she dumped that captain guy.”

Sarah nodded. “Good. He sucked.”

“Apparently both you and her friend Jaria agreed on that.”

“And? So? What did you talk about?” she shouldered him again.

He glanced down at his tea and stirred it once. “Just, you know, catching
up. We kinda talked politics, which was really fun—she’s really done her
research. But we also talked about what happened all those years ago, and I
just kind of talked to her about Callisto, and what that was like.” He let out a 
sigh. “And…about the whole threesome-before-my-wedding-night incident.
She was pretty sympathetic. No problem with me being bi.” He leaned forward
and rushed the words out, cheeks colouring. “Actually, ah, we talked about a 
few—things? We have in common? She…apparently is a little more
adventurous than her ex-husband would put up with. We have similar
interests in nonmonogamy.”

Sarah grinned. “Wow, that’s quite the conversation.”

He smiled back. “Yeah, we really had a heart-to-heart. We always got
along. We were just usually not in the same place at the same time, you know?
But now it’s my turn. What about you and Patience?”

Sarah sipped her tea, hiding a grin as well. “We didn’t talk as much.”

He slapped his knee. “Nicely done!”

She shrugged. “I mean, I like her a lot, okay? She’s a special person, a nd
now that I’ve actually met her—she’s different, but I like her even more. I
don’t really understand why she likes me, but until she figures out that I’m
not too great, I’ll enjoy myself.”

Toby scowled. “The one thing that does suck is the way you’re talking
about yourself right now. Where’s that coming from? You’re wonderful.”

Sarah lifted a hand, equivocating. “I have my faults and problems.”

“Who doesn’t? You don’t have to be perfect to be great.”

She looked down. “Damn. That’s hard to argue with. I just—I don’t feel 
like I deserve her, you know?”

“Yeah, but objectively, you have a lot in common. And besides, you’re
funny, you’re pretty smart, you’re supportive. You listen pretty well.”

“But—”

“No buts!”

“But my depression,” she said softly.

“Could come back. But you can get it treated. Hell, she’s a little bit
famous, and I don’t see you worrying about that.”

“I mean, it’s not exactly a risk-free lifestyle, if we’re together, and I
know that, but—but I just—she’s so great. I just want to sit with her by a 
window and read books together all afternoon,” Sarah burst out. “I like when
she talks and when she’s quiet. And I love her passion for protecting people.”

Toby took her in. “Damn, this is serious, huh?”

Sarah glanced down. “Listen. I haven’t felt this way in quite a while.
And things have been so rough for so long. But—I’ve been feeling like a 
person again for a while, and it just—it makes me want to feel alive in other
ways too, you know?”

“Hey, I’m happy for you. Whatever happens, you have my support.”

She squeezed his shoulder. “Thanks, Tobes.” She squinted at the horizon
line. Clouds were thick, hiding the perpetual sunset at the moment. “It’s hard
to tell what relative time it is, but my clock says we should probably meet up
with everyone to talk more strategy today.”

He nodded. “Yeah, sounds good.” He sighed. “Kind of a working
vacation, huh?”

She lifted her hands. “I’d rather be working too much right now than
shuffling around like a cleaning robot.”

“Fair.” He lifted his tea in a small toast and finished the rest. “Let’s go.”

This time, they met in the communications room Jaria had mentioned;
Jaria herself was present as well, chatting easily with Paulo in Yteran. Coming
up with a more refined plan of action was not going to be a short process. The
one comfort was that, as Sarah and Patience had intimated, they weren’t alone
in the struggle.

“—
And what interested me is that, when I was reading up on history, it
didn’t seem like things had always been this fucked up,” Sarah put in. “The
same structures they put into effect for governance on the non-Earth Solar
System planets actually do exist; they’re just clogged up with abuse of the
system. If we got every citizen the access to voting they’re already entitled to?
It would sway the balance of power hugely.” She exhaled. “Damn, and here I
thought all that time I spent reading articles and browsing would just stay
useless.”

Patience gave her another one of those kind smiles that absolutely made
her want to fall to her knees and kiss her hand, or something equally
ludicrous. “There are a lot of issues, and frankly, just voting enfranchisement
alone won’t be enough to solve them,” she finally said, looking back to the rest
of the group. “Tax loopholes for companies exploiting the colonies’ labour,
special allowances for colony planets that contravene the redistribution of 
income rules established in the Solar System—and for that matter, some of the
colonies might want to gain selfrepresentation or even split off.”

“Who could argue with reparations?” asked Toby, puzzled.
Patience shook her head. “Even with a strong precedent, those in power
or who think they could be in power seldom want to share what they have.
And even on our side…” She looked concerned. “One rule about those who
seek change is that even when everyone agrees about what’s wrong, they are
seldom unified on the solutions.”

“Going back to those activists, do you have a list of people you trust?”
Toby asked.

Patience nodded, then glanced around the room. “And after what
happened on Indus, I will admit the list of people I trust has grown a little.”
She fixed her arresting brown eyes on Crystal, then dipped her head in a nod
before glancing back to Paulo. “Perhaps you, Captain, understand the
importance of the occasional leap of faith, and trusting the friends of one’s
friends.” She smirked slightly. “I will admit I am relieved you are not bounty
hunters, but if that were to be the case, I am not incapable of defending
myself.”

She sipped her tea with perfect composure, but Sarah knew a veiled
threat when she heard one. Instead of feeling insulted or humbled, however, it
just made something in her belly twist pleasantly, and brought a stupid grin
to her face.

“I appreciate a woman who can hold her own,” she said.

The look on Patience’s face, a hint of mischief and relaxation, made her
smile foolishly again, and Sarah hid her face with a yawn and an awkward
stretch.

“Um. Anyway. We had an idea for smuggling schematics in jewelry,”
said Toby, looking at Sarah. “Or rather, Sarah did, and we were thinking that
might not be a bad carrier method? It’s subtle, small, portable, and enough of
a commodity that people don’t consider it as a smuggling medium.”

Patience cocked her head. “That will do for middle-class and some
working-class areas, but surely the sight of impoverished people wearing
jewels will catch attention, or look incongruous?”

“Hm. True. We have some inexpensive ones—souvenir-shop stuff. But
they could be hidden easily, too, maybe stuck in a pocket?”

“I’m skeptical, but it’s not without promise,” Patience affirmed.

They spoke for quite a while longer, trying to arrange more details and
create a list of priorities. Suddenly, Paulo sighed and looked grim.

“That reminds me, we’re gonna have to keep an eye on the news stations
and police bulletins. It looks like your criminal status has been upgraded,” he
said grimly, activating a projection. “We’re currently in non-Human space, so
it’s out of jurisdiction, but that doesn’t mean we’re in the clear. Warrants are
out, especially because of that assault charge.”

Patience glanced at her with a raised eyebrow, and Sarah blushed again.
“There was this security guard following me around for a while, and um, he
proposed, and I said no, and he tried to blackmail me into accepting? Soooo, I
beat the shit out of him, and we all ran away. There were a few more steps,
but yeah, that’s basically how it went.”

Crystal turned to her with her jaw dropped open. “Dang.”

“Oh, come on, you’re the one with the action hero experience,” said
Sarah lamely.

“Before you get all excited, it raises some issues,” Paulo said. “The case
is getting some notoriety. Busting a guy’s nose and fleeing a system? Then
showing up halfway across the spiral arm, in connection with another known
political fugitive?” He nodded at Patience. “It ain’t great. Be careful, don’t go
anywhere alone, an’ watch who you contact. As if we didn’t need to be careful 
enough.”

Patience grimaced. “I don’t envy you. People will make a lot of 
assumptions about you based on what they see, and you won’t have much 
control over them, if any. They’ll treat you as though they know you already,
when you’ve never met them in your life.”

Sarah swallowed hard. She glanced at Crystal for a moment, her face
heating up. She felt like she should have better self-control, especially at her
age, but it was so easy to get flustered around Patience.

“The problems of fame and publicity are a little less pressing than basic
safety issues,” Paulo pointed out. “One thing atta time.”

“Speaking of,” Crystal said, clearing her throat, “I do have one personal 
issue that’s—impairing my ability to be completely useful. My ex-husband.
Soon-to-be exhusband.” She glanced at Patience, embarrassed. “I came out
here because he assaulted me, and Jaria was kind enough to offer her family’s
hospitality, and extend it to my friends as well. But I’ve had a while to think
about things, and I’ve come to a decision. I’m going to leave him.”

Sarah snuck a glance at Toby; he was unabashedly beaming. “Good for
you!” he said.

“—And that’s why I’m going to need to contact him.” She grimaced.

Paulo groaned outright. “Listen, lady—I like you, from what I’ve seen of 
you, but if I can be honest?”

“Go ahead, I guess.”

“—I don’t think this is a real good idea. He already treated you real 
bad.”

“Yes, but I’d have to see him for some of the paperwork anyway. And—I 
think I owe him that much, don’t I?”

“I really don’t think you do,” Sarah countered. “Maybe before, but after
what he did?”

Crystal lifted her hands in an equivocating gesture. “I know, I know, it’s
probably not smart—but a little part of me still cares? And I can’t keep him
waiting for me to come back. He needs to know that.”

“Can’t you just send a letter?” Sarah pleaded.

Crystal glanced right and left. “I mean, yes, but after the better part of a 
decade together? Besides, I,” she inhaled, “I need this to feel real for myself, as
well. At a minimum, a video conference. Maybe even meeting in person.”

“You’d bring him out here?” Paulo said, appalled. “Listen, I trust you
enough because Sarah trusts you, an’ you’re the one who helped us get set up
here—but that don’t mean I trust that prick.”

“You don’t know what he did,” said Crystal defensively.

“You said he assaulted you. Do I really need gritty details?”

“Okay, fair,” she said, her face reddening.

Paulo sighed, wiping his hand over his face. He glanced at Patience, as
though for advice, but Patience looked completely blank.

“We had a few people fleeing abusive partners, and finding themselves
in the BCCs,” Patience said, “but more than a few who also had abused their
partners. If these things were as tidy as a story of one good person, one bad
person—” she exhaled. “But for better or worse, they aren’t.”

Crystal bit her lip. “Well, I know it’s really personal to have brought up,
but since it has a chance of endangering the rest of you, I felt it had to be
said.”

“Encrypted channel video would certainly work,” Paulo pointed out.
“You could have a virtual dinner.”

“I guess it’s safer and less hassle than trying to meet him in person.” Her
mouth twisted in consternation. “I don’t even know where he is right now.”

“I hate to point this out, since I would certainly rather stay at a 
comfortable resort with a lot of security—but to my understanding, we can’t
remain here forever anyway,” said Patience. “The judicial system does require
some identity verification to proceed with a case—both for the Infed courts
and HuCon courts.”

“How do we possibly go back without getting arrested and taken into
custody, and then having our case ‘lost’ or something?” Sarah demanded,
sitting up sharply.

Crystal held up a finger. “There’s a residential moon designated as Infed
territory, for the purposes of negotiations and diplomatic issues.” She pursed
her lips. “It’s also a place where certain activities otherwise deemed ‘illegal’
can occur.”

“A sanctuary moon?”

“Yes. And in addition, small asteroids temporarily in the Solar System
and other orbital bodies can be counted as sanctuaries if a claim is made.
That’s trickier than going to Ganymede, which is a more recognized option, 
but if we need to buy ourselves time on the way in, it’s certainly an option.”

Paulo sighed. “I knew I shouldn’t get comfortable. Ah, well. At least we
ain’t gonna be bored. I guess we’re gonna have to start filing the paperwork to
claim judicial immunity based on sentient rights violations.”

Sarah glanced at Crystal, and they both made faces. “Paperwork is one
thing I can handle,” Sarah hedged. “So I guess we should get packing?”

“Maybe another day as we hammer out our exact route,” Paulo
confirmed. He lifted his chin at Crystal. “You work with those wormholes,
right? How much do you know about transport routes?”

Crystal, who’d been looking hangdog and embarrassed, finally lit up. “A
lot.”

“Good. Let’s break again, then get planning.” He lifted a hand and
gestured around the room. “Anything else you wanna do before we leave this
resort, you should cram it in. We’re about to pack ourselves back on the Maria 
Negra, an’ the faster we travel, the more it’s gonna cost.” He huffed. “You
ready to play secretary again, ma’am?”

Crystal nodded, looking surprisingly eager. “For a good cause? Always.”

He shook his head. “Depending on the costs, we might have to work in
some smuggling runs just to pay expenses. Either that, or I’ll have to
reactivate my guild membership. I’ve been semi-retired.”

“One last job?” joked Sarah.

He shook his head a little sourly. “Try five or ten, at this rate.” He
sighed. “Ah, well. Couldn’t be more important if we tried to pick somethin’, so
I can bestir myself.”

“Then it’s settled. We’ll have lunch and do some planning,” said Sarah,
jumping to her feet. A pang of regret washed over her—coming to a nonhuman world, a resort moon no less, and having to leave so soon? It felt like a 
waste. But with the elections coming up later in the year, they had a ticking
clock.

And besides, she thought, looking at Patience, there was still time to go
for a walk in those gardens.
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Crystal took a deep breath and leaned back in her seat, resting her arms
flat on the desk. She’d drafted this letter over and over. It was neutral, it was
careful, it was deliberate.

It was not enough to summarize the loss of their relationship, but it
would have to do. What could convey that anyway? The awareness of its
death struck her in the chest like a thump, but she knew it was true. When
she’d confronted him, she’d felt her world shake, and the aftershocks were still 
dying out.

She’d set messages from Jai to “ignore,” but now she delved into that
folder.

He’d sent more than a few missives—a few featuring angry, selfrighteous lectures; some, stiffly awkward questions laden with accusation.
Others were more desperate, pleading. We’ve been together so long. Doesn’t
this relationship mean as much to you as it does to me? We can get through
this…

But none of them, she noticed acutely, took responsibility. None had a 
concrete plan of how he could earn her trust back. None had that earnest
humility necessary for a true apology.

The resolution settled like a meal in her stomach. Dealing with the loss
was daunting—they had shared so much; how was she to extricate her sense
of self and untangle from all those memories? But The alternative was to stay
lost in the past, trying to revive something that was either dead, or perhaps,
had never been there. In that moment, it was difficult for her to truly say
whether she’d loved Jai or the person she thought he was. It was an ugly
admission, but somehow soothing.

She set about composing her letter. She cited times, dates, finances, and
other details; dryly expressing the events that had torn apart her trust in him.
The hormonal tampering, the forced pregnancy, his reaction afterwards to her
abortion. The utter disconnect between their life goals and priorities. It was a
cold letter, even sterile, but she still wept as she wrote it.

At the end, she proposed a time and date for a dinner. That, she offered
room to negotiate on.

The reply was nearly immediate. “Of course. I will accommodate
anything you ask for.”

She groaned inwardly. He was back to desperation, it seemed. But
seeing the pattern made it easier to pull away. As she considered it, it seemed
like this cycle had been going on for a while. The recent blow-up was just the
most drastic version of it.

And I shouldn’t have to live like that, she thought, closing the letter and
sending it. It felt sharp and clear, and good.

In the evening, she mentioned the dinner to Jaria, who responded with 
angrily raised feathers, and to Sarah, who reacted about the same way herself.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Jaria demanded, crossing her arms and
glaring, her pupil slits narrowing.

“I’m with her on this,” Sarah said, jabbing her thumb sideways at Jaria.
“He sucks. Why are you giving him the time of day?”

“It’s not just for him, it’s for me,” she pleaded.

At that, Sarah’s shoulders slumped. “Okay, fine, that’s hard to argue
with. But do you trust him to not storm out here and confront you, or
something?”

“I’m not going to tell him where I am,” said Crystal, taken aback. “Oh.
Yeah, that doesn’t say good things about us, does it.”

“Not so much, no,” Sarah said wryly. “Like, listen, I’ve had my share of
bad relationships? Friends and romantic ones alike? And ‘I don’t want this
person to know my physical location’ is, to put it mildly, not great.”

Jaria imitated Sarah’s thumb-jerking gesture. “I agree with her. I do not
experience romantic attraction, but I have still encountered relationship issues
similar to this.”

Both of them glanced at her with surprise. Jaria mimicked a human
shrug. “We are social creatures as well. Convergent evolution, and possibly
the same genetic seed roots.” She bared her teeth in a mischievous grin.

Crystal went in to hug her, and Jaria wrapped feathered arms around
her. “There, there,” she said, patting Crystal’s head delicately. “All will be
well. But if he is in my proximity, I do not promise I will be able to restrain
my anger. Or my claws.”

Sarah smirked. “What she said.”

Jaria laughed, baring her teeth. “Human claws are so small and flimsy!”

“Hey, I’d still try.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Crystal assured them. But the doubt on both of 
their faces curdled in her gut. She didn’t want to expect the worst—but she
couldn’t help thinking of it anyway.

When they finally scheduled their video conference/projected dinner,
several days had passed. It was actually lunchtime for her. She had no idea 
what time it was for him. She went down to one of the restaurants on site and
got herself a private booth, then let the server know she’d be having a 
projected conversation.

She got a plate of fruit and kebabs for herself, but only picked at them.
As he appeared in her visual field, projected on both lenses, it was like he was
really sitting across from her. Yet she was glad that, as Jai reached forward,
he couldn’t actually touch her. The hairs rose on the back of her neck.

“Where are you?” he asked immediately.

“On vacation.”

“Oh.” He looked crestfallen. “Is there any chance you’d be willing to

come back to the Solar System? We could even take a trip home to Mars if 
you want.”
Indignation roiled in her again. He was acting as though he could still 
appease her somehow. “No, I don’t think so.”

He let out a long sigh, a sad look in his watery eyes. They looked a little
bloodshot, she noticed. “Is this because I didn’t tell you about my Spiritual 
interests?”

“Yeah, when did that even happen? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“What was the point?”

She exhaled and glanced at the table. “But you assumed what I would
have said. That I would have hated your beliefs.”

“And you do, don’t you?”

It was hard for her to deny. They’d both been there when she spent
hours trying to keep on top of political events, when Victor had been—
improbably, unexpectedly—catapulted to power. He’d heard her rant about
the people trying to push human rights back into the twenty-first century, or
even the eighteenth.

“What do you believe?” she hedged. A tiny part of her wanted it all to be
a bad dream, to hope that she could save her marriage, that this was just a 
misunderstanding.

“I just think the more traditional lifestyle is more beneficial. People need
to know what they’re supposed to do. Who they’re supposed to be. Nowadays,
especially with all of these alien interests—I used to think they were adding to
our culture, but I think they just confuse things. Humans need to go back to
our roots. I think the Earthly perspective has a lot of merit to it. It just makes
sense. And I think people spend too much time having sex without caring
about it, or doing drugs, or just seeking pleasure—and not enough time
focusing on the common good. Those ancient religions had some good ideas,
and a solid structure. If we’d just follow them and spend less time focused on
such temporary distractions that really don’t improve us morally or, well,
spiritually, we’d be better off.”

He looked away from her, at something she couldn’t see. “As much as I
enjoyed traveling and partying, it was just so meaningless. I feel like having a 
family would really make me feel accomplished. But I need you to be willing
to support me in that. I’d make sure you’d be so comfortable.”

“But I don’t want to be comfortable. I want to have adventures.”

He shook his head in exasperation tinged with affection. “But that
feeling doesn’t last. It didn’t for me, so I know it won’t for you.”

“Jai, you can’t assume my emotions like that. We’re different people.”

“It’s easy to think you know what you want, but it doesn’t mean it’s true.
It wasn’t easy growing up rich, you know,” he said pensively. “Everyone
expected me to be good at poetry, too, like him.”

Crystal knew he meant his ancestor, the Blaine who’d been on one of the 
first exploratory missions. Every tourism campaign and conference and hotel 
referenced lines from his body of work. People still recited it or performed it
or did things inspired by it for arts festivals. Over the years, she’d lost count
of the number of times she’d seen him flinch away at the sight or sound of the
poems.

“All that privilege comes with such intense expectations. I had to be
something.”

“What, so you didn’t want to be a wormhole engineer?”

He rolled his shoulders. “Don’t give me that tone. Of course I did, but I
also had to want something like that. For that matter, my family’s still 
disappointed that I didn’t become a diplomat, something more prestigious.”

“But it’s your life,” Crystal argued back.

He sighed. “That’s my point. When you come from a name like that, it’s
not really your own life.”

"But Jai—this is my life. Regardless of whether you think you know 
better or not. A mismatch of life goals is one thing, but it doesn’t excuse
getting me pregnant without my consent, and lying about it."

He started to say something, but changed his mind more than once,
settling on, "You don't see the bigger picture."

Crystal furrowed her brow, her heart sinking. "What am I not seeing?"

He straightened and glared at her like she should know, but didn't 
elaborate. Looking petulant, he knew he was caught, but wasn't about to give
up any ground.

"Jai," she said more gently. "I would like it if we could stay in each 
other's lives. I don't think I can be your wife, but—"

"But I want you to be!" he exclaimed. He reflexively reached for her.
Although she couldn't feel his touch, she bristled as his holograph pressed her
hands to the table, holding them down.

“But you aren’t asking me what I want. That’s the whole problem,”
Crystal said.

Jai sighed again. “To tell you the truth, I don’t think you know what you
really want. Or you think you do, but it’s not what you need. A more Spiritual 
perspective—it just makes things a lot clearer. And it’s shown me how much
we’ve lost by chasing the stars and wandering so far from Earth. We’ve lost
touch with our essential nature.”

“But Jai, you keep telling me how I feel,” she said, her anger rising. “And
that’s the problem. You decided I would enjoy being a mother, or come to.
You decided I wouldn’t accept your perspective.”

“Well, do you?”

Now he had her pinned. “I don’t like it, but you didn’t have the right to
make that decision for me.”

He looked both disappointed and affirmed, but as though he’d been
expecting that exact answer. To her exasperation, he seemed to gain
confidence, straightening his shoulders. “That’s my point. I know you better
than you know yourself, Glass.”

“Don’t call me that,” she snapped, her voice breaking just a little.

Infuriatingly, he gave her a tender look with just a hint of archness to it,
as though to say, see?

“Hear me out,” Jai pleaded, reaching for her hands again. She shivered,
flinching away, and deliberately spread them, but pulled back so he couldn’t. “I
love you. I always will, no matter what you think. If you could just—just
consider a more sensible lifestyle, maybe not spend so much time dashing
around with people like Sarah,” he looked irritated at merely mentioning her,
“then I’m sure we could make this work after all. I don’t care what you’ve
done in the meantime. I just want you back.”

She held up a hand. “No, no, hold on, you’re bringing my friends into
this. Don’t act like I can’t make my own decisions.”

“But I just don’t like the way you’ve changed since you started spending
time with her again. Every time after you two talk, you’re going on the news,
signing all those petitions—it’s just so much to worry about. I think it makes
you miserable.”

“But I don’t like ignoring the world! Sure, taking breaks is important,
but it doesn’t go away if you stop paying attention to it. What happened to the
guy who used to care?”

He spread his hands. “I still care, I just…think it might be wrong. I
don’t think humans should even be in the Infed.”

A wave of cold washed over her. “But you’re a wormhole engineer.”

He paused, as though it was delicate. “I mean, we could still have some
sort of arrangement, I’m sure. I do think humans deserve our colonies
elsewhere. I plan to be taking more jobs that create wormholes and routes
towards those planets, in fact, so we can strengthen our influence over those
regions. It’s hard to maintain cultural consistency when you’re so far out
there. But Earth has been neglecting its duties as a shepherding figure—”

“You’re not even from Earth!” she snapped. She knew she was raising
her voice, but this was a private booth, and she couldn’t manage to care at the
moment.

He sighed. She noticed that he’d moved his hands under the table, and
was glancing away from her; by the slight, faint movements of his lips and the
twitching of his arm muscles, she was certain he had projected a keyboard
across his lap and was typing, but had declined to share his project view.

“What are you doing?”

“Just a quick errand. Don’t worry about it,” he said.

“Stop telling me what to do,” she said through gritted teeth.

“But you’ve lost your way!” he finally growled back. “Don’t you see that?
You would never have left me before you started talking to Sarah again.”

The contempt in his voice just rankled further. “Yes, I would! Stop
pretending I can’t think for myself! Jai, this is only confirming what I’ve
decided. If there’s anything I’ve left behind, I want it back. And I also want
your signature on the documents.”

At that, his eyes blazed with anger, then panic, then filled with tears.
“Crystal, please. You’re not really going to—to divorce me?” He said the word
like a curse. “You can have more time on your vacation—”

“Jaison. It’s not a vacation. Our values diverged at some point, and you
stopped talking to me about it. And now—it’s like I don’t even know who you
are. I don’t want someone I loved to be a stranger, but to be honest? I don’t
think I like the person you’ve become. And I don’t want to live with this
person.”

Furious tears were leaking down his cheeks, and he wiped them away
savagely. “When Sarah’s gone, you’ll think differently,” he insisted.

“What do you mean, ‘when’?”

“I just want my wife back.”

“What do you mean, ‘when’?”

“I was just doing my duty as an Earthly citizen,” he snapped.

“Jaison Blaine. What did you do.”

He flinched as she said his last name. “When I found out who you were
going to spend time with, and when I noticed you stopped replying to my
messages, I did some research. You do know your old friend is a criminal,
don’t you? With a warrant out for her arrest?”

“That is none of your business,” she shot back. Crystal’s head felt white-
hot with rage.

“I think it’s my business when it endangers my wife’s life!”

“First of all, it’s my choice whether I take risks or not, and secondly, I’m
not your wife anymore.”

He gave her a wounded look. “If it wasn’t for her, I know you still would
be. She’s poisoned you so much. Anyway—I hired someone to keep an eye on
you. I talked to people at work, I found out there was this guy—he said he
knew us? Worked with us a long time ago? Kaleb Stark. Apparently, we met
him on Crossing Paths. I didn’t really get a chance to talk to him personally,
but he remembered me.”

Kaleb Stark. Kial’s alias. Crystal debated telling him that Kial had not
only taken the assignment, but fucked her in the process. The mere memory of
what had seemed like a seductive, romantic moment now felt tainted, dirty.
She wondered if he’d meant a damn thing he’d said when they were together.

Her stomach roiled with cold anger, and she felt a brief wave of nausea.
She gulped down water to keep herself from throwing up.

But then, his assignment was to watch her. He probably wasn’t
supposed to screw her. What would Jai think if he found out about that?
Uncontrollably, laughter burst from her mouth.

“What’s so funny?” Jai demanded.

“Nothing. So you hired a fucking bounty hunter to follow me?” she said,
her voice an unnaturally even tone.

“I just wanted to make sure you were okay, and safe! And then I—well,
I’m afraid—I heard about what she’s been getting up to. And Crystal, I can’t
have you arrested. I won’t have my wife turned into a criminal. Smuggling?
Engaging in sedition?” He sounded genuinely horrified.

“You hired a bounty hunter to follow me, he stalked me, and then—
what happened, Jaison? What did you. Do?”

“She’s not going to be a problem anymore.”

“What did you do, you fucking coward?”

His head dropped. “The information was passed to relevant authorities.
Her escape from consequences is coming to an end.”

Crystal got up from the table, out of range of the projector, and clenched
her fists. More than anything, she wanted to hit him right now. But violence
wasn’t the solution to anger.

Not even if it felt deeply tempting.

She took a few long breaths and walked back towards the table. Her
mind raced at a million parsecs a minute.

His holographic projection was pleading with her. She finally noticed he
was still talking.

“Please, baby,” said Jai beseechingly. “You have to—”

“Have to? You sold her out,” said Crystal. Her voice was no more than a
whisper.

“I…” he ran a hand through his hair frantically. “I had no choice. They
said she wouldn’t be hurt—just incarcerated again, and…”

“You sold her out.”

“For you! For us! It was the only way to save you and keep you from
being thrown in jail right next to her.”

Crystal was speechless.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that…that’s not fair.”

“I…”

“I had to.” He reached for her hand, his ghostly projected hand wrapping
around hers, sinking through her fingers. “You’re my wife. I don’t care about
anything else. I would do anything to keep you safe, and I’d do it again in a 
heartbeat.”

Crystal jerked her hand away from his and got up from the chair,
wheeling backwards. “You didn’t even ask me what I wanted.”

“I didn’t have to. It didn’t matter. It was your life or hers. What good is
a cause if you die for it? If you just lay low—”

Crystal’s chest tightened, and spots swam in her vision. She lurched
forward, unable to breathe. Jai got up and stood awkwardly, reaching forward.
“It’s okay. Really, it is.”

The panic receded, and she looked up. Hate was written across her
features. “Don’t touch me.”

“I’m dozens of parsecs away,” he said in exasperation.

“You know what I mean. Who’s coming to get her?”

“How am I supposed to know?” he whined. “I shared the information the
way I was supposed to, but I’m not in the system.”

“Of course. Fucking—I don’t want to hear another word from you.
Goodbye, Jai.”

“Crys—”

She didn’t hear what he said as she hung up on him, slamming the
connection closed.

A waiter finally stalked over, crest half-raised in consternation. “Madam,
is everything all right? You were being very loud, and you sound very upset.”

She took a deep breath, palming her forehead. She realised tears were
trickling out of her eyes. “It is not all right. I apologize for being loud in the
dining room, however. I need to speak to—”

A message interrupted her speech. It was Jaria. She looked panicky,
feathers sticking up in every direction. As she spoke, the waiter—who
shouldn’t have been able to hear the conversation—looked very concerned.

“Attention. This message is addressed to all staff. Please engage
lockdown procedures.”

A droning buzzer sounded, and Jaria seemed to turn her attention more
directly to Crystal. “Crystal, please stay where you are. We’re under attack,
and it’s not pretty.”

“Jaria, what’s going on?”

“I’m deploying security right now.” Jaria bared her teeth, her yellow 
eyes narrowing to slits. As she arched, a low, dangerous rattle sounded from
the pit of her throat. Crystal knew that sound. “We have company. There
was—what is—a rat. We had athe rat.” Her English faltering was a bad sign.
“I will protect with everything.”

“Jaria!”

The channel closed off. Crystal cursed, firing off a string of profanity.
Heavy metal sliding covers slide down over the windowed walls of the
restaurant. Metal walls slid together in front of the entrance.

Other guests were starting to look around, murmuring in confusion and
alarm. Crystal looked for the waiter, ready to plead her case, but they had
already left, and were trying to round up the other hapless guests—some
Yteran, some Human, and all looking confused.

Crystal wanted to fling herself against the door. She tried to activate a 
communication channel, but a disabled network sign popped up in her visual 
field.

A slow realisation opened in her belly like a pit. The timing of this
meeting must not have been a coincidence. Jai must have arranged for
whatever was happening to occur while she was otherwise occupied.

So that she wouldn’t be able to warn Sarah about the authorities coming
for her.

Or Toby. Or Paulo. Or Patience.
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The sky was a little clearer today, and with the planet’s rotation, just a
little more sunlight was filtering down—the perpetual sunset of the tidallylocked moon particularly reddish. Despite the luxurious play of colours, and
the eternal night beckoning on the other side, it was, so to speak, the
afternoon. The relativized clock measurement system said that the night,
when cloud cover tended to thicken and obscure the low light, wasn’t for
hours yet.

Patience lounged on a recliner, a bright green swimsuit that cut away
over one shoulder hugging her small, slim frame. Her dark braids were
carefully wrapped in a clinging membrane that swathed her head, protecting
her hair from the seawater. A privacy veil extended over her face, down to her
chin; that had a stiffer texture, and the lacy look of fish-fins or coral. With the
complete headdress and swimsuit on, she looked like some mixture of a
cnidarian and a tropical fish; both wrasse and anemone.

As Sarah signalled for another round of the iced citrus drinks, Patience
sat up and languidly strolled towards the pool. She crouched down on a stone
edge and gradually eased her feet into the cool, swishing water.

Bringing a drink to her, as Sarah drew closer, she noticed the tension in
Patience’s posture; despite her apparent languor, her shoulders were tight.

She felt shallow and foolish for being so distracted by it, but there was
no denying Patience’s beauty, even despite her carefully concealed unease.
The soft light glazed her dark brown skin with a liminal sapphire; the pale
undersides of her arms looked velvety and silky.

“Thank you,” Patience said, taking the cocktail. She sipped for a long
time, but barely seemed to swallow.

“Are you okay? You look kind of uncomfortable.”

Patience sighed. “I’ve been on the run for so long, now. It’s—” she
gestured to her swimsuit, the pool, “—it’s not what I’m used to. I didn’t grow 
up with…affluence. I barely know what I’m doing.”

“Just relaxing, I hope,” she said, daring to set a hand closer to Patience’s,
there on the stone rim.

Patience trailed her fingers closer, then set her hand on top of Sarah’s.
She leaned over to put her head on Sarah’s shoulder.

Sarah felt a giddy rush of delight course through her, and wrapped an
arm around Patience’s waist. The dark magenta suit’s cutaways revealed
curved triangles of Sarah’s own skin; lighter pale-gold contrasting against the
green and dark brown of Patience. They looked lovely together, and the sight
and their touch filled Sarah with pleasure.

Patience let out a contented sigh. “I suppose this is what it’s like? For
most people?” she murmured. “This is normal, for a holiday?”

“I mean, this resort is very nice. Where I grew up, on Mars, we
definitely had domes with pools. Not as extensive as this, but yeah. Lounging
by an artificial beach, splashing around—it was pretty pleasant.”

Patience lifted her head in curiosity. “Domes? How did that work?”

Sarah went to shrug, but restrained herself, not wanting to displace
Patience’s soft cheek from her shoulder. “I’m not really the engineering type.
But it was like, an enclosed atmosphere? But with a lid on top, so they didn’t
have to do stuff to the whole planet. Made it way easier. And there were
overlapping layers to keep the atmosphere from escaping out too much, and so
people could walk between the bubbles? Also kept it warmer. Mars is chilly.”

Patience lifted her head, fixing her with bright, clever dark eyes. “So you
had to live in boxes? Or, bubbles? Not out in the open, like Indus?”

Sarah shook her head. “Nope. Earth’s the only really habitable planet in
our Solar System. Try to take a walk on Mars, and you’ll both suffocate and
freeze. ‘Course, turns out there are a lot of Earth-like planets. One of the
reasons the HuCon has been so keen to expand…when you play the numbers
game, there’s a lot more places that are actually warm and wet enough, with 
the right atmospheres. And most other species are oxygen and carbon-based,
like us, so—”

Patience’s attention was almost unnerving, and she faltered. “Sorry—I 
don’t know much about it,” Sarah admitted.

“As soon as we find a safe place, I want to take some courses on that. I
want to know everything. The upper classes kept a lot of information from
us—or rather, kept us away from centers of higher learning.” She traced a 
finger through the water. “University, college, even lower-level advanced
learning—they all had income restriction requirements. And they keep
people’s wages low enough that, of course, it’s impossible to just save your
way up to a higher threshold. If you break the Conduct Codes, there are fines.
So of course, that chips away at whatever wages people get, too.” She gestured
to the resort, to the drinks. “I’ve only seen things, places like this, in
advertisements.”

Sarah felt terrible. It must have shown on her face, because Patience
sighed, patted her hand. “Don’t feel bad. Just…keep on helping me fight. All I
want is for everyone to have the chance at this.” She leaned back. “The chance
to be…lazy. Comfortable. Happy.”

“Everyone deserves that,” Sarah said, nodding. “I have to admit, it’s been
years and years since I did anything like this, either.”

“It’s nice.” Patience was looking at her again, but with softness this time.

Sarah leaned forward to peck her on the lips. The foolish smile of delight
spreading across her mouth, echoed on Patience’s face. They sat, trailing their
legs in the water, foreheads touching and shoulders brushing against each 
other, for a moment that felt like forever.

A shadow stretched across them, long and thready. Someone cleared
their throat.

They’d been alone out here, the security guards had been closer to the
building—still within visual range. Was one of the guards here?

Her instincts said no, and coiled tight with fear in her stomach.

Patience was up in a flash, scrabbling to her feet. But she reached down
to her legs, her waist, for weapons that weren’t there—

Sarah got up as well, but too slow. Patience was more competent than
her, she could see it from her stance, but neither of them was used to fighting
unarmed.

Patience did her best to kick, but she stumbled on the slippery edge, and
fell into the water. She yelped in pain as her toe caught on a corner. The
stranger—a human man—reached forward, grasping and flailing.

But it seemed she could swim, and he couldn’t. With a deft turn, she
coiled her body and spiraled forward, towards the other side of the pool.

The world felt frozen, slowed somehow. She tried to think of what to do.
By rote, Paulo’s advice blared into her mind. When in doubt, fight dirty.

Sarah pushed the man forward. With his heavy weapon and armour, he
flailed and tipped over, unbalanced. His head was underwater. She held him
down, bubbles sputtering up in a furious silver tempest. He thrashed, his arms
wheeling around in the air.

His hand struck her in the face, and her nose immediately gushed blood.
It didn’t feel broken, or at least, she didn’t hear a crunch, but it hurt like hell.

She cursed and covered her nose, and that was all he needed. He
managed to grab the edge with one hand, then got his head out of the water.

He swiped soaked brown hair out of his pale, angular face and glared at
her. “Oh, you bitch. You’re lucky they want you alive.”

Sarah was about to say something, and he took advantage of her
distraction to backhand her. She moved with the momentum to lessen the
blow’s force, then rolled out of the way. She got to her knees. “Patience!” she
screamed.

Patience was on the other side of the pool. Her eyes wide, she pointed to
something behind Sarah.

Sarah turned, and saw another four people. They were wearing motley
armour—some of it expensive, some of it scuffed and dented; their weapons
were equally mismatched.

Sarah had gone through enough smuggling milk runs and transport
hubs to recognize the look. These were definitely bounty hunters. So where
was the resort’s security?

She scanned around frantically, but the beach was empty. Stupid, stupid,
she cursed herself.

A message blasted across her vision in bright red—an override. Paulo!
“Sarah! You and Patience have to get out of there.” A blast of pixilation and an
error tone. “—security!” Another burst of intense, painful visual and auditory
stimuli. “—Scrambler!” she heard Paulo say. “I’m working on an override!”

“No fucking kidding!” Sarah yelped. “They’re here already. You’re too
late!”

She heard Paulo spit profanity in furious, slangy Portuguese, crossing
into nonhuman languages. Then the overload program attacked her again,
and she gasped in pain. Fumbling, she slammed a finger against her brow to
turn the computer off.

Immediately, the onslaught died. But it also meant she was cut off from
communication and messages.

Toby, Sarah thought frantically—then realised she couldn’t message
him. Tears of helpless anger and fury seared down her cheeks.

“Hands up, lady,” said one of the bounty hunters, broadcasting to her
through a helmet. Another trained a gun over Sarah’s shoulder—at Patience.

Sarah lifted her hands, but turned to look over. Patience was being held
by the shoulder, a large person hoisting her at what looked like an
uncomfortable angle. Her veil and headwrap were torn, inky braids spilling
across her shoulders. Was that a scrape? Blood?

Fury burned through her. Heedless of her own bleeding nose, Sarah
wanted to kill them just for harming Patience.

But Patience shook her head, a pained look on her face. The bounty
hunter cuffed her hands behind her back. Patience had frozen, terror and
resignation mingling on her face.

Sarah closed her eyes and stood still.

“Now, behave yourself, and we won’t make it hard on you,” the bounty
hunter said. He smirked, looming over her in his boots. “It cost a hell of a lot
just to buy the jammers to take this place down. Good thing the price on your
heads will cover the expenditures.” He chuckled. “My accountant won’t be
happy with me.”

“You have a fucking accountant?” she blurted.

He laughed. “Contract work is contract work.” He patted her shoulder.
“You’re lucky it’s us. If it was HuCon Peace Officers—”

“They don’t have jurisdiction out here!”

“Nobody does,” he said amicably. “So nobody is going to give a shit
about you getting scooped up.”

“We have important friends,” she stammered weakly.

“Oh, goodness me,” he said, batting his eyes and bowing at the knees.
The cuffs clicked around her wrists. “We’ll be sure to get out of here before
they catch up to us, then.”

Thinking fast, Sarah angled the side of her brow with the implant
towards him and headbutted him.

“Knock it off, you dumb cunt,” he said, voice hardening. “You want to
hurt your head so bad? I’ll help you out.”

A powerful slap across her face. It stung and ached. She heard Patience
scream something in anger and concern.

Sarah eased her tongue through her lips. A little more blood, and her
nose hurt even more now—still not broken, though. Good luck, that.

“Sorry about that,” she said, her lips feeling puffy. “I’ll be good now.”

“Good.” He grunted. “I hate having to manhandle people. Now come
along.” He shoved her by the shoulder, and she stumbled, but caught herself.

The bounty hunters came up to flank her and Patience, dragging them
towards a small, versatile ship that had landed right on the beach. It was a
tight landing zone; she was begrudgingly impressed.

A soft ping, a quarter of a second’s delay. She projected a tiny keyboard
in private view and typed carefully, slowly twitching her fingers. “Paulo, I’m
using your encrypted frequency. They got us. Computer on. Track me.” She
breathed a command, setting her computer to emergency mode.

A small confirmation icon activated in the corner of her vision, then
disappeared.

The message had been sent and received. Now all she could do was hope
they could either keep the ship from lifting off, or track the bounty hunters
down before they made it back to human territory. Either way, that left plenty
of time.

The bounty hunters lifted Patience up the stairs bodily, then followed
suit with her. Apparently, they weren’t taking any chances on being
strategically tripped.

Sarah closed her eyes, feeling sick with fear.
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The hotel was still on lockdown. Alarms and alerts were blaring across
speakers. It was giving Crystal a headache. She hadn’t been in the greatest
mood after talking to Jai, and this was just making everything worse.

People were chattering around her, a mix of languages and sounds
—
mostly Yteran and human ones. She swiveled her head and sent frantic
messages. Toby was online, Jaria was online, Paulo was online. Patience didn’t
have a biotic implant system, so she could be ruled out. And Sarah—wasn’t.
Sarah’s status flicked on again. Crystal selected an automated message,
“Where are you?” and sent it to all of them with the highest urgency marker.

After an agonizing wait, she saw Jaria cutting through the crowd with 
long strides, Toby trotting to keep up beside her.

“Crystal!” he gasped, leaning forward. “I was halfway—across the hotel.
Message—Paulo—they took them.”

“Who took them?” Crystal demanded, grabbing him by the shoulders.

Jaria opened her mouth and trilled out a rattling warning hiss, fully
raising her feather crests, spreading her arms, and flared her tail. Instead of
anger, though, Crystal saw caution and fear in her eyes.

A few other Yterans in the room instinctively lifted their own crests,
and the room filled with sibilant warning hisses and rattles.

“Not here,” Jaria barked in Commontung. “Now. Follow me.”

The staff and customers gave her a wide berth. The other humans
looked absolutely terrified by the warning display, and the Fysiian couple
looked grumpy, clutching several beverages in their manifold tentacles. A lone
Coronite rattled and clicked in forlorn alarm, but she couldn’t stop to comfort
her.

Crystal trailed after Jaria as best as she could, keenly aware of just how 
long and powerful her friend’s legs were. With her lengthy neck whipping
around, teeth bared, and crests extended, Jaria looked more inhuman than
Crystal had ever seen her.

The last time she’d looked like that, pirates had been attacking their
wormhole-construction base.

Jaria strode to a doorway, angrily gestured with a taloned hand, and
they stepped in. In a few seconds, they descended to the heavily reinforced
basement, and she ushered them out.

“Jaria, what the fuck is going on?” Crystal gasped.

Jaria hissed again, her pupils narrow, then took a breath. “Sorry,” she
said shortly, switching to Commontung. “Resort shut down they-did. Jammer
signals theysent.” Another breath. “I am extremely angry.”

Toby mouthed along, struggling to follow. “What did she say?” he
whispered in English. “Her accent got really thick, and I’m bad with the
clicking syllables in Commontung.”

“Someone shut down the resort,” she said in English, frowning.

“Against accords!” Jaria said, crests rising and tail lashing. “This is safe
ground! Shared-land weshared island!” She took another breath. “Forgive. So
angry, I am not grammar.”

“Bounty hunters and pirates aren’t supposed to take aggressive actions
here,” Crystal translated to Toby, frowning.

He nodded, his brow furrowed. “Paulo said something like that when we
landed. That’s why people come to places like this for negotiations. So—they
broke the code of ethics?”

Crystal nodded, switching to Commontung to speak to Jaria. “In
Englishhuman, we say, honour among thieves,’ or sometimes, ‘no honour
among thieves.’”

Jaria shook her head vehemently, her crests fanning the air. “The code of 
ethics for bounty hunters and pirates is extremely important. They could be
kicked out of the union for this.”

Toby mouthed along. When he got to the end, his brow wrinkled.
Despite herself, Crystal couldn’t help noticing how cute he looked. “There’s a 
union?” he said.

“Closest translation,” Jaria said, waving a claw impatiently. “I working
with three languages at once. Think in my own language. Talk in
Commontung. Then also talking in human English. Give me Ibreaking.” She
blinked, paused to fuss with some of her feathers.

After a few moments of preening and chewing on her claws, she looked
up at them, tilting her head at an impossible angle as her neck and shoulders
arched in a miserable curve. “Pardon me. I should explain why I am so angry,
I can barely speak. This is not only a grave insult to our hospitality, our
family, and our business, it also represents disrespect to my aunt. And, my
human’s kin-friends are in trouble.” She bared her teeth again, hissed, then
stopped. She cocked her head, eyes wide.

Crystal didn’t have to ask why; at the same time, she received Paulo’s
transmission. From the look on his face, Toby was also getting it.

“I just got a message from Sarah. Bounty hunters swooped her and
Patience from the southeast beach. I ran an atmospheric traffic ping, and the
chucklefucks didn’t bother cloaking their ship.” There was a long pause in his
message, and blinkshot info from his optical cameras flashed up. “I ran
another ping on the bounty hunter network, and they’re carrying out a 
contract for the HuCon. There was a warrant for them both, of course, and a 
huge reward.”

“But how the fuck did they know to come here?” Toby retorted,
switching back to English. “This is outside HuCon space! We’re in Infed
space—and laws that aren’t supported by the Infed aren’t valid out here!
That’s why we’re supposed to be safe!”

“They got a tipoff,” Crystal said grimly. She closed her eyes. She
thought she was going to faint. “My—my exhusband Jai…he sent a bounty
hunter to follow me. To—to stalk me. And…to pick up Sarah. I don’t think he
knew about Patience.” Her breath shook. “But how would they have gotten
the info from him?”

“He’d have to put a notif up in order to claim the bounty,” said Paulo
grimly, walking through the locked door in front of them. He wiped sweat off 
his shiny brown forehead, moisture gleaming on the silver patches of his skull.
His chrome eyes were as full of pain and sadness as any organic gaze could be.
“The trick with putting up a notif is that it gives others a chance to swoop
your bounty. This is a neutral zone, so he probably wasn’t counting on
someone swooping him.”

Crystal exhaled. “I think he told Jai, and I think Jai’s the one who told
law enforcement. That’s my best guess.”

Paulo scowled. “Leite cagando filho da puta!”

From the look on Jaria’s face, her feelings had finally been adequately
translated into a human language.

Toby clenched his fists, took a deep breath. “I’m going to kill him. The
next time I see him, he’s dead.”

Paulo scoffed. “Kid—”

“Don’t call me kid. He took my cousin. He took Patience Ngouabi. This
is personal and political.”

“He has a lot of fighting experience, and he’s a slippery bastard,” Paulo
snarled. “Have you ever come back from the dead? He has.”

“I could! I don’t godsdamn care if he wipes the floor with me. I’ll—”

“Shut UP!” Crystal screamed, spreading her arms out.

All of them paused to look at her.

“Paulo, Jaria. What’s the status on Kial’s room?”

“Kial?”

“Kaleb. His real name is Kial.”

Jaria glanced to the side, mouthing and typing something. “His room is
no longer occupied.”

Crystal prepared to curse.

“Wait—he was in the middle of checking out during the lockdown.”
Jaria looked back at them, her eyes focusing again, no longer seeing on
whatever the microscreen lenses were projecting for her. “That means he’s
still in the parking garage.”

Four pairs of eyes—two human, one cybernetic, one Yteran—connected
over the same thought.

As they walked through the concealed tunnel, Jaria chirped orders to the
staff. Among humans, her shortness and abruptness would have been rude, but
as usual, the Yterans took no offense.

Kial was standing next to his ship, a hand on the door and an
embarrassed expression on his face, when they arrived at his parking spot.

Crystal stepped up to him and slapped him across the face as hard as she
could. She heard a muffled sound of anger and Paulo cursing in Portuguese
behind her, then held up a finger.

Kial blinked, touching his cheek. As he opened his mouth to speak, Toby
darted around Crystal and swung a haymaker at him. It connected around his
cheekbone, and he toppled sideways. Crystal grabbed Toby’s fists.

“Let me at him,” he spat.

“Toby!”

“If they have her, isn’t she as good as dead?” he demanded. His face was
blotchy, tears streaming from his eyes. He stepped back, eyes still watering,
and lowered his fists, breathing heavily.

Kial straightened, a wary look on his cynical, handsome face. “You
done?”

Crystal stepped up again, baring her own teeth in a snarl. “You have
some fucking explaining to do, you piece of shit traitor.”

From the look on his face, he knew exactly what she meant.

It shouldn’t have surprised her, but somehow, it still broke her heart
anyway. She put her arm around Toby’s shoulders. “Easy, Tobes. Easy.”

“She’s not dead yet,” Kial said. “And besides, I hate to say it, but that
actually wasn’t me.”

“But the location confirmation?” Paulo pressed, stepping up and
crossing his arms.

Kial glanced up at him, then faltered. The judgement on Paulo’s face,
and the sheer disappointment, almost made Crystal feel bad for him.

Almost.

“It wasn’t me,” Kial admitted. “I was going to check out, then claim it for
her. I didn’t even get to put up the ping. I had a meeting with Jai, your ex,” he
nodded to Crystal, “and I was gonna do it right after that. He said he’d be
speaking to you, and I figured I might as well get him to conclude things with 
the missus while I went and wrapped up my work. The main fee was for
tracking you. Sarah wasn’t worth a whole lot.”

His eyes went wide as all four of them turned expressions of pure rage
towards him. “Monetarily,” he said. “The fact that you got Patiencefuckin’-
Ngouabi here, of all people—I mean, she’s worth a lot. Couple million. I won’t
lie, I was going to get the bounty on her, too—would have been a nice
addition to the two hundred thousand for Sarah. By the way, who exactly did
your cousin piss off? For a BC criminal, that’s still disproportionate.”

“While she was on probation, she punched a security guard.”

He laughed. “That’s it?”

“The security guard was Kelna Wiscott’s nephew.”

His brow furrowed. “The wormhole engineer? Damn, I stole her
girlfriend a few years back.” He paused, looked wistful. “Amazing woman.
Shame she died.”

Crystal held a hand up to her forehead. She was getting a nasty
headache again. “Wait. The Spiritual politician, Kelna Wiscott? Her nephew?
Sarah punched him?”

Toby nodded, a pained look on his face. “He was following her around
when she worked at Paulo’s bar, stalking her really. He had a crush on her,
and she wasn’t having it. And then he tried to blackmail her into marrying
him, so she, uh—”

“I guess punching people runs in the family,” said Kial, chuckling.

“Wait,” interrupted Jaria. “Kelna Wiscott was an engineer, no?”

“After Annamar died, she became violently antipirate. Violently,”
Crystal put in. “And then she just…decided that being in the Infed was the
reason humans were being exposed to piracy anyway, and she was feeling
terrible, so she took up her family’s Spiritual beliefs. So now she’s decided that
she hates all nonhumans and ‘immoderate, licentious actions,’ like most
Spiritualists.”

Jaria let out a low rattle of warning as Kial slipped a hand towards the
door. “Enough talking. We can do this soon. Kial, do not open the door. You
will stay here. You will help us stop them.”

“Or what?” he said, cocking an eyebrow.

“What do you mean, ‘Or what’? You betrayed me. You owe me,” Crystal 
snapped, crossing her arms.

On the tiny platform at the top of the stairs, he couldn’t exactly get
away from her—not with the ship’s door closed.

“Do you mind? I need room for it to open.”

“It doesn’t slide sideways?” Crystal jabbed.

“It’s not a standard model. It’s a butterfly door,” he grumbled.

Crystal grabbed him by the lapels and slammed him against the door
with a clang. “Tough shit. You’re not going anywhere.”

He glanced down at her hands, then up at her face, and smirked, making
no move to get free. “Damn, you back for another round?”

She pulled back her hand to hit him, then stopped. “You’re stalling. Why
are you stalling?”

He huffed. “Because frankly, I don’t want to help. It’s a pain in the ass.
And you know I hate politics. That includes work politics. Those assholes
violated the union rules for bounty hunters, and in order to turn ‘em in, I have
to admit my involvement. And that could cost my license and membership, if 
you must know.” He drew a finger across his throat. “End of my career. So
forgive me if I’m not overly excited to help, because either way, I’m screwed.”

“How about this. You help us catch up to them, and I put in a good
word, or whatever, regarding her circumstances?”

Toby growled, “He doesn’t deserve it.”

Without taking her eyes off Kial, she said, “No, he doesn’t. He’s a liar, a 
cheat, a traitor, and a piece of shit. He tracked me down without telling me the
truth. He slept with me under those circumstances, and then he toyed with my
heart.”

Kial blinked, but had the grace to look suitably ashamed. She wasn’t
sure she believed his contrite expression, and either way, it wasn’t enough.

“But they don’t know he’s going to help us.”

Paulo spoke up, casually toying with a knife. He balanced it on a
fingertip by the very point, spinning it carefully; his finger extended,
revealing a mechanical joint. “He does, however, get first-claim rights. Isn’t
that right, Kial? And that means he can pull right up to their ship—the same
ship that’s currently stuck waiting for the space elevator.”

Kial nodded, his eyes still on Paulo’s dagger and the desultory
implication of murder it carried.

Toby leaned over her shoulder. “Okay, asshole. You go up there, you
flash your credentials and get our friends back, and then, if we’re feeling
generous, we sort shit out for you. But you set one foot out of line, or try to
doublecross us, and I’m using your liver for target practice. Got it?”

Kial shrugged. “Guess so. But I really do need everyone to step back for
the butterfly door.”

Crystal twisted the key out of his hand, then shoved him sideways, off
the extended step. He staggered, but landed on his feet—while she unlocked
the ship.

“Really? Not biometrically locked?” Paulo shook his head and tutted.
“Kial, you’ve gotten sloppy.”

Kial grunted.

Crystal stepped back as the door flourished upwards, then poked her
head in. “Everyone, come in first. Then let him in. I’m not taking any chances
on him pulling a runner.”

Kial held a hand to his chest. “Madame, you wound me.”

“And you double-crossed me. You’re out of goodwill, so spare me the
charm.”

Grimly, he stood off to the side as they piled into his ship, then finally
trundled in after them.
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Sarah slumped against the metal wall and leaned her head back. “Shit.”
“Indeed,” Patience muttered. She pulled her knees up and ducked her
head between them.

Neither of them said anything for a few moments.

“At least our legs aren’t chained together,” Patience finally pointed out.

Sarah exhaled. “True. And we don’t have isolation helmets.” She turned
to look at Patience and smiled softly. “I get to look at you.”

With a wan smile, Patience reached for her hand, despite the cuffs. They
entwined their fingers with some difficulty.

Sarah took the room in. It wasn’t much—Paulo’s storage compartments
were about this size. They could sit comfortably, but not spread their legs far,
and would have to crouch if they stood. There was a hatch above them; the
walls were modular steel barriers. Solid. A bit of flush-set micro-lighting
around the upper edge of the floor offered dim illumination. The hatch itself 
had a small viewing window, locked from outside, and also an internal lock,
with a cover over it. Paulo’s storage area was the same; designed to keep
prisoners in, but also to offer illumination and egress in case a crewmate was
doing work in a storage compartment and the hatch shut on them.

These guys were experienced. Her hope sank.

“So…” she said, twisting her cuffs idly. “I’m not getting outside signals,
by the way. No infonet access, no messages. I mean, I could read a book or go
through work papers, but they have messaging jammed.”

“So,” Patience echoed. She glanced up at the hatch. “This looks…bad.
I’ve worked with more than a few bounty hunters in my time, and a lot of 
them…they’re as bad as cops, but with half the regulations. I’m a bit of a 
commodity, unfortunately, so—there’s a good chance we’ll be re-captured by
someone else, or injured in the attempt. At best.”

Her eyes were widening, and her breath was coming fast. Sarah touched
her shoulder. “Maybe not. I managed to get a message off to Paulo. On his
encrypted frequency.”

Patience’s brow rose. “Oh?”

“Yes. And this ship looks like a similar model to Paulo’s. Very common,
mind you—because it’s small, versatile, and easy to mod. A few planets and
companies make either the same or similar ones.”

Patience looked at her. “Can you get us out of this from the inside?”

Sarah bit her lip. “Maybe if I had my tool belt.” She gestured to her
swimsuit. “Gods, I feel stupid.”

Patience shook her head. “No, I said yes to going swimming. I should
have been more careful.”

“But it doesn’t make any sense. We’re not even in human space. How did
they even know we were out there? Jaria specifically said it’s a neutral zone.”

Patience shrugged as much as she could, then paused. “Wait.” A grin
slowly spread across her face. Fumbling with some of her braids, she revealed
a few small, short lengths of metal wrapped in the tips of the carefully plaited
hair. Fiddling with the cuffs and a couple of different bits of metal, she bit her
lip in concentration. It took her a good fifteen minutes of fiddling, but finally,
she gave in to a wide grin.

The cuffs had snapped off.

“You’d think they’d use something electronic,” Sarah said, offering her
own wrists.

Patience expertly twisted the latches free, undoing each of the cuffs.
“Nope. A mini-EMP gun would take them right out, and it’s not hard to
conceal a button or a pensized EMP on your person. Most ships’ core
electronics are shielded, but cheap cuffs? Definitely not.” She smacked the brig
hatch. “This will be shielded.”

“Sounds like you’ve broken out of your fair share of custody,” Sarah
ventured.

Patience shrugged a delicate shoulder, pale bone just visible beneath the
richness of her skin. “Training and drills from people who have, actually. A lot
of them. Between attacks, we’d practice things like this.” She sighed. “I carried
some micro-EMPs myself, in my various pockets. Which I don’t have, of 
course, because I don’t have my pants.”

Sarah put an arm around her hesitantly. “This okay?”

Patience sighed and slumped against her. “Very. You can stop
asking…especially because I don’t know how much longer we’ll be able to do
it.” Her face rested against the corner of Sarah’s shoulder and breast. “I’ll be
honest—we have a long way to go to get back to HuCon space, depending on
how they travel, and my hopes aren’t very high.”

“Oh.” Sarah leaned her head back. “They’d probably just…put me back
in BC. What…what do you think they’d do to you?”

Patience shook her head. “Not without making an example of us, they
wouldn’t.” She flinched, looking down. “That’s the worst part. I did hard
labour in BC. I could do it again. I just…I can’t stand to think of being
paraded around on the media, a walking trophy for them to use as proof of 
their dominance.” Bitterness filled her voice. “That’s a powerful tool of 
propaganda, to have one of your notable opponents in custody. There are
others like me, on other colony planets. I’m just one of many.”

“You’re still special,” Sarah said, stroking her neck.

“Didn’t say I wasn’t. Just that the work will go on after me.” Patience
looked very tired, then. “But I’m special enough to be worth keeping alive.
They don’t do capital punishment anymore—we haven’t sunk to that level of 
barbarity, not officially—but when my rhetorical value fades or falls low
enough…” She crossed her arms, shivered.

Sarah drew her in. “We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it. We’re out
of the cuffs—I don’t suppose you have a key to the hatch in those braids?”

Patience shook her head in dismay.

Sarah sighed. “It locks externally, but I know where there’s an
emergency lock. But that lock type—at least on Paulo’s ship, it’s an electronic
one. And it’s EMP-shielded, too.”

Patience squinted, then crawled over on bent knees. She reached up,
using her keys to fiddle with the cover. After a moment, she gave Sarah a look
of excitement, then got to work on the lock itself.

She spent another good fifteen or twenty minutes on it. The clanks and
scrapes of metal on the mechanisms filled the space. After a while, she took a 
break, defeated. “There was a peephole, but I can’t get it open from inside,
because the latch is heavy. My arms are getting tired, and even if they
weren’t…I can’t get it open.” Patience drew her arms around her knees, her
head dropping in defeat.

“Well, fuck.”

“Uh huh.”

Sarah stretched her legs out. “You can put your head on me, if you want.
Probably more comfortable.”

Patience crawled sideways, then stretched out, resting her head on
Sarah’s thigh. “Mmm. This is better.”

Sarah leaned forward to kiss her, then rested her head against the wall.
“Think they’ll let us use the bathroom at some point?”

Patience weighed her hands. “Hard to say. It’s a risk for them if they do,
but it keeps our dignity. Depends exactly how generous they feel, to be frank.”

“Shit.”

“That is, indeed, the problem,” Patience deadpanned.

Sarah giggled, then sighed. She set both hands flat on either side of the
floor, trying to feel the vibrations and take a guess at whether the engines
were engaged or not. She frowned. “I’m not sure the ship is flying? The ion
drive isn’t that strong, but it’s not usually quiet, either. They might be taking
the elevator.”

“So we have a chance?” Patience looked alert.

“Yes. Definitely. If they get to us in time. So, what’s the play? Maybe try
and pull one down as soon as they let us out?”

“Could do it, but they’ll probably be expecting that. Even with the
cuffs.”

As she said that, Patience frowned and tucked strands of her hair back
around the shafts and teeth of the tiny keys. Braiding around them without
looking, her fingers moved with effortless grace. Sarah tried not to stare at
Patience’s hands, but her heart was doing that delighted flipping thing again,
the thing that made her just a little dizzy.

Patience rested for a few moments, then seemed to consider, finally
speaking. “They might feed us, they might not; they could kick us around, but
they haven’t been too aggressive so far.”

Sarah nodded. She hesitated before touching Patience’s forehead lightly;
as Patience leaned against her hand, Sarah stroked her head.

They sat like that for a while, resting, both of them lost in their own
thoughts. This close, Sarah noticed that the whites of Patience’s eyes had an
ivory tinge, and she could see the rings and striations of deep brown around
her iris. A faint ring of gold surrounded her pupil; a subtle halo. Her lashes
were thick, dark, and abundant, and her brows were lush and strong. Pretty
well-kept, too; it looked like Patience plucked them. A few small beauty
regimes, then—even with the limited resources they had.

Patience laced a hand around Sarah’s. “I must admit, we don’t know each
other as well as I’d like yet, but I don’t mind being stuck with you nearly as
much as I might otherwise.”

Sarah kissed her forehead again, then her lips. “If I wasn’t so terrified,
and kind of worried about being interrupted, I’d be all over you right now. I,
um. I could have seen myself thinking about a situation like this—you know.
Alone. Before.”

Patience giggled, then let a breath out. “I thought fear was supposed to
be an aphrodisiac.”

“They say that, but—” Sarah spread her arms, “if there was a blanket,
maybe a fuzzy lining on those cuffs, it would be a lot easier. And it’s pretty
cramped in here. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I could make it work, but it
might not be my finest effort.” She licked her lips.

Patience giggled again. “I kind of miss those fancy hotel beds now,” she
admitted. She covered her mouth. “A lot of people would call me shallow for
that, but I have to admit, that was a lovely break. It felt like a dream. I can’t
believe people can just go and do that sometimes, normally.” She sighed.
“Even without all the trappings—it would be nice. To just put my feet up for a
while. Read some books. Watch some holos.” She toyed with a strap on her
nowdry swimsuit. “Even the great ‘rebel leader’ needs days off. I don’t think I
realised how tired I am.”

Sarah nodded.

Patience opened an eye, peeked at her. “You don’t think less of me? Your
big heroine, saying she just wants to paint her toenails for once?”

It was Sarah’s turn to laugh. “It was easier to think shit like that before
I…before they got to me.” She wrapped herself up instinctively. “They broke
so many of my bones. Kept fixing them over and over. Did a shitty job,
though.” She closed her eyes, grimacing. “And the silence…the sewing.
Embroidery, too. I wouldn’t have minded the work if it wasn’t for the isolating
headsets. I knew there were people around me, but they wouldn’t let me see
them.” She shivered. “The worst thing in the world, at least for a human, is
being alone.”

Patience gave her a look of deep sympathy.

“Don’t worry about me. I’m sure you’ve had it a million times worse.”

She took Sarah’s hands, gently ran a slim finger over a faded scar on
Sarah’s knuckle. “It’s not about who had it worse. To suffer is bad enough. My
ancestors, I have heard, were taken across the ocean on Earth and sold like
chattel.” Her lip curled. “Not unlike us, but—far, far worse than this. Far
worse.” Her expression softened with sadness. “Others fought each other,
trying to seek freedom from oppression, the thefts of other countries.” At last,
a gleam of pride. “But others still sought the stars, reached for the infinite.
They overcame, they made a home on Indus and other worlds. They were not
conquered, but neither did they steal, like those who harmed them before. And
whatever has happened to me and people like me, there is something within
me that will not break. Or if it does break—it can heal.” She reached forward,
tracing Sarah’s collarbone, the place over her heart.

“But regardless—we have to be honest with ourselves about the danger
we’re in.”

Sarah nodded. “I can’t stop thinking about it, to be honest. It keeps
playing in my head, over and over.” Pain twisted her lips as her bad leg, the
recalcitrant left, spasmed.

Patience took her hands gently. “Focus on me, then.” She sat up, leaning
against the wall.

They rested like that again for a while—then Sarah leaned over. She
reached for Patience’s cheek, traced the edge of her heart-shaped face and high 
cheekbones, and kissed her.

Patience pressed her mouth, then her tongue deep between Sarah’s lips.
She reached for Sarah’s swimsuit, but it was intricate and tight. With an
embarrassed laugh, each of them started stripping their own swimsuits off.

It wasn’t elegant, and it wasn’t the most comfortable sex she’d ever had,
but there in the softly-lit storage cell, they touched each other. Sarah wished
she had a few toys to play with, but it did feel good just to touch Patience, feel 
her muscles and skin and find the hidden bone arch in that comforting place.

They went slowly at first, but desperation and fear seemed to wash over
them, awareness intruding. And then Patience was crying, and shivering, and
Sarah was moving between her mouth and breasts and shoulders, kissing
anywhere she could reach just to comfort her. And Patience pressed Sarah’s
head down, wrapping her legs around her head, and whimpering with some
mixture of lust and fear and grief—

When they were both satisfied, and the tears and stopped running down
their cheeks, they curled up together. It was cold in the square, and Sarah 
wished for a blanket again. Putting her suit on for the sake of her own privacy,
she ventured to knock on the hatch, rapping a couple of times.

The clang was very loud, but a peephole next to the lock slid aside.
“What?” said one of the bounty hunters—the short one with dark hair and
light eyes.

“Can I have a blanket?” Sarah said, taking care to keep her wrists out of
sight. “And I have to pee.”

“Wait a minute, I’ll check.” The peephole slid closed and locked from the
outside. Patience quickly picked up the cuffs, then snapped them on Sarah’s
wrists again. Sarah flinched as they clicked shut. Patience threw her own suit
on, then clapped the cuffs on.

The peephole, then the hatch opened. “One at a time, you can go to the
bathroom. No funny business, or you get the stun gun. And I’m not closing
the door while you piss.”

Sarah grimaced, but nodded. A small fold-out ladder dropped down, and
she did her best to climb it with cuffed hands. The metal rungs weren’t
comfortable on her feet; cold and rough and digging into her soles.

The ship section she found herself in was very barren. There was a wall
on one side, and a toilet and sink in a tiny closet on the opposite wall; the rest
was all bolted steel. A few boxes and shelves of supplies were built into the
outer wall. Three of the four hunters were standing around the room,
watching her.

She relieved herself with some difficulty, cleaned her hands with 
sanitizer from a dispenser by the toilet, and padded back towards the hatch.

“You’re not going to kill each other with the blanket?” said one of the
bounty hunters.

“What? No!” said Sarah, offended. “We’re just cold! You took us in our
swimsuits!”

One of the other bounty hunters sighed and gestured. “Get back down
there. The other one can come up next.”

Sarah scooted down the ladder, then sat cross-legged on the floor
obediently. Patience carefully crawled out after her, her braids twisted into a 
hank to keep the secret key-tips from clanking.

She went to the bathroom as well, then descended into the hatch. It
closed behind them, but the peephole opened.

“We’ll give you food in a few hours,” said the brown-haired bounty
hunter again. “Bathroom after that again.”

“Where are we?” Patience asked.

The one eye they could see hardened. “Not telling you that. Don’t worry
about it until we get there.”

Before either she or Sarah could counter that, the hatch slid shut.

Patience crawled back over, checked her braids, pulled the right key out,
and opened their cuffs again. They snuggled up together under the blanket,
which was bigger and fluffier than expected, and sat quietly again.

“So…”

“So.”

“Perhaps I ought to tell you something,” said Patience. She took in a 
deep breath. “My old name was Marguerite Ilunga, though I was called
‘Margo’ by most people. I took the name ‘Ngouabi’ from an ancient hero, and
Patience because—well, that’s what real change takes.” She rubbed her wrists.
“Margo died with my wife Clarice in the swamp. I broke. I was not strong or
dignified. I’m just a woman, and a tired one at that.” She leaned back. “But I
wasn’t all dead, and I couldn’t give up because I couldn’t die. So I kept going,
and I rose again.” She gestured to herself. “As Patience.” A flicker of her
eyelids, a look of—embarrassment? Shyness? “I just…wanted you to know.
Whatever happens. Because it was important to me.”

Sarah nodded, her throat suddenly tight with a lump. “Thank you.”

Patience gestured to her. “So. Your turn, I suppose.”

Sarah took a breath in. “Is this a bad time to ask ‘what are we?’”

Patience cocked her head, considering. “For the sake of hypotheticals,
what would you like us to be?”

There was a pause. Sarah took her answer in. It wasn’t a commitment,
but it was far from a denial.

What the hell. Might as well get it over with, Sarah said to herself. She
inhaled again.

“Is it okay if I say something?”

Patience gestured, turning an inquisitive look to her.

“Okay. Well—before I met you, I thought you were the most amazing
woman I’d ever heard of. You were intelligent, eloquent, witty, compassionate, 
brave—just amazing. But now that I’ve met you—” she stretched her
shoulders nervously, “I—I can’t believe how much there is to you as a person.
Even when you’ve been scared or anxious, even when you had that panic
attack just now—you amaze me.” She shut her eyes. “I think I’m in love with 
you, Patience. And I’m scared that I will never measure up to Clarice. But
even if you don’t feel the same, I want you to know that the last few weeks
have been singular in my life, and that I will never regret them.”

Patience clasped her hands over her cheeks. Big, dark brown eyes looked
back at Sarah. She couldn’t even tell how Patience was feeling—but she didn’t
seem shocked, Sarah thought. That’s good, right?

“Sarah, I—I don’t need you to be my ex-wife. I loved Clarice, and
nobody could ever replace her. But that doesn’t mean I couldn’t love again.”

Her lashes fluttered shut, and Sarah’s stomach flip-flopped in terror.
“I’ve—really enjoyed sleeping with you. But I was afraid you only saw me
as—as a heroine, or someone you wanted to be.”

“I don’t—for what it’s worth. You’re not just an idea and someone
beautiful. You’re a real person,” Sarah said, hesitating for a moment.

Patience nodded, took a deep breath in.

Sarah closed her eyes. This is it. It was fun while it lasted. At least I got
to kiss her, touch her, talk to her as much as we did. Maybe we can be
friends—

“—But the last time I felt like this was—was when I met her.” Patience
took another shuddery breath. “Sarah, I—I love you, too.”

“I know this is fast,” Sarah stammered. “I’m not asking you for forever. I
just—I like this. And—if you want it, too, then—let’s have more. And—and if 
it all goes wrong, if we only have this horrible journey together, then—then I
want to have this. With you.”

Patience nearly launched herself at Sarah. They both burst into laughter
at the awkwardness of the embrace.

Voices above them, muffled through the hatch. An argument? Both of 
them froze, trying to listen.

As quickly as it had flared up, the discussion died down. Footsteps above
them, and then, silence.

Sarah tucked an arm around Patience’s back and squeezed gently.
Patience squeezed her back.

Now all they could do was wait and hope. And maybe try to plan.
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Crystal leaned against the padded back rest of the couch and took in the
ship’s décor. It was a little larger than Paulo’s interior, but where the Maria 
Negra was understated and comfortable, this featured glossy surfaces, red
suede-textured upholstery, dark snowflake obsidian countertops, matte
charcoal floors, and a disarming oversized black and silver damask pattern on
the walls. The vivid scarlet decorative panels were trimmed with bright chilired stripes.

It was almost stylish and striking
—almost—but instead, was so lurid,
her eyes felt stressed. As she waited, Paulo and Kial argued in the front. Toby
stood by the door, arms crossed, a frown on his face.

Paulo strode out of the cockpit, rubbing his shiny patchwork head. “Kial,
I swear—”

“Listen, I can only do so much,” Kial snapped back.

“What’s the word?” Crystal said, jumping to her feet.

Kial grunted, discontent. Paulo shot a look of disgust and contempt at
him again.

“We managed to contact a bounty coordinator,” Paulo said, crossing his
arms as well, “but because Patience is involved, there were extra 
complications. A lot of people have tags on her for info. And then this
asshole,” he jabbed a thumb at Kial, “was giving the communications agent lip.
So we were waiting forever. And by the time we got through—”

“—someone gave them a lockdown override code for this elevator. They
got on the staff straw and shot up. They’ve already broken atmosphere,” Kial 
said tersely.

A heavy silence fell over the volcanic room.

“We aren’t giving up, are we?” demanded Toby.

“Of course not,” Paulo said, cutting off Kial before he could interrupt.

“—And neither am I, because otherwise, my reputation is fucked,” Kial 
finally grumbled.

“Then where do we go next?” said Crystal. “Are we going to try and fly
after them and catch up?”

Paulo shook his head. “We’re calling in reinforcements. Her comrades
from Indus checked in—and some of the affiliated rebel groups on other
colony planets are getting involved. That two million bounty on her head?
There’s a competing bounty of three million for her release, as well as a legal 
defense fund being set up. The fundraising is still in progress, so it could go
even higher.” He allowed himself a smile. “We’re not alone.”

“But what about the HuCon?” Crystal said.

The smile fell off his face. “They’ll probably jack up the bounty, too.” He
grunted. “Bidding wars for captives aren’t common, but when they
happen…it’s both your lucky day and your worst nightmare.”

Kial harrumphed. “And we’re still in the damn elevator queue. And we
have no idea where they’re going, because the ship has tracking blocked for
both the crew and their captives. But this solar system is about to heat up real 
fast, because a bounty that big is going to pull in whoever’s mercenary enough 
and close enough to take a shot.”

“What about your priority tag?” Toby insisted.

Kial raised his hands, then spread his arms and dropped them. “Only
does me so much good if they get passed around like a set of hot potatoes. I
have to know which ship they’re even on, and then we have to get close
enough to disable their engines and board them. That means offensive
combat.” He patted a wall, looking smug and more confident. “And what this
baby lacks in engines and defenses, she more than compensates for with 
offensive capability.”

Toby rubbed his forehead, then glanced at Kial, then Paulo. “Okay. I
have an idea, maybe. Paulo, can you run some pings to find out if anyone you
know is in the system, and available to help as backup? My thought is, we
triangulate with as many allies as we can get, claim the safe return bounty,
split it with your allies, and then try to get some more reinforcements and
protection.”

There was a pause. Crystal turned to him, a grateful smile growing on
her face. “That…actually sounds like it might work.”

Paulo nodded, brows raised in hesitant approval.

Kial snorted. “I’ve heard worse.” He flexed his shoulders. “So, what’s the
play?” He gave Paulo, then Toby, looks of grudging admiration. He avoided
Crystal’s gaze.

“Hitting up the network, putting requests in, and getting ready to
travel.”

“I don’t think we can go back to Nirvana after this, though,” said Crystal 
uncertainly. “We need security, and we’ve already been located there. Do you
know of anyone with more firepower? Or just—I don’t know, this is a stretch,
but—anyone with a history of giving safe harbour to fugitives?”

Paulo hummed. “I’ll have to ask my contacts. Been a while. Some things
may have changed. But it depends on the tack we take.”

His expression changed, as though he was listening to something they
couldn’t hear. Paulo stood up abruptly, walked towards the door, and paused.
“Jaria just messaged me. She’s sending a maintenance drone for us to ride back
to the parkade, and then we can take the staff route up the elevator and get
out there faster.”

“What about our crap?” Crystal blurted. “I have stuff all over my room
in the hotel. I’m not packed yet.”

Paulo tapped something behind his ear. They all jumped as sound
projected from his shoulders, and Jaria’s trilling laugh filled the space. “No
problem. I have our most trustworthy staff packing for you now. I anticipated
this. You have been sitting up there for a few hours.”

Crystal allowed herself a sheepish grin. “Sorry for the mess,” she said,
replying in Commontung to match Jaria.

“The least of our worries, given the circumstances. You needed an extra 
suitcase, so we will provide. I also took the liberty of having a couple of things
cleaned for you.”

Crystal blushed. “Thanks, Jaria.”

A meditative chirp. “A favour for you, of course, but also a declaration.
We support the human colonists in this fight.”

Kial cleared his throat. “Is that a good business decision?”

“Not everything is about business decisions,” said Jaria, her voice
thrumming with warning. “But regardless, the policy of the Interfederation is
to support free passage of information, free movement, self-governance…and
the colony planets are in Infed space. When the HuCon stops having access to
their resources, they will have a lot more buying power. Doing the right thing
can be costly at first, but it always pays off.”

“Unless it doesn’t, and people break the fuckin’ rules,” Kial grumbled.
“Rules only work if people follow ‘em, and trusting to others’ good faith is an
idiot’s errand.”

Crystal bit back a retort—he had an unpleasant but not entirely
incorrect point.

“I must go,” Jaria said crisply.

With that, Paulo ended the broadcast. He glanced at the door. “A couple
of minutes, and the drones should get here.” He looked back at Kial. “Well, I’d
say it’s been nice to see you again, but I’m just glad we’re not shooting at each 
other this time.”

Kial huffed. “Does that mean you’re going to leave my ship, and myself,
alone?”

“As soon as they’re back in our custody, absolutely.”

“Wait, not when the drones are back?”

“Oh no,” said Kial, setting a reinforced hand on his shoulder. “No
offense, old friend, but I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you. And that’s
pretty fuckin’ far. You’re coming with us, on our ship.”

“Hmph.”

The hurry-up-and-wait part would have been annoying under normal
circumstances. Under these ones—locked in Kial’s cologne-drenched ship,
worried about the safety of two people she respected and liked—Crystal had
gotten a nasty headache.

By the time they cleared security, stepped on the transport drones for a 
dizzying and too-brief ride through transparent transport tubes, and got to
Paulo’s ship, it had been most of a standard day. The shadowy twilight of the
tidally-locked planet had been a stunningly beautiful blur through the
glassteel. Now that she’d been staring at the same vista for hours, she wanted
to throw rocks in every one of the stunningly clear pools beneath the partlycloudy starry skies.

She cracked the door of the storage area
—a mercifully amber and musknote free steel room—and took a look around.

Arguing voices, their tones low. She leaned up close to the doorlock and
pressed the corner of her face against the crack, so she could see and hear
what was going on.

“—and I’ve been patient all day with you, but I’ve had it. Stop taking a 
piss on everything, Kial. You don’t have to mark your territory.”

“Who said I was marking my territory?”

“I think we both know you meant with that crack about being late
earlier.”

“Not my fault you’re second in line, buddy. If you were any more
awkward, you’d be lit up like a tracking beacon.”

“Oh, fuck off.”

Kial smirked at Toby. “You can’t fool me. You’re just salty that I got
there first.”

Toby shook his head. “Actually, that doesn’t bother me. For one thing,
I’m poly, so I don’t have a problem with you sleeping together.” He gestured
to Kial. “You’re plenty handsome. On that basis, I wouldn’t have said no
myself. But here’s what I do have a problem with.” He leaned forward, arms
crossed. “If you just want to fuck someone, there’s nothing wrong with it, but
don’t toy with them.”

“She isn’t yours to protect,” Kial said haughtily.

“I never said she was mine at all. I just said I have a problem with you.”
Toby fixed him with a hard stare.

Kial reached forward and shoved him in the chest.

Toby scowled and shoved him back. “Keep your hands to yourself. If you
even know how.”

Kial grabbed him by the collar, face reddening.

Watching him, Crystal flinched.

Paulo called from the front, “Do I need to come back there? If you culos
break anything fighting, you’re paying for it.”

Toby turned, and she couldn’t see his expression, but he sounded
perfectly calm—even though Kial’s hand was still on the neck of Toby’s black
crewcollared tee shirt. “We’re fine. Kial’s just trying to prove he has the
biggest dick. But at least now we know who has the smallest ego.”

Kial ripped his hand away from Toby’s collar, the stitches straining and
popping, and turned away. “You got anything harder than tea here, old man?”
he said, far too loudly.

“Not for you, I don’t. But I’d recommend some chamomile and lavender.
A little serenity would do you good.”

She heard him snort, then walk forward and clamber up a ladder.
“Whatever. I’m going to take a nap in the loft. Don’t knock.”

It was just Crystal and Toby, then, at the back of the ship. He watched
Kial clamber up, his shoulders rising as he panted. When the hatch locked,
Toby finally turned around and squatted, bending his knees in a high crouch.
A lock of shiny, smooth black hair fell in his eyes, but he ignored it. Panting,
Toby stood, stretched, swayed his arms, and moved towards the storage area. 
With a groan, he flattened himself against the steel divider.

Crystal felt it shake a little. Closing her eyes, she thought fast.

Yawning and stretching, she made a production of opening the
doorlock. “Hey, I was taking a nap because of my headache. Have I missed
anything?”

Toby, brown eyes closed, shook his head slowly. “Nothing important.”

11

Sarah had somehow expected their friends and comrades to rescue them
in short order—a matter of hours. She veered between terror, boredom, and
ravenous curiosity. She wasn’t exactly a seasoned smuggler or pirate, yet her
first kidnapping wasn’t quite living up to her hopes.

She and Patience had slept fitfully and in short snatches. It already felt
like they’d been captive forever—or at least, like this was the start of a new 
routine. Sarah couldn’t tell exactly how much time had passed, but she knew
she needed a real shower. Even a biotic air shower would have been a relief—
her skin and hair felt greasy, and she couldn’t tell if she stank, which was a
bad sign. Patience’s hair looked dull, and the skin on her elbows looked ashy
and dry. The hunters had lent them some old shirts and pants, so at least they
weren’t flopping around in their swimsuits. Wearing stained, worn-out
buttondowns and pants that didn’t fit her ass properly sure made her feel 
worse, though.

For the first couple of days
—or periods of awakeness, at least—the
bounty hunters avoided talking around them. But as time went by, innate
human sociability seemed to soften their guards up. They got to know the
squad by name, as well as by behaviour.

Jo was sharply witty, but kind. They had offered Sarah and Patience
blankets and pillows, incurring sarcastic remarks from Evo for that basic
decency. Evo was a prick. Ducain and Robert were married, and Ducain was
having reservations.

Robert was the navigator and driver, and had been plotting the ship’s
course. Popping in and out of orbit around innocuous moons, staying away
from systems that other bounty hunters frequented; from what Sarah could
glean, it seemed like he was more or less driving the ship in aimless circles,
just to keep them moving.

Ducain, the brownhaired hunter who’d led the plan, was having serious
reservations. It seemed they were constantly having to dodge other bounty
hunters and alter their course. Holly had some spicy words about the way
their actions were being perceived on the infonet and pirate networks—it
seemed For reasons Sarah and Patience hadn’t caught, Ducain and the others
also hadn’t gotten paid yet.

They were worth a lot of money, admittedly
—especially Patience. And
as the week wore on, the bounty hunters started to get sloppier, chatting and
arguing in front of their captives openly. In turn, Patience and Sarah had been
allowed to climb in and out of their tiny cell, go to the bathroom more freely,
and walk around the cargo area—a stroll perhaps twelve feet across and ten
feet long, but far better than sitting or laying in the tiny cell all the time.
Compared to their first two days, things had become downright hospitable.

It was a good sign. If they could wait it out, Sarah felt sure she could
talk them into something. Jo seemed more pliable; they often looked guiltier,
troubled by the whole affair. Patience had already made a few offhanded
comments about how Evo just didn’t seem as reliable as Robert. That had
made Ducain and Robert argue in the forward cabin for at least an hour, and
loud enough that they could hear it all the way back in the cargo cells.

They spent a lot of time trying to stay quiet and listen for any snatches
of conversation from their kidnappers. For the first couple of days—such as
they were—that was very difficult. But as the week wore on, the bounty
hunters started to get sloppier, started to crack.

There was a glassteel window in the wall divider between the storage
area and the main cabin. At first, the hunters had left it covered by a curtain,
but after a couple of sleeps, they’d stopped bothering. Sometimes they even
left it partly open. The window was small, just a third of a meter wide and tall 
or so. But it was big enough that the hunters could keep an eye on any
prisoners back there—though it also meant Patience and Sarah could watch
them right back.

At the moment, the window had been slid open, curtain shoved aside,
and the remains of their printed dinners sat on a pulled-out counter on the
other side. None of the hunters seemed keen on doing dishes.

“I’m telling you, this whole thing was a mistake. The cargo is too hot,”
grumbled Ducain, the brown-haired hunter.

“No, it’s not. All we have to do is keep to the usual routes, and then we
can take a vacation once we turn them in,” said Robert. He reached for
Tyrone’s shoulders, putting an arm around him, but Tyrone glanced uneasily
at Ducain and shrugged away.

“See? That’s why you shouldn’t work with your spouse,” jibed Evo,
elbowing Robert in the gut.

“It’s easy to not mix work and relationships when nobody wants to
marry you,” Holly said coolly, studying their fingernails for a moment.

The other bounty hunters laughed, and Evo scowled. Evo was about to
riposte—and then the wall caved in.

It didn’t rip open immediately, but the entire ship rattled as the wall of
the storage area deformed. The bounty hunters stopped talking.

“What the fuck was that?” Evo demanded, jerking open the door
between the main cabin and the storage area.

As they watched, the dent grew from the size of a fist to the size of a
shoulder. The entire ship rattled like a marble in a jar. Something rammed the
wall again.

Sarah didn’t know much about ships, but she knew they had always had
some armour, if only to protect the occupants and passengers. Paulo’s vessel 
was fast and light; not particularly well-armed. But as he said, if you were in
combat, then you were already losing. This ship moved differently, and
seemed more sluggish than his craft.

Though she knew it wouldn’t match his tactics, a spark of wild hope
flashed in her—was this La Maria Negra?

“Get to the fuckin’ arms,” snarled Evo. “Why weren’t you watching,
Robert?”

“There wasn’t supposed to be anyone out here!” Robert yowled back.

Ducain barked, “You shoulda been on watch! And on the guns!”

“Little late for the blame game!” Holly shouted.

Well, that answered that.

Another bang, and the horrible sound of shearing metal. A cacophonous
array of sirens shattered the air, shrilling redundant warnings. The sliding
window slammed shut, and the door to the compartment locked down.

“Warning. Escape pod released from dock. Emergency door open,”
droned the ship’s calm, mechanized voice.

The hunters shouted, lurching for the storage closet holding their
vacuum suits, most of them fumbling to cover their ears as the alarms went
off. The closet was right next to the storage bay, on the other side of the
doorlock. Were there enough suits for herself and Patience?

“Hull breach in progress,” the ship cooed. “Please secure all personnel,
and stand by for emergency repair procedures.”

Oxygen masks dropped from the roof, clanking to the floor in a pile of
tubes.

Gritting her teeth against the horrendous dissonance and flashing red
alarm lights, Sarah grabbed a mask, jerked it over her head, and handed one to
Patience. Patience was coiled up tight, eyes squinted closed against the
sensory onslaught, and Sarah had to put her mask on for her.

She took a deep breath, hoping the hunters kept their canned air refilled.
Paulo was meticulous about that. If Paulo’s ship was being breached—

—no time to wish for better luck and circumstances, even though she
missed him sharply. She took a deep breath.

Stale, but breathable. Thank the gods.

The main cabin was locked off, but she could see things shifting around,
see the pirates scrabbling for handholds as both people and junk slid
towards—

The sparkling void of space cracked in through the thin shell of the ship.
A terrible shearing noise, a yawning endlessness that swallowed sound and
light.

Sarah had never been more painfully aware of the scale of her own
miniscule, fragile human body in the vastness of the dark.

A few pieces of clothing raced towards the opening. Ducain went with 
them, lurching through the air. He was gone before she could even scream,
yanked out by the void.

As quickly as she’d seen the horror outside, a membrane exploded across
the opening. Some kind of pliant, rubbery material stretched across the hole,
blocking her view of the universe. From somewhere in the walls came the
distinct hiss and sputter of a compressed-air device. A pale beige fungal 
growth stretched across, growing explosively and anchoring itself on the
rubber. Frost rimed the curves of the burgeoning mycelial armour, but the
vascular mushroom walls swelled defiantly. Looked like it would hold—for
now.

Dark figures moved inside the ship, and shouting and swearing drowned
out the alarms. Sarah cowered, grabbing Patience, who clutched her back.
They sank into the compartment, white-knuckling the handles and trying to
hide. The hull had only been breached for a few seconds, but it was already
cold. Patience shivered against her.

Sudden darkness and silence as the alarm system went dead. All Sarah 
could hear was her own pulse and the sound of herself and Patience breathing,
the oxygen systems still doing their job.

Patience scrambled up and lifted the edge; the metal tubes piping
oxygen to their masks kept the compartment open. Apparently, their
containment procedures weren’t as tight as the bounty hunters had thought.

Whatever Patience saw made her black eyes go wide with shock. Sarah 
burst up, smacking her head on the lid and not even caring.

A power suited fist smashed through the wall, and a pair of hands tore
through the aluminium like paper. A tall humanoid in a matte black and silver
suit stood before the compartment, their helmet obscuring their face.

The running lights in the cabin were still on, but what they could see
around the silhouette and through the wall was dark. The hunters were being
quiet—maybe hoping for the element of surprise?

A much, much shorter figure wearing black power armor splashed with 
crimson roses pounded through the hole their companion had wrenched in the
wall. They seemed to confer with each other. Then the shorter one crouched
in front of Sarah and Patience.

Sarah clamped her eyes shut and tried to move in front of Patience to
protect her, but she knew it was futile. She had a few days or weeks of selfdefence training—squaring off against someone in a power armored void suit
would be futile.

She’d always expected something like this to end with herself holding a 
gun and spouting off a witty quip, but in real life, all she felt was a cold, hard
fear and a practical desire to survive. She wasn’t much of a fighter. She was a 
talker and a planner. They were better off going along with whoever this was,
and trying to either talk their way out, or escape later.

“I assume you’re bounty hunters,” said Patience, poking her head out of 
Sarah’s arms. Her voice only wavered a little. “If you’re going to take us into
custody, please don’t harm my girlfriend.”

Despite everything, Sarah’s stomach did a flip of delight.

The short figure cocked their head slightly, then nodded. Sarah still had
no idea whether they were human or one of the other myriad Infed species.

The door in the wall slammed open. Evo was making a last stand.
Hoisting a stun gun in trembling hands, they fired at the taller figure. The
taller figure didn’t turn around. An area around their armour shimmered for a 
moment as the electrical pulse ricocheted off. Lancing through the air, the
high-voltage blast slammed back towards Evo.

With a grunt of pain, Evo sagged to the floor.

Despite everything, Sarah didn’t want to see Evo dead, like Ducain 
probably was. “Are they…?”

The figures glanced at each other and shook their heads. She wasn’t sure
if that meant they couldn’t hear her, or that Evo hadn’t been killed.

The shorter figure brought over a pair of suits and gestured for them
both to get up and out. Sarah glanced at Patience, looking for leadership.

Patience shrugged. “Looks like we’re trade goods.” Her lips pressed
tightly, going pale mauve.

Sarah nodded, her stomach dropping.

The suits were cut for masc people, with smaller hips and wider torsos
than Patience and Sarah; Patience’s suit was well oversized, and Sarah’s was
tighter around the chest than she would have liked.

The figures led them through the cabin and towards the hacked-open
emergency door. Now she could get a proper look at the rest of the vessel, not
just through a tiny window. The ship had the grubby look of a mass transport
convenience store’s bathroom: freshly cleaned, but still grubby. The flickering
pinups and industrial surplus plasteel furniture certainly didn’t help the 
ambiance. A curvy man outlined in neon bent forward, sticking out his tongue,
then rolled up sensuously and shook his hips. The clip looped a few times as
she stared at it mindlessly.

In the surprisingly capacious chamber, Holly was standing with their
arms crossed, the only member of the team unrestrained. Their comrades—or
former comrades—were all tied, gagged, and clearly trying to complain. Sarah
felt a prickle of hope, but tamped it down with caution. After all, she had no
idea who these people were. She and Patience were probably headed into even
rougher company

“Took you long enough,” said Holly, cranking their glass visor down to
reveal an annoyed expression. They had green skin, short hair, and dark eyes;
their lilting drawl suggested Venusian origins.

The taller figure switched into sign language rather than using comms.
“We had a hell of a time tracking you,” they signed.

“Well, I gave you a link.” Holly nodded in Sarah and Patience’s
direction, then gave them a softer look. “Sorry about any rough handling. Part
of the job. These two will keep you in one piece.” They cranked their visor
back up, then signed to the shorter person, “We need to hurry.”

Sarah waved for their attention, and started to sign a question, but
Patience was already on it. She signed, “Who are you people? More bounty
hunters?”

“We know who you are,” signed the shorter person. “It’s an honour.
Now, hurry up and move your asses. The Anhelion awaits you.”

That answers exactly nothing, Sarah thought grumpily. With as much 
frustration as trepidation, she clomped over to the emergency exit and
squeezed through the doorlock. Trying not to think about the relative
fragility of the mycelium foam holding the darkness of space at bay, she held a 
hand out for Patience.

Their gloved hands met, and through the glass visor, Patience offered
her a firm, brave smile.

Whatever fresh hell awaited them, at least they were going there
together.

12

Hours had turned into days. Crystal hadn’t slept this little in years. If it
wasn’t for the horrible circumstances, she would have relished the excitement
and tension. Adrenaline fatigue was finally getting to her, and she wanted
nothing more than to curl up with a hot drink and a pot brownie, and then
just nap until the next day-cycle.

Having Kial and
 Toby stuck together in close quarters certainly wasn’t
helping. The Maria Negra was currently towing Kial’s ship, The Dread Space.
Kial was spending an inordinate amount of time working out aggressively—
when he wasn’t bitching at Paulo.

Crystal was about ready to shove Kial through an airlock without a suit.
But every time the urge to throw him into the void beckoned, she reminded
herself that he was their best chance at getting Sarah and Patience back.

And so, gritting her teeth and turning up the noise-cancellation setting
on her implanted speakers, she spent time reading and playing simple
projected games, or pretending to nap in her bunk.

A soft hand on her shoulder roused her from a doze. Her eyelids snapped
open, but she relaxed as she turned to find Toby grinning at her.

“Tell me there’s good news,” Crystal said, rubbing her eyes.

Toby nodded, brown eyes gleaming with hope. “We have a signal. It
seems they’re in the custody of The Anhelion. Sky Ironsides and her first
mate, the Imp.”

Crystal blinked. “Who and who?”

Toby shrugged. “Pirates.”

“Are they friends?”

“I don’t think they’re enemies? That’s all Paulo told me. But he looks
hopeful.”

Crystal yawned. “You know what, I’ll take it.”

He sat down beside her and hesitantly offered a shoulder. She cuddled 
into him readily, and he let out a squeak of surprise.

Crystal couldn’t hold back a giggle.

For a moment, they sat together in silence, enjoying each other’s
warmth. It had been a long time since Crystal had really enjoyed this with 
someone. Silence with Jai had seemed comfortable, but shed begun to feel 
more and more invisible, until it seemed like forgot she was there at all.
Silence with Kial was moody, unreliable. This was different, much warmer. He
seemed excited to talk to her, but happy just to be close.

A very distinct throat-clearing noise. Kial leaned against the wall 
opposite, affecting insouciance—but clearly enjoying the chance to interrupt
them. “Are you going like that?” he said abruptly, gesturing to both of them.

Toby didn’t move away from her, just fixed him with a glare. “Going
where?”

“Pirate outpost built on a rogue planet.”

That made her bolt up with excitement. “Do we need void suits? When
do we get there?”

Kial gave her a condescending look. “A little excited, are we?”

She ignored him, getting off the bunk. “Hey Paulo, you have suits,
right?”

“’Course I do. And several options. I’m not all metal,” he said, grinning
at her enthusiasm. “It’s got an atmosphere, but not much of one.
Thermoactive core and organic molecular deposits, but no life—not
surprisingly. It’ll be cold as an android’s asshole, so keep your suits on until 
we get through the locks.”

Toby looked interested; Kial was making a show of looking bored.
“Great. So we’re going to some cobbled-together outpost on a shithole that
doesn’t even have a system. Once we get your friends back, you let me fuck
off?”

“It’d be my pleasure,” Paulo grumbled back.

“Can you take us in?” Crystal said, shouldering past Kial.

Paulo clicked his tongue. “I’m in the process of negotiations right now.
I—” His silver-lined ceramic irises widened. “Hold on. I just got the approval 
ping.”

Toby gripped the seat next to him, grinning. “Can I help?”

“Not with those unmodified reflexes.” At Paulo’s denial, Toby deflated.
“But I’ll link you in via the implant so you can watch me do it. Sound good?”

That put the smile back on his face, his dark eyes twinkling. Crystal 
caught herself playing with a lock of hair, and smiling back.

He noticed. “Hey, you know stuff about,” Toby waved at the area in
front of them, indicating space. “Why do you think they put a base here?”

Paulo shrugged. “Sounds like she’d know more than me. I just go where
the coordinates say and follow the algorithms’ paths. Then tweak the paths
when the algos fuck up.”

Kial let out a huff. “Definitely strategic reasons. Boring ones.” He
strolled towards the back. “Call me when we get there.”

Crystal rolled her eyes. Let him be a killjoy; she relished Toby’s
curiosity.

A humming, tingling sensation of the cosmic fabric played at the back of
Crystal’s mind. She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling around, as though 
hunting for a lost earring in her bedsheets. Yes—there it was; a small rip in
the fabric of space-time. A wormhole—and not an official one; a natural one. It
was close, too.

“It seems very arbitrary?” Toby asked, a questioning lilt in his voice.

Before she could answer, Paulo spoke. “Hold up. Watch how I do this.”

Toby went silent. His hands twitched unconsciously as Paulo guided the
ship, and he followed along.

“Okay. We’re through the gates. This part’s just a regular descent, so
you can talk. Crystal?” Paulo said, relaxing slightly.

Meanwhile, Crystal had been consulting some local maps, comparing
trade routes with orbit paths. “I think they chose this because it’s out of the
way, and technically, out of InFed jurisdiction. It’s probably a former rogue
planet,” remarked Crystal, pulling a map up on the left-side windowscreen.
“Just a dwarf. See? It’s actually part of this system, but it’s got a weird orbit.
Must have been shot in here.”

The windowscreens showed the world and skies outside, enhanced a bit
for clarity and perspective. As they headed towards the craggy surface, the
occasional pinpoint of light and artificial shapes glimmered below.

“What’s that?” Crystal pointed to the windowscreen, where a weathered
generator pointed skyward, towards the thin atmosphere.

Paulo squinted reflexively. “Looks like a nuclear generator. Sometimes
people stick them on rogue planets or out-of-the-way moons to act as
charging stations for ships.” He grunted. “I need quiet. We’re coming up on
the tricky part.”

As the Maria Negra lowered towards the surface, they drew closer to
the generator.

Crystal went to the large presentation screen and activated her implant.
“Close up of solar generator site?”

The ship obliged, showing her a zoomed-in vision.

The nuclear generator released some of its energy as light. A spike
pointed upward, to the sky, brightness radiated from its narrowly pyramidal,
radial shape. It looked a bit like an old-fashioned human depiction of a star—
stiff, sharp angles to imitate radiance, and radially symmetrical panels and
points. Luxenite, the alloy composing the release panels, had an incredible
ability to withstand heat without melting. Even with compensatory dimming
to save her eyes, it was bright. Solar panels covered almost every available
surface around the nuclear generator, studding the rocky crust like
mushrooms, trying to capture as much energy from the artificial sunlight as
possible.

Stylised stars like that were sprinkled around various systems of the
galaxy, little spots on out-of-the-way moons and planets that offered weary
travellers a chance to refuel ship engines and pause in their hectic journeys.
On its own, it didn’t suggest habitation here—it was just a small, bright rest
stop floating in an endless galaxy.

“Canyons coming up,” called Paulo. “You might wanna see that.”

She quickly dismissed the enhanced image and came towards the front
of the ship.

“Buckle in; we’re dealing with local gravity,” Paulo said. She did, getting
herself situated in the jump seat.

The rogue planetoid’s canyon was dark. Paulo guided the ship
carefully—there was plenty of room to manoeuvre, but at the ship’s speeds, it
was not without risk. Slowing the vessel drastically, he steered them through 
the rugged cliffs. There must have been some massive river here, once, or an
elephantine glacier. It was gone, now, with not even a dusting of lacy frost to
remember it. The ship’s lights illuminated ghostly red and violet streaks in
the sedimentary layers. If the planetoid had been closer to the sun, daylight
would have flattered it splendidly. As it was, Crystal held her breath, feeling
as though they were about to break into some forbidden tomb, like
trespassers.

But unlike colonizing archeologists of Earth’s older days, they had
permission to be here, she reminded herself.

Paulo turned around another corner, the canyon swallowing them up,
and navigated around a coppery spire formation of rock. Under an archway—
perhaps he was showing off; he could have avoided that—and then, another
imposing corner.

For a moment, darkness swallowed them whole. Her eyes had already
adjusted to the darkness of the desolate planetoid, but now, the

windowscreens showed almost nothing.

Then: light, warmth, a voice over the channel. “Welcome to Sanctuary
Cove,” said a voice over the comm, amused. “You must have a damn good
pilot.”

Paulo coughed modestly. “I’ve been here before. S’just practice.”

Kial snorted, but didn’t say anything else.

Toby, who’d been silently following along with Paulo, finally spoke.
“Wow,” he said, eyes shining.

Wow.

The darkness was, it seemed, some sort of overhang or cavern. They
now appeared to be just below the surface of the planetoid; still in the crust,
but out of sight from prying eyes above. Being underground would hide them
from many sensors. Crystal was willing to bet they had some sort of jammer
array to baffle and ward off any lucky drones or other instrumental sweeps.

As guests, however, they were free to take in the haphazard glory before
them.

Crystal took everything in with glee. It was an absolute disaster of a 
station, definitely well below regulations—but it was beautiful. A patchwork
of tunnels welded together with various types of steel and myconid
overgrowths sprouted between ships of various shapes and sizes.

Some of them had clearly never been intended to land or break
atmosphere, but had been landed here for retirement and strange new lives.
Panels of different metals bolted roughly here and there kept the frozen void
at bay. A patchwork of plasteel and glassteel covered small, enclosed areas
between the ships, as though they were trying to build courtyards.

The myconid growths seemed to form scaffolds, but some of them had
been appropriated for more permanent use; the vascular loops formed a 
lacework over the tunnels and bodies of vessels.

It wasn’t nearly as smooth and elegantly planned as the architecture of 
cities on colonized moons in the Sol system; it didn’t have the aged grandeur
of Martian domes and structures; it lacked the organic curves and naturalism
favoured by Yteran architects; nor the rigid fractal and radial geometry of
Fysiian designers—but it was, nonetheless, one of the most beautiful things
she’d ever seen.

The sheer impossibility of it, the lively patchwork of decommissioned
ships turned into dwelling and functional spaces, filled her with a strange
delight.

An automated system guided them to a parkade. A handful of other
ships were present—some other smallish vessels about on par with Paulo’s, a 
couple of larger ones, and what looked like at least one repurposed emergency
shuttle.

The hangar was large and spacious, but still had airlocks. Paulo went
out first, followed by Toby, who stumbled slightly.

“Watch the gravity. It’s pretty low,” he called.

Kial rose and stretched, doing his best to affect boredom and impatience.

Ignoring him again, Crystal almost hurtled over the table to get outside
and see things for herself.

They walked and climbed through a tube tunnel to get to the base. It
looked like there was some kind of mobility aid transport system, but Crystal 
took the stairs, just in case someone else needed it. The glimmering lights of 
the base shone through the cavern, illuminating the secret lives within.

A lot on this outpost was cobbled-together and sub-regulation. Part of
her wanted to get the qmail info for a good safety inspector and bring them
out here to fix it up. But were they also relying on a radical wormhole for
transport? She hoped not. The sheer risk of that made her stomach flip
unpleasantly, and not because of the low gravity.

When they got to the doors of the main hub—past a number of airlocks
and scans—Crystal could barely believe her eyes.

The station was full of greenery and full of people, a wide variety of 
species. Some of them were tending to chores, some were working on other
things or talking; some appeared to be relaxing, possibly enjoying some media 
in private. Transparent glassteel revealed rows of plants arranged in layered
trays, both in this chamber and in farther-off areas. Some of the trays appeared
to be metal, and some were cultivated mycelial wood, but all were brimming
with dirt, sprouts, and life. The air smelled rich and a little humid, not as
sterile as most InFed stations.

Next to the door, a person cleared their throat—a Domon in a full suit,
so the throatclearing was just an affectation. “Welcome. You are the
delegation representing Patience Ngouabi?” they said.

Toby straightened himself. “We are. You can call us Poe’s Outlaws.”

Sarah peeked at him and mouthed, Really?

He gave her a sheepish look.

It peeked around Toby, towards Paulo. “Captain Valeu?”

Paulo gave it a nod, then a stiff bow. Crystal raised an eyebrow at him,
but Toby looked unsurprised—perhaps this was Paulo’s pirate nom de guerre,
or one of them.

The Domon trilled. “An honour!”

Paulo nodded, gestured to Toby and Crystal. “My crew. I guarantee
their secrecy.” He pointed to Kial. “Not that one. We just travelled together.”
Though he didn’t make eye contact with the Domon, he didn’t hide a smirk.
“You’re our guide?”

The Domon nodded. Its amphibian features twitched with seeming
amusement, and massive dark eyes took the three of them in. Crystal was
surprised when it didn’t look away from her curious glance.

“Our name is Frog,” said the Domon.

A Domon with an individual name? And smiling, no less, and making
eye contact. For a Domon, this was tantamount to a human at a party dancing
on a table, lampshade and all.

The Domon—Frog—regarded her steadily. “You are not moving,” they
said.

“Sorry, new here,” said Crystal, stepping up next to Toby. She leaned
over to him. “Limited eye contact; let them guide the physical contact.”

Toby nodded. “Thanks. Haven’t run into them before.”

Frog leaned over and offered a terrifying grin—wide, and full of tiny,
sharp teeth. “We do not bite,” they said. To her absolute shock, Frog stuck out
a hand. “Human greeting ritual?” they said hopefully.

Crystal noticed that their skin was a mottled mix of dark green and
very, very pale orange. They looked much smaller than the Domon she’d met
back on the base. Possibly a different species or subspecies? A different
subculture, or planet? Just when she thought her xenoanthropology and
etiquette classes had covered enough, she ran into something new.
Then again, that was why she loved it out here.

Crystal extended a hand, and Frog shook enthusiastically. “We are
learning!” they said, offering that terrifying smile once again. “We love human
culture. So unique! Friendly!”

Toby nodded, offered a large—but more cautious—smile of his own.

“You are special guests,” trilled Frog. Over the translator in the front of 
their suit, the chirps and clicks of their voice rendered as a cheerful, genderneutral voice in Commontung. “Meeting with head of base, currently elected.
You would like a tour first?”

Crystal nodded, offered a huge smile, then averted her eyes. Frog
seemed a little relieved at not having to maintain the intense eye contact.

“Good. Come with us. We will show you around.”

Kial, restive, finally spoke in something other than a grunt. “You go on
ahead. I need something to drink.” He stomped off.

Frog looked after him, a clear expression of puzzlement and hurt on
their face.

“He’s grumpy,” said Crystal. “Ignore him. We are very glad to be here.”
She touched her chest and bowed slightly, keeping her back stiff while
squatting her legs.

Frog trilled. “You know our greeting! What a good human!” They
rushed to pat her on the head—but gingerly.

Accepting the pat, Crystal shot a grin at Toby, who failed to stifle a 
giggle. Paulo didn’t hide his own chuckle.

Frog proved themself a voluble and hospitable attendant. With her
nanobiotic treatments, Crystal felt her muscles painlessly twitch and adjust to
the lower gravity, and kept apace with Frog’s bounding steps through the
corridors. She wasn’t sure what sort of work Paulo had been through, but he
seemed equally comfortable.

Toby, on the other hand, kept stepping a little too hard, and bonked into
the ceiling more than a few times—amusing Frog greatly.

Nonetheless, Frog led them through the same repurposed ships they’d
seen from above, through a winding array of glassteel, biotic, and steel 
corridors. “Pardon this area, still under construction,” they chirruped, steering
them away from a room full of building equipment. Inside, tanks full of 
crickets and larvae wiggled with activity, layers of algae and edible moss
growing on trays below the crickets, catching and reusing their waste.

“There’s a lot of greenery around here,” commented Toby, reaching for
a wall covered in thick, fluffy moss. White button mushrooms popped out,
dotting the green; artificial sunlight dappled the wall from above. Squinting,
Crystal noticed the lights were some sort of phosphorescent mushroom—
though they were so bright, she could have sworn they were mechanical.

“If everywhere is farming space, is better for health,” clicked Frog.

“What about contamination?” Crystal asked.

Frog trilled and clicked in Domon laughter. “Inevitable! But active
biosphere better for immune systems of residents. Mental health, also, for
most species, improves with greater exposure to greenery and naturalistic
life.” Frog turned around, grinning again, and tapped their chest.
“Xenosociologist,” they said proudly. They gestured to the area around them,
then more broadly. “This? Our senior research project. Study of cooperative
life outside standardized protocols of InFed.”

Crystal nodded, feeling a natural grin grow on her face. “Fascinating. I
would love to talk about your research and findings so far.”

Frog’s face lit with a more familiar Domon expression of satisfaction.
“Within ten years, most InFed bases may look like this. Very good, having life
around crew. Contamination risk, yes, but vaccines and nanobiotics solve that.
Motivation, happiness, cooperation—all above average here.”

Toby blinked, then looked at Paulo. Crystal followed suit.

He looked—well, not bored, but comfortable here. Familiar.

“Are all pirate bases like this?” Toby whispered.

Paulo lifted a shoulder. “A few. This happens to be a good place. Mind
you, experience tends to weed out the bad places. They aren’t near as stable.
This station is fifty years old, and it’s stuck around because people cooperate
and share instead of hoarding resources.” He let a smile cross his face. “And
they don’t try to enforce one way of thinking, unlike the HuCon.” He stroked
the moss wall. “Different ideas. Experimentation. Science. And common
good—that’s how you make a good place.”

Crystal had never seen him look so wistful.

After a moment, Frog cleared their throat. “More to see,” they
chirruped. They led the crew down another hall, into a large, open chamber
sealed by air and gravity locks at each entrance.

Despite the lower gravity, the plants seemed fine. Troughs of flax
waved in an artificial breeze; a massive plum tree spread its boughs from the
centre of the room to the edges, purple and pink blossoms woven around
curved steel roof lattices. Above the steel, peeking through the boughs and
greenery, hints of starlight filtered down: it seemed there was a hole going all 
the way up to the surface—or perhaps a well-hidden screen. Either way, it was
beautiful.

Vertical trays of vegetables lined the walls. Crystal spotted onions,
strawberries, Chinese cabbage, garlic, Indian eggplant, several dozen varieties
of herbs, and even more vegetables growing amongst them—some, she only
recognized from xenobotany classes, like the Coronite falseparsley. They’d
even managed to cultivate some Lyrian kampritha, its six-bladed purple leaves
and pale-yellow blossoms drooping healthily over the sides of a tray.

The trays formed something of a greenhouse maze, but there was
enough space to walk through them. The air was humid with endlessly-cycled
water. To her surprise, little paving-stones had been set in the ground—
which was real dirt—and formed a charming path.

The rows of trays occasionally had gaps in their walls that were large
enough to walk through, forming a sort of green and metal arbour. Birds
flitted about—common sparrows from Earth, but also a few small Yteran
species she recognized, their blue and violet feathers lurid against mostlygreen foliage that didn’t camouflage them.

Towards the centre of the garden was a large fountain, surrounded by
more arbours and a mossy sitting nook. Pillowy mushrooms rested in place of 
cushions. Toby reached for one gingerly. It squished under his hand.

“It’s a little moist,” he said.

Frog’s helmet was open, and Crystal could see some kind of apparatus
around their neck, on top of their feathery, pulsing gill slits. They let out a 
purring trill of contentment. “Like home,” they said. “We miss the wet
everywhere.”

Crystal’s eyes widened. “I thought most of your folks breathed
methane?”

Frog shook their head. “Some species of us. We differ. Also, nanobiotic
changes to lungs.” They tapped their chest, grinning at her in the way she was
coming to like.

They gestured to the fountain—below which a golden-orange koi swam
lazily, gulping and eyeing them in hopes of a treat—and the faint shadow they
could see through the sphere of spraying water.

With the gravity here being extra low, the water seemed to arc and
linger, glimmering silver in the air.

“We step back now,” said Frog. “Commander Montu? We bring guests.”

A section of the fountain deactivated for a moment, and a human walked
out, the cloud of their dark hair catching droplets of water. They bowed their
head under an arching mycelial structure, then straightened, smiling.

“Montu Huang, at your service. Hope you weren’t waiting long.” They
stretched at the waist. “I like to spend time in the fountain sphere after my
gravity therapy sessions…they’re a bitch on my joints.”

“You didn’t get a bot treatment?” Toby blurted.

Montu shook their head. “I did, but it didn’t take well enough. I had a 
nasty immune response to the bots.” They made a face. “So instead, I have to
spend a few hours in increased gravity treatment a week…and after that, I
need to recuperate.”

“Sorry to hear that. That sounds painful,” Crystal said.

Montu shrugged. “Resources can be a little haphazard out here. If I
wasn’t an outlaw, it’d be easier to get an upgrade.” Their smile was wry.

Crystal stared at them for a moment, mesmerized, trying to remember
where she’d heard their name before.

Montu smoothly turned to Paulo. “By the way, what’s an old star-dog
like you doing in a garden like this?”

Paulo leaned forward and hefted Montu in an enveloping hug, then
stepped back and lightly slapped their back. “You think I’d miss a chance to
see an old friend and stir a little shit?”

Montu laughed, deep and golden. “Fair point.”

Then it hit Crystal: she did know Montu Huang. Tall, lanky, mediumdark skin; mixed Venusian and Earth-Egyptian heritage. They had been
exiled from HuCon space for “fomenting agitation”—stirring up and
fundraising for a protest movement on St. Lawrence.

“It’s an honour,” she squeaked.

Montu raised an eyebrow humorously. “I take it you’ve heard of my
work?”

“Big fan,” Crystal managed.

Toby glanced at her, clearly nervous and uncertain, and stepped forward
to shake hands as well.

Crystal shot Paulo an accusing glance. “You didn’t say you knew the
Shaker of St. Lawrence,” she hissed.

Paulo shrugged again. “I see why you and Sarah are such good friends—
you’re both politics nerds, huh?”

Montu, who seemed to have heard that, let out a bellylaugh. “Nobody
calls me that around here. I swear, you provoke one little uprising, a planet
claims independence, and…” they shook their head and turned back to the
guide, who’d been standing in respectful silence, webbed hands clasped in
front of themselves. “Frog, thanks for your help.” Montu made the stiff,
comical bow Crystal had managed earlier. “I can take it from here.”

Frog bowed to them, clasping its hands in front of its chest. “You want a
meal sent to conference room?”

“That would be excellent, thank you.” Montu turned to Crystal and
Toby. “Any dietary restrictions?”

They both shook their heads.

“Probably a mushroom curry,” said Montu to Frog. “A few of our
specialties.”

“Happy to.” Frog bowed—the gesture much less stiff for their
cartilaginous body—and bounced off through the foliage.

Montu turned a warm smile on them. “Come. I’m sure you’ll be glad to
see your friends, and my colleagues, and we have much to discuss.”
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This new ship was a lot bigger, smoother, and more elegant than
Paulo’s, Sarah had to admit. She scooted closer to Patience on the cushioned
bench. Patience, for her part, nestled into Sarah’s shoulder.

“We’re not going to bite,” said Sky kindly.
Sarah took her in with great suspicion. The statuesque, slender blonde
offered a scarred, calloused hand. “Sky Ironsides. Welcome aboard the
Anhelion. This is my partner, The Imp.”

A much, much shorter man with black hair and a keen expression
flashed her a grin. A massive scar lanced across the right side of his face, from
brow to chin. His right eye had been replaced by a cybernetic upgrade, and it
glowed red as a jewel in a silver socket.

Holly leaned against the wall, a hip out, their dark hair fanning around
their face as they loosened it. “Sorry about the rough treatment before,” they
said. “Infiltration sucks that way.”

Patience shook her head. “No offense, this seems very ‘good cop, bad
cop.’ Who are you people? And why should I trust you?”

“We’re counters. We free people from bounty hunters—for a price, or
sometimes a counterbounty.” Sky barked out a short, sharp laugh.

Patience and Sarah looked at each other.

“Then you’re not just rival bounty hunters?”

Holly guffawed. “Did you think we’d work for law enforcement?
Hardly.”

Sky shook her head. “I don’t care how much the HuCon is paying. Do
you have any idea how many refugees we’ve given rides to?”

Sarah shook her head, but Patience hesitated. “Smugglers? Are you in
that line of work?”

The Imp finally spoke up. “Smuggling people or goods? Yes to both.
Depends on who, though.”

Sky slapped the wall. “Speaking of rides, I’ll be up front. Imp, charter the
course.” The Imp nodded, turning his partly-crimson gaze on Sky, and headed
forward to assist Sky with navigation. As he walked, Sarah noticed that he had
a couple of bionic limbs—the cybernetics revealed by clear casing, proudly
showcasing the mechanical components within. She wondered if he’d had
upgrades done by choice, necessity, or both.

Turning back to Holly, Sarah lifted her hands—which were, at least,
unrestrained by cuffs. “Look. We don’t exactly have a choice but to trust you,
but we just got kidnapped, and for all we know, we just got—counterkidnapped? Double-kidnapped? Whatever. So, where are you taking us, and
what happens next?”

“Sanctuary Cove. Montu Huang wants to meet with you.”

Patience and Sarah glanced at each other, eyes wide. “Okay, listen, if 
you’re really bounty hunters, you must tell the truth right now. If you’re
lying, I am going to be so unnecessarily disappointed,” Sarah said, a little
breathless.

Patience gave her a small grin of amusement. “Do I have competition?”

Sarah blushed. “Oh, no. I just—they broke the news on the BCC
facilities on St. Lawrence. Like, they led some of the whistleblowers. It’s
partly because of them that St. Lawrence voted to leave the HuCon.”

“You know, there were other people who worked with them,” Holly put
in. “It wasn’t like, just one person who did all that.”

“No, I know, of course—but they were the face of things.” Sarah 
squinted. “What are they doing on a pirate base?”

Holly snorted. “How do you think people disappear? How do refugees
escape? It’s us.”

Sarah frowned. “Isn’t that sentient trafficking?”

Holly shook their head aggressively. “Absolutely not. To be a member
of this particular guild, you have to sign a pledge to not participate in
transporting sentients against their will. There’s other guilds who aren’t as
picky, but we want a nice place to live. And there’s a reason why our guild has
picked up so many members.” They smiled, looking at the viewscreen. “Wait
till you see it. It’s gorgeous. Lot of hard work from a lot of people went into
making it that way. And it’s not even the only location we have.”

The Imp turned around in his seat and gave them a raised eyebrow.

Holly shrugged back. “Who’re they gonna tell? The HuCon?”

Patience actually laughed at the mere implication. “I’m more likely to
consider joining your organization than reporting it.”

Holly nodded. “Exactly. Hell, I have a digital pamphlet, if you want
one.”

Sarah raised a hand. “I’d like to take a look, at least.”

Holly tapped their implant, and Sarah found a document in her inbox.
Her antivirus program said it was clean, so she accepted it.

Flipping through, she found a code of conduct, requirements for
membership, fees, and other tidbits. Patience looked confused and frustrated,
and Sarah remembered again, belatedly, that she didn’t have an implant.

Holly’s eyes widened, and she gave Patience an apologetic look. “Sorry.
Shouldn’t have assumed.” She handed over an actual pamphlet, printed on
hemp pulp.

Patience nodded, flipping through it. “Do a lot of people there have
implants? Or not have them?”

Holly shrugged. “A lot of people have implants, yeah, but not all. We do
some of our paperwork the oldfashioned way.”

It was Sarah’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “Isn’t that tedious?”

Holly laughed. “Of course. But it must be done. Nothing functions
without administration and the boring stuff.”

Sarah grinned. “You don’t have to tell me twice. I should tell you about
my old job.” She rubbed the back of her neck. Not for the first time, the weight
of her old work settled on her, and not for the first time, she felt terrible about
it.

But now, she was doing something different. Better. She’d gotten lucky,
there was no denying it; not everyone who wanted to do something better, or
different, could. But having the chance to help, and to change things, by
getting involved directly—it made Sarah feel like she’d woken up from a deep
sleep. The world felt clearer, brighter—and as she looked at Patience, more
beautiful.

Going from captive to passenger was an almost indescribable relief. The
Imp and Sky were laconic, but now that they didn’t have to feign a lack of 
empathy, Holly proved themselves a warm, kind host.

They chatted a little, but both Patience and Sarah were still exhausted.
Holly led them to a comfortable guest bunk, and they curled up together.

A few hours later, Captain Sky woke them with a knock on the door.

Sarah slammed the doorlock button, instantly alert.

Sky gave them a look of mild surprise, as though she hadn’t expected
her guests to react so strongly. “We’re here,” said Sky. “Welcome to
Sanctuary Cove.” She patted the hatch, then turned on a heel and clicked her
way back towards the front to prepare for landing.

Patience rubbed her eyes, patting the scrap of cloth Holly had given her
for a hair wrap and unbinding her braids. “I needed that. I could sleep for
another ten hours, I do believe.”

“Tell me about it.” Sarah risked checking for an online network. As Sky
and the Imp checked in, reporting their passengers and confirming their
safety, she noticed an infonet access icon. After the ship had been vetted, and
after she and Patience had gotten out of bed, Sarah connected.

Instantly, a hailstorm of messages pelted her. She messaged Crystal,
Paulo, and Toby to let them know she and Patience were safe and in one piece.

“We’re here and safe. These people seem okay. With Montu Huang.
Some kind of meeting happening soon.”

Sarah squealed out loud. Patience and the others looked at her in alarm.
“Montu Huang lives there?” she squeaked.

Patience cocked her head. “They do? I talked to them a couple of times.
They’re very charming and charismatic.”

Sarah touched her forehead. “I’m going to have to get used to the fact
that you’ve just met people I’ve spent hours following. Hell, I’m still not used
to the fact that I’ve met you in person.”

Holly, who was leaning against a wall, snorted. “Everybody pisses,
y’know. Even your idols.”

Sarah shot her a raised eyebrow. “What, you’ve never admired someone
so much that you felt faint when you talked to them?”

To her surprise, Holly blushed and grinned. “I got a wife. I know what
it’s like.”

Sarah gave them a warmer grin. “You should meet a friend of mine. I
think you’d get along great with Paulo.”

It was Holly’s turn to look surprised. “You don’t mean Captain Valeu,
do you?”

Sarah nodded. “He goes by that name, yeah.”

Holly whistled. “Damn. I’d be happy for you to introduce us, speaking of 
legends. By the way, you want a cup of tea or somethin’?”

“Gods, yes.”

She didn’t see much of the base on the way in. The haphazard, messy
container city sparkling deep beneath the crust took her breath away.

Next to her, Patience gasped openly. “Number two,” she whispered.

“Number two?”

“This is the second place I’ve ever visited that wasn’t Indus.”
Sarah squeezed her hand. “If you want, we can see even more.”
“You’ll probably have to, if you wanna get things done,” Holly put in.

Patience looked nervous. “Do you think we’ll have to go back to the
HuCon’s main system?”

Unease wormed in her belly. But Patience was an even bigger criminal 
than herself. There was no way either of them could show up in that system
without being arrested instantly—and no way for them to represent the
people of Indus, or anywhere else, in HuCon courts.

Holly shrugged. “I have no idea what you’ll have to do. But you might
not have to do it alone.”

A flicker of hope mingled with confusion.

“Where would we get help from?” Patience asked, finally breaking her
awestruck gaze from the chaotic city.

They didn’t have an answer for that, but Sarah chewed it over as they
disembarked, gathered their scanty possessions, and made their way through
the ship parkade. The gravity was lower than she expected, and Patience had a 
particularly difficult time adjusting to the additional momentum in every step.

Holly offered to act as their tour guide, and brought them through a 
tangle of organic and steel to a surprisingly ordinary conference room. The
seating arrangements around the long stone table were an awkward mix of 
plush captain’s seats, folding chairs, old barstools, and fancy mobility aids.

Around said table were over a dozen people of various species (most of 
them appearing in projections, but three or four were actually present), Montu
Huang—and most important, Toby, Crystal, and Paulo.

She didn’t expect the tears that burst down her cheeks, or the sob that
tore from her throat as she flung herself towards the three of them. Patience
was awkward at first, but soon found herself folded into the group hug. Even
Paulo gave in to the sniffles. As he crushed her to his powerful shoulders, her
neck was soaked with his tears. Even bionic eyes, it seemed, could weep.

Their hosts made polite conversation during the reunion, some of them
smiling with both awkwardness and warmth at the reunion.

Sarah wiped her running nose and cleared her throat. “Hey, where’s that
asshole, Kaleb or whatever?”

“Kial. He wasn’t invited,” said Crystal stiffly. She glanced towards Toby,
who was just barely holding back a very pleased smirk.

There was only so much time to reunite and relax—it seemed Montu
was keen to return to business.

Patience seemed visibly more at ease as they waved her over, shook
hands, and exchanged hugs. She crept back over to dart behind Sarah, then
reluctantly extracted herself from her girlfriend’s company to perch on a
barstool. All the while, however, she clutched Sarah’s hand, seeming to anchor
herself with the contact.

“The cooperative of Sanctuary Cove recognizes Patience Ngouabi of 
Indus,” said Montu, directing their gaze towards Patience.

The transformation was immediate. Standing with her back straight and
hands clasped behind her, Patience spoke in the small but clear, ringing voice
that Sarah had heard in so many interviews. Her dark eyes sparkled with focus
and confidence, and even though she spoke softly, she owned the room.

Sarah’s attention wavered in and out. She was tired, hungry,
emotional—and even a meeting of revolutionaries had its dull moments. But
then, she considered, history always had a good deal more paperwork in it
than anyone liked to admit.

“—And why not just go back to Nirvana?” asked a Coronite reasonably,
clicking her mandibles.

A Yteran shook his head. “That would only endanger a significant
neutral zone.”

Crystal cleared her throat. “And frankly, I don’t want to outstay my
welcome. I was a guest there, but it’s another thing entirely to hole up and try
to weather a siege.”

Montu put in, “And as much as I’d like to, Sanctuary Cove can’t host
you forever, either.”

The Yteran, who had greentinged violet feathers, perked up. “We could
possibly move them around via smuggler networks. Or what about St
Lawrence? Your people have taken a whole bunch of refugees lately.”

Sarah felt her heart sink. She’d so hoped they could have a few minutes
to catch their breath.

Waving a hand in negation, Montu shook their head. “Not possible.
Forgive me, Patience, but there’s a reason I’m not on my own home planet—
and it’s the same reason I can’t send you there for refuge. It would draw too
much heat, and frankly, I don’t want them to bomb St Lawrence.”

“Bombs? Would they go that far?” Sarah said, her voice cracking.

The table went quiet for a moment, and she felt the uncomfortable focus
of many sets of eyes on her.

“That far, and then some,” said Montu, giving her a kind look. “By the
way, didn’t catch your name.”

“Sarah Jean White. I’m a behavioural criminal from Call—from Mars.”

To her immense embarrassment and validation, Montu’s eyebrows rose,
and they nodded at her in approval; Patience shot her a quick smile and
squeezed her hand. Sarah thought she might faint again.

“Not bad.”

“Wait, how did you hear about me?”

“Wiscott is absolutely furious. She always has a bug up her ass, but that
assault on her nephew—she turned it into a cause celebre. Something about
how any exposure to corrupting media can lead to violent actions—”

“I was defending myself!”

Montu lifted their hands. “Nobody here would dispute that. But when
you go up against a green tea bitch like Wiscott, you have to expect character
assassination.” Their full lips turned into a firm, tight line, a grimace of regret.
“Do you think I actually ordered my people to sacrifice themselves while I
fled?”

There was a moment of memorial silence in the room.

“So, what do we do?” Sarah asked in a small voice.

“Here’s the situation,” Holly said, spreading their hands out. “Your
actions weren’t a crime in Yteran space, or under any of the InFed laws, but
technically, the humans have jurisdiction. However, their laws are in violation
of the InFed charters, and there’s been some talk about actually kicking the
whole HuCon out of the InFed—with the exception of any planets or colonies
that separate, like the Republic of Mars or the Independent Colony of St
Lawrence. InFed members are getting pretty pissed about humans doing the
oppressive shit that the whole Federation stands against. Sets a bad example,
represents a more primitive government structure, you get it.”

“Are things that bad?” Patience said, dark eyes wide.

Crystal nodded in assent. “Having Martian citizenship, we should
personally be okay, but the lack of representation for the colonies is a big deal.
Equal representation of colony planets is part of the whole membership thing,
because otherwise, it would make any colonization or terraforming a tacit
opportunity for economic slavery. And then members of the InFed would just
be competing with each other to see how quickly they could colonize and
enslave whatever planets they found, and probably fighting wars over them.”

Sarah glanced at her and Toby with a look of familiarity. “Sounds like
Earth history.”

“Yeah, and colonization wars and unrestrained capitalism just about
destroyed the planet.”

All of the humans in the room went quiet in a moment of embarrassed
reflection.

Holly coughed. “And humans wonder why people like me mod ourselves
up and say we’re posthuman.”

Looking around, Crystal said, “So, how do we keep history from
repeating itself?”

“I mean, it’s already happening, so we can’t stop it, but we can clean it
up,” said Montu.

“How?”

The exact how’s and whys were, of course, more complex. “It’s not like
we didn’t try to separate formally, using rules and procedures in the Human
Conglomerate’s Charter of Membership,” Montu added. “But obviously, that
hasn’t been recognized formally by the HuCon. They blocked it using some
exception about legal statutes being challenged by terrorists.” Bitterness
crossed their face. “Conveniently, of course, anyone who’s gone through
behavioural correction and engages in ‘recidivism’ can be classified as a 
terrorist.”

Sarah put her head in her hands. “So we need to go to the InFed legal 
courts, I guess. That means lawyers, representation…and not getting arrested
in the meantime, so they can’t sabotage our cases. But we can’t even put the
motions forward unless we get our own criminal charges cleared, is that it? So
we’d have to do that, and then…”

Crystal nodded. “But if you’re in InFed space, they can still send bounty
hunters after you.”

Sarah slumped forward. “Ugh. This sounds impossible. Where the hell 
do we go?”

Paulo cleared his throat. “So, there’s a few places that are considered
sanctuary locations—” He reeled off a list of planets, planetoids, and moons.
The Yteran, whose name was Hefri, interrupted a few times with updates on
the list.

“…Well, shit,” he grumbled. “So, most of them are out of the running?”

Hefri nodded grimly.

There was a long, hesitant pause around the table.

“I think we need to adjourn and do some research,” said Montu.
“Patience, Sarah—we can host you and your friends for some time. This is a 
safe place, but we need to keep our profile low. If word gets around that you’re
out here—which it will, eventually—we may have to move you elsewhere in
the network.”

“How much heat should we be worried about?” Sarah asked.

Hefri smacked his lips, his yellow eyes narrowing. As he spoke, Sarah 
noticed he was missing a few teeth, and the right side of his elongated muzzlejawed face bore an enormous scar. “From my experience, we get a few 
foolhardy bounty hunters out here. That, we can take. We have defenses, and
we’re well-hidden, as you saw. But a military force?” He shook his head.

Montu spoke up. “But we’ll do our best to protect you. It’s only right.”

On that somewhat defeated note, they parted. Montu tasked Holly with 
showing them to some guest quarters. They found their way to some small 
but cozy rooms in a repurposed cruise ship, which had been strategically
crashed onto the planet and reburied. There were several cargo ships close to
its size, but this was largest building in the city.

“Geez, how many people live here?” Sarah said, raising an eyebrow.

“About fifty thou.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Not bad. You make enough food for that many
people?”

“Oh yeah. This cruise ship and the smaller one on the east end of the
base have most of the residences, but we filled a couple cargo haulers with 
vertical farming. We have some waste recycling in the centre of the city, too.”

“What about all the farms around the base?”

“Extra produce—you’d be shocked how much people will pay for fresh 
food when they stop by the base—and wellbeing,” Holly affirmed. They
smiled. “We don’t charge through the nose, though. We don’t need to. And
empty quarters in the residential areas are used for rental space and
temporary residence. In Sanctuary Cove, there’s three basic rules: everyone’s
housed, everyone’s fed, everyone’s comfortable. Money’s only for optional 
things, like trinkets ‘n’ such. The basics, like healthcare and necessities, we
just share and share alike.”

Sarah’s eyebrows hit her hairline again. “That’s what the HuCon
promises. Or used to.”

Holly laughed. “But we don’t make you join a church or nothin’ to get it.
Just work shifts, if you stay for a while and if you’re able. And we ain’t been
privatizing the underlying services, either—unlike them.” Both of them grew 
somber for a moment; Holly rubbed a scarred green cheek as though deep in
thought.

“Come on, let me show you where you’re staying.” They let the crew 
down the hall.

As soon as she saw the room, she couldn’t wait to curl up in the bed. A
cured fungal cellular mattress offered squishy, pliant comfort; covering it was
a colourful patchwork quilt. A glass windchime hung by an air vent, gleaming
in the soft bioluminescent glow of the lamp. Porthole windows offered a view 
of the city’s lights and glass greenhouses. There was a sizeable patch on the
wall, mended with a chunk of asteroid copper, bolted in place over a crack in
the steel, but she didn’t mind. A chair sat in the corner, next to an empty steel 
shelf with a food reheater and a freezer box on the bottom. A small airshower, sink, and toilet were off to the side, in a narrow cupboard.

Holly added, “This is just a guest bunker. Let us know if you need any
physical comfort or mobility aids, like extra pillows or rails or whatever. And
we have bigger rooms for couples and other relationship structures, for people
who stay here longerterm.” She eyed Sarah and Patience; Patience slipped her
hand over Sarah’s and squeezed gently, her cool fingers stroking the back of
Sarah’s hand.

Toby, Paulo, and Crystal each took their own rooms near by; Sarah
gladly took custody of her clothes and trinkets from the ship and resort. Boo
was fine, but seemed eager to see her again. She petted his fluff with a finger.

“I kind of want a cat eventually,” Sarah admitted. “Boo’s great, but I’d
love something bigger and cuddlier.”

Patience looked excited, and leaned against her.

Holly nodded. “Cats are great. There’s a bunch all over the station.
Some belong to people, and some belong to themselves. Dogs, too. And some
other species. Lots of birds here.” They patted the wall, which resonated
slightly. “You hungry? I can show you a good place.”

“I could eat a horse.”

“None of those on the station, fortunately,” said Holly, grinning.

Holly took them to a corroded but serviceable elevator, down a few 
floors, and to a giant, surprisingly busy plaza. The ceilings weren’t high, and
the slight compression seemed to buoy people’s energy. The Yterans in the
crowd had just enough space to walk with their heads lifted, but many had to
cant themselves forward to avoid crushing their dorsal feather crests on the
ceilings. Humans were fine, but even Sarah, whose height was unexceptional,
could touch the ceiling. Crystal, who was taller, could flatten her palm against
it.

Holly gestured expansively down the wide hall. “This here’s a 
commercial level; we got cafes, restaurants, artisans, shops, a big library—”

There was music coming from somewhere, a Lyrian cellopipe whose
thoughtful melody wound through the crowd, tickling her senses.

“Here, you gotta try Kavi’s Corner. They do a killer dhosa, and a good
rasam, if you want somethin’ to warm you up.”

Crystal perked up. “Tamil? How’s the curry?”

“They’re all good. They do a whole bunch of different ones. There’s a 
kozhakutta you gotta try after dinner, too—they stuff it with coconut and
jackfruit. They have manda pitha, too, ‘cause his wife’s from an eastern part of
India, back on Earth. Different kinda dumpling than the kozhakutta—that
one’s got a little pepper in it.” Holly smacked their lips in appreciation. “Both 
great with chai, though.”

Crystal paid for the meal, insisting on the treat. The dhosas were as
good as Holly had said; buttery, rich pancakes wrapped around flavourful 
curries, sauces, and rice. Printed meat, lentils, and more mushrooms than
she’d ever heard of tempted her with a variety of complex savours.

Next to her, Patience munched on her dhosa first hesitantly, then with 
gusto. Crystal seemed just as hungry, especially after a week of printed food
on the Maria.

While they ate, Toby pelted them with questions about their ordeal, and
Sarah filled everyone in. After they’d stuffed themselves just enough to
mandate dessert, Paulo prompted them with some harder strategic questions.

“Can’t we talk about this tomorrow?” Sarah whined. “My brain feels like
rice pudding right now.”

He was about to retort when the sound of a cleared throat cut off his
sass. “Mind if I sit here?” said Kial.
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Crystal glanced at Toby, who looked very keen to rebuff Kial, and then
at Sarah, who looked just as annoyed.

But Kial had everything short of his hat in his hands. He looked
downright sheepish.

Sarah squinted at him. “Why exactly should we let the asshole who
stalked Crystal for her ex-husband, then tried to call in a bounty on me and
my girlfriend, resulting in our kidnapping, sit with us to eat? Piss off.”

Kial didn’t deny it, or try to evade his responsibility. “That’s why I’m
here. To make amends.”

Paulo gave him a skeptical, but less hostile look. Crystal remembered
that they’d been business partners some time ago, and the look of familiarity
on Paulo’s face said he’d been through this before. To her surprise, Paulo said,
“Speak. If you got a good reason, you can stay. Otherwise, you can, in fact, piss
off.”

Kial left for a moment, but to Crystal’s mixed annoyance and interest,
returned with a plate of curry and rice. He ran a hand through his silver hair
and fixed earnest grey eyes on all of them.

For a few moments, he ate without a word, but the chill at the table was
palpable.

“I gotta head off,” said Holly, patting their implant. “Here’s my link if 
any of you need anything. My wife’s getting off work at the animal shelter in a
minute. See ya.” The rangy chartreuse post-human sauntered off, making their
way through the crowd like a marlin cutting through the sea. Their black
mushroom-leather jacket disappeared behind a flurry of saris and hijabs at one
of the clothing stores, and Crystal couldn’t see them anymore.

Finally, Kial spoke. “I’m sorry I got you both taken. I shouldn’t’ve done
that.”

“No shit,” said Sarah.

“And I know I’ve been a right pill to—to all of you.” He had the grace to
look at Toby when he said it, and then at Crystal, for a long time. “But I
might be able to help with all of this. It ain’t much, but it’s a chance.”

Sarah stared him down. “What’s the catch?”

He shook his head. “No catch.” But he didn’t meet Crystal’s eye.

A swell of disbelief rose in her. “So what, you’re doing this out of the
goodness of your heart?”

“Or lack thereof. What, a man can’t feel shitty?” he growled.

Well, that at least made some kind of sense. “Sure,” said Crystal,
disbelieving him.

“Thank you.” With that, he rose, leaving his food, and turned on a heel 
to leave.

Sarah rolled her eyes as he left. “I don’t trust him as far as I can throw
him.”

Crystal let out a long sigh, some mingled exhalation of hope and
disappointment warring within her. “Probably not. But he looks pretty hang-
dog.”

“Hey now, that’s how guys like that work,” said Sarah sharply. “It’s the
‘poor me, I’m so sorry’ part of the cycle. Don’t fall for it.”

Crystal felt her cheeks heat, and didn’t reply. She glanced at Toby, but
both of them avoided each other’s eyes.

Eventually, Sarah and Patience excused themselves from the table to do
a little necessary shopping—both were still short on necessities; especially
since fleeing their respective homes in such a hurry, and so recently. Paulo
said he wanted to take a walk. That left Toby and Crystal and a table full of 
leftovers.

Crystal walked over to the counter to figure out where leftovers should
go; there was an area for people to pick up free food left from others’ orders,
and a separate area for the leftover plates, which seemed to be destined for 
compost.

Toby sat there uneasily—too shy to speak, but too brave to just run
away.

“Hey,” said Crystal.

“Hey,” said Toby.

They both laughed at the awkwardness of the situation.

Toby stood, and offered his arm. “Shall we take a walk? I’m sure there’s
some kind of breathtaking view around here somewhere.”

Crystal nodded. “I could do with a walk, especially after all that food.”

She wasn’t sure what to say about Kial’s behaviour, or about her
churning feelings, but she didn’t want to push Toby away. She liked the
warmth of his body being close to hers, the way his arm felt surprisingly
strong—skinny, but not without muscle.

They walked away from the marketplace, and back towards the tangled
halls of the compound. Crystal looked for directions; typing on an arial
projected keyboard to search, her implant soon offered a map. Opening it, she
had a look around. Sanctuary Cove really was bigger than she’d expected,
with more amenities, too.

“The Night Garden,” she said out loud. “Looks like it’s up there
somewhere, a little ways across the base, and it has a view of the actual sky
around the planetoid. It’s a floating garden, of some kind. Want to go see?”

Toby nodded. “That sounds amazing. Of course.”

Syncing up their destinations on their implants, they started to follow 
the map overlays projected for them on their lens screens.

They didn’t talk too much on the way there, but the silence was more
comfortable than she expected.

“This is supposed to be a great place to walk. Think Sarah and Patience
have been here yet?”

Toby grinned. “If not, we should recommend it. You know, those two
spending a lot of time together. Between you and me? It’s adorable.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that. She’ll literally murder you.”

“And I will die smug,” he said firmly.

She laughed, and they went silent again; mostly companionable,
comfortable. But the tension remained. Words crowded her throat, weighed
down her tongue. She felt she had to say something.

“I’m sorry Kial’s being such a prick to you,” she finally said.

Toby turned to her with surprise, almost knocking a fruit off the
heavilyladen pepper plant that curved across the hall they were in. “That’s so
not your fault, or your job to deal with. I’ve been more worried about you.”

“I mean, I did sleep with him,” she admitted, her cheeks burning, “but
that doesn’t mean he owns me. I’m not some bush he pissed on.”

Toby’s cheeks coloured red. “Nobody owns anyone, not even if they’re
married,” he said quickly. “I—I mean, I was pretty hung up on a girl. It was a
long time ago. But she ghosted me between hooking up with me.”

Crystal made a face. “That’s not okay to do to anyone. No wonder you
got hung up.”

He nodded, shame bowing his shoulders. “It—it turned out she was in
surveillance. She—she arrested me and Sarah.”

“Huh. Shit.”

Toby swallowed. “Yeah. It—it wasn’t a good relationship, but I thought
about her for months after. I kept hoping she’d reach out to me, you know?
Even though I should have hated her. She was always kind of hot and cold,
you know? Played her cards close to her chest—I could never guess what she
was thinking.” He lowered his eyes, still reeking of embarrassment.

Crystal reached for his cheek. “I know what that’s like. The only thing I
can say is, I bet she didn’t know how to feel, or kept changing her mind. Any
time a person seems to be mysterious, they’re usually just hiding their own
anxiety or changing their own mind back and forth.”

He nodded, looking somewhat comforted. “Thanks.”

They walked on further, lapsing into silence again. They were almost at
the gardens, and an elevator took them up, towards an elevated area of the
base that was close to the very surface.

She was glad to be trapped in an elevator with him, and simultaneously
wishing to be free; part of her wanted to throw him against the glassteel wall 
and kiss him until their clothes fell off, and part of her wanted to flee. Her
hands shook a little, and she felt immensely younger and more nervous.

Toby glanced at his feet. “I wish I’d asked you out years ago,” he finally
said. “I feel like we could have had so much more time together.”

Crystal glanced at him from her peripheral vision. “Sometimes it takes a 
while to get it right. I’m just glad you did now.” She paused. “Wait, we’re on a 
date, right?”

Toby laughed nervously. “I sure hope so. I was thinking about asking if 
you’d like to kiss me.”

Warmth and relief flooded her head. She flung herself towards him, her
arms around his neck. Their lips met, and he cupped her face, stroking her
cheek. Her tongue slipped into his mouth, and she tasted the hint of spice from
dinner mingling with his own flavour, that undefinable taste unique to each 
person’s kiss.

He pressed her against the glass, and they leaned together, a gloriously
messy tangle.

The elevator’s signalling chime made them part for a moment,
breathless. They both looked at each other, Toby’s hair falling into his eyes in
a heedless tumble, and laughed a little.

Holding his hand, Crystal led him forward, towards the floating garden.

A few other people were there, but it wasn’t so crowded as to ruin the
intimacy or privacy. The winding paths of the garden helped with that, too. A
massive pool of water—such luxury! They managed resources here very well
indeed, it seemed—was surrounded by foliage and filled with lianas and water
lilies. Some sort of experimental modification had made the flowers enormous,
and the leaf pads were large enough to step on, and strong enough to hold
weight.

Both of them gasped in sheer delight. The blossoms were as large as
emergency pods, and shone pink and yellow and white. Lights illuminated the
pool from below, casting shadows through the filigree of liana balls and
shining through the waxy petals of the lotuses.

The shadows of other couples and at least one throuple cast moving
shapes within the blossoms. Snatches of talk, laughter, and a few gasps filtered
up.

A massive pink blossom near the edge of the pond surrendered its
couple. Eyeing it, Crystal led Toby towards it.

They seated themselves inside. It was a little smaller than an emergency
pod after all, with enormous, dusty yellow stamens and pistils inside its centre
like cushiony, powdered grass. They couldn’t sit together without touching,
or with their legs fully stretched out, so they sat back-to-back, each looking at
the curved, waxy petals around them.

“So.”

“So.”

Toby took a deep breath. “I like you a lot, Crystal.”

“I like you, too. More than that.”

It was much too early to say the words they were both dancing around,
but she could tell that her heart was balancing on the edge of a waterfall. At
this rate, she would tip over, and find herself headlong in love with him.

Crystal knew that some would say she fell in love or attraction too
easily, but this felt right, good, and wonderful. And it was all so very
improbable that she saw no reason not to just do what she wanted to.

Toby peeked around at her. “Hey? I know we have more to talk about,
and there’s things we should work out, but—I’d like to kiss you again.”

“I want to do more than kiss you.”

The lily was floating, so every movement sent it rocking somewhat
precariously. They couldn’t take their clothes off much, but careful, strategic
movements and positioning let her crawl on top of him and straddle him.
Crouching low over Toby, she freed her breasts from beneath her buttoncollar sweater and cupped them. He leaned forward to kiss them, hips slowly
grinding against hers. Before long, her hands sank beneath his clothes, yellow
pollen dappling both of them. Their thrusts and the meeting of their bodies
started to rock the blossom, and water splashed inside. Then pollen got up her
nose, and at last, she couldn’t stop sneezing.

That sent Toby into peals of laughter, and the rollicking was too much.
The pink blossom dipped sideways, disgorging them into the pool.

Both of them spluttered and paddled for a moment. Half-dressed and
soggy, they took one look at each other and burst into laughter.

A human on their own looked over from the edge, concerned. “Do you
folks need a hand?”

“No thanks, we’re good,” called Toby.

Crystal was perhaps an inch or two taller than him, but she couldn’t
touch the bottom either; they swam to the edge. He got out first, and lent her
a hand to crawl out. Now out of the water, they were both soaked and
shivering.

The person who’d offered them help was still standing nearby. “There’s
air dryers over there,” they pointed. “You’re not the first person to take a spill.
And laundry machines are next to the stalls.

They thanked their rescuer, who walked off into the foliage. Once they
were out of sight, Crystal and Toby heard the person giggling. They gave
each other crooked, goofy little smiles, then headed for the clean-up stations.

Having dried off, they headed back towards the rooms, still hand-inhand, and chattering about less urgent matters. When they finally got back to
their floor, and their rooms, Crystal paused outside her own.

Toby grinned. “Wanna pick up where we left off?”

“Absolutely. But this time, you better not dunk me in a pool.”

He tilted his head up to kiss her. “Promise I won’t.”

The fungal cellular beds turned out to be as comfortable as they looked,
and then some. Mycelial support structures inside kept them from being
squishy to a fault. The bed was also a lot bigger than the centre of the lily, and
without the pollen. They took their time together, shedding clothes first this
time. When Toby’s tongue, then fingers slid deep into her own centre, she
clawed the mattress so hard that chunks of foamy pileum came away in her
hands.

She told him what to do, and he followed her signals, both spoken and
unspoken. Once satisfied, she insisted on returning the favour. It was his turn
to clutch the mattress, then balance against the wall’s corner and cry out as
she swallowed him.

At last, though, wiping their mouths and stopping for water and the
bathroom, they cuddled up together under the patchwork sheets.

“It’s pretty late. Do you like sleeping with other people?” said Toby, shy
again.

“Yes, but grab the throw blanket. I steal blankets in my sleep, and I
don’t want you to freeze.”

Morning came too soon, and with too many responsibilities. They
gathered in the same conference room as before, but this time, with a clunky
array of projectors gathered around various seats, allowing absent members to
tune in and participate or witness. Even without them turned on, the sheer
quantity of them was enough to make Crystal nervous.

“Should this many people be in on the whole situation?” Sarah asked,
gesturing to the clusters of projectors, the not-yet-visible crowd.

“Once we have a decision to present them, several options to offer, they
will be engaged,” Montu said. They turned deep, intent black eyes on Sarah,
then swept their gaze across the whole group. “Do—”

“Sorry I’m late,” said Kial, opening the door and shuffling in. He cleared
his throat and adjusted the collar of his russet leather jacket.

She wondered if it was mushroom or pineapple leather, and if it smelled
good. Heat filled her cheeks. She glanced at Toby, who was watching Kial 
with clear tension.

Kial seated himself across the table from Crystal, kitty-corner, just out
of reach but definitely not out of eyeline.

She owed him nothing, she told herself, and had broken things off
anyway, so why did she feel guilty? It wasn’t as though they’d committed to
anything, either, let alone something exclusive; if he was even mono by
orientation.

Sarah, only a spot or two away from Kial, scooted slightly closer to
Patience and squeezed her hand, not hiding her distaste.

Montu fixed Kial with a look of polite, administrative blankness; the
unnerving confidence and breeziness of their manner mingled with a whiff of 
that indefinable sense of power.

The same council members as the day before returned, and a few more
projectors lit up; Holly recapped things for everyone as Hefri took meeting
notes.

Captain Ironsides was back, her much shorter companion at her side,
both of them in black mushroom leathers that had clearly been through a lot,
and mended many times. Haphazard metal studs and rivets pieced together
their patchwork armour.

She uncrossed her legs, which were up on the conference table—nobody
seemed to mind—and sat up straight. “As long as we’re talking about
possibilities, I might know somebody. She’s directed a bunch of refugees our
way. If you give me a sec, I can see if she’s around today.”

Another pirate nodded. “Lot of work coming our way from refugees
these days.”

Patience and Sarah looked at each other. “How much do you charge for
ferrying people out of dangerous areas?” said Patience, a hint of ice in her
tone.

Captain Sky seemed unbothered. “There’s a fixed fee rate, with different
cutoffs based on income rate and danger level.” She leaned forward
comfortably, stretched. A silver shoulder joint popped out of a gap in her
leather jacket, the connection to her flesh covered with elegant blue padding.

Patience didn’t look mollified. “How much of a fee?”

“We have special funding for impoverished refugees that we redistribute
from various funding sources,” said Hefri. “And from the wealthier refugees.”

Everyone in the room smirked. Patience relaxed a little. Clearly feeling
selfconscious, she glanced at Paulo, who shook his head. “First, your people
already paid me, and second, I woulda done it for free.”

Patience covered her face. “Was it a lot?”

Paulo shrugged. “It was enough.”

Holly piped up, “It wasn’t small, but we already redistributed most of it
to paying fees for Indusian refugees. We figured you’d prefer that.” She
grinned, showing off modded tusks in her lower jaw. “I’m the accountant
around here. One of them, anyway.”

Patience seemed less uncomfortable, but still uneasy with being a person
of enough importance that her passage fee could save multiple other people.
She leaned against Sarah, clearly clutching her hand tight under the table.

“What about that person you said you might know?” Crystal said,
turning the subject back.

Sky straightened a little. “Right. She’s on Callisto; long-time doubleagent of ours. Actually, you might know her.”

Next to Crystal, Toby had gone stiff. “Oh?” he said, his voice a little
high and strangled.

Sky typed in the air for a moment, her fingers wiggling, then nodded.
“Yeah, she’s free. Hold on.”

After a couple of moments of technological wrangling, a projector was
commandeered, and the face of an unfamiliar woman flickered into three
luminous dimensions.

When Sarah and Toby saw her, Sarah slapped the table with both hands,
and Toby leaned as far back in his chair as he could.

“Good to see you,” said Andie, biting her lip as she fixed her gaze on
Toby’s face.

Toby blushed plum. “Yeah, good to…see you too, I guess.”

The room went quiet. Crystal didn’t know what was going on, but the
awkwardness of the pause had killed all conversation.

“Sorry, this woman is a double-agent?” said Sarah loudly. “Forgive me if 
I’m a little suspicious, because the last time I saw her, she was cracking our
heads. My idiot exboyfriend died because of her.”

“He actually recovered and transferred to another sector,” said Andie,
her smooth and mellifluous voice hitching.

“Oh yeah? What about the rest of that club? Did everyone get arrested?”
Sarah said, her tone sharp.

“Yes, and we ferried most of them out to ‘outer colonies,’” said Andie,
her voice even again. She was so monotone, but silky.

Next to her, Toby was sweating. “So why not Sarah?” he spat, standing
up. “Why did you make her go through that?”

“I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t save everyone,” said Andie, her voice
rising for the first time—just a little.

Crystal glanced between the bust of the olive-skinned woman and her
new—boyfriend? No, not yet; certainly not a partner yet, either. Interest? Yes,
that would do—and sucked her cheeks in. Whoever this woman was, Toby
and Sarah seemed to know her very well, and possibly in very different ways.

“You know, from my personal experience with her, I wouldn’t
necessarily trust this woman as far as I could throw her,” Toby said, turning
back to Montu and looking at the rest of the council. Crystal noticed he was
breathing hard, and—were his hands shaking?

Sarah glanced down at her lap. Crystal reached across the table and
offered her a hand to hold. Sarah took it, her fingers trembling as well.

“Andie—I just have one question. How did you get the book? And why
me?”

For the first time, the woman in the projection seemed to soften, and
even look more relaxed. “It wasn’t easy. I found it in the deep archives, with a 
stack of aberrant editions—nobody knew what it was, but getting an
aberration out was a hell of a lot of work. It took me forever to smuggle.” A
hint of pride there.

Something like anger and reluctant admiration passed across Toby’s
face.

“And why me?” Sarah said.

“Well, I knew you’d read it, I knew you’d care. And why not you?”

Sarah nodded, her throat tight. “That book changed my life. It really
kept me going.”

Andie looked pleased, her shoulders straightening just a little. Toby
glanced angrily between Sarah and Andie, and the wind seemed to go out of 
his sails. “Excuse me.”

He got up and walked out.

There was another deeply awkward silence. Andie cleared her throat.
“Can I help you with anything?” she said, directing her question towards Sky.

“Uh, yeah.” Sky scratched her scalp for a moment, patting a few stray
blondebrown hairs back into her ponytail. “So—for legal reasons, they have
to be in the Solar System, but they need a neutral location to stay at.”

Andie nodded. “There’s a place we’ve been sending a lot of people as a 
stopover, but a few have stayed—are you familiar with Bunny Apocalypse?”

To Crystal’s annoyance—misplaced, she had to admit to herself—Kial 
perked up and took his boots off the table. “I worked with her once.”

From the quiet murmurs and gasps around the table, people most
certainly did know Bunny Apocalypse—whoever that was.

“Isn’t she a little…important to bother with this?” said one of the
council members.

Someone else gave them a dirty look. “This is Patience Ngouabi. Anyone
with fewer resources probably couldn’t even shelter her safely.”

Patience coughed, looking embarrassed. She didn’t seem to have the
same polished, confident manner she’d displayed the day before. Perhaps being
constantly reminded about her own importance was unpleasant. She seemed
frustrated by her own status, reluctant to discuss it, as though it was an
inconvenient medical condition.

“Regardless, I’m quite willing to ask Bunny,” said Andie.

“On first-name terms with her?” said a councillor snidely.

“Actually, yes. She likes to stay involved. I’m afraid I have to get back to
work, but I’ll be available to help with coordination. I’m sending her contact
information over the encrypted channel.”

“We have her contact info,” said the same snide person, Stevens.

“Her private secretary’s line and qmail change unpredictably, so you’ll 
need the newest passkey,” said Andie, a faint tinge of smugness in her manner.
“Have a good day.”

With that, she signed off.

Montu rubbed their smooth dark forehead, stroking their fluffy cloud of 
hair and the undercut towards the back, where they had an elegant, subtlypatterned fade. “Take a recess of one hour and reconvene.” Their narrow eyes
were tight with stress.

As soon as she had a moment, Crystal darted out to the hall.

She saw Toby staring out through a window wrapped in twining
foliage, moodily gazing at a busy courtyard visible through the tubes and a
bubble.

“Are you okay?” she said, setting a hand on his shoulder.

Toby glanced down, let out a breath. “Ah. Kind of. She’s—”

“An ex?”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Did Sarah tell you?”

“Maybe a long time ago? I wasn’t sure, but her name was kind of 
familiar. And well, I just—assumed she had to be an ex from your reaction.”

“Yeah. You guessed right.” He rubbed his eyes. “She—we—I was hung
up on her for a long time. And then…she was directly responsible for Sarah’s
arrest. So finding out that she betrayed us, and then that—she’s been working
for, I guess, the good side this whole time? It’s a lot.”

He rubbed his eyes, and she saw that he was crying. Well, she knew 
what to do with that. “Come here.” Crystal crushed him close in a hug. “I don’t
mind that you’ve been with other people, you know. You don’t have to be
embarrassed if you still have feelings for her.”

Toby took in a long, shuddering breath. “You know, I didn’t think I did?
But part of me wants to scream at her, and yet some other part of me is still 
so—relieved? And why? Even if she was doing it for a good cause, she almost
destroyed my cousin’s life. Well, hell, she did destroy it. And mine, too. But if 
we hadn’t gone through all that, if I hadn’t spent all that time waiting for
Sarah and then going off to Charon for refuge, who knows where we’d be? So
I should be grateful, I guess, but I’m just so angry!”

“Good things happening because of a bad thing doesn’t mean you have
to be grateful for the bad thing. But that being said—I’m glad you’re here. I’m
really glad we reconnected.” She felt herself blush. “In more ways that one.”

He chuckled, wiped his eyes again. “Me too. But yeah. I just, I didn’t—
expect this from myself, either.”

“Hey, trauma isn’t known for being minor and manageable. It’s okay to
get more upset than you expected.” Crystal snorted. “If anything, I just
appreciate that you’re willing to get upset, instead of just stuffing it into some
kind of garbage can inside yourself and playing cool.”

Toby rewarded her with a small grin, but the gleam in his brown eyes
made her heart flutter. “I can’t imagine who you might be talking about.” He
sniffed. “But—thanks. No, I just—Sarah read that book of poetry and
philosophy over and over, and she’s gotten a lot of meaning from it, but I wish 
it had come to her some other way. I wish she hadn’t gone

through…everything she went through in that prison. Hell, I wish I could
have done it instead of her. She’s basically my sister. I’d do basically anything
for her.”

Crystal pulled him in close again. For some reason, her throat was
choked up. “I know what you mean. It’s amazing that she has you.” She
squeezed him tight again.

He laughed, stepping back. “Says the woman who dropped everything to
come help her and covered her expenses for a vacation, then came along for,”
he waved a hand, “all this? Crystal, you’re amazing. Do you even know how 
generous and incredible you are? It’s one thing to have a friend, and it’s
another thing to put your own ass on the line to help them.”

It was Crystal’s turn to look down. “It was just the right thing to do.
And Toby, you have no idea how bored I was. I’m not a hero, I’m just—
financially secure and—mmph—”

The kiss he was giving her cut off her protests. Crystal gave in, tilting
her head and closing her eyes. She cupped the back of his head as his fingers
caressed her jawline, stroked her neck.

A moment or two later, someone cleared their throat. “We’re
reconvening tomorrow,” said the secretary, a short man who looked Venusian,
with dark eyes, dark russet-gold skin, and thick, dark hair in a jeweled braid.
“Bunny Apocalypse is having a meeting with Montu, and a few other
councillors, to deal with this matter and a few others.” He gestured to the
halls. “You’re free to go for now, but keep an eye on your notifications.”

Crystal nodded and took Toby by the arm. “Come on, let’s get
something hot to drink. If you want, you can tell me more about this Andie
woman, and—well, what it was like for you while stuff was happening for
Sarah.”

Toby grimaced. “You don’t mind?”
“Not at all. I’m in a listening mood.”
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Sarah was glad to see Toby and Crystal hanging out together.
 She’d
been busy spending time with Patience, who’d been as nervous as Sarah had
ever seen her, but she was pretty sure Toby and Crystal had gone on a date.

There wasn’t much time to celebrate, though; Patience was wearing a 
hole in the floor with her pacing.

“The council is very sympathetic,” Sarah soothed.

“I know, but,” Patience raked a hand through her braids, then turned on
a heel, “what if they don’t? And we have to keep running? I can handle bugs
and mud. This is—is most disconcerting.”

“Come here.” Sarah opened her arms, and Patience plunked herself 
across Sarah’s lap, her skinny butt jabbing Sarah’s plump thighs a little as
they cuddled. Sarah gave her a hard squeeze. “What’s wrong?”

Patience buried her face in Sarah’s hair and the crook of her shoulder.
“I—I hate having people debate my status to my face. That’s stressful enough.
But this matter of my importance? My status? It’s wretched. Every time
people talk about me, they have this tone of awe in their voices. And to be
completely frank,” her voice trembled, “I’m just waiting for someone to figure
out that I’m—nobody. I’m just a person. I’m not some important political 
rebel. I’m just a little fool who fell in love with a woman and got swept up in
helping people, and—”

“It’s all right,” Sarah said, cradling her and embracing her again. “But
you’re not faking it, you know. You really did coordinate the escape of 
thousands of people from servitude and BCCs. You ran teams of people to
create an autonomous area that was self-governing and democratic. You
organized a tiny group of a few dozen people enough to—”

“But I had lots of teams. And I just sort of—I did it for Clarice, even
after she was gone, and so I didn’t have to think about my own power. And
there was so much to do that I didn’t have time to think about who I’d
become. And if I did think about it after interviews and things, life would
always go back to normal. There’d be watch shifts to coordinate and disputes
to resolve and a hundred little tasks. Now—I’m not doing any of that, and I’m
just—on. All the time! Before, the interviews always felt like they were about
someone else, and now—now I can’t escape that. I can’t dissociate my
identities.”

Her voice was trembling, and she tried to keep from crying, but a few 
tears trickled down her soft cheeks nonetheless. “My whole life, Sarah, I was
told that I didn’t matter. That I was just a servant, and that my duty was to be
seen and not heard. It was safest. And now, being someone that others look up
to—and not just in a household, or even as the leader of a camp—I just keep
waiting for someone to see that I’m still the same woman. To see through 
me.”

She paused. “And for that matter, I feel this weight of—” she
gesticulated helplessly, “symbolism that I can barely stomach. There are so
many people who’ve gone through my experiences, more or less the same
ones, and yet I’m the one elevated to this position. I’m the one carted about
like a prize, someone’s spoils of war. When I’m with you and your friends—”

“Our friends,” Sarah said gently. “They’re your friends now, too.”

“—Our friends, I feel like a person again. But there’s been no respite
from this in the council chambers!”

“Maybe we should get some fresh air, so to speak. Go for a walk?”

She felt Patience nod. “I—I’m sorry for breaking down like this,” she
said, voice barely above a whisper.

“Babe.” A little frisson of delight surged through her as she said the
word, but she tried to focus on her point. “For the amount of stress you’ve
been under and trauma you’ve been through, it had to surface at some point.
We don’t get to control our feelings; just deal with them. And it’s okay to feel 
like things are a lot right now. Because frankly, they are. You can’t just hold
things inside.”

“But it’s worked so well thus far,” whispered Patience.

“I mean, has it?” Sarah said.

Patience let out a long, hesitant sigh. “Perhaps not. But having our
freedom and status discussed is suffocating. I can’t wait to not be responsible
for very much. You know, I was only part of a council, too—but people act as
though I was the only person responsible. I just…” she set her head in her
hands. “It didn’t feel this weighty when I was in the middle of things, but now 
that I’m not…”

“Maybe it gave you a different perspective?” Sarah offered.

Patience shrugged despairingly. “But they act as though I’m the only
one who matters. You went through some of the same things, and you resisted
in your own right. And you’ve smuggled that book all this way.”

“But I also haven’t accomplished as much as you, and that’s okay. You
can just be exceptional, darling.”

“Thank you, love. I wish I didn’t have to be. I just want a chance to be
normal—not someone’s servant, not someone’s goddess on a pedestal.” She let
out a long breath. “Well. I suppose you were right. I do actually feel a bit
better. Do you mind if I go for a walk on my own? I think I just need to—to
walk for a bit. I’m still full of restless energy.”

“No, of course not. Please.”

Patience kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you. Can I bring you
anything? Coffee or tea?”

“No need, but if you end up in the food court or at a café, just surprise
me.”

Patience got up and stretched. Her cream strapless jumpsuit had billowy
legs, but a close-fitting torso; she swayed back and forth for a moment, clearly
enjoying the lightness of it. The colourful, chunky glass bead necklace she
wore clanked against her chest as she bent her arms back. “It’s so strange to
have clothes that look like the ones I used to wear in the projections. This
bamboo silk is so light and soft. I love it.” Her braids swayed with the
movements of her shoulders.

“We could go shopping again if you want,” Sarah offered.

“Maybe? I feel bad about using any of the money,” she said.

“But it’s yours.”

“Soon. Tomorrow, I think. For now, just a walk and maybe a snack.” She
bounced slightly, swishing her pantlegs together. “I’ll be back shortly, love.”
She pecked Sarah on the lips, smiling with the satisfaction that belongs to a 
new lover, and strode out.

Sarah stretched out on the couch in their quarters and reclined, smiling
to herself just a little. She had a couple of hours to rest and relax before a 
notification pinged, disrupting her calm. When she saw who it was from, she
inhaled sharply, trying to figure out what to do with a sudden rush of mixed
feelings.

Not long after, there came a sharp knock at her door.

“It’s open,” she called.

Toby walked in, running a hand through his hair. “Did you get Andie’s
qmail?”

Sarah nodded, sitting up straight. Her leg twinged. “Are you okay?”

He shook his head. “No. Definitely not.”

“Do you want to talk to her?”

A pause, then a determined nod.

Sarah opened the qmail. “She says she’s free roughly about now. Should
we call?”

Toby paused, nodded, sat next to her on the couch. She stuck an arm
around him to be comforting. He barely seemed to notice, his jaw clenched
and tight with stress.

After a few moments, they set up shared projections and activated a call 
to Andie.

She answered right away, a guarded look on her face. “Hello.”

“Hi,” said Toby flatly.

“Hi,” Sarah echoed, with much less anger. “Thanks for the book, I
think.”

Andie looked down, pinched the bridge of her nose, then rubbed her
forehead. “Sarah, thank you for calling me. I can’t begin to apologise enough 
for what I did to you, but I want you to know that arresting you is the reason
I turned.”

“Say what now?”

Andie cleared her throat, a look of naked emotion breaking across her
face. “I—I was just a regular agent until I made the arrest on—on you. On our
friends. But doing that—I will never be able to make up for what happened to 
Ferrus, for his injuries, or for what happened to you in the BCC, but I want
you to know that it changed me.”

Sarah swallowed. Part of her wondered if this was all an elaborate act
before Andie betrayed them all, some kind of ruse to gain her confidence. She
didn’t have access to their exact location, not with the encrypting here, but
maybe she thought she could soften Sarah up.

“I know you have no reason to trust me. I know I—I kept my feelings
private. It’s something I’m working through.”

Sarah couldn’t look Toby in the eye, but she peeked at him. He had the
expression of someone with a lot to say and no idea where to start with it.

“Andie, why did you bother contacting us?”

“I needed you both to know my feelings. I—”

“Why should I give a shit about your feelings?” Toby burst out. “You
broke my goddamn heart and then imprisoned my cousin, and nearly me, and
now the fact that you’re some big hero double-agent means I should forgive
you? I don’t think so. That’s not how damage works. And why would I
possibly trust you?”

“Well, you did pick up,” she offered meekly. “If you didn’t care—”
“Maybe I don’t want to care,” Toby spat.

“Okay, seriously, shut up. Both of you.” Sarah inhaled through her nose.
“Andie. No offense, but why should we trust you?”

“Because I’m not calling to ask you for anything. You don’t have to
forgive me. You never have to speak to me again.” A look of longing on her
face. It was strange to see her being so nakedly emotional—almost indecent,
somehow. This wasn’t the Andie she knew. “All I wanted was to offer you my
apology and tell you that I will do everything in my power to help you.”

Sarah pursed her lips. “Tell me one thing. Is Julia okay?”

Andie looked surprised. “Yeah, of course. She’s working for Bunny, in
admin.”

“And how do we know this entire thing isn’t some elaborate ruse,
again?” Toby demanded.

Andie looked down. She wasn’t crying, but she looked deeply ashamed,
as though she’d been caught doing something dirty and unspeakable. “I’ve
been doing my best to help people escape the BCC ever since I sent Sarah 
there. You don’t have to believe me, but there are records. I’m not here to
double-cross you—I just want to help you. To make up for what I did, at least
a little.”

There was a long, awkward silence.

Sarah stared at Andie, who stared back, blinking. She weighed her
feelings. “Toby, I think I believe her.”

A spasm of indecision and betrayal crossed his face. “What if she’s
lying?”

“Then they’d catch us anyway. We can either accept what she’s offering,
at no price I might add, or we can bounce around between pirate shuttles and
hidden bases until we put people in too much danger. And then we either get
jettisoned or betrayed, or at best, we bring down danger on a bunch of 
innocent people. Well, relatively innocent.”

Toby made an indecisive grunt.

“Tell me this, though,” Sarah said. “Why did you work for them in the
first place?”

“Why did you?” Andie asked quickly.

Sarah inhaled slowly. “I just took the job for a paycheque that involved
my degree, and by the time I realised what I was doing, it was kind of too late.
And for a long time, I was too much of a coward to do anything about it. And
I didn’t think I could do anything.”

Andie looked down, then back to her. “I—actually thought they were
making a better world. I thought trying to aim for calm and balance in
everything would be effective. I still have trouble with too much control. If I
controlled things, like pain, they—they couldn’t hurt me.”

They were all silent for a long moment. Toby took in another long
breath. “I want to hate you. It would be so easy.”

“I wouldn’t blame you. You don’t even have to like me to accept my
assistance.” A faint note of longing and pain in her voice. “But if you ever want
to talk again, I’ll be available.”

She waited for him to say something, or for Sarah to, and both were
silent.

“I guess I’ll see you around,” said Andie quietly.

“Andie—thanks. I’m sorry for the way things have gone between us. But
thank you for sticking your neck out here.”

She nodded. “Maybe a drink some time?”

“I, ah, I’m seeing someone, but maybe.”

A sad smile. Then, she was gone.

Sarah and Toby couldn’t look at each other. At last, Sarah said, “Should
I have left? Given you space?”

Toby shook his head. “I don’t think so. If she wanted privacy, she could
have said so. And besides, having you here made it easier to face her.” His
breathing hitched.

“I’m sorry it was so hard.”

Toby leaned his head back and spread his arms, stretching. She thought
he was relaxing at first, but then she saw how tense his arms were, and the
claw-grip he had on the chair.

“I didn’t think it would be that hard,” he said, gulping against tears. “I
don’t know why, either. But I’m still glad we talked to her after all.”

“You are?”

Toby glanced over at her with mostly-closed eyes, tears glistening in
the corners. “I’ve gotten the chance to see her be a better person. That’s worth 
the pain.”

The next morning, Sarah was awake before the alarm, and so was
Patience. The day cycle lights were already on, creating the illusion of a
gentle dawn through the rooms, halls, and edifices of Sanctuary Cove.

Patience wore her new, pretty cream bamboo silk jumpsuit and heavy
glass bead necklace again. As Sarah got dressed, she noticed Patience toying
with the beads.

Patience smiled selfconsciously. “It’s…very lovely to dress this way. I
don’t need a lot of things, of course,” she added hastily, “but—it is very nice.
And it’s comfy, so if I had to run or fight in it, I could do so.” She patted her
hips. “And these zippered pockets!”

Sarah laughed. “I’m glad you hav
e something nice. You deserve nice
things.” She pecked Patience on the cheek, and Patience grinned, her cheeks
curving to apples and dimpling.

Sarah herself just threw on her low-slung grey-green cargo pants, a 
black tank top, and pulled a shredded, loose-woven white hemp cardigan over
that; the temperature in the halls was, in keeping with the morning setting,
just a bit chilly.

Hand-in-hand, they walked from their small, cozy patchwork room and
down towards the conference chamber.
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Whether it involved an office full of literature graduates or a unionized
collective of loosely-affiliated pirates, smugglers, and newly-minted political 
rebels, it seemed that one thing remained true: meetings were boring, unless
one had a presentation. Then, they were both interminable and terrifying.

There were hot beverages for the humans and Yterans, who shared a 
predilection for tea, and a few baskets of baked goods passed around. She
recognized the muffins and scones, but the small, square bricks of what looked
like cornbread were new to her.

“Yteran breakfast treat,” Crystal whispered, seeing her look of 
confusion. “It’s a mealworm loaf. It’s better than it sounds.” She took a 
helping, then patted a dollop of a spicy fruit chutney on top. Sarah passed on
the mealworm loaf, but did put the fruit chutney on her hemp heart muffin. It
was pretty good, with a gingery kick and a mixed-berry flavour.

There were more attendees today, and Hefri, the Yteran secretary,
recapped the group’s struggles once again.

“—And that’s where we find our guests,” he finished. He turned sharp
avianoid eyes back on the group. He glanced at Montu.

Montu straightened their shoulders, and the mantle of power seemed to
slip invisibly over them again. “The council would like to ask—once you find
refuge, and press your case, what comes next? Do you intend to return to
private life, or continue working towards your political aims?”

There it was, the first of the questions for which Paulo had prepared
them all. At least Patience looked like she was back on her game today, unlike
yesterday. Patience straightened her delicate shoulders and fixed Montu with 
a steady gaze. “I intend to keep working towards the liberation and
independence not only of Indus, but of other refugees. I have dug both 
gardens and graves, and in the time to come, I hope to spend more time
digging gardens.”

Montu looked towards Sarah. Patience reached for her hand under the
table. “And you, Miss White?”

“I’d like to destroy the entire legal system so it can be rebuilt in a way
that offers representation to the colony planets, while abolishing or severely
limiting the Behavioural Correction Centres.”

There was a ripple of uncertain laughter, but Sarah didn’t flinch.

“I know it’s a moonshot, as they used to say. But if you want to know 
what I’m hoping to do, that’s it.”

“And do you have any way of doing that?” said Stevens. Sarah narrowed
her eyes, but told herself to be restrained. How was he to know that she had a
way of doing something? It was, objectively, a reasonable question.

“I do. A way to directly attack the legal system, a weapon, and a plan. Or
rather, we do.”

There was some murmuring.

“There is a slight problem, from the council’s perspective,” said Montu,
leaning forward. “Everyone knows the laws are unethical, unfair—but they’ve
become the basis of the systems of governance. And there’s no way you could
just invalidate almost every single law on the books—”

“Actually,” said Sarah, “funny you should mention that.” She pulled out
the hardcover book. “What if I told you I had exactly that?”

There was a burst of laughter, then excited chatter from the attendees.

Montu held their hand up for silence. “What is that, exactly?”

Sarah was lightheaded with excitement. “A first edition print of the
TorYoBiKo with entirely different conclusions and text from the widespread
edition.”

More murmuring. “Can you prove it’s genuine, and not a forgery?”

“Do we need it to be genuine?” countered a Yteran. “A convincing
forgery could be just as useful.”

Sarah reminded herself to go over the points. “As far as I know, without
having done a full forensic analysis on it, it’s the real deal. You can ask Andie
about its origins. She sent it to me in prison. That’s the thing she was talking
about.”

She held the book out towards the centre of the table. “Here. Feel free to
scan it. I don’t want to give up my custody of the book, for obvious reasons.
But I’m okay with any tests you want to run.”

Montu glanced at Hefri with a raised eyebrow, then at Stevens.

Stevens went on the offensive again. “And what do you believe would
happen, in theory, if copies of this were widely available?”

“Everything.”

“Indeed. And does anyone else in your,” Stevens gestured, “association,
have the same…perspective on its importance?”

“I can speak to that,” said Crystal.

Stevens gave her a skeptical, sardonic look, but gestured for her to go
on.

Supressing her grin only slightly, Crystal cleared her throat. “After she
gave me the book for safekeeping, I decided to read it myself. I asked Sarah for
some of the notes she’d made about it over the time she’d had it, and when
she’d done research on it.”

She blinked, gesturing in the air to bring up the notes she’d saved, and
shared her projection with the room. A few slides of notes and observations
popped up.

“I’ve done my homework. We all have. And this book, if you’ll permit
the digression, is a big deal. As best as my research could show, this edition’s
dates prove that it was meant to be distributed with the original version. It
looks like the Spiritualists have ruthlessly suppressed any copy of it they could
find. Reason being that it represents core principles of their ethos that are not
being followed, or are neglected.”

Holly furrowed their brow. “Hypocrisy is kind of their thing, isn’t it? So
what’s it matter?”

Crystal wagged a finger. “You’d think. But have a look at this.” She
scrolled through diagrams and screenshots of legal documents. “A lot of 
colony worlds have built their legal systems in accordance with principles of 
the TorYoBiKo—as set out in the edition dated 2036, a.k.a. the first edition.
One of the whole selling points about the non-religion religion of Spiritualism
is that doctrinal clarity and consistency. But this,” she held up the book,
“basically means that—”

“—Entire legal systems, especially including those BC centres, are
actually against the doctrines they were allegedly based on.”

“Yeah, Toby, exactly,” said Crystal, puzzled.

He passed a hand over his face. “Sorry to interrupt. It just hit me like a 
truck, and I blurted it out. Go on.”

Crystal nodded. “Thank you! Anyway, yeah, but that’s not all—these
centres and some of the restrictions of information and media violate charters
set out for member species and planets in the Infed Charter. But here’s the
kicker.” She scrolled ahead to some graphic depictions of Earth’s colony
planets. “St. Lawrence, Indus, Amazon, Yang-Tze, Danube—and that’s not
even mentioning the colonized moons and the structures back in the Solar
system. But what do all these extrasolar planets have in common? They all 
needed granted permission from the Infed to be developed. ‘You want our
resources? Play by our rules. That’s how it goes.’”

There was a definite undercurrent of interest and chatter, messages and
audible talk clearly rippling around the room. Montu let people talk for a few
moments before holding up a hand once again.

“Certainly a compelling argument. Suggestive, circumstantially
promising. I’m not a legal expert myself, but it sounds promising.”

Sarah pointed to the list projected in the middle of table. “If we can find
a way to coordinate the colonies that doesn’t rely on, or can overcome the
information chokes that the HuCon keeps imposing, we’ll have a powerful 
alliance on our hands.”

“That’s quite an if.”

“With respect, I can speak to the intentions of the colony members,” said
Patience, “and I do have some ability to speak to other organizers on other
planets, as well as the clout,” she winced, “to ensure I’m heard out.”

“—But as we said, there’s at least a basis to speak to the InFed courts
about what’s going on.

Earth’s current actions violate the conduct charters. So at least by the
letter of the law, they’re in trouble.”

There was a moment of silence. Stevens spoke up hesitantly. “Wait, so—
does that mean Earth would lose the colonies without representation? Or even
be kicked out of the Infed?”

The weight of that possibility settled over all of them. “That would be
pretty fuckin’ disruptive,” Holly rumbled. “When it happened to the Fysiians,
it wrecked their economy at every level. ‘Course, the constant civil wars
weren’t helping that either. But it did make it worse. Getting booted out of an
interdependent shipping and economic bloc that includes virtually every
species in the galaxy tends to do that. But that’s a huge if. And no offense, but
I’m not entirely sure the InFed gives a shit.”

“They’ve issued some pretty strong rebukes so far, but they haven’t
made any kind of military action,” Stevens pointed out. “We can’t be certain
that they would intervene the way you’re hoping.”

Patience spoke up again. “We certainly can’t, but if we don’t try, we can
be certain that nothing will happen. And on paper, at the very least, the
colonies have the HuCon up against a wall. What we lack are representatives
in legal systems, and I,” she swallowed, “am willing to stand as one of those
representatives.”

Patience looked down at her hands. “All we want is to live normally.”
She swallowed. “If we reformed things that drastically, I…I can’t even
imagine. It could change everything.”

Sarah reached for her hand and gently squeezed it. “You don’t have to
do it alone.”

That seemed to reinvigorate her. “No, you’re right. There’s many of us.”
Patience looked around the room, and Sarah’s heart thrilled a little at the way
people looked on Patience with such respect.

“But how are people going to know or care about this?” Stevens pointed
out. “Normal people, that is. If you all have your way, it could sew absolute
chaos, but that requires for people to both hear about it, and care. And we all
know just how good the HuCon is at restricting and destroying information.”

“Funny you should mention chaos,” Crystal said with a grin. “Here’s my
thought. The Spiritualists keep destroying the book, so—what if we make a 
version they can’t destroy?”

Sarah squinted. “It’s already durabound, and they can just delete digital 
copies.” A look of understanding came over her face. “But not if there are too
many digital copies to delete.”

“—Or if we simultaneously delivered copies to everyone in the colonies.
Everyone with a mailbox or contact address.”

Holly winced. “Speaking as a numbers person, ain’t that like, a lot of
people? Billions?”

Crystal stood up and paced, deactivating the presentation. She paused,
turned, and leaned over the table, spreading her hands. “Exactly. And there
are always thousands or millions of court cases at any given moment. So while
that ties their hands up, we work on the electoral systems. Did you know 
there are a series of significant votes coming up? A whole bunch of 
representative seats all get changed over at the same time every few years.”

Patience shook her head. “We never got to vote. They always had the
districts tied up with electoral tricks.”

Crystal grinned. “Oh, but you’re still legally allowed to vote. I’ve been
going through some of the research and articles Sarah sent me.”

So you’re telling me that all this time, people had the right to vote, but
weren’t getting their votes cast?”

“Basically, yeah. If someone misses an appointment you didn’t tell them
about…”

“But how are you gonna get voting rights out to, oh, let’s see, seventeen
billion colonists?” one of the pirates spoke up.

Crystal gave him a grin that was downright rakish. “I’m not. But I was
thinking your colleagues could. If we dropped digital ballots along with the
books…?”

“—Even if we dropped them from signals, just getting people to set up
transmission points for that would be heinously expensive,” Paulo countered.
“And that’s assuming a bunch of jaded old stardogs would give two shits
about human affairs, which are absolutely not their problem.” He glanced
around the room. “Begging your pardons.”

“Okay, the payment thing is an issue,” Crystal admitted. “We can’t
promise much money ourselves. Not enough for this work. And the risks for
delivering the info aren’t that small either.”

Montu lifted a hand. “There may be funding sources available. But are
you aware of the risks of this plan?”

Crystal looked at the ground. “Having gone through a blockade and
back out, it wasn’t easy. There were a couple of times we could have been
arrested, or worse. And blasting info out to that many people takes time. Not
to mention needing access to systems’ lists of voters age sixteen and over,
minus the dead or over-centennial citizens. It would cost—”

“—I might be able to help, actually,” Patience said brightly. When
everyone’s eyes went to her, she crossed her arms over her lap and glanced
down. “I have access to some crowd-funded resources for legal defense. And—
and I could probably raise more. Like I keep saying, we’re not in this alone.
I’m fairly sure the other activists would be very interested in this proposition.
But we’ve never been able to coordinate something of this scale before.”

“And how do we keep them from just ignoring all the votes?” Sarah 
demanded.

“We take the case to the Infed courts and human courts,

simultaneously.”

“We’ll have to get lawyers for that. And that’s a lot to handle all at the
same time.”

“Exactly. It’s a lot for us, but we’re just pushing a table over and leaving
them to clean up the mess. And they can’t stop everything and everyone.”
Crystal’s eyes sparkled as she opened her arms wide, gesturing to everyone in
or projecting into the conference room. “What do you think?”

“It’s certainly…ambitious,” said Montu at last. They seemed to be
holding back a smile, but was it excited or condescending? They smoothed
their features, donning that unsettlingly good poker face again. “Let’s take a 
recess while we confer on your presentation. Dismissed.”

Then came the waiting. It probably was taking a reasonable amount of
time, but it certainly didn’t feel that way. The rest of the day stretched into
another day, and then, the better part of a week. They strolled around the
base, checked out the shopping, toured their small museum, read books, and
watched holos to pass the time. Crystal and Toby found better places together
than the floating centre of a lily. Sarah and Patience enjoyed some quiet,
domestic calm—as much as they could. When they weren’t enjoying their new 
relationships, the crew socialised with each other and people from the base.
The Imp and Captain Sky were good company, and so was Holly, but even the
pleasant circumstance of new friendships couldn’t numb their jangling,
anxious nerves.

At long last, Holly sent them all a message to meet up. After days of 
tension and anxiety, they all feared the worst—but at least it would be an
answer.

With a rising sense of dread, they convened in the coffee lounge near the
entrance of the base. Holly was there, and with a nod, led them all to the
tangle of office and conference spaces.

Once they were all seated, Patience nursing a very sweet iced coffee,
Holly cleared their throat.

“The council’s got words for you,” said Holly, leaning on a back foot.
They crossed their arms. “Good news. You’re being given asylum here, and a 
lot of us voted to support you.”

Everyone in the room, even Paulo, let out sighs of relief.

However, Sarah looked skeptical. “And what comes now?”

“A protracted legal battle, like you said. Along with assassination
attempts. And probably a long, gruelling survival war,” said Holly, looking at
their boots.

An awkward silence fell over them.

“I know this is a win, but it doesn’t feel like one when you say it that
way,” Sarah admitted.

Holly shrugged. “Not all of the union was into supporting the cause.
Some of them make good money on vice, obviously. But there was a bunch of 
bickering, and eventually, a majority vote made it work. Abstainers and nonsupporters agreed not to sabotage the efforts of the supporters, and people
who did support will be willing to help with your whole distribution idea.”

Crystal perked up. “So, wait—how many supporters were there?”

Holly shrugged. “This union has about fifty thousand direct members,
so probably thirty thousand? Maybe closer to twentyeight.”

Even though millions of people followed Patience on the infonet, the
sheer number of offers to help felt almost overwhelming—even hopeful.

“And—how many of them would be willing to directly airdrop info
packets or things like that?” Crystal managed.

“Do you need someone to coordinate activities and responses? I got a 
signup list for people willing to undertake various risk levels of activities. It’s
all algo-sorted. If you want help with it, I can sit down with an AI and fix
somethin’ up,” Holly offered.

Crystal blinked. “You would?” She glanced at the others for approval.
Patience gave a shy nod. “Then yeah, that would be great.” With the
imminent proposition of practical support and help, their unimaginably vast
task felt just a little easier. Well, a lot easier.

Although their stay was temporary, Crystal found herself delighted by
Sanctuary’s people and ambiance. It helped that many of the residents were,
themselves, refugees from the Human Conglomerate. They had to participate
in some volunteer shifts for a few menial tasks, but nothing was particularly
arduous, because they were allowed to choose the chores they preferred most.
Patience and Sarah worked at some of the cafes, often together; Crystal chose
a couple of engineering jobs that involved some basic electrical work. At her
paygrade, it was easy, but she found herself enjoying the simple process of 
removing side panels and troubleshooting a networked food printer.
Unsurprisingly, Paulo found his way to the bars and spent his volunteering
shifts as a manager. For someone accustomed to a dangerous life, he certainly
seemed happy to be wrist-deep in drink orders and hors oeuvres.

The rest of the time, they all spent coordinating their preparations.
They took up office space in a working area of one of the libraries near their
decommissioned freighter. Most of their volunteers—a vast majority—
worked remotely, but quite a number returned to Sanctuary Cove to assist.

The population of the small city swelled with returning residents. Their
project was, quite literally, the talk of the town. Days turned into weeks before
they knew it, time disappearing in the bustle of a thousand small tasks.

One morning, Crystal came in late after a long night with Toby, and
checked out what Sarah was up to.

“Hey,” she said, setting down a cappuccino and a scone. “How are you?”
“Really good this morning. I’m getting a ton done.”

“Oh yeah? I’ve been trying to figure out a bunch of distribution routes
for the pirates, paths to evade major trade routes and surveillance points.
Things keep changing, but because I know the most about wormhole maps,
I’m the only one who can do it.” She rubbed her forehead. “I won’t lie. It’s
hard, and tiring. Holly’s been a good assistant, though. They really know their
way around infotech.” Crystal rubbed her eyes. “But how’s it going for you?”

Sarah looked up from her projection. “You wanna see what I’ve been
working on? This is neat. Okay, so we have paper editions of all of this, and
those will be dropped as well. But I have these digital and analog packets
featuring the TorYoBiKo’s alternate edition, a collection of info on survival 
and guerilla tactics, and a complete list of voting resources.” She laid out the
projections in a shared visual space.

“Impressive. It looks like you got this all handled.”

“Well, it took a bunch of research and reading, and I had to ask Patience
a billion questions to pick the right ones. So it looks all tidy and neat, but
getting there was a huge pain in the ass.” She grinned with pride. “Finally, my
superfast reading skills were useful for something.”

“Do you have some kind of handout or thing that summarizes what’s in
the packet, in case people don’t crack the books immediately?”

Her face fell. “Okay, yeah, that’s a good idea. But at least it shouldn’t
take—”

At that moment, Holly walked in. “Hey, you probably want to get your
crew together. Another big announcement. It’s from Bunny’s people.”

They glanced at each other. “A big announcement?” Sarah asked.

Holly was pokerfaced. “You’re going to want to sit down.”
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Another meeting, this time without the donuts. Holly waited until 
everyone had come into the conference room, and took their time, strolling
across the room.

“So. Good news. You’re getting a ride out to Bunny’s, and she’s taking
the case. You’ll be some of her special undercover guests, and she’s getting a 
squad of lawyers on things.” Holly exhaled. “But, you’ll have to get out there.
She’ll cover costs, but the logistics? It’s goin’ to be rough.”

“What about our work out here?”

“I mean, aren’t you mostly done it?” Holly asked.

Sarah, Patience, and Crystal looked at each other. “I mean, yeah. Mostly,

I guess.”

Paulo let out a long sigh. “Time to get back in the Maria. Can you plot a 

course?”

Sarah looked at Crystal, who hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. I know

where the major transit routes are—and I know about some diplomatic microtunnels that we might be able to use.”

“Won’t we need fake credentials for that?”

All three of them looked at Holly. Holly shrugged. “If it’s paperwork

you need to wrangle, we could throw something together, but Bunny can

probably get you a real one.”

Patience cleared her throat. “And she has pull with the InFed?”
Holly seemed surprised that she’d even ask. “You really must not know 

much about her, huh?”

They didn’t. But the kind of person who could get them certifications of 
diplomatic privilege that allowed them access to private wormhole networks,
and who could ensure their safety with an entire security entourage on the
way to the Solar System—her power spoke for itself.

Their transit back took a few weeks. The last time Sarah, Toby, and
Paulo had travelled, they’d been hitching rides on intentionally mislabeled
freighters and staying in the drift trails of large transit conveyance clusters.

This was easy. Smooth. Efficient. Maybe too easy.

As they reached the wormhole transit hub near the Solar System, Sarah 
and Toby glanced at each other. Sarah was sweating, and she clutched Boo’s
cage tightly. Just going past Pluto was hard for both of them. Its cruel, cold
heart was right there, Tomba Regio gleaming like an ironic joke in a boring
conversation.

Jupiter drew nearer, increasing in size on the viewscreens, and glances
passed between all of them. Sarah looked down at herself, feeling desperately
underdressed and underprepared for this moment.

The eyeless face of Jupiter regarded them from the sky. Ganymede,
however, was buzzing: a scintillating mesh of sparkling lights and ice overlaid
the gigantic moon’s surface. A rich liquid ocean lay beneath its rocky surface,
the source of its immense and extensive wealth, but the only visible currents
and waves followed the traffic of vehicles through the cities. Extensive
habitation bubbles and structures beaded the surface like clusters of pave
jewels. The ice outside the thick earthen domes glittered, some of it dyed in
bright, glorious colours or patterns. View windows peeked through the
domes, offering precious but dangerous glimpses of the titanic Jupiter.

It was almost odd to see how glamorous and elegant Ganymede looked
next to Callisto, which—as their viewscreens revealed—offered far fewer
colourful details. Callisto, the oldest colonization site, was outside the higher
radiation zone, and it had been the most promising. Centres of Jovian, then
the Human Conglomerate’s expanded government had taken root there. As
far as tourism was concerned, it had a great deal for historical and some
scientific interest, but little for the glitterati or tourists looking to party. Sarah 
had travelled to quite a few places on Callisto when she’d lived there.

Ugh. Just seeing it on the viewscreen made her stomach twist with 
anxiety, and a hum surge through her blood. Patience looked at her and took
her hand, gently stroking it. Sarah squeezed her eyes tight, took a small dose
of THC and CBD, and waited for the fear to subside. In the meantime, she
focused on sensory details, tried to think about Callisto as if she was a 
tourist—which she had been, a few times.

The pleasant, well-landscaped, unrisky sameness of its hab domes
concealed a vicious conformity. Some of the underground clubs were good, but
more and more of those had closed down as the Spiritual resurgence gently
suffocated any “deviant” behaviour. It looked so unprepossessing—then again,
not every poisonous animal or plant advertised itself with showy colours. It
was hard to believe that such a small moon had so thoroughly altered the
orbital trajectory of her own life. Callisto looked insignificant. Anyone might
have thought Ganymede to be the real halls of power in Jovian orbit—and
some said that supposition was correct.

“Look, Europa,” Sarah said, nudging Toby.

He squinted. “Yeah. Isn’t Kelna Wiscott from there?”

Everyone knew she was the real power behind Victor, the Ganymedean
businessman and infonet celebrity. She’d been in the political halls of power
long before him, and everyone knew she would outlast his outrageous reign,
too.

Sarah made a face. “Yeah. I guess she’s our arch nemesis, huh.”

Toby just snorted. “I mean, you could call her that.”

Crystal wiggled uncomfortably. “It’s so weird to me that one of my old
coworkers is like, the head of the conservative backlash movement.”

Toby gave her a sympathetic look. “Does it make you feel any better
that she’s successful at it?”

Sarah made a face. “No, definitely not. Apparently, she only took that
wormhole engineering job on a sabbatical, and her career with the
Spiritualists started before then. But I only ever knew her on the base, and…”
she traced the viewscreen, zooming in on the lumpy Europan colony domes.

With a higher ambient radiation level than Ganymede, Europa had been
more costly to settle, and harder to set up the anti-radiation neutralizing
filters required for comfortable life. To cover the cities supporting its small 
scientific institute, massive dirt and ice mounds—natural radiation shields—
pocked its surface like goosebumps.

“Kind of boring, Europa,” Sarah mumbled. “Just industrial architecture
and the scientific institute.”

Toby nudged her. “Not everyone’s been hitchhiking around the floating
cities and underwater bubble colonies on Titan.”

Crystal shot her a raised eyebrow. “I thought Titan was all soy farms
and production facilities?”

Sarah shook her head. “There’s kind of a dirty underside to it that’s
pretty cool. The cargo stops and the low-orbit stations have some like,
experimental art communes. There was this one place that was obsessed with 
xenobotany. Great scene. They’d mix the wildest combinations of genes and
make these impossible confectionary plants…” she trailed off. “Leftovers from
the actual profitable gene mods of agriculturists below. That said, I don’t
know if any of those communes are still around, given the HuCon’s clamp
down.”

Still, even some of Titan’s better cities, like Bilbo or Kutch, could only
pale before Ganymede. Callisto, much more proximate, seemed to feel the
favourable comparison sharply. Callisto was a practical business hub;
Ganymede, a glistening jewel. Had they been siblings, they would barely have
seemed related.

Ganymede, on the other hand, was always just a little out of her budget
for a vacation—everyone knew there was no point in going to Ganymede
without the funds to enjoy its rich theatrical and artistic scene, its
experimental restaurants, and the immense network of nightclubs and bars,
ringed in designer and boutique shopping districts. It was a place not only to
see, but to be seen, and uncompromising for modest budgets.

And speaking of budgets and clothing, they were all going to stick out
like a row of sore thumbs. Sarah glanced at Patience, and they seemed to have
the same thought. They dashed to the back of the Maria Negra, yanking their
suitcases open.

Paulo strolled up to the room divider. “If you’re trying to figure out
what to wear,” he said, as clearly as he could, “I’d go with whatever you’re
actually comfortable in, not just the most conservative suit you’ve got, or the
best cocktail dress.”

Patience grabbed a long turquoise dress with a smocked top; it was
loose and flowing, designed to go over swimsuits, but it did suit her well.
Sarah fumbled through her clothes before snatching a khaki skirt and a 
strappy black top. Crystal and Toby were in ordinary jeans and long-sleeved
tops; they had dressed for comfort on the trip, and neither made a move to
change. Reluctantly, seeing her friends’ frantic efforts and not wanting them
to feel foolish, Crystal put her shining, iridescent cocktail dress on. Paulo had
donned one of his fantastical suits; with a mandarin collar, this was a loose,
slippery violet material with a black sheen and a hint of oily iridescence.
Matching trousers and sleek, heavy steel jewelry gave him a sophisticated,
powerful presence.

Toby merely looked panicky. He glanced at Paulo, looking for help.

“Sorry, kid, there’s no way my suits will fit you.”

“Can’t you just adjust the measurements with nano work?”

Paulo looked insulted. “Excuse me. This is bamboo and bismuth silk, all 
handmade and handtailored. I’m not putting those crappy bots on it to
remove the material. They don’t have an artisan’s touch.”

As the men bickered over Toby’s woefully inadequate attire, Sarah 
slapped the table. “Guys. We’re here.”

The landing process from the space elevator was complete, and they
moved along the conveyor belt to a subterranean parking lot.

Their security detail—a couple of ferocious-looking, heavily scarred
Yterans and a pack of furry, lupine Forostians—flanked them as they made
their way to a smooth black-tinted glassteel elevator. It was a spacious
elevator—but not with a full security detail.

Sarah scrambled to remember the names of all the guards. Owaign had
the eye prosthetic, Hroyga was the tallest, and Ururugh had the shorter snout
and wider-set eyes. Grugur had the brindled coat, and Yuragh was the
shortest, as well has having the longest tail. Armed with bulletproof vests,
emergency void proof suits, and crossing bandoliers of nasty-looking
weapons, they cut formidable figures. She was used to Forostian miners from
her time working at Paulo’s bar, but Forostian private soldiers were another
matter. Culturally, all Forostians tended to be gruff and curt by human
standards, struggling with Commontung’s syllables. Familiarity warmed their
manner. Sarah could hardly imagine being on familiar terms with these
beings, who radiated professionalism and menace. The Yterans were warmer,
but that wasn’t saying much. Chatting in a guttural, dissonant Forostian
dialect full of yelps and low, growling vowels, the Yterans barely addressed
their human charges.

It wasn’t her place to criticize the security team, or complain that they
weren’t best friends, but it was nerve-wracking.

A horrible thought gripped Sarah. Bunny had sent a security team to
flank the Maria all the way back to the Human Conglomerate’s centre of
power. What if this was an elaborate set-up before she turned them all in?

The bounty on Patience wasn’t small, and her own was considerable as
well. And with their recent work to set up info distribution networks and help
coordinate the drops on the colony planets…

Anxiety brewed in her stomach, and she wished desperately for some of
Paulo’s tea. Anything would have done, even that one yucky herbal mixture
he liked; she just wanted the comfort and warmth.

If they were about to return to jail, she hoped Bunny at least provided
them a cup of tea first.

Seeming to pick up on her anxiety, Patience grabbed her hand,
squeezing it hard.

“We’re here,” said Ururugh, their voice high-pitched.

The elevator doors folded like origami cranes, and they stepped out into
the hab bubble.

Everything gleamed. It was dark, the hab roof tinted darkly to imitate
night, but the lights of buildings and vehicles made the dark tinting pointless.
A massive window offered a view of Jupiter, whose immense, striated presence
dominated the sky.

Europa gleamed distantly through the window—wallflowers almost
pressing against the glassteel to watch the outrageous activities taking place
below. People in brilliantly glittering clothes, fabrics woven with rare
minerals, openly flouted Spiritual norms for attire. A man with a handsome
man on one arm and a beautiful person on the other pressed kisses to each of 
his lovers’ cheeks. The person in the jumpsuit, their short hair glittering and
spiked high, said something that made their companions laugh outrageously.
They veered away from whatever nightclub they were heading to, and in a 
different direction, in search of some other entertainment.

Music blasted from two different nightclubs close together, but rather
than competing discordantly, the beats mingled in a complementary way.
Both had lineups going around the block.

Sarah tried not to gawk, but with no way of knowing how much 
freedom she had left, it was impossible to resist the carnival of sights and
sounds beckoning for her attention in every direction. It was overstimulating,
intoxicating.

Patience drew closer to her side, clearly intimidated. “It’s so loud,” she
said, straining her voice a little.

“Keep going. Don’t want to be late,” barked Owaign. Her tail wagged
once, and she paused, lowering herself to all fours, and took a deep sniff.
“Wait.”

The entire party froze. Their security officers quietly walled around the
crew.

“Okay. Go,” said Owaign. With that, they kept walking.

The building they walked towards was spectacular. Even though there
could be only minimal weather—perhaps condensation on the roof?—tented
archways supported a gleaming chrome abstraction, all circles and flowing
movement, that covered the walkway. The doors were wide, their edges
curved; an accessibility ramp coiled gently around lush flowerbeds.

Crystal leaned over to Toby, pointing out the flowerbeds; Sarah caught
something about a rare fractal-edged blossom designed with Yteran species
and Earthly honeysuckle as its genetic bases.

They walked up to the entrance. Sarah felt like a small, plain little
chickadee amongst the birds of paradise around her. The main floor was a 
casino, featuring many holo gambling tables and rows of slot machines. A
lounge with curving couches and attractive beings sprawled across them filled
half the space. A stage with a live band offered piping Martino bossa nova
music, and a few couples and throuples were dancing to it.

A few women were dressed like Crystal, but with more daring cuts to
their dresses; at least one man wore a glittering dress that exposed his left
pectoral and a spray of glittering body jewels stuck over his nipple. His long,
dark hair was brushed into flawless waves that cascaded down his back. Sarah
caught herself staring, and glanced back at her friends. Toby was staring at
the man as well, clearly spellbound. With a slight grin, Crystal elbowed him
in the side and indicated the path ahead of them.

If anyone recognized them, they didn’t show it. Several minor celebrities
were hanging out in the lounge, several gossiping together; a recognizable
holo actor was messaging someone and looking bored, gesturing for another
drink from the expansive, curved chrome bar.

Paulo took one look at the bar and the seemingly endless rows of 
alcohol, and let out a lovingly bereft sigh.

“This way,” Owaign barked again, gesturing towards a row of tubular
elevators. They broke into two halves to fit in the narrower, more decorative
elevators.

Sarah let herself hope wildly. If this was a setup to a betrayal, it would
be an expensive, ostentatious one. Everyone had seen them come in. Then
again, maybe this Bunny was just showing off. She clearly had flamboyant
tastes, and Sarah knew she was powerful.

The elevators closed off the luxurious world with a crisp snap, but not
before Sarah caught the opening strains of an ancient song; “Fly Me to the
Moon,” playing without a hint of irony.

She was suddenly aware of being in the elevator with Patience, Paulo,
and half the security team. Toby and Sarah were in the other one. If they were
being sent to imprisonment and eventual doom, this would be a good way to
do it.

“We’re here,” said Owaign. She typed something in the air, then led the
way as the elevator doors folded back on themselves.

A waiting room of some sort, all finished in some sleek black suede. The
walls were painted dark purple, accented with black steel molding. From a
very high navy-blue ceiling, spherical lamps made from odd swirling shapes
hung like the lures of anglerfish. Real Ganymedean fish, eyeless pale terrors,
squirmed and swam in a massive aquarium that took up an entire wall.
Patience stared at them with wide, slightly terrified eyes.

Nobody else was in the waiting room at the moment. In the corner was
a desk with a surprisingly alert young woman in a shining slate-gray suit run
through with silvery threads. She typed away, mouthing things periodically,
eyes faraway in the manner of someone operating a private visual display. A
comma-shaped black desk with a matte top offered her workspace. A hallway
with a few black doors set in its surface led towards the left; on the right, a 
second hall.

It wasn’t warm here, and Sarah shivered. She glanced at the security
team to take in their reactions; they all looked relaxed, but their non-human
faces were harder to read. The Yterans were passing some kind of joke back
and forth, but they were speaking their own language, and she didn’t catch 
what they were saying.

Owaign took pity on her. “That way,” she growled, and pointed down
the hall.

The five of them clustered together, Paulo taking the rear. His looming
frame cast a reassuring shadow over her, but she couldn’t help feeling as
though she was walking into a trap.

The walk down the hallway was excruciating. At last, the door opened,
revealing a similarly dark office.

It was a roomy space, with an entire set of couches, a bar, and a
conference table, as well as a massive, sleek black desk. One wall was a tinted
window, revealing a gorgeous view of the city below. Layered streets
overlapped one another; couples, singles, and friends clustered and wandered
in groups across the bridges and byways. Vehicles surged through traffic
lanes; narrow hoverbikes shot across the city, delivering messages and
packages.

Below the glittering domes, Sarah imagined the ice and the salt ocean.
The native fish swam there, out of sight and stranger still than the creatures
in Earth’s deep oceans. Up here, abstract paintings of the fish were enamelled
into wall tiles around Bunny’s tasteful office. The soft blues and greens and
anodized furniture gleamed in dark water-shades; in the middle, Bunny
Apocalypse shone, flesh and nanotech steel and pale blue silk.

The woman sitting behind it reminded Sarah of Paulo immediately.
Working on a privately projected workspace, the woman looked up from what
she was doing and took them in with the gaze of an experienced appraiser.

The left of her body had been replaced by synthetics and artificial 
materials; she wasn’t hiding it, either. Natural-looking pale blue eyes cut into
them like shards of ice. From the cheekbone down, silver intricately
overlapped with flesh. In places, her skin had grown over the implants, and
the effect made Sarah both want to keep staring and want to look away.

“A pleasure to meet all of you,” said the woman. Her voice was high-
pitched, a little breathy. “I’m Bunny Apocalypse.” She didn’t smile, but her
eyes crinkled a little.

The crew looked at each other. Even Paulo hesitated before settling his
bulk into a black leather chair.

“Would you like anything to drink? Alcohol, coffee?”

“A tea would be great,” Sarah said, her voice cracking a little.

Bunny laughed at the squeak in her voice. “I have some golden monkey
and jasmine pearls, as well as several excellent Puerh’s.”

It was Paulo’s turn to sit up straight, his voice trembling. “Did you say
golden monkey? Yes, please.”

Another breathy laugh. In the corner near her desk was a glass kettle
and a sink; she got water from the tap and filled the kettle. Even that was
elegant, with flourishes of silver at its base and on its handle.

“So, you’ve come here to ask for my help with your court case,” Bunny
said, her tone disarmingly conversational. “And even with a security escort,
four known criminals—and now, their accomplice,” she looked at Crystal, “are
right in the heart of the system that wants them. You’re not even a two-hour
trip away from Callisto, depending on the ship or the drive type used. If I
wanted, I could hand deliver all of you to the government right now.”

“Yes, you could,” said Patience. She stood up and leaned forward on
Bunny’s desk. “But if you were going to do that, wouldn’t you have just sent
us there directly?”

Seeing her stand up to Bunny shouldn’t have given Sarah a warm, sexy
feeling, but it did. The cold clamminess of fear soon washed it away.

Bunny poured tea from the kettle into a Japanese iron pot, then into
small ceramic cups, which shimmered with gleaming, iridescent touches. She
set the cups on a sleek silver tray and passed the tea around. “I could have, but
maybe I wanted to be sure I got the credit. And the bounty.” She gestured to
her office, the tea. “All of this doesn’t come cheap, as you can probably tell.”

Sarah shook her head. “Okay, I’m too queer to be good at math,” Crystal,
who was good at math, rolled her eyes, “but that sounds too petty for someone
in your income bracket.”

“Or is that how I got here? Petty deals and betrayals?” said Bunny, her
tone light and pleasant.

“I have no idea how you got here, or even who you are, but I know a
bunch of people who seemed pretty trustworthy said you were interested in
our cause,” Sarah argued.

Bunny leaned against the front of her desk, watching all of them drink
her tea. Sarah shot a glance at Paulo; he looked pale, and was clutching his
tiny ceramic cup like a talisman, his lips tight.

“And,” Patience said, picking up from where Sarah had left off, “a union
of pirates would be used to a certain amount of double-crossing. Hence,
turning us in would probably annihilate all your credit with them. And people
like you—with all due respect, madame—deal more in favours and power than
raw currency. And although your business undoubtedly benefits from
Callistan trade and clientele, you probably require access to illicit substances.
Pirates would be able to provide those, and torching your credit with one
chapter of the union would impair your standing with others. In addition,
there’s the not-inconsequential investment you’ve made in safeguarding our
persons. I think we’re more valuable alive than dead, and more valuable free
than in captivity.”

A few beads of sweat dewed her soft brow. Sarah reached for her hand,
took it, and squeezed gently.

Bunny paused, sipped her tea. “And that’s your final conclusion? There’s
five of you. Surely someone has a counterpoint.”

Crystal, who was squinting at Bunny, tilted her head to the side. “Would
the prestige you’d get from turning us in really be worth it? I mean, how 
much do you know about us? I got the impression it was everything, including
about that book Sarah has.”

Bunny crossed her arms. “Or maybe I’d get even more prestige, because
your actions have only increased the bounty on your heads, and the size of the
target on your backs. I take it you haven’t been on the dark side of the infonet
lately?”

She brought up a projection in shared space. “Take a look.”

Sarah gulped audibly as her throat went dry. The numbers next to her
name and Patience’s were simply astronomical; Toby and Paulo were also on
the list, with substantial bounties next to their profiles.

Bunny clicked the projection away. “So, you can see how much I might
stand to gain financially.”

Patience, who’d gotten an implant and lens screens while they were at
Sanctuary Cove, gasped out loud. “There’s no way someone like me is worth
that much.”

Bunny laughed. “Sometimes, it’s not about the person, it’s about what
they symbolize. And you’ve come to represent a lot to quite a lot of people.”

“Okay, then maybe this is some kind of ploy to get us to turn ourselves
in and split the bounty with you. For a lighter sentence or something,” Sarah 
countered.

Bunny uncrossed her arms. “Interesting. Tell me more.”

“Well,” Sarah stammered, “what if you made some kind of a deal with 
the guild to split the bounty between them, you, and us? There’s more than
enough money there. Someone could live on that for the rest of their lives,
even with a few extensions. And then their kids could live on what was left,
and their grandkids. Unless they bought an entire freighter, or—whatever.
You get the point.”

Bunny paused, sipped her tea. “Impressive. And by that, I mean
reasonably competent.”

Sarah slammed her teacup down on the side table next to her. It
wobbled. “Could you please quit it with the mind games? I get it, you have a 
big dick. All of us know you have the power in this situation. But I’ve been to
behavioural correction, and so has my girlfriend, and if I’m going back, I
would rather know for sure.”

Bunny looked annoyed. “I really like those cups. Please be careful with 
them.”

“Why, are they expensive?”

“Somewhat, but my fondness for them is the main thing.” She sat on the
edge of her desk. “I meant what I said. I’m slightly impressed, but you’re all 
going to need some media training to prepare for the court case. As it is, we
don’t want cross-examination to mop the floor with you.”

All of them let out a nearly simultaneous sigh of relief.

“This was a test?” probed Crystal, still squinting at Bunny. She privately
messaged Sarah, “Don’t react to this, but Bunny looks familiar somehow. No
idea where from, though.”

Sarah sent a quick reaction of affirmation, and kept herself from
nodding. Bunny glanced between them, and Sarah wondered if Bunny had
some way to read their private messages.

“Yes. Nothing more. But do forgive my manners as a hostess. You’ve all 
travelled a very long way and had a stressful day; I assume some dinner would
be appreciated?”

“Extremely,” grumbled Sarah. “I was ready to eat those damn fish right
out of the tanks.”

Bunny favoured her with a small, amused grin. “Even if they weren’t
entirely toxic, I don’t think you’d care for the taste.”

Bunny’s hospi
tality improved markedly after that. Arranging rooms in
her building for them, she also had her army of assistants assemble a battery
of preparations. Sarah didn’t mind getting to pick out clothes for court
appearances, even if the limitations were frustratingly strict, but she didn’t
love the media training classes.

“You can’t swear on the stand,” said Angela, her consultant, for the fifth
time that morning.

“But the kinds of questions you’re asking me are fucking frustrating.”

Angela took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I know 
they are, but you can’t let them see how they’re getting to you. Or they’ll dig
in and make it worse.” She pointed at Crystal. “You.”

“Me?”

“You. As the representative. Now, tell me who you are. Think about it.”

Crystal spoke slowly. “Well—I’m a respected wormhole engineer. I’m
an accomplice now, sure, but I’ve been quietly married and out of the
HuCon…which means I don’t have any behavioural dings on my record. They
can’t come at me with things.”

Angela crossed her arms. “Very good. You get what I’m putting down.
Let’s run you through some drills.”

Angela crossed her arms. “Okay, okay. Let’s run you through some
drills.”

Crystal smiled tolerantly. “And because I’m used to working under
pressure, I can keep my cool.”

As Angela gave Crystal a practice grilling, running her through a 
normal series of interview questions, Sarah felt a pinch of envy. Crystal had a 
poise and confidence that Sarah herself lacked.

“Damn, have you given interviews before?” said Angela, taking notes.
“That was very good.”

“I mean, lots of performance reviews.” Crystal shrugged.

“Okay. Then let’s talk to the legal team—you handled the questions you
couldn’t answer pretty well.”

Sarah couldn’t help feeling a bit jealous as Angela walked Crystal 
through her paces. She decided to take a break, and went over to check on
Patience, who was working with a different media consultant.

For her part, Patience looked resigned, but in her element. Soft-spoken
and earnest, her mix of vulnerability and strength was very compelling. It was
part of why Sarah had fallen in love with her. As she looked at her girlfriend,
her heart did a little somersault.

Patience smiled at her. Seeing Patience’s focus disrupted, Niu—the
other consultant—signalled for a break.

Over lunch, which was brought up from the restaurant in the building,
“Poe’s Outlaws” talked over their experiences and thoughts.

“I kind of like the media training,” said Crystal brightly.

“You would—you’re actually fucking good at it,” Sarah grumbled.

Crystal patted her on the back, and Sarah crossed her arms, sighing. She
stared into the bowl of ramen before her, toying with an expertly grilled slice
of char siu pork and some Yteran mushrooms. The lovely, bright yellow 
chantarelle-like fungus had a richly gamey, nutty flavour. It was hard to pout
with a hot, delicious bowl of noodles in front of her.

Patience just smiled and stole a bite of her marinated shoyu egg. “We’ll 
get through this.” A thoughtful look passed over her face as she chewed.
“Could I talk to you after this for a moment?”

“Yeah, of course.”

Sarah couldn’t concentrate on anything after that, and took Patience
aside, turning her back to the lunchroom.

“What is it, starshine?” The endearment popped out of her mouth before
she’d thought it through.

Luckily, Patience just smiled. Then she looked down, fiddling with her
braids. “Sarah? What would you say if I said I felt like I’m getting tired of 
this?”

Sarah tensed. “Tired of what?”

“Of…being a figurehead. A person of influence.” Patience looked at her
from the corner of her eye, hesitating. “Would you be disappointed?”

A wave of relief, then a flicker of disappointment did pass through her,
but she paused, not speaking yet. “I mean, it’s your life. If I can help you with 
anything in it, I want to. Even if that means helping you take a step back from
all this.”

“After,” Patience made a circular gesture, “we’ve achieved or at least set
these plans in motion, of course. I’m not the sort to duck out of work halfway
through.” She smiled sheepishly. “But—yes, I must admit, I think
I’m…burning out a bit. I’m feeling rather done.”

“Done?”

“It’s just…everyone has ideas about what I ought to do next, or how I
ought to manage myself, and I feel as though I’m being moved about like a 
chess piece. I’ve mentioned that before. It’s just so…dehumanizing.” She
swayed slightly, balancing on her heels and then the balls of her feet. “I know 
that what I’m doing and the function I perform is important, but I’m
exhausted.”

“I think that’s totally fair,” Sarah answered.

Patience looked surprised. “You’re not going to tell me that I have a
duty?”

“I mean, you’ve done it as much as you can, and you are doing it, but
also like, you need a reason to live. Why not exist in pleasure? There is no
universal cop who will actually hand you a little award for Suffering the
Most.”

“But my current position helps so many others,” Patience said
doubtfully.

“But, and I say this with all the love and respect in the stars, you’re not
the only one doing it. And that’s a good thing, because nobody should have to
bear that responsibility.”

“But isn’t it,” Patience ducked her head, the faint hint of redness that
indicated an intense blush coming to her cheeks, “unfair for me to step away?”

“Well, it’s lucky that we don’t live in a fair universe. Otherwise, one
person being happy would mean someone else had to be miserable, right? So
you being happy doesn’t cost someone else anything.”

“I suppose there’s a certain fortune in that we can simply enjoy
happiness without that necessitating someone else’s sorrow,” Patience said.
She glanced up, fixing the depths of her dark eyes on Sarah. “What would you
do, if not this? Was there anything you’ve done for work that you liked?”

“You know, it’s weird, but I miss waitressing,” Sarah blurted. “I really
liked working at Paulo’s bar. If I could just work at some little coffee shop
somewhere, or a diner, maybe on Sanctuary Cove? That would be incredible.”

Patience tilted her head back, clearly savouring the idea. “That sounds
perfect. I think we should do it.”

“We?”

“I mean—did you want to go back to Sanctuary Cove alone?”

“No, no,” Sarah blurted. “I—listen, I know it’s soon, but I—I want to
keep doing this.” She took Patience’s hands. “And if you’ll have me, I’d like to
stay in your life as long as possible.”

Patience clapped a hand to her mouth, her cheeks just darkening a little.
After a moment, she looked up again, and kissed Sarah on the mouth,
wrapping a hand around the back of her head. “Of course. I’ve had a wonderful 
time with you, and I feel as though—as though we could do so much together.
Not just professionally, but—in life. I love you, and I like this. I like us.”

Sarah pressed her forehead against Patience’s. “Okay. I mean, yes.
Thank you. I’m so happy, I don’t even know what to say.”

For a few minutes, they didn’t talk at all. Finally, there was a loud knock
on the wall, and the sound of a throat clearing.

“Sorry to bug you, but Angela and Niu sent me down to get you back on
schedule. Ready for more press training and announcements?”

Sarah sighed. “Okay, fiiiine.”

Toby shook his head. “Oh, not you. Bunny said she wanted to talk to
you, me, and Paulo about something else.”

Leaving the conference room and work area—with its lounge, table, and
kitchenette combo, and light blue walls—they went up to Bunny’s office.

Bunny was clearly in the thick of a whole bunch of papers, and had a “do
not disturb” sign projected into shared space. As soon as they came through
the door, she swiped away a pile of immaterial papers and stood.

Tucking her hands behind her back, Bunny slowly paced in front of her
desk like a teacher addressing students. “Do you know why I’ve called you
here?”

“Because I’m bad in front of the cameras?” said Sarah plaintively.

“In part. But also because I believe you might have a different set of 
skills.” Bunny paused, making eye contact with Paulo. He’d gotten more
confident and comfortable with her since they’d been here for a few days, and
she seemed to like him.

“I think she’s saying you’re a better pirate than a politician, kid,” said
Paulo, clapping her back gently.

Bunny nodded, even offering a tiny, conciliatory smile.

Sarah’s pride stung a little less, at that.

Bunny went on, “While your lovers are handling the cameras and
interviews, I would like you to arrange and coordinate two things—first, the
marshalling of military defensive resources for the colony planets that want to
separate, and second, an attack on Callisto.”

Sarah wasn’t sure she’d heard Bunny Apocalypse correctly. “Excuse me?
An attack?”

Bunny turned to her with a raised eyebrow. “Did you think we were
going to hug them into submission?”

“Of course not,” said Sarah, her cheeks heating.

Toby coughed. “Are you sure we’re the right people for the job? Paulo
has some experience with this, but me and Sarah, we’re…kind of new to the
whole piracy thing. And the most violence we’ve had to deal out was probably
Sarah punching a security guard in the face.”

Bunny smirked. “I heard about that. Kelna Wiscott’s nephew Trevor?
You know, you’re not the first person he fell in love with and stalked. Well 
done.”

Sarah looked at the ground, feeling oddly defensive. “I mean, the only
way to fix that kind of behaviour is a good therapist.”

“That would require a willingness to change. And without that, a good
pair of kicking boots will take you far.”

“I just—this will sound weird coming from me,” Sarah said, “but I’m not
a huge fan of having to use violence and weapons against the HuCon.”

Bunny’s smile snapped off. “Self-defense isn’t violence. They’re already
attacking these planets, these people. Trying to tolerate them and have a civil 
discussion is not feasible at this point. Not every political perspective can be
discussed amicably—not when one party refuses to value the human rights of 
the other.”

Sarah looked down. “Shit. Then is it fucked up that I kind of…wish we
could just murder Kelna Wiscott? I mean, she’s the leader of the Spiritualists.
The power behind Victor on the throne.”

An ambiguous look passed across Bunny’s face, so briefly that Sarah
almost thought she imagined it.

“I mean, as long as I’m daydreaming,” Sarah went on, “we could take
care of Victor, too. All it would take is one assassin disguised as a sex worker,
because everyone knows he patronizes them even though the stupid HuCon
just made their work illegal, which is bullshit by the way—”

Bunny stepped over so quickly, Sarah almost fell over. “How did you
figure it out?” she said, her breathy voice as cold as Pluto’s air.

“Eh?” said Sarah, now as confused as she was unnerved.

Bunny relaxed. A reluctant smirk crossed her features. “In addition to
Ganymede having a loophole permitting sex work here—a diplomatic
privilege that merely gives us parity with the rest of the InFed—my business
has, shall we say, a side hustle.” She perched on the edge of her desk, as dainty
as a kingfisher alighting on a branch. “You have no idea how many women
I’ve sent to get close to Victor, with no luck at taking him out.” Pain and
resignation flickered in her eyes.

“Oh. I’ll be honest, I had no idea you had, um, assassins around here. 
The sex workers being around, I assumed.”

“Most of them are ordinary people who rose in the industry and sought
a wellpaying job, the same as any other,” said Bunny blandly. “Or sought
survival. I usually choose people with exceptional interpersonal skills,
regardless of their education or lack thereof. I approve every hire myself.” She
appraised the three of them, her eyes landing on Toby. “You have a good
personality, and you’re decent-looking. If you ever want to take a shot at the
pleasure business, let me know.”

Toby flushed scarlet red, lost for words. “Thanks? I think?” he managed.
“I’ll pass for now.”

Paulo and Sarah shot each other grins, not quite hiding their snickers.
At Bunny’s raised eyebrows, both of them grew quiet. Well, at the end of the
day, it was just a job—not so different from being a miner, teacher, or
counsellor. But Sarah was pretty sure she’d prefer one type of wet work more
than the other.

“Still, I wish we weren’t talking about assassinations as a political 
recourse,” said Sarah plaintively.

“Ganymede is a nice place,” said Bunny Apocalypse. “If you can afford to
be nice. Not everyone can.” The silver side of her face caught the light
disconcertingly.

“I guess not,” said Sarah. “But I’d like to try to be nice. We just need to
be sneaky, too.”

Bunny went around the desk, took a seat, leaned back in her chair. Her
long silver legs gleamed through her translucent grey silk business suit. “So,
you’d prefer minimal casualties? I suppose it’s more efficient. But I make no
promises for the ground troops supporting the guerilla forces. Even I can’t be
everywhere at once, and I can’t see them being polite to their oppressors.”

Sarah screwed her courage to the sticking place. “The thing is…I’ve
heard that you’ve got the ear of some very important people. What would it
take to get them to back off the rebel colonies? Or to loosen up the regs on
people in the Solar System, at least?”

Bunny looked back and steepled her fingers.

“I make a lot of money from these zealots, you know,” said Bunny
finally. “They think I’m the sort of person who looks the other way as they
indulge their private vices and partake in things they deny from others. But
it’s a jade’s trick.”

“‘You always end with a jade’s trick. I know you of old,’” Toby quoted.

Bunny lifted her chin in a nod of acknowledgement. “Do you know what
it means?”

Toby and Sarah glanced at each other. “I heard something about horses
slipping their bridles,” Sarah said.

“A jade was, and has become again, industry slang for an older,
experienced sex worker. A jade’s trick means to escape from bondage, or
captivity, with underhanded means.”

Sarah squinted. “This doesn’t seem like much ado about nothing. It’s
kind of a civil war?”

Bunny shook her head. “A jade’s trick is industry slang—it means
escaping from bondage or restraints without a dom’s permission.” She stood.
“This isn’t going to be pretty, but I believe it will work. I want you three to
head the task force to launch a direct attack on the Spiritual military
headquarters on Callisto.”

There was a long moment of silence. “Why us?” Sarah squeaked.

“For one thing, Paulo’s experience. For another, I had a report collated
about your actions in sneaking Miss Ngouabi out of Indus. Excellent,
ingenious work.”

“But I don’t know nearly enough!” Sarah protested. “I’m just a dumpster
fire from Mars. I have an English Lit degree, for gods’ sakes.”

“Even dumpster fires have their uses,” said Bunny evenly. “Now, do you
want to help your girlfriend’s revolution, or are you going to sit there and
whimper?”

“Hey,” said Toby, stepping in front of Sarah. “You said you made a ton
of money from the Spiritualists. Why should we trust you to actually try and
topple them, rather than setting us up as patsies?”

Bunny finally gave a genuine smile. “Finally, you’re asking the right
questions.” She stood and gestured to her window. “Because I have enough 
money, and enough connections. I’ve spent years waiting for this opportunity.
I’m so godsdamn sick of the weight of these colonizers,” she spat the word,
“controlling every single moon and planet and settlement. Keeping people in
cages. Torturing them. Nobody should have to live like that. Something
happened to me, years ago, that changed my perspective on life drastically. I
used to be the kind of woman with my head in the clouds, figuratively
speaking. Then I lost something—several things—and I realised that I’d been
a terribly selfish person. So you see, I have no reason for you to trust me. I
won’t even say that my intentions are good, because I hate the Spiritualists
and their oppressive actions with the fire of a thousand supernovas.”

She spread her hands out in the air. “So there it is. Objectively, you
probably shouldn’t trust me, because I’m a terrible person. But I’m a terrible
person who wants to take the locks off the cages.”

“And what if we don’t take your offer of being voluntold to head this
operation?” Toby said, trying to stare her down. Sarah could see his legs
trembling.

She shrugged. “Then I’ll help you all fake your deaths and get false
identities, and live your lives out on Sanctuary Cove, or wherever else you
want to go. But if you do this, you’ll have a chance to make history, and
possibly turn an overwhelming tide.” She leaned back again. “The choice is
yours. It always is. And if you don’t help me, I’ll find other people—whoever
is brave and strong and clever enough to do the job. I’ve waited for years; I
can wait longer.”

Sarah spat out a string of curse words. “Fucking—fine,” she ended. “Of 
course I’ll do it. I can only speak for myself, but I’ll fucking—do this stupid,
impossible mission. Or die trying.”

“Well, I can’t let you do that by yourself. Especially if I’m the brains of 
the operation,” said Paulo, with a ghost of a smile.

Toby glanced between them and Bunny. “Listen, lady. I still don’t trust
you. But I’m not letting my cousin wade into this alone. I see what you did
here—I studied rhetoric, and I’m not an idiot—but I’ll do it anyway.”

“But get this straight,” said Sarah, slamming her hands on Bunny’s desk
and leaning forward. “I’m not going to die for you. So you better fucking get
us back alive, and not treat us as disposable, because I want to run a café with 
my godsdamn girlfriend, and marry her, and live a stupid quiet nice life after
this. You got it?”

Bunny took her in, still utterly unperturbed. “Dying is easy, young lady.
Living is harder. If that’s what you wish to do, I encourage it.”
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“Great job out there,” Angela said, setting a hand on Patience’s chair.
She gave her an encouraging smile, then turned to Crystal. “You too. You did
a good job of getting out in front of that question about being associated with 
a bunch of renegades and criminals.”

Crystal rubbed her forehead, smearing away a streak of makeup.
“Thanks. I was sweating bullets.”

Patience took the praise limply, with a nod.

Angela clapped her hands, her narrow brown eyes flicking between
them. “Rest up and eat a good lunch. There’s another two interviews this
afternoon.”

As soon as she was out of the dressing room, Patience leaned forward on
the makeup counter and set her head in her hands. Crystal heard a deep sob
break out of her.

She got up, alarmed and a little uncomfortable. “What’s wrong?”

“Everything,” said Patience, wiping her eyes and a smear of makeup
away. “I just…I feel so useless right now. Here I am, answering all these—
these bloody questions for these polite arseholes and toffs, while they more or
less ask what a lowborn criminal like myself is doing, and exactly why I
deserve to have rights. I’m so fucking exhausted.”

Hearing her swear shocked Crystal a little. “Hey, um, would you like a 
hug?”

Miserably, Patience nodded.

Crystal gingerly wrapped her arms around Patience. She couldn’t help
noticing how pretty Patience was, even with tears running down her face. In
public, Patience was clever, strong, beautifully spoken, and tough. Sarah had
chosen well, or been chosen well, she thought warmly.

“I’m just so tired of trying to get the worlds to care,” Patience said,
sniffling.

“The Yteran interviewers were better,” Crystal offered.

Patience nodded warily. “They were. But I’m so sick of other humans.
What has the world come to, when I feel closer to members of other species
than I do to my own?”

“Believe it or not, I know what that’s like,” Crystal offered. “All I can say
is, people come in all shapes, sizes, and species, and you can’t always count on
the ones who look like you.”

“There’s an ancient saying—not all my skin folk are kinfolk,” Patience
confirmed. “I’ve been doing a lot of reading from old revolutionaries.” She
smiled wanly, looking down at her own lap. “Thank you. I’m just so very tired
of having to ask politely or defend my requests for human rights. And I just
feel so useless sometimes. I’m only one person, but I’ve gotten all this
attention, been singled out of the crowd—and as much as my actions and
answers have symbolic weight, I feel they lack real weight.”

“How do you mean?” said Crystal.

Patience lifted a hand. “There are so many people on the ground doing a
great deal of work, sacrificing much, and their names aren’t so much as a
whisper on the infonet.” She tapped her new implant. “There’s so much
nonsense and guff and folderol on here, and people elsewhere are fighting and
dying.”

“Yes, but people still have to survive. If anything, the revolutionaries on
the ground are fighting for the same thing—for the right to spend time on
stupid, silly crap. That’s all anyone deserves, really—the comfort, time, and
luxury to do frivolous things.”

Patience hesitated, then nodded thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re not
wrong.” She sighed. “I just…wish people spent less time on the small, foolish 
matters. It feels as though we’re using a tiny drone to alter an enormous
asteroid’s collision course.”

“Sometimes it takes a tiny drone in the right place at the right time,”
Crystal said.

Patience nodded again, but looked less convinced. “I just hope we’re
actually doing some good.”

Crystal took a deep breath in. “Think of it this way. If nothing else,
we’re distracting them while the pirates are getting supplies out to the
colonists. Even if we just make a big noise, I’ve been hearing word about a 
bunch of voters barraging their representatives’ offices lately. And keeping
those assholes busy, making them explain their actions? That’s not nothing.”

The rest of the day stretched out forever. As much as she wanted to
make Patience feel better, Crystal agreed; she was nursing a deep sense of
annoyance and frustration at having to say the same things over and over.

“Thank you for your consideration
 with my outburst earlier,” said
Patience quietly, pausing from scarfing down a bagel with Nirvanian lox and
cream cheese.

“Oh, it was nothing. Any time,” said Crystal, offering a warm smile.
“Far more than nothing. I just—I’ve been at this for months and
months, but we’ve been giving so many interviews every single day. I used to

have weeks, or days at least, between batteries of interviews. This has been
nonstop, and I spend so much time saying the same things over and over.”
She let out a long breath, then sipped some green tea and took another bite of 
her bagel. “I just wonder if anyone’s listening, and I hate the thought of being
noise, even useful noise, while I know my people on Indus are dying by the
dozens and hundreds every day.”

Crystal didn’t have anything to say to that. Her throat suddenly dried.
“One more interview, ladies. Call
-in show. You’re on in twenty, so finish
up that food and let Makeup work on you,” said Angela.

Leelah and Nat, the aestheticians, darted and wove between her and
Patience as they did some last-minute touch-ups and arrayed their clothes.
Crystal zoned out, going over her notes and Angela’s points and coaching.

Their interviewer was Becca Lung, a Venusian woman with a lovely
Cloud City drawl and elegant Indo-Chinese features. “Good evening, y’all.
Tonight, I’m joined by social justice and infonet icon Patience Ngouabi,”
Patience controlled her flinching, Crystal noticed, “and wormhole engineer,
Ms. Crystal Weiss.”

The studio crew and virtual audience clapped. As usual, the chat
exploded in flurries of reactions and images, tributes—and some mockeries—
of Patience. It was mostly supportive so far, though—Becca Lung’s audience
was mostly immigrant and non-Solar humans.

“Thanks, it’s great to be here,” said Patience, extending a delicate hand
to Becca.

Becca recapped the latest developments—including the military
rumblings and threats from the HuCon—and asked them about the progress
of their legal case before the InFed supreme courts. The conversation was
pretty bland, with no unexpected questions. As usual, Crystal and Patience
went over ways to donate to the various colony efforts, talked about mutual 
aid groups and the importance of self-representation, and alluded to the
atrocities of the Behavioural Correction Centres.

Then it came time for the audience question period. A few questions
came in from the chat—some, messages of support from other BCC survivors;
others, questions about involvement from politically-interested non-humans.

A couple of voice calls came in; nothing difficult.

Then Crystal noticed a couple of producers and a few members of the
crew chattering and whispering as the next caller came on.

“We have Jaison Blaine on the line today. Jaison, you say you’re
Crystal’s husband?”

A holographic projection of Jaison’s head and upper torso appeared on
the viewscreen. “I am,” he said flatly. “I just wanted to make sure, Becca, that
your audience knows who one of their advocates really is. My wife, there,
cheated on me and ran out on her responsibilities. So if that’s a person you’re
taking ethical advice from, you should know about it. She’s not a person of 
integrity.” He made eye contact with the camera, looking very smug, his eyes
dancing with bitter satisfaction.

Angela looked like she was going to have an aneurysm. Becca looked
interested. Patience shot Crystal an expression of pure, nervous panic, and
squeezed the arms of her chair tight.

Crystal’s fear and anger mixed in a transcendent wave of blinding
emotion. It felt like she was floating above her own body, weightless.

“Ms. Weiss? Is this true?” prodded Becca.

Crystal took a sip from her glass of water. “Not exactly. See, you should
tell them why I left, Jai, don’t you think? So here’s the scoop.” She stared Jai’s
projection down.

Becca’s mouth twitched, her eyes sharpening with journalistic interest.

“Jai is my ex-husband, it’s true. I left him because he manipulated my
birth control treatments, so he could get me pregnant without my consent.
But I think you will find that legally, we’re no longer married. I did pursue
another relationship after leaving, but not before filing an assault charge and
using my station’s abused partner resources.” She took another sip of water,
keeping her voice measured. “And the person I had a relationship with later
admitted that my ex-husband had paid him to investigate and trail me. At that
point, I also broke off that relationship.” She set down the water glass with a 
sharp clank.

Jai looked, for lack of a better term, like he’d just been punched in the
balls.

The chat was on fire, and the virtual audience was gasping and booing.
This wasn’t the usual sophisticated political explainer vibe Becca cultivated. In
the studio, however, there was a deadly silence.

Becca’s producer had a wide Cheshire grin, and Becca had reverted to a
carefully schooled expression of skepticism. “Mr. Blaine? Do you have
anything to say about these allegations?”

Her producer sent a message up, and the officially filed abuse support
paperwork appeared on-screen—with Jai and Crystal’s names visible.

Crystal flinched. It was one thing to know that was publicly available; it
was another to have a political talk show’s live research assistants yank it out
of thin air and brandish it for the worlds to see.

“I have to go,” said Jai, a look of panic on his face. He disconnected, the
line droning with empty space.

Crystal brought up a projection of the interactive text window in a 
quarter of her vision. The chat was absolutely on fire. Apart from the expected
peppering of misogynistic insults, there was an overwhelming flood of support
for her—some more coherent than the rest.

Becca turned back to Crystal. “My golly, that was unexpected. Uh, let’s
take ten and resume the interview momentarily.”

A producer ran on the set, clapping his hands. “Break!”

Becca let her professional mask slip. “Holy shit. Are you all right,
darlin’?” She turned a scowl on her ebullient producer. “Jake, can I see you for
a moment?”

Patience reached across the gap between their blossom-shaped celadongreen chairs and grabbed Crystal’s hand. “Are you quite all right?” she echoed.

“Yeah,” said Crystal, feeling the blood rush back to her head and a 
sudden sense of comfortable weightiness. “I actually am.”

That interview and the salacious revelations totally dominated their
story for the next few weeks. It bothered the piss out of both Patience and
Crystal, who had significantly more important things to do—but even they
couldn’t deny the compelling nature of the interview clip. The segment was
sliced, diced, re-edited, discussed, turned into memes and songs, and generally
spread across the infonet in a swarm of virality. Angela had a couple of 
sobbing fits of frustration and some very loud discussions with the media 
coordinator Bunny quickly brought on board for them, but she didn’t take that
out on either Patience or Crystal.

Worse still, whatever Bunny had tasked Sarah, Toby, and Paulo with 
was keeping them very busy; she didn’t get as much quality time with Toby as
she would have liked. Every scrap of time was precious; the constant media 
circus was draining, and so were the preparations.

Getting the interviews back on message was extraordinarily difficult, so
the media coordinator recommended they use the memes and discussions to
push donation opportunities for the Freedom River Colony Alliance, as the
colonial planet protest was now being called.

“I can’t believe the fucking tawdry scandal is what’s gettin’ so many
eyeballs on this,” grated Paulo.

“It’s gross. It feels like a parody or a sick joke,” Sarah muttered, nursing
a weed cocktail miserably.

Patience let out a small sigh and leaned against her. “Honestly, it if it
works, it works.” She lifted a hand. “I’ve had to spend a lot of time talking
about Clarice because, to be quite frank, people love the tragic element of my
story.” Her expression twisted with conflict. “Having to curate and present
myself in a public way…”

“I couldn’t do it,” Sarah blurted. “You’re stronger than me.”

Patience squeezed her. “People have different skills. Don’t underestimate
your own.”

The Outlaws had gathered in her suite, which had a massive sitting area 
and a small but well-stocked bar. The view of the city was excellent. Crystal 
wondered if this was one of the nicest suites, or if there were even fancier
quarters. Even for her as a wormhole engineer, this would have been a steep
room charge, but Bunny hadn’t asked them for so much as a thin credit chip.

A knock came at the door. Crystal got up and took a peek. Bunny was
there, talking to Owaign. She looked at the peep, and Crystal got that strange
sense of familiarity again as her eyes connected with Bunny’s. She opened the
door, and Bunny strode in. Her long dress trailed on the floor behind her, and
with every step, her leg parted the black, slitted fabric of her skirt. Sparkling
silver stockings came to her mid-thigh, but vicious laceration scars glowered
through the mesh.

“I hope I’m not intruding,” Bunny said, her voice pleasant.

“No, not at all,” said Patience. Bunny perched on a corner of the soft
cerulean velvet couch. Crystal looked at her profile, as stern and elegant as a 
crescent moon, her body made of sharp angles. She was quite tall, so probably
from somewhere with lower gravity.

“The presentation before the HuCon courts is coming up rather soon,”
said Bunny.

Without Bunny asking, Paulo brought her a drink—a luneflower julip,
Crystal noticed. A hint of something like petrichor and lavender reached her
nose; the distinct luneflower flavour profile.

She lifted her drink to Patience, then to Crystal, cool blue eyes meeting 
both their gazes in turn. “You’ve both handled this media debacle well. Angela 
has been impressed, and so have I.”

Her voice was familiar, too. Familiar, yet different. It itched at Crystal’s
mind like a sliver.

“Thank you,” said Patience, leaning against Sarah. “It hasn’t been easy.”

Crystal nodded absently, waiting, calculating.

Bunny surveyed all of them. “Are you prepared for what’s to come?
You’re going to need to prepare for the operations, starting tomorrow 
morning.”

Toby and Crystal, who were also sitting together, both flinched.
“Tomorrow? Seriously?” said Toby, just keeping a whine from his voice.

Bunny glared at him, and he shrank. “I realise you have enjoyed the
relative quiet, but unless you’d like to network with tens of thousands of 
pirates and mercenaries to reschedule, tomorrow is, in fact, the initiation
date.”

Toby shook his head once, lips pressed tightly together with 
embarrassment.

“Very good. Now, the InFed courts have made it clear that although 
they expect relatively little, the local court showing is mandatory. A
perfunctory attempt to resolve the issue with HuCon government is required
before external intervention is permitted.”

Paulo nodded. “I think we’re ready. We have a good plan, and we’ve
been drilling and scrounging up resources all week.”

A stern fold wrinkled her smooth brow. “Yes. I was…intrigued by some
of your requests. Were you trying to be economical, by choosing such 
outdated vessels?”

Paulo grinned. “Nah, that was just lucky.”

“I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting to have my people scraping resources out
of so many junkyards,” she said dryly. “And the repairs to make some of them
functional have been…extensive.”

“It’s going to work,” Paulo said.

Toby rubbed the bridge of his nose. I hope so. As long as those rust
buckets don’t blow up with us still on them.”

“That would be why we’re deploying the EMP with a drone,” said
Paulo, matching Bunny’s dry tone. She offered him a small, warm grin. He
smirked back.

“I would recommend getting some rest,” said Bunny, returning to
professional mode. “Breakfast at six. Be up and ready. It’s going to be a very
long and stressful day.” She headed for the door.

At that, Crystal checked the time. “I guess we should head to bed.
Toby?”

He got up and headed to the door with her. Paulo chatted with Patience
for another moment, then walked out.

Toby and Crystal went around the corner to their shared room. There
were two beds—which they’d pushed together, because Crystal was finding
that she sometimes liked sleeping alone, but having someone else warm in the
bed was usually delightful.

“So, you ready for the big conference tomorrow?” Toby asked, taking his
shirt off. She watched him, taking a few minutes to enjoy the spectacle of his
sandy brown-gold chest and upper arms emerging from the matte silver shirt.
He wasn’t a gym rat, but regular workouts and drills with Paulo over the last
year had definitely shown results.

“See something you like?” Toby teased.

Crystal blushed the same colour as her hair, got up to wrap her arms
around him. She glanced at the two of them in the mirror. Her shoulderlength hair had grown out some, her silver hairs gleaming among the red like
snow on fox fur.

She tilted her face to kiss him. He returned it.

“Are you going to be okay tomorrow?” he said, gently taking her hand.

“I…I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I feel like I’m going to implode
like a supernova, or something. It’s a lot of pressure. I’m worried I’ll fuck up
very, very badly, and ruin everything for everyone.” She nuzzled his jaw—he
was getting a little stubble, and it looked good.

“You’ll do amazing. I’ve been watching some of your interviews, and
Bunny and Angela were right. You’re a natural. Why didn’t you go into
politics?”

That startled her, and she frowned. “Never thought about it. Maybe
some point in the future? I wouldn’t mind getting back to some honest
tunnels in space after this. But…I wouldn’t be averse to doing both.” She
nudged him. “But what about you? What are you doing after all this?”

Toby paused. “You know, I have no idea. I really liked teaching, but I
don’t have the credentials to teach kids on a base. Maybe I’ll upgrade?” He
paused. “I don’t exactly have fixed plans. My biggest concern has been
supporting Sarah and, well, staying out of the law’s grasp.” He glanced down.
“I hope you don’t mind that I don’t…have a huge ambition right now. I’m
open to things, though.”

She took a long breath in. “This is…fast, but we aren’t exactly
strangers.”

“No. And I’m glad. I’ve always liked you.”

“I like you, too. And it would be…I’d like to see where this could go?
Would you be interested in trying to stay in the same location?”

Toby rubbed his chin. “Do you mean living together or just—”

“I don’t know yet, to be honest,” Crystal said. “I have some shit to deal 
with from my husband. Ex-husband. And that relationship—fling—with 
Kial…it wasn’t smart. So, part of me wants to make a commitment to you, just
to make sure I don’t lose you, but I also know I’m not ready for something
big. But…” Crystal took a deep breath. “I think—I think we could be
something?”

Toby nodded, closed his eyes. “It sounds like we’re in the same place. If 
you want me to, and if you’re open to it, I…I could love you. But I’m not in a
rush, and—”

She turned around, red and silver hair whirling, and kissed him. He
wrapped his arms around her waist, then pulled her silky, loose blue blouse off 
her shoulders.

“You just made me so happy,” she said, nipping his neck, “and I think we
should talk more about this, but—”

Toby pushed her back against the wall, then swung her around to throw 
her on the bed.

“Ah! Yes!”

He crawled up the cushy bed, draped himself over her. She met his
serious brown eyes, feeling tears well in her own. This was so good. It was
exactly what she wanted.

And as she kissed him, inviting him in, she hoped like hell that they’d
both live long enough to do something about it.

They did talk more about it, and then they tried to sleep, and not think
about the next day. It felt like she closed her eyes, then opened them again,
instead of really sleeping in the middle. But her nervous energy and
adrenaline suggested that Crystal had gotten some rest. In fact, she felt far too
awake, so awake she almost wanted to go back to sleep.

Breakfast had been a somber affair, and she’d kissed Toby and hugged
Sarah goodbye.

Now, Owaign and two of the male Forostians wove in and out of their
entourage. Angela, Niu, and Leelah and Nat were fussing about and prepping
her and Patience for their big moment.

This was vitally important. With the newly-granted info packets
providing vital information and access to voting and ballot initiatives, millions
of people on the colony worlds were getting their voices back. And enough of
them had signed petitions and organized snap ballot measures that Patience
had been elected as a representative for all five worlds—Indus, St. Lawrence,
Yangtze, Amazon, and Danube. Although the exact desires of each colony
world varied, they were unified in wanting independence from the HuCon—
and unified in wanting Patience to act as their representative agent.

Patience was calm and serene on the outside, but a couple of weeks ago,
when she’d gotten word about the election results, she had actually spent the
night crying and throwing up in sheer nervousness. Crystal remembered
Sarah kneeling next to her in the bathroom, patting her back as she had a fullon panic attack.

But Patience had gotten herself together, with her usual grace and
strength. Crystal had heard her mutter to Sarah, “After this, I don’t want to
manage anything bigger than a café,” and she’d smiled. If anyone deserved a 
break, it was Patience. She’d been chosen as figurehead, invested with 
symbolic weight beyond what anyone should have been burdened with, and
now she’d been chosen as the local representative for five entire worlds.

It was temporary, thank the stars, but it was still enough pressure to
crush graphite into diamonds. Especially because while Crystal and Patience
were grandstanding, making speeches, and stalling, Paulo, Toby, and Sarah 
would be running the operation to take out the military headquarters of the
HuCon—on Callisto.

However, the Human Conglomerate had changed their demands. Just
that morning, a crisp, formal message addressed from Kelna Wiscott herself—
the appointed representative of the HuCon—informed them that the talks
would be taking place on Callisto as well.

“You know that’s a trap, right?” Angela had said grimly.

Patience and Crystal had glanced at each other, then nodded, completely
unsurprised. Both of them had clued in.

“They want us on their turf. That means they can arrest us as soon as
we’re out of the house chambers,” said Crystal flatly.

Bunny lifted a hand. “I have a possible contingency plan. An extremely
fast ship, your existing diplomatic wormhole privileges, and a pilot. As soon as
you’re out of those chambers, you get your asses out. Run, don’t walk to the
parkade, and don’t stop for anything.”

Both of them nodded again. Crystal offered Patience a smile. Patience
herself looked grey, and like she wanted to pass right out.

Then it had been a matter of loading themselves into one of Bunny’s
private shuttles—a sleek, timeless silver rocket with a chrome body and
stylish fins—and jetting over to Callisto.

Crystal hadn’t spent much time there, because she didn’t work directly
for the government and wasn’t a Spiritualist, and also because she didn’t enjoy
sleepy, uptight, human-only cities. As they came up to the ghost of a moon,
she found herself gritting her teeth. Patience offered her a hand, and she took
it. They squeezed each other’s fingers for reassurance.

Crystal had always admired Patience from afar, and it turned out that in
person, she liked her quite a bit. Patience was kind, and had a way with 
comfortable silence that Crystal appreciated. Still, she wished Sarah was there
with them—both for her own sake and for Patience’s.

“Want to go over speech notes?” Crystal offered.

Patience nodded, wide-eyed with stress. They pulled up their notes in
shared projection workspace, and skimmed some of Angela’s notes and
Bunny’s advice about their legal cross-examiners.

Callisto, being less radioactive than Ganymede, had more of the silvery
hab domes she was used to, rather than Ganymede’s elaborate diamond
confections or Europa’s dun-coloured igloos. It was almost as old a colony as
Mars or Luna, and the architecture showed it. Glassteel, concrete, and rock:
this was Doria, the biggest city. Corinth was prettier, with its blown-glass
whorls and distiller’s tubes between buildings—but it was also home of the
local BCC. She couldn’t let aesthetics distract her from the nastiness of this
place.

They touched down next to one of the largest hab dome complexes on
the moon. Patience was still moving her lips, practicing her speech, when the
ship gently bumped to a halt. Crystal noticed she’d left claw marks in the deep
red leather of her seat from clutching it so hard.

“We’re here,” said the pilot.

Patience and Crystal met each other’s eyes and prepared to state the
case of the Freedom River Colony Alliance before an unwilling, hostile
audience. Hopefully, they’d make it out of the building alive afterwards.
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Paulo and Toby were handling a lot of the nittygritty, but she’d helped
with a few of the details. The precise things, like how the fuck to deploy an
EMP, were being assigned to specialists, drones, and specialists with drones.
She was shocked at both how much of an operation like this was a cooperative
effort with specialists, rather than one or two people doing everything
themselves. It was not like in the holos—and good thing, because she would
have been drastically underqualified.

As it was, Sarah found herself having more use than she expected
—
pointing out that a group of four people was more conspicuous than several 
pairs of two arriving at staggered intervals, but a squad showing up at the
military base would be less conspicuous.

Most of their crew was in HuCon military fatigues
—smuggled out with 
some trouble, because the HuCon made a big show about not having or
needing a military force. The greyscale hemp fabric was much looser than
standard military gear elsewhere, but the outer long-sleeved tunic draped over
a body-conforming grey voidproof suit. They’d taken some classes on
imitating the fluid gait of HuCon military personnel, but she wasn’t sure she’d
nailed it.

Eventually, they’d let Sarah give up and dress in a
 secretarial uniform.
“Nobody looks at admin assistants,” she’d pointed out. But as she changed
from a void suit into her oversized, voluminous navy-blue hemp robe, was
terrified. They’d been over the weaponry carried by personnel—thankfully,
most of it was nonlethal, but she’d had personal experience with the wrong
end of a truncheon.

Now, they were running over plans. She took a few deep breaths,
popped a THC/CBD dose, and tried not to have a panic attack.

“Okay. So run me through this again?” Sarah whispered to Toby.

Toby brought up a projection in shared space. “Grugur is our drone
operator, Ururugh is piloting the decoys.” Ururugh’s ears twitched at the
sound of their name, but they didn’t look away from their projected maps.
“You and I are backups.”

“You’re my military escort. I’m bringing several original texts in this
case,” she patted a briefcase, “to the high-security archives for confinement
and segregation, since they’ve been deemed culturally important but too
dangerous to maintain in circulation.” Sarah beamed. Using her work
experience against the HuCon was too deliciously ironic to pass up.

Of course, the case contained an electro-magnetic pulse bomb strong
enough to knock out power for the entire base.

“And Hroyga,” the tallest of the Forostians did glance over briefly,
patting her furry brow, “will be working on the distributed denial of service
attack to make sure the backup power generators stay offline,” Toby
completed.

“Kalichi,” she named the slightly wider-breasted, dark blue-feathered
Yteran, “is on secondary DDOS duty.”

Toby nodded. “Yeah. Now remember, we need to get out before the
activation, because it is going to knock out life support and trigger a 
lockdown.”

“Yeah, obviously,” Sarah snapped. She rubbed her forehead. “Oh man,
Tobes. I’ve gotten okay at walking through crowded spaceports and handling
officials, but I don’t know if I can do this. What if it doesn’t work?”

“Focus on what we have to do, one step at a time,” Toby said, fastening
his helmet, “and stay calm. Remember, we’re the backup plan anyway.”

Sarah snapped open the steel briefcase and handled the dummy books.
The briefcase itself was shielded to even the top of the line inspection
equipment. A not insignificant portion of their budget had gone into its
acquisition. Another portion of Bunny (and the Freedom River Colony
Alliance’s) funding had gone into the bombs. Tiny bombs, the size of a 
thumbnail each, had been embedded in each book’s cover.

The books themselves were replicas of rare old hardcover texts—The
Dispossessed, On White Fragility, The Midnight Bargain, Dawnhounds, The
Grace of Kings, Stranger Music, and an immaculate replica of Sarah’s
forbidden durabound copy of the TorYoBiKo alternate text. She patted its
cover fondly. Even though she had the original and a complete digital backup,
and even though replicas had been made and printed, were being distributed
as she sat here, she couldn’t help feeling a little sadness at the thought of 
handing over the replica, even as she knew with every gram of her being that
it was absolutely the right thing to do. Every title in her briefcase was a work
considered seditious or threatening. They were all pretty damn old, too. On
the open market, such books were worth an eye-watering amount of money.

Bunny had offered to let them buy the real things, but Sarah had insisted
on replicas. “I’m not sacrificing good books,” Sarah had said flatly, and Bunny
had given her an oddly understanding little smile, then nodded in assent.

“As long as you can sell it,” Bunny said. “Treat them as though they
were precious.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Sarah said. “They are.”

Their ancient rustbucket of a ship pulled up to the docking site. Her
hands were clammy, and the briefcase’s handle slid in her fingers.

Paulo signalled for them to get going. He stepped up quickly and
hugged each of them. “Good luck,” he rasped.

“Hopefully, we won’t need it,” said Sarah, her voice a dry whisper.

Paulo slapped her back smartly. “Loosen up, kid. Or if you can’t relax,
make it work for you.”

Sarah nodded, her throat tight.

With Toby at her side, she departed the ship. From here, their standardissue transport was absolutely indistinguishable from any other vessel in the
docking bay. It was weird to be around so many humans after the comfortably
mixed environment of the ship, she thought.

Toby tugged on her arm, and she adjusted her grip on the equivalent of 
a regional blackout as they headed for the processing centre.

Her personal overlay had a timer. They had shield profiles to cover their
personal infonet protocol signatures, which would have otherwise set off 
security alerts immediately. She wished she could message Toby, but even
twitching her fingers might look suspicious. Then she remembered that
worrying too much was suspicious, and—

“Ma’am? Your heartrate and sweat production are elevated,” said the
bored security guard. “Any reason?”

“Oh yeah,” said Sarah, thinking quickly.

Panic flashed in Toby’s eyes, but he schooled his features.

The security guard, a brown-skinned man with dark hair and eyes, gave
her a look of curiosity. “Care to explain?”

She patted the briefcase. “You would not believe how dangerous the
contents of this case are.” She flashed him a slightly flirtatious grin. “Wanna 
see?”

“Are you inviting me to inspect your case?”

“Be my guest.” She laid the black metal briefcase down on the steel 
examining table, then popped it open. “Look at this.” She hefted the
TorYoBiKo.

“It’s a sacred text.” He sounded bored and disappointed.

“Yeah, but it’s a rare edition. I’m taking it to the permanent storage
archives. These are all rare editions.”

He took it from her hand and idly flipped through the pages. “Just
books?”

“Just books,” she confirmed.

“Okay. It’s over in building D6. Takes up the entire bottom three floors
and the basement. Can’t miss it. Have a peaceful day.”

He didn’t even run the books through any of his scanning equipment.
Her heart hammering in her chest, she gently set the TorYoBiKo back in her
briefcase and snapped it shut.

Toby and Sarah walked down the hall and towards the library building.
Even though it was a military base, the campus was built around a severely
manicured artificial garden. Luneflowers and other semi-synthetics clustered
in neat beds, while smooth, curved stone fountains trickled with water. It
would have been lovely if she didn’t know where she was.

Toby sat down on one of the uncomfortable stone benches. “What the
fuck was that,” he hissed, leaning forward to adjust his boot.

“Improvising,” Sarah hissed back, posing as though she was taking a
moment to meditate.

“Okay, fine,” said Toby, flustered. He took in a deep breath. Both of 
them spent a few moments meditating—not faking it, just trying to get
control over their wildly racing hearts—and they both rose, then headed
towards the library.

Now came the hard part—the drop off.

Passing a set of square lichen hedges, each flanked by symmetrical 
moss-covered spheres, she headed for the library entrance.

There was a line-up; several other people carrying identical briefcases to
hers and wearing similar clerical uniforms. None of them had a military
escort, however.

When she got to the counter clerk, she gave her fake name and
credentials, then handed over the suitcase. He glanced at Toby curiously. “Are
you in the wrong lineup, bud?”

Toby shook his head, then glanced at Sarah. “Ma’am?” he said, staring
straight ahead.

Sarah flashed the counter clerk a slightly conspiratorial look. “He’s here
to guard this.” She patted the suitcase. “There are some incredibly rare books
in here.” She smiled a little, trying to ignore her painfully tight throat and
climbing heartrate.

“Got anything good?” said the clerk, mildly interested. “We might have
one or two rare books around here.” He smiled at his own little joke.

She cracked open the suitcase to show him, and he whistled. “Okay,
that’s pretty nice. Wow, these are so high up on the banned register…”

“That’s not all.” She nudged the TorYoBiKo.

He frowned at it, then popped the cover open. His eyes went wide when
he saw the date.

Sarah looked at him significantly, nodding. He had red hair, pale skin,
round cheeks, and freckles, and the painfully wholesome aura of a true
believer.

He handled it reverently. “I’ll see that this gets taken care of right
away.” He gestured to a stacked pile of briefcases. “The security case can go
there. We’ll put it back in circulation with the other holding cases.”

Sarah set it down on the rack, then turned on a heel and walked out
through the other door, following the flow of traffic.

As planned, Toby paused a moment in the library, asked one of the
clerks something, then headed for the gardens. She stopped by one of the
buildings for a moment, trying to listen for his footsteps behind her.

Just as she could pick his familiar footsteps out, another pair came up
behind her.

“Hey, Captain, how’s it going?” said a soldier, a man with a warm,
easygoing voice.

“Hey. Not bad,” said Toby. “Been a while.”

“Yeah! Say, are you busy?”

“Yeah, unfortunately. I was just here for a drop-off; then the major’s got
me on recruitment duty.”

“Oh, that sucks. Well, at least if you see someone cute, you can get their
number from the database, right?” The man elbowed Toby.

Toby forced a laugh. “Ha! Careful now, wouldn’t want to fraternize
inappropriately, would we?”

She drummed idly on her thigh, her nerves taut and pulse pounding,
them messaged Toby.

Who the fuck is that?

You think I fuckin’ know? He mistook me for someone else, Sare.

The man groaned. “Man, Kim, I was only kidding.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t report you for that,” Toby said, trying to sound playful.

“Really? You know me, strictly platonic,” said the other soldier,
sounding nervous. He seemed to be waiting for something. Then he took
another look at Toby. “Wait a minute. You’re not Kim. Who the hell are you?”

“I should go,” said Toby stiffly.

“No, hold on,” said the soldier. “Are you trying to pull something?”

“Yeah, I was just messing with you—”

It was too late. The man was already calling security.

Sarah messaged Toby, “We need to go. NOW.”

Both broke and ran, darting through the crowd. Sarah’s heart hammered
in her chest. She full-on body-checked a woman out of the way, bolting for the
exit.

From above, she heard the distinct whirring of a SpiEye. Panic surged
through her, hard, and she ran even faster.

Toby was fitter than her, and he was ahead, busting through the exit
line.

“Security!” someone else yelled.

Through some miracle, she managed to catch up to him just enough.

“I don’t know if we can make it—”

“More running, less talking!”

There were turnstiles at the security exit, and Sarah didn’t know she
had it in her, but she vaulted over one smoothly—and landed at an awkward
ankle. Gasping with pain, she limped, continuing to run.

Toby cursed, then doubled back to grab her under the arm.

“Ow, ow, ow, ow,” she chanted.

“Come on, Sare, you can do this.” They limped toward the ship as fast as
possible. Toby slammed on the door.

“Come on, come on, come on, open up,” he muttered.

Sarah looked at him with wide eyes, pointing to the security crew 
trailing through the crowd and rapidly gaining on them.

The door wasn’t budging.

“Paulo, open up!” screamed Toby.

“Hey, dipshits, over here,” growled the voice of an angel. A completely
different ship door opened.

Toby pushed her in before making it in himself. They slammed the
doorlock shut. Kalichi didn’t wait for them to get in and strapped down before
lifting off.

“What the fuck?” Toby said urgently, sitting up. He glanced around,
seeing the familiar environs of the Maria Negra.

“What, you thought we were going to leave politely and wait in traffic?”
Paulo snorted. He patted the wall. “My baby just needed a paint job to blend
in. I hated letting someone else drive her here, but having her jump drive
makes up for that.”

They blasted out of the parking lot. Sarah limped up to a jump seat and
buckled herself in. The Maria wasn’t huge, and a bunch of wide Forostians
and a couple of Yterans made for a crowd.

One of the Forostians hefted Boo’s cage with a look of puzzlement—and
hunger. “Is this a snack?”

“No, no, that’s a pet,” Sarah assured Grugur. She took the cage, and her
panicking hamster, from him. Boo calmed down immediately, and she stroked
his soft, fluffy back. “Paulo, you seriously brought Boo?”

“I thought you’d want some comfort after all this,” he called over his
shoulder. “By the way, you’ll want to hold on.”

Queue-jumping to get through the parking lot, he guided the Maria 
through a couple of no-parking areas and some forbidden zones, and towards
the departure gate.

“How’d it go?” said Paulo, not looking up.

Sarah wiped a river of sweat from her forehead. “Great, until this stupid
soldier mistook Toby for someone. Toby tried to go along with it, and then
the idiot realised he wasn’t who he said he was. So we need to get the hell out
before we get arrested.”

“But you made the dropoff?”

“Yes. The EMPs are in the library building.”

“Great. That’s all we need to know.” Driving through the exit tunnel,
Paulo shot through the narrowing bay doors and darted out to the hostile,
cold environs of Callisto outside the hab.

“Oh my gods. We did it,” said Sarah in disbelief. “We actually did it.”

“High five!” said Ururugh, leaning over. “Human five, yes?” Their far-
apart eyes were brown and gold, and they seemed excited.

Sarah held up a hand, and very gingerly, connected their palms with a 
slap.

Once free of the dome area, Paulo drove them in a circle around the
massive dome. Ururugh and Grugur had parked the old, low-tech ships
around the edges of the dome, until all five were equidistant from each other.
As Ururugh opened the doors, Grugur released the drones with the EMPs.

Sarah held her breath, watching the Forostians work. Hroyga indicated
that her DDOS attack was underway. Across the base, they could see lights in
the buildings flickering.

“They can’t even detect those
 old ships,” said Paulo, grinning openly.
“One of my favourite tricks. Work with old shit, and they literally and
figuratively won’t pick you up.”

Hroyga opened her jaws, tongue lolling in laughter. “Done,” she said,
grinning.

Paulo paused to consult a huge, messy display feed. “Okay. The Alliance
is waiting on our signal for their copy attacks on the local headquarters. So it’s
blackout time.”

Inwardly, Sarah prayed that Patience and Crystal were done their
presentations, as planned. They should have gotten out about ten minutes
ago.

Grugur typed a series of things, and all at once, every light in the hab
dome went out.

Then around a quarter of the lights went back on. Grugur spat out
something that was clearly a swear word, and typed something else. The
lights went back out.

Grugur relaxed, grinning like Hroyga. “Now we go,” he rumbled. Sarah
was inwardly glad that her Commontung had improved so much over the last
few months; Forostians struggled with pronunciation.

Churk looked up from his huge, messy projection. “Message delivered to
our allies. Everyone knows we’ve been successful.”

They got the hell out of there.
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Crystal looked around the chamber of the House of Representatives.
Across the strict, neo-Roman design of the circular massive oval room, a 
startling number of the members had turned out.

“Ready for this?” she whispered to Patience.
Patience shook her head slowly in negation. “But I’m as ready as I can
be,” she whispered in her small, birdlike voice.

Erica, their constitutional law consultant, pointed to a cluster of Earthly
humans in expensively minimalist hemp robes. “See those three? Those are
going to be some of our main opposition. However, see the Martian delegation
over there? They’re talking to the Venusians.” Erica had been an angel in this
whole process, acquainting them with the state of affairs and what they were
up against. She and her assistant, Cina, had offered endless bullet-point lists
and fact sheets to catch both Patience and Crystal up on the little nuances of
alliances and feuds.

Crystal pointed across the chamber. “Shouldn’t it be a conflict of interest
for Senator Wiscott to be appointed as our opposition?”

Erica blew out a breath. “Remember rule number one: he who rules the
day, makes the rules. In a word—yes, but don’t point it out unless you
absolutely need a low blow.”

Crystal glanced at the Venusian and Martian group again. One of them
turned around and gave her and her party a wide smile, then gestured to their
allies, and made their way over to the party.

“Hey,” said the Venusian. “Ping Fareedhi. How are you doing?”

Crystal noticed that their clothes were noticeably less minimalist than
the Terran representatives. Embroidered Chinese-style clouds and metallic
trim along his hemlines, as well as a sari draped over the representative’s
shoulder, offered a quiet rebellion against the painfully plain oatmeal, navy,
and grey favoured by most of the representatives. Ping had dark eyes, hair,
and gold-brown skin, but his magnificently thick, imperious eyebrows were
his most remarkable feature.

“I’m not sure yet,” Crystal admitted.

Ping nodded. “By the way, I saw that interview a few weeks ago with 
Becca Lung. Excellent work.” He turned his attention to Patience. “And you,
Ms. Ngouabi?”

Patience hesitated. “I feel as prepared as I could be for this moment.
Erica and Cina have done an incredible job. But the amount of knowledge
required for your positions is immense, and I feel my status as an outsider
keenly. It’s humbling to be here.”

Ping bowed in a brief namaskar. “Eloquently and diplomatically said.
But don’t let them give you any shit.” The brief, transgressive expletive
brought a smile to everyone’s lips. “Venus and the Martian guest delegation
will be speaking in support of yourself and the colonies.” Something flashed in
Ping’s eyes. “Your ancestors and mine knew a great deal of what it meant to
be oppressed by colonizers.”

“But the Freedom River Colonies haven’t met the voting thresholds
required for electing their own representative. Don’t all the colony planets
just have Earthappointed representatives?”

Ping hesitated. “Yes, and the local elections being synchronized to
Earth’s electoral cycles hasn’t helped. But even some of those appointed
representatives may be willing to turn if they smell the right kind of change in
the air.”

Crystal winced. “I just wish there wasn’t a prohibition against infonet
access in the chambers. I feel so cutoff.”

“But they’re breaking the live broadcasting prohibition on the weight of
the InFed’s pressure. That’s not nothing,” said Ping warmly. He patted the
desk in front of them in lieu of patting their shoulders. “Regardless—I just
wanted your team to know that you’re not alone. I’m sure you’ll want a little
more time to get ready, but I wanted to say hello. If you need anything after
this, don’t hesitate to contact my people. I’ll make sure they have your names.”

Ping transmitted his contact info with a message request to each of 
them, then turned on a heel and strode back to his allies. His scarf fluttered
elegantly as he turned.

“You know, that almost gives me hope,” whispered Crystal. She
squeezed Patience’s hand.

Patience nodded once, but her face looked pinched, strained. “I just wish
Sarah wasn’t busy with that thing right now. It’s got to be so dangerous.”

Crystal thought of Toby, and her heart clenched as well. “I know what
you mean. It’s hard to concentrate.”

Erica gave them both a warning glance. “Be careful what you say in
these chambers, ladies. There may not be Earspiders or SpiEyes, but everyone
wants to hear everything.”

A gong’s resonant bellow and the banging of a gavel from the front of
the chambers signalled that it was time for the hearing to begin.

The opening meditation rituals began, and Crystal mechanically went
through the gestures she’d newly learned. It felt very strange to participate in
a group chant before an affair of government. She didn’t hate the mindfulness
breathing, but the compulsory nature had the opposite effect from being
relaxing. Finally, things got underway.

The speaker of the house recapped the current political situation,
admittedly in terms that favoured an Earthly perspective on events. In a 
nutshell, the ungrateful, truculent colonies were demanding to have a vote
permitting them independence. For legal reasons, the House of 
Representatives was obligated to humour them. It was all very condescending,
but Crystal and Patience hadn’t expected reverence or respect here.

Then it was Patience’s turn to speak. Straightening her spine, she
walked down to the front of the room and stood at the podium. “Honoured
representatives, I have come here today to speak on behalf of the oppressed
multitudes who reside on the five colony planets in the Human

Conglomerate—Indus, St. Lawrence, Amazon, Yangtze, and Danube.

“Although our worlds would not be populated by humans without the
valuable and generous resources offered by Earth over the centuries, the
relationship between us and our parent has become toxic.”

A few gasps across the chamber met the audacity of her accusation.

“Although we bear a love and appreciation for our parent world, Earth,
the time has come for us to spread our wings. A majority of our planetary
global domestic product is controlled by Earth. This has led to a situation of
great inequality on our colony planets, whereby members of the population
affiliated with the Earthly government and resource industries have a 
disproportionate power and influence.

“As well, Earth has not kept up its end of the bargain. When issues of 
inequality first began to present themselves, no corrective actions were taken.
Rather, greater efforts were undertaken to keep the population in moral 
conformity to Spiritual doctrines, and thereby to economically productive
interests.

“What kind of parent lives on the proceeds of their child’s successes,
while taking away their freedom? What kind of parent enacts brutal torture
on non-conforming, even minorly disobedient members of their household?

“But this comparison is inaccurate, because the peoples of the Freedom
River Colony Alliance include millions of intelligent, capable adults at the age
of majority. We are well-equipped to make governmental and economic
decisions on our own behalfs, and constraining us from this has required the
bending and warping of our societies merely so that we remain in submission.

“I would ask you, honourable representatives, to consider your
knowledge of Earth’s history and the founding principles of our
constitution—before the Human Conglomerate assumed its present-day name,
there was a recognition of the importance of pluralism, of diversity of thought.

“I beg you, honourable representatives, hear our voices and permit us
the rights to which we are entitled. We deserve freedom and selfdetermination. There is no desire to make war on or turn against our mother
planet, our home star system; we merely wish to have the power to advocate
for ourselves more fully, and to run our own households.

“So as you consider the arguments today, consider our history as human
beings. Consider the mistakes we have made, and the millions and billions of 
lives lost, and the costs of their suffering, in the ancient religious wars and
territorial disputes. I am certain the honourable representatives are all familiar
with the atrocities to which I allude. There is still time to put an end to our
modern atrocities, and to treat our planets’ peoples with the respect we
deserve. In time, perhaps there can even be a reconciliation.

“Furthermore, I assure you all that by freeing us from our positions of 
subservience, Earth will profit and succeed. The resources required for our
admittedly substantial governments will be conserved. Financial opportunities
and alliances from allowing us to control our own industries will be manifold.
And most important, the quality of life for people both on Earth and on our
planets will improve massively.

“So let us work together instead of against one another. Remove our
shackles and chains, that we may stand straight and walk on our own. Mr.
Speaker, I yield my time.”

There was a moment of murmuring, then aggressive applause from the
Venusian and Martian corner of the floor. The appointed representatives of 
the colonies clapped hesitantly, but apart from uproarious clapping from the
Ganymedean representatives, the Solar colonies were far more muted.

Then Kelna Wiscott got up to make her counterargument. The drawn,
sour face of the former wormhole engineer and most powerful figure in the
government brought Crystal a powerful mixture of sadness, anger, and
revulsion. With a silent swallow, Wiscott began.

“Honourable Representatives of the Chamber, on behalf of the
Spiritually Enlightened Human Conglomerate of Earth and Her Children, it is
my purpose today to convince you that the request of the ‘Freedom River
Alliance Colonies,’” her scare-quotes were painfully audible, cuttingly
sarcastic, “is patently ungrateful at best and at worst, dangerously foolish, a 
recipe for anarchy, disarray, and chaos.

“Without the guiding hand of Mother Earth to assist her children with 
matters of administration and economy, the colonies would be completely
unable to govern themselves.”

Crystal glanced at Patience. Her lips were pressed tight, and her spine,
agonizingly straight, but her hands shook with anger.

On and on Kelna went, making condescending assertions about the
fitness for government of the colony planets; implying that they hadn’t been
in operation for so very long—what was fifty years, even a hundred, compared
with the ancient history of Earth, or even her more proximal colonies? No, it
would be much safer for the colonies to remain under Earth’s gentle, loving
guidance, argued Kelna. After all, who could even say that the colonies were
self-sufficient? She was sympathetic to the colonies, of course she was, but
surely, this was a case of people not knowing what was good for themselves.

After she yielded the floor, their fight began in earnest. They presented
facts, figures, statistics on the GDPs of the colony planets; proof positive of 
their capacity to self-determine and self-govern. Examples of successfullynavigated planetary crises. And then, most damningly, raw information about
the atrocities, including pictures of Behavioural Control Centre survivors.
Images of mass graves.

Gasps echoed across the chambers as grim pics and holos showed the
consequences of governmental oppression.

What the honourable representatives didn’t know, Crystal thought as
Erica laid out a blistering attack on the hypocrisy of the current governmental
arrangement, was that whether they voted in favour of granting the colonies
self-determination or not, the colonies were going to take their power back
anyway.

Even while they sat in these chambers, Sarah, Toby, and Paulo were
part of the team attacking the military headquarters on the other side of 
Callisto. At the same time, local forces were undertaking an aggressive push 
against the headquarters of Earthly military and government on their own
planets. While these bored, privileged representatives and senators muttered
to each other through the hearings, thousands of brave people were taking
back what they deserved.

By simultaneously attacking the local headquarters and the Callistan
military base—much of this with help from the pirate union—there was a 
good chance they’d unseat Earth from its throne of power over the colonies.

But being stuck out here, with no way to track the success or failure of 
either Sarah and Toby’s mission or the progress of the rebels, was torture.
Even though this farce of a democratic proceeding was being broadcast for the
InFed to witness, it was cold comfort.

Especially as Kelna Wiscott looked at Crystal, then through her, as
though she wasn’t even there, and as though Kelna had never met her before.
It had been a long time, and they hadn’t been that close, but it still hurt.

Crystal’s turn to testify came; she used her expertise with wormholes to
underline the informational and bureaucratic lag between Earth and the
colony planets, explained carefully and patiently to these non-experts that the
colonies were already functionally running themselves, she worried about her
best friend, friend, and new boyfriend.

Just the thought of something happening to Toby made her insides
clench like a fist. Damn it, thought Crystal. I do love him. Damn, damn, damn.
But that bubbly feeling and the heavy drop in her heart made it undeniable.
She wanted to spend more time around him, she wanted to screw him until the
cabin shook, and she desperately wanted him to be safe.

And worse, he’d basically said he loved her—but she hadn’t returned the
sentiment. If something happened to him, he would never know how she truly
felt. A cold bar of iron solidified in her stomach.

She was so distracted with her thoughts that the phrase “closing
arguments” took her by surprise. She checked the timer. Based on that, Toby
and Sarah were just rolling up to the base—assuming they hadn’t been caught
or uncovered. Crystal trusted Paulo, but bad luck could happen to anyone.

There was a brief recess before the vote. Crystal ducked over to consult
with Patience, who was grey with worry. “Should we just leave now, to be
safe?” Patience messaged. “What if something’s gone wrong?”

Crystal met Patience’s gaze and shook her head slightly. Patience bit her
lip, but nodded. Erica caught their exchanged gazes and glanced at the door
with a questioning expression. Crystal shook her head in negation.

Then came the vote. Two hundred and eighteen for the granting the
colonies independence; Two hundred and fifty-nine against.

Even though they’d expected a drastic inequality, Crystal felt her heart
sink. Patience was silently weeping. They’d tried this the legal, correct way,
with a carefully-built case—only to have it thrown back at them in disgust.

Still, the margin was closer than they’d expected, by a huge amount.
The Venusians and Martian delegation looked frustrated; Kelna Wiscott
looked reassured, even pleased. Crystal wanted to walk up and shake her.

But she didn’t. Instead, she and the rest of their party made their way to
the exits and marched out.

As soon as they were in the hall, a bunch of cops showed up.

“Patience Ngouabi and Crystal Weiss? You’re under arrest.”

“Fuck,” whispered Crystal. She glanced at Patience. Both of them had
known this was going to happen.
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Not trusting Ganymede, Bunny had set up an evacuation to Sanctuary
Cove. She had never travelled in such luxury, but she barely had time to enjoy
it—Sarah and Toby were glued to the newsfeeds. The attacks were underway.

“This is an absolute clusterfuck for the HuCon,” said Sarah. “Holy shit.”
“Oh my gods, look at this,” Toby said, pulling a news stream up. “Check
out this schematic map on Indus.”

Glowing pathways showed the patterns of military advances from the
rebels in various regions. The broadcasters breathlessly narrated the
information coming in.

Paulo had his feet up and a celebratory drink in hand. The rest of their
security team had accompanied them into Patience and Sarah’s cabin. The
Forostians had claimed the biggest couch, and were leaning on each other and
generally lounging about like the lupine pack they were. The Yterans had
perched in some accommodatingly-shaped nest seats, and were chirping and
squawking to each other. Some trays of meaty, filling snacks lay around the
tables; Sarah herself had destroyed a pile of chicken wings. Real ones, too, not
lab-grown—quite a treat, though she felt kind of bad about it.

Toby, however, looked miserable.

“Tobes? You okay?” said Sarah, plunking down next to him. “You
haven’t touched your kimbap.”

“I don’t have much appetite now,” he muttered, swirling his plain green
tea in a cup once.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m worried about Crystal,” he admitted, looking at the floor. A little
red appeared in his cheeks and ears.

“She and Patience should be perfectly safe. We got out in time. And
them getting arrested on the spot was a risk, but it was never that high a 
chance, right? That’s what Bunny’s team said.”

“Yes, but—” He let out a long sigh. “It’s just, we were talking last
night—”

“Talking.” Sarah waggled her eyebrows.

“Shush. That too, but—Sarah, I…I told her that…that I could love her.”

“Oh,” said Sarah. She wasn’t surprised, and yet, she was. “I mean, you
guys seem great together. You’re clearly having fun, and you seem to get
along. I’m really happy for you! I was kind of hoping you’d both—”

“Sarah, I said could. I think…I think I should have said that I do.” He
twisted his cup, not making eye contact with her.

“So what’s wrong? You can talk to her when she gets back.”

“But what if she doesn’t? She’s not going to get that like, I’m interested.
I don’t have really firm plans right now, and she’s in a similar place in her
life—and ever since that talk with Andie, I’ve been really thinking about this.
I think we could work. Me and Crystal, I mean. Maybe even for something
serious. If she wants that. I don’t know if she does.”

“Did you have the poly talk?”

“Oh, yeah, weeks ago. She was—uh, well, she was interested. She said
she wanted to give that a try, and thought it would work for her. She hasn’t
really dated women much, and wanted to try that a bit more.”

“Okay, so great! Now you just have to chill out a bit and wait for them
to get back.”

“But what if they don’t get back?”

“Toby, they have Owaign with them. She could disembowel a Lyrian ox
with one snarl. They’ll be fine.”

Toby squinted at her. “Okay. You’re probably right.”

“Of course I am,” said Sarah. But inwardly, her stomach dropped with 
anxiety. What if something did go wrong? She didn’t like Patience being
totally shut off from the infonet and messaging. Patience could take care of 
herself—hell, she was a trained fighter, a rebel leader!—but Sarah couldn’t
help admitting to herself that she was scared, too.

“Things will be fine,” said Sarah. As they met each other’s eyes, she
hoped she sounded more confident than she now felt.

“In other news, terrorist leader Patience Ngouabi, known for her
association with rebellious Human colony planets, has been placed under
arrest—”

Sarah slammed the volume up. “What the fuck?”

On her wallscreen, footage of Patience and Crystal grimly walking
down the halls of the Capitol building, looking professional and stone-faced,
rolled alongside the talking head of the newscaster. They cut to President
Victor Marcus, who wore his customary sneer and strangely-coiffed blond
hairdo. “A very unfortunate event,” he was saying. “Truly, such an advocate of 
violent extremism. Undoubtedly connected with the terrorist attack that
occurred simultaneously. It’s fortunate that we have law enforcement to help
regulate such dangerous influences and protect our voters and representatives
from them.”

Toby set a hand on Sarah’s arm; Sarah felt like her head was going to
explode.

Perhaps mercifully, the camera cut to an interview with Senator
Wiscott. “Given the way she’s contravened several laws, her arrest was an
inevitability,” said Kelna blandly. Her trademark agate necklace gleamed as
the camera lights caught it, a reddish-orange striped jewel.

A different reporter stuck their equipment in her face. “Ms. Wiscott, do
you have any comment on the criticism flooding in from the InFed regarding
this decision? Representative C’thach of Ytera called this decision ‘brutal, anti-
democratic and pointless.’ Head Councilmember Hroya of Forostia said it was
‘a betrayal of everything the InFed stands for.’”

“InFed members are welcome to govern their own planets the way they
see fit. The purpose of the federation structure is to allow all members
individual selfdetermination of government,” Kelna rebutted. “We’re
particularly concerned that Patience might be connected to voter fraud in the
colonies, because of this drastic reversal in recent local elections. It’s very
suspicious.”

“But ma’am, what about the allegation that arresting protestors
contravenes the democratic requirements for membership in the InFed?”

“We’re merely holding them for questioning regarding their connection
to the current ongoing acts of terrorism in the colonies. I’m out of time for
further questions. Thank you,” said Senator Wiscott, waving off the throngs
of reporters.

The news coverage switched to another topic, and Sarah jumped out of 
her seat. “Holy fuck. Someone has to tell—”

“Me?” said Bunny, walking in. “Yes, I thought it might be prudent to
talk alternate strategies.”

“Please tell me you have a plan,” begged Sarah.

Bunny just smiled. “You wouldn’t have gotten this far if I didn’t.”
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The march into a holding cell was silent. Crystal had demanded a 
lawyer, and so had Patience—as per their training—and that was it.

The cell was cold, remote. She and Patience messaged each other
privately, not daring to speak aloud in case the prominent EarSpyder in the
corner of the room caught anything incriminating. There was a possibility the
SpiEye could record their finger movements, but it was patrolling the other
holding cells, not fixating on them; clearly on some kind of pre-recorded
patrol route.

“I really thought I’d be better at this whole jail thing,” Crystal messaged
Patience.

“Indeed. I have a couple of handcuff keys tucked into the ends of my
braids, but I don’t have a way through these force walls.”

Crystal considered them. “Maybe we could short the walls out when
they bring us food?”

Patience shook her head. “They’ll probably be hydrophobic. Anything
you try to pour on them will just bounce back inside the cell.”

“How long do you think they’ll keep us? I’ve never been in jail before.”

Patience grimaced sympathetically. “Impossible to say. As long as they
can. Prepare yourself for both terror and boredom.”

A human guard walked in. Having heard Sarah’s horror stories, Crystal 
braced herself for a fight. But the guard looked familiar.

“We don’t have a great deal of time,” said Ping, deactivating the force
field. “If you ladies will follow me? Kindly keep your cuffs in place, for the sake
of appearances.”

He led them down the hall, a remote and cold passageway of white
stone, and then around a series of corners.

Her pulse thundering in her ears, Crystal glanced up to see if the
SpiEyes were tracking them, and noticed one floating on the ceiling—with its
lenses bashed in. Another had been sprayed with some type of dark coating,
perhaps a nanite paint.

Ping smartly marched towards a door marked “Staff room.” Unlocking
it with a wave, he ushered them in. Another SpiEye clattered around on the
ceiling, its spherical surface spattered with black paint. “Put these on,” he said,
handing them a pair of pain, charcoal-grey hemp uniforms. The voluminous
fabric swallowed Patience’s figure like a bedsheet. Crystal was larger than
Patience, but the uniform still washed out her figure in the same unflattering
way.

Both of them threw the uniforms on over their clothes. Ping handed
each of them a helmet. “These should conceal your faces. Can you walk with a 
stiff, military posture?” he questioned.

Patience nodded, glanced at Crystal as they both stuffed their feet into
heavy jackboots.

“I’ll try,” said Crystal.

The boots reminded her of the ones for void suits, but heavier—better,
she thought unpleasantly, for kicking someone in the ribs. The thought made
her sick.

But there was no time to wonder whose blood was on those boots. She
marched out of the staff room, following Ping out an Employees Exit Only
doorlock.

Now came the hard part—crossing the yard. They seemed to be at the
military base, from the looks of things. Crystal had seen the schematics while
Sarah and Toby were working on their half of the plan, and she frantically
tried to remember the path between the buildings.

“Not there,” she said to Ping suddenly, pointing at the corner. “That’ll 
take us right through the central garden, and even with Patience’s braids
under her helmet, we might get recognized.”

Ping nodded once, not asking how she knew her way around here.

Crystal glanced over at Patience. Her face was firm, unreadable as stone,
but her hands were clenched into fists and shaking slightly. She patted
Patience’s back just once. A flicker of pain and worry crossed her expression,
then relief, and she leaned into the pat.

A few more steps to get to the security gates. Crystal hesitated, thinking
they’d have to go through checking protocols. Surely they’d be recognized?

Ping shook his head ever so slightly and gestured to the security side
gates. They gratefully took the corridor and headed outside, in the parking lot
dome.

The speed walk turned into a run as soon as they were out of the
chambers. It was impossible to know how much of a window they’d have
before they were discovered.

Somehow, Patience, Crystal, and Owaign made it through security and
to the ship Bunny had described. They boarded and strapped themselves into
the small, fast craft, with its swooping chrome body and reckless decorative
fins.

“Okay, pilot, get us out of here on the double,” said Crystal, a little
breathless.

From the front, Kial poked his head around the corner. “You got it,
Glass.”

If she hadn’t been strapped in, Crystal might have fallen out of her seat.
“What the stars are you doing here?” she hissed.

Kial drove them out of the lot and lifted off. “Can’t talk. Gotta catch this
wormhole.”

Patience furrowed her brow at Crystal. Leaning over, she whispered
discreetly, “Forgive me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that the gentleman you were—”

“Yes,” Crystal hissed back, sweating through her makeup.

Erica clutched her armrests. “Captain? Please tell me the diplomatic
credentials aren’t being blocked by local authorities yet.”

“Nope, all good,” confirmed Kial.

He zipped out of the thin Callistan atmosphere and towards the
extremely proximate wormhole. There was a very small diplomatic corridor
near Saturn. It wasn’t publicly accessible, but with any luck, the lockdown
wouldn’t have—

“Uh oh,” said Kial grimly.

“What’s going on?” Crystal demanded.

“Wormhole’s locked down. Looks like the military attack was
successful.”

“What’s next?”

“I mean, do you have an override code?” Kial snapped.

“Hey, dumbass, I’m an engineer. I build these things for a living. Yes, I
have an override code.”

His expression turned sheepish. “Right. That kind of makes sense.”

The wormhole had a digital access page, and that was her first
destination. Not surprisingly, that was also locked down.

“Kial, can you get me to the access station?”

“I guess.”

They locked on to it, and Crystal saw a lineup of ships already forming
by the hub.

“There a void suit in this thing?” she said.

“Of course.” She got up and made for the closet. Not only were there
void suits for each of them, including Owaign, they were custom-made and
labeled. Crystal silently thanked Bunny for thinking of everything.

“Okay. Prepare to enable the secondary lock around the doors. I’m
going out.”

“Is that safe?” Patience demanded.

“Do you want to wait until they get a lock on our location?” Crystal
snapped.

Patience shook her head.

Quickly donning her suit, Crystal stepped over to the entrance way. The
tiny lock around the door snapped shut, and a scanner went over her suit.
“Secure,” the ship’s computer assured her.

Good, thought Crystal. The last thing she needed was a breach in her
suit, and a case of frostbite. She secured a tether to her hip, then stepped out
into the dark.

Crystal had taken a lot of courses on maintenance back during her
degree, but she usually worked on the design end. Now, with the chilly
emptiness of space pressing around her and the brightness of the wormhole
against her mind, crooning purple and pink with flashes of blue and green, she
bounced from the side of the ship down to the control booth.

The wormhole itself wasn’t even a kilometre across—designed for very
small ships, for diplomats, and not for heavy traffic. They were very close, but
even with the tether, she couldn’t help being keenly aware of the enormity of 
space around her. She comforted herself with the thought that even if, for
some reason, they kept her out in the cold, the ship was right there.

She punched in her engineer number and a universal emergency access
code into the outdoor door. It opened, but the inner door remained locked.

She knocked on the glassteel window. A suspicious human face regarded
her. “We’re locked down,” the person’s voice came in over the speaker. “Why
are you using the emergency access codes?”

Crystal thought fast. “I’m here with the Yteran ambassador, and we
need out of this system as fast as possible,” she said, leaving her helmet on.

“No can do. Like I said, lockdown. You’ll have to wait with everyone
else.”

Crystal groaned and rummaged in her mind for an explanation. “Do you
know why the lockdown happened?”

“Some kind of attack on Callisto,” said the person, who had light skin, a 
tired expression, and short salt-and-pepper hair shaved on the sides.

“Right. And if the ambassador doesn’t get out as soon as possible, we’re
not going to have a chance to warn the InFed about the terrorists. Now, do
you want to keep your system from getting help, or do you want to leave
humanity vulnerable in its greatest time of need? Our government is
paralysed down there. If you let me, I can get backup from the government
outpost on Indus, and the ambassador can get help from the InFed—or you
can wait for them to take out every other hall of government in this system.
Let us go, and Earth might be safe. Keep us here, and…” Crystal let her voice
tremble.

They had looked suspicious at first, but it wasn’t as though wormhole
lockdowns were common. “Normally we don’t have passage to that system
from here. Do you have a code to sync up with that wormhole relay station?”

“Of course,” said Crystal brusquely. And she did—memorizing every
emergency access code to her species’ wormhole system had been part of basic
training. Like most engineers, she kept a personal data-file cheat sheet on her
implant, but still drilled the codes anyway. The odds of having to manually
enter a wormhole’s access code were pretty low, but apparently, this was a day
for statistical anomalies.

The engineer inside opened the internal lock, letting her into the office.
It wasn’t much—just a control panel station, kitchenette and bathrooms,
bunks, and a couch area.

“Just you out here?” Crystal said, walking over to the panel.

“My work partner’s on the can,” deadpanned the person. “Al, by the
way.”

“Thanks, Al. I’m a Velasquez School alum. Where’d you graduate?” said
Crystal, keying through the bypass protocols.

“Same. No shit? You a Martina too?” Al perked up, brown eyes creasing
with a smile.

“Uh huh. Born and raised. Nuvo Francisco.”

“Oh man, my mom’s family is from there.” Al’s smile was warm enough
to beat back the chill of space.

“That oughta do it,” Crystal confirmed. The wormhole was now active
and stabilized to Indus. Through her helmet, she flashed Al a warm smile in
return. “Go Sandworms!”

“Go Sandworms. And good luck.”

“Thanks. I hope I don’t need it.” Crystal finished the protocol, then
stepped out to the bay. She took her tether off the hitch, reconnected herself,
and exited the station.

Kial pulled her back in, retracting the tether just a bit faster than
necessary. “We’re good,” she said, as soon as she was aboard. “Let’s go.”

Pulling the ship up, he darted through the opening of the wormhole.

“Hope you don’t get space-sick,” said Kial.

Before Crystal had a chance to protest that yes, she did in fact get spacesick, he’d kicked on the high-speed warp drive.

Doing so within Solar System limits was extremely illegal, but the
legality of bolting wasn’t exactly their highest priority at the moment.

The world felt distant and unmoored. When it cohered back into a sense
of grounding, Crystal was thoroughly queasy. As someone who could feel the
fabric of space and time on a sensory level, warp travel always made her feel 
like a needle being pulled through scrunched-up fabric at terrifying speed.

She fumbled for a vomit bag and heaved up her delicate diplomat’s
lunch.

Meanwhile, Owaign was grinning mischievously, her tongue lolling
from her jaws. Erica looked like she wanted to puke as well—perhaps for
different reasons. “Do you have any idea how illegal an engine like that in a 
ship this small is?”

“Yep,” said Kial cheerfully. “Isn’t it swell? However, we’re going to be
out of the Oort Cloud in a few hours, and there’s a diplomatic corridor we can
take there.”

One of the reasons that small ships with warp engines were highly
illegal was that they were immensely fast, and very hard to keep track of.
Crystal had never been as acutely aware of it as she was today.

The ship was about the same size as the Maria, perhaps a bit smaller. In
other words, she had nowhere to run when Kial took a break and set the ship
to autopilot mode.

“How’s it goin’, Glass?” he said, swiping a hand through his silver hair.
His lined eyes crinkled at the corners.

“It’s going,” she managed. “Hey, listen, why are you here? I thought you
didn’t care about ‘doing the right thing’ and all of that.”

He managed to look infuriatingly, handsomely hangdog. “Yeah. Well. I
might not care about politics much, but I do care about you.”

She’d been afraid of that. But having a talk about the fact that she wasn’t
interested in him anymore, only to be trapped with him in confined quarters
for several more hours? That sounded like hell.

“That’s kind of you to say,” she managed. “Do you mind if I take a nap?
I’m exhausted.”

“Be my guest,” he said, and the tenderness in his tone made her want to
curl up and die.

It did take a very, very long time. She ended up feigning sleep for longer
than she was unconscious. Then she procrastinated, share-watching a holo
with Patience. She did some stretches, watched Patience and Owaign carefully
test their skills against each other in the small exercise area. Patience was no
slouch, but she wasn’t used to combat against a non-human, and Owaign
wiped the floor with her—then kindly showed her a few interesting wrestling
techniques. Patience was shy at first, but physical combat seemed to buoy her
spirits.

Fortunately, they got to the Oort Cloud exit before he could corner her
for a private talk. “All right,” said Kial, settling back into the pilot seat and
flicking through routing algorithms, “next stop, Indus.”

Going through the diplomatic wormhole was dizzying and wonderful.
Even in a ship this small, the sense of intoxicating vertigo was as
overwhelming as the first time she’d been through. It was visceral, dizzying,
ripping open her sense of wonder and feeling of smallness in the universe.

Then, all at once, they were on the other side
—spat out to the much
larger wormhole entrance near Indus.

The planet glowed brightly on the ship’s viewscreen, swirling green,
purple, and blue with life and water. If the ship had had windows, they would
have seen it easily, dwarfing them at this proximity.

“Ah, Glass? We have a problem,” rumbled Kial. “I’m detecting 
something through the wormhole.”

“Through it?”

“It’s still keyed to the Solar System, and there appears to be something
else coming through.”

“Warning: nuclear drone detected,” said the ship’s computer calmly.

“Excuse me? What?” Crystal snapped at the computer.

Kial looked back at her, deadly pale. “I believe we’re being sent a little
housewarming present. Hold on, I’m going to deploy the chaff.”

He sprayed out a blast of electrified scrap metal and piloted the ship
away from the blast.

The missile just arced after them.

“No dice. It’s a hundred thousand kilometres and closing. I can try to
put a burst of speed on, but I don’t feel good about trying to outrun it. What
about trying to get it stuck in the planet’s gravity well?”

“Then it could detonate on the planet.”

“Absolutely out of the question,” Patience snapped.

“Fine, you want me to just pilot in circles until one of us runs out of 
juice?” Kial snarled.

Crystal closed her eyes and thought. A very unlikely idea came to her.
“Get me to the hole station. Now.”

“What are you—”

“Now, Kial!”

With a deft manoeuvre, he looped the ship and pulled out of the
trajectory for the planet’s gravity well. Because the ship’s gravity generators
were on, Crystal’s stomach did a wobbly little flip as they curved around
towards the station.

“We have maybe ten minutes,” she snapped. “Faster, please.”

“Can’t! It’s already through!”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” chanted Crystal.

The rest of their crew was silent, paralysed with fear.

Crystal thought about Toby and Sarah. She really didn’t want to die,
and she didn’t want Patience to die, but the guided missile on their tail was
making that a little too likely for comfort.

She closed her eyes, feeling out the wormhole’s edges with her mind. As
it pulsed, singing teal and green at the edges of her vision, a possibility
slammed into her mind.

“Okay. I have an idea. Skim the surface of the wormhole. Dip in, then dip
out. The small artificial gravity well should pull it off its course, and that’ll 
give me enough time for an emergency shutdown.”

“Are you crazy? How am I supposed to keep the ship from getting
sucked through to the other side?” he barked.

“Then let it get pulled through! If the missile has to go through the
wormhole and back again—”

“But it might catch up to us in the nullspace in the middle!”

“The more we argue, the more likely it is to hit us right now,” Crystal 
said, slamming the wall. “Fucking drive, Kial!”

She whipped her hair back under the helmet and jammed it on.

“I don’t have time to wait for you at the station,” he warned.

“Then drop me. No tether.”

“You could die, you stupid bitch!”

“Then at least I’ll die trying.”

Kial cracked off a string of curse words. She half expected him to kiss
her, but he just looked angry. “Fine. But it’s your ass. Don’t blame me if you
die out there.”

“Thanks. Good luck to you, too.”

She got back into the security double-door area, the inner lock slammed
shut behind her, and the door before her slid open to reveal the glittering
infinite.

For a minute, Crystal wanted to puke. Then something cold and calm
took over her, and she activated her suit’s jets. She checked the readout on her
implant—enough oxygen for an hour. More than enough for her purposes.

Of course, she could be stranded out here. Stuck until her oxygen ran
out, until the freezing cold made its way in through a breach—

No, she couldn’t give in to that fear. Just focus on getting to the station,
with small bursts of propulsion forward.

As she drifted towards the small station, she tried not to think about the
fact that she was floating in emptiness, completely unattached to anything.
Her chances of colliding with something were miniscule—and she didn’t see
anything coming—but the terrified, ancient monkey part of her brain was
afraid the missile might strike her instead.

If that does happen, she thought grimly, at least I’ll be dead before I
know it.

Above her, she saw the increasingly tiny ship dip through the
wormhole’s glowing depths, then disappear as though it had never been there.

With a bump, her hands connected with the handle-studded surface of 
the wormhole control station. Her magnetized boots snapped against the wall,
and she clambered over the side, then slammed the entrance button for the
door. It crunched open, she got in, and the outer hatch closed. In the liminal
space of the moon door, she panted, then cracked her helmet up and keyed her
engineer code into the door.

It slid open.

Inside, a couple of people were sitting alertly at the consoles.

“No time to talk,” Crystal growled. “I need that hole shut down.”

“There’s a vessel piloting in and out of it—”

“Yes there is, and Patience Ngouabi is on it. And there’s a nuclear
droneguided missile on her tail.” Crystal slammed her gloved hands down on
the counter, eyeing the many screens of readouts. “If you want to save her life,
I need you to trust me.”

The dark-skinned man and woman at the console made eye contact with 
each other, then with her. “We could have been Spiritual forces,” the woman
rebuked her, slamming the codes in. “You’re just going to trust that we’re
going to help you?”

“Are we going to talk ethics right now, or are you going to let me stop
that nuclear missile?” snapped Crystal.

They both went grey. Crystal noticed distantly that they resembled each
other a great deal, and seemed to be the same age; maybe they were twins, she
thought. “Good. Panel, please?”

The man scooted out of the way, so she was next to the woman. “I’m
Crystal, by the way,” she introduced herself.

The woman pointed first to herself, then to her brother. “Neema and
Ramadhani. Our forces captured this station a couple weeks ago.”

Typing with her left hand, Crystal fisted her right hand in front of her
heart, the salute of the FRCA. They returned it.

“Sorry for the tone,” she said, entering her personal override code and
the wormhole shutdown code.

“Access denied,” the computer said flatly.

“Fuck.” She realised she’d switched two of the numbers. “Okay, let’s try
that again.” With trembling fingers, she entered the code.

Outside, Crystal thought, there was a missile chasing her best friend’s
girlfriend, the symbol of millions of people’s resistance to tyranny—a 
youngish woman who still had a great deal of life ahead of her, and who
wanted nothing more than the chance to run a café and get out of the
limelight. If she died a martyr, people would keep fighting, but Crystal didn’t
want that for her. Patience deserved the chance to live, and have many
wonderful, boring days.

“Access granted.”

“Oh, thank fuck,” said Crystal, wiping her forehead.

“Glass!” her comm blasted to life with Kial’s irritable voice. “We’re back
through, but I don’t know how long I can keep doing the hokey-pokey.”

“Give me five minutes. I can shut this down.”

“A whole wormhole?”

“Yeah, a whole wormhole. There’s a bunch of emergency procedures.
Hold on. Shut up. I need to concentrate.”

“The missile is coming!”

Crystal furiously slammed in the cessation keycodes she knew, fingers
flying over the keyboard.

A massive vibration shuddered through the wormhole relay’s ring, and
the station. Then there was silence.
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Sarah clutched Toby’s hands. “No, no, no, no, no.”
Bunny nodded grimly. “It’s true. My tracking services located a missile
fired from Callisto not long after they departed.”

“But would it work in a wormhole?”

“Of course it would go through a wormhole,” said Bunny tersely. “It’s
AIguided, not some primitive homing device.”

Sarah clamped her hands to her face. Sobs burst out of her.

“Ururugh, can you get a hack into the camera feed from the wormhole
station?” Bunny said crisply.

Ururugh pulled up a projected screen—which looked different from a 
human keyboard, Sarah noticed—and waved their short, thick hands in
particular spatial gestures. It reminded her of human sign language, and she
chuckled involuntarily, charmed.

The viewscreen in the room flared to life, and they saw the same view as
the relay’s security satellite: a massive loop with a small rectangular pod
station hanging from it; a portal through space that was—for the moment—
quiescent and empty.

The wormhole was quiet. Then it flared to life, lime green and bright
yellow and startling turquoise, with streaks of purple.

“What is that?”

“There’s a missile!” Ururugh whined, zooming in.

“But not the ship?”

“Wait, it’s deployed,” said Ururugh.

Sarah clamped her hands to her mouth. “Does that mean…it fired?”

Nobody answered.

A horrible thought flashed into her mind. It unfolded before she could
stop it. She pictured Patience, rope like braids behind her like a dark halo,
floating and slowly icing up in the void; Crystal, her red and silver hair spread
behind her like frozen flame. Their last breaths, the horrible airless vacuum.
The utter, agonizing cold. Fragments of the ship breaking apart, jagged silver
brightness gnarled and twisted by the missile.

They’d never have their little café on Sanctuary Cove. Never get
married. Never sleep together again, limbs tangled and twined. She would
never get to kiss Patience’s soft, round cheeks or her full, plush lips again,
never look into her immense dark eyes.

Sarah covered her face with her hands and began to weep convulsively.

Toby threw an arm around her, his lip already trembling, eyes beading
bright with disbelieving tears.

Bunny looked at them, a stern and sorrowful look on her face, then
glanced away.

Then the building shook.

“Attention, members of the Human Conglomerate.” The announcement
blasted on every sound-emitting device in the room, first in Commontung,
then in all the major human languages. “This is the Interfederational Peace
Commission. Please remain calm. Unauthorized wormhole activity has been
detected. Please remain calm and cease all travel.”

The entire ship shook with the resonating, echoing messages. Sarah 
looked up and met Paulo’s gaze. He smiled a little, then more and more, until 
he was laughing, and doubled over.

“What the fuck is so funny?” Sarah demanded.

“The cavalry’s here,” he said, wiping a tear away, “and everything’s
about to get even worse.”
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The wormhole station wasn’t built for socializing, much less partying,
but they were making it work. The ship was docked outside, and one by one,
the crew had emerged from the ship and entered the station. When they
realised they were talking to Patience Ngouabi herself, Neema and Ramadhani
had absolutely lost their minds with excitement. They’d insisted on breaking
out a forbidden bottle of hemp wine, and Neema had done her best with 
hoarded spices and printed food to whip up a celebratory curry. It was pretty
good, Crystal thought; she couldn’t even tell the veggies were printed.

The distress beacon
 they’d sent out as soon as they’d evaded the drone
had been answered very quickly. A very large InFed command ship of 
peacekeeping forces, armed to the teeth with nonviolent neutralizing
equipment, had appeared through the wormhole.

After picking Patience and her crew up from the wormhole station and
taking their ride aboard, the peace officers—a bunch of uncharacteristically
grim Yterans—had taken extensive statements from everyone. To her credit,
Patience handled her sudden immersion in interspecies populations with a
great deal of grace. Her recent media training was helpful, but Crystal was
more than happy to whisper some quick, helpful tips for interacting with 
Coronites and Domon and Fysiians.

Kial strolled around in the background, looking deeply uncomfortable,
but had the good sense not to get in her face while important things were
going on. The

After their basic statements were given, Patience held up a hand. “We’re
not in custody, correct?”

The large, peevish Yteran shook her head. “Quite the opposite,” she said
in Commontung.

Patience, who had to rely on a translator in her new implant, replied
with a slight delay. “Thank you. Would it be possible to get a ride to a 
particular location?”

The Yteran tilted her head suspiciously and frowned. “Where would you
wish to go? The Solar System is locked off.”

“Our romantic partners are elsewhere, and we have a meeting point.”

The Yteran made a concerned trill. “We can certainly set up
communications so you may send an emergency message.”

It took some doing, but finally, Crystal and Patience managed to sent a 
couple of qmails to Sarah and Toby. A live call was arranged almost
immediately.

When the other Outlaws crowded into the projection area, Crystal saw
that both Toby and Sarah had puffy eyes from crying. All she wanted to do
was reach through and hug them.

“We were so worried that you were goners,” Sarah burst out. “Holy
fuck, we were so scared.”

“It was looking dicey,” Crystal admitted. She relayed a blow-by-blow of 
the missile attack on the wormhole. At the end of it, her friends looked
absolutely stunned. She felt a nice little flicker of warmth at the impressed
expression on Toby’s face in particular.

“So, when do we all get to meet up?” Sarah demanded. “This calls for so
much celebration. So much.”

Crystal winced, then relayed the political situation. Halfway through her
explanation, Bunny strolled into frame, looking imperious.

“This will not do. Let me speak to the peace officer. I am a registered
ambassador.”

Although she was dying for some private time to talk to Toby, Crystal 
obligingly got out of the way.

She wasn’t sure what Bunny did, but within half an hour, transport had
been arranged for them. All registered HuCon vessels were still under arrest,
but substantial delegations were headed for the Sol System to tidy up the
mess—and that meant she and Patience would be reunited with the rest of the
Outlaws inside of a week.

As soon as she was comfortably ensconced in the diplomat guest
quarters on the ship, Crystal messaged Toby. He picked up her call request
immediately, even though it was early in the morning by standardized day
cycle measures, and she had no idea what time it was on Ganymede.

“Hey, you,” she said softly.

“Hey. I’ve been so worried. I’m so glad you’re okay. How’s it going over
there?”

“Well, if I understand things correctly, the HuCon is losing its transport
privileges, until a full review and a peacemaking intervention have been
completed. It could take years for things to get back to normal.”

Toby’s eyes almost popped out of his head. “Damn.”

“Word over here is that the HuCon is completely fragmenting. A bunch
of the colonies are holding snap elections in the wake of this debacle, and
there’s talk of completely ripping up the existing constitutions to write
something new up—something less based on Spiritualism.”

“How would they do that?”

“Well, it looks like Ganymede has been declared independent or neutral 
ground for the purposes of the investigation. So between Mars having
separated from the government, and Venus jumping ship to make an alliance
with them, and Ganymede being resistant to the HuCon’s cultural changes for
so long and now officially independent…yeah. Plus, they lost all five colony
planets. So government around here, from what I understand, is in a complete
tizzy. There’s word that some kind of redrafted alliance between the planets
and colonies is possible, but nobody wants Earth in on it.”

She paused. “There’s going to be years of paperwork and organizing,
and in the meantime, the colonies must organize themselves. On the bright
side, though, the colonies aren’t being included in this whole ban-thing on the
HuCon. So they have their own paperwork to handle, like a whole constitution
and federation agreement, but at least their economies won’t be crippled.”
Crystal ran a hand through her hair. “It’s a lot. I didn’t think winning would
be so much work, if I’m honest.”

“Me neither. But I mean, we were just a couple of people doing some of 
the right things at the right time—the people on the ground, they’re the ones
who made this happen.”

“Yeah, that’s true.” She let out a long breath. “Hey, Toby? Can I talk to
you about something?”

He looked tense and nervous. “Yes, sure. Anything.”

“I…before we left, you said you could love me. I had some time to think
about it, especially when I was—don’t freak out, but I was floating in the void
of space, and I thought I might die. And I was thinking, what if I never get to
see him again?” She took a deep breath. “I wasn’t quite ready then, so I hope
you’re okay with hearing this now—I love you, Toby.”

Shock, then relief washed over his face. “Oh, thank gods. I love you too,
Crystal.”

For some reason, she found tears flowing over her cheeks. “Oh, I’m so
glad. I know we have our own stuff to work out, in terms of where we go next
and career things and all of that, but—whatever. I just want to lock you in a 
hotel room for about a week.”

He laughed, his eyes flaring. “I think I could handle that.”

They talked for as long as they could, but diplomatic matters soon called
for Crystal’s attention. Once she’d given an exhausting number of interviews
and agreed to act as a diplomatic liaison for Mars, Venus, and Ganymede, she
returned to her quarters and slept like the dead.

Her media training had helped, but she wasn’t prepared for the
avalanche of scrutiny and over-analysis that came with her new position of 
prominence. When she complained to Patience, Patience merely nodded and
said, “Welcome to the club.”

“Have you lived like this the whole time?” Crystal said, awed.
Patience nodded.
 “This is a bit worse, I will admit,” she said, swirling
her glass of water. “But yes, it’s familiar.” She stiffened. “By the way, did you
get that qmail?”

Crystal nodded, her spine tensing again. “From Kelna? Yeah. Why do
you think she wants to meet in private?”

Patience shook her head. “I haven’t the faintest.” She ran a hand over her
braids, pulling the clusters this way and that. “I just know I can’t wait to see
Sarah.” A tender smile touched her lips.

Crystal smiled at her happiness. “Do you two have plans? I understand
there’s a bit of money in your name, from all the fundraising.”

Patience shook her head vehemently. “We haven’t gone through matters
just yet, but at present, we’re accepting enough for the café on Sanctuary
Cove, and that’s it. A bit of a nest egg, and the rest goes back to the Freedom
River Colony Alliance. They need it more anyway, and frankly, it’s just a drop
in the bucket for their needs.” She winced. “Hopefully the cessation of the tithe
to Earth will help financial matters. Earth did provide some administrative
support, or rather, control, and we will have some issues with cutting the
apron strings, as it were.” She rubbed the bridge of her soft, broad nose. “I
can’t wait to put it in the hands of more competent, educated, experienced
politicians than myself.”

Crystal laughed with sympathy. “You might hate hearing this, but I’m
actually quite excited to get into politics.”

Patience shook her head so hard that her braids flew. “If my work has
inspired the next generation, or the next batch of activists, it has all been
worth it. But better you than me. I’m tired.”

After that, it was just a series of ships and shuttles and transportation
matters, all while Crystal and Patience did their best to represent humanity. It
seemed that having non-human tech—the wormholes—used for an act of war
had ruffled many feathers (and scales, and hairs) in the InFed. Some of them
didn’t even want to give the FRCA membership rights.

After all, civil wars might happen from time to time, but using
wormholes to wage war? No no, that was unconscionable; deleterious to a 
stable society, proclaimed the Powers that Be. And Crystal had to admit that
they were quite painfully correct.

With her entire species on probation, and a great deal of diplomatic
apologizing in her future, Crystal and Patience’s shuttle finally touched down
on Sanctuary Cove, and they made their way back to the temporary residential 
tower made from the old crater.

Toby, Sarah, and Paulo met them at the arrival area. Sarah almost
chipped a tooth from flinging herself at Patience. She swept her off her feet
and twirled her in a circle.

“Oh, I’m so glad you’re home and safe!” she cried, muffled.

Crystal smiled, then turned back to Toby, and threw her arms around
him. A small eternity passed before he stepped back. A frown of worry creased
his forehead.

Behind Crystal, there was an awkward throat-clearing noise.

Kial stood with his hands in his aubergine leather jacket, collar high 
around his face. “Good to see you,” he said.

Crystal gave Toby an apologetic look, then rounded on Kial. “Do you
need something?” she said bluntly.

“No.” If he’d had a hat, it would have been in his hands. He smoothed
back his silver hair, clearly waiting for something.

Crystal gave Toby an apologetic look, and he nodded. She gestured to
the small array of media hanging around the terminal, clearly taking
snapshots of all of them. “We can talk in the gardens,” she messaged Kial.

Kial gave a slight nod.

Reluctantly, she led him to the nearest area of green space—the
waterlily area was out of the question, but the nearby greenhouse full of edible
plants would do.

The air was humid, and it was more romantic than she would have liked,
but at least there was some privacy amongst the labyrinthine vertical farms.

Crystal gestured to a bench nestled amongst some small spruce pines—
just saplings, but big enough to grow their valuable needles and offer a source
of balm. It was prickly, but she didn’t want him getting too close, anyway.

He noticed, and grimaced, but accepted it.

Kial seated himself on the smooth slate chaise lounge, one leg up and
bent, and stared out at the walls of green around them. Crystal remained
standing.

He didn’t look back at her before he started speaking. “I just wanted to
tell you how much I admired what you did out there. It was…breathtaking.
You were really willing to die for what you believed in.”

Crystal nodded warily. “Thank you.”

Kial looked back at her, over his shoulder, and straightened, putting his
feet on the ground. “Listen. I’ve been thinking. I’ve let you get away twice
now, and it’s only become clearer to me that I made a terrible mistake. You’re
an incredible person, Crystal, and I don’t mind your baggage.”

She raised an eyebrow. “My baggage?”

“Jai, your ex-husband.”

“Oh. Well, I’m not sure that’s what I’d call him—”

“Point is,” he looked up at her soulfully, “I was wrong to let you walk
away. I’ve just spent so long in this pirate’s life that I lost track of what’s
important. Of a sense of morality. But if you could help me, I think I could find
my way.”

He reached for her hand. She let him take it, with a sinking feeling.

“Kial,” said Crystal gently, “you do know I’m with Toby, right?”

He shrugged. “I’m still not the kind of man who likes to be nailed down.
I’m sure,” he grimaced, “that I could see my way clear to sharing.”

“Uh…huh. But you haven’t asked me if I want to take you back.”

He leaned back, startled. It was very clear that he’d rehearsed this
speech, and this was not part of his plans. “But I thought you were
polyamorous.”

“That doesn’t mean I’ll just be with anyone who asks me to. And Kial—
listen, I’m glad you’re finding something resembling a moral compass, but
we’re not good together. You’re bad for me, and I don’t like the person I am
when I’m with you.”

“All relationships have their difficulties,” he said, with the hesitance of
someone who hated using the word “relationship.”

“I’m sure they do. But we’re not in one. We’re not going to be in one. I
truly wish you the best, but,” Crystal felt more certain by the moment, “this
isn’t what I want. In fact, I’m still figuring out what I want, and that’s okay.
But I know it’s not you.”

He looked like she’d dealt him a physical blow. Stiffly, he rose, then gave
her a formal bow. “Then I hope we can be on friendly terms, at the least.”

She nodded.

“I’ll walk you back.”

She was about to protest that she could take care of herself, but decided
to let him have that much.

Bunny greeted her at the atrium, and stared Kial down. “Is he bothering
you?” she said, her small voice full of ice and needles.

“No, he was just leaving,” said Crystal, glancing over her shoulder.

Kial glanced at Bunny, who was glaring at him, and he visibly wilted;
with another courtly bow, he excused himself and walked away. Crystal 
watched him pace down the hallway.

Bunny stared after him, then let out a long huff. “He’s a good pilot,” she
said, her tone clearly miffed. “If he troubles you again, do let myself or my
security people know.”

Crystal hid a smile. “I will, thank you, but I think he got the message.”

“Some people don’t know how good they’ve got it until they lose it,” said
Bunny cryptically. “Well, I suppose you’ll want to rest and change. I’ll leave
you to it.”

Crystal called, “Wait. Can I ask you something?”

Bunny half-turned around, eyes fixed on her, not answering.

Crystal shook her head. “Never mind. Another time.”

Bunny nodded and kept walking.
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Sanctuary Cove adopted the five of them readily and warmly. However,
when it came time for more formal negotiations regarding the future of the 
FRCA and the badly-fragmented HuCon—negotiations that were just the
beginning of the work to come—Nirvana was selected as a conference
location.

Sarah was happy to return there, even if it was under high-stress
circumstances. But then, determining the future of humanity was never going
to be easy.

Jaria and her family welcomed them back with open arms. Between
conference sessions, Sarah spent as much time swimming in its alien pools and
walking through the gardens with Patience as she could. Time was precious,
however, and there were more paparazzi than she’d hoped.

At last, however, she found herself and her friends arrayed in a massive
conference hall, with Montu and some of his allies, representatives from each 
of the FRCA planets, and people from every single colony moon and planet in
the Sol system—as well as a plethora of administrative officials from the
Interfederation.

They all looked as though they were here for a different event; Toby had
a lovely olive button-down shirt in crisp bamboo silk, and linen slacks; Crystal 
was wearing her sparkling cocktail dress; Patience was wearing a swishy,
summery turquoise dress, and Sarah had thrown on her pirate clothes—a 
strappy black top and her low-slung khaki cargo pants. After fourteen
meetings, she’d stopped caring about looking professional.

“Welcome to the fifteenth negotiation meeting,” said Kreesha, a yellow 
and greenfeathered Yteran who was acting as speaker, “conducted for the
purpose of determining the future of humanity’s involvement with the
Interfederation.”

Sarah was pleased to note that Kelna’s wall of support had shrunk again.
Earth, Europa, Callisto, and Titan were still allied, but the Martian, Venusian,
and Ganymedean delegates had arrayed themselves with the Freed River
Colonies; the Plutonians and a few other Solar System lunar colonies were
now sitting farther from Kelna’s group.

“As previously stated, we require a minimum of non
-violent stability for
governments involved in the Interfederation. I understand that the civil wars
are in the process of resolution for the FRCA planets?” said Kreesha, turning
his gaze to the delegates.

“That is the case,” said Patience, sitting up straight. “Although we
would like to say stability has been fully regained, there is progress to be
made.”

“As long as the FRCA planets each meet the baseline standards for
stability, and can come to an accord of intraspecies cooperation, we will accept
them,” confirmed the Interfederation’s Acceptance Official, a Coronite with 
orange and pink chitin.

Patience leaned over to several of her party members, and they spoke in
low voices for a few moments. “What if we solicited supportive help to
stabilize our regions and recover from the Earthly assaults?”

“A scaffolding program?” echoed the Coronite, clicking her
 manifold
arms. “There is a precedent with the Fysiian separatists. Yes, this would be
acceptable. It will not be swift, but it would allow an eventual return to
wormhole usage.” The Coronite turned her attention to the other group.
“What is the status of the Solar System proximal colonies?”

“We are interested in forging a constitution and a federation agreement
to ally with the FRCA,” said Ping firmly.

The Martian delegate nodded. “We separated from Earth approximately
two years ago because of its increasing radicalization and backwards
movement in social metrics of quality of life, due to the Spiritual movement’s
influence. We’re still committed to a cooperative future for humanity, and
working to minimize inequality and oppression. We’re willing to accept InFed
intervention in exchange for continued access to the economic alliance and
wormhole use.”

“We can provide guidance, but humanity will still have to sort out its
own affairs,” warned the Coronite official. She turned her attention to the
Domon official next to her. “We will have to consult with our people in
private to determine an exact course of action, but provided that humans
accept oversight and assistance, and take accountability for reducing violence
and inequality on their worlds, the Interfederation is open to an eventual 
reinstatement of membership.”

Sarah barely suppressed a cheer. In lieu of squealing in joy, Patience
pressed her hand tightly.

Across from them, Kelna looked fit to be tied. “And what of the Human
Conglomerate?” she demanded. “Earth organized these colonies. Earth was
the first member planet inducted.”

“—That, I believe, is a matter for yourself and your delegates,” said
Kreesha crisply, articulating every Commontung syllable. “It appears that
human power is no longer going to be centralized, so I would suggest making
an appeal for inclusion among the new member states.” Kreesha glanced at the
human side. “May I request a temporary name for your new organizational
group? Will you be referring to it as the Freedom River Colony Alliance, or
something else?”

“Perhaps the United Federation of Humans?” offered Patience.

There was a pause, and the sort of cautious agreeing noises that made
Sarah hopeful.

“Better than a conglomerate. There’s room for distinction,” said Aaron,
the representative from St. Lawrence.

“But the Human Conglomerate still exists!” said Kelna, her usually deep
voice breaking. She gestured to the paltry array of allies at her side.

Kreesha looked at her with something uncomfortably like pity. “That is
a matter for humans to mediate.”

“If we are to reference the Fysiian solution, in the instance of
irreconcilable cultural differences, the disagreeing faction would have to apply
separately,” said the Coronite.

Kelna looked furious. For perhaps the first time Sarah had ever seen, her
expression trembled. “Very well! Then if the InFed demands our obedience to
their trailing program,” she spat, “we will not require their wormhole
technology. Cut off the Solar System. The Human Conglomerate will manage
on its own. We will not capitulate to this interventionalist, condescending
nonsense.”

At that, decorum shattered. “Absolutely not,” barked Ping. “The United
Federation of Humans does not agree to these conditions.”

“Whether you see it or not,” Kelna hissed, “this is a recipe for selfdestruction. If we change what we are, we risk losing ourselves. We must
keep humanity apart from these other species, or they’ll overpower our
culture. Do you want to watch our species become extinct? These companies
and these political organizations represent the vanguard of our people. Our
only method of survival. And by cracking open the HuCon? And exposing it
to the scrutiny and judgement of the Infed, you’ve sealed our doom as a
species. We won’t be what we have always been. Our traditions will erode. We
could have led the Interfederation, achieved greatness, expanded to fill the
Milky Way’s outer limits. With the precedents set in these rulings, humans
will become just another mish-mash culture, lose track of our home, our
world. We will be flotsam and jetsam lost amongst the stars.”

The Martians and Venusians stood up and leaned across the table, and
the FRCA representative joined them. “Senator Wiscott does NOT speak for
us,” said Ping, through gritted teeth. “We would politely request that her
statements not be held as representative of the human perspective.”

The InFed representatives looked appropriately disgusted and annoyed
at the blatant xenophobia. From the frustrated movements of the Coronite
representative’s limbs, Sarah could tell she was probably thinking, Why, oh
why can’t humans be a eusocial hive species like us?

At last, Kelna let out a long breath. “I don’t know why I’m wasting my
time trying to explain what has been lost to you. Maybe you’ll learn the hard
way. If you live long enough to see the consequences of your actions.” She
rose from the table as well. “If that is all, I believe our part in this farce of a 
negotiation is complete.”

“Perhaps it is best if we adjourn,” said Kreesha, clearly trying to smooth 
things over.

Kelna gave him a vicious scowl. “We adjourn. Under protest.” With a 
dramatic fling of her silvery grey hemp robe—voluminous yet crisp, with 
sleeves big enough to swallow an asteroid—Kelna marched away from the
table, trailed reluctantly by her allies.

Sarah glanced at Patience and let out a long breath, then smiled at her.
“Hey, I think you did it.”

Patience rubbed her forehead. “That’s an oversimplification. But
pending a bunch of annoying paperwork, yes, we did.”

Sarah kissed her on the cheek, heedless of the lack of decorum. “Then
let’s go relax, until we can go home.”

26

The last thing Crystal expected was to find herself stuck in an elevator
with an irate, burning Kelna Wiscott—but there she was, and there they were.
For her part, Crystal just wanted to get upstairs, to meet Toby and have some
room service in the privacy of a cool adobe suite, drink something delicious
with him while looking over the alien sea below.

But other people got on, and then went off, and it was all taking a 
terribly long time; and then, she couldn’t resist her own curiosity. “Hey,” she
said gently.

Kelna scowled at her, reached up to stroke her pendant. The doors
opened, and Bunny came in.

Bunny, uncharacteristically, avoided Kelna’s gaze. Kelna glared at her,
then at Crystal. “I hope you’re both happy,” she spat. “Your little coup
succeeded. Congratulations; you’ve destroyed humanity.”

Bunny turned a cold scowl on her. “Senator, I have nothing to say to
you. There was a woman like you that I knew once, and I believed better of 
her. But you are not that woman, and you have made your own choices.”

That sent a cold shock down Crystal’s spine. Bunny’s silvery cold gaze
met her own, and softened for a moment; she gave Crystal a hint of a nod,
then stepped out.

Crystal wondered if Kial knew the true identity of the woman who’d
employed him as a pilot; a vicious, heady glee filled her at the thought, the
realization, that he didn’t know. What were the odds? But the galaxy was a 
smaller place than it looked, and every time she doubted that, she found
herself relearning it.

Yet as she looked at Kelna—wizened, shrunk, alone, stroking her
pendant—she felt more pity than revulsion.

“You don’t look okay,” said Crystal, keeping her voice soft.

Kelna turned a wild scowl on her. She stepped out of the elevator and
onto the rooftop terrace. With an instinct of kindness, Crystal followed her
over to the railing.

Together, they looked over the resort complex—the tidal pools, the hot
tubs and swimming areas, the open sea; the gardens and strange greenery of 
this garden-world of a moon. As always, sunset light played over the beach
and alien sands.

“Kelna,” said Crystal gently, “we worked together years ago. I don’t
know if you remember me—”

“I remember you,” she said, and suddenly, she looked tired and human,
and old before her time. “The Crossing Paths. That ship ruined my life.” She
touched her pendant meditatively. “I lost the love of my life to a wretch of a 
pirate. It didn’t surprise me that pirate scum would have assisted the rebels.
They ruin everything they touch.”

To her surprise, Crystal saw real tears in her eyes, though she quickly
blinked them away. “Do you even understand what you people have done?”
Kelna gritted her teeth. “Handing over power to pirates, recognizing them at
the bargaining table, when we could have kept it in Earth’s hands. You don’t
understand how expensive the outpouring of resources has been for our
citizens. The money we’ve wasted on the so-called standard of living for
pencilpushers like that Sarah,” she added with a flash of vicious ire, “could
have been spent on three times as much expansion of the colonies.”

Crystal scowled. “See, you say that, and all I hear it that you wanted to
conquer and steal even more, and do it on the backs of the citizens you’re
supposed to be protecting.”

Kelna’s knuckles whitened around the edge of the railing. “I have been
protecting them. But then, talking to you people about this is useless. You
don’t understand the importance of power, consolidation, control—a firm
hand on the tiller. You just want choices.” She finally glanced up, and glared
at Crystal. “And what happens when the rabble choose things against their
own interests, eh? Or do something you disagree with?”

Crystal took a deep breath. “Then maybe I fight that thing, or try to talk
people into doing otherwise, or try to fix it.”

“It’s not that simple!” Kelna pounded the railing. “We deserved to be
elected,” Kelna said in a sharp, measured tone. “And now, we’re going to lose
everything. It’s never going to happen again.”

Crystal shrugged. “Maybe you shouldn’t have broken the rules in the
first place. And hey, never say never. If the platforms aren’t good enough for
people out in the colonies, then can’t you just…change the platform?”

As much as lashing out at Kelna was satisfying, as much as the woman
had spent decades of her life undermining principles Sarah believed in, and
causing the suffering—and even deaths—of countless exploited colonists, she
faltered again when she saw real tears welling in Kelna’s eyes.

Crystal took in a breath, considering her words. “Maybe this is a 
mistake. Maybe the history books will agree with you. But pain and struggle
and change are part of life—in every culture, human or non-human. And
trying to force everyone to fit something, it was never going to work. You’re
lucky it lasted as long as it did.”

“You do know what you’ve done, don’t you?” Kelna gave her a long
look. “Billions of people closer to enlightenment are now far from it. You’ve
doomed them to go through the same struggle.”

“At least the people who want to be enlightened will have a choice.”

“You’re still denying these worlds peace and unity under Spiritualism’s
guiding hand.”

Crystal glowered at her. “It was a lie.”

“It was a good lie, and we were trying to make it a truth.” Kelna gripped
the railing tightly again and looked into the sparkling waters below them. Her
voice took on a bitter, mocking tone. “But I’m sure you knew what you were
doing.” Her mouth tightened, and she touched her pendant again. “You do
know they’ll use us, don’t you?”

“That presumes a—”

“It’s not about that, Crystal,” said Kelna. “It’s about all the hearts that
are going to break and all the mothers who will lose their children. All the
lovers who will be alone—because you were too selfish and materialistic to let
the state of enlightenment remain. Some of those colonies were in bad
positions, sure, but it was temporary. Living by Spiritual rules offers equality
like nothing else humanity has managed in its millennia of experimentation.”

“It was terrible.”

“It was temporary.”

“Oh, that’s a godsdamn short-sighted—”

Kelna’s voice broke. “Can you bring Annamar back to me?”
There was a moment of silence.

Crystal reached for her hand, but Kelna batted her away, almost
snarling. Crystal said gently, “We all know the answer to that.”

“No. But I could have saved so many other lovers from losing each
other.”

Crystal’s blood boiled. “So you’re justifying murder by numbers with—”

Kelna turned furious, tear-filled eyes on her.

“I have died every day since Annamar was killed,” Kelna whispered.
“And if those pirates had lived by Spiritual standards, none of it would have
happened.”

Crystal gritted her teeth. “So is this about your ex-girlfriend dumping
you, or your ideals? Because I’ve been dumped too, but it’s never made me
dehumanize an entire class of people or legalize torture for the sake of
ideological conformity.”

“You have Toby and your new friends,” spat Kelna. “I have nothing. I
have my ideals and my work. It put things in perspective.”

“What if she wasn’t dead?” Crystal ventured. “Annamar, I mean.”

At that, Kelna laughed. It was a bitter, ugly sound. “If you’re trying to
hurt me, a pretty little fairy tale isn’t going to do the trick. If Annamar was
alive,” her voice shaded to something almost tender, “she would have
apologized for running off with that bastard of a ruffian. She would have come
back for me.”

Kelna’s eyes closed. “And now you’ve destroyed my life’s work. I have
nothing left. Just retirement, and a pension somewhere on Earth’s most
beautiful land.”

“More than you deserve,” Crystal muttered, unable to stop herself.

Kelna’s lips twitched. “People like me only face so many consequences.
You know that as well as I do. Everything I did justified the ends I sought.
Isn’t it enough that you’ve ruined my life?”

“There’s a whole galaxy out there,” said Crystal, gesturing at the waters
before them. “You could do anything. Hell, you could help people, if you really
believe in that. Nothing you do will ever make up for the harm, but it’d be
something. You could get counselling—maybe try to get over Annamar, even.
The only one making you suffer is you.”

Kelna shook her head dismissively. She walked to the other side of the
balcony, turned away from her, stroking her pendant. Crystal watched her for
a moment.

“Indeed. Then I bid you farewell, and good luck.” She strode back
towards the elevator, then left Crystal standing alone in her corner of the
rooftop patio. Crystal glanced out at the perpetual sunset, thinking.

Toby messaged her to ask where she was, and she told him; a few 
moments later, he joined her, setting a hand on the small of her back as they
looked out at the glimmering, bioluminescent creatures below the waves.

“I saw Kelna on the way here. Are you okay?” he said, stroking her
waist.

“Yeah. Just…sad for her. I watched her stomp off to the elevator, and all
I could think was, ‘There goes the loneliest woman in the galaxy,’” said
Crystal. “She still has that necklace Annamar gave her, and she’s so angry
about that loss that she never takes it off. But she won’t talk about it, either.”

Toby shrugged. “But she made herself that way. You can either try to
save her, someone who doesn’t want your help, or you can focus on all the
other stuff we have to do. I think that’s enough for us to worry about.”

That shifted her perspective, and Crystal straightened. “Perhaps it is,”
said Crystal, looking at Toby tenderly, “and you’re right. I think it’s time for
us to work on the fight, but also on living—and making a new home.”

And they did.

The End.
Afterword

A last note on books referenced in this volume
—while the TorYoBiKo
is not real, nor is the publishing company it references, Anais Nin, T.
Kingfisher (a pen name for Ursula Vernon), and a few other works referenced
in this volume are real. The Maria Negra is named for a novel by Diana 
Wynne Jones, Black Maria, an incredible depiction of familial abuse and the
constraints of gender roles. Leonard Cohen’s anthology Stranger Music, as
well as The Book of Mercy and The Book of Longing, have been deeply
valuable to my spiritual health as well as for inspiration. May his memory be a 
blessing.

Authors A.A. Freeman, C.L. Polk, Deirdre Gould, Jack McDevitt, John
Varley, Joseph Picard, Ken Liu, Kyla Stone, Peri Dwyer Worrell, Sascha 
Stronach, T. Kingfisher (Ursula Vernon), William Gibson, and were also
strong inspirations and/or personal friends whose works I hasten to
recommend.

The joyful punk stylings and magnificent prose of Afrofuturist authors
and artists like Minister Faust, Nalo Hopkinson, Dr. Nettrice Gaskins, Nnendi
Okorapfor, Octavia Butler, Steven Barnes, Sun Ra, Tananarive Due, and of 
course, Zig Zag Claybourne, have all helped inspire the ethos and hopes of 
characters in these tales. Black lives matter, Indigenous lives matter, and I
would encourage any readers who find this series interesting to seek out those
creators, as well as international fantasy and science fiction writers.

If you liked this story, please leave a review on Amazon and Goodreads.
Thanks for your support! 
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