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The Raid

Zlata

Nothing frustrated Zlata more than working for someone who was totally incompetent. Even the stench of the recycling vats wouldn’t have been so bad if Uncle Boris would just consider some of her suggestions to improve their efficiency. The pipes were constantly clogging, and it seemed like every other dayshift, a new bacterial infection forced them to empty out and sterilize one of the vats. It was a wonder that Graznav Station ran at all.

Zlata sighed and keyed her ID code into the access pad outside Boris’s office, just below the commendation he’d received from the station council for 365 dayshifts without a major incident. That was largely Zlata’s work. But she honestly didn’t care who got the credit, so long as the air was clean and she got the engineering experience she’d need to crew up on one of the starships that sometimes stopped at the station. Any dayshift now, she kept telling herself.

Inside, Boris’s office was almost as much of a mess as the vat she’d just sterilized. Half-eaten food lay scattered about the cluttered desktop, alongside papers stained by drippings and a keyboard so encrusted in … something … that Zlata feared to touch it. And the stench—Zlata almost preferred cleaning duty in the vats.

“I’m going home,” she called out from the door.

“What?”

The squeak of a broken chair cut short her escape. She sighed and waited as Boris rose to his feet, grunting with exertion.

“The shift’s over,” she said as he walked over. “I’m going home now.”

“But the work isn’t done yet, girl. Vat thirteen—”

“—is receiving its UV bath, as the regulations specify. It won’t be ready for final scrubbing for another eight hours, and that’s not my shift.”

Boris squinted his beady eyes. She called him “uncle,” but he was really her second cousin once removed. Everyone was related somehow on Graznav Station—and besides, he was close enough to her mother to make him an uncle in every meaningful way. A short, fat, balding man, he was only an inch taller than her but with more than twice her weight. His stomach bulged out from shirt just under a massive grease stain, probably from something he ate. It certainly wasn’t from working the vats.

“What about vat five?” he asked accusingly.

Zlata sighed. “It’s clean. I scrubbed it at the start of my shift.”

“In less than an hour?”

“Yes. You can check if you don’t believe me.”

Uncle Boris shrugged and waved his hand. “Fine. Whatever. You can go.”

Zlata left without another word. It wasn’t that she hated him; she hated the way he put almost no effort into doing the work himself. Didn’t he know that the entire station depended on what they did? If more than three vats went out for any length of time, the waste would pile up throughout the station. If half of the vats went down, the air quality would be seriously compromised, and with nowhere for them to evacuate for half a dozen parsecs, Graznav Station would face a true emergency. There were always the mines on the planet below, but the atmosphere was unbreathable, and they didn’t have enough inflatable emergency habs to house everyone. Zlata had checked.

Still, it probably wouldn’t get quite that bad. Uncle Boris might be lazy and incompetent, but he wasn’t prideful enough to make a bad situation truly catastrophic. Oh, he’d try to shift the blame to someone else first—to her, most likely—but in a true emergency, he’d sheepishly step aside and let someone more competent—again, probably her—clean up his mess.

And that was the last thing Zlata needed if she was ever going to get out of this place.

Thoughts like these always wound through Zlata’s mind for a good half-hour after every shift. She barely noticed the other people on the elevator as it stopped on the middle levels. Like most Outworld colonies, Graznav Station consisted of two station wheels that turned contrary to each other, with a docking arm at the hub. The station’s five-hundred colonists all lived on one wheel, while the other was primarily for storing and processing ore. The Graznav system was rich in heavy metals and rare-earth elements, and it was close enough to the Tajji Union to attract starfaring merchanters. Every couple of Earth-standard years, an Outworld star wanderer would settle down and join the colony.

It was that regular infusion of new blood that kept their isolated colony from becoming totally inbred. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to replace incompetent fools like her Uncle Boris. He only had his position because someone on the council had owed him a favor, and so far, he hadn’t screwed it up badly enough to get removed. On Graznav Station, favors were the most valuable coin. The only aspect of station life that wasn’t infested with patronage and nepotism was the gene map, which told each of them exactly who they could and could not have children with. That, at least, was still strictly followed.

When the elevator reached the topmost deck, Zlata stepped out with everyone else onto the station’s main promenade, which stretched in a ring all around the station. Instead of arcing down to a horizon, all the lines of the station arced upward, and if Zlata looked up through the vaulted atrium, she could see people walking upside-down a few hundred meters above her.

The atrium was meant to relieve the ever-present sense of claustrophobia that came from living without a sky, but to Zlata, it only emphasized the cage-like nature of her home. The promenade itself had little in the way of amenities: just the false-marble floor tiles and an occasional fountain or dwarfed tree. The station’s marketplace was small enough that she could walk through it in less than five minutes. Still, the lower apparent gravity on the inside of the station wheel lent an extra jump to her step, especially after a long shift in the recycling vats on the lowest level.

“Hello, Mom,” she announced upon arriving at her family’s apartment. Her mother was in the kitchen, preparing dinner for them both.

“Hello, Zlata,” her mother called back. “Long dayshift at work?”

“No more than usual. What are you making?”

“Borscht.”

Zlata walked over to see, but her mother pushed her away. “Stars of Earth, Zlata—you stink!”

“Sorry,” Zlata apologized. “I had to scrub one of the vats todayshift.”

“Go and wash up. I’ll have dinner ready by the time you get back.”

Zlata showered dutifully, using only lukewarm water to save energy credits. It wasn’t like they were poor, but she didn’t like wasting credits if she didn’t have to. The longest and most annoying part was washing her long, black hair, which had grown several inches past her shoulder. She should probably trim it soon.

Her mother had already set out two placemats on the small table that jutted out of the wall. As Zlata sat down, she picked up the large soup pot and set it on the hot pad between them. It smelled delicious.

“So how was your dayshift?” her mother asked as she got out the sour cream.

“No better or worse than usual,” Zlata answered. “One of the vats got infected, and we had to clean it out.”

“Is that the one you scrubbed?”

“No, a new one.”

Her mother nodded politely as she sat down, though it was clear she wasn’t actually interested in the details of her work. Zlata pressed on anyway.

“I really wish Uncle Boris would take some of my suggestions for regulating the waste flow. If we spread it out across three or four vats at a time, instead of filling each one to capacity, it would give the bacterial cultures time to—”

“Dear,” her mother said, lifting her spoon. “We’re eating.”

Zlata looked down and rolled her eyes. She stirred in a spoonful of sour cream, turning the red soup pink, and waited for her mother to break the silence.

“You know, dear, you wouldn’t have to worry about this if you had a child.”

No, Zlata wanted to say. I would probably worry about it more. Never mind that having a child would bind her permanently to Graznav Station. Instead of saying that aloud, however, she ate her soup in silence.

“The council just voted to raise the stipend for single mothers of starchildren,” she continued. “You could live quite comfortably and wouldn’t have to work at all.”

“I thought you wanted me to marry one of the station boys.”

“Oh, I still do. But having a freeblood child first would put you in a better position for advancement, what with the inheritance rules and all.”

That was probably true, but Zlata didn’t think most of the boys her age cared much about that. They seemed much more interested in pairing off with their childhood sweethearts and would probably resent raising someone else’s baby—even if the father was unlikely to ever visit the station again. Zlata’s own father had never come back. Not that she resented him for that; it was just the way of things in the Outworlds. Besides, being a freeblood starchild gave her certain advantages.

“If that’s true, why didn’t you ever get married?”

The moment the question escaped Zlata’s mouth, she knew she shouldn’t have asked. Her mother frowned at her, as if the question were meant as a personal attack. It wasn’t, of course, but Zlata was starting to get rather annoyed with the direction of their conversation, and after a long dayshift at work, her filters were worn rather thin.

“Come now, Zlata. You know how limited my choices were. I wasn’t born a starchild like you.”

“Of course. Forgive me. I forgot myself.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “All I’m saying is that if you’d use that scheming mind of yours to seduce some passing starfarer into giving you a child, you wouldn’t have to work that crappy job in the vats.”

Zlata sighed. She knew full well that her mother had conspired with Uncle Boris to put her in this dilemma. It wasn’t like she was shy about wanting a grandchild. Zlata should have seen it coming, but by the time she’d deduced her mother’s scheme, all of the other jobs on the station were suspiciously unavailable. It was one of those things they never talked openly about, even though both of them knew full well what was going on.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Zlata said quietly.

The rest of their dinner was filled with small talk and the latest station gossip. Zlata wasn’t much interested in the secrets and petty scandals of the other colonists, but her mother’s appetite for gossip was voracious. Zlata was genuinely surprised that she wasn’t the colony’s matchmaker.

Personally, Zlata was much more interested in the universe beyond Graznav Station. That was why she loved to talk with passing starfarers—not to get laid, but to gather as much knowledge as she could. From them, she’d learned all about the interstellar wars between the Tajji Union and the collapsing Gaian Empire. She’d also learned about the fragmentation of the Outworld Confederacy, and the rise of a mysterious new threat—perhaps even a rising nation—somewhere beyond the Far Outworlds. Somedayshift, she hoped to see those places for herself. That was another reason she always made friends with passing starfarers—not just to get in bed with them, as the other colonists thought. So much of their gossip and rumors was just plain wrong, including most of the stuff about her. 

But her mother wasn’t interested in anything beyond the station’s airlocks. Zlata nodded politely and pretended to listen as her mother caught her up on all the latest about what this person said about the other person, and how that person felt insulted by some real or imagined slight. She suspected that elsewhere on the station, people were gossiping similarly about them. That was another reason to keep her head down and play her cards close to her chest.

By the time dinner was over, Zlata was even more exhausted than after her work shift. She retreated to her bedroom and shut the door, grateful for some solitude. With the lights turned off, she lay on her bed and gazed out the window at the slowly rotating stars. Thank heaven they had an apartment with a view—otherwise, she probably would have gone crazy by now.

A distant flash suddenly caught her eye. She frowned and sat up—was that another starfarer? The last one to visit the station had left only a week ago. Tajji merchanters didn’t usually come with that sort of frequency, so—

The silent yellow flash of a missile firing from one of the defense satellites immediately disabused her of that assumption. She rushed to the window and watched as missile after missile sped out at the approaching craft. Their target was still too far away for her to make it out, but she gasped at the flash of laser fire, followed by silent, scattered explosions as the missiles were shot down.

Pirates, she thought, her heart racing. Moments later, the stationwide alarms blared rudely to life.

Sonya

Sonya buried her face in her pillow and moaned. Had she just shattered her best chance for happiness? Ten minutes had passed since her betrothed childhood sweetheart, Petyr, had left her bedroom. It wasn’t the first time they’d been alone together, but it was the first real chance they’d had for sex. Sonya had turned him down.

“Come on,” he’d said, caressing her back. “It’s all right, Sonya. We’re betrothed.”

“I know,” she’d said softly. “I just… I don’t know if I’m ready.”

“What’s there to be afraid of? Aren’t you looking forward to this?”

“Yes,” she’d lied—though not exactly, because a part of her really was looking forward to that kind of physical intimacy, especially with Petyr. But her grandparents had raised her to be wary of sex, warning her that it could be painful, or perhaps even dangerous. That wasn’t what the other girls said, of course, but Sonya wasn’t sure how much she trusted them. In matters like these, it was very difficult to know who or what to believe.

Petyr’s hands had slipped downward, questing for her hips. His touch was simultaneously thrilling and terrifying. They’d been betrothed since childhood, but this was something new—something they’d never experienced together. And while she’d had no doubt that they were destined to be happy together, she’d gently pushed him away.

“What?” he’d asked.

“Please,” she’d answered. “Not now.”

“Then when? Sonya, we’re almost twenty and still virgins. What are we waiting for?”

“I—I don’t know.”

He’d frowned, making her stomach fall. “Is it because you’re having second thoughts about us? Is there someone else you’d rather—”

“No!” she’d said quickly, taking his hand. “I love you, Petyr. There’s no one else.”

Though they were betrothed, the arrangement was non-binding until both of them consented as full adults (or until they got pregnant, whichever came first). Still, there were others on the gene map that they were compatible with, so his fear was not unreasonable. To her relief, though, he’d smiled and kissed her on the cheek.

“Then why wait any longer? Your grandparents won’t be back for at least an hour. That’s all the time we need.”

His hand had slipped beneath her pants at just that moment, making her giggle nervously. Petyr had taken that as permission to go further. And perhaps he wasn’t wrong—she did enjoy the sensation of his lips against her neck, or the way he pressed his body against hers. But something about his affections was different this time. His eagerness was driven by a fierce, insistent hunger that frightened her. Once again, she’d pushed him away.

“Oh, come on,” he’d muttered angrily.

“I’m sorry, Petyr—I just don’t know…”

Her voice had drifted off as he opened his mouth to speak, but he caught himself at the last moment and drew a long breath instead.

“I love you, Sonya. You know that, right?”

“Of course. I love you, too.”

“We’re not children anymore.”

“Yes,” she’d said uncertainly.

He’d given her one final, passionate kiss. Time seemed to run backwards, and she’d felt torn between an earthy desire to take it further and the petrifying fear that he actually would. But he hadn’t. Instead, he’d pulled back, reluctantly honoring her request.

“Well, then. Some other time.”

Unable to speak, Sonya could only bite her lip and nod. He’d left her without another word.

That had been nearly fifteen minutes ago now, yet Sonya had mentally replayed every moment of it several times over. Had she made a mistake? Was Petyr still going to wait for her? And honestly, why hadn’t she just given in? At worst, she’d get pregnant, and they’d just start their lives together a little sooner than they’d expected. That was why they were betrothed, after all. Her grandpa always said that it was all right to make some stupid mistakes, so long as she didn’t violate the gene map. Ever since her grandparents had betrothed her to Petyr, Sonya had never even thought of being with anyone else.

It hadn’t always been like that, of course. Everything had changed when her parents had died. She was just a little girl at the time, which had made it even more catastrophic. Her grandparents had done their best to raise her, of course, and she knew that they genuinely loved her, but there was always the nagging fear in the back of her mind that nothing around her was permanent, that some unforeseen event could shatter her world in an instant. For that reason, she always tried to cling onto constants in her life, like her brother or her grandparents. Or her betrothal to her childhood sweetheart. But now that that future was close to being a reality—so close that getting pregnant was all it would take—she had the unnerving feeling that everything in her life was about to change.

Why should I be so scared? Sonya wondered, mentally berating herself. It’s like I’m a sheltered little girl who never grew up. Well, grow up, Sonya. Don’t let your one real chance for happiness slip away. 

In that moment, if Petyr would have come back, she would have thrown herself at him and begged him to take her. A dark and murky part of her subconscious started giving her fantasies about exactly that. He would come in that door, and she would rise to greet him, pressing her lips against his. Their clothes would come off in a frenzy of passion, and then—

An alarm suddenly blared across the apartment, cutting her fantasy short. She sat upright, just in time to see a yellow light streak by just outside her window. It was soon joined by others.

What’s going on? 

“Attention,” Station Master Tom’s voice sounded over the loudspeakers, interrupting the alarm. “We are under attack. This is not a drill. Please proceed in an orderly manner to the safe module. I repeat, this is not a drill.”

Blood drained from Sonya’s cheeks as the alarm resumed. She continued to stare out the window, and what she saw sent cold chills running down her spine. Explosions flashed soundlessly. Dark red lasers sliced through the starfield. More yellow lights streamed from the satellites, hurtling toward some unseen target.

The fearsome sight spurred her into action, and the alarms sped her on her way. She burst out of her apartment, only to find the corridor packed with fleeing people.

“Get the kids!”

“Where’s Lucca? I can’t find Lucca!”

“Stars of Earth, woman! Leave that damned footlocker behind!”

It was utter pandemonium. Sonya had never seen anything like it. Her heart raced in panic as the frantic mob swallowed her.

“Petyr?” she cried out in the wild press of bodies. The faces were all familiar, but so distorted by terror that she hardly recognized any of them. It was like something out of a nightmare.

Suddenly, she caught sight of a face that wasn’t overcome with fear. Her panicked mind caught hold of it like a lifeline.

“Zlata!”

“Sonya,” Zlata greeted her, a little surprised.

“What’s going on?” Sonya asked desperately. She and Zlata weren’t particularly close, but they were the same age, and that made them friends of a sort. Besides, if there was anyone who could keep a level head in a situation like this, it was Zlata.

“It’s okay,” Zlata answered. “Probably just some pirates—”

“Pirates?” Sonya blurted. “Are we—are we going to die?”

“There’s only one ship. I saw the defense sats firing on it. By the time we get to the safe module, they’ll probably be gone.”

Before Zlata’s words could comfort her, an explosion rocked the bulkheads, and the floor suddenly lurched, sending them both to the floor. All around them, people screamed.

“Petyr,” Sonya cried. “Where’s Petyr? Have you seen him?”

“No. Isn’t he with the security detail?”

Sonya’s eyes went wide as she realized Zlata was right—which meant that if the pirates boarded the station, her betrothed would have to help fight them off. Her gut clenched and her legs went weak—what if he died? What if she never saw him again?

“Petyr!” she yelled despondently as the panicked mob became a stampede.

“There’s no time,” said Zlata, taking her hand. “Here—come with me!”

Running hand in hand, it was all Sonya could do not to fall over her own feet as they made with everyone else for the safe module.

Zlata

The safe module was little more than a windowless cargo cache with life support. Except for a few crates, the place was devoid of anything resembling furniture—yet another oversight by Graznav Station’s leaders, who had clearly failed to take the threat of a pirate attack seriously. The colonists huddled on the floor in small groups, talking quietly in frightened tones.

Where is my mom? Zlata wondered. She hadn’t been in the apartment when the alarm had gone off—Zlata had checked before running into the hall. Most likely, she’d left to visit one of the neighbors. Her mother was much more gregarious than she was.

“Is Petyr here?” Sonya asked, panic still evident in her voice.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Zlata answered. “But he wouldn’t be here anyway, would he?”

“Oh, God,” Sonya whimpered. “I hope he’s safe.”

Safer than us, probably, Zlata thought but did not say. In her opinion, the so-called “safe module” was really more of a death trap. It was really meant for controlling the population in an emergency and unfortunately offered little protection against a determined foe. It was an obvious target for the pirates.

It was stupid of me to come here, she chided herself, frustration overwhelming her fear. After such a dull life, it would truly be a pathetic way to die.

“Those pirates have zero chance,” Uncle Boris was telling a group over by the far wall. He spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear. “We’ve got more than a dozen satellites armed to the teeth with mini-rockets and laser stars. No matter how the pirates come at us, they’ll be in line-of-sight to at least five. If they survive the first volley, I wouldn’t be surprised if they turn tail and run.”

That wasn’t entirely true, of course. The defense sats were old war surplus bought on the cheap from the Tajji Union after the last war with the Gaians. They were at least a generation out of date, if not two. Of course, Zlata didn’t bother to correct him. If his words kept the other colonists from panicking, it didn’t matter if they were true.

A muffled explosion reverberated through the floor, eliciting screams throughout the overcrowded safe module. Once again, Zlata questioned the wisdom of cramming everyone into such a confined space.

“Ohmygod ohmygod ohmygod!” Sonya cried, clutching Zlata’s arm. “We’re all going to die!”

“Unlikely,” Zlata tried to reassure her. “We’re a remote mining colony with little strategic importance and nothing worth plundering. Why would they come so far just to kill us?”

“Oh my God,” Sonya repeated, a little softer this time. Zlata put a hand on her arm.

“It’s okay. They’re not going to blow us up. Board us? Maybe, but—”

As if in answer, gunfire echoed outside. Several colonists tried to run, but there was only one way in or out.

They were trapped.

“Shut the blast door!” Boris shouted. “For all the holy stars of Earth, shut that damned door!”

The heavy door groaned shut on its rusty tracks. Zlata doubted it would prove much of an obstacle. She took a deep breath, silently cursing her stupidity. She should have sheltered in her apartment instead of running to the safe module with everyone else.

“Petyr’s still out there,” said Sonya. “Is he going to be all right?”

“If he’s with security, he’s probably fighting the boarders right now,” Zlata answered.

“Oh, God,” Sonya whimpered. “I hope he’s all right.” She hugged her knees against her chest and began to sob.

Her words took Zlata by surprise. Even with the fear of death all but paralyzing her, Sonya was still more concerned for Petyr than she was about herself. But Sonya had always been altruistic and sensitive like that. Once, as a little girl, Sonya had cried for almost a week over a rabbit that had died under her care. At the time, Zlata had taken it as a sign of weakness. But years later, when a mining accident had orphaned three young children, Sonya had taken the youngest under her wing. Though still a child herself, Sonya had nurtured the little boy through that difficult time, comforting his grief and helping him to come to terms with his loss. Zlata had admired that about her ever since.

But here, under threat of death or abduction by pirates, Sonya’s emotional sensitivity was far more of a liability than an asset. That much was obvious from the way she sat whimpering on the floor. Something in Zlata’s heart cried out to see Sonya like that.

“Petyr is doing his best to protect us,” she said, putting a hand on Sonya’s shoulder.

“Are we all going to die?” Sonya asked.

“Maybe,” Zlata admitted. “But I don’t think the pirates want to kill us. If they did, they would have vented our atmosphere before boarding.”

Sonya closed her eyes and shuddered. “You’re not helping.”

Idiot, Zlata chided herself. When it came to offering comfort, she truly was pathetic.

“All I’m saying is that there are easier ways to kill us.”

“Then what are they after?”

Slaves. 

Another explosion rocked the station. The colonists couldn’t hold out for much longer.

“Do we have any weapons in here?” Boris shouted. “Guns, knives—anything?”

But the colonists who had looked to him for reassurance only moments before showed little inclination to follow his leadership. Zlata wasn’t surprised. He just didn’t have the charisma.

“Bloody hell,” Boris swore. “How is this a ‘safe’ module if we can’t defend ourselves?”

Before he could ask another obvious question, the station master’s voice came over the loudspeakers.

“Attention everyone, this is Master Tom. We have offered the pirates our unconditional surrender, and they have accepted. Stand down and do not resist. I repeat, do not resist.”

An eerie and terrible silence fell across the room. Boris stared slack jawed at the wall, clearly confused.

“Also,” Tom added, “all of the young women are to assemble in the center of the safe module. I have worked out a deal that will ensure our survival, but—” the announcement abruptly cut off.

I knew it, Zlata thought to herself. They’re raiding us for slaves. 

The door groaned open, and a troop of pirates stormed in. Their black armor had the appearance of beetle carapace, and each man was heavily armed with a variety of guns and knives. No two of them were exactly alike. Zlata squinted, trying to see their faces, but their visors were all down.

The pirates were too quick to allow anyone to panic. They lifted Sonya to her feet and laid hands on Zlata as well, dragging them both to the center of the room while holding the other colonists at gunpoint. Zlata couldn’t understand their language, but the meaning of the words was clear.

Move. 

“Please don’t kill me,” Sonya sobbed as the pirates dropped them on the floor and left to retrieve others.

“They’re not going to kill you,” Zlata tried to console her.

Sonya hugged her knees and rocked back and forth. “We’re going to die; we’re going to die.”

“No, we’re not.” But some fates are worse than death. 

The pirates went through the colonists in groups of two and three, searching them for other young women and girls. It was interesting to see who they chose and who they left behind. Elba was barely fourteen, though she looked a lot older, but the pirates still left her, much to the relief of her anxious parents. Ina was twenty-one, but she had her infant baby in her arms, so the pirates passed her by.

I should have thought of that, Zlata thought, chiding herself again. The pirates clearly didn’t want any women who’d had children. If she’d realized that sooner, she probably could have gotten out of this by pretending to be pregnant. Of course, it was too late for that now.

The pirates fanned out among the colonists, leaving the girls to themselves. None of them dared to make a run for it, but some of the colonists came forward to mingle with the girls. One of them was Zlata’s mother. In the confusion of the raid, she must have come to the safe module after Zlata did. Perhaps she had even returned to the apartment to look for her.

“Zlata,” she said tenderly, giving her a hug. “How are you, dear? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Mom. Where were you?”

“Never mind that now.” She glanced hastily over her shoulder. The pirates had just about made a full circuit of the safe module and were starting to herd the colonists back against the walls.

“Listen,” her mother said quickly. “Master Tom has struck a deal with the pirates.”

“A deal?”

“Yes. In exchange for his submission, they’re only going to take one of you. Keep your head down, and we’ll—”

Before she could finish, one of the pirates tore her away and returned her to the crowd of colonists along the wall. Zlata found herself yearning to hear one final, desperate “I love you,” but her mother said no such thing. Instead, she fell into line with the others, barely glancing over her shoulder as she did so. For some strange reason that Zlata couldn’t explain, that stung her far more than anything else that had happened since the raid began.

Stay strong, Zlata, she thought, steeling herself against the sudden and annoying rush of emotions. But she couldn’t shake the cynical thought that if the pirates did choose her, her mother wouldn’t miss her so much as the grandchild she had failed to give her. She clenched her fists and looked away.

The pirates had rounded up about two dozen other girls. Zlata made a quick mental count to see how many of her peers had gotten away. Surprisingly, several of them weren’t in the safe module. They must have disregarded the alarms and found a hiding place before the pirates had boarded.

They had better sense than the rest of us. 

Of all the other girls, Zlata seemed to be the only one who wasn’t somewhere between terrified and inconsolable. Was something wrong with her? She had always felt somewhat disconnected from her emotions, as if they were having a conversation in the next room and the words didn’t quite carry through the bulkheads. Every now and then, one of her emotions spoke loudly enough for her to take notice, but that was rare and often unexpected. Like her reaction to her mother not telling her “I love you” as the pirates had torn her away. On some subconscious level, she probably was terrified just like the other girls, but it wasn’t strong enough to break through.

In fact, as the pirates finished herding the colonists to the edges of the safe module, Zlata found that she was actually beginning to relax. She wondered why that was, then realized to her horror that she had subconsciously been evaluating the other girls for the likelihood that they’d be chosen instead of her. Zlata wasn’t exactly plain, but there were plenty other girls who were sexier than her. If the pirates only took one of them, they would probably take Sonya.

Whether out of guilt or some other emotion that Zlata was only vaguely aware of, she knelt down and put a hand on Sonya’s shoulder.

“Hey.”

Sonya shuddered a little at Zlata’s touch. With her cheeks flushed red and her eyes wide with fear, Sonya looked even more eye-catching than usual. That couldn’t be good.

“Is Petyr all right?” Sonya asked. The look of hope and desperation in her eyes was the stuff that inspired men to go to war.

“We don’t know yet,” Zlata told her. “Here, do exactly as I say and maybe they won’t choose us. First, stand up.”

Sonya gave her a puzzled look but obeyed. It was just as well, since the pirates were already organizing them all into two parallel, facing lines.

“Good. Now stare at your feet and cross your hands in front of you, like this.”

Zlata did her best to look small and unassuming, but when Sonya tried to mimic her, the posture only accentuated her already ample cleavage.

“No. Just—hands by your side, shoulders hunched, eyes on your feet. And if they choose you, scream something about how you can’t bear to leave your son behind.”

“What?” Sonya asked, thoroughly confused.

But the pirates had already gotten to them. They took Zlata roughly by the shoulders and moved her across from Sonya, just far enough away that talking seemed like a very bad idea.

A tall man in a striking gray uniform stepped into the safe module. The moment he entered, the pirates all stood at attention. He wore a gold-hilted sword on his left side, a pistol on his right. He was tall and ruddy, with broad shoulders and a sharp face and high cheekbones. With a single glance, he immediately took command of the room.

Something about him drew Zlata like a magnet. Perhaps it was the way he stood, with his back straight and his shoulders back. This was a man to be reckoned with—a man who could lead other men to their deaths and expect them to willingly follow. A man whose every gesture exuded both confidence and competence.

Careful, Zlata thought, reminding herself that this was the man who had led the raid on her home. Who knew how many of her fellow colonists had died because of him?

“Captain Valdamar,” said Master Tom, hurrying to his side. “I must have some assurance that—”

“There will be no bargaining. Do not tempt me to slaughter you all.”

It was the first that Zlata had heard any of the pirates speak in Tajji. The accent was foreign, but he was obviously fluent.

Master Tom wasn’t the only one trailing the captain. A pirate officer in similar gray uniform attended his captain in a much more dignified manner. He was old, with a bald head, furrowed brow, and a wispy gray beard. His eyes were strikingly green, and almost seemed to pulse with energy. Ignoring Master Tom, he spoke with Captain Valdamar in their native language. Together, they walked leisurely towards the girls.

Zlata suddenly realized that she was the only one of the girls who was looking up at them. She quickly looked down at the floor just as they started moving down the line.

They stopped briefly in front of Sonya, making Zlata’s heart skip a beat. She risked an upward glance and caught sight of her mother, standing just behind Sonya. She stood at the front of the colonists, her arms folded, her face unreadable. As for Sonya, her cheeks were still red and streaked with tears, but she’d held her peace remarkably well. Perhaps there was still a chance—

She realized suddenly that the pirate captain had arrived at her. His black leather boots were aged and worn, but surprisingly well-polished. The ends were strangely pointed, in a style that she didn’t recognize. He lingered on her just long enough to make her palms sweat.

At length, he moved on. Zlata let out a long, silent breath, her heart pounding.

The captain stopped at the head of both lines and gave them a last, sweeping glance. Then, he pointed to Sonya.

“Her.”

Two of the pirates stepped forward to take her by the arms, and her face went as white as Zlata had ever seen. Her eyes widened in shock, and she made a sound that was somewhere between a gulp and a whimper.

“No! Don’t take me! Please, let me go!”

She tried to break free, but the pirates held her firmly in their grip. To Zlata’s surprise, she felt an almost overwhelming sense of dismay. Was there nothing she could do to save her? Sonya wouldn’t last a week as the pirates’ slave. Her terrified screams as they carried her away made that all too painfully obvious.

At that moment, Zlata’s eyes fell again on her mother. Her face bore an expression of grim satisfaction that made Zlata’s stomach turn. It was as if she were inwardly celebrating the fact that Sonya had been chosen.

Something inside of Zlata snapped. She stepped forward.

“You don’t want her.”

Captain Valdamar stopped and turned around. One of the pirates moved to hold her back, but he stopped him with a gesture of his hand.

“What did you say?”

Sonya’s cries rose an octave, turning Zlata’s legs to jelly—or was that the weight of Valdamar’s gaze? She forced herself to stand tall.

“Sonya won’t last a week as your slave. The one you want is me.”

The captain raised an eyebrow. “Are you offering yourself in her place?”

Of course, I am, you fool. 

Before she could manage an answer, he shrugged and turned to Master Tom. “We’ll take them both.”

Zlata’s stomach suddenly fell.

“What?” Master Tom protested. “But that was never part of the agreement!”

“Would you rather we take them all?”

His cheeks turned white. “N-no, sir. That won’t be necessary.”

“Good. It would be a pity if we had no reason to let you live.”

At a wave of the captain’s hand, two more pirates stepped forward and took Zlata by her arms. It figures, she thought ruefully as they led her off with Sonya. So much for my heroic sacrifice. 


Captives and Conquerors

Khasan

“Your orders, milord?”

Lord Khasan Valdamar acknowledged Gavril, his captain of the guard, with a nod. The raid had been executed flawlessly, with zero casualties, and the planetborn leader had had the good sense to surrender as soon as Khasan had offered terms. As for the rest of the planetborn, it still baffled Khasan why they would crowd into such a large and poorly designed chamber, but it did make them easier to manage. The way they cowered before his men only confirmed to him how weak and inferior the planetborn were.

“Spoil the station for valuables and transfer any rare and precious metals to our stores. But take care to keep planetborn casualties to a minimum. We don’t want a massacre.”

“I take it we aren’t to rape the women, then?” Gavril asked.

“Correct. We do not want to attract the attention of their entire fleet the next time we raid this sector. But tell the men that I will be generous in distributing the spoils.”

“Very well, milord. What of the captives?”

Khasan took a long breath. “Process them as slaves and lock them in the brig until I give further orders.”

“In the same or different cells?”

“It makes no difference. Do as you see fit but see that they are not harmed.”

Gavril thumped his chest. “I hear and obey.”

Khasan surveyed the planetborn one last time. They cowered with fear beneath his gaze, but that fear would quickly turn to rage if he allowed his men to go on an unchecked spree. Not that his men were in any serious danger, even so vastly outnumbered. But that would not serve his long-term plans.

He sighed in disgust and turned on his heel, walking down the corridor to his waiting outrider shuttle. In spite of how well his men had executed this raid, it had still been a great disappointment. But that wasn’t due to any fault on their part. If anything, the fault was his own.

“Congratulations on the raid, milord,” said Nergui as he fell into step beside him. “The men have performed well.”

“Indeed,” Khasan agreed tersely.

“Of course, there are those who will wonder why you chose to spare this place.”

“Then they are fools.”

They arrived a few moments later at the shuttle airlock. Out of habit, Khasan gripped the nearest handrail as he stepped inside. The shuttle was designed to transition rapidly between hauling cargo and personnel, with chairs that folded into the walls and weapons lockers that retracted into the ceiling. It was surprisingly well-armored for a shuttle its size, and could carry as many as twenty armed men, but because its primary passenger was the Valdamar clan lord, it would return to the Falconstar with him and Nergui alone. Khasan nodded to the pilot, and the young man saluted before turning to the controls.

“Fools or no,” Nergui continued, “mercy can easily be construed as weakness.”

“Were we not victorious?” Khasan asked.

Nergui shrugged. “The raid was a success, but the spoils are few. Of what worth is this pathetic planetborn colony to us? The only starship we acquired is barely larger than a scouting vessel.”

Khasan nodded. On that last point, he had to concede. The Valdamar Clan didn’t need slaves so much as capable starships that could be repurposed for the clan’s war fleet. In that, the raid had been a severe disappointment.

“This colony lies on the frontier between the Tajji Union and the Outworld Federation,” Khasan said as he unfolded one of the chairs and strapped himself in. “When news of our raid spreads, the planetborn will suspect pirates and send a portion of their fleet to guard this place. Thus, when we return, we will have our starships.”

“Perhaps, Lord,” Nergui answered as he took the chair across from him. “But if that is the case, why take only two captives?”

“Nergui, you know as well as I do that we are in no shape to engage an entire war fleet, even a planetborn one. If we took all of their girls captive, the planetborn would demand a major military response. But since we have taken only two, I suspect their leaders will send only a small patrol.”

The docking clamps disengaged, and the floor briefly shuddered as the shuttle’s gravitics took over from the station wheel’s rotation. Moments later, the dull roar of the engines sounded through the bulkheads.

“Very well, milord. In the meantime, what are your plans for the captives? Do you intend to give them as war brides to your officers, or to sell them as slaves?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” Khasan admitted. “What is your counsel?”

“The men of Clan Valdamar are eager to start families of their own, and we will need more children to replace the people we’ve lost. The clan has dwindled alarmingly since the death of your father.”

“I am aware,” Khasan grumbled.

“But at the same time,” Nergui continued, “there is not sufficient room on the Falconstar for your men to start new families. It would therefore be prudent to wait until we have more starships first, so that they have the living space.”

Khasan clenched his fists. “We will have the starships soon. I swear it.”

“I do not doubt you, Lord. However, seeing as it is easier to obtain war brides than it is to obtain starships, I suggest we sell them on the slave auction when we arrive at the Tri-Clan Station. In the meantime, let the men have their pleasure with them.”

“Only two girls for all the men of the Falconstar?” said Khasan, genuinely surprised at Nergui’s counsel. “I doubt either of them would survive.”

Nergui shrugged. “As you say, this was not a slave raid. If we lose one or both of these girls, it is no great loss; once the planetborn ships are lured here, they’ll have served their purpose. Let the men have their pleasure for a few dayshifts, then put the girls into cryo and sell them at the slave auction once we arrive at the station.”

“No,” said Khasan, shaking his head. “I will not have my men abuse the captives in this way.”

“Lord, may I remind you that these girls are merely planetborn, neither Hameji nor members of our clan. I know that it still pains you what the Tatari did to your half-sisters, but—”

“Enough!” said Khasan, his temper suddenly rising. “The men can bridle their passions for two months. There will be whores enough for them at the Tri-Clan Station.”

“Perhaps, milord. But some of the men might not see it that way.”

“Then we will give them the rest of the spoils instead. The captives are mine, and mine alone. Anyone who lays a hand on them is guilty of trespassing my personal property.”

Nergui drew a long breath. “That may satisfy most of the men, milord. But I warn you, we must take care not to give them reasons to be disloyal.”

“I know,” said Khasan, his anger deflating. There was nothing he feared so much as losing the confidence of his men. He did not doubt the loyalty of his officers—all those who would have abandoned the clan had already done so, after the blood feud with the accursed Tatari had claimed all of his brothers’ lives and most of the clan’s starships. But it was much more difficult to get a read on the underlings of the clan. Many of them had little or no feudal obligations to him. If he lost their confidence and they chose to go elsewhere, the Valdamar Clan might truly lose everything.

“We will put the captives into cryofreeze soon enough,” said Khasan. “They will be less of a temptation when they are under the ice. But they are my personal property—my share of the spoils. We must emphasize that to the men.”

“Will you exercise your privileges on them, then?”

Khasan did not bother answering such an obvious question.

The engines burned a second time, and after a few moments, the docking clamps engaged with a low groan. Khasan undid his seat restraints.

“We have arrived at the Falconstar, Lord Khasan,” the outrider pilot announced.

Zlata

The shuttle ride to the pirates’ starship was unpleasant but also uneventful. The pirates didn’t bother putting Zlata or Sonya in restraints. With half a dozen heavily armed men crowding them in the shuttle’s unusually large cabin, they clearly weren’t worried about two young female captives breaking out or escaping. And with good reason.

Sonya gasped and whimpered as the docking clamps disengaged. In the brief disorienting moment that followed, Zlata put a hand on her knee.

“Hey,” she said, forcing a smile. “Stay strong, Sonya. We’ll get through this.”

“No talking,” one of the soldiers barked at her.

So, they can speak Tajji, Zlata thought. Were all of the pirates bilingual? She’d picked up a bit of Gaian from passing starfarers, but the pirates’ language wasn’t at all similar. She would have to keep her ears open and learn it as quickly as she could.

Save for Sonya’s whimpering, though, the shuttle ride passed in silence. To Zlata’s disappointment, the pirates didn’t talk at all amongst themselves.

After what felt like half an eternity, the maneuvering jets sputtered and hissed, the bulkheads shuddered, and the docking clamps engaged. There were no windows in the cabin, so Zlata’s first view of the pirate’s ship came when the airlock hissed open and the guards pushed her and Sonya through.

The first thing she noticed was the smell. It was thick and musky, almost like a gym, though without the stench of body odor. The corridors were much narrower than Graznav Station, and the ceramic floor tiles were cracked and discolored in ways that suggested great age.

The pirates led them into some room that looked like the cross between a laboratory and a janitor’s closet. There was a rack of metal shelving bolted to one wall, mostly empty except for a few unmarked bottles. The corner held a drain and a faucet, along with a hose. One of the pirates took a bottle from the shelf and screwed it onto the nozzle, then pointed at Sonya.

“Strip off your clothes.”

“What?” Sonya cried.

Oh dear. 

Two of the pirates stepped forward and began to tear off her clothes. She screamed and tried to resist, but there was nothing she could do to stop them.

No, Sonya, Zlata wanted to tell her. Now is not the time to fight them. Instead, she bit her lip.

The pirates stood Sonya over the drain and sprayed her with some sort of foamy cleaning agent, then with pressurized water. Zlata glanced sideways at the pirates, expecting to see lewd smirks and other signs of enjoyment. Only one of them had his visor up, however, and his face was stoically expressionless. The body language of the others was similarly reserved.

Are they even really pirates? 

Before she could seriously consider the question, the pirates—or whatever they were—dried Sonya roughly with a towel and dragged her off through a nearby door. Zlata saw what looked like an examining table on the other side.

“You next,” said the man with the hose.

By now, Zlata had concluded that her best move was to comply. She took off her clothes and stood over the drain.

“Cover eyes and keep mouth closed.”

The spray from the hose was forceful enough to make her shudder. Thankfully, the water was warm. With her hands over her eyes, she stood still as the soapy solution ran over her entire body. The rinse cycle lasted just long enough to get the soap off, though it left an unpleasant oily residue. Her skin was red and splotchy, and in spite of the heat of the water, she was soon shivering. One of the men handed her a towel.

In the other room, Sonya screamed.

Stay calm, Zlata thought to herself. She’s probably overreacting. Probably. 

It made sense that the pirates would give them a thorough washing and a medical examination upon arriving on their ship. In the confined living space of a starship, they needed to be careful about bringing in outside germs. She noted too how they had handed her the towel, instead of forcibly drying her off the way they had Sonya. If she cooperated, they weren’t going to be so rough on her.

Which made her wonder about their plans for her and Sonya. Why hadn’t they taken all of the girls on Graznav Station?

The door hissed open. She walked inside of her own volition, showing once again that she was willing to cooperate. To her relief, the pirates fell into step without forcibly manhandling her.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” said a man in a white doctor’s gown. He was short and dark-skinned, with wizened eyes and a slight stoop.

“I’ll take the easy way.”

For a very brief moment, the doctor seemed surprised. Then he nodded and turned to the guards.

“Stay outside. I’ll call if I need you.”

The guards hesitated, as if unsure whether to leave her alone with the old man. But he stared them down, and they soon complied. Zlata felt herself relax a little after they were gone.

“Sit facing me,” said the doctor, motioning to the examining table. Zlata obeyed.

He attached some sort of scanning device to his handheld and lifted it to her chest. He checked her heartbeat, then examined her eyes, ears, and nose. With a swab from a jar on the counter, he took a saliva sample, probably for DNA. He replaced the attachment on his handheld and took her right hand.

“Which finger do you want me to prick?”

Zlata resisted the temptation to give him her middle finger and gave him her ring finger instead. The prick made her wince, but she endured it without protest. He took a small blood sample and sprayed her fingertip with healant. The bleeding stopped almost immediately.

“This next part will seem quite invasive. Remember, we can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

“Right,” Zlata said, her voice cracking in spite of herself.

He put a hand behind her back and felt each of her breasts with the other. She endured it without offering any resistance. Then he pulled out a pair of retractable stirrups from the foot of the table.

“Lie down and spread your legs.”

Zlata hesitated. She didn’t like where this was going.

“Do I need to call in the guards?”

“No,” said Zlata, taking a deep breath. She stared at the off-white ceiling and gripped the underside of the examining table as he strapped her feet into the stirrups and began to pry and prod her. “Invasive” was certainly the right word for it.

“All right, young lady. You can sit up.”

Zlata swung her feet over the edge and sat with her knees close together. The doctor took off his gloves and dropped them in a waste chute.

“Right this way, please,” he said, gesturing to a scale in the corner.

“At what point do I get to put on clothes?” Zlata asked.

“Very soon. You’re doing much better than the last one.”

“Thanks for keeping the men outside.”

The doctor nodded. “I apologize for how humiliating this must be for you. Fortunately, the worst is over.”

I doubt that very much, Zlata thought, though perhaps that was true as far as the examination was concerned. The fact that the doctor was gracious enough to apologize went a long way toward mitigating her humiliation.

He took her height and weight, then had her sit down on the examining table again. A medical bot hovered toward her, its spider-like arms unfurling from its spherical body.

“This next part will hurt,” he warned, “but after, it will be over.”

Zlata tensed as the bot clamped onto her arm. It deployed nearly a dozen needles, and she grimaced as they pierced her.

It was giving her a tattoo.

“There,” said the doctor, applying a swab of alcohol after the bot was done. It burned, making her wince. When he finished, she took a good look at it, but it mostly just contained writing that was strange and foreign to her. However, the meaning of the branded insignia beneath the writing was all too clear. 

Now I really am a slave. 

“Thank you for your cooperation,” said the doctor. “Now, let’s get you some clothes.”

“What happens next?” Zlata asked as he opened one of the wall compartments.

“You are now the property of Lord Khasan Valdamar,” he said, handing her a pair of briefs which she gratefully put on. “But that doesn’t make you a non-person. Slaves in the Golden Fleet have a claim on their masters for protection, and are permitted to buy their own freedom, if they can save up for it.”

That doesn’t sound so bad, Zlata thought as he handed her a gray jumpsuit. Her mind raced as she considered what all of this meant for her future. Slavery was certainly sub-optimal, but at least it got her off of Graznav Station—and if there was a chance that she could buy or earn her freedom, then really it was just a detour on the way to her long-term plans. Hopefully.

“Too small,” the doctor muttered when he saw that the legs of the jumpsuit came halfway up to her knees. He rummaged for another one as Zlata took it off.

“What are my duties?” she asked.

“I’m not going to lie. Your duties will likely be sexual in nature. You will either be given as a war bride to one of Lord Khasan’s subordinates or sold at the slave auction to become a concubine in another clan lord’s harem.”

That might be a problem, Zlata thought. She doubted that wives or concubines could buy their freedom so easily, especially if they were expected to bear children. The thought of that made her gut clench and her stomach turn.

The second jumpsuit fit her much better than the first. She considered asking for a bra, but it didn’t look like the doctor had one to give.

“Can you give me any advice?” she asked instead.

The doctor smiled sadly and pulled back his sleeve to reveal a tattoo much like hers. “As one slave to another, my advice is to make yourself indispensable. The sooner you can prove your usefulness, the more likely you are to be accepted into the Valdamar Clan.”

He palmed open the door, and the guards came in to take her away.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

The guards escorted her swiftly out into the hallway. It was only after the door had closed behind her that she realized she had forgotten to ask his name.

Sonya

Sonya couldn’t believe what was happening to her.

She was alone now. That, at least, was some small comfort, or it would have been if she’d been able to know that Petyr was all right. Not knowing whether he was alive or dead was the worst part, and that was saying a lot. She wished he were there to comfort her.

Everything since the raid was a blur to her. She remembered some parts in terrifying detail, like the nightmare-inducing bot pricking her with its tattoo needles while the soldiers pinned her down. But the rest of it all felt like something out of a dream. She could remember bits and pieces of it but still didn’t know exactly how she’d gotten here.

And where was “here,” anyway? A ship full of bloodthirsty, rapacious pirates? They hadn’t raped her yet, unless the medical exam counted. If they had raped her, though, would she even remember?

She took a deep breath to clear her mind and tried again to focus. She was in a prison cell. Dark and cold, with lots of hard surfaces. Totally enclosed. She sat with her back against a wall, hugging her knees against her chest. The floor was hard and uncomfortable, and the door at the front was like a cage. Definitely a prison cell.

From somewhere beyond her vision, a heavy blast door groaned open on aged tracks. It reminded her of the safe module at Graznav Station. Footsteps sounded in the hall, and the cell door swung open.

It was Zlata.

The door swung shut behind her, and the heavy footsteps receded. Ignoring them, Zlata came forward and knelt by Sonya’s side.

“Hey, there. How are you holding up?”

Sonya tried to answer, but the only sound she could make was a whimper.

Zlata quickly surveyed the cell. She didn’t seem nearly as frightened as Sonya. Somehow, that reassured her. She watched as Zlata pulled down one of the fold-up cots from the narrow recess in the side of the wall, and after taking a moment to examine it, sat down.

“Have a seat, Sonya. It will make you feel better.”

Sonya wasn’t convinced, but Zlata’s smile was insistent enough that she couldn’t refuse. Without a word, she stood up from the floor and sat next to her. The cot had a thin layer of fabric cushioning—which wasn’t exactly comfortable but wasn’t terrible, either. Zlata put an arm around her shoulder, and that did make her feel a little better.

“At least they haven’t separated us yet. That’s a good thing, right?”

“I suppose,” Sonya muttered. She stared at the floor, wishing once again that Petyr were there with her.

“I gained a lot of useful information from the doctor,” Zlata offered. “We’re the property of someone named Lord Khasan Valdamar, who seems to be the captain of this ship. He plans to either sell us as slaves or give us as war brides to his subordinates.”

Inwardly, Sonya recoiled at her words. She spoke of their enslavement as casually as if it were a simple job transfer. What the hell was wrong with her?

“I know that sounds terrible,” Zlata said as if reading her mind. “But even though we’re slaves, we still have—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

The forcefulness of Sonya’s rebuff surprised both of them. Zlata frowned, and Sonya buried her face in her hands.

“Sorry,” said Zlata. “I just thought you might want to know.”

Sonya sighed. “Not right now. I just… I don’t think I can handle it right now.”

The cold and comfortless silence of their prison returned. Sonya choked back her tears, not wanting to look weak even though that was exactly how she felt. She found herself hoping desperately that when she opened her eyes, this nightmare would all go away.

“Well,” Zlata said cheerily, interrupting her thoughts, “this cell isn’t so bad, all things considered.”

Are you crazy? Sonya wanted to say. Instead, she just stared at her.

“I’m just saying it could be worse.”

Sonya couldn’t tell if Zlata’s optimism was genuine. Either way, she rolled her eyes.

“I mean, at least we have a place to use the bathroom,” Zlata continued. “Remember that time when Frank and his buddies slipped Master Tom a laxative, and locked him in his own closet for three hours? That was definitely worse.”

In spite of how miserable Sonya felt, she couldn’t help but snort at the memory of that incident. It had been the talk of the station for weeks. Master Tom had been furious, and as for his closet… well, the less said about that, the better.

“It sure beats cleaning out the recycling vats, too,” Zlata went on. “Have you ever set out to do a six-hour job in a hazmat suit, only to have to go as soon as you’ve put it on?”

“No,” Sonya answered. “It sounds terrible.”

“Yeah, it is. What was your job back on the station?”

“I mostly work with the rabbits, but sometimes I volunteer in the nursery as well,” Sonya told her. She couldn’t help but notice how Zlata had asked what her job was, as if she would never get to do it again. The thought made her shudder.

“Oh, yeah,” said Zlata. “I remember now. You’ve been working with the rabbits for a while,  haven’t you?”

“Since I was a little girl.” Thinking about the rabbits helped Sonya to calm down a bit. They were always so cute and fuzzy, especially the little ones. She wished she had one with her now.

“Maybe where these men are taking us, they’ll have rabbits, too,” Zlata offered. “Maybe they’ll let you take care of them, just like home.”

“What are we going to do?” Sonya asked, changing the subject.

“Well,” said Zlata, “the advice the doctor gave me was that we should find some way to make ourselves indispensable.”

“How are we supposed to do that?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted, “but I’m sure that if we keep our eyes open, an opportunity will eventually present itself.”

Sonya hated how Zlata used the word “opportunity.” Would she still be so cheerful and upbeat after the pirates raped them? Then again, Zlata did have a reputation for sleeping with every passing starfarer. It wasn’t difficult to imagine Zlata taking her rape in stride—perhaps even enjoying it.

No, Sonya told herself, casting the thought from her mind. It wasn’t fair to think of Zlata that way.

“We should find some way to escape,” Sonya countered instead. “I don’t want to be a slave. I don’t want to be anyone’s property.”

Once again, the forcefulness of her own words surprised her. It was as if she had swapped bodies with someone else. That alone was disconcerting enough, but the anger with which she said it made her feel a little dirty inside. Whenever Sonya expressed her anger instead of just swallowing it, bad things always seemed to happen.

Zlata shook her head. “I hate to break it to you, but that’s probably a bad idea. Even if we succeeded—and we almost certainly wouldn’t—the pirates would just hunt us down again. And they’d probably kill everyone back home in retribution.”

Zlata’s words made her think of Petyr again, and how she didn’t know if he was alive or dead. Unless they found a way to escape, there was a good chance she would never know. That was just too much for her. Her anger suddenly deflated, and she quietly began to sob.

“Hey, Sonya—what’s wrong?”

“Everything,” Sonya cried. “What are we supposed to do? When am I going to see Petyr again?”

Zlata opened her mouth to speak but said nothing. It was just as well. Sonya’s whole body trembled, and she cried as if Petyr were already dead and recycled.

No, she told herself, choking back her own tears. He can’t be. Zlata’s wrong. There must be a way to escape. 

At that moment, the bulkheads began to hum. It started off low at first, but soon grew to a throbbing roar. Sonya’s breath caught in her throat, and her perspective shifted to make the room shrink all around her. A strange and terrifying sensation made her feel as if she had turned inside out. But before she could truly panic, the humming died down, the nausea passed, and the cell returned to normal.

“Stars,” said Sonya, coughing as she fought back a wave of dizziness. “What was that?”

“I think we just made our first jump.”

Sonya suddenly felt all the blood drain from her cheeks. “You mean, we’ve left Graznav Station already?”

“Yep.”

Somehow, the jump made everything suddenly real. They were really gone now. She was cut off from everyone and everything she’d ever known by millions of kilometers of cold, empty space. In other words, she was on her own.

No, that wasn’t entirely true. She and Zlata still had each other, for all that was worth.

“Hey,” Zlata said lamely. “Are you all right?”

Sonya’s anger suddenly came rushing back. Of all the people to be stuck in this horrible situation with, why did it have to be Zlata? Just as quickly, though, she felt a wave of sudden guilt. At least she’s trying to comfort me in this moment, when I need it the most. What had Sonya done for her?

“I’m sorry,” she said softly.

Zlata frowned. “Sorry for what?”

“Just… I don’t know. I guess I’m the reason you’re here, aren’t I?”

“No,” Zlata said firmly. “It was my choice. You had nothing to do with that.”

“But if I hadn’t—”

“We can’t afford to think like that, Sonya. From now on, we can only look forward.”

Sonya swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. That much was certainly true.


An Unconquered Spirit

Khasan

Khasan gripped the synthleather armrests of his command chair and leaned into its worn, familiar contours. The light of countless stars shone through the forward bridge window, setting him at ease.

“Jump complete, milord,” Jabeg reported. “Our scanners show no hostile or suspicious activity within this sector.”

“Excellent,” said Khasan, acknowledging his pilot with a nod. “Deactivate and retrieve the jump beacon. Elbek, stand down weapons.”

“Standing down, milord.”

Like most Hameji captains, Lord Khasan Valdamar never made a jump without first charging all of his weapons. The space between stars was vast in the Outer Reaches, but the careful placement of jump beacons allowed a starship to traverse it swiftly by pulling ships out of jumpspace at points far beyond the effective range of an unassisted jump drive. Khasan knew all too well that the same technology could be used—and indeed, often was used—to draw ships into an ambush.

But the Falconstar had made the first jump safely, and aside from the beacon itself, there was no object larger than Khasan’s fist within ten thousand klicks of their current position.

“Beacon deactivated,” Jabeg reported. “We will have it within minutes, Lord.”

Khasan nodded, appreciating Jabeg’s diligence though there was no reason to hurry. It would be almost a full dayshift before the Falconstar’s drives were charged sufficiently to make the next jump.

A low groan sounded faintly through the bulkheads as the bay doors opened. Outside, the retrieval arm slowly extended toward the blinking red light of the beacon. A few seconds later, the arm made contact and slowly began to retract.

“The beacon is retrieved, Lord. We are ready to make the prayer of triangulation.”

Khasan nodded and rose to his feet. All around the bridge, his officers stood up as well.

“Shilugei, open a shipwide channel.”

“Yes, Lord. Channel open.”

“This is your Lord and Captain,” Khasan announced in a loud voice to the rest of the ship. “We have made our first jump on the return to the Tri-Clan Station. Please raise your hands as I offer the prayer of triangulation.”

He closed his eyes and raised his hands high over his head. His bridge officers did likewise, as well as every member of Clan Valdamar throughout the Falconstar. 

“Oh, great Tenguri,” Khasan began, “lord of the celestial heavens, first among gods and greatest among stars, we of the Falconstar honor and worship thee.”

Custom and tradition demanded that Tenguri should always be honored first. As the holiest star in all of the Outer Reaches, the only reason not to would be if Tenguri’s true position were obscured by the lensing effects of a black hole. For that reason, the Hameji always avoided those evil regions of space.

“Oh, Lord Vulcana,” Khasan continued, “god of strength and vitality, we call upon thee to give us the strength and power to defeat our enemies. Guide us into the orbits of victory, that we may ever honor thy star.”

Vulcana was a logical second choice, not only for religious reasons, but for practical ones as well. As the brightest star in the New Pleiades, it was only a few dozen light-years from their current position. Keeping it in their rear would help to plot a straight course ahead.

And now for the third star, Khasan thought. He knew that his choice would stir some controversy, but his decision was firm.

“Sholpan, the shy goddess, protector of captives and advocate for the weak, we call upon thee to favor the captives which we have taken, and to magnify them, that they may bring great fortune to Clan Valdamar. Amen.”

As Khasan lowered his hands and returned to his seat, he could feel the confused and uneasy stares of his men. It wasn’t totally unheard of for a clan lord to pray for his slaves, but it was very unusual.

“Channel closed, milord,” Shilugei announced.

Khasan took a deep breath and drew himself up to his full height. With his hands clasped comfortably behind his back, he looked each of his officers in the eye.

“Good work, men,” he said, loudly enough for his voice to carry through the bridge. “Thanks to your diligence and exactness in the performance of your duties, our raid on the planetborn was executed flawlessly. The Falconstar has taken only minimal damage, with the loss of only a handful of drones. More importantly, our clan took no casualties. Ships and equipment can be replaced. Loyal and competent men, such as yourselves, cannot.”

He paused to let that sink in and was gratified to see that several of his officers took pride in his praise. Others, however—mostly the older, more experienced ones—seemed nonplussed. Yes, they’d taken no casualties against the planetborn, but there was no glory in that.

“Unfortunately,” Khasan continued, “the gods did not see fit to favor us with greater spoils. But I trust that they will. When the planetborn learn of our success in this raid, they will send a portion of their war fleet to defend it against further attack. Make no mistake—we shall return. And if you perform with the same diligence and exactness that you showed todayshift, I have no doubt that Tenguri will favor us richly with spoils.”

That seemed to satisfy his men. They doubtless also remembered the murder of Khasan’s half-sisters at the hands of the Tatari. That was sign enough of Sholpan’s disfavor. If they failed to appease the goddess, there was little hope that Khasan’s gambit with the planetborn would succeed.

All of this Khasan left unspoken, yet from the way his men looked up to him, it was clear that each of them understood.

“Shilugei and Elbek, you have the bridge,” he commanded. “The rest of you are dismissed until your respective shifts.”

His men saluted and left. Khasan lingered behind until all of them had left except the ones he had commanded to stay.

“An unusual prayer, milord,” said Nergui, falling into step with him. “It is not a common thing for the conqueror to pray for the conquered.”

“If Sholpan sees fit to favor them, it will bring us luck,” Khasan muttered. Luck that we desperately need. 

“Or perhaps the goddess will favor them to escape.”

“Then we must treat them in such a way that the goddess will favor us both.”

Nergui glanced at him sidelong. “Does that mean that you won’t be selling them on the slave auction?”

“Not at all,” Khasan scowled. “But it certainly means that we won’t be throwing them to the mercy of the men, as you suggested.”

“And what about yourself, milord? Will you not bed them? It is your privilege and your right.”

Khasan palmed the door to his quarters and took a few moments to think over the question. There really was no good answer. If he bedded them, it would engender jealousy from some of the men, who would wonder why they did not take all of the young planetborn women captive while they had the chance. But if he did not, his men would wonder if something was wrong with him. It was his privilege, both as captain and as per his claim on the spoils. Besides, the black-haired girl had piqued his curiosity. He wanted to know why she had volunteered in place of her friend.

“Send me the second one,” he said, unbuttoning his uniform as he stepped inside.

“The one who volunteered herself in place of the other?” Nergui asked.

“Yes.”

Nergui bowed. “Very well, milord. I hear and obey.”

As the door hissed shut, Khasan took off his sword and pistol and hung them up in their place on the wall. I will not harm her, Sholpan, he prayed inwardly. But she is still my slave. 

Zlata

The blast doors groaned, making Zlata start. Heavy footsteps sounded on the floor as three men entered the prison. She recognized one of them as the old man who had accompanied the captain back on Graznav Station. He narrowed his eyes at her.

“Oh, God,” Sonya whimpered, rising to her feet. “What now?”

“Stay calm,” Zlata whispered.

The guards de-electrified the heavy cell door and swung it open. Without realizing it, Zlata moved to put herself between them and Sonya, only noticing when the guards seized her. To her surprise, they left Sonya alone.

I guess we’re doing this one at a time, then. 

“Zlata!”

“Stay strong, Sonya!” she yelled over her shoulder.

The blast doors groaned behind her as the guards escorted her out. Her hands were shaking, but the fear was manageable. The anticipation of something terrible was always worse than the thing itself. That wasn’t the sort of observation that would comfort Sonya, but it did help to steel Zlata’s resolve.

She wasn’t sure what to expect, but she knew it wouldn’t be pleasant. After what the doctor had told her, she didn’t think they would gang rape her—the fact that they’d gone to the trouble of branding her probably meant they had something else in mind—but she could see the captain having his pleasure with her. Considering the alternatives, that didn’t seem so bad.

As the guards led her down the ship’s main corridor, something about it felt off to her. The design was reminiscent of the passenger liners she’d seen in Tajji holovid serials, but the floors were tile instead of carpet, while the doors were reinforced with blast-grade durasteel. The normal passenger accommodations had all been stripped out, with bulkheads welded in places where they shouldn’t have been. The ceiling, too, seemed quite low, as if someone had lowered the next deck up—or perhaps raised the deck on which they stood.

They passed several people, most of them men. They wore dark, austere clothing, with long sleeves and high collars. All of them carried weapons. This puzzled Zlata at first—Did they really need to defend themselves from members of their own crew?—but then she began to notice little details that gave each weapon character: an ivory handle here or a gold-inlay there. She realized that they were as much a statement of fashion and status among these people as they were tools of death.

They rounded a corner just as a silver-haired woman stepped out from one of the side corridors. Zlata’s heart skipped a beat.

There are women on this ship who aren’t captives or slaves? 

The old woman passed her without so much as glancing in her direction. Zlata guessed that she was about ten standard years older than her own mother. She wore the same austere clothing as the men, but from the obvious respect they showed her, she was clearly a person of some status.

This definitely isn’t a pirate ship, she decided. But if that’s true, who or what are these people? 

She’d heard rumors of fleets of starfaring nomads that roamed the vast Outer Reaches beyond the Outworlds. Very little was known of them, though they were rumored to be a bloodthirsty and warlike people. But most Tajji merchanters scoffed at the idea that anyone could eke out anything more than a meager and pathetic existence so far from the civilized stars.

The guards brought her to a door, cutting short her thoughts. It had great, blocky letters stenciled in black, but they were in a language that Zlata couldn’t read. From the way the guards straightened up, she guessed it was the captain’s quarters.

She was correct.

The door slid opened, revealing a lavish room. An ornate gold-tasseled rug lay on the floor, with a small wooden table in the center, geometric patterns inlaid around the trim. A pair of crossed swords hung on the wall above a comfortable divan, with half a dozen elaborately embroidered pillows strewn about it. The captain sat among the pillows, clearly waiting for her.

“So, this is the girl who gave herself freely to us,” he said in his thickly foreign accent, addressing her in the third person.

She took a deep breath. “My name is Zlata.”

The old man who’d brought her from the prison cell scowled. “Show your lord some respect, girl.”

“My lord?” Zlata asked.

The captain rose to his feet in one smooth motion.

“I am Lord Khasan Valdamar, chief of Clan Valdamar and captain of the Falconstar. This is my ship, and you are my slave.”

He set down his drink and casually walked over to her. His shirt was partially open, revealing his well-toned physique—surprisingly well-toned for someone who lived on a starship. Everything about him radiated power. As he looked her up and down, Zlata’s heart began to beat faster.

Stay strong, Zlata. 

He felt the fabric of her jumpsuit and made a contemptuous grunt. “Nergui, why did you bring her to me dressed in this wretched garb?”

The old man’s eyes widened. “Milord, I—”

“Come back with something more flattering. Rags such as these do not befit this girl.”

The old man bowed deeply and answered Lord Khasan in their own language, then turned on his heel to see to his orders. Before leaving, though, he shot her a hostile glare.

What is going on here? Zlata wondered. Did the captain say all that for my benefit? She knew that Lord Khasan could have conferred with his advisor in their own language, and she wouldn’t have understood either of them. Perhaps he wanted to set her at ease? Reassure her somehow?

After Nergui left, he nodded to the guards, who left to take positions outside. When the door hissed shut, she and the captain were alone.

“Take off your clothes.”

You don’t waste any time, do you? Zlata thought to herself. She unzipped her jumpsuit and let it pile at her feet, leaving her naked except for her briefs. Her heart hammered as she moved to take them off, but something inside stopped her.

This is humiliating. 

She knew she had every reason to be terrified of this man. He had attacked her home, conquered it, and taken her as part of the spoils. And yet, the thought of submitting her body to his whims filled her with revulsion. She didn’t think she could live with herself if she followed that path. No—he would have to take her by force, not by fear.

She took a deep breath and stood up straight. It took every ounce of courage for her to meet his eyes, but she did so boldly.

“I commanded you to take off your clothes,” he repeated.

“And I did,” she said softly.

“Not all of them,” he said, glancing at her briefs.

She shrugged. “You never specified that.”

To her surprise, a grin spread across his face. He folded his arms.

“If I did, would you obey me?”

Her arms began to tremble, threatening to betray her fear. She tried to compensate by clenching her fists, taking care to keep them out of view.

“Probably not,” she admitted.

His grin widened and took on a predatory aspect—or was he just being playful? It was difficult for Zlata to tell. Either way, he seemed to be enjoying himself.

“You hide your fear well,” he said, drinking her in with his eyes.

Her cheeks flushed. As he began to walk around her, examining her from every angle, she resisted the urge to cover herself. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of discomfiting her.

“Your legs are your best feature,” he said at length, “but you have nice breasts as well. Still, you could use a little more meat on your bones.”

Why doesn’t he just rape me? Zlata wondered. He was almost like a large cat, playing with his food before he ate it. The thought made her burn with indignation, though she couldn’t exactly say why. Half a dozen angry retorts came to her mind, but she bit her tongue and clenched her fists tighter.

“Your self-control is remarkable. Still, you are not as adept at hiding your anger as you are at hiding your fear. That is a sign of recklessness.”

“Is this your attempt at psychological torture?” she snapped.

Khasan laughed. “A spirited response. I doubt that you were the belle of your colony, but you could have been the alpha, if it suited you. And yet, the fact that you offered yourself to us willingly indicates discontent with your situation at home. Am I wrong?”

“Are you going to rape me or not?” she asked, ignoring his question.

Khasan ran his hand over her neck and shoulders, then down the length of her arm. His hands were thick and calloused, but surprisingly gentle. It wasn’t difficult to imagine those hands caressing and arousing her.

Stop it, she told herself. She should be repulsed by his touch, not weirdly turned on. And yet, she had to admit that he was unlike any of the boys back home. He was a man who radiated not only power, but competence. A man who knew how to get what he wanted … and fully expected to.

“We both know that I could take you by force,” he said almost absent-mindedly. “However, that is not my intention.”

“Then what do you intend?”

“I intend to find out why you offered yourself in place of the other girl. Is she a close friend of yours?”

“No,” Zlata admitted.

“I didn’t think so. You showed remarkably little disappointment when I decided to take you both. What is she to you, then?”

Zlata didn’t know how to answer that question.

“Well?”

He looked her in the eye, clearly expecting a response. Zlata’s mind raced as she tried to find an answer, but she couldn’t come up with anything—at least, nothing that was true. And if she told him a lie, she had no doubt that he would see right through it.

“I don’t know,” she answered.

Khasan’s eyes narrowed, and his face became unreadable.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m sorry. Honestly, I just don’t know.”

Her heart pounded in her chest—not from fear, but from a strange sense of liberation. All of her filters were useless against this man, who had the uncanny ability to see right through her. And yet, by letting those filters down, she seemed to be earning his respect.

“You are a fascinating bundle of contradictions,” he said thoughtfully. “I sense that no one has conquered you—not even yourself.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“‘If you know the enemy and know yourself,’” he quoted, “‘you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself—’”

“‘—you will succumb in every battle,’” she completed the quote. “Sun Tzu, The Art of War.”

He smiled appreciably. “You have read The Art of War?”

“Many times,” she answered. The Art of War was one of her favorite books. Until now, though, its wisdom had mostly been theoretical. She suspected it was about to get much more practical for her very soon.

“I was not aware that the planetborn studied this book.”

She frowned. “What do you mean, ‘planetborn’?”

“Your people,” he said, waving his hand. “It is an expression that we use to distinguish ourselves from your kind. Where you are from, people live out their lives in planet-bound colonies and settlements, like so many caged rabbits. Your hearts are bound to the stars at which you were born. In contrast, we travel freely between stars, without being bound to any of them.”

Zlata couldn’t help but bristle a little at the way he compared her to a caged rabbit. And yet, in some ways, she had to admit that the comparison was apt.

“I have never set foot on any planet,” she said, pushing back.

He shrugged. “It makes little difference. Your life is still tied to a single planet, which makes you inferior. That is why you are my slave.”

Hot blood rushed to her cheeks. That was too much. She drew a sharp breath and narrowed her eyes.

“I may be your slave in body, but I will never be your slave in spirit. You yourself said that no one has conquered me, not even myself. What makes you think that you will fare any better?”

Khasan raised an eyebrow. “Bold words for a captive. Did you know that Nergui advised me to give you and your friend over to the men, to let them do with you as they pleased? The fact that you are my slave—my property—is the only thing keeping you from this.”

“Am I supposed to thank you?” Zlata asked, ignoring the way her gut clenched at what he’d just told her.

“Yes, actually. And unless you wish to be sold at the slave auction, you would do well to learn your place. Every person on this ship has a role and a duty. No matter how free your spirit, there is no place on the Falconstar for freeloaders.”

The doctor’s advice came back to her: Make yourself indispensable. Was this what he was talking about? Her curiosity briefly warred with her rising anger, but soon lost.

“You say that I do not know myself, and you may be right,” she said. “But that is at least as true for you. You want to know why I volunteered to be your captive? Why don’t you ask yourself why you summoned me here and ordered me to undress, if you never meant to do anything about it?”

Khasan’s face darkened. For a moment, she wondered if she’d pushed him too far, and he would rape her after all. But something held him back.

“I ordered you to undress to see how you would react. Also, to read your body and better judge your character.”

“And I’m sure that this,” she said, striking a sultry pose, “had nothing at all to do with it.”

Before he could answer, the door chimed. He stared at her a moment longer before answering it. When he came back, he held out a bundle of clothes.

“These are for you.”

The clothes consisted of a pair of slippers, a light blue skirt, a sleeveless white top and smartbra, and a lacy gray cardigan. The fabric was surprisingly soft, not at all like the synthetics everyone wore back home.

“Are you going to watch me dress?” she asked, hoping he would at least give her the dignity to look away.

He shrugged. “I would be a fool to turn my back while alone with one of my captives.” Even so, he turned his head sideways and stared at the wall.

She dressed herself quickly, her mind racing as she did so. Was he telling her the truth? It would explain why he had summoned her to his quarters first, instead of Sonya. It was also possible that he had different cultural taboos about nakedness than she did.

“Are you finished?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He looked her over and nodded in approval. “Well? Are the clothes to your liking?”

“I think so,” she admitted. “Thank you.”

“Please address me as ‘milord,’ especially in the company of my men. The proper forms must still be observed.”

“Yes, milord,” she said, testing the word.

“As for your friend,” he said, waving his hand dismissively, “it was admirable of you to offer yourself in her place, but ultimately misguided. After conquering your people, there was no way for me to save face without taking you both.”

“Is that supposed to be an apology?” she asked.

“It is simply the truth—nothing more, nothing less. I think you have shown yourself worthy of that.”

The compliment surprised her. She paused for a moment before answering.

“Thank you, milord.”

“Still,” he mused, almost as an afterthought, “it is possible that the gods had a hand in bringing you here. If nothing else, it would explain the strange impulse you had to offer yourself.”

What is he talking about? Zlata wondered. Instead, she nodded and played along.

“Well,” he said, returning his attention to her. “I believe that is all. Is there anything you would request of me?”

Sonya, Zlata suddenly remembered.

“My friend,” she said quickly. “I know that she’s your slave, but could you… I mean, instead of summoning her to your quarters, could you—”

“Spare her?” Khasan said, finishing her sentence.

Zlata nodded. “Yes, milord,” she said, hoping it wasn’t too much to ask.

Khasan stroked his chin for a moment, then shrugged. “Very well. We will put you both into cryo soon anyway, so it makes little difference.”

Cryo? Zlata thought, frowning. For how long? 

“The voyage to the Tri-Clan Station will take a couple of months,” Khasan answered her unspoken question. “There is no sense in keeping you awake, as you perform no essential function and aren’t a member of the clan.”

“Just your property, I suppose.”

Khasan nodded, the sarcasm going completely over his head.

“So… when are we going under the ice?” she asked, quickly adding “milord.”

“As soon as I have decided what to do with you both.”

Zlata’s gut suddenly clenched. Lord Khasan hadn’t summoned her here to rape her—he’d summoned her for some sort of interview or test. Had she passed? Before she could formulate that thought into an appropriate question, he clapped his hands. The door opened immediately, and Nergui stepped inside, flanked by the guards.

“Has the slave girl been to your liking, milord?”

The question, delivered in Zlata’s own language, was obviously meant as an insult. For that reason, she refused to gratify it with a reaction.

Khasan issued an order, and Nergui bowed, giving the standard response. The words were foreign, but the meaning was clear: I hear and obey. Zlata did her best to commit those words to memory, as they might prove useful later on.

Did I pass? she couldn’t help but wonder as the guards led her back through the bowels of the ship. And if she hadn’t, what would be the consequence?

Sonya

The blast doors groaned on their tracks, making Sonya gasp. She sat upright on the edge of her cot, her hands trembling with fear. The pirates had returned.

Oh God, please no, please… 

The guards powered down the electrified cell door while the old man watched. Once it was open, however, they threw a bundle on the edge of her cot. They closed and electrified the cell again, and in a few moments, they were gone.

Sonya waited almost a minute before gingerly inspecting the bundle. It was clothes. She laid them out carefully on the edge of the cot to inspect them. They included slippers, a light blue skirt, a smartbra, and a sleeveless lace halter top—skimpy, but so much better than the baggy jumpsuit she was wearing.

Satisfied that there was nothing suspicious about the garments, she started putting them on. Then she remembered the camera, and blood rushed to her cheeks. Were they watching her? Of course they were. She turned her back and tried not to think about that.

The last twenty-four hours had been the craziest of her life. Everything was still a blur. And Zlata—what were they doing to her? She shuddered and tried not to imagine what she must be going through.

It’s because of me that they’re raping her right now, she thought to herself. She could have just let them take me—she should have let them take me. 

The more Sonya thought about it, the more she realized that Zlata was more than just the weird loner girl with a penchant for over-analyzing things. She was surprisingly brave—much more so than herself. Would Sonya have volunteered to save Zlata?

She was ashamed to realize that she probably wouldn’t have.

The blast doors groaned open again. Sonya’s heart began to race as three figures entered the prison. Two of them were the same guards as before, but the third was Zlata. After throwing her in, they closed the cell and left.

“Zlata!” Sonya cried. “Are you all right? Did they hurt you?”

“I’m fine.”

Sonya barely registered her answer. She helped Zlata to her cot and immediately started checking her over.

“Your arms—are they bruised?”

“Don’t worry, Sonya. I’m all right.”

“Are you sure? Did they… I mean, were you…?”

“What?”

Sonya swallowed. “Did they rape you?”

“No,” said Zlata, smiling to reassure her. “Nobody raped me, Sonya. It’s okay.”

She wasn’t convinced, but Zlata seemed insistent, so she let the matter drop. Only then did she realize that Zlata was also wearing new clothes.

“I see they gave you a change of clothes, too,” Zlata observed.

“Did they make you undress for them?”

“Yes, but—”

“Oh, God,” said Sonya. “Are you sure they didn’t hurt you?”

Zlata laughed, surprising her. “I’m fine, Sonya. Really. I met their captain, Lord Khasan Valdamar. He’s not the monster you think he is.”

Sonya blinked. She could feel a knot of anger rising through her fear and confusion. What did Zlata mean, he wasn’t a monster? This man had attacked their home, probably killed Petyr, and taken her and Zlata as slaves. How could he be anything else?

“How can you defend him like that, Zlata?” Sonya snapped. “Are you forgetting how he kidnapped us? How he almost killed everyone back home?”

The rage in her voice surprised even her. It was as if she had turned into a completely different person. Her blood turned to ice, and she recoiled, suddenly unsure of herself.

“I’m not saying that he isn’t dangerous,” Zlata answered carefully, “but there’s a difference between being dangerous and being a monster. Yes, he could have killed everyone back home, but he didn’t. And he didn’t rape me, either.”

“What about how his men stripped us both naked?” Sonya heard herself retort. “And then the way they… stars, it gives me the creeps just thinking about it.”

“It makes sense that they’d give us a medical examination as soon as they brought us onto the ship. And I don’t think the doctor is a bad person. He’s a slave, just like us.”

Sonya took a deep breath and buried her face in her hands. Her whole body shook.

“I just want to go home,” she moaned.

Zlata hesitated for a moment, then sat down and put an arm around her. For several moments, they sat in silence, but that was somehow enough. Sonya’s dark emotions passed.

“Why did you try to save me?” she asked.

Zlata didn’t answer right away. Sonya glanced up at her.

“It was very brave of you,” she offered.

“Or very stupid,” Zlata muttered.

“No,” Sonya insisted. “It was brave.”

Zlata sighed. “There’s nothing we can do about it now. All we can do is look ahead and find some way to make ourselves indispensable.”

“Indispensable?”

“Yes. That’s the advice the doctor gave me. And I don’t think we have much time to do it, either, because they’re going to put us into cryo soon.”

Sonya frowned. “Cryo?”

“Yes. Khasan said he’ll put us under the ice once he’s decided what to do with us. He also said it will be safer for us that way, whatever that means.” She sighed and shook her head. “I just hope I made a good impression on him.”

Sonya didn’t know what Zlata was talking about, but the thought of going into cryo was only slightly less frightening than the thought of being raped. Where would she wake up? When would she wake up?

“Anyway,” Zlata continued, “I don’t think these people are pirates. Have you placed their language yet? It isn’t Tajji. If they were pirates, they would speak either Tajji or Gaian. Most of them can speak Tajji, but it’s not what they speak among themselves.”

“Then what are they?” Sonya asked.

“Nomads, I think. Starfaring people from beyond the Outworlds, who live on their starships and raid outlying settlements like Graznav Station.”

Sonya sighed, her head spinning. “Pirates or nomads, what does it matter?”

“Because if they’re nomads, that means they have a complex society—and maybe, just maybe, we can make a place for ourselves in it. But we have to make ourselves indispensable to them somehow, just like the doctor said.”

Sonya wasn’t convinced, but she had to admit that Zlata’s words made her feel that she wasn’t totally powerless. That was something, at least.

“Did you know that there are women on this ship who aren’t slaves?”

“There are?” Sonya asked, surprised.

“Yeah. On my way to Khasan’s quarters, we passed a woman in the hallway. She had gray hair and a wrinkled forehead, and I think she was older than my mother.”

“That’s weird.”

“Not really,” said Zlata. “If these people are starfaring nomads, then there has to be a place for women on this ship. After all, this is their home—perhaps even their entire world.”

“I suppose,” Sonya muttered.

Her eyes wandered up to the caged bulb that served as the cell’s only source of illumination. The dim, reddish light seemed to cast more shadows than anything else, and the cot on which they sat was little more than a metal slab with a too-thin mattress pad. The place was absolutely horrible, but sharing it with someone she knew made it more bearable.

“Zlata?”

“Yes?”

“Aren’t you… afraid?”

Zlata paused. “Of course I am, Sonya,” she answered softly. “I just have a different way of dealing with it than you.”

In that moment, Sonya’s heart reached out to her. Tears came to her eye again—not tears of fear, but tears of empathy. She put her arms around Zlata and gave her a big hug.

“Uh, Sonya?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you okay?”

Sonya smiled and let her go. “I’m fine, Zlata. I just want you to know that I’m really glad you’re here with me.”

Zlata gave her a puzzled look. “Why do you say that?”

“Because you’re so good at thinking things through,” said Sonya. “I mean, I used to think that you were kind of—well, that you were kind of a weird loner—but now, I see that I was wrong to judge you.”

“Thanks,” said Zlata. “You’re not so bad yourself, I guess.”

“I doubt that. You probably think I’m utterly helpless.”

Zlata paused. “I wouldn’t go quite that far. But I have to admit, I knew that you wouldn’t last very long by yourself.”

“Is that why you offered yourself in my place?”

Zlata responded by putting an arm around her. Sonya couldn’t hold it in anymore, and quietly began to sob.

“I wouldn’t be so scared and useless if I weren’t a virgin.”

“You’re a virgin?” Zlata asked, genuinely surprised.

Sonya took a deep breath. “Petyr wanted to do it before… well, before all of this. He said there wasn’t any risk—that if I got pregnant, we’d just get married right away.”

“That’s why they betroth us when we’re young,” said Zlata, nodding.

“I kept putting him off, though, because… well, because I was afraid. Doesn’t it hurt? I didn’t want to do it if it hurt. But now… I don’t know. Do you think I should have told him yes?”

Zlata said nothing but began to rub her shoulders. Tears welled up in Sonya’s eyes again.

“I’m never going to see him again, am I?”

“It’s unlikely,” Zlata admitted.

Sonya buried her face in her hands and wept. Zlata kept rubbing her shoulders, and though her movements were stiff and awkward, the physical touch was still comforting.

“It’s all right,” Zlata told her at length. “We’ll get through this. It will be all right.”

“Are you sure?”

She paused for a long time, until Sonya looked up at her.

“Whatever comes, we’ll face it together,” Zlata answered.

“You really mean that?”

“Of course I do. After all, that’s why I’m here, right?”

Sonya wasn’t at all sure of that, but she did know that her feelings toward Zlata had completely changed. Aside from Petyr, she couldn’t think of anyone else she’d rather have with her in that moment.

“Thanks, Zlata,” she said sincerely. “You’re a better friend than any of the other girls back home.”

They hugged each other for a good long while. For the first time since their capture, Sonya began to feel that things might just turn out all right.


Ruthless Minds

Khasan

Khasan paused at the door to the women’s quarters and tapped the comms. As captain of the Falconstar and lord of the Valdamar clan, no part of the ship was off-limits to him, but custom still dictated that he ask permission before entering, even if all the women inside were his close relatives.

“Is that you, Khasan?” came the voice on the other end.

“Yes, Mother. May I come in?”

“Of course. I’ve been expecting you.”

He palmed open the door.

It was unusual but not unheard of for a Hameji dowager matriarch to live on one of the clan’s warships. Usually, they retired to a safer position, but Khasan’s mother had insisted on staying on the Falconstar. He was grateful that she had. Not only did it reassure him to have the last surviving member of his immediate family present on his ship, but it also gave him the opportunity to seek her counsel, which he intended to do now.

Khasan exchanged his shoes for slippers and walked swiftly down the hallway to his mother’s private apartment. Unlike the rest of the ship, arabesque rugs covered the floor, and the walls were painted in colorful, decorative designs.

He found her sitting in her chair, with a samovar set on a small wooden table and a porcelain cup of coffee already in her hand. Her hair was silver and her face was only slightly less aged than the antique table, but her eyes were as sharp and clear-witted as ever.

“Welcome, my son,” she said, nodding to the chair across the table. “I’m so glad you could make time to see me.”

Khasan bowed respectfully and sat down. The ornately carved wooden chair was one of the prized possessions of the Valdamar clan, obtained by Khasan’s father on a joint raid of the Belarius system. No doubt his mother still remembered it. A raid of such a well-defended system would be impossible for them now.

“Of course, Mother,” he said as he poured himself a cup from the samovar. The coffee was thick and black, exactly as his mother liked it. A secondary dispenser held cream, which he added generously.

“I understand that we recently conducted a raid,” she observed.

“Yes,” said Khasan, wincing. Though she offered no criticism, her face carried an expression not so much of disappointment as of resignation. In some ways, that was even worse.

“Nergui informed me of it,” she continued. “No casualties or damage to the Falconstar, and only a few superficial losses to our drones. I also understand that we took two planetborn girls as captives.”

“Yes,” said Khasan. “The rest of the spoils, the men divided among themselves.”

“But not the girls?”

“No. I have kept them for myself.”

His mother raised an eyebrow. “I understand one of the girls offered herself in place of the other. Is that so?”

“It is. Though of course, I took them both.”

“Of course.”

She waited again, no doubt seeking to draw him out. Where Nergui always played the devil’s advocate, his mother had a way of letting the silence speak for her. When Khasan knew that his efforts had fallen short, that silence could be far harsher than any rebuke.

“We will take new starships in our next raid, Mother. I swear that we will.”

“I have no doubt that you will,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee. “Have the captives been put into cryo yet?”

“No. I’m currently holding them in the brig. It’s a poor place to house them, but it will serve well enough for a dayshift or two.”

“So, you haven’t decided what to do with them yet?”

“Yes. That is why I need your counsel.”

“Well,” she said, placing her cup on the table. “Contrary to what Nergui may have already told you, there is room for them here in the women’s quarters. Though of course, you would first have to elevate their status.”

“But is there room enough to give war brides to all of my officers and let them start families of their own? I think not.” Khasan drew a sharp breath and made a fist. “If we had a proper battle fleet—hell, even just more farm ships—we could make arrangements to grow the clan. Promote each man and his bride to another warship, or have their families stay behind at our secret holdings.”

“Indeed,” said his mother.

Her expression was so unreadable that Khasan didn’t think he could meet her eyes without losing his temper. Normally, her cool and taciturn reserve simply compelled him to fill the silence, but all of his frustrations now threatened to boil up to the surface. Instead, he rose to his feet and began to pace.

“By Tenguri—what I wouldn’t give for my father’s old warship. The Falconstar was never supposed to be the flagship of the Valdamar battle fleet.”

“There are clans greater than ours with flagships smaller than the Falconstar.”

“Clans greater than ours,” Khasan muttered. “Then what does that say of us, that our fortunes have fallen so low?”

“Not a thing,” his mother said sharply. “Who knows but that Tenguri has given us this misfortune so that the glory you win will be all the greater? Either way, let us not wallow in self-pity for one instant.”

“Of course,” he said, wincing at the well-deserved rebuke. “Forgive me.”

“There is nothing to forgive. Now, what can you tell me about these planetborn girls? Have you bedded them yet?”

“What does it matter?” he grumbled.

“If either of them becomes pregnant? Quite a lot. It is not unheard of for a clan lord to legitimize the bastard child of one of his slaves, but—”

“I haven’t bedded either of them, Mother.”

“Ah,” she said, genuinely surprised. “I’d heard from Nergui that you’d taken them as your personal share of the spoils.”

“Yes, but only to keep the men away from them.”

“Hmm.”

As she paused, Khasan could almost see the thoughts flashing like rapid-fire lasers across her mind. Her brow furrowed, and she frowned.

“Is it the loss of your half-sisters? I know their deaths made quite an impact on you.”

Khasan sighed and collapsed in his chair again. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Very well,” said his mother, straightening her back. “Which did you summon to your quarters, then? The one who offered herself up in place of the other?”

“Yes,” said Khasan, nodding. “I wanted to learn why.”

“And what can you tell me about her?”

Khasan shrugged. “She was… quite spirited. From the way she carried herself, you wouldn’t think she was planetborn at all. She had the presence and self-discipline to control her fear, and the perceptiveness and wit to hold her own quite impressively. I didn’t want to take a girl like that by force.”

“Is that so?” his mother asked. She was leaning forward now, listening intently.

“The girl is of no consequence,” he said quickly. “She is only a planetborn slave, after all.”

His mother snapped her fingers, and a serving bot hovered into view. It collected the samovar and coffee tray, clearing the table. Khasan sat down again, nursing his own unfinished drink while his mother opened a game box.

“Would you humor me with a game of damka?” she asked, already setting up the game.

He grunted in assent and took a long sip of his coffee. The mosaic face of the table doubled as a gameboard, with ebony wood inlayed against mother-of-pearl. He took the white pieces while his mother took the black.

“You are willing to make these girls war brides for your subordinates,” she said, “but you are still unmarried yourself. Have you considered taking one of them to wife?”

“Of course not,” Khasan scoffed.

“Why not?”

“Because it would be folly. A lowborn marriage would secure no alliance and do nothing to advance the interests of our clan. To the contrary, it would harm us. What self-respecting Hameji lady would be second wife to one of the planetborn?”

“But if none of the other clans are willing to make a marriage alliance, what do you have to lose?” his mother asked, making the first move by advancing one of her central pieces diagonally.

“They will reconsider after I’ve made a name for myself,” Khasan grumbled as he took his move. “Otherwise…”

“Otherwise what?”

He sighed. “Otherwise, it may be better for the clan if I accept a matrilineal marriage with one of the stronger clans.”

His mother paused and looked up at him, narrowing her eyes. “You would rather admit defeat than enter into a lowborn marriage?”

“Planetborn,” he corrected her.

“Planetborn, lowborn—it makes no practical difference. Your heirs would still bear the name of Valdamar. Not so with a matrilineal marriage.”

“Yes, but wouldn’t it be better for—”

“It would not be better for the clan,” his mother said adamantly. “It would be as sound a defeat as if the Tatari had completely annihilated us. Within a generation, the Valdamar name would cease to exist, and the deaths of your father and brothers would all be in vain.”

“And yet, it would preserve the lives of everyone under my command.”

“What value is a life stripped of honor? Wouldn’t your men rather sacrifice their lives for the chance of winning eternal honor and glory?”

I honestly don’t know, Khasan thought doubtfully as he turned his focus back to the game.

“Besides,” his mother added as he took his next move, “you would be surprised how many highborn women are willing to be the junior wife of a lord who has won great glory for his clan.”

“Even a junior wife to one of the planetborn?”

“Glory is still glory, no matter how it is won. When you are married, your wife’s glory will be your own. Every great man has a capable woman by his side.”

The game was progressing rapidly, pieces advancing to jump each other and remove them from the board. Their numbers dwindled, and the center opened up as the midgame developed. Khasan was mildly annoyed to see that it did not favor him.

“You think that I need a wife in order to achieve greatness.”

“No, son. I know it.”

“Even one of the planetborn, who you haven’t even met?”

“After what you’ve told me about her, I very much intend to,” she said, advancing one of her pieces to the end row. She flipped it over, revealing the starry sigil on the obverse side.

Blood rushed to Khasan’s cheeks, but he refused to let their conversation upset his game. He decided on a move that would sacrifice three of his pieces in order to capture her king. It put him at a numerical disadvantage, but in three turns he could gain a king of his own.

His mother moved her king swiftly, crisscrossing almost the entire length of the board. When Khasan took it, she didn’t bat an eye.

“All of the starships in the Outer Reaches will not restore our clan to greatness without a woman by your side,” she told him. “And I would rather see you marry a strong, shrewd, and capable woman who brings nothing to the union but herself, than to marry a spoiled, incompetent brat merely for political gain.”

“But you don’t even know if this planetborn girl is the strong, capable woman I should be looking for.”

“True. Her worth has yet to be proven—or disproven, for that matter.”

Khasan ignored her and focused silently on the game. His mother failed to prevent him from obtaining a king. On the next move, he used it to take almost half of her remaining pieces. Only then did he realize his mistake.

“You’ve always had a sound grasp of tactics,” she said, promoting another king after taking his. “But until you understand the deeper nuances, you’ll always be one step behind.” With that, she took all but two of his pieces and forced him into a losing position.

He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Mother, you know I don’t always have the time to play with you. My duties as clan lord keep me busy enough as it is.”

“I wasn’t just talking about the game, my boy.”

Of course, you weren’t. 

As his mother gathered the pieces back into the game box, Khasan drew a deep breath and rose to his feet.

“I will restore our clan to greatness, Mother. I swear it.”

“I don’t doubt that you will. But without a strong woman by your side, you will always be at a disadvantage.”

“Is that your counsel, then? To make one of the planetborn slaves my queen?”

She shrugged. “Without meeting them, I cannot know. But you do need to find your queen, my son—the sooner, the better. That is my counsel.”

He bowed stiffly. “Thank you, Mother. Now I must go.”

“Of course. Thank you for the game. I thoroughly enjoyed it.”

I’m sure you did, Khasan thought as he left. But that doesn’t mean you’re right. 

Sonya

The groan of the blast doors roused Sonya from an unrestful sleep. She bolted upright in panic, only vaguely aware of her stiff, aching muscles.

“Shh,” said Zlata, pointing to the black orb in the center of their prison. Sonya didn’t know what to look for, but she heard the sound of vicious laughter coming through the open door.

Five men crept inside the darkened prison, making Sonya’s breath catch in her throat as she instinctively shrank back. Four of the men prowled around the electrified doors of the prison’s cells like beasts on the hunt, jeering and muttering in hushed tones, while the fifth man fumbled with a control panel on the wall. The low, electric hum of the bars suddenly died.

“Something isn’t right,” Zlata whispered. “Get behind me.”

What do you mean, “right”? Sonya wanted to scream. Nothing has been “right” since the moment these pirates took us captive! Instead, she slid off her cot and meekly did as Zlata ordered her.

A round, ugly face peered into their cell, then turned to shout at the others. Within moments, they were all at the door. There was no mistaking what they had come for. Sonya closed her eyes and inwardly prayed that it would be over soon.

As the door to the cell creaked open, Zlata barked an order. The jeers and sniggering from the men suddenly stopped.

What’s happening? 

She opened her eyes and saw, incredibly, that the men had stopped. One of them already stood halfway in the cell, and though he wavered like the others, the hunger in his eyes was undeniable.

“Why are you following this fool against your lord and captain’s orders?” Zlata asked, addressing the other four men in a loud and authoritative voice. She stood tall, with her hands on her hips and her feet firmly planted.

“What are you talking about, you planetborn slut?” the man in the doorway asked—in Tajji, surprisingly. Sonya winced at the sound of his voice, but Zlata fearlessly held her ground.

“We are Lord Khasan’s personal property. Take us by force, and he will punish you severely for it.”

“Only if he finds out,” the man in the doorway sneered.

To Sonya’s surprise, Zlata threw back her head and laughed.

“Two men can keep a secret, if one of them is dead! Tell me, how will you keep Sonya and me from informing Lord Khasan of your actions? By killing us? Good luck with that!”

Her words caused the men to waver even more. “She’s right, Ilia,” one of them muttered. “How will we keep her from ratting us out?”

The man who was obviously their ringleader hissed at them in a language that Sonya didn’t understand. She doubted that Zlata did either, but Zlata gave no sign of that. Instead, she lifted her chin ever so slightly, as if the men were beneath her contempt.

How can she be so fearless? Sonya wondered in amazement. Doesn’t she know what these men plan to do to us? And yet, as she glanced at them, she saw the seeds of doubt sprouting in their eyes. She didn’t know what was more incredible: Zlata’s utter lack of fear, or the fact that it looked like she might actually succeed in talking them down.

The ringleader turned to face her. “Listen, you little bitch: one loose word to Khasan—”

“And you’ll what? Rape us again? Toss us out an airlock, only to have Khasan do the same to you? I don’t think so. And if you are stupid enough to kill us, all it takes is one of you to rat the others out.”

“You planetborn slut,” the ringleader muttered. He lunged into the cell, making Sonya yelp. But Zlata rushed him, catching him by surprise. A brief scuffle ensued, ending with a sudden sharp scream.

The man staggered back out of the cell, clutching his face with both hands as he shouted a string of obscenities. Zlata drew back, blood dripping from her thumb. In horror, Sonya realized that she’d just gouged out his eye.

Oh my God! 

“Now, the rest of you have a choice to make,” Zlata said, her voice eerily cool. “You can all come in and rush us, and maybe have your fun, or you can turn in your pathetic ringleader and save yourselves a lashing. Khasan will discover your plot either way. So, what’ll it be, boys?”

Sonya stared in horror at the dark blood oozing from between the man’s fingers. His screams of pain made her shudder. How was Zlata even capable of such a thing? And yet, she couldn’t deny that she was grateful for it, since the men had turned back and were now arguing among themselves.

She looked to Zlata and frowned. What was going through her mind right now? Did she feel any remorse or pity at all? Her face was like stone, exuding as much warmth as an asteroid hurtling through the lightless depths of space.

“No!” the ringleader screamed. He lunged for the open cell door, but one of the men barred him, and the others soon held him fast. He kicked and screamed, but the three men soon carried him away.

“Apologies,” said the man who had barred the door. “This was… a misunderstanding.”

“Of course,” said Zlata, her voice as smooth as butter.

“You… will not tell?”

Zlata smiled. “If Khasan asks, I will only tell him that you saved us from this man before he could hurt us. Thank you.”

The man nodded and bowed stiffly, then turned to follow the others. Halfway out of the prison, he stopped and awkwardly returned to close the cell. As the blast doors groaned shut, Sonya let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. She collapsed to the floor, emotionally exhausted.

“Oh my God.”

“Are you all right?” Zlata asked. Gone was the fearless woman who had so ruthlessly gouged out their would-be rapist’s eye, replaced by… what, exactly?

Sonya’s gaze wandered to the floor at the head of the cell, now smeared in blood. She shuddered as she remembered the man’s awful scream as Zlata plunged her thumb into his eye. How could she do something like that? Part of Sonya cringed in horror at the thought, but the other part was strangely… envious?

When Sonya didn’t answer her, Zlata casually walked to the fountain in the back of their cell to wash the blood off of her hands. As she did, Sonya sat with her back against the wall and hugged her trembling knees.

Zlata

Zlata’s hands shook uncontrollably as she washed them. Part of that was just the after-effect of her adrenaline rush, but the other part was shock. She could still remember the squishiness of the man’s eye as she plunged her thumb into his eye socket, and the surprising ease with which she’d been able to gouge it out. The memory made her shudder.

The men who had tried to rape them were probably underlings or low-level ship techs, because they lacked the obvious discipline of the soldiers. Zlata didn’t doubt that any one of them could have easily overpowered her in a fair fight. Certainly their ringleader could have. When it had become clear to her that she wasn’t going to talk him down, it had taken only a second to realize that she’d have to fight dirty and catch him by surprise. Then her fingers had found their mark, and her thumb had gone into his eye with a terrible squish. She could even remember that moment when her nail had punctured his—

Enough, she told herself, gripping the edge of the water basin with whitened knuckles. She took a deep breath and forced the memory from her mind. She’d done what had to be done—nothing more, and nothing less.

Sonya. How was she holding up? Not very well, from the looks of it. She was hugging her knees with her back up against the wall, and her face was unnaturally pale. Was Zlata also pale from the shock? She put that from her mind as she turned to speak with her friend.

“Hey,” she said, kneeling by Sonya’s side. “That was kind of rough, huh?”

“Yeah,” Sonya croaked. Her eyes began to grow watery with tears.

That’s a good sign, Zlata told herself as she rubbed Sonya’s back. When the tears came, they ran out in a slow trickle, not like the gush of blood that had squirted from the man she had gouged. Zlata clenched her teeth and tried again not to think about that.

“They were going to rape us, right?” Sonya asked.

Zlata nodded grimly.

Sonya sniffled and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Already, she seemed better.

“I don’t think that’s going to happen again,” Zlata offered. “When word gets out that those men disobeyed Khasan’s orders, he’s going to make an example of them.”

“Yeah,” said Sonya.

She moved to get up, and Zlata helped her to her feet. “Are you okay?” Zlata asked.

Sonya nodded and smiled. “Thank you for saving me, Zlata. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

To Zlata’s surprise, Sonya hugged her. A warm shiver ran down her back at Sonya’s touch. Tears came to her own eyes, and while she blinked them back easily enough, she couldn’t deny that Sonya’s gesture had had an effect on her.

“It’s all right,” she mumbled, only barely coherent.

They hugged each other for a very long time. Zlata thought about letting her go but decided she didn’t want to. There was something about Sonya’s touch that thrilled her, and she didn’t want that feeling to go away.

At length, though, Sonya pulled back.

“No one’s going to hurt you so long as I can stop them,” Zlata said, surprised by the forcefulness of her own words.

“Do you mean that?”

“Yes. I’m here for you, Sonya. We’re going to get through this. It’s going to be all right.”

Sonya smiled at her, then looked away. “How do you do it?”

“Do what?” Zlata asked, frowning.

“Taking on those men. Talking them down from raping us. Weren’t you afraid at all?”

“Of course,” Zlata said quickly.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I just managed to hide it.”

“But you were so fearless,” said Sonya, genuinely surprised. “You stood your ground the whole time. Meanwhile, I was terrified from the moment they came in.”

“It’s not about being fearless,” Zlata told her. “It’s about learning to control your fear, and not letting it control you.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing this whole time?”

Zlata opened her mouth to answer, then stopped. Unlike Sonya, who had been gripped with abject terror almost since the moment they’d been taken into captivity, Zlata’s emotions were, for the most part, surprisingly cool. Did that mean that something was wrong with her?

“Yes and no,” she answered, trying to be honest. “I just… when I see a problem, I try to solve it. No need to get my emotions involved.”

“But the way you gouged out that man’s eye. It—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Once again, the forcefulness of Zlata’s own words surprised her. Sonya took it in stride, though, and nodded.

“Of course. Forgive me. We don’t ever have to talk about it again.”

She gave Zlata another hug, this one even more invigorating than the first. Is something wrong with me? Zlata wondered once again. Perhaps the assault had shaken her more than she’d realized. Or perhaps it was just how disconnected she was from her own emotions, something that had only grown worse since their captivity. She knew that was the problem she should probably focus on next, but for some strange reason, a not insignificant part of her recoiled at the thought. Was that what she was afraid of, then? Taking an inward look at herself and finding something she couldn’t understand?

Perhaps, Zlata admitted to herself, but either way, I’m not going to let them hurt Sonya. 


An Unlikely Pact

Zlata

“Zlata! Wake up!”

Sonya’s violent shake roused Zlata from a fitful sleep. As she sat up, heavy footsteps sounded just outside the cell.

“Who is it?” she asked, her head still spinning.

“I don’t know,” Sonya whispered loudly. “I don’t think it’s the men from before, but—”

“Hush,” said Zlata.

She stood and put herself between Sonya and the guards, who were already at the door. Two men, both of them soldiers, and a third person with long, silver hair—

With a start, Zlata realized it was the woman who had passed her in the corridor.

The cell door swung open. Zlata stepped back to allow the woman to enter.

“Which of you gouged out Ilia’s eye?”

Zlata took a deep breath. “I did, ma’am.”

The woman pursed her lips. “You will address me as Lady Nari,” she said, as much a command as a statement of fact.

“Yes, Lady Nari.”

“Are you also the one who bedded my son?”

So, this is Khasan’s mother, Zlata thought, her mind racing. Technically, the answer to her question was no, but it didn’t seem wise to correct her.

“Your son?” Zlata asked, stalling.

“Yes. My son, Lord Khasan.”

Sonya gasped, but Zlata ignored her. “Yes, milady.”

Now what? 

“You will come with me, alone,” the old woman commanded.

“W-where are you taking her?” Sonya asked, suddenly speaking up. Perhaps, after fending off the men who had come to rape them, she was starting to take heart. That, or she was terrified that they’d come back once Zlata was gone.

“It’s okay,” Zlata reassured her. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure? What if they—”

“You will come. Now.”

Zlata gave Sonya an apologetic look and hoped that she would be all right without her. She wanted to ask Lady Nari about that, but from her obvious impatience, that wasn’t an option. Instead, Zlata took a deep breath and followed her out of the cell.

Stay strong, Sonya. 

In the light of the hallway, Zlata got a much better look at Khasan’s mother—and, she assumed, the matriarch of the Falconstar. The resemblance between mother and son was obvious. Her features were sharp and angular, her brow furrowed and her hair a silvery gray. Beneath her collar, she wore a gold necklace bejeweled with half a dozen bright red rubies.

They said nothing as they walked through what Zlata presumed was the main corridor of the Falconstar. Everyone they passed nodded in respect and made space for them to pass. Clearly, Lady Nari ranked very high in the ship’s hierarchy—perhaps even higher than Lord Khasan himself.

So, what does she want with me? 

Zlata’s gut clenched a little. It was obvious she was in trouble, but whether it had to do with her meeting with Khasan or with the way she’d fought off the men who had tried to assault her, she couldn’t tell. She didn’t think the matriarch of the ship—if that was indeed what Lady Nari was—would be the one to punish her for squabbles with Khasan’s subordinates. Then again, she had mentioned the eye gouging incident back in the cell. But that surely wasn’t what this was about. Was it?

No. For someone as high status as Lady Nari to get involved, it had to have something to do with her son. How much of that encounter did she know about? Clearly, not much, if she thought that he’d bedded her. Or did she? Was she feigning ignorance to hide what she knew? And if so, what had Zlata said or done to put herself on the radar as a threat?

Zlata’s mind continued to race as Lady Nari led them up a steep stairwell to a door at the end of the hall. To her surprise, the guards did not follow them.

“Come,” said the Lady Nari.

Inside, it was like a completely different ship. Instead of hard ceramic tiles and sharp metal grating, the floors were covered in ornate, colorful rugs. Though worn, they felt surprisingly comfortable under Zlata’s feet. The walls were painted in warm pastels, with golden tassels dangling from the ceiling. Two bushy spider plants hung by the door, and somewhere out of sight, Zlata could hear the sound of trickling water.

“Put on these slippers,” Lady Nari commanded. Zlata looked down and saw half a dozen pairs of slippers lined up neatly along the wall. She hadn’t realized how cold her feet had been until she put them on.

“These are the women’s quarters,” Lady Nari answered her unspoken question. “The men of the ship are only allowed here by invitation.”

“I see, milady.”

“Your cheeks are pale. Do I frighten you? Speak freely, I will not take offense.”

Zlata bowed. “I’m sorry, milady, I… well, frankly, I’m not sure what I’m in trouble for.”

To her surprise, Lady Nari laughed. “Do you think I’ve brought you here to punish you? You can put your mind at ease regarding that, at least. Come.”

If her words were meant to reassure Zlata, they had the opposite effect. Punishment for insubordination was to be expected, but this? What had she, a mere slave, done to warrant a personal meeting with the highest-ranking woman on the ship?

She knows a lot more than she’s letting on. 

They passed a lounge with more hanging plants and several luxurious couches. Zlata soon found the source of the running water: a large aquaponics tank, with fish almost as long as her forearm. Cucumbers, tomatoes, and basil grew in planters along the top, their roots dangling into the water like so many grasping tentacles.

They entered a room similar to Khasan’s quarters, save for the gold and purple color scheme. Wealth and power, Zlata recognized. Instead of a pair of crossed swords, however, the wall behind the divan had a long, narrow window. The view of space was brighter and starrier than Zlata had ever seen it.

We’re in interstellar space. 

Lady Nari palmed the door shut and sat down on a large wooden armchair, indicating for Zlata to sit on the divan. “I know that you didn’t actually bed my son when he summoned you. “But I appreciate how you kept up appearances for the guards.”

Ah, yes—appearances. That made sense.

Lady Nari’s eyes narrowed to a piercing gaze. “You’re a spirited girl, to refuse a man in a position of power like my son.”

An uncomfortable silence fell between them. Zlata felt compelled to fill it.

“I… hope I did not offend him,” she managed to say.

Lady Nari waved her hand dismissively. “If that were the case, you would already be frozen in cryo for the slave auction. No one cares when a slave gives offense.”

“Then why have you taken an interest in me?”

“Can you guess?”

To test me, obviously, Zlata thought to herself. But for what?

“I understand that among your people, slaves have rights and can ultimately buy their freedom,” she said aloud, probing that line of thought.

Lady Nari shrugged. “What is ‘freedom’? On a ship, everyone has a place and a duty to perform. Those who fail in their responsibilities put everyone’s lives in danger.”

“By that logic, your son is every bit the slave that I am.”

Lady Nari’s eyes narrowed, making Zlata’s gut clench. The room felt suddenly hot.

“Of course,” she said quickly, “I don’t mean that he’s powerless, or to compare him with someone as low status as—”

“No,” said Lady Nari, her expression surprisingly sanguine. “It’s a valid point. We are all slaves to our position and our duty, whatever it might be. Would that every member of the clan learned this lesson as you have.”

“Is that why you brought me here?” Zlata asked.

Lady Nari raised an eyebrow. “To hear you call my son a slave?”

“No, milady. To see if I would learn this lesson; that everyone on the ship is bound to the clan by the duties and responsibilities of their position.”

From the way her comment seemed to impress Lady Nari, Zlata knew that she’d hit close to the target. Which meant that she’d passed the first part of her test.

“Well spoken,” Lady Nari conceded. “I can see why my son was so impressed with you.”

He was? 

“But that isn’t the only reason why I’ve brought you here,” Lady Nari finished, looking her in the eye.

Silence fell between them like a knife. Zlata could tell that Lady Nari wanted her to guess the true reason for summoning her—and from the intensity of the old matriarch’s gaze, she didn’t think she’d get any more hints. A cold, uncomfortable sweat began to creep down the back of her neck.

“There must be some mistake,” she said at length.

“Oh?” Lady Nari asked.

“I never directly refused your son, for the simple reason that he never asked.”

“A man in my son’s position does not ask for anything. He simply takes what is his.”

“True, milady,” Zlata answered. “Would you rather that he had?”

Lady Nari’s face was as impassive as stone. When it was clear that Zlata wasn’t going to get an answer from her, she went on.

“I think your son was looking for something more than just a quick lay,” she thought aloud. “And the fact that you’ve brought me here tells me that you want something more for him, too. You’ve brought me here to test me, to see if I can offer him that extra something.”

“And what is that?”

Zlata’s hands suddenly went clammy. The fact that Lady Nari was willing to entertain her line of reasoning meant that she wasn’t that far from the truth. But her mind had already followed the logic out to the end, and the conclusion was so audacious that she didn’t dare say it out loud.

“You’re perceptive, girl. I’ll give you that. But you still haven’t guessed why you’re here.”

“Milady,” said Zlata, swallowing. “I wouldn’t mean to presume—”

“Humor an old woman.”

“Very well,” Zlata said at length. “The only reason I can think of—and I hope you will forgive me for thinking it—is to find out if I’m wife material for your son.”

Lady Nari threw back her head and laughed. Zlata’s cheeks flushed.

“I’m sorry, milady, I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t worry, girl. You didn’t speak out of turn. And you certainly have humored me, which is more than I expected. Stars, I haven’t had such a good laugh in ages. Yes, I am of a mind to see him married, and you’ve impressed me enough that I’d be satisfied if he chose you.”

“Why?”

“Fate has not shined on our clan,” Lady Nari said in a measured voice. “Khasan is my youngest son, and all of his brothers have perished seeking vengeance for their father’s death. None of the other clans in the Golden Fleet are willing to make a marriage alliance with us, lest they incur the wrath of our enemies and suffer a similar fate.”

“So, you’ve turned to me because you have nothing left to lose?”

Lady Nari grinned. “I like you, Zlata, and that makes you fortunate indeed. When I learned how you handled those men who assaulted you, I was greatly impressed. Gouging out Ilia’s eye is one thing, but convincing the others to turn him in—that shows both leadership and initiative. Much like your decision to offer yourself in place of your friend. Tell me, what was your reason for doing so?”

From the way Lady Nari’s eyes pierced her, she knew that only the truth would satisfy the old woman. And yet, until now, Zlata hadn’t had the luxury of asking herself that question. She thought back to Graznav Station, with all of its petty frustrations and restrictions. Was that why she’d volunteered to be Khasan’s captive? To escape from such a life?

“I want to see the universe beyond my home,” she answered. “Because… I want to be in charge of my own destiny.”

“And for that, you became a slave?”

“Better to be a slave with the opportunity to rise to something greater than to live a comfortable life without that opportunity.”

“A worthy answer. We all rise to the station that best suits us—or fall to it, for that matter. But is that truly the only reason? What of your friend? What is she to you?”

It was a fair question, and Zlata wasn’t sure how to answer it. She wasn’t sure she knew the answer herself.

“I didn’t think she would last very long as your captive,” she told Lady Nari. “She’s… not as resilient as I am.”

“Is that so?”

“But she does have many good qualities,” she added quickly. “Qualities that I admire. And yes, she is my friend.”

Lady Nari looked at her for a second, but when Zlata said nothing else, she nodded. “I see. And I suppose, on a colony as small as your home, you are all, in a sense, family. Which makes your act of self-sacrifice all the more commendable.”

Yeah, Zlata thought. Let’s go with that. She just hoped she hadn’t condemned Sonya to the slave auction with her damningly faint praise.

“Here on the Falconstar, it is much the same,” Lady Nari continued. “We are all members of the same clan. In the Outer Reaches, every star clan prospers according to its strength. Those who fail to conquer are themselves conquered in turn.”

Sounds grim, Zlata thought, though she had to admit that the Hameji way of life had a certain appeal. If nothing else, the constant violence had to weed out incompetence and favoritism.

“This is where you come in,” Lady Nari continued. “Like most warriors, my son thinks that he doesn’t need a woman. But fate has not called him merely to be a warrior; it has called him to lead his clan back to greatness and glory. For that, he needs a woman who is ruthless—shrewd and calculating, perceptive and resourceful. You must rule your husband’s ship like a queen and hold the clan together no matter the cost. And you must bear your husband strong, bright children who will grow to command fleets of their own.”

Zlata’s breath caught in her throat. It was as if Lady Nari was laying out the rest of her life for her. Was this to be her destiny? Bound by marriage to a ferocious warlord who had carried her away captive from her home? She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She wasn’t at all sure that Khasan was the sort of man she wanted to spend her life with.

But that didn’t mean he wasn’t that sort of man, either.

“I’m… flattered you think so highly of me, milady,” she managed to say.

“Don’t be,” Lady Nari said sharply. “I like you, girl, but you have a long way to go to prove yourself worthy of such a position. However, because I see potential in you, I am willing to give you a chance. By tomorrow dayshift, you and your friend are to be put into cryofreeze for the remainder of our voyage to the Tri-Clan Station. Instead, I will request of my son that he give you to me as a maidservant. That should raise your status sufficiently to make a marriage with him acceptable.”

“You would have me marry him so soon?”

“I never said that you would marry him, only that such a promotion would make the marriage acceptable. Of course, he will no doubt recognize this, so if he has no interest in you at all, he will deny my request. But if he does—or at least, if he is willing to humor me—then you will move into the women’s quarters and become my maidservant.”

“What happens then, milady?” Zlata asked.

Lady Nari shrugged. “If Tenguri wills it, and you are able to win Khasan over, then you will become his lady in command. Otherwise, I will have no further use for you and will dispose of you as I see fit.”

A chill ran down Zlata’s spine. From the cold indifference in Lady Nari’s voice, she had no doubt that the old woman was ruthless enough to sell her alongside Sonya at the auction.

“Well?” said Lady Nari. “Does this plan suit you?”

“Yes, milady,” Zlata answered quickly, recognizing that she didn’t have much of a choice. “You do me a great honor.”

“Don’t count your victories before they are won. You have yet to win over my son. I will, of course, encourage him to consider you, but you must be your own advocate. I will not convince him for you.”

What about Sonya? Zlata wanted to ask. She held her tongue, though—it didn’t seem wise to push any boundaries just yet.

“You are concerned about your friend,” Lady Nari observed.

“Yes,” Zlata admitted. “Will she be sold in the slave auction when we arrive?”

“Most likely. You will have to plead to Khasan for her yourself. She is his property, to do with as wills. But unless she proves her worth, there will be no place for her on this ship.”

Zlata’s gut clenched. Khasan had told her that the voyage would take a couple of standard months. That gave her some time to work with, but even if she managed to win him over by then, there was no guarantee that it would save Sonya. There was no guarantee of anything.

Lady Nari snapped her fingers, and a hoverbot emerged carrying a tray with two porcelain cups and a samovar. It set the tray on the table, and she poured each of them a cup of steaming hot coffee.

“Let us drink on it, then.”

“Yes,” Zlata agreed, accepting the proffered cup with a shaky hand.

“To victory,” said Lady Nari. She drank her cup in one gulp, and Zlata did the same. The coffee was thick and black, and burned Zlata’s throat like liquid fire, but she forced it down anyway.

The old woman grinned. “Is my coffee too strong for you?”

“Not for long, milady.”

She laughed and snapped her fingers. The serving bot returned and took the tray, with the samovar and both their glasses.

“If the gods continue to favor you, then Khasan will make you my maidservant, and we will meet here again tomorrow dayshift.”

“Yes, milady,” Zlata agreed. Inwardly, though, she couldn’t help but worry that fate was setting her up for a fall.

Sonya

Sonya paced the cold, hard floor of the cell. It seemed like it had been hours since the guards had taken Zlata. She didn’t know which was worse: the terror that seized her whenever the pirates came for them, or the unrelenting boredom that multiplied her darkest thoughts. Without Zlata, it was either one or the other.

The blast doors began to groan again, and she froze midstep as an icy chill ran down her spine.

Stay calm. It’s probably just the guards bringing Zlata back. 

Sure enough, Zlata soon stepped into view. To Sonya’s surprise, the guards let her walk ahead of them freely.

What’s going on? 

One of the guards deactivated the electrified bars, and the other one politely opened the cell door. Sonya had to suppress a laugh. In any other context, a man holding the door for her like that would have been an act of chivalry.

“Okay,” she said after the guards had left. “What was that?”

“What do you mean?” Zlata asked.

“The guards. They aren’t treating you like a slave anymore. What’s going on?”

Zlata sat on her cot, staring at the wall in thought. Sonya sat across from her and hugged one knee, leaving the other leg dangling.

“Are you all right, Zlata?”

“I’m fine. In fact, I have some good news.”

“Really?” Please tell me you found a way for us to escape. 

“I just had a long discussion with Lord Khasan’s mother, and I think I’ve found a way to leverage things to our advantage and get us out of here.”

Sonya’s heart leaped. Please, please, please… 

“First off,” Zlata continued, “I was right about this not being just a pirate ship. It’s actually the flagship for a clan of starfaring nomads, and Khasan is the head of the clan. His mother wants him to take a wife, and it sounds like I’m currently the best option they have.”

“Wait,” said Sonya, frowning. “They want you to… marry him?”

“That’s right. Though at this point, I think I’m just the backup. Even so, this might be our chance to make the best of this situation.”

“And what about you? Do you really want to… to be his wife?”

“It’s either that or be sold in the slave auction. We’ll do much better if we take our chances with Khasan.”

Is that really the best we can do? 

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Zlata continued. “They’re going to put you into cryo for the rest of the voyage. It shouldn’t be longer than a couple of standard months. Meanwhile, Lady Nari—Khasan’s mother, the woman who just summoned me to her quarters—is going to ask for me as a maidservant. If Khasan agrees and everything else goes well, I should already be his wife by the time you come out of cryo.”

“Okay,” said Sonya, still confused. She didn’t see how any of this was going to help them escape this horrible place.

“Getting you free is going to be more difficult,” Zlata continued. “I’ve been thinking about it, and the best way is probably to get him to marry you, as well.”

Sonya blinked. “So… you think I should marry him instead?”

“No, Sonya. I think we should both marry him.”

“At the same time?”

“Yes.”

Sonya’s body stiffened. She let her other leg down and swallowed, gripping the edge of the cot with both hands.

“How is that any different from letting them rape us?”

“It’s completely different,” Zlata insisted. “By marrying Lord Khasan, we’d have a secure place in the hierarchy of the clan. And as sister-wives, we’d be able to rest assured in the knowledge that they won’t ever separate us. It’s the best way to secure a good position for ourselves on the ship.”

All Sonya could do was stare at her. Did Zlata really think it was a good idea for them both to marry the man who had carried them away captive? How was this supposed to help them get back home?

“No,” said Sonya, shaking her head. “I don’t want to do it.”

“It’s that or be sold in the slave auction. Which would you rather choose?”

“Neither of them! Can’t you—can’t you just ask Khasan to make me a maidservant, too?”

Zlata frowned. “I don’t know. Lady Nari doesn’t even know that he’ll make me her maidservant yet. It seems like a lot to ask.”

“More than asking him to marry us both?” Sonya asked, exasperated.

Before Zlata could answer, she laid down and stared at the ceiling. Her only cushion on the hard metal slab was a thin layer of rubber-like foam, barely as thick as her finger. It was impossible to get any rest on the thing.

“What is it about the plan that bothers you?” Zlata asked. “Is it Khasan? The sister-wives thing? The—”

“I DON’T WANT TO BE RAPED!” she shouted at the top of her lungs.

“Ow!” said Zlata, covering her ears. “Careful, Sonya. What if they hear you?”

Sonya didn’t care. She rolled onto her stomach and buried her face in her arms. Tears burned in her eyes, but she bit her lip until the need to cry passed. She didn’t want Zlata to see her weakness.

Zlata got up from her cot and sat next to her. When she didn’t brush her off, Zlata began to rub her back. At first, Sonya tensed at the unexpected contact, but she soon relaxed. The silence felt oppressive, and she needed the comforting reassurance of physical touch.

But then, Zlata opened her mouth.

“If you can’t bring yourself to face your situation, Sonya, you’ll never be able to change it. We have to find some way to make ourselves indispensable, and if marrying Khasan is the only way—”

“Don’t touch me,” Sonya snapped, pushing her away.

Zlata withdrew but didn’t get up. “We’re going to have to make a choice either way. Are we going to do what we can to better our situation, or are we going to be passive victims? I don’t know about you, but I’m not going to be anyone’s victim.”

What the hell are you even talking about? Sonya wanted to scream. If storming out of the room had been an option, that was exactly what she would have done.

“Unless we choose to actively make things better,” Zlata continued, “we’ll never be able to change anything. That’s what it means to be a victim—that other people are in control, not you.”

“But what if we’re not in control?” Sonya asked, pointing out the blatantly obvious.

“We may be slaves, but we still have control over something,” said Zlata, oblivious to her sarcasm. “Even if it’s just as small as choosing not to be victims.”

“But we are victims, Zlata! We’ve been carried away captive to be raped and sold as slaves. What could possibly be more victimizing than that?”

“It isn’t what happens to you that makes you a victim, Sonya, it’s how you choose to respond to it. It’s a state of mind. I’ve been thinking about this a lot. If we—”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Sonya snapped, unable to take it anymore.

Zlata frowned. “If we’re not going to talk about it now, when are we going to talk about it? By this time tomorrow dayshift, they’re going to—”

“I said, I don’t want to talk about it!”

For a long while, neither of them said anything. Zlata hesitated awkwardly before returning to her cot across the cell. The silence was so heavy that Sonya clenched her fists as tightly as she could until the rage had completely deflated out of her.

“Sonya?” Zlata asked quietly, breaking the silence again.

What is it now? 

“I’m sorry,” Zlata told her. “I didn’t mean to freak you out. Is there anything I can do for you?”

“I just want to go home,” Sonya whimpered.

Zlata

Dayshift passed to nightshift. Zlata didn’t know what else to say, and since Sonya didn’t reach out to her either, they simply did their best to ignore each other until the lights dimmed.

Zlata slept fitfully, with surprisingly vivid dreams. In the middle of the nightshift, she awoke in a heavy sweat, her heart pounding. Her mind still reeled, but all she could remember were fleeting images and an overwhelming depth of emotion. Soon, even the images started to fade.

Waves of arousal swept over her like the surf of an alien sea. She realized that she’d woken up from a sex dream that had featured Khasan, but Sonya had been in it, too. And those were the parts that were taking the longest to fade. Zlata could still picture her vividly: her breasts full and round, her waist narrow, her hips wide. “I don’t want to be a virgin,” she’d pleaded desperately.

What is happening to me? Zlata wondered. She felt as if her body was rebelling against her. It didn’t make any sense that Sonya would be in one of her sex dreams, much less that those were the only parts that she could remember.

Or did it?

A number of things suddenly came together like pieces of a forgotten puzzle. The way she’d volunteered to be Khasan’s captive instead of Sonya. The way she’d stood up for her against the men who’d come to rape them. The ease with which she’d accepted the idea of sharing Khasan together as sister-wives.

No, she told herself. I can’t be sexually attracted to Sonya. The more she thought about it, though, the harder it was to deny—though Khasan had been in the dream, too.

To calm her nerves, she got up from her cot and splashed her face with cold water. Her legs felt weak and her hands were trembling, but she braced herself against the edge of the sink until it passed.

She had never thought of herself as bisexual. Then again, she’d never really had much of an opportunity to find out. For obvious reasons, heterosexuality was the norm on a station as small and isolated as Graznav. But most of her peers were already betrothed, leaving only the occasional starfarer, and those were almost always men.

The more she thought about it, though, the more she realized that sex was something she’d written almost totally out of her life altogether. Between her resistance to her mother’s machinations and the awkwardness of her first time, she could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times she’d slept with a passing starfarer. As for the station boys, none of them had ever showed much of an interest in her.

She paced the back of the cell as she organized her thoughts. What was it about Sonya that drew her? Was the attraction purely physical? That was certainly true for most of the boys back home, and probably Khasan as well. But no, that wasn’t the only thing. Sonya’s sensitive nature contrasted so starkly with Zlata’s own that she could see herself being attracted to Sonya simply for that. Even after their capture—with all of the panic and grief that entailed—Sonya had still been sensitive to Zlata’s emotional needs, even the ones that Zlata hadn’t realized she’d had.

She drew a long breath. The more she thought about it, the more obvious it was to her that she’d had a thing for Sonya all along. Why, then, had she missed it until now?

Stay calm, she told herself. It’s not like this changes anything. Chances were slim to none that Sonya felt the same way about her—and even if she did, she would soon be in cryo and Zlata would be on her own for the next two months.

But in other ways, it changed everything. Sonya was the whole reason she was there, since Zlata had offered herself up because of her feelings for her, at least in part. Feelings that she still barely understood. If she’d previously made the effort to understand this part of herself, would she even be in this mess?

At least I know this about myself now, she thought silently. Of course, she would have to repress those feelings for the foreseeable future, at least until her position on the Falconstar was more secure. She absolutely could not afford to let them interfere with her and Khasan.

But what if she couldn’t repress them? What if those feelings had been driving her all along, and she was only now coming to realize it?

No, Zlata told herself. There were other reasons why she’d offered herself up; the oppressive ennui of station life and her mother’s overbearing demands, to name the two most obvious ones. Besides, just because she had feelings for Sonya didn’t mean that she had to act on them. She had never been one to let reason be the slave of her passions, and she wasn’t about to change that now.

Still, she had to admit it would all be much easier once Sonya was frozen in cryo.

Sonya

At the sound of the blast doors, Sonya bolted awake. She must have been sleeping better than she’d thought, because Zlata was already sitting on the edge of her cot, hands on her lap, with her knees close together.

Sonya bit her lip. “Are they coming to take me away?”

“I think so.”

Shivers of fear ran down Sonya’s spine. She looked about frantically, as if maybe, just maybe, there was a way to escape that she’d somehow overlooked. But of course, there wasn’t.

Heavy footsteps announced the arrival of half a dozen guards, led by the same old man who had taken Zlata away before. He waited outside, his arms folded imperiously, while the guards depowered the cell and swung the door open. As soon as they were inside, Sonya felt thick, calloused hands grab her by the arms and pull her roughly to her feet.

“Stay strong, Sonya!” Zlata yelled as they took her away.

Right, Sonya thought, her whole body trembling with fear. Stay strong. That was easy enough for Zlata to say—after all, she’d fought off a gang of rapists, not to mention offered herself in Sonya’s place.

I’ll just have to do what Zlata would do, Sonya told herself.

She took a deep breath, stood as tall as she could manage, and followed the guards without trying to escape. To her surprise, they loosened their grip. The sick taste of panic still filled her mouth, but she did her best to ignore it and not show any sign of weakness.

This was her first time leaving the cell since the pirates had brought her onto the ship. Unfortunately, they were taking her someplace even worse. She’d heard stories about cryopods being lost or forgotten, the people inside remaining frozen in stasis for decades, sometimes even centuries. Would she be one of them? Zlata would probably say that was unlikely, but she couldn’t shake that fear. 

At least they won’t be able to rape me. That was something Zlata probably would have said to comfort her. Of course, if anyone really wanted to rape her, all they had to do was thaw her out for an hour or two before freezing her again. For all she knew, she would wake up to her worst nightmare.

No, she told herself, struggling to maintain her resolve. Zlata won’t let them. She’ll find a way to get us out of this. She’ll stay strong. 

She tried to go over the plan again in her mind—after all, that was what Zlata would do. While Sonya was frozen in cryo, Zlata was going to seduce Khasan, or at least convince him to marry her. It was difficult to imagine a no-nonsense girl like Zlata seducing anybody. But if that worked, she would also convince Khasan to let Sonya be her maidservant—or failing that to marry Sonya, as well.

The thought of marrying a monster like Khasan made Sonya shudder. The guards began to tighten their grip, so she took a deep breath and tried to put the thought from her mind.

It didn’t really matter either way, because after she and Zlata were no longer slaves, they would make their escape. Surely, Zlata would find a way, even if they had to go through hell to make it happen.

But what if Zlata failed or the plan didn’t work? Then Sonya would be sold as a slave, probably to a man even worse than Khasan, and she would never see Zlata or home again.

Stay strong, Sonya, she silently repeated. How did Zlata find any comfort in thinking things through like this?

Her heart pounded as they led her into what had to be the ship’s cryo chamber. It was dark and gloomy, much like her cell, but instead of barred, electrified prison doors, the walls of this room held perhaps a couple dozen cylindrical steel cryotanks. Each one was the size of a coffin, but with a large window in the front. All but three of them were empty.

Sonya had never actually seen a cryotank before. She’d read about them in novels and occasionally seen them on the holovid serials imported from the Tajji Union, but none of that prepared her for what she saw inside one of the tanks. The man was naked, his skin slightly blue, his face pulled back in a grimace. She felt as if he were watching her, even though his eyes were closed. Her whole body went tense, and she barely managed to suppress a scream.

The guards placed her in the center of the room and stepped back a pace. For a very brief moment, Sonya considered making a run for it, but where would she go? Zlata wouldn’t do anything so stupid, no matter how terrible her fear.

Courage, Sonya, she told herself. After swallowing deeply, she took a deep breath.

“Undress yourself,” the old man ordered.

“What?” Sonya shrieked.

“The machine cannot properly freeze you with clothes—especially not that finery. Take it off before I order the men to strip you.”

Sonya’s hands trembled uncontrollably. She began to have flashbacks to when they’d first carried her onto the ship. Suddenly, trying to make a run for it didn’t seem like such a stupid idea.

The old man nodded to two of the guards, who stepped forward.

“I’ll do it, I’ll do it!” Sonya screamed.

Gingerly, she pulled off her halter top, dropped her skirt, and undid her smartbra. Her heart pounded as each article of clothing fell to the floor. Once she was naked, she wrapped her arms tightly around her chest.

Stay strong, Sonya, Zlata’s words rang in her ears. In that moment, she wished more than anything else that Zlata were there with her.

The guards stepped forward and took her by both arms. She yelped, though more out of surprise than fear. That came soon enough, however, when she saw a man approaching her with a frighteningly large syringe.

Something inside of Sonya snapped. She screamed and thrashed about, trying desperately to get away, but the men were too strong for her. One of them held her arm, while the man with the syringe searched for a vein. She only stopped when it penetrated her skin, and that only for fear of snapping it.

Her vision began to swim. As the men pulled her roughly to the waiting cryotank, she found it difficult to keep her balance. Still, adrenaline gave her strength, and she fought against her captors to the very last. It was a lost cause, though. Soon, the lid of the tank closed over her, cutting her off from everyone and everything she’d ever known. 

Stay strong, Sonya, Zlata’s words kept coming back to her. Don’t let them turn you into a victim. 

“It’s too late,” she whimpered in panic as the chamber began to fill with a sickly-sweet gas. “Please—I just want to see Petyr again. I just want to go home!” 

But deep down, she knew that there was no going back anymore.


The New and the Unknown

Zlata

When the guards came back for Zlata, they held the cell door open and waited for her to step out on her own. She nodded to them politely, and the head guard acknowledged her with a slight nod of the head.

“Lady Nari is waiting for you, mistress,” he told her. He was tall and dark-haired, with a beard that came down to his chest. The other one was blond and clean-shaven.

So Khasan decided to honor his mother’s request to make me her maidservant, Zlata thought to herself. That was a good sign. At the very least, it was one major obstacle behind her. How many still lay ahead?

“This way,” said the guard, gesturing for her to follow.

“What is your name?” she asked him on impulse.

He hesitated, but only for a moment. “Ruslan.”

“And you?” she asked, turning to the other.

“I am Serik.”

Zlata smiled and fell into step with them. They said nothing more on the way to the women’s quarters. She got quite a few stares from the people in the hallway, but it seemed that word had already spread, because when Zlata met their eyes, they nodded to her in acknowledgment. That had never been the case when she was just a slave.

Don’t get cocky, she chided herself, rubbing her shoulder where the bot had tattooed her. If Khasan rejects you, it’s the slave auction for you and Sonya both. 

At length, they arrived at the stairs that led to the women’s quarters. Ruslan and Serik stopped.

“I take it you are not to follow me beyond this point?”

“That is correct, mistress,” Ruslan answered. “Lady Nari is waiting for you inside.”

“I understand. Thank you for conveying me to her.”

The men saluted her. Zlata smiled at them again and climbed the stairs to the door. When she engaged the chime, it opened almost immediately.

“There you are,” said Lady Nari, ushering her in. She greeted Zlata with a kiss on each cheek. The door closed behind her, and three other women came out to the hall, two in their middle years and one of an age with her.

“Let me introduce you to the other women of the Falconstar,” Lady Nari began. “This is Lady Gerel, Khasan’s half-sister.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” said the first middle-aged woman, bowing. She was half a head shorter than Zlata and slightly overweight, with rosy cheeks and dark red hair.

“The pleasure is mine,” said Zlata, returning the bow.

“This is Lady Khulan,” Lady Nari continued, gesturing to the other middle-aged woman. “She was the wife of my late husband’s chief advisor, Gulnak, and is Khasan’s first cousin once removed.”

Lady Khulan acknowledged Zlata with a sharp nod. “Welcome to the Falconstar.” She was by far the tallest of all of them, with a sharp nose and deep-set eyes. Her midnight-black hair was tied back in two braids that stretched to her narrow waist.

“And this is Aruzhan,” said Lady Nari, pointing out the youngest. “She is Khasan’s cousin by my late sister.”

Aruzhan smiled wanly and greeted Zlata the way Lady Nari had, with a hug and kisses on both cheeks. Like Lady Gerel, she was short and heavy. There was a bounce in her step that reflected a bubbly personality.

“It’s so good to finally meet you,” she told Zlata. “I’m sure we’ll be close friends.”

“I hope so,” Zlata managed.

“Well, don’t just stand there,” said Lady Nari. “Let’s get you washed up and give you a change of clothes. Aruzhan has already picked some out for you.”

“I hope you don’t mind sharing an apartment with me,” said Aruzhan. “That is, until… well, you know.”

From the way she giggled, Zlata realized that all four of them were in on Lady Nari’s gambit. The austere look on Lady Khulan’s face told Zlata that she had yet to prove herself, but they all seemed to be on board with the plan.

Zlata still wasn’t sure what to make of that. It was quite a jump to go from slave to potential wife, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that it could all be taken away in an instant. She also couldn’t help but wonder how desperate Lady Nari must be, to take her under her wing like this. The old matriarch didn’t put on as if it were a big deal, but Zlata knew better than to take that at face value. She would have to do her best to prove that she was deserving of such rapid advancement.

And what about Sonya?

There was only one bathroom in the women’s quarters, but it was reasonably large, with two sinks, two toilet stalls, two shower units, a diaper changing stall, and a shallow porcelain tub, probably for washing children. Every surface was remarkably clean.

“Aruzhan will take care of you from here,” said Lady Nari. “When you’re ready, meet me in my quarters.”

“Yes, milady,” said Zlata with a bow.

Once she was alone, she shed her clothes and stepped into one of the shower units. After staying so long in the prison cell, it felt wonderfully refreshing to take a proper shower. The pressurized water jets ran along the walls from her feet to the top of her head. The water was warm, the soap pleasantly scented. After the rinse cycle, hot air blasted her while a powerful vacuum sucked all of the moisture out through the drain. Within minutes, she was dry.

Aruzhan was waiting for her with a bathrobe when she stepped out. “Here, this is for you.”

Zlata hid her surprise by accepting the proffered bathrobe with a smile and a nod. I guess there’s not much privacy around here, she thought as she put it on—which made a certain amount of sense, given the close quarters and the shared living space.

“Let me take you to our apartment,” said Aruzhan, taking her by the hand. She added something in the Hameji language, which Zlata had come to realize was some sort of Tajji-Outworld creole. That explained why almost everyone on the ship was able to talk with her. It was also why she was able to pick it up so quickly.

Aruzhan’s apartment was small but tidy, with a colorful rug and walls painted decoratively in red, blue, orange, and gold. The trundle bed in the far corner had the lower mattress rolled out, which Zlata guessed was hers. The only other furniture was a small divan with colorful tasseled cushions, a folding table, and a three-legged stool.

“These are all yours,” said Aruzhan, opening several empty wall compartments. “Mine are on the other side of the room. You’ll need a chest, too—I’m sure Lady Nari can provide you with one.”

“Thanks,” said Zlata. Her eyes fell on the clothes laid out on the divan.

“I picked these out for you. Most of them are mine, but you’re welcome to any of them that you like.”

Unlike the dark, austere clothing that Zlata had seen on the Hameji men, these clothes were colorful and bright. From the stitching and handiwork, Zlata guessed that they were handmade. Even so, they were impressively ornate, with delicately embroidered patterns. Her eyes were drawn to a pleated turquoise shirt, and she held it up to examine it.

“That one should fit you well,” said Aruzhan. “Do you want to try it on?”

“Uh, do you have any underwear?” Zlata asked, all too conscious of the fact that she was naked under her bathrobe.

“Of course,” said Aruzhan. “Silly me.” She turned to rummage through one of the wall compartments and came out with half a dozen pairs of lacy panties and two smartbras. “Don’t worry, they’re clean. I’ve barely even worn them.”

“Thanks,” said Zlata. She made her selection and waited to see what her roommate would do, but Aruzhan made no move to leave. Definitely no privacy, Zlata thought. Just another thing she would have to get used to.

While she dressed, Aruzhan put the rest of the underwear in one of the wall compartments on Zlata’s side of the room, then returned with a low-cut, sleeveless top and a knee-length skirt. “Here,” she said, laying them out on the bed. “Khasan won’t be able to resist you in this.”

I guess we’re playing dress-up, Zlata thought, glancing at the now forgotten shirt on the bed. But Aruzhan’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Zlata figured there was no harm in humoring her. In the next half hour, they went through almost a dozen outfits, and Aruzhan was more delighted with each new one than the last. Zlata also got into it, which surprised her, since she’d never been much interested in clothes before. But after everything she’d been through, she had to admit that it was a welcome change of pace.

“Aruzhan?” Lady Nari’s voice came over a speaker in the door panel. Zlata jumped a little; she hadn’t realized there was an intercom in the room.

“Yes, Lady Nari,” Aruzhan said resignedly. “I’ll send her right over.” She turned to Zlata. “You should probably go see her now.”

“Has she been waiting for me this whole time?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Aruzhan reassured her, smiling and putting a hand on her arm. “She knows how much I was looking forward to meeting you.”

Zlata nodded. At least I’ve made a friend. It wouldn’t stop her from being sold on the slave auction if Khasan rejected her, but it still reassured her to know that she wasn’t totally alone.

The thought reminded her of Sonya. She bit her lip and left without a word.

By now, she was starting to get a feel for the floor plan of the women’s quarters. Most of the apartments were on the outer edge, which ran lengthwise along the left side of the deck near the main hallway. The bathroom and lounge were in the center, almost like a courtyard. Lady Nari’s apartment was on the far side against the hull, which explained why she had windows.

“Well, well, well,” said Lady Nari, admiring Zlata’s new clothes as she stepped inside. “You’re starting to look like a proper Hameji woman already. Now, all you need is a name.”

Zlata frowned. “A name?”

“Yes,” said Lady Nari. “Whenever one of the planetborn joins our ranks, we give them a proper Hameji name. And since you’re my maidservant, the honor to name you is mine.”

Zlata bowed, hiding her face. She wasn’t sure what to think of all this. Taking a new name didn’t sit well with her—it felt like she was losing the last thing that was truly hers. Perhaps that was the point.

“Let’s see,” said Lady Nari, stroking her chin. “If fortune is to favor you, we would do well to name you after a powerful Hameji queen. Gulchina, perhaps? No; best not to tempt fate. Zenoba? It’s not as auspicious as Borta or Yesui, but—”

“Zenoba will do fine,” Zlata said quickly. It’s close enough to my real name that it doesn’t seem totally wrong. 

Lady Nari frowned, making Zlata fear that she’d spoken out of turn. If she had, though, the old matriarch shrugged it off.

“Very well. It does seem to suit you.”

Zlata glanced out the window at the interstellar starfield. The lights in Lady Nari’s quarters were just low enough to make out the brighter stars, but the constellations were warped ever so slightly, the stars out of alignment from those she had always known. She would just have to get used to that, too.

“Khasan and I typically have tea once a dayshift while we are on voyage,” Lady Nari told her. “You will accompany me on these visits, in order to spend more time around him. I may even find some excuse to leave you two alone together. However, I would advise against trying to seduce him physically when I do. He is under no obligation to marry you if you become pregnant—or to let you raise the child.”

Zlata nodded. The implications were all too clear. If she tried to avoid the slave auction by getting pregnant with Khasan’s son, he would take the baby from her and sell her as a slave anyway. It seemed harsh, but so was everything else about the Hameji.

Khasan

Khasan rose to answer the door. Sure enough, it was his mother, with her new maidservant close behind.

“Welcome, Mother,” he said, ushering her in. The samovar was already on the side table, ready to be served. He saw that she’d brought her game of damka, which wasn’t surprising at all. What was surprising was that she carried it herself, instead of leaving it to her maidservant.

But was it really? From the moment she’d asked him to give her the slave girl, it was obvious that this was all one of her schemes. The only maidservant she had ever taken was a nanny to help with the children, and that had been a Hameji girl, not a former slave.

“Good dayshift, son,” said Lady Nari, kissing him on the cheek. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought Mistress Zenoba with me.”

“Certainly not,” said Khasan, raising an eyebrow at the name. He wondered if the girl had chosen it herself or if his mother had chosen it for her.

He greeted Zenoba with a formal bow, which she returned. It wasn’t difficult to remember their first meeting; it had been on his mind quite a lot, in fact. She carried herself with the same poise as she had then, which was remarkable, considering how he had ordered her to take off her clothes. Then again, she had managed to get away with partially defying that order. He wondered if she would be here right now if she had obeyed him—or if she had defied him completely, for that matter.

His mother took her accustomed seat in the heirloom chair, which he’d set out for her. First, though, she moved the ottoman to the side for Mistress Zenoba. Khasan sat on the divan.

“How goes the voyage?” his mother asked.

“Good,” said Khasan, stretching out comfortably. “We’re close enough to the Outer Reaches that it’s unlikely the planetborn will intercept us, though we may raid another of their settlements if we have the chance. Otherwise, with Tenguri’s blessing, we should have a smooth and uneventful voyage to the Tri-Clan Station.”

“That’s good,” said Lady Nari. She turned to Zenoba, who stood awkwardly by her side. “Would you care to get us some tea?”

Mistress Zenoba gingerly placed three teacups on the ceramic tray, as well as the bowl of sugar cubes. It took her a moment to figure out that the actual tea was in the pot perched on top of the samovar, and that it needed to be diluted with the hot water. Khasan watched with bemusement as she struggled to figure it out.

“Aruzhan is happy to have a new roommate,” his mother stated, no doubt to distract him. “She and Mistress Zenoba spent nearly the last hour trying on clothes.”

“I can imagine,” said Khasan. Actually, it was much easier to imagine Zenoba naked, but he put that out of his mind. She wasn’t a slave anymore.

At last, Zenoba figured out the samovar and made the tea. She served Lady Nari first. That, at least, was proper. He was captain, but his mother was matriarch. And besides, Zenoba was her maidservant, not his. After they’d both been served, she returned the tray to the table and sat down on the ottoman with her own cup.

Not as strong as we usually like it, Khasan noted as he took a sip. He watched for his mother’s reaction, but as usual, her face betrayed none.

“Thank you, Mistress Zenoba,” she said with a polite smile. “How are you and Aruzhan getting along?”

“Very well, Lady Nari.”

“Don’t let Aruzhan’s bubbly demeanor fool you,” said Khasan. “Most Hameji women carry a hidden knife of some kind, sometimes with a poisoned blade. Aruzhan carries a gun.”

“Khasan!” his mother said sharply.

“I didn’t say where she hides it,” he said, grinning. “Though I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough.”

To his delight, Zenoba snorted a little—though she caught herself before tea came out her nose. As for the mention of guns and poisoned knives, that didn’t get a rise out of her at all. His mother must have already told her about that custom, or else she was just as good at hiding her reaction. He honestly couldn’t tell which.

“Khasan and Aruzhan grew up on the same starship,” his mother explained. “You would not believe how much trouble they used to get into.” She turned to Khasan and took a measured sip of tea. “I hear that Ilia has almost recovered from his wounds. What do you plan to do with him?”

Khasan sighed heavily. “I haven’t decided. Nergui says that I should deny his request for an artificial eye implant, but if I do that, there’s a very good chance he will leave the clan, perhaps even defect to the Tatari.”

“Defect? And violate his feudal obligations?”

“He was obligated to my father, not to me. As with many of the techs, he only stayed on because it was easier than finding a new ship.”

His mother shrugged. “Then give him the eye implant, and he will be obligated to you.”

“Yes,” said Khasan, “but where will I reassign him? He has already defied orders, which means that I cannot keep him on the Falconstar. But if I leave him on one of the farm ships, how do I know that he won’t cause trouble there?”

“If he does, space him. Lashing for the first offense, death for the second.”

Khasan let out a long breath and shook his head. “That may be just, but it’s not a good way to inspire the men. For one thing, I’m sure that Ilia didn’t act alone.” He glanced meaningfully at Zenoba.

“What do you think, Mistress Zenoba?” Lady Nari asked, turning to her as well. “You are, after all, the reason this man was apprehended.”

“I…” she said hesitantly, her cheeks turning red. She glanced from Khasan to his mother and back again. “I don’t think there’s any need to hunt down the other men who were involved. None of them laid hand on either of us.”

“Not after you gouged out Ilia’s eye,” Khasan remarked. Her blush deepened.

“What is the punishment for rape on a Hameji starship?”

“For raping a Hameji woman, the punishment is death by spacing,” Lady Nari answered. “For raping a slave or a concubine, the punishment is at the discretion of the person to whom they belong. Usually, it’s a public lashing.”

“But because I am both his captain and his clan lord, the situation is more complicated,” Khasan added. “The fact that he felt that he could disobey orders is a sign that my leadership is not inspiring confidence. His punishment must be severe enough to re-establish order, but not so severe that it drives the other lowborn crew to leave the Falconstar.”

“I see,” said Zenoba. “I’m… sorry to put you in such a position, milord.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Lady Nari said harshly. “If this Ilia assaulted you now, he would soon be breathing vacuum.”

“Of course, milady,” Zenoba added quickly. “But still, it is a difficult situation.”

“And what do you think I should do?” Khasan asked, stroking his beard.

Mistress Zenoba hesitated, as if unsure how to answer. Khasan watched her intently, knowing that her response would tell him whether his mother had judged her rightly, and she was fit to be his lady in command.

“Is there any way you can give him a chance to redeem himself?” she asked.

Lady Nari frowned. “Why would you offer him that?”

“Because it seems that Lord Khasan actually has two problems: First, how to reestablish his authority, and second, how to inspire his men.”

Khasan raised an eyebrow. “That’s a very good point. If we give Ilia a clear path to redemption, the punishment for violating orders can be as severe as it needs to be, and my judgment will still inspire loyalty among the men. Perhaps if I offered him the choice to join the ranks of our soldiers.”

“You would promote this man for violating your orders?” his mother asked incredulously.

“Not a promotion, but a chance for promotion. In exchange for the artificial eye implant, he’ll join the ranks as one of our frontline grunts, with new feudal obligations as well as the chance for advancement. If he fails to perform, we’ll consign him to the farm ships. Does that not seem fair?”

His mother paused for a moment to think it over, then nodded slowly. “Yes—but only if the punishment is sufficiently severe.”

“Of course. I plan to lash him myself and keep him in the brig until we depart the Tri-Clan Station. You know I will show him no mercy.”

He glanced at Zenoba. She looked a little tense, but otherwise seemed to agree with him. Their eyes briefly met, and she offered him a fleeting smile before looking away, in what was most likely a ham-fisted attempt to act demure. But that made sense, if she was still trying to figure out exactly how she fit into the hierarchy of the Falconstar.

Lady Nari finished her tea, and Zenoba rose to take the empty cup from her. “Would you like some more, milady?”

“No, thank you,” his mother answered with a smile. “Khasan, would you humor me with a game of damka?”

“Of course,” he said, quickly finishing off his own tea. Zenoba set hers and his mother’s cups on the tray and retrieved his own, while his mother pulled her chair closer to the divan and set up the stand for the game board.

Perhaps this girl deserves some serious consideration after all, Khasan mused as Mistress Zenoba pulled up the ottoman to observe the game.

Zlata

“How did I do, milady?” Zlata asked as she and Lady Nari returned to the women’s quarters.

“The tea was considerably weaker than we usually like it,” Lady Nari answered, “and it certainly took you long enough to figure out the samovar. Still, I think my son was reasonably impressed.”

He knows what sort of game his mother is playing, Zlata mused silently. It was obvious from the way he looked at me. But did he know how indifferent Lady Nari would be if he rejected her? Or was she actually bluffing about that?

“Still,” Lady Nari added, “you should avoid being too merciful. It was entirely within your rights to request that Khasan execute that man, which would have given you a reputation for strength and ruthlessness.”

“What about the blowback to morale?” Zlata asked, frowning.

Lady Nari shrugged. “If Khasan executed him for your sake, the blowback would not have been too severe. In fact, claiming such would have given him the cover that he needed to take such an act—and raised your standing in the process.”

They arrived at the door to the women’s quarters. As Lady Nari entered the code, Zlata bit her lip.

“Do you think I should tell Khasan that I’ve changed my mind?”

“What? No, of course not. Your suggestion was not a mistake, merely a missed opportunity. Better to let it stand than to change it now.”

The door hissed open, and they both stepped inside. Before Zlata could exchange her shoes for slippers, however, Lady Nari turned to face her.

“Here now, what am I thinking? You should be out and about, familiarizing yourself with the Falconstar. Let me send you on an errand to the doctor.”

“The doctor?”

“Yes. The medical bay is two decks below us, near the outrider shuttles. I’ll give you my wrist console to guide you if you get lost.”

She unstrapped her wrist console and handed it to Zlata. The design was blocky and unfamiliar, and it felt uncomfortably heavy on her wrist. The screen showed what looked like the layout of the current deck, but Zlata feared that if she touched anything, she’d accidentally close it and wouldn’t be able to open it again.

“What message do you want me to give him, milady?” she asked.

Lady Nari paused. “Ask him if there are any supplies that we ought to stock up on while we are at the Tri-Clan Station. I’m sure he’s already put a list together, but I’d rather look at it now than wait until just before we arrive.”

“Of course, milady,” said Zlata with a bow. “I’ll see to it right away.”

Only after the door closed behind her did she realize that this was the first time she was free to move about the Falconstar without an escort. Was it safe for her outside of the women’s quarters? She thought of the men who had tried to assault her—but since she was Hameji now, the punishment for that was death.

As she descended the stairs, the screen on Lady Nari’s wrist console adjusted to show the next deck. It wasn’t at all clear where she should go next, but Lady Nari had told her the medical bay was two decks down, so she figured she should head to the nearest stairwell. Several people regarded her curiously as she made her way down the main hall. She pulled down her sleeve to cover her slave brand and focused on familiarizing herself with the layout of the main deck, glancing often at her screen. That was a maintenance closet, and those doors led to storage of some kind. The communal barracks for the soldiers were down a little farther, and—

“Oomph!” she said as she bumped into someone. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

The man grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her roughly into one of the side corridors. From his bald head and gray beard, she recognized him as Nergui.

“A word with you, Mistress Zenoba,” he said, enunciating the last word with open contempt.

“What do you want?” she asked, pulling her hand free.

He glanced in either direction, then looked her in the eye. “I know your type. You’re playing a very dangerous game here. I’m only going to warn you this once.”

Zlata frowned. “What?”

“Don’t play coy with me. You may have won over our matriarch with your wiles, but she is not the only one who has Lord Khasan’s ear.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know full well what I’m talking about, you planetborn wench. And don’t even think about running to Lady Nari for protection. You may have her favor now, but show any sign of weakness, and she’ll drop you like a dirty rag.”

Zlata had already suspected as much, so his words had little impact. “Why are you threatening me?” she asked, thinking aloud.

To her surprise, Nergui laughed. “Threaten you? I’m not threatening you. I’m warning you—and promising that bad things will happen unless you abandon this foolhardy plan to become Khasan’s wife.”

So that’s what this is about, Zlata thought to herself. She supposed she should be afraid of this man, but clearly, he saw her as a threat—otherwise, he wouldn’t have made this sort of power move on her.

“Were you on your way to the women’s quarters to tell me this personally?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed, which alone was answer enough. “Your life hangs by a very delicate thread, Mistress Zenoba. There are many ways that a man in my position could remove you.”

“Then why bother to warn me first?”

He raised his hand to slap her, making her flinch. Instead of striking her, though, he turned his lips up in a smile.

“You are nothing more than a planetborn bitch. Your place is in the brothels of the Tri-Clan Station or the harem of a clan lord. Think long and hard whether you want me as your enemy. And consider yourself duly warned.”

He turned on his heel and left, not once looking back at her. She let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.

I’m going to need allies, she realized. Not just allies, but friends. Nergui clearly saw her as a threat, but that didn’t mean he was bluffing when he said there were multiple ways to remove her. She would have to tread very carefully from now on.


Allies and Enemies

Zlata

Zlata stopped at the door and double-checked Lady Nari’s wrist console to make sure it was the medical bay. The place looked vaguely familiar to her, though she remembered only little from the last time she was here.

“Who is it?” the doctor’s voice came through the access panel in response to the door chime.

“Mistress Zenoba, on behalf of Lady Nari. May I come in?”

There was a long pause before he answered. “Mistress Zenoba, eh? Yes, you may come in. Meet me in the office.”

The door slid open, and Zlata stepped in.

The medical bay looked much the same as it had when she had first been brought there: bright lights, off-white ceiling, walls filled with cabinets and compartments, and the stiff and uncomfortable examining table standing on a smooth tile floor. The smell of antiseptics made her sniff—she must have been too preoccupied to notice it before. She had to give the doctor credit, though, for how impressively clean and tidy the place was. Every surface was polished so that it shined—or would have, if it were not so old and worn.

She found the doctor in a small, cozy side office. Three holoscreen displays hung over a tiny desk, where he sat crunching numbers. He rose to his feet to greet her.

“You’ve certainly come a long way,” he said, looking her up and down. “And only in a few dayshifts, no less.”

“Thank you,” said Zlata. “I’m sorry, what was your name?”

He smiled and extended his hand. “You may call me Dmitri, Mistress Zenoba.”

They clasped arms in the Tajji style, and Dmitri leaned forward to pat her twice on the back. He must have been old enough to be her grandfather. Zlata wondered how often he got to talk with someone who wasn’t a patient or who was there just to give orders.

“I’ve taken your advice to heart,” she told him. “It’s served me very well so far.”

“I can see that. Congratulations on your promotion from slave to maidservant. It might not seem like much, but it’s quite a significant step.”

He folded his arms, revealing his slave tattoo. Reflexively, Zlata lifted her sleeve and glanced at her own.

“I’ll still carry this, though, won’t I?”

“Yes, but you should bear it proudly, as a sign of how far you’ve risen. You wouldn’t be the only Hameji to do so.”

“Really?” she asked, giving him a puzzled look.

“Yes. You’d be surprised how quickly fortunes can rise and fall, not only for the clans, but for individuals as well. I have seen young men captured and enslaved rise to become starship captains. Likewise, I have seen clan lords and ladies conquered, subjugated, and frozen into cryo to become little more than war trophies for some cruel and vindictive lord.”

Zlata shivered and thought of Sonya, frozen somewhere in the bowels of the Falconstar. 

“Yes,” Dmitri mused, “there is nothing constant about life in the Outer Reaches. It is a constantly shifting web of alliances and feuds. In some ways, you may find that it is easier to be a slave than it is to be free.”

“Perhaps,” said Zlata. “But just because it is easy doesn’t mean that it’s worthwhile.”

Dmitri smiled sadly. “There is truth in that, I suppose. And it is much easier to be a male slave than a female one.”

“How did you become a slave?” Zlata asked.

“When I was a young man, I was a doctor on a Tajji frigate. I had hoped to rise up the ranks to become a surgeon on one of the navy’s capital ships. Instead, on a routine patrol near the Far Outworlds, we were attacked and captured by the Hameji.”

“Is that how you came to the Falconstar?”

“No,” said Dmitri. “This was a different clan. They spaced the captain and most of the officers, as well as any of the enlisted men who resisted them. I was one of the ones who submitted, so they gave me this.”

He pointed to his slave tattoo, which was considerably more faded than Zlata’s.

“What then?” she asked.

“They were going to sell me on the slave auction, but when they learned that I had a useful skillset, they kept me on as their doctor. I served with them for the next two decades, until they were crushed by a rival clan. Since my new masters had no need for a doctor, I was auctioned to Clan Valdamar, where I have served ever since.”

“I see,” said Zlata, glancing around the office. It was surprisingly neat and well-ordered, not at all like her Uncle Boris’s workplace. “Did you ever try to escape?”

The doctor took a long breath. “For a time, yes. But the vastness of space is simply too great. The only opportunity was when we invaded the settled stars while on a raid, but any who managed to get out using the escape pods were promptly shot down, and the rest of us were punished harshly for their desertion.”

“So, you carved out a place for yourself among the Hameji.”

“Yes. And by and large, it has been surprisingly fulfilling. I even had a family, for a time. But that was before I came to serve in Clan Valdamar.”

What happened to them? Zlata almost asked. But then, she remembered how he’d said that his first masters had had been crushed by a rival star clan. It was probably a difficult subject.

“Did you ever earn enough to buy your freedom?” she asked instead. If he’d had a family, that probably meant he’d been free at one time.

“Yes,” he said, nodding. “In fact, I could probably buy my freedom now, but this way is easier. Khasan is not a cruel master, and besides, I’m an old man now. I have no desire to compete with other, younger officers who are hungry for promotion.”

“You prefer being a slave?” she asked, a little incredulous.

He shrugged. “It has its advantages. But I don’t believe Lady Nari sent you here to talk about me. What can I do for you?”

“Right,” said Zlata, straightening a bit. “Lady Nari wanted me to ask if you’d put together a list of medical supplies that we need to acquire when we arrive at the Tri-Clan Station.”

“So soon? I thought we were more than a month away.”

“I don’t think it’s urgent, but she would rather have it now. If you have it, of course.”

The doctor pulled his chair back from the desk. “The inventory system I’ve set up should give me a fairly accurate list, but I still need to double check some items. Is that all right?”

“Of course. I’m in no hurry.”

He stepped out into the main bay. Zlata followed at a distance, taking a closer look at the room. She hadn’t noticed how old some of the equipment was. The synthleather surface of the examining table was worn in the center and fraying on the edges. The instruments lined up neatly on the counter showed pitting where rust had been stripped off.

As Dmitri pulled out a drawer and began to sort through jars, Zlata’s eyes wandered to an open doorway off to the side of the bay. At first, she thought it went to some sort of closet, but a closer look revealed a small bed.

“Do you… live here?” she asked.

“Of course,” Dmitri answered. “Where else would I live?”

He didn’t seem to object, so she poked her head into the doorway. Sure enough, the room was no bigger than a storage closet, with the small bed taking up more than half of the space. As with the rest of the medical bay, it was meticulously clean, with a shelf up near the ceiling and a beat-up metal footlocker, which apparently doubled as a nightstand. A ceiling compartment held an old-fashioned dream monitor, the kind that plugged into your head. Zlata hadn’t noticed Dmitri’s neural jacks—his hair must have hidden them.

“Don’t you ever leave this part of the ship?” she asked.

He shrugged. “No need. I’m used to tight quarters.”

“But don’t you ever do bedside visits?”

“Occasionally,” he answered, closing the drawer. “But not very often. One of the benefits of being a slave is that I’m treated as just another part of the ship. So long as I perform my job, I’m practically invisible.”

His words made Zlata frown at first, but as she thought about it, she realized they weren’t totally self-deprecating. The Falconstar was more than just a starship to the Hameji—it was their home, their entire world. In some ways, it was probably better to be treated as a piece of valuable equipment, particularly if you weren’t easily replaceable.

“I suppose another perk is that you don’t threaten anyone,” she mused aloud.

Dmitri raised an eyebrow. “Is that a problem for you?”

Zlata hesitated. How confident was she that she could trust him? Very confident, she decided—and if she was going to win his trust, she’d have to show some trust in him first.

“Lady Nari wants her son to take a wife,” Zlata answered, “and she’s put me in position to do just that. But Nergui, the chief counsellor, just threatened to end me unless I stand down. The thing is, if I do that—”

“Then Lady Nari has no reason to keep you on as her maidservant, and you will probably be sold as a slave,” Dmitri finished for her.

“Right.”

He stroked his chin in thought. “I’m sorry, Mistress Zenoba. I would help you if I could, but I doubt I have the power to bend anyone’s ear.”

“That’s all right,” said Zlata, disappointed but not surprised.

“Hameji politics have always baffled me. That’s another reason why I prefer to be a slave. But if I had to give you advice, I would tell you to make as many friends with the people in Khasan’s immediate orbit as you can. Lady Nari may technically be your mistress, but your ultimate fate is in Lord Khasan’s hands, as with everyone else on this ship.”

“I see,” said Zlata. “And who is in Khasan’s immediate orbit?”

“His family and chief officers. Lady Nari and Lady Gerel. Aruzhan to some extent, though I doubt she pulls much weight. And then, you have his chief officers: Nergui, of course, but also Gavril, his captain of the guard; Jabeg, his chief pilot and astrogator; Elbek, his chief weapons officer; and Shilugei, his chief communications officer. Of those four, the one closest to Khasan is probably Gavril.”

“Thank you. Any advice on how I should approach them?”

“You are a Hameji maidservant, which gives you a place in the clan’s hierarchy. It may be the lowest level of the hierarchy, but it’s a place nonetheless. Since you are a woman, you’ll need a good reason to meet with Khasan’s senior officers, but it shouldn’t be too difficult to come up with one. As for the women on the ship, meeting with them should be easy for you.”

“All right,” said Zlata. She wasn’t exactly sure how to do that yet, but she trusted she’d be able to figure it out.

She followed the doctor back to the office, where he made a few notes before producing a small datachip. “There you go. That should be what Lady Nari is looking for. If she needs anything else, or if you can find some other excuse, don’t hesitate to come back. You are always welcome here, Mistress Zenoba.”

“Thank you, Dmitri,” she said, giving him a smile.

A few moments later, she was out in the hallway again, retracing her steps to the women’s quarters. It’s good to make a friend, she thought, reflecting on her visit with Dmitri. Even so, it didn’t seem like he would be much help—not with what she was up against.

Khasan

Khasan peered at the main bridge display and stroked his chin. The Falconstar’s position was in the center of the starmap, with circles extended radially along a central plane. The nearest twenty stars were all marked by lines extending perpendicularly from that plane, with stats next to each one. Those stats were from the planetborn, of course, and probably out of date, but they did paint a very interesting picture of the local sector.

“That one looks promising,” Gavril mused, pointing to a star just outside the first circle. The starmap’s perspective shifted to place it on the central plane. “The star is rich in heavy metals, and the population is almost twice that of the last one we raided.”

“Yes,” said Khasan, “but it lies on the edge of planetborn space, far outside of any trade routes.”

“True, Lord, but that makes me think it is a mining colony—and likely a rich one, to have grown so large.”

Khasan shook his head. “We don’t need any more ore, Gavril. We need starships.”

“Of course. Perhaps—”

The door to the bridge hissed open, and Khasan and Gavril turned to face the new arrival.

“Milord,” Nergui said, bowing.

“Come in,” said Khasan. “I’ve been expecting you.” He turned his attention back to the starmap as Nergui walked over to his side.

“Are you planning another raid, milord?”

“I’m considering it.”

“What about this one?” Gavril asked, pointing to one near the edge of the second circle. “It’s out of the way, but it lies between two other frontier stars, which makes it a likely trade hub. Didn’t your uncle raid this star twenty years ago, with great success?”

“I remember that raid,” said Nergui. “Three of our ships took part in it: the Starhawk, the Ravensdawn, and the Bloody Talon. We took considerable casualties and damage. I doubt the colony has grown any weaker since then.”

Gavril frowned. “I thought the resistance came mostly from the colony’s native defenses. Was one of the planetborn fleets present as well?”

“Yes, if I recall. All of these stars,” said Nergui, making a sweeping motion with his hand, “are closely guarded by frontier planetborn patrols. Without knowing where those patrol fleets might be, a raid on any one of them would be a dangerous gamble.”

“We can always lie in wait until we detect that a patrol has left,” Gavril responded.

“Yes, but for how long? A week? A month? Do we have the supplies for such a wait? How restless will the men become in the meantime?”

“The men will damn well follow orders,” said Gavril, clenching his fists. Before he could say anything else, though, Khasan lifted his hand.

“Nergui has a point,” he said. “Our supply situation is not yet dire, but we should rendezvous with the farm ships sooner rather than later.”

“We also need to resupply our weapons,” Nergui added. “Our ammunition stores are quite low.”

“Ammunition can be improvised,” Gavril growled under his breath.

“Perhaps,” said Nergui, “but what about our drones?”

Khasan frowned. “I thought our losses in the last raid were minimal.”

“They were, Lord, but many of them are in need of repair. If we field them in combat, the failure rates may be catastrophic.”

“Why haven’t I heard about this?”

Nergui shrugged. “Perhaps you should ask our weapons officer, Lord. I only learned this after checking on the drones myself. When I confronted Elbek about it, he shrugged off my concerns—until I presented him with the details, that is.”

Probably to save face, Khasan thought as he drew in a long breath. Elbek wanted to fix this problem before I ever learned about it. 

“Why were you checking on the drones?” Gavril asked Nergui.

The old man stood a little straighter and lifted his chin. “Because I wanted to make sure that everything on the Falconstar is in perfect working order. Does that not fall under my responsibility?”

“Enough,” said Khasan, cutting the air with his hand. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Nergui, though I am confident that Elbek would have informed me of it himself. Now, let us speak plainly. Do you believe that the Falconstar is unfit to raid any of these planetborn settlements?”

“Lord,” Nergui said carefully, glancing sidelong at Gavril, “I do not doubt the bravery of our men at arms, nor the competence of our crew and officers. But the Falconstar is not at full strength, and these settlements are far more likely to be defended beyond our capacity to overcome. It is therefore my opinion, Lord, that the clan would be better served if we went directly to the Tri-Clan Station, rather than conducting another raid.”

Gavril scoffed. “If I didn’t know better, old man, I would think your counsel is cowardice.”

“That’s enough, Gavril,” Khasan said firmly. “There will be no giving or taking offense on this ship. The clan is weak enough as it is without us dueling each other to death.”

But Nergui only smiled. “As I said before, I do not doubt the bravery of our men. But Lord, we chose to raid deep into planetborn space for a reason. It was always a gamble: strike a softer target for a smaller potential reward. Unfortunately, that gamble did not pay off.”

“Yet,” Gavril added sharply.

Nergui gestured at the starmap. “All of these targets have been hardened by repeated Hameji raids. Would you risk everything by striking them when the Falconstar is at less than full strength? Understand, Lord Khasan, it is not only our lives that you would gamble with, but the lives of the entire clan. Without the Falconstar, Clan Valdamar would surely fall into ruin and be destroyed.”

Khasan took a deep breath as he clenched and unclenched his fists. A part of him screamed to ignore Nergui’s words—to press on and seize this chance to prove himself—but inwardly, he knew that his chief counselor was right.

“Thank you for your counsel, Nergui. And thank you, too, Gavril. You are dismissed.”

Gavril frowned. “But Lord, I—”

“Nergui and I must counsel with each other about domestic concerns. You are dismissed until further notice.”

It pained Khasan to be so sharp with his old friend. Thankfully, Gavril did not press the point. He drew himself up and gave a sharp salute, which Khasan respectfully returned. With one final sidelong glance at Nergui, he turned on his heel and vacated the bridge.

“Young warriors are always so full of passion,” Nergui mused. “It is the source of their strength—and their greatest weakness.”

“I don’t need your counsel to know how to lead my men,” Khasan snapped.

“Of course not, milord. I was merely thinking aloud.”

Khasan sighed and turned off the main display. The holographic starmap dissipated into darkness as he turned to face his chief counsellor.

“You wished to discuss my mother’s request to give her one of the planetborn slaves as a maidservant.”

“Yes, Lord,” said Nergui, his face darkening ever so slightly. “Though, with respect, I would have preferred to have counselled with you on this issue before you granted her request.”

Khasan suppressed a smile. He’d expected Nergui to say as much, which was one of the reasons he’d gone ahead without asking his counsel. It wasn’t every dayshift that he got to see the old man squirm.

“You surprise me, Nergui. Would you have counseled me to deny my own mother?”

“Let us speak plainly, Lord. You and I both know that your mother is playing a deeper game. I do not know what she thinks she sees in this girl, but the fact remains that she is planetborn and therefore our inferior. She can have no place among us.”

“Not even as a maidservant for my frail, old mother?”

Nergui scoffed. “Your mother may be old, but she is far from frail. The only conceivable reason for her to raise the girl’s status is to make her acceptable for you to take to wife. Surely, Lord, you must see that this is a terrible idea.”

“No, I don’t.”

For the briefest moment, Nergui’s eyes widened in disbelief. Barely an instant later, though, his cold, calculating expression returned, making Khasan wonder if he’d seen an apparition.

“Milord, you must think of the good of the clan. How would such a marriage serve us? What advantages would it give? What would it signal to our enemies? You must choose your future queen carefully, Lord, or else you risk plunging us all into peril.”

“My mother seems to find her acceptable,” Khasan muttered.

Nergui placed a hand on Khasan’s shoulder. “Your mother means well, Lord, but she is still a woman. Her heart speaks louder than her mind. I suspect that her desires for a grandchild have clouded her judgment.”

“Take care, old man. I do not take insults against my mother lightly.”

“I do not mean it as an insult, Lord. But surely, you must see that taking a planetborn slave as a wife would only weaken our clan’s position, not strengthen it.”

I used to believe that, Khasan thought to himself. But now, I don’t know who to believe. With his mother pulling him one way and Nergui pulling him another, he was beginning to feel like just another piece in a grand game of damka. He didn’t like it.

“Thank you for your counsel, Nergui,” he said, clenching his fists. “I will take it into consideration. You are dismissed.”

Nergui bowed low. “Milord.” Without another word, he turned and left.

Once he was alone, Khasan turned to face the forward bridge window. With the main display turned off, the stars shone like jewels on a velvet backdrop. He sighed heavily as he unclenched his fists, then shook his head and turned away. The longer he stared at those stars, the more they seemed to taunt him.

Zlata

“You’ve never worked a samovar before?” Lady Gerel asked incredulously.

“I’m afraid not,” Zlata admitted. “Could you please show me how, milady?”

Zlata bit her lip. Even though Lady Gerel was shorter, she somehow managed to make her feel like she had to look up to her.

“Very well, Mistress Zenoba. We were just about to have our upshift tea anyway. You may come in.”

Lady Gerel’s apartment was surprisingly spacious. The ceiling was vaulted, with colorful tile work and a windowed cupola with a magnificent view of the stars. A king-sized bed sat on the far side, the sheets bright crimson with gold hems. A large futon sat directly across from it, with ornate wooden end tables and a beautifully fashioned metal chest in the center of the room. An enormous woven rug covered almost the entire floor, its arabesque patterns nearly as intricate as the tile work on the ceiling.

“Is something wrong, Mistress Zenoba?”

“Forgive me,” said Zlata, shaking her head clear. “I was simply… admiring the splendor of your quarters.”

Lady Gerel shrugged dismissively. “This is the master suite of the Falconstar. When Lord Khasan takes a wife, she will be quartered here. In the meantime, I’m keeping it from getting too dusty.”

Zlata frowned. Why isn’t Lady Nari quartered here? Isn’t she the matriarch of the Falconstar?

“Is something the matter?”

“No, milady,” Zlata said quickly. “I—”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Lady Khulan interjected. “She’s wondering why someone like you should live in such a high-status room, instead of Lady Nari.”

Zlata’s opened her mouth to deny it, but Lady Gerel only chuckled. “That’s a fair question. Sometimes, I wonder myself. Lady Nari is quite anxious to find a wife for her son, though, and I suppose she fears that her occupying his future marriage bed will make it less likely. She always was superstitious.”

“I see,” said Zlata. The samovar sat on the metal chest in the center of the room, so she walked over to it.

“You’ll have to turn up the hot water first,” said Lady Khulan, pointing to a knob on the side. “It shouldn’t take long. The teapot is on top, simmering. Pour a little into each teacup, then dilute it with the water in the samovar itself.”

“How much should I dilute it?” Zlata asked.

“Depends on the person you’re making it for. Lady Gerel likes hers pretty thin. Myself, I like it at half-strength. As for Khasan and Lady Nari, they take theirs almost straight.”

So that’s why Lady Nari mentioned that the tea was weak, Zlata thought as she turned up the knob to bring the water in the samovar to boil.

“Honestly,” said Lady Gerel, sprawled out lazily on the futon, “don’t you planetborn ever drink tea?”

“We do, milady, but not with a device like this. Usually, we just use tea bags.”

“Tea bags?”

“Little paper envelopes that hold the tea leaves,” Lady Khulan interjected to explain. “They dip the envelopes directly into the water by means of a string, and when the cup is done, they throw it away.”

Lady Gerel snorted. “How wasteful.”

Sometimes we reuse them, Zlata almost said aloud, then thought better of it. An indicator light on the side of the brass samovar rose to what she assumed was the right level, judging from the sound of boiling water inside. She turned the knob midway back and lifted the teapot. It felt warm to the touch.

“Don’t forget the sugar cubes,” Lady Gerel added.

Lady Khulan rolled her eyes. “You and Aruzhan must be the only two people on the Falconstar who take your tea with sugar. No wonder your teeth are so bad.”

“Oh, don’t be a sourpuss. Who in this clan has perfect teeth anyway?”

“Khasan does. Am I right, Mistress Zenoba? Surely you’ve noticed by now.”

The two older women chuckled at Zlata’s discomfort. This isn’t exactly going the way I’d hoped, she thought to herself. But it was too late to extricate herself gracefully. She’d just have to endure their ribbing and hope it was more good-natured than malicious.

“Khasan has a very attractive smile,” Zlata agreed as she finished pouring the tea. After placing the sugar cube bowl on the tray, she served Lady Gerel first, then Lady Khulan.

“This is still too strong,” said Lady Gerel, making a face. “What, did you get our cups mixed up?”

Lady Khulan shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Mine is perfect.”

“Sorry, milady,” said Zlata as she held out the tray. Lady Gerel placed her teacup back on it and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“You can usually gauge the tea’s strength by its color,” Lady Khulan offered. “Though it takes some practice.”

“The same as learning everyone’s personal preference?” Zlata asked as she poured the water from the samovar.

Lady Khulan chuckled. “That’s fair. We’ve lived together on the Falconstar for so long that we know each other almost as well as we know ourselves.”

“Which is why it is so refreshing to see a new face,” Lady Gerel added. “Honestly, it wouldn’t surprise me if Lady Nari took you as a maidservant simply for the novelty. Life can be so dull on the long voyages.”

“I hope that’s not the only reason she asked for me,” Zlata said as she served Lady Gerel again. Thankfully, the tea seemed to suit her this time.

“Of course not,” Lady Khulan said sharply. “Though, to be honest, it caught us all by surprise.”

“Yes,” said Lady Gerel. “Does she really want her own son to take a planetborn wife? Have the fortunes of Clan Valdamar truly fallen that low?”

Zlata’s cheeks burned, and she glanced at the floor to hide it. From the corner of her eye, she saw Lady Khulan glare at Lady Gerel for her impolitic remark.

“Oh, don’t pretend it isn’t true,” Lady Gerel responded. “Though I’m sure, Mistress Zenoba, there’s something about you that makes you different. Or at least, our beloved matriarch thinks so.”

Zlata wasn’t sure how much of that compliment was meant to be sarcastic, so she took it at face value and smiled. “Thank you, milady.”

“She certainly has more grace than you,” said Lady Khulan.

Lady Gerel laughed. “Yes, well, that isn’t too surprising. And she’s prettier than you, I might add.”

Without waiting for permission, Zlata poured herself a cup of tea as the two middle-aged women continued to jab at each other. She sat on the edge of the second chair and sipped it politely, pondering her next move.

It was obvious that Lady Gerel wasn’t going to be much help. Her prejudices against the so-called “planetborn” were too strong. Lady Khulan wasn’t quite as bad, but she was more distantly related to Khasan and probably had a correspondingly lower status. Though, from the amicable way she and Lady Gerel exchanged insults, it was difficult to tell.

“Honestly,” Lady Gerel was saying, “I don’t know why you haven’t gone back to the farm ships already. The boredom would likely suit you.”

“What makes you think I’m here of my own volition? The clan could use another marriage alliance, after all.”

Lady Gerel snorted. “With you? A forty-something war widow? Any clan that views you as an asset is probably worse off than us.”

Lady Khulan laughed good-naturedly, but Zlata sensed that the last insult had struck a little too close to home. “Well, it’s only slightly more far-fetched than expecting Khasan to take a planetborn wife. In the meantime, it’s a good thing I’m here to keep you in line.”

Zlata sighed quietly, while the women kept talking as if she weren’t there. It didn’t look like Lady Khulan would be much help either.

It took another week before Zlata had an excuse to meet with Gavril.

“Here,” said Lady Nari after they returned from another meeting with Khasan. “Deliver this to Gavril and ask when he can meet with me.”

She handed Zlata a small jar of hot sauce, made from peppers grown in the aquaponic garden in the women’s quarters. Zlata assumed it was some sort of goodwill offering, probably for some political machinations of which she was unaware. Otherwise, Lady Nari would have just sent him a private message.

“Anything else, milady?”

“Yes. Take Aruzhan with you. We must preserve your reputation, after all.”

“Understood,” said Zlata. “I’ll be discreet.”

She found Aruzhan reading a book in their quarters. Aruzhan glanced up eagerly as soon as she stepped inside.

“Who’s that for?” she asked, nodding at the gift.

“Gavril. Lady Nari wants me to deliver it for her. Can you come along?”

“Sure!” said Aruzhan, tossing her tablet onto the bed. “Anything I should bring?”

“Just yourself. Lady Nari doesn’t want me to be seen alone with him. I assume that’s for my own sake.”

Aruzhan rolled her eyes. “Honestly. Is it really such a big deal? We’re all practically family here on the Falconstar anyway.”

Zlata found that statement odd, considering how she and Sonya had almost been raped earlier. But Aruzhan was speaking of the highborn officers and other members of the clan, not the lowborn techs or soldiers. Their barracks were on a separate deck, and the women almost never saw them.

“There’s always Nergui,” she answered. “We don’t want to give him anything that could start a rumor.”

Zlata had already confided in Aruzhan about Nergui and the threat he posed. That was one of the reasons she wasn’t too worried about taking her. Of course, it took her roommate nearly twenty minutes to pick out clothes for what was supposed to be a simple courier run. Still, it wasn’t very often that Aruzhan had an excuse to leave the women’s quarters. Zlata humored her as she gleefully picked out matching outfits for Zlata to try on.

At long last, they were ready. After exchanging their slippers for shoes at the entrance to the women’s quarters, they walked out hand-in-hand into the main corridor of the Falconstar. It still felt a little strange to Zlata, but the Hameji found the gesture totally platonic and appropriate even for casual friends, though she had yet to see any of the men holding hands.

They found Gavril in his quarters, alone. He greeted them at the door.

“What can I do for you, Mistress Zenoba?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

Zlata held out the bottle. “A gift from Lady Nari. Also, she wishes me to deliver a message. May we come in?”

He glanced in either direction before ushering them in. His thick, dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, which was unusual since most of the soldiers cut their hair short. Zlata wondered how many Hameji wore their hair long like Gavril.

“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to a modest divan.

Zlata’s eyes quickly took in his quarters, searching for some conversation piece. They weren’t nearly as lavish as Khasan’s or Lady Nari’s. The divan and a small table were the only pieces of furniture, and they sat on a simple rug that covered nearly the entire floor. A large metal chest much like the one in Lady Gerel’s room lay at the foot of the bed. In the corner of the room, she saw what looked like a shrine, with two sticks of incense on a ledge below a small screen framed in gold and silver, showing a constellation that was unfamiliar to her. An armor rack occupied the other corner, holding one of the beetle-like combat suits that Zlata had seen on the raid. The wall on that side held a massive weapons display, complete with guns, knives, swords, and other fearsome implements. The other walls were bare.

“That’s a very impressive collection.” she asked, pointing to the weapons display.

Gavril sat on the chest at the foot of the bed, setting the jar beside him. There was no other place for him to sit.

“They’re not just for show. All of them are practical and have been used at least once.”

“Even the swords?”

“Especially the swords. I won all those in duels.” He pointed to the three prominent ones in the center, then pulled open his shirt to show an old scar running from his right shoulder to the top of his chest. “That’s also how I got this.”

“Who did you win them from?” Aruzhan asked.

Gavril buttoned up his shirt. “The two on the bottom were from a joint raid with the Landra Clan, where two of their officers accused me of cowardice. The top one was from a duel with one of the Tatari, who insulted me at the Tri-Clan Station. We withdrew half a light-year from the station, of course, and the duel was mediated by the high khan of the Golden Fleet himself. I was barely a man at the time.”

“I heard about that one!” said Aruzhan, her eyes brightening. “I grew up hearing about it. It’s the stuff of legends now!”

“What happened to those men?” Zlata asked.

Aruzhan and Gavril looked at her as if she’d asked what color the starfield was when there were no stars. “They died, of course,” Gavril answered. “I killed them.”

“Ah,” said Zlata, covering her mouth to hide her embarrassment.

Gavril chuckled. “Don’t worry. I didn’t win all of those weapons in duels to the death. Most of the others I acquired in gambling bouts and other wagers.”

“Very interesting.”

“You said that Lady Nari had a message for me, Mistress Zenoba?”

“Yes,” said Zlata, sitting up. “She would like to know when you can meet with her.” Gavril gave her a puzzled look, so she added quickly: “I assume this is for an ongoing matter between the two of you. She didn’t tell me what it was about.”

Understanding crossed his face, and he nodded slowly. “I see. Tell her to come to the bridge at the end of my next shift. It should be posted on the duty roster.”

“Thank you, Commander. I will tell her that.”

“Is there anything else?”

She took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. 

“I understand that you are one of Khasan’s most trusted officers, perhaps as close to him as his chief advisor, Nergui.”

A scowl crossed Gavril’s lips. “I should hope so,” he muttered.

“Excuse me?”

“Let’s just say that Nergui and I have our differences.”

Is that what Lady Nari wants to meet with him about? Are they part of a faction that opposes Nergui’s vision for the clan? That would explain why Nergui hadn’t made a direct move against her. And if it was true, then Gavril would make a perfect ally. But first, she had to win him over.

“Of course,” she said with a nod. “I know how to be discreet.”

Gavril glanced from her to Aruzhan and back. Dammit, Zlata thought. He won’t speak freely so long as Aruzhan is in the same room. 

“Do you have a dream monitor here, Gavril?” Aruzhan asked.

He gave her a curious look. “Why, yes, Lady Aruzhan. Would you like to use it?”

“With your leave.”

Bless you, Aruzhan, Zlata thought with immense relief. The dream monitor was stowed in a compartment at the head of Gavril’s bed. Aruzhan sat back against the pillows in a semi-upright position, carefully arranging herself as Gavril prepared to fit on the monitor. When the pin slid into her neural jack, she gently fell unconscious.

“What exactly can I do for you, Mistress Zenoba?”

“I’ll be brief,” said Zlata. “Nergui is a threat to me. A very great threat. I believe he means to turn Khasan against me.”

Gavril folded his arms. “What do you want me to do about that?”

“I take it you understand why Lady Nari asked for Khasan to make me her maidservant. Your interests appear to be aligned. Perhaps ours may be as well.”

He nodded slowly. “How much has she confided in you?”

“Regarding your meeting? Nothing, and I haven’t asked. Like I said, I know how to be discreet.”

“Very well. Are you asking me for protection?”

“Not exactly,” said Zlata. “I don’t intend to wait for Nergui to make his move. But if I’m to act first, I need friends who already have Khasan’s ear.”

“To counteract Nergui’s poison.”

“Exactly.”

“And turn it back on him?”

“Perhaps.”

Gavril took a deep breath and narrowed his eyes. “Why exactly should I side with you, Mistress Zenoba?”

This was the question for which that Zlata had been struggling to find an answer. A dozen lines of argument came to mind, each of them flawed, none of them fully convincing. But then, her eyes wandered to the dueling swords, especially the one displayed prominently on top. She tried to imagine what sort of a young man Gavril must have been to challenge a blood enemy to a duel. Foolhardy and reckless? Perhaps, but that didn’t exactly seem right. Such a victory would have gone to his head, and Gavril was hardly an arrogant man. His words were far too calculated, his actions far too deliberate. It wasn’t difficult for her to imagine him possessing those qualities as a youth, much as she possessed them. Perhaps they had more in common than they knew.

“That sword,” she said, nodding to the display. “You risked quite a lot to win it, did you not?”

“Of course,” he answered. “My opponent was twenty years my senior and was quite an accomplished duelist himself. That was why he thought nothing of insulting me.”

“And you were young and hungry for an opportunity to make a name for yourself.”

He stiffened ever so slightly. “It wasn’t just that. The Tatari are our sworn enemies, and his insult was directed at all of us.”

“Of course,” Zlata said quickly. “And as a warrior, you valued your honor more than your life—not just yours, but the honor of your clan.”

“Yes.”

“But at the same time, you were hungry. Ambitious. You knew that a victory against such a foe would not only win glory for your clan, but for yourself as well.” She gestured to Aruzhan with her eyes. “Your victory would become the sort of legend that Valdamar children would grow up hearing about.”

“What is your point, Mistress Zenoba?”

“In all of your years of raiding, when has anyone volunteered to be your captive?”

He blinked. “Not very often. Never, in fact.”

“Never, until now. Have you wondered about that? Khasan has certainly wondered. Lady Nari wondered, which is how I came to the position I am in now. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t taken such an act. Just like you would not have risen so far or so fast without that duel.”

He looked at her carefully, his expression beginning to soften. “I see.”

“Yes. We’re not so different, are we?”

“I suppose not.”

“Then we are agreed?”

He paused. “I don’t think you fully understand our position. I cannot simply turn on Nergui without cause.”

“Of course not,” said Zlata. “I don’t expect you to.” Not yet, anyway. 

“With that said, Lady Nari and I do have our suspicions about Nergui. You are not the only one he seems to be poisoning Khasan against. Understand, none of this is to leave this room.”

“Certainly.”

“Very well,” said Gavril. “If Nergui moves against you in a way that gives us cause, let me know. In the meantime, I can see why Lady Nari has chosen you. For the good of the clan, I hope her gambit works.”

Zlata bowed deeply. “You honor me, commander.”

“Call me Gavril. And yes, you may count me as a friend.”


Meeting of the Minds

Zlata

“I think the time has come for you to spend some time alone with my son.”

The statement, made ever so casually, caught Zlata by surprise. Lady Nari hardly batted an eye as she exchanged her slippers for shoes before they left the women’s quarters.

“Milady?”

“Once we’ve sat down for tea, I’ll find some excuse to make myself scarce. You may do as you see fit, only remember that we are under no obligation to you if you get pregnant before he makes you his wife.”

“Of course, milady,” Zlata said quickly. You’ve made that abundantly clear. 

They said nothing else the rest of the way to Khasan’s quarters. Zlata glanced once at her, just to gauge what she was thinking, but as usual her expression was unreadable.

“Hello, Mother,” said Khasan, greeting them at the door. “Mistress Zenoba.”

“Lord Khasan.”

“It’s so good to see you again,” said Lady Nari as she greeted him with a kiss on both cheeks. Khasan did the same, but for Zlata, he simply bowed.

I only have four, maybe five weeks before we arrive, Zlata thought. Five weeks before they sold Sonya at the slave auction—and her, too, if Nergui had his way. Five weeks to convince Khasan to marry her.

Khasan and Lady Nari made small talk as Zlata made their tea—strong, of course, and very hot. She quietly joined them as they discussed the clan’s domestic affairs and the administration of the Falconstar. Usually, this was the point where Lady Nari would invite him to a game of damka. But that was where things diverged.

“Oh dear,” said Lady Nari. “I seem to have forgotten my wrist console. Here, let me go back and get it.”

Khasan raised an eyebrow. “You don’t want to send your maidservant for it instead?”

“No, I remember exactly where I put it. You two carry on without me. I’ll be back soon enough.”

With that, Lady Nari rose gracefully and left the room. Khasan leaned back and took a long sip of his tea, an amused expression on his face.

“Well, now,” he said, nodding to Zlata. “That was very convenient for you.”

Blood rushed to Zlata’s face. She wished Lady Nari had given her more warning. Still, best to make use of what opportunities she’d been given.

“Shall we play a game of damka while we wait?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Has my mother been teaching you how to play?”

“Not really. But I’ve watched you two often enough that I think I have a sense of the game.”

His smile widened, and he leaned forward to set down his teacup. “Very well. Let’s play.”

Zlata moved the tray and all the teacups over to the samovar while Khasan set up the game. He gave her the black pieces, which meant that she would have the first move—a courtesy, no doubt. She sat across from him and opened the game by moving one of her pieces to the side of the board.

He smirked at her. “That is a very unusual opening.”

“Is it against the rules?”

“No,” he said, shrugging. He responded by moving one of his edge pieces closer to the center. “Just unusual.”

“I thought I would try something different. Just to see if it works.”

He grunted, and the game was on. It progressed very rapidly, pieces quickly coming off the board as they jumped and were jumped in turn. Zlata soon found herself in a losing position, with Khasan dominating the center and methodically advancing his pieces to her back row. Before she could do the same, he kinged two of his men, and they soon crisscrossed the board, mopping up what remained of her side. The game was over almost as soon as it had begun.

“I take it this was your first game,” Khasan said as he forced her last piece with a sacrifice.

“Yes, Lord,” she admitted.

“You don’t seem at all upset by the loss.”

“Why should I be? The point of your first few games is to learn, not to win. But I think you’ll find that I’m a fast learner.”

He grinned. “Very well, Mistress Zenoba. Let’s play again.”

She took the black pieces again, this time going for a more conventional opening. The last game had taught her the importance of contesting the center. It had also shown her how she could use her pieces to work together, forcing sacrifices and blocking attacks. She still didn’t have the upper hand, but as they progressed into the midgame, the pace slowed considerably as they were both forced to think through their moves.

Zlata spent just as much time studying Khasan as she did the game. He seemed to be doing the same with her. Every time their eyes met, she felt a thrill run down the back of her neck. Sometimes she was the first to look away, and sometimes it was him. Neither of them spoke, though Zlata was tempted to break the silence.

Is he toying with me, or giving me an honest chance? 

“You’re playing much better this time,” he said, taking a piece. “I must admit, I’m impressed.”

“As I told you, Lord, I am a fast learner.”

“So you are.”

She advanced one of her pieces to the back rank, flipping him over to make him a king. Without batting an eye, Khasan forked two of her pieces near her own back rank, all but guaranteeing he’d have a king of his own. Since she was already down a piece, that gave Khasan a strong advantage. It looked like she would lose this game as well.

“Why did you agree to make me your mother’s maidservant?” she asked.

He looked up at the change of subject, studying her. “Do you truly want to know?”

“Yes,” she answered, taking her next move.

“I wanted to see what you would do. For much the same reason, I’ve humored you with this game. You say you are a fast learner, and you carried yourself impressively as a slave. Will you continue to impress as Hameji, or are you merely a planetborn girl who has learned a few tricks?”

He moved his own piece to the back rank and flipped it over, making it a king. Zlata moved hers into position to attack, but he sacrificed one of his minor pieces to eliminate it from the board. It was obvious that she had lost; all that remained was for Khasan to mop up her pieces.

“Let’s be honest with each other,” she said, taking her next move anyway. “The only reason I’m here is because your mother wants you to take a wife. She believes that I’m the right woman, or at least that I’m your best option. I agreed to her scheme because it sounded a lot better than being a slave, or a war bride.”

“Or a maidservant,” Khasan added.

“We both know that was just a pretext to get us to this point. And yet, here we are.”

“Here we are, indeed.”

Zlata’s mind raced, though strangely, she felt no fear. The masks were coming off again, but that only put her back into her element.

“So long as we’re being honest with each other,” Khasan said, sacrificing one of his pieces, “I don’t see any good reason why I should make you my wife.”

“Oh?”

“You have nothing to offer but yourself,” he stated flatly. “No alliance can come of this union—indeed, it would make any future marriage alliance that much more difficult. I could avoid that issue by making you my concubine, but that would only breed jealousy and resentment among my men, seeing as many of them are anxious to start families of their own. Besides, you’re a maidservant now. Becoming a concubine would be a step down for you.”

“So, in other words, the politics of it don’t look good.”

“Exactly.”

“Did you not think your mother had already considered that?” Zlata asked. “Perhaps she wanted me to marry you because of the politics. Perhaps she thought that I could help you.”

Khasan sighed and rubbed his forehead. “A planetborn girl like yourself couldn’t possibly understand the struggles of a Hameji clan lord.”

“Try me.”

She met his gaze, their game of damka all but forgotten by now. At length, he relented.

“Very well. Have you heard of the sword of Damocles?”

Zlata screwed her eyes up in thought, and her gaze fell on the crossed swords hanging on the wall. They made her think of Gavril and the sword he’d obtained by dueling a blood-enemy of the clan. It was strange how the Hameji had such a fetish for obsolete weapons. They were ancient even before the last survivors of humanity had fled the dying Earth. Ancient weapons, ancient history—suddenly, she remembered where she’d heard the name “Damocles” before.

“Is that the mythical sword that hangs over the king’s feast by a string? It’s a legend of Old Earth, I remember. A young prince thinks that the king has it too easy, so the king throws a great feast and invites the prince to sit in his chair. But there is a sword dangling over the king’s chair that could fall at any moment during the feast, killing whoever sits there. When the prince begs him to end the feast, the king explains that this is the true nature of power: dangerous and deadly, even to those who wield it.”

“Very good,” said Khasan. “Do the planetborn generally study the old legends of Earth?”

“Not really. Do the Hameji?”

He snorted. “More than the planetborn, I’ll wager.”

“That’s probably true,” said Zlata. “Everyone thought I was odd for reading those ancient texts. They weren’t as hungry for knowledge as I was.”

“A fast learner indeed,” Khasan mused.

“So, is that what it’s like to be Lord of the Valdamar Clan? Always living under the threat of destruction?”

“No,” said Khasan, surprising her. “That was what it was like for my father. Then the sword of Damocles fell and slew him, along with all my brothers and most of my half-sisters. I alone was left to lead our shattered clan.”

Zlata’s eyes widened. “That’s… terrible.”

“I was never supposed to lead the Valdamar Clan, yet here I am. All we have now are the Falconstar, a couple of corvettes, the farm ships, and our secret clan holdings. Unless I find some way to restore our former glory, I fear that we will be destroyed.”

“What are the secret clan holdings?” Zlata asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

“Star systems deep in the Outer Reaches that only we have the starmaps to. Our farm ships spend most of their time there. We also have mines for fuel and resources.”

“Your home, in other words?”

“No,” said Khasan. “Home is on our starships, especially our warships like the Falconstar. That is what we fight for—not some dead spot of ground that cares nothing for us.”

I doubt your starships care much for you, either, Zlata thought but did not say. Khasan spoke of the Falconstar with such reverence that her thought seemed inappropriate, perhaps even blasphemous. And why shouldn’t it be? The Hameji spent all their lives on their starships: living, fighting, raising families, dying. These ships were the only world they knew, much like Graznav Station had been to Zlata.

“It sounds like you need more starships,” she said.

“Yes,” Khasan muttered, stroking his chin. “We had hoped to acquire some by raiding your home. But instead—”

“You came away with a couple of captives, which are really just more mouths to feed,” Zlata finished his thought. “Is that why you only took two of us?”

“No. We can always freeze more captives in cryo; food is hardly a concern for us at all.”

“Oh. Then why—”

“We had hoped to lure the planetborn into bringing a small security force to guard your home,” Khasan explained. “If we’d taken all of your young women, they would have sent their entire fleet after us. We are strong, but not that strong.”

“Smart,” said Zlata. “But you should have waited three months to raid us. That’s when the resupply ship from Tajjur was due to arrive.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You would help me to raid your home?”

“I’m Hameji now, aren’t I? If the Falconstar is your home, it’s mine now, too.”

“Indeed.”

“Tell me more,” she said, leaning over their forgotten game of damka. “If you restored the Valdamar Clan to glory, what would that look like, exactly?”

A distant and glassy look came over him, and his lips turned up in a smile.

“First, we would acquire more starships—not just support ships but proper warships, or large planetborn ships that could be repurposed as such. I would promote my loyal officers to command those ships and encourage them to start families. With our new war fleet, we would conduct several successful raids, attracting the lowborn and free starship captains to join our clan. In time, the lesser clans would seek to make alliances with us.”

He paused, clenching his fists as an expression of rage and anguish crossed his face.

“Our enemies would no doubt see us as a threat and would seek to crush us once and for all. But this time, we will be ready for them. This time, we will prevail. It will take a long time to avenge the dead of our clan, but as Tenguri is my witness, I will avenge them!”

“What then?” Zlata asked.

Khasan took a deep breath. “When our enemies are subdued and the clan is restored to glory, we will set about the task of establishing ourselves as one of the preeminent Hameji star clans. The Valdamar line is a cadet branch of the Aslan Dynasty, founders of the Golden Fleet and khagans of all the stars from the Good Hope Nebula to the seat of Tenguri Himself. Perhaps, if it pleases the Great Celestial Lord to smile upon us, we will even unite the clans and begin to fulfill the ancient prophecies. I do not think that will happen in our generation, but our children’s children may yet have a hand in it.”

“Our children’s children?”

“Yes,” he said, looking on her as if for the first time. “Well, perhaps not our children. You are planetborn; what do you care for such things?”

“I care,” Zlata said quickly—and to her surprise, she really meant it. There was something about his ambitions that intoxicated her, something about his dreams that made her want to make them her own. Joining the crew of a passing Tajji merchanter now paled in comparison. Why settle for merely seeing the stars when you could conquer them as well?

Or conquer such a man as this, Zlata thought wistfully. Conquer, and be conquered in turn. 

Khasan

“I care,” Zenoba said quickly. To Khasan’s surprise, she actually seemed to mean it.

“Do you?” he asked skeptically. That critical question would determine whether she was truly one of them now, or if she was simply manipulating them for her own advantage. Such duplicity was common among the planetborn. He watched her intently, reading her every move.

“Yes,” she answered unhesitatingly. “I wasn’t born Hameji, but my heart has always yearned for the stars.”

“Has it yearned for blood and glory, too?”

She paused, but that was to be expected. Women did not take naturally to war the way that men did—not even Hameji women.

“I don’t know,” she said at length. “I’ve always been sheltered from that sort of thing. But not by choice,” she quickly added.

“No?”

“No. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have offered myself when you raided my home.”

Khasan grunted. “That is fair.”

“I may not have been born Hameji, but if you give me a chance, I will prove myself worthy to be one of you. We all rise to the station that best suits us, after all.”

Khasan’s mood darkened at those words. His mother had repeated them so often growing up that the philosophy was ingrained into his soul. And yet, since becoming the head of the Valdamar Clan, nothing had gone the way it was supposed to. Either those words were a lie, or he was simply unworthy—neither of which he could accept.

“My other taught you that one, didn’t she?”

“Yes,” said Zenoba, frowning. “Why? Is it a sore spot between you?

“Not exactly,” he told her. “More like it’s the subject we constantly dance around without ever touching on directly.”

“Your own personal sword of Damocles, then?”

He snorted. “You could say that.”

“Tell me more.”

She leaned forward intently, her eyes fixated on him. By Tenguri, she genuinely seemed interested. Before he could stop himself, the words began to spill out.

“It’s just so damned frustrating,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. “Everything I do to restore the clan’s fortunes comes to nothing—or worse, keeps us only a step or two from ruin. And just when I feel that success lies within my grasp, something happens to make me stumble. At times, I feel almost like the man from the legend of Old Earth who the gods condemned to push a sphere up a mountain for all eternity. Every time I come near to accomplishing my task, the sphere rolls back down and crushes me, and I’m left to start over from the beginning.”

Mistress Zenoba nodded sympathetically. “It sounds like quite a struggle.”

“It is,” Khasan continued. “If I were the only one who suffered from my failures, it would not be so bad. But so many lives depend on me now, not to mention the name and honor of my clan. At times, that burden can be unbearable!”

“Then why do you insist on carrying it alone?”

Her question caught him off guard. He gave her a puzzled look, but before he could respond, she went on.

“This isn’t just about proving yourself worthy. It’s about living up to a dream—the dream that you told me about earlier. But even a dream can be a heavy burden when you try to carry it by yourself.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t think your mother is worried about whether you’ll prove yourself worthy,” she explained. “As far as she’s concerned, you’ve already done that. But you can’t accomplish your dream of restoring the clan to glory by yourself. That’s why she wants you to take a wife.”

“So she tells me,” Khasan grumbled.

“And she’s right,” Zenoba added firmly.

He stared at her for several moments, saying nothing. The girl had a mind like a laser. Could his mother be right about her? If she was, that had the potential to change everything—just like getting a king in a game of damka.

“You would make my dream your own, then?” he asked softly. “Why?”

“Because I have nothing to lose, and because you have nothing to prove to me. Isn’t that what you need? If you took a highborn girl to wife, your burden would only grow heavier, trying to live up to her expectations. But I could help you carry your burden, Khasan. I would be happy to make your dream my own.”

He narrowed his eyes, searching her expression for any hint of a lie. There was none that he could find. And he had to admit, she made a good point. A political marriage would put him under constant pressure to meet the expectations of his wife’s clan, but that wouldn’t be so with a lowborn girl.

But more than that, there was something about Mistress Zenoba that drew him in. He’d only caught a glimpse of it in their first meeting, but it had intrigued him ever since. Was this girl Sholpan’s answer to his prayer? He could almost believe that she was the goddess herself in mortal guise.

“You make a compelling case,” he said finally.

Zenoba smiled. “As you said before, Lord Khasan, all I have to offer is myself. But I think you will find that is enough.”

“And all you ask in return is to become my queen?”

She hesitated before answering. Khasan narrowed his eyes.

“Not quite,” she admitted. “My friend…”

“The one you offered yourself for?”

“Yes. Do you still plan to sell her as a slave?”

He stroked his chin, gauging her reaction. She seemed genuinely concerned for the girl, but there was something else in her expression that he couldn’t quite place, a certain reservedness that hid something. But what?

“I thought you said that you two weren’t close.”

“That doesn’t mean I don’t want to save her. I offered myself in her place for a reason.”

“And what reason was that?”

Once again, Zenoba didn’t answer. Khasan leaned back and sighed.

“Mistress Zenoba, if you can’t—”

“Loyalty,” she said suddenly, looking him in the eye. “That’s what you need more than anything, isn’t it? Loyalty from your men, loyalty from your advisors. Loyalty from your wife.”

Khasan frowned. “What are you saying?”

“Loyalty is the reason I offered myself in her place. It’s also the reason I’m standing up for her now. And if you want my loyalty, Lord Khasan, I need you to promise that you won’t sell my friend in the slave auction. Otherwise, you might as well sell us both.”

“Sell you both?” he said, raising an eyebrow. “But you are Hameji, and my mother’s maidservant.”

“We both know that’s just a pretext for other things. I assume it can be removed at any time.”

“Do you not fear that?”

She took a deep breath, then shrugged. “Of course I do, but that doesn’t matter. The important thing is that I will not agree to be your queen if you sell my friend in the slave auction.”

Khasan was stunned. Did Mistress Zenoba think she was bargaining from a position of strength? Or was this her way of calling his bluff? He remembered their first meeting, where she’d declared that she would never be his slave in spirit. Did she know how much she’d impressed him with her boldness and defiance? Did she know how much she impressed him now?

“Your friend is mine to do with as I see fit,” he told her. “But for your sake, I will forbear from selling her at the auction.”

“Thank you, Lord.” Strangely, her relief was muted, as if there was something else on her mind.

“Understand,” he continued, “if your friend is to remain on the Falconstar, however, she must prove herself worthy. There is no room on this ship for freeloaders.”

“Of course,” Zenoba said quickly. “All I ask is that you give her that chance. If she fails, then it’s on her.”

Khasan frowned. If Mistress Zenoba was willing to risk becoming a slave again to save her friend, why was she so at ease with discarding her if she failed? Something else was at play here—something that he didn’t fully understand. Before he could ask, though, the door chimed.

“One moment,” he said, rising to his feet. Sure enough, it was his mother.

“I’m so sorry,” she said as she entered. “I seem to have misplaced my wrist console. I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long.”

“Not at all,” said Khasan knowingly. Her lie was so transparent, it was practically a window.

Lady Nari glancing at the game board. “Did I interrupt something?”

“No, Lady Nari,” said Mistress Zenoba, quickly resetting the game. “Your son and I were entertaining ourselves with a game of damka.”

“She’s not half bad,” Khasan added. “With enough practice, she may even be a worthy opponent for you.”

His mother gave him a sly look, as if he’d just confessed to something. As for Zenoba herself, the subtle smile on her face told him that she had not missed his words.

Zlata

“Where is my wrist console?”

The look that crossed Lady Nari’s face made Zlata’s stomach sink. Now that they were back in the women’s quarters, it was clear that she was thoroughly frustrated by the loss of her device.

“I’m sorry, milady,” she said quickly. “I think I may have misplaced it on the last errand you sent me on.”

Lady Nari frowned, then sighed. “Where did you lose it exactly?”

“I don’t know, but—”

“Never mind. Go out and retrace your steps. I’ll recheck my quarters.”

“I’ll do my best to find it for you, milady.”

“Of course you will. Now go.”

She waved Zlata off without so much as a backward glance. Zlata bowed and left quickly, letting out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.

That was close, she thought as she fingered the missing wrist console where she’d hidden it inside her sleeve. Just my luck that Lady Nari would use the damned thing as an excuse to leave me alone with Khasan. Usually, she just left it in her quarters while visiting her son. Did Khasan even notice that? Of course he did. He wasn’t a fool.

On the plus side, Zlata thought, this gives me exactly the excuse that I need. She just needed to be careful not to get caught.

She walked quickly down the corridor toward the deck with the officers’ quarters. To disguise her intent, she went down two decks below, then back up one of the lesser-used stairwells. If anyone asked her what she was doing, she could honestly tell them that Lady Nari had sent her out to look for the missing wrist console. Thankfully, no one did.

She stopped in the stairwell just before the hatch and quickly checked Lady Nari’s wrist console. This wasn’t the first time she’d had a chance to study it. On the last few errands, she’d learned that it could show her the current location of every officer on the ship, as well as open almost any door on the Falconstar. Since Lady Nari was the matriarch, the locator on her console could also be turned off, which left no record of the doors it had opened. That last element was critical to Zlata’s plan.

“Where are you, Nergui?” she said softly as she flipped through the ship’s map. Sure enough, she found him—and it looked like he was in Khasan’s quarters, too. That couldn’t be good. Then again, if Nergui was giving counsel to Khasan, he’d probably be there for a while.

After confirming through the wrist console that no one was in the hall, Zlata slipped out from the stairwell and walked quickly to Nergui’s quarters. She held her breath as the door slid open, but thankfully, it was empty inside. Glancing quickly over her shoulder to make sure she hadn’t been seen, she slipped inside and used the console to shut the door.

Gavril had said that he wouldn’t turn on Nergui without a compelling reason. At the same time, he had his suspicions about the old man. All she needed was find something that would confirm Gavril’s suspicions, preferably something small that Nergui would not miss.

But what?

The old man’s quarters were surprisingly sparse. The only items of furniture were a desk and computer terminal in the corner to her right, and a small, neatly made bed against the wall. A large chest sat at the foot of the bed like in Lady Gerel’s room, but it wasn’t nearly so ornate.

The walls were completely bare, except for a large wallscreen exactly opposite the door that showed an image of the starfield outside. At first, Zlata mistook it for a window, but the screen stretched almost from floor to ceiling—much larger than the long, narrow window in Lady Nari’s quarters, or even the cupola in Lady Gerel’s. Did Nergui intend the wallscreen as some sort of status statement? But the room was too small to entertain guests. Perhaps he used it for his work, then? But he already had a computer terminal on his desk in the corner.

Zlata reached out to touch it but stopped just short. If the wallscreen was connected to the computer, it might leave a record that someone had activated it. Better not to push her luck.

Instead, she turned her attention to the chest. It appeared rather simple: no electronics, biometrics, or other security devices—not even a combination lock or keyhole. In fact, when she turned the latch, it opened quite easily. Inside, she found a few old paper books, some neatly folded clothes, a small pile of cards, medallions, and other assorted trinkets, and a box with what looked to be several gold and silver coins.

Don’t disturb anything, Zlata told herself as she studied the chest’s contents with her eyes. You have to leave it exactly as you found it. She also checked the wrist console, too, just to make sure that Nergui wasn’t on his way back. He wasn’t. She still had time.

Ignoring the clothes and books, she carefully sorted through the items one at a time. Many appeared to be sentimental: the medallions were engraved with phrases like “for honorable service,” and the cards were a standard Tajji playing deck. Nothing suspicious there. She did find a large knife under the pile of clothes, but that wasn’t unusual for the Hameji.

The coins were more interesting. They were small but heavy, especially the gold ones. Each was stamped with a pair of crossed swords on one side and the words VALDAMAR 1 OZT on the other, in ornate lettering. Most were new, but several were well-worn. A few of the silver ones even had some colorful toning, indicating that they’d been handled many times.

Is this what the Hameji use for money? Zlata wondered. She’d always thought of coins as an ancient relic—back home, everyone kept their credits on the local blockchain, while trade across stars was facilitated by interstellar banks that kept their own distributed ledgers. But this was hard, physical money, as ancient and old-fashioned as the swords on Gavril’s wall. And like Gavril’s swords, each one no doubt had a story.

But at present, the only story she could tell was that each had been minted by the Valdamar Clan, probably in the secret clan holdings that Khasan had told her about. The art on some of the older ones was slightly more decorative, but none of it was particularly impressive.

I wonder if everyone’s chest holds gold and silver like this, she thought as she carefully returned everything to the way she’d found it. Lady Gerel had a chest in her room, Dmitri a footlocker in his, and Aruzhan had said something to Zlata about getting a chest for her. Were none of them ever locked? But that made a certain amount of sense. Who would dare to steal in a community as small as a Hameji starship? The men in the barracks might have locks, but Nergui had no reason to believe that any of them would ever be here.

As for the coins themselves, they were probably used to pay for goods and services at the Tri-Clan Station she’d heard so much about or maybe exchanged for whatever local blockchain the station used. Because the coins were stamped with the name VALDAMAR, there was probably a taboo against holding coins from other clans. That confused her until she realized that incoming payments were probably routed through Khasan himself—which made sense, since it allowed him to keep tabs on his vassals’ activities.

There was still so much about Hameji society that was alien to her. Nevertheless, everything she’d told Khasan earlier was true. She thought back on their meeting as she methodically searched the items on Nergui’s desk. I could help you carry that burden, Khasan, her own words came back to her. I would be happy to make your dream my own. 

The more she thought on it, the more she realized that marrying Khasan wasn’t just about saving Sonya from the slave auction anymore. Khasan was everything that she wanted in a man—a man of strength, confidence, and charisma; a man who knew exactly what he wanted and struggled only with how to get it. She could spend the rest of her life with such a man and still respect herself. That was the reason she had promised to make his dream her own. That was the reason she was here, searching Nergui’s quarters in a move that would almost certainly destroy her if she were caught.

She glanced at the wrist console again. Nergui was still with Khasan, no doubt counselling him against her. She drew a sharp breath—what she wouldn’t give to present her counterargument when Nergui’s words were still fresh on Khasan’s mind. Yet something told her that arguments alone weren’t going to win the dayshift. In that, she had the advantage. But without Gavril’s help, she feared that it wouldn’t be enough.

Unfortunately, there was nothing on the desk or in any of the drawers that looked like it would confirm his suspicions about Nergui. She placed everything back carefully, wondering if she shouldn’t take the risk and search his computer terminal. But no, that would leave too much evidence.

Her eyes wandered back to the still-open chest. Something about it seemed off to her. She frowned. Did the chest have a false bottom? Sure enough, when she examined it more carefully, it seemed too shallow for its size—just barely, but enough to be noticeable.

Carefully, she removed each of the articles to reveal the bottom of the chest. On one side, she saw a small piece of string. Checking the wrist console again to make sure that Nergui wasn’t coming, she pulled on it.

Nothing.

She frowned and pulled again, a little harder. This time, the panel moved a little. Her heart suddenly began to beat very rapidly.

She pulled again, until finally the panel came off, revealing a small compartment hidden skillfully in the bottom of the chest. It was empty except for a small cloth bag. When Zlata lifted it, the ringing of metal on metal met her ears.

What have we here? 

The bag contained at least two dozen gold and silver coins, exactly the same size as the others. These ones, however, showed a crossed sword and pistol on one side, and the words NAYMANI 1 OZT on the other.

A smile slowly crept across Zlata’s face. She assumed that these were coins from a rival clan. Gavril would know for sure—and this would probably validate his suspicions, too.

She took the smallest coin from the bag that she could find and held it in her teeth. Unfortunately, her clothes had no pockets, and she needed both of her hands to put everything back in the chest. With everything returned exactly as she’d found it, she closed the chest, slipped the coin into her palm, and glanced down at the wrist console.

Nergui was on the move. In just another minute, he’d be there.

Her heart leaped.

She had to get out of there.

She palmed open the door. The hallway was still empty, thank God. She quickly slipped out, the door hissing shut behind her. But then another door opened, and the sound of laughter met her ears.

There was no time to look back. She hurried to the hatch for the stairwell and stepped quickly out of view, pressing her back against the bulkhead.

The men were talking in Hameji creole; she could pick up a few words here and there, but not their meaning. From the tone of their voices, it sounded like they were drunk. She relaxed a little, still clutching the coin tightly in her fist.

Then, she glanced at the wrist console. It showed Nergui coming up those very stairs.

Confirming her fears, footsteps sounded just below. Her heart pounded. She hurried up to the next landing, only to find the hatchway sealed.

Once again, she pressed her back against the bulkhead, trying very hard to make herself small. The space was narrow, though, and if Nergui looked up, he would certainly see her. In fact, as she looked down, she could see the top of his bald head.

She held her breath and didn’t make a sound.

The old man took the stairs slowly, laboring with each step. When he reached the landing just below her, he paused. The seconds passed like minutes—any moment, he’d look up and discover her.

But he didn’t. Instead, after catching his breath from the climb, he walked through the hatchway onto the deck.

Zlata sighed in relief, an electric thrill running through her entire body. She waited until she heard him talk with the other men, then crept slowly back down the stairs. Through the open hatchway, she saw that his back was turned to her, but if she tried to slip past, the other men would certainly see her.

Just my luck, she thought, waiting impatiently for their conversation to end.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait very long. The men were drunk, which seemed to make Nergui angry. He barked a few words at them before opening the door to his quarters. The men laughed and turned to go the other way.

Seeing her opportunity, Zlata slipped quietly past the open hatchway, then raced as quickly as her feet would carry her back down the stairs. All the while, she clutched Lady Nari’s wrist console in one hand, and the stolen coin tightly in the other.


Downfall

Khasan

The door chimed, making Khasan stiffen. He clapped his hands to open it, and Nergui returned.

“Milord,” he said, holding out a datachip. “I think you will want to see this.”

Khasan sighed. “Will this really change my mind?”

“With respect, Lord, I think it will. Shall I play it for you?”

He gave Nergui a curt nod. The old man placed a small circular holoscreen projector on the table at the center of the room, and Khasan dimmed the lights with a gesture of his hand. A flickering image resolved above the tabletop, showing two girls sitting across from each other on separate cots in the brig of the Falconstar. The first was the captive he’d chosen from the raid. The other was Zenoba.

“This recording is from the last dayshift that both of our captives were held there,” Nergui explained. “As your chief counsellor, I thought it expedient to review their conversations carefully.”

Looking for blackmail material, no doubt, Khasan thought. Barely an hour had passed since his last meeting with Zenoba, and he had to admit he was warming up to her. Since taking command of the Valdamar Clan, he’d had no one to talk with so openly about his struggles and frustrations—not even his mother, whose expectations still tempered how much he felt he could share with her. Not so with Mistress Zenoba.

Nergui keyed his wrist console, and the hologram began to play.

“I’m fine,” said Zenoba. “In fact, I have some good news.”

“Really?” the other girl asked.

“I just had a long discussion with Lord Khasan’s mother, and I think I’ve found a way to leverage things to our advantage and get us out of here.”

Nergui paused it. “Did you catch that, milord?”

“Which part?”

“The part where Mistress Zenoba said that she had ‘found a way to leverage things’ and ‘get us out of here.’ She is, of course, conspiring to escape the Falconstar—though not without taking advantage of you first.”

“We shall see about that,” said Khasan. “Continue."

“First off,” Zenoba said as the playback resumed, “I was right about the fact that this isn’t merely a pirate ship. It’s the flagship for a clan of starfaring nomads, and…”

Khasan’s mind drifted. What if Nergui was right? The part about “finding a way to leverage things” certainly seemed conspiratorial. He didn’t want to believe it, but if Zenoba was manipulating him, that was exactly what she would want.

“They want you to… marry him?” the other girl said incredulously.

“That’s right,” Zenoba answered. “Though at this point, I think I’m just the backup. Even so, this might be our chance to make the best of this situation.”

Khasan frowned. What was that supposed to mean?

“And what about you?” the other girl asked. “Do you really want to… to be his wife?”

Zenoba shrugged dispassionately—perhaps too dispassionately. “It’s either that or be sold in the slave auction. We’ll do much better if we take our chances with Khasan.”

Nergui paused it again. “As you can see, Lord, Zenoba clearly considers marrying you to be a means to some other end.”

“What end?” Khasan asked, his voice low.

“I’m not entirely sure, milord. But it seems that she intends to do more than merely escape.”

Khasan frowned. “Continue, Nergui.”

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Zenoba explained. “They’re going to put you into cryo for the rest of the voyage. It shouldn’t be longer than a couple of standard months. Meanwhile, Lady Nari—Khasan’s mother, the woman who just summoned me to her quarters—is going to ask for me as a maidservant. If Khasan agrees, and everything else goes well, then by the time you come out of cryo, I should already be his wife.”

Blood began to rise to Khasan’s cheeks. The way Zenoba spoke of him was so utterly devoid of feeling. Nergui was clearly right about her seeing marriage as merely a means to an end. He clenched his fists as he thought of the way he’d opened up to her, sharing the deepest struggles of his heart. Did she care nothing for any of that?

“Getting you out is going to be more difficult,” Zenoba continued. “The best way to do that is—”

Nergui paused it. “As you can see, Lord, the two of them are clearly working together. Perhaps, once they infiltrate the Falconstar, they—”

“Continue,” Khasan ordered. Nergui bowed and complied.

“—is probably to get him to marry you as well,” Zenoba continued over the recording.

“So… you think I should marry him instead?” the other girl asked. She didn’t seem very bright.

“No, Sonya. I think we should both marry him.”

Khasan was stunned. What sort of woman thought nothing of sharing her man with a potential rival? Clearly one who thought nothing of her man in the first place—or who didn’t consider the possibility that rivalry might emerge among friends-turned-sister-wives. Zenoba wasn’t stupid, so the first option had to be the case. But if that much was true, what else was?

“How is that any different from letting them rape us?” the other girl was asking, clearly upset—and not without reason.

“It’s completely different,” Zenoba insisted. “By marrying Lord Khasan, we’d both secure a place in the hierarchy of the clan. And by becoming sister-wives, we’d make sure that we’ll stay together.”

“Enough,” Khasan said forcibly.

Nergui stopped it. “I am sorry, milord. It brings me no joy to be the bringer of bad news.”

“How much longer do they go on like this?” Khasan asked, his voice cold.

“Quite a while, Lord. Shall I continue?”

Khasan closed his eyes and drew a sharp breath. Whatever he thought he knew about Zenoba, it was clear that he’d been wrong. He needed some time to process this information.

“Leave the projector,” he commanded. “I will review it on my own. You are dismissed.”

“Milord,” said Nergui, bowing deeply. He turned and left without another word.

Zlata

“Well? What do you think?”

Gavril’s eyes narrowed as he examined the gold coin. “Where did you find this?”

“In Nergui’s quarters,” Zlata repeated. “I managed to sneak in there while he was gone. There was a false bottom in his personal chest, and inside, I found a bag of coins all marked like this one.”

“You went into his quarters without his permission?”

No, I asked nicely, and he gave me a guided tour, Zlata thought sarcastically. From the shock on Gavril’s face, though, she could tell that she’d violated several Hameji taboos.

“I trust that you’ll keep this a secret,” she said, glancing at Aruzhan’s unconscious form. She lay on Gavril’s bed, plugged into the dream monitor exactly like last time. Zlata didn’t think Aruzhan could keep a secret, but at least she had the good sense not to burden herself with them in the first place.

Gavril let out a long breath, then handed back the coin. “It’s not unheard of for men to have a coin or two from one of the other clans. Sometimes, it’s more convenient to pay off a debt or a wager that way, without involving one’s lord.”

Zlata’s heart fell. Perhaps her illicit discovery wasn’t so suspicious after all.

“Then again,” Gavril continued, “we never pay our debts to each other in anything but Valdamar coin, and anyone who did otherwise would immediately arouse suspicion.”

“So, the fact that Nergui has these means… what, exactly?”

“I don’t know. You said there was a bag of them?”

“Yes. About two dozen coins like these, half of them gold, all of them larger than this one.”

“And they were all marked NAYMANI?”

“Yes.”

Gavril grunted and stroked his chin. “Well, that’s definitely something. It’s obvious that Nergui took a sizeable payment from the Naymani and didn’t want Khasan to know about it.”

“Like a bribe?” Zlata asked.

“Possibly. Perhaps even likely.”

He rose and paced uneasily. Zlata waited patiently for him to process this discovery. It was just the sort of thing to confirm Gavril’s suspicions—but what course of action would he recommend they take?

“Unfortunately,” he said at length, “we can’t just go to Khasan. This coin proves nothing by itself, and it makes you look quite bad.”

“Because I went through Nergui’s things?”

“Yes. Understand, there is a reason why no one locks their chests. You committed a crime by doing that, and as Khasan’s Captain of the Guard, I should deliver him up to you for judgment.”

“I didn’t realize my actions were that serious,” she said carefully.

“Yes, well, because this is your first offence, and because you have discovered a potentially far greater crime, I will forbear—but only this once.”

“Of course,” Zlata said quickly. “Thank you, Gavril. I promise I won’t do it again.”

“Still,” he continued, “we cannot tell anyone what you have done—not even Lady Nari. And that means we cannot take action against Nergui directly.”

“You can’t find another pretext to search his quarters?”

“No—and even if I could, the order would have to come from Khasan himself.”

“Right,” said Zlata. “So, what do we do?”

Gavril stroked his chin. “Nergui will not tip his hand while we are en route to the Tri-Clan Station. If he does make a move, it would have to be after we arrive.”

“And that’s when we can catch him,” said Zlata. “Provided, of course, that you keep a close eye on his activities without his knowledge.”

She’d come to that conclusion long before meeting with Gavril. What she really needed was to spur him into action, and to hope that he could find something to bring the old man down.

“Yes,” Gavril agreed. “I think I can manage that. But if Nergui finds out that I’m surveilling him, I may have to come clean to Khasan about the role you played in this matter.”

“That’s fair. But I hope you’ll do your best not to get caught.”

Gavril grinned. “Don’t worry, Mistress Zenoba. I know how to be discreet.”

Their meeting over, all that was left was to return with Aruzhan to the women’s quarters. She blinked groggily a few times after coming out of the simulator, but she was soon back to her normal bubbly self.

“Did you get what you came for?” she asked as they walked down the very same stairwell where Zlata had hidden from Nergui barely a dayshift ago.

“Yes,” she said, walking quickly. “Thank you for coming with me.”

“Are you ever going to tell me what happened?”

“No, but if all goes well, you’ll find out soon enough.”

At that moment, Lady Nari’s wrist console buzzed. Zlata frowned and glanced down to see an incoming message from Khasan.

“Is that who I think it is?” Aruzhan asked, her eyes brightening.

“Yes. Do you think he’s calling his mother?”

“Only one way to find out.”

They stepped into a little alcove to take the call. Zlata turned the volume on low and lifted the wrist console to her ear, while Aruzhan leaned in to eavesdrop.

“Hello?” she asked.

“Mistress Zenoba,” Khasan said curtly. “Do you always carry my mother’s wrist console?”

“Only when I’m running errands. She’s in her quarters right now; if you like, you can call her—”

“Never mind. It’s just as well, since this message is for you. Come to my quarters at your earliest convenience. And come alone.”

Zlata frowned as the connection ended. Something about his tone seemed off, and she couldn’t quite put her finger on what. It was almost as if he were angry.

Aruzhan squealed and clapped her hands. “Oh wow, Zenoba! He wants to call on you!”

“I know,” said Zlata, still frowning.

“What’s wrong? Aren’t you happy? Isn’t this what you wanted?”

“I suppose,” she mused. “Did something about him feel off to you?”

“What are you talking about? Here, go to his quarters right away. I’ll let Lady Nari know that you’ll be a bit late.”

“Okay,” Zlata said slowly. Something still felt wrong, even though Aruzhan obviously hadn’t picked up on it. Hopefully, she was just being paranoid.

“What are you waiting for? Go!”

Khasan

When Zenoba arrived, Khasan was ready.

“Mistress Zenoba,” he said, facing her at a stiff parade rest. She stepped inside and bowed, the door hissing shut behind her.

“You summoned me, Lord Khasan.”

“I did. Have a seat.”

She frowned. “Is something wrong?”

Khasan declined to answer. She hesitated a moment before silently obeying his order, and when she was comfortably seated, he dimmed the lights and activated the holographic projector.

As Zenoba watched the recording of herself, Khasan studied her reaction intently. She winced a little at the part where she suggested that both of them marry him, and later at her friend’s emotional outburst. But in the darkness, it was difficult to see anything else.

“I don’t understand,” said Zenoba after the recording had finished. “Why did you show this to me?”

Khasan raised the lights again, so as to see her more clearly. “Nergui said that you and your friend were plotting against me. Is this true?”

“No,” said Zenoba, her frown deepening. “Why would you believe that?”

Hot blood rushed to Khasan’s cheeks. She was manipulating him—and even after he’d proved that he’d caught her in the act, she still dared to lie to his face.

“Do you need me to play your own words back to you?” he asked, barely managing to keep his anger out of his voice. “‘I think I’ve found a way to leverage things to our advantage.’”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I meant to betray you.”

“Then why did you encourage your friend to accept a double marriage? Was this not your goal, to manipulate your way to the highest ranks of our clan?”

Zenoba opened her mouth to say more but caught herself first. In that moment, Khasan could all but see the wheels turning in her head, as if their conversation were a game of damka. He narrowed his eyes.

“Why did you offer yourself as my slave?”

Zenoba flinched, she but met his gaze without wavering. “I’m not the one who’s plotting against you, Khasan. Nergui is. He—”

“Why do you always evade this question? Why are you here? Why did you come willingly to my ship?”

“Not for anything nefarious, if that’s what you’re asking. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. I wanted to help my friend, and—”

“You told me before that your friend meant little to you. Was that a lie, or are you lying to me now?”

Zenoba sighed heavily and rubbed her forehead. “Things change. Please, Khasan, I—”

“You will address me as ‘Lord,’” he said sharply.

“Very well, Lord Khasan. I thought—I mean, I guess I just didn’t know how much she meant to me at the time. Do you remember what you told me? ‘If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, you will succumb in every battle.’”

Khasan’s temper ebbed somewhat as he remembered. But then, Zenoba got that glassy look again as the wheels in her head started turning. What machinations was she up to? What sort of game did she think she was playing? It wasn’t normal for a person to react so dispassionately when accused of something so grave.

“What were you and your friend plotting?”

“Nothing against you, Lord,” Zenoba said, her voice tinged with desperation. “That’s what Nergui wants you to believe. He has been working to poison you against me from the beginning.”

“Nergui is my chief advisor,” said Khasan, frowning. “He served loyally under my father for most of his life. Are you telling me that he sees you as a threat?”

Zenoba paused, the wheels in her mind ever turning. “Yes,” she said finally.

“Why?”

“Because Nergui is the one who is plotting against you, not me. I know he served loyally under your father for many years, but the situation has changed—and so have Nergui’s loyalties.”

Khasan drew a sharp breath. “Those are strong words, Mistress Zenoba. Why should I believe them?”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Lord. I have no proof that I can show you, and you have no reason to trust me. All I can do is urge you to listen to your mother and your captain of the guard.”

No, Khasan thought, his fury returning. That isn’t the only thing you can do, Mistress Zenoba. If she had begged for his forgiveness, it might have been enough to abate his anger. But instead, she had the gall to slander one of his most trusted advisors.

“Why would I offer myself as your captive, only to turn around and plot against you?” she asked. “What do I have to gain?”

“Everything—lady in command, queen of the Falconstar. And Nergui has everything to lose.”

Her expression fell as she realized her blunder. “That wasn’t what I meant. I—”

“Enough,” Khasan said sharply. “You are dismissed, Mistress Zenoba. Tell my mother that I do not wish to see you until you are called for.”

“Please, Khasan. I misspoke earlier when—”

“I said, that is enough. Do you want me to sell you in the slave auction like your friend?”

Her eyes widened. “But you promised that you wouldn’t sell her!”

“That was before Nergui brought me proof of your duplicity. And instead of confessing, you have accused him—without proof—of treason.”

To that, Zenoba had no answer. She rose to her feet, visibly shaken.

“Please, Lord Khasan,” she said softly. “Listen to that recording again, with an open mind. If you do, I think you’ll see that Nergui’s accusations against me are unfounded.”

“That is enough, Mistress Zenoba. You are dismissed.”

She gave him one last pleading look, as if she were about to fall at his feet and beg for mercy after all. But she didn’t. Instead, she turned and left without another word.

Khasan sighed heavily and collapsed on his divan. Truthfully, he didn’t know who to believe anymore. Perhaps Zenoba was telling him the truth, and the “plot” she’d hatched with her friend was simply to get out of the Falconstar’s brig. That was what he wanted to believe. But the girl was so cold and calculating, he hesitated to believe it. Besides, there was the matter of her accusations against Nergui. Those could not be lightly ignored.

He took a deep breath and rubbed his aching forehead. Ultimately, it didn’t matter which of them was right. What mattered was what was best for the clan—and increasingly, it did not look like that included Mistress Zenoba.

Zlata

“What did my son tell you?”

Zlata swallowed nervously and tried not to show any fear. Her future on the Falconstar hinged on how she answered Lady Nari’s questions.

“Milady, his exact words were ‘I do not wish to see you until you are called for.’”

Lady Nari’s eyes narrowed, and she let out a sigh, making Zlata’s gut clenched. Her reaction, however slight, was a very bad sign indeed.

“Do you have any idea why he would give you such an order?”

This was the tricky part. Zlata took a deep breath.

“Nergui gave him a recording of Sonya and me talking with each other in the brig, immediately after you summoned me the first time.”

“Sonya? Who is she?”

“I’m sorry, milady. Sonya is the other slave girl that Khasan took captive from my home.”

“Ah.” Lady Nari’s expression darkened, as if she had no inclination or desire to hear Sonya’s planetborn name—or Zlata’s, for that matter.

“Anyhow, milady, my friend and I were discussing how best to improve our situation on the ship. Nergui construed this as us somehow plotting against your son, and he used the recording to turn him against me.”

“Were you plotting against my son?” Lady Nari asked.

“Not at all,” Zlata said quickly. “We were simply discussing how best to improve our status on the Falconstar. Nothing more.”

That wasn’t entirely true, of course. Sonya had wanted nothing more than to escape the Hameji entirely, and at the time, Zlata hadn’t exactly been opposed to the idea. But where marrying Khasan had been a means to an end before, she now considered it a worthy and desirable end in itself. But how to convince Lady Nari of that, let alone Khasan…

“What do you propose we do now?” Lady Nari asked. “If my son will no longer see you, then it would appear that our gambit has failed, with all that implies.”

It implies that I’m to be sold as at the auction, alongside Sonya. 

Zlata paused, her heart pounding. She’d already played out the next few beats of the conversation—indeed, she’d been mentally wargaming this conversation nonstop since leaving Khasan’s quarters—and none of her options looked good. But if the alternative was being sold as a slave to another clan…

Here goes nothing. 

“Milady, I think we should stay the course. In fact, I think that is the only path that makes sense for either of us.”

Lady Nari raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“Yes. With respect, I believe that you need me as much as—or more than—I need you.”

“Explain.”

Zlata drew a deep breath. “When you set me up to marry your son, I thought at first that I was just a backup option. But I see now that isn’t the case. You attempted this maneuver because there are no other options—none that you would find acceptable, at least. That is why you and Nergui are currently locked in a power struggle. That is why you won’t put me on the slave auction until your son has taken another wife, and you have lost.”

“You honestly believe that I need you more than you need me?”

“Yes, milady. If you dismiss me and sell me on the slave auction, I am no worse off than I was when I came to the Falconstar. But if Khasan takes Nergui’s advice instead of your own, you stand to lose everything.”

Lady Nari frowned, making Zlata’s stomach fall. “What do you know about Nergui?”

For a moment, Zlata considered telling Lady Nari about the bag of coins she’d found in Nergui’s chest. But that would mean admitting to a transgression that could get her thrown off the Falconstar, or worse. Besides, Gavril was her ally, and he had counseled against it.

“Only what I can see, milady: that you oppose each other on this issue.”

“Nergui wants Khasan to enter into a matrilineal marriage alliance with the Naymani Clan,” Lady Nari explained. “If he does, any children produced by the union would inherit through the mother’s line.”

“I see,” said Zlata, her mind racing.

“Within a generation, the Valdamar Clan would be completely absorbed,” Lady Nari continued. “A high price to pay for protection from the Tatari, which would almost certainly leave my husband unavenged. So yes, Nergui and I are opposed on this issue.”

“But if that’s the case, wouldn’t it be treason for him to even suggest it?”

Lady Nari sighed. “Nergui has served the clan faithfully for so long that no one would question his loyalty. And there are reasons for entering into such an unfavorable alliance. Until you came to the Falconstar, it appeared to be the only option left to us.”

Then I was right, Zlata thought, grinning inwardly. She leaned forward.

“We haven’t failed yet, milady. Not until the game is played to its ultimate conclusion.”

“What makes you think you haven’t already lost?”

“Khasan hasn’t completely rejected me yet,” she said. “And even if he has, he may yet change his mind.”

“Perhaps,” Lady Nari said at length.

For several long, uncomfortable moments, they sat in silence. Lady Nari peered at Zlata, reading her like an open book.

“You are perceptive, Mistress Zenoba,” she said softly. “But you still do not see yourself as one of us. Perhaps that is the true reason why Khasan believed Nergui’s words over your own.”

The truth of her comment stabbed Zlata like a knife to the heart.

“Nevertheless,” Lady Nari continued, “as you have pointed out, we have little choice but to see this game through to the end. But I know my son. I do not think he will call on you for the remainder of this voyage.”

“Even so,” said Zlata, “I will do my best to be ready when he does.”

“If he does,” Lady Nari muttered.

She turned away and dismissed Zlata with a wave of her hand. Zlata rose and bowed stiffly, her knees surprisingly weak. A comment was on the tip of her tongue, but she decided to give her benefactress the final word.

Is that the only way, then? Zlata thought as she stepped out into the hall. Give up who I am and become… what, exactly? Mistress Zenoba? She drew a sharp breath. It wasn’t terrible as far as names went, but it still wasn’t her. Besides, what was in a name anyway?

Everything, she realized. Zlata or Zenoba—she couldn’t be both. Not if she was being honest with herself. She’d worn her new persona like a mask, and Khasan had seen right through it. That had been her mistake. But what if she made the transition and gave up her old self, only to be sold as a slave? Zlata would know what to do, but would Zenoba?

Of course she would, Zlata argued with herself. Zlata, Zenoba—it’s all still me. 

But who was she, really? She thought of her feelings for Sonya, and how she’d been so oblivious of them before she’d come to the Falconstar. There was still so much that she didn’t know about herself.

She reached the door to her and Aruzhan’s quarters but stopped before going inside. I suppose I’ll have the rest of the voyage to work it out, she thought grimly. At least another three or four weeks of mind-numbing idleness, wondering whether Khasan would ever call on her, or if the slave auction was truly to be her fate—and Sonya’s, as well. She clenched her eyes shut and shuddered. Waiting was always the worst form of torture.


Arrival

Khasan

The Tri-Clan Station orbited a small rogue planet whose rocky surface was nearly covered in ice. In the dim light of the sunless starfield, it had the appearance of a frosty glass mug. Billions of years ago, it had once been an ocean world, but the vicissitudes of stellar evolution had flung it deep into interstellar space, far from the heat of its mother star.

Centuries ago, the first khagan of the Golden Fleet had built an enormous mining operation on the planet’s surface, and in the depths of the frozen ocean, his engineers had discovered evidence of anaerobic microbial life that matched the life found in the Tenguri system. The khagan had then declared the planet’s gravity well to be sacred territory, where no vendetta could be pursued. After the mines had been depleted, the Hameji had withdrawn their robots and their slaves, leaving the domes and other surface structures devoid of inhabitants. They stood empty now, partially covered in ice, as if they were frozen in stasis—and would be for all eternity if the Hameji had their way.

But the planet’s main orbital was a thriving station, a gathering place for all of the Hameji star clans this side of the Good Hope Nebula. Called the Tri-Clan Station after the three founding clans of the Golden Fleet, it had grown over the centuries into something its builders would hardly have recognized, much as the Golden Fleet itself had expanded, fragmented, and reformed many times since the days of the khagan. Blood feuds and alliances were constantly shifting, but the Tri-Clan Station served as a neutral meeting ground that kept the Golden Fleet from fragmenting completely.

Lord Khasan regarded the station coolly from the Falconstar’s bridge. His officers handled the final docking maneuvers, leaving him free to attend to more pressing affairs. Behind him, the door to the bridge hissed open, and he turned in time for Nergui to salute him.

“Milord, you called for me?”

“Yes,” said Khasan. “What is your report?”

His chief counsellor came forward, a tablet gripped firmly in one hand. “I have reviewed the station’s docking roster. There are currently five clan starships at port, including the Black Kite and the Eagle Eye.”

“How long has it been since they arrived?”

“Not very long at all, milord. I expect they will remain here for the duration of our stay.”

Khasan frowned and stroked his beard in thought. The news boded poorly for their chances at attracting free starship captains, who were much more likely to join raiding parties led by the larger clans. Still, he might be able to attract some with the promise of a greater share in the spoils.

“Are there any Tatari ships at the station?” he asked Nergui.

“None, milord. Though I expect that their agents will be watching for us.”

“Of course,” Khasan muttered. The arrival of the Valdamar Clan’s flagship would no doubt attract the interest of their sworn enemy. Though the neutrality of the Tri-Clan Station was held sacred, there were still ways to get around the injunctions. It was a favorable turn of fortune that the Tatari were presently absent.

“Jabeg,” he said, turning to his pilot. “How much longer until we dock?”

“About half an hour, milord.”

“Good. Maintain our present course, and alert me if anything changes. You have the bridge.”

Jabeg saluted. “Yes, milord.”

As Khasan strode through the door out into the hallway, Nergui quickly fell into step beside him.

“The presence of so many flagships is a bit of a setback, Lord,” he admitted. “However, it may also present us with an opportunity. With so many bidders at the slave auction, we are bound to obtain a higher price for that slave girl. With the proceeds, we can replenish our arsenal and perhaps even augment the Falconstar with new armaments. Or we could buy off one of the free starship captains for our next raid. They will be much more likely to join us if we can offer a substantial payment up front.”

Khasan clenched his fists. It wasn’t unheard of for Hameji clan lords to resort to such mercenary means, but Khasan would prefer not to stoop to that level. There was a time not so long ago when the Valdamar Clan could attract allies by the strength of their reputation alone.

“Of course,” Nergui added, as if reading his thoughts, “we may also be able to join a raiding party led by one of the other clans.”

“I doubt we’ll get any starships out of that,” Khasan grumbled. “Still, keep an ear to the floor, Nergui, and inform me of any developments.”

“Of course, milord.”

They arrived at the door to Khasan’s quarters. He palmed it open and stepped inside, loosening the collar of his uniform along the way. Nergui paused just inside the open doorway.

“There is one other thing, milord. The Naymani are currently docked at the station, and I have reason to believe that they may be amenable to a marriage alliance.”

Khasan raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think that?”

“Under your father, the Naymani joined with us for several raids, allowing me to establish several contacts within their clan. One of these old contacts reached out to me upon our arrival. Lord Kuchlug has been blessed with many daughters and wishes to marry them as favorably as possible.”

“I assume they will accept nothing less than a matrilineal marriage, then?”

“Unfortunately, Lord, our negotiating position is not strong enough to ask for anything else. But the Naymani are strong, and their disposition toward us is quite friendly. An alliance would be more than sufficient to dissuade the Tatari from continuing their feud.”

But it would also mean giving up everything I’ve worked so hard for, Khasan thought bitterly. Not to mention leaving my father and brothers unavenged. 

“You must think of what is best for the clan, milord,” Nergui urged him. “Besides, agreeing to such a marriage now would give us an advantage in the slave auction.”

Khasan frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Milord, surely you must remember that we took two captives in our latest raid, not one. With so many clan lords present, now is the perfect time to auction them both. I understand that your mother requested one of them as a maidservant—a request, I might add, which I was firmly against—but we both know that she only did that to cultivate Mistress Zenoba as a potential wife.”

“So, you want me to take away my mother’s only maidservant?”

“Of course not,” said Nergui. “I am merely suggesting that if you were to announce a marriage alliance with the Naymani, your mother would dismiss her maidservant of her own accord. Would that be such a loss to you?”

“I suppose not,” Khasan muttered, though he was a lot less sure now about that now. It had been more than three weeks since he’d confronted Zenoba, and he hadn’t called on her at all in that time. Perhaps he should have. The girl had been on his mind almost constantly and had even intruded once or twice in his dreams. But the words that he’d spoken in anger could not easily be recalled, and calling on her before their arrival at the station would have been a sign of weakness. Besides, why should he be so infatuated with a planetborn girl?

“I’ll think on it,” he said, summoning his servant bot. “In the meantime, tell your contacts in the Naymani Clan that I’m willing to consider a normal marriage alliance. There’s no sense in appearing desperate.”

“Of course, milord,” said Nergui, bowing deeply. “In the meantime, what of the slave girl? Should we wait to sell her and Zenoba together?”

Khasan took the glass of wine from his serving bot and drank deeply. “No. Thaw her from cryo and sell her on the auction immediately.”

“Very well, Lord. I hear and obey.”

Sonya

“Sleep” was not the right word for what Sonya experienced after going under the ice. Neither was “ice” the right word, though it was far colder than anything she had ever experienced. But it wasn’t the sort of cold that normally made her shiver or the kind that stung against her skin. Rather, it was a looming, oppressive sort of cold that slowed everything down—the kind that locked up machinery and made screens show a ghostly after-image that refused to fade.

Sonya’s consciousness hovered somewhere in the midst of that cold, empty void. Occasionally, she had brief flashes where she imagined she was looking down on herself—though “imagine” wasn’t exactly the right word. The invisible boundary between the sensory world and that which lay beyond it had become very porous, and her consciousness—or what little remained of it—drifted aimlessly, like an outflung comet light-years from the nearest star.

And then, there was a Happening.

It started as a distant pulse, barely perceptible in the unfeeling, unsensing darkness of the void. Her awareness fastened onto it, and it became the center around which her consciousness slowly began to crystalize into being.

Petyr. 

That was the first thought of her newly crystalized consciousness. No memories, no emotions, and hardly any words: just the mental image of her betrothed, waiting for her, calling for her. Or was she calling for him? Did it matter?

The pulse grew until it seemed to be coming from within her. All at once, she was wrenched from the threshold between existence and the void, back into her frozen body. But it was only partially frozen now, and instead of the dull torpidity that had lulled her into the void, the ice now stung like a thousand razor-sharp knives.

She opened her mouth and gasped for breath. The air burned like fire in her lungs, and her heart hammered, driving blood like sludge through her veins. Someone had woken her—no, had thawed her. And the pain was more intense than anything she’d ever felt in her life.

She tried to scream, but her oxygen-starved lungs refused to expel anything more than a croak. Instead, she writhed and stretched like a prisoner in her own body, and as she did, all of her muscles seemed to cramp at once. Her croak turned to a high-pitched moan as panic all but disemboweled her.

In that moment, she was dimly aware of needles pricking her legs. A soothing balm spread down to her feet and up through the rest of her tortured body. It could not spread quickly enough. Her hands and arms shook desperately in eager anticipation as the cool relief crept ever closer, until it finally filled her.

The air no longer burned quite so badly, and the stabbing sensation quickly faded. She opened her eyes and saw mist all around her. Condensation dripped on the opposite side of the glass, while the inside was fogged so badly that she could only make out the vague outline of shapes on the other side. But the relief from the pain was so incredible that she hardly cared.

Petyr, she thought again—and this time, she remembered. The raid. The pirates. Her whole world falling apart. Her gut suddenly clenched, and not from pain.

The tank opened with an ominous hiss. She covered her eyes as harsh lights stabbed at her. Then thick, calloused hands grasped her arms, and she was pulled out of the coffin-like cryotank that had cradled her frozen body.

How long had she been under? Memories came back to her, as if from another lifetime. The pirates, stripping her naked and pinning her to a table while a man in a doctor’s uniform prodded and probed her. The dark, uncomfortable cell, with no one to comfort her except for Zlata.

Zlata. 

In a rush, she remembered their plan. Sonya would be put into cryo, but Zlata would remain awake and try to seduce their captain. The rest of the plan was still fuzzy, but she knew that it would keep them from selling her as a slave—that was the important part.

Her captors lifted her roughly to her feet. They sounded angry. She opened her eyes and saw that she had soiled herself. Normally, that would have mortified her, but she was so worn out from the cryothaw that she didn’t have any reaction.

Someone brought out a wet towel and washed down the lower half of her body, where urine had dribbled between her legs. She suddenly remembered that she was naked. A burst of adrenaline cleared her mind, and she quickly wrapped her arms around her chest.

Her vision cleared rapidly, as well. She recognized the room where she had been put into cryo. She even recognized the faces of some of the guards who had brought her there. While she didn’t know their names, the fact that she remembered them meant that she likely hadn’t been frozen for more than a few months. That meant that everyone back home was still alive—perhaps even Petyr.

Sonya couldn’t help but wonder whether she would ever see him again. Then she remembered that he had most likely died in the fighting, and her relief quickly turned to despair.

Focus, she thought desperately, pulling herself back from the emotional brink. Zlata would never fall apart like this. She would stick to the plan, no matter how bad things were, and it would all work out somehow. All she had to do was stick to the plan.

She didn’t resist as the men cleaned her up. Instead, she looked around the room, trying to find Zlata. If she had seduced the pirate captain, then she must be there waiting for her.

But Zlata wasn’t anywhere among the men.

Sonya’s gut clenched a second time, and her panic began to rise. It’s all right, she tried to reassure herself. Zlata is probably waiting for you somewhere else. Yes, that had to be it. Cryothaw was messy and dangerous, so of course she would leave it to the men. Soon, they’d give her some clothes and bring her to Zlata, who would finally tell her that it was going to be all right. Stick to the plan. 

The men finally finished cleaning her, and a pair of guards stepped forward. They didn’t hand her any clothes, however. Instead, they took her by both arms and began to lead her away.

What’s going on? Sonya wondered, her panic rising again. She was still totally naked, yet they led her out of the cryo chamber and into the hall. Was this how they planned to present her to Zlata? Naked, wet, and cold?

No. Something was wrong.

Still, she didn’t panic. There was still a plan. Surely Zlata wouldn’t let them sell her as a slave. This was a bit unusual, to be sure, but it was going to be all right. It had to be all right.

Then she saw where they were leading her: the ship’s airlock.

Cold realization suddenly struck her. They weren’t taking her to Zlata—they were taking her off the ship, never to return. Zlata had failed. Their plan had shattered.

“No!” Sonya screamed in a sudden panic.

She struggled to break free, but the guards redoubled their grip and she was too weak to overcome them. She kept on struggling anyway, thrashing about and kicking with her legs until her strength was exhausted.

As her legs gave out beneath her, the men dragged her—still naked—off the ship. Other men were waiting for her there, men that Sonya didn’t recognize. Her heart pounded so hard that her arms and legs began to shake.

Zlata had failed. These men were the slavers. They were taking her away to be sold.

But the worst part was knowing that no one would come to save her.

Zlata

Zlata braced herself against the wall of the shower unit, letting her hair dangle in front of her face as the water ran over her. Her fingers and toes were starting to get puffy, but still she lingered. The shower was the only time when she knew she would be alone, and she savored that, even as the slowly mounting stress threatened to crush her.

It had been more than three weeks since her last meeting with Khasan. Three weeks, and he had not summoned her or even so much as mentioned her. Lady Nari had dropped hints on her daily visits, but according to her, he always ignored or deflected them. Either he was still angry with Zlata, or worse, he had simply moved on.

I can’t let things go on like this any longer, Zlata thought, her skin crawling. I have to make a move. 

The shower finally timed out, and the water cut off abruptly. She closed her eyes as the drying cycle began, hot air blasting her from above while the vacuum in the drain sucked it out from beneath. She lifted her face to the blast, eyes still firmly closed. Water ran in rivulets down her bare skin until she was acceptably dry.

When the cycle was complete, she took a deep breath and opened the door. Thankfully, the bathroom facility was empty. No Aruzhan waiting to tell her the latest gossip, or worse, one of the older women squatting over one of the toilets. Privacy was one of the few things from home that Zlata genuinely missed, and it would only get worse if Khasan sold her as a slave.

She put on her bathrobe and paused to look at herself in the mirror. Her slave tattoo stood out like a dark stain on her smooth, white skin. Blood type, she read backwards in the mirror. It was written in Hameji script, but she’d taught herself how to read it. Blood type. Haplotype. Inheritable diseases. And below it all, the crossed swords of the Valdamar brand.

When they sold her on the slave auction, would her new masters simply tattoo their brand over it? Or worse, would they add a new tattoo below it? How much of her arm would be marred with tattoos before she earned her freedom—if she ever earned it at all?

Stop it, she told herself, looking quickly away. She couldn’t afford to think like she had already lost. The game wasn’t over until Lady Nari dismissed her and Khasan sold her as a slave. No, that wasn’t exactly true, because the stakes were so much higher than her own freedom alone. Whatever happened, she would eventually find her way, but Sonya didn’t stand a chance on her own. And if they’d already woken her from cryo—

Zlata slammed her hands down on the counter. There was nothing else for it. She had to make her move.

She dressed quickly and went straight to Lady Nari’s quarters. The old matriarch was sitting in her chair, reading a book on her tablet. She didn’t so much as look up as Zlata entered.

“May I help you, Mistress Zenoba?”

“Yes, milady. May I use your wrist console? I wish to request a private meeting with your son.”

Lady Nari set down her tablet and frowned. “Are you sure that’s wise? If he rejects you, the chances that he’ll call on you later are slim to none.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

The old matriarch drew a long breath and glanced out her window. The normal view of the starfield was blocked by the struts, supports, and storage tanks of the Tri-Clan Station’s docking arm. A little over twenty-four hours had passed since they’d arrived.

“Are you sure it wouldn’t be prudent to wait another dayshift or two?” Lady Nari asked. “Now that Khasan has reached out to the Naymani Clan about a marriage alliance, there’s a very good chance he’ll have second thoughts and come to you on his own.”

Zlata paused. There was also the possibility that Gavril would find the damning evidence against Nergui and change Khasan’s mind without her. But what about Sonya? Time was running out to save her.

“I’m sure, milady.”

Lady Nari sighed. “Very well. The console is charging in the compartment next to my dream monitor. I assume you plan to use it here.”

“Yes,” said Zlata, though her preference was to call him from somewhere she could speak with him alone. But given the frustrating lack of privacy, it didn’t seem that she had much of a choice.

She retrieved the console and brought up his information. For a very brief moment, fear overcame her, making her hesitate to place the call. But she forced herself to follow through and pressed the green key on the screen. Three chimes sounded. Khasan didn’t pick up. The fourth chime ended with a harsh beep, indicating that she should record a message. He’d either been too busy to pick up or had refused to take the call.

“Lord Khasan, this is Mistress Zenoba,” she said, trying very hard to keep her hands from shaking. “Three weeks ago, you asked not to see me again unless called for, but now that we’ve arrived at the station, I was hoping you’d changed your mind. I—” she paused, knowing that this would likely be her only chance to persuade him. “I feel that I owe you an explanation. A lot has changed since I came to the Falconstar, and I hope… well, never mind what I hope. That is all.”

She cringed as she ended the call. Lady Nari had already returned her attention to her tablet, so Zlata plugged the console back into the compartment and bowed.

“Thank you, milady. If Khasan honors my request—”

“I’ll be sure to let you know.”


Once a Slave

Khasan

Lord Khasan Valdamar stormed onto the Falconstar, barely acknowledging the guards who saluted him as he passed. Even the familiarity of his flagship failed to lighten his mood. How could it, when no matter how hard he worked to build a better future for his clan, it all seemed to come to nothing?

Nergui was waiting for him, and quickly fell into step. “How may I serve you, milord?”

“To my quarters,” Khasan growled. The news he had to share would best be discussed in private.

The men in the hallway stood aside quickly and saluted. Khasan barely nodded to any of them. His anger was like a pair of blinders, but in that moment, he didn’t care. At length, he arrived at his quarters, Nergui following close behind. As soon as the door slid shut behind them, he unloosed a tirade of obscenities.

“Useless!” he shouted, flinging his sword and pistol onto the divan. “Coming to this place was absolutely useless!”

“I take it your efforts to find allies have not met with success?” Nergui asked calmly.

“Zero,” Khasan snarled as he unbuttoned his collar. “That’s how many free starship captains are willing to join our war fleet, even with a sixty-percent share of the spoils.”

“Perhaps it is just as well, Lord. Sixty-percent is an embarrassingly high portion to—”

“I don’t need you to tell me that,” Khasan snapped. “Of course, none of the other clans are willing to make a joint raid with us either, even with them in command. Stars of Earth! Have our fortunes fallen so low that none of my father’s friends will join with us?”

“Our fortunes have fallen considerably, milord.”

Khasan sighed heavily and collapsed on chair. “We should have pressed on with the raid instead of returning to the Tri-Clan Station with so little to show for ourselves. That is why no one will join with us now.”

“No, milord,” Nergui said quickly. “You made the correct choice. We were deep in unknown territory, surrounded by enemies, and our supplies—”

“We should have trusted to Tenguri and resupplied from the planetborn. That, or we should have taken all of the girls from the colony we raided. At least then we would have had some income from the slaves.”

Nergui nodded. “Speaking of which, I am happy to report that the slavers are very impressed with our offering and believe she will command a tidy sum.”

Khasan grunted noncommittally. For a brief moment, he remembered his promise to Mistress Zenoba and felt a small tinge of guilt. Had he been unfair to her? Nergui’s accusations no longer seemed quite so damning, and his decision to reject her now seemed like a mistake. But perhaps that was just his desperation speaking.

“In any case, Lord, I am happy to report that the Naymani have acknowledged our offer of a marriage alliance and have already sent us a counter-offer. Would you like to review it now?”

“No,” said Khasan, rubbing his forehead. “Send me the details later. I’ll review them on my own time. That is all.”

“As you wish, Lord,” said Nergui. “Is there anything else?”

“No. You may go.”

Nergui bowed and left. After he was gone, Khasan buried his face in his hands and groaned. How hard did he have to work before his labors bore any fruit? How long did he have to carry the burdens of his clan before their fortunes finally turned? He had done everything within his power to restore the Valdamar name, yet all his efforts had come to nothing. It was as if he were fighting a duel with his hands shackled, where he could dodge the strikes of his enemy but never land a blow of his own. And yet, he knew that he  could do so much more. It was more than galling—it was driving him mad.

As he brooded over such melancholy thoughts, he absent-mindedly checked his wrist console for messages, hoping that one of the other clan lords had changed his mind. Instead, he found a message from his mother. Surprised, he let it play.

“Lord Khasan, this is Mistress Zenoba,” the recording began—not his mother at all. Khasan perked up.

“Three weeks ago,” she continued, “you asked not to see me again unless called for. But now that we’ve arrived at the station, I was hoping you’d changed your mind. I—” she wavered, but only a little. “I feel that I owe you an explanation. A lot has changed since I came to the Falconstar, and I hope… well, never mind what I hope. That is all.”

Khasan stroked his chin. So, Mistress Zenoba wanted to see him? It was bold of her to reach out to him—bold, and perhaps a little desperate. Still, he supposed that he owed her an audience just as much as she owed him an explanation. Perhaps even more.

He keyed his wrist console to return Zenoba’s call. A few moments later, his mother answered.

“Yes, Khasan?”

“Is Mistress Zenoba with you, Mother?”

She paused. “Not at the moment. Why?”

“I wish to see her in my quarters, alone. Send her up at your earliest convenience.”

“Of course, son. I’ll send her right away.”

Zlata

Zlata half-walked, half-ran down the main corridor of the Falconstar. She hadn’t been outside the women’s quarters since her falling out with Khasan, and it almost felt like an entirely new ship. It didn’t help that the hallway was nearly empty, probably because the men were all enjoying their shore leave. The only person she passed seemed to be drunk, and he didn’t give any indication that he noticed her.

Why am I so nervous? she thought, her heart pounding terribly as she neared Khasan’s quarters. I wasn’t this wound up when they took me captive. But then again, she’d volunteered for that. She had much less control over the outcome of this encounter than she’d had over that first one. Not to mention Sonya’s life and freedom being at stake. Still, that wasn’t entirely it. There was something else going on that she couldn’t quite place, some frustrating mix of emotions that she didn’t fully understand. Even without Sonya, she would probably still be wrestling with it. A lot had changed since Sonya had gone into cryo, after all, and Zlata—Or was she Zenoba now?—hardly even felt like the same person.

She arrived at the door and took a deep breath. Closing her eyes, she activated the chime. For several heart-stopping seconds, there was no reply. But then, the door hissed open, and Khasan greeted her.

“Mistress Zenoba,” he said, giving her a nod. His shirt was partly unbuttoned, revealing his well-toned chest. His breath smelled ever so slightly of coffee.

“Lord Khasan,” she said, bowing. “Thank you for granting me this audience. I—”

“Please,” he interrupted her. “Let’s dispense with the formalities.”

With that, he waved her inside. Lady Nari’s customary chair was gone—he’d probably put it away while they were in port. He took a seat on the cushioned divan, and since that was the only other place to sit, Zlata stood.

“What can I do for you, Mistress Zenoba?” he asked as he stretched out his arms across the back.

Everything, Zlata thought to herself. My life is literally in your hands. But that had been the case ever since she’d set foot on the Falconstar. Why did that strike her so powerfully now?

She took a deep breath and tried to put those thoughts out of her mind.

“The last time you called me here, you asked me to explain myself—and I did, but not entirely. Things got a little heated, and I held back a little more than perhaps I should have.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You are here to confess?”

“Not exactly,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “But yes, Sonya and I were planning how best to escape. Understand, this was just after we were captured, and we didn’t know what you had planned for us. Sonya was terrified of being raped, and your men had already tried to assault us once by this time. Can you blame us for thinking that escape might be our best option?”

Khasan thought for a long moment, making Zlata squirm. If he lost his temper again, it would all be over.

“I suppose not,” he said at length. “But that wasn’t all you were plotting.”

“You’re right, Lord,” Zlata said quickly. “We were considering how best to leverage your mother’s aid to our advantage. I admit, it sounds pretty bad when taken alone. But that doesn’t mean we were conspiring against you.”

“How do you mean?”

“Sonya wanted to find some way to break out of the Falconstar and get back home. That plan was always futile, of course, but I don’t think Sonya had thought it all the way through. She’s always been more emotionally driven than I am.”

“Indeed.”

“In any case,” Zlata continued, “after meeting with your mother, I began to see that there might be a place for us here on the Falconstar—that joining with you was a much better plan. That was why I tried to convince her that it might be a good idea if we both married you.”

Khasan’s eyes narrowed. “Then what of this talk of ‘leverage’? What did you mean by that?”

Zlata frowned. “I’m not sure I understand. Power dynamics are always about leverage—even when the outcome is harmless. I suppose… I suppose that’s just how I think about things.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. I try to see things logically and take the most practical approach, even if it might be a bit heartless. It’s something that’s always set me apart from everyone else.”

Khasan grunted. “And I suppose it’s what my mother saw in you as well.”

“I’d like to think so. She’s a very sharp woman—sharp enough that if I were plotting against you, she’d figure it out for sure.”

“Fair enough.”

“Then you believe me?”

Khasan’s long pause made her stomach fall. Finally, he sighed and leaned back on the divan.

“I want to believe you, Mistress Zenoba. Truly, I do. But if I allowed myself the luxury of believing everyone I wanted to, I would soon die with a knife in my back. Besides, there is the matter of Nergui. Your accusations against him were quite strong.”

“It is true that I may have spoken out of turn,” she admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

Again, he raised an eyebrow. “You refuse to take back your words?”

“There are many things I believe that I will not say aloud, Lord Khasan. But I will never tell you something that I do not truly believe.”

“Then what would you have me do?”

Zlata hesitated. For a moment, she considered telling him about the Naymani coins that she’d discovered in Nergui’s personal belongings. But that would reveal her indiscretion, and she wasn’t entirely certain clear that Khasan would side with her. Even if he did, he couldn’t move against Nergui until Gavril found some other piece of equally damning evidence. She would just have to keep that secret to herself for now.

But at the same time, she couldn’t afford to keep her cards close to her chest. That very reticence was the reason Khasan had suspected her of plotting in the first place. No—the time had come to lay all her cards on the table and let things fall where they may.

“I want you to trust me,” she said, her hands shaking. “I recognize that’s a difficult thing to ask, especially after what Nergui shared with you. But things have changed since then. I have changed.”

He peered at her for a long while. She clenched her hands into fists, not out of frustration, but to keep them from shaking so much. To her surprise, he scooted to one side of the divan and patted the other side with his hand.

“Please, Zenoba. Have a seat.”

“Thank you,” Zlata said softly. She sat down next to him, her knees close together, and drew a long breath as she tried in vain to calm her nerves. Why did emotions always have to be so difficult? Or was that just the fear that he would still reject her, even after she bared everything to him? Either way, there was nothing else to do. She was committed.

“I was never really satisfied with my life back home,” she began. “That’s part of the reason I was willing to offer myself as your captive in Sonya’s place.”

“I see,” said Khasan nodding. “I guessed as much the first time I summoned you.”

“And you were right. But it went much deeper than that. My plan before you came was to join the crew of a passing Tajji merchant ship and become a starfarer. But my mother wanted me to get pregnant by a starfarer instead. On the station, it would have given us a certain degree of status. But it would have also tied me down and made me dependent on the colony for the rest of my life. I could never bring myself to do that.”

Khasan snorted disdainfully. “Neither could any self-respecting Hameji.”

“Yes, and that’s one of the things that drew me to your people’s way of life. Back home, it was never about how hard you worked or how good you were at something. It always came down to doing favors and pleasing the right people. I hated that. In fact, I didn’t realize how much I hated it until I came to the Falconstar.”

She was surprised at how easily the words came out of her. It was as if she had yearned all her life to bare this part of herself to someone. Or perhaps, just to Khasan; it was difficult to tell.

“When you took us captive, I didn’t know what to expect,” she continued. “But after that first meeting with you, I began to realize that you weren’t the monster I thought you were. And when your mother summoned me, I began to see that there might be a place on the Falconstar for me, that this was exactly the sort of life that I’d been yearning for.

“At that point, it was all just machinations: how to rise through the ranks, how to please your mother, and yes, how to save my friend. But after you shared your dream of restoring your clan to glory, I felt something new. I began to realize that you were what I had yearned for all this time. Your dream appealed to me was because it was your dream, and for that reason, I wanted more than anything to share it with you.”

“So, when you told me that you could make my dream your own—”

“I wasn’t lying to you, Khasan. I was telling you the honest truth.”

Without consciously intending to, she’d slid up next to him until her body was nestled against his. It felt surprisingly right—and the fact that he hadn’t pushed her away made her heart skip a beat.

“I’m sorry for trying to manipulate you, Khasan,” she said, the words all but spilling out of her. “I suppose that’s just my nature, but that doesn’t make it right. You’ve probably got enough people trying to manipulate you as it is.”

“Indeed,” he said softly.

She put her hand on his arm, then slowly moved it toward his chest. There was no particular thought behind the gesture. She hesitated, unsure how Khasan would take it—but then he took her hand in his own.

“And all you ask of me is to trust you?” he asked her softly.

“Yes,” said Zlata, swallowing a lump in her throat.

“Very well,” said Khasan, pulling her close. “I accept your apology, and give you my trust.”

Their lips met, and Zlata melted into his arms.

Khasan

Several things became clear to Khasan as he and Zenoba embraced.

First, he realized that he didn’t give a damn what Nergui thought about her. Planetborn or not, she was truly one of the Hameji at heart—perhaps even more than some of the nobleborn women he’d known. All of Nergui’s counsel regarding her was misguided at best, and maliciously false at worst.

Second, he realized that he would never be able to live with himself if he entered into a matrilineal marriage with the Naymani. It might save his own clan—or at least, save their lives—but it would mean admitting defeat and capitulating on everything that mattered most in his life. If he followed that path, he would die an old and utterly broken man.

Third, and perhaps most important, he realized that he would rather face the uncertain future with Zenoba by his side than face it alone or with anyone else. She was truly a woman to contend with. If she was not the goddess come in mortal guise, then surely the great god Tenguri must have sent her to the Falconstar himself. He would be a fool to refuse a woman such as this. He had been a fool.

Zenoba gasped for breath, then kissed him desperately again. He pushed her gently back, though, knowing that if he didn’t, he would bed her then and there, like a common slave. That was no way to treat his future queen.

“Sorry, milord,” she said, her cheeks reddening. “I shouldn’t have—”

“Shh,” he softly silenced her. With his hand under her chin, he gently lifted her head until their eyes met again. “It is I who should apologize to you, Mistress Zenoba. I see now that Nergui was wrong, and my mother was right.”

“So, what happens next?”

He took a deep breath. “The proper forms must still be observed. Since you are my mother’s maidservant, I must negotiate with her for your hand. If you are still willing, of course.”

She smiled and leaned into him. “What then?”

“We will have to arrange things in a way that does not offend the Naymani. Nergui is already negotiating a marriage alliance with them. Of course, we will have to call that off.”

Her smile quickly turned to a frown. “He is?”

“Yes. And I don’t think he’ll be pleased when he learns that I’ve abandoned his counsel. But that’s his problem. The more serious issue is the Naymani. When they learn that I’ve called off the alliance in favor of taking a planetborn woman to wife, they will not be best pleased. Nergui may be able to help smooth things over diplomatically, but—”

“No,” she said quickly, cutting him short. Now it was Khasan’s turn to frown.

“What is wrong?”

“Don’t rely on Nergui to help with the Naymani. Please. It’s—it’s a very bad idea.”

“Why?”

“Please,” she said again. “You’re just going to have to trust me.”

Khasan shook his head. He didn’t know why Zenoba was so paranoid about the old man, but he had tried to turn Khasan against her, which was no small thing. Perhaps it was time for him to listen to her instead.

“Very well,” he said. “Though he is still my chief counsellor. I cannot simply dismiss him.”

“Just as long as you don’t put him in a position where he can sabotage everything.”

“You believe he is a traitor?”

She opened her mouth as if to reply but stopped short. Instead, she let out a long breath and shrugged. “Let’s not talk about Nergui right now. The marriage negotiations with Lady Nari—when will they begin?”

“Tomorrow dayshift, if you’d like. It’s only a formality. Of course, we probably won’t formalize the marriage until we’re on our way to the secret clan holdings—to keep from offending the Naymani.”

“So… another week, then?”

“Sooner than that,” said Khasan. “Coming to this place was a mistake. As soon as the men have had their fill, we’ll be underway. After all,” he said, smiling at her, “I am just as eager as you to be married.”

They embraced again, but this time, Zenoba seemed distracted. It was almost as if she had something else on her mind—something that she wasn’t sure she could bring up with him.

It’s her friend, Khasan realized. She still wants to save her from the slave auction. Unfortunately, it was too late for that. The auction had already started, and Khasan couldn’t pull the girl out of it without incurring serious consequences.

Of course, that didn’t mean the girl had to be sold. Payment among clans was usually done in kind, so reaching a nominal price was only the first step. It usually took a few dayshifts to work out the details, and an impasse was reached on occasion, cancelling the sale. Khasan could probably manufacture some reason to make that happen, if he wanted to.

Did Zenoba know that? If not, should he tell her or wait for her to ask? He remembered how sanguine Zenoba had been about discarding her friend if she failed to prove herself. Perhaps saving the girl wasn’t so important to her anymore.

I will wait for her to bring it up, he decided. After all, the girl was only a slave.

Sonya

Sonya hugged her knees and tried not to think about what her captors would do to her next. They hadn’t technically raped her—yet—but they hadn’t given her any clothes, either. She was still as naked as when they’d put her into cryo.

It was difficult to tell to say how much time had passed. At least a dayshift, maybe two. All she knew was that she wasn’t on the Falconstar anymore and that Zlata wasn’t anywhere nearby. She was alone—totally alone.

With each passing hour, her thoughts became ever more tortuous. She would never see her home again, that much was painfully clear. Even if Petyr was still alive, she was as good as dead to him now. Probably Zlata, too. She had nothing left that she could call her own—not even any clothes. And was her body even her own anymore? It was only a matter of time before they raped her. She almost wished they would get it over with already. Anything would be better than being alone with her thoughts.

Zlata’s words kept coming back to her: If you don’t learn to accept your situation, you’ll never be able to change it. With all of her fears and anxieties reduced to little more than a dull ache, what else did she have left but to take Zlata’s advice? The only alternative was to shut down completely, withdraw into her shell, and give up.

“I am a slave,” she said aloud. The words made her wince, but she forced herself to repeat it. “I am Sonya, a slave.”

What now? she wondered. Zlata had said that accepting her situation was the first step, but what next? How was she supposed to change her situation if all she ever did was passively accept it?

As if in answer, she remembered Zlata’s words: The most important choice we have to make right now is not to be passive victims. 

She clenched her fists. “My name is Sonya,” she said aloud again. “I am a slave, but I am not a victim. I will not be a slave forever. Somehow, I will be free.”

The words sent an electric thrill down her spine. She repeated them over and over, and every time that she did, she clenched her fists a little tighter and spoke a little louder. Soon, she was practically shouting.

“I will be free again! I will be free! I—”

The sound of heavy footsteps in the hallway cut her short. Her breath caught in her throat, and she reflexively shrank back, her heart pounding harder than before. She listened with dread as the footsteps drew closer, hoping they would pass her by.

They didn’t.

The door to her cell swung open, and three black-clad men stepped inside. The awful taste of panic filled Sonya’s mouth as they stood over her. One of them barked an order in their harsh, guttural language. The meaning was clear enough.

Get up. 

She rose unsteadily, arms wrapped tightly around her chest. The other two men pried them free and half-led, half-dragged her out into the hallway.

Where are they taking me? 

They marched her for what felt like half an hour, though it was probably only a few minutes. The air in the hallway was uncomfortably cool, and she soon began to shiver for lack of clothes. They passed a long row of windowless doors just like the one to her cell, and she wondered if perhaps she wasn’t the only slave in this place.

Her question was answered as they rounded the corner. Half a dozen young women stood against the wall, all of them naked like herself. Their arms were bound by heavy restraints, and the guards escorting them carried shock prods and rifles. The guards stopped long enough to slap a pair of restraints on her before shoving her into line.

What is this place? Even as the questions came into Sonya’s mind, she feared she already knew the answer.

Apparently, she was the last one they were waiting for, because as soon as she arrived the guards began to drive them all forward. They turned a corner and stepped through a set of blast doors into a wide partitioned space, probably an auditorium. It was difficult for Sonya to tell because the partitions obscured her view except for the space immediately around her. The ceiling was high and vaulted, and she could hear a crowd milling about on the other side.

I will be free again, she told herself, repeating her newfound mantra. I will be free. 

The first two girls had already been led off, and the sound of an announcer echoed loudly on the other side of the partition. As Sonya watched, the guards led off the third. She didn’t seem scared, though—if anything, she seemed dead inside. In fact, all of the other slaves seemed deadened to what was happening to them.

That could have been me, Sonya realized. Without Zlata, I would have been just as dead inside. Her heart went out to them, but there was nothing she could do.

Suddenly, it was her turn. The guards escorted her up the steps to the platform where the other girls had all gone. On the other side of the partition, the announcer’s voice boomed over the loudspeakers. Bright lights blinded her, and she nearly tripped, but the guards caught her before she fell.

When her eyes adjusted, she was standing at the end of a short runway, with more than a hundred men on either side. Their eyes ran up and down her naked body. Her legs went weak under the weight of their collective gaze, and she wished for nothing so much as to fall through the floor and disappear.

In that moment, she finally understood what Zlata had meant. It wasn’t in her power to change what was happening to her, but she could still choose what she was going to do about it. That choice had always been in her power, and always would be. Being a passive victim would mean withdrawing into herself, just like the other prisoners, and becoming dead to the world. But that didn’t have to be her.

Sonya knew which choice Zlata would make.

She took a deep breath and lifted her head, standing tall with her shoulders back. A newfound strength grew inside of her, sending a warm thrill down her spine.

I am not your victim. I will not always be a slave. Somehow, I will be free again. I will be free. 


A Bride and a Bargain

Zlata

Zlata woke up in a cold sweat. For a brief, disorienting moment, she thought she was back in the brig, lying on the cushioned metal slab that had served as her bed when she and Sonya had first been taken captive. But the softness of the mattress told her that she was somewhere else. After a few confusing moments, she recognized Aruzhan’s quarters from the Falconstar. 

Her dreams had been shockingly vivid. In them, she had been forced to choose between Sonya and Khasan. There was more than that, of course, but it was all rapidly fading from her memory now that she was awake.

Before the dream faded entirely, Zlata closed her eyes and focused on recalling it to her mind. Somehow, it felt terribly important that she did so.

Zlata! Sonya had cried out to her, over and over. She said more, but the only word that stood out to Zlata was her own name, repeated like a pleading cry. And then, on the other side of her, Khasan had loomed like a mountain.

You don’t want her, he had said, pointing at Sonya. She is soft and weak. Useless. 

That’s not true, Zlata had argued.

She remembered having the distinct impression that if she chose Khasan over Sonya, she would cease to be Zlata. Sonya’s pleading, then, was not so much a cry for help as it was a plea for Zlata to save herself. But Khasan had beckoned irresistibly to her, power and strength emanating from him like light from a star.

I am the one you want, he had told her. Where she is weak, I am strong. Where she is uncertain, I am sure. Join me, and together we will rule the stars with fire and blood. 

That was all that Zlata remembered. Now that she was awake, she couldn’t recall which choice she had ultimately made, or if she had even made a choice before the dream was over. For some strange reason, that disturbed her even more than the dream itself.

Her roommate was still sleeping, so she got up quietly and picked out clothes for herself before showering in the communal bathroom. As she finished dressing, Aruzhan came inside.

“Uh, Zenoba?” she said, still a bit disheveled from having just woken up. “You have a call from Gavril.”

Zlata frowned. “I do?”

“Yes. He’s just outside the entrance to the women’s quarters right now, and says he wants to speak with you.”

“Oh,” said Zlata, her eyes suddenly widening. This should be good. 

Moments later, she palmed open the door to the women’s quarters and stepped out into the stairwell. Gavril was waiting for her, his expression grim.

“Mistress Zenoba,” he said, greeting her with a curt nod.

“Commander,” she returned the greeting.

The door hissed shut behind her, leaving them both alone. He glanced over his shoulder, as if afraid that someone would hear them, but the Falconstar was still as empty as it had been since they’d arrived at the Tri-Clan Station.

“Have you found anything?” she asked.

“That is what I wanted to talk with you about,” he said, his expression gravely serious. “Nergui is colluding with the Naymani to pressure Khasan into an alliance that will dissolve the Valdamar clan. Of that, we now have proof.”

Zlata’s heart skipped a beat. “You have him on record saying that?”

“Yes. I put him under surveillance, as we agreed. For the last few dayshifts, I’ve recorded his meetings with his contacts among the Naymani, and just this upshift, I caught him talking about the marriage negotiations in clearly treasonous terms.”

“Are you sure?” Zlata asked.

“Yes,” said Gavril, his cheeks reddening in anger. “He referred to Lord Khasan as ‘the Valdamar runt.’ But what was even more damning, he talked with them at length about his personal compensation for coaxing Khasan into this deal, and what sort of position he could expect to receive once the marriage alliance had been solidified.”

“I see,” said Zlata, barely managing to repress a grin. This was exactly the sort of thing she’d been hoping that Gavril would find. What better way to defeat Nergui than by using his own words against him, just as he’d tried to do to her?

“You were right about that old bastard,” Gavril admitted. “If not for you, I doubt we would have uncovered the depth of Nergui’s treason until it was too late.”

“So, what do we do now?”

“That is what I wanted to discuss. Personally, I think we should take it to Lord Khasan at once. But I wanted to check with you, in case doing so would upset any of your plans.”

With a start, Zlata realized that he was looking to her for leadership. Even though he stood almost half a head taller than her, it felt like he was looking up to her.

It’s as if he already sees me as lady in command. 

“Thank you, yes,” she heard herself say. “Don’t share it with Khasan just yet. I have a better idea.”

Gavril raised an eyebrow. “You do?”

“Just be sure to keep that recording on your person, and be prepared to share it as soon as I ask you to. With luck, the opportunity will present itself before the dayshift is over.”

“How, Mistress Zenoba?”

“Leave that to me.”

The walk to Khasan’s quarters had never felt longer. There was no sense in dwelling on that, though, so Zlata put it out of her mind as she followed behind Lady Nari. Both of them were dressed in their finest: Lady Nari in a high-collared dress spun from silver thread, and Zlata in an ornately embroidered red dress hemmed with shimmering gold.

An honor guard stood at the door to Khasan’s quarters. Zlata recognized Ruslan on the right. They stepped aside and saluted both her and Lady Nari with a respectful bow.

Before going inside, the old matriarch gave her a quick look-over.

“This is it,” she said, fussing with Zlata’s hair. “Let me do most of the talking. If you have anything to say, ask me first.”

“Of course, milady,” Zlata played along.

“And for Tenguri’s sake, smile.”

Lady Nari finished with Zlata’s hair and motioned to the guards to open the door. Khasan was waiting for them inside, dressed in his dark gray captain’s uniform. He wore a pistol in a black leather holster on his hip with a gold-hilted sword on the other side5hj. He gestured to the divan as they entered. A second one had been set up on the opposite side of the room, facing the first across the wooden table. Beside it stood two men, both of them wearing dark gray uniforms similar to Khasan’s. The first was Gavril, tall and swarthy with his thick, dark hair tied back. The other was Nergui.

The old man eyed Zlata with barely concealed contempt as she took her seat on the first divan, next to Lady Nari. Khasan adjusted his sword and sat facing them, with Nergui and Gavril standing on either side of him.

Just as I expected, Zlata thought, inwardly pleased with herself. Aruzhan had told her that Khasan would bring two witnesses for the marriage negotiations, and sure enough, he’d chosen the ones she’d thought he would. Gavril gave her a questioning look, gesturing to Nergui with his eyes, and Zlata responded with a knowing smile and the slightest shake of her head. Not yet. Give him enough rope to hang himself first. 

Khasan clapped his hands, and a serving bot set a burnished brass samovar on the table between them, along with two silver teacups. He nodded to Gavril, who filled the cups with steaming hot coffee. The scent was so rich, Zlata could practically taste it.

“Lady Nari,” said Khasan, “I wish to take your maidservant to wife.” He made no move yet to take the cup.

Lady Nari steepled her fingers. “Lord Khasan, what are the terms you propose?”

Sonya, Zlata thought. Was it too late to save her? She knew that she’d been thawed from cryo, but until now she didn’t dare ask anything more about her, for fear that Nergui would use it against her. No, if she was to save Sonya, Nergui had to be neutralized first. She just hoped that it wasn’t too late.

“Mistress Zenoba will become my lady in command,” Khasan answered, “and her children will be my heirs. What bride price do you ask to compensate you for the loss of your handmaid?”

“No bride price is necessary,” said Lady Nari. “I only ask to remain the matriarch of the Falconstar.”

“Very well,” said Khasan. He reached for his coffee.

“If I may be permitted to speak, Lord,” Nergui interjected. Zlata held her breath.

“I have already considered your counsel, Nergui. And rejected it,” Khasan told him darkly. “It would be unwise of you to repeat it here.”

“Certainly, milord. I only wish to question the wisdom of cutting off negotiations with the Naymani so soon. When they hear that you spurned them in favor of promoting this ‘Zenoba’ to your lady in command, will they not have reason to take offense?”

Though he spoke in polite, measured tones, it was not difficult for Zlata to sense the simmering contempt he had for her. She did her best to avoid his gaze.

Khasan sighed. “You are my chief counselor, Nergui. What would you have me do?”

“Allow me to suggest a compromise, Lord. Take this Zenoba not as your wife, but as your concubine. This will still allow you to enter into a marriage alliance with the Naymani, for the good of the clan.”

“That is unacceptable,” Lady Nari interjected. “A concubine cannot supersede a wife. Any children born to Zenoba will not stand to inherit, and if the marriage alliance is matrilineal, then the Valdamar line will end!”

“Nevertheless,” said Nergui, “the fact remains that Zenoba is planetborn. To make her lady in command would be a tremendous affront to the Naymani, not to mention the brave warriors of our clan.”

“If I may be permitted to speak in my defense,” Zlata asked.

All eyes in the room suddenly fell upon her. Lady Nari gave her an uncertain look, but Khasan nodded magnanimously. “Mistress Zenoba.”

“Your counselor has rightly pointed out that I was not born Hameji. However, it is not strictly true that I am planetborn.”

“How so?” Khasan asked.

Zlata looked Nergui in the eye as she answered.

“I was born on Graznav Station, a frontier outpost of the Tajji Union, and have never set foot on the surface of any world. The nearest terraformed planet was more than a parsec distant, and I have never been there.”

“A distinction without a difference,” Nergui snapped. “To be planetborn is—”

“I assure you, it is not,” Zlata said firmly. “To be planetborn is to grow up surrounded by so much natural bounty that you cannot help but take it for granted. That is why the planetborn are soft and undisciplined, and why you naturally despise them. In contrast, to be Hameji is to live one’s life within the confines of a starship, where resources are strictly limited and everyone has a duty to perform. In this, station life is no different. Our society may have been corrupt and our leaders fools, but all of us had a place that was clearly defined, and our lives were strictly ordered in every detail. So do not call me ‘planetborn.’ I am neither soft nor undisciplined, and whatever I was before, I am Hameji now.”

“Well spoken,” said Khasan. He turned to Gavril. “Do you agree?”

“Indeed, milord. Mistress Zenoba has spoken truly.”

He gave Zlata a questioning look, no doubt to ask if now was the time to spring their trap. She nodded once and turned back to Khasan.

“Furthermore, Lord, Nergui has been giving your false counsel, in order to bring you under the yoke of the Naymani Clan.”

“Preposterous!” Nergui exploded with sudden rage. “Milord, I cannot countenance this insult!”

But Khasan’s eyes were still locked on Zlata. Are you sure you want to do this? he silently asked. Zlata answered by pressing on.

“Gavril, please present our evidence.”

“Certainly, Mistress Zenoba.” He produced a small data chip from his pocket. “With your leave, milord.”

“Milord,” Nergui interjected, “is this a trial or a marriage negotiation? I must object to—”

“Silence,” said Khasan, raising his fist. “Proceed, Gavril.”

“Lord, what you are about to hear is your chief counsellor discussing the terms of his compensation for delivering your hand in a matrilineal marriage with the Naymani. Mistress Zenoba gave me reason to believe that he was plotting against you, and as your captain of the guard, I put him under surveillance as soon as we arrived at the Tri-Clan Station.”

“This is outrageous!” Nergui shouted, though Zlata could not help but notice his cheeks flush white. “Milord, surely you must allow me to object—”

“Silence!” Khasan repeated, more firmly this time. He nodded to Gavril, who inserted the data chip into his wrist console and keyed it to play.

“The Valdamar runt will be yours soon enough,” Nergui’s voice came over the tinny speakers. “But before I deliver him, I need some assurance that your superiors will give me just compensation for my service.”

“Are you asking for more coin?” an unknown man asked.

“No, no, no,” Nergui said quickly. “Nothing so crass as that. I simply need some assurance that my rank among the Naymani will not be diminished. I spent the best years of my life in service to the Valdamar clan, and I want to make sure that those years were not spent in vain.”

“I understand,” said the unknown man. “I will convey your request to my superiors.”

Gavril cut off the recording. A deep and terrible silence fell across the room, making Zlata smile.

“‘The Valdamar runt’?” Lady Nari asked, her expression dangerously unreadable. “Is that truly what you think of my son, Nergui?”

“M-milady,” he stammered, “I—”

“How much coin have you taken from the Naymani already?” Khasan asked, his fists clenched. Unlike his mother, his face was a picture of barely contained rage.

“Lord, surely you don’t—”

“Perhaps you should search his quarters and find out for yourself?” Zlata interjected.

“An excellent idea,” said Lady Nari. “But first, throw this traitor in the brig.”

Khasan turned to Gavril and nodded. Zlata kept her eyes on Nergui, whose expression suddenly hardened. He reached into his vest.

It’s a weapon, Zlata realized in a flash of inspiration.

Several things happened at once. Nergui pulled out an energy pistol and pointed it at her. Khasan was turned toward Gavril just enough that he didn’t see it, but Gavril’s eyes widened in helpless surprise as he realized that he was too far away to do anything. On Zlata’s right, Lady Nari gasped.

There was no time for thought. Fortunately, Zlata’s reaction was instantaneous. She lunged forward and struck Nergui’s pistol with the back of her hand, pushing the muzzle up and away from her. The shot seared the air above her left shoulder, striking the wall behind her with a loud sizzle.

Nergui’s recovered quickly and seized her by the wrist. Before he could get off another shot, however, Gavril tackled him to the floor. The door to the room opened, and the guards rushed inside.

“Planetborn bitch!” Nergui screamed as Gavril and Ruslan pulled the old man to his feet. “Queen of nothing! Valdamar whore!”

“Take him to the brig,” Khasan commanded. “I’ll deal with him later.”

Ruslan and the other guard carried him out of the room, obscenities continuing to spew out of him. For a few moments afterward, they all stood uncertainly. But then, Khasan sighed and sat back down on the divan.

“How long has this traitor been giving me false counsel?” he asked, rubbing his forehead.

“Since before Mistress Zenoba came to the Falconstar, milord,” Gavril answered. “However, we did not have proof of it until now. Mistress Zenoba was… quite instrumental in uncovering his treason.”

“Search his quarters thoroughly. I want to know exactly how much he has taken from the Naymani and a summary of all his known communications with them. Then I’ll deal with him.”

“I hear and obey, milord,” Gavril answered with a bow. He turned and left, though not before giving Zlata a respectful nod.

Khasan took a deep breath and picked up his cup, rolling it absently between his fingers and thumb. Somehow, it hadn’t spilled in all the excitement.

“At least we don’t have to worry about offending the Naymani anymore,” he said in a surprisingly cheerful tone. “Now, where were we?”

Lady Nari smiled and took her cup as well. “I believe we were just concluding.”

“Then it is decided. To victory!”

Khasan lifted the small cup to his lips, and Lady Nari did as well. Before they could drink, though, Zlata leaned forward.

“Wait.”

They stopped and turned to face her. Lady Nari frowned.

“When I came to this starship,” Zlata began, “I came of my own accord, hoping that it would save my friend. What has since become of her?”

An uncomfortable silence fell upon the room. Zlata’s stomach fell, anticipating his answer.

“She’s been sold on the slave auction,” Khasan admitted.

Zlata’s heart sank at the news, though it was not unexpected. “Is it too late to call her back?”

“Not yet. She’s currently with the slavers, but we haven’t transferred ownership to the highest bidder yet.”

Then I’m not too late, Zlata thought hopefully. She pressed on.

“If I am to be your wife, Lord, I would request that you give me my friend as my maidservant.”

“Your maidservant?”

“Yes. You asked Lady Nari to name a bride price. Let my bride price be whatever my friend fetched at auction and make her my maidservant, as I was for Lady Nari.”

For one heart-stopping moment, Zlata feared that she’d asked too much. But then, the edges of his mouth turned up in the barest hint of a smile.

“I don’t know, Mistress Zenoba. Your friend fetched a much higher price than we expected.”

“All the more reason to grant her request,” Lady Nari interjected. “What better way to imbue this marriage with legitimacy? All who hear of it will know that Lady Zenoba is worth more than any slave in the Golden Fleet.”

“I promise you won’t regret it,” Zlata added quickly.

Khasan sat up straight and lifted his cup in the air. “Very well. To victory!”

“To victory,” said Lady Nari, lifting hers.

As they drank, Zlata felt a thrill mingled with relief. Sonya would soon be safe—neither of them would ever be slaves again. And Khasan, the Falconstar, lady in command—what would it mean for her? For them?

All of that remained to be seen. But for now, it was enough.

Khasan

Khasan stepped through the blast doors of the Falconstar’s brig, flanked on either side by his guards. Gavril had done well. Besides the clandestine recording, he’d also uncovered a stash of Naymani coins among Nergui’s personal belongings, incontrovertible proof of the old man’s treason. In the end, Zenoba had been proven right about him. Khasan didn’t know which infuriated him more, the fact that his chief counsellor had been scheming against him—possibly for years—or the fact that he’d almost gotten away with it.

“There you are,” Nergui said from his cell as Khasan stepped into the circular central room. “I was wondering whether you would have the courage to condemn me yourself, ‘Lord.’” He pronounced that last word with open contempt, as if Khasan were not worthy of such a title. “Or if you would send one of your lackeys in your place.”

“Gavril has found the Naymani coins hidden among your belongings,” Khasan said evenly. “Do you have any explanation?”

Nergui laughed, making Khasan bristle. “You know, it’s ironic that your men would throw me in this particular cell. I believe it’s the same one that we kept Zenoba in, before she became your mother’s maidservant. That planetborn bitch—”

“Watch your words, old man. I will not tolerate you speaking of her in that way.”

“Of course not, ‘Lord.’ That bitch no doubt has you wrapped around her little finger by now. That is precisely why I find it so ironic to be here, in precisely the same place where that planetborn whore got her start. Truly, the Almighty has a ruthless sense of humor.”

Khasan clenched his fists tightly enough to turn his knuckles white. He felt an overwhelming urge to draw his pistol and shoot Nergui dead right there. But as much as killing the old man would have satisfied his lust for vengeance, such a death was too merciful for him.

“Have you nothing to say in your defense?”

Nergui snorted. “‘Have you nothing to say in your defense?’ I have served the Valdamar clan all my life! I was a loyal servant and counsellor to your father years before you were born! I who counselled him to take your mother to wife. After your father died and your brothers foolishly threw away their lives in vain attempts to avenge him, still I stayed with the clan! Does all of that count for nothing, little ‘Lord’?”

“You betrayed us,” said Khasan, his voice low and dangerous.

Nergui spat on the floor at his feet. One of the guards stepped forward with his rifle raised, but Khasan stopped him with a gesture of his hand.

“You idiotic brat! You think I would betray the clan, after a lifetime of devoted service? The Valdamar name died with your father! All I did was try to save a few lives before you followed your brothers and got the rest of us killed. You think you can restore the clan to glory? Bah! You’ll fail just like they did. When everyone else is dead because of you, we will see who has truly betrayed Clan Valdamar!”

He’s baiting me, Khasan suddenly realized. Trying to get my temper up, to get me to kill him. The knowledge made his blood cool, and his lips turned up in a smile.

“You always did see me as the ‘Valdamar runt,’ didn’t you?”

“Yes,” said Nergui. “I knew you would never amount to anything. Unlike your brothers, you never had the courage to confront your father’s killers directly. Cowardice compelled you to retreat, not cunning. In fact—”

Khasan laughed, cutting the old man short. The guards, both brimming with rage, looked at him in confusion and shock.

“Milord?” one of them asked.

Khasan waved off his concern and looked Nergui in the eye. “I always did find it amusing when I could get you off-balance, old man. In fact, I often made a game of it.”

Nergui frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You want me to kill you. That’s why you’re trying so hard to enrage me. Unfortunately, it isn’t going to work. I’ve already decided your fate.”

“You’re going to let me live?” Nergui shouted, almost manically. “You’re a greater fool than I thought! The penalty for treason is death—if you cannot enforce even that, you will never restore the clan!”

“As you yourself pointed out,” Khasan explained, “you have served us loyally for most of your life. Besides, the Naymani are not our enemies. However, I cannot ignore the change in your loyalties, nor can I leave your crimes unpunished. Therefore, I will deliver you up to the Naymani, for them to do with you as they deem fit. But first, we will put out your eyes.”

Nergui’s cheeks went white. Even in the dim light of the brig, he looked pale. “M-my eyes, milord?” he said, the contempt suddenly gone from his voice.

“We will remove them from their sockets,” Khasan said. “Then sear the nerve ends thoroughly enough to make a simple prosthetic impossible. That will be your punishment. If the Naymani value your services enough to build you an expensive brain interface to restore your sight, then so be it. But I doubt they will.”

Nergui’s eyes widened in horror. It was plainly obvious to both of them that the Naymani would do no such thing, especially for a known traitor. Most likely, the old man would spend the rest of his life begging in the lower decks of the Tri-Clan Station.

“Kill me, Lord!” Nergui screamed. “Leave me a bullet to take my own life! Am I not entitled to as much?”

“You are not,” Khasan snapped. For highborn executions among the Hameji—or for cases where a lord was inclined to show mercy—it was customary to leave the condemned alone with a pistol that held a single bullet. But Nergui was a traitor, and Khasan had no desire to show him any mercy.

Nergui’s scream of rage quickly turned into a wail of despair. Khasan left the old man without another word, the guards falling smartly into step behind him.


The Rise of Zenoba

Sonya

Sonya hugged her knees as heavy footsteps sounded in the hall outside her cell. She held her breath as the door swung open.

The guards threw her a ragged tunic before stepping inside. She blinked once, then snatched it from the floor and quickly put it on. The fabric was rough and the hem reached only halfway down her thighs, but after being naked for so long, it felt incredibly good to wear anything at all.

As soon as she put it on, one of the guards stepped forward with a set of restraints. He fitted them over her wrists, binding her hands together. When that was done, another guard barked an order at her. The meaning was all too clear.

Come with us. 

Her heart raced and her feet were heavy with fear, but she followed him out of the cell and down the hallway. The other two guards quickly fell into step, holding her by both arms.

Where are they taking me? Sonya wondered. Probably to whoever had bought her. Her stomach felt sick just thinking about it. What kind of a person would purchase another human being? Probably the same kind of monster who would kidnap a pair of young women like her and Zlata from their home. Being sold on the slave auction meant she wasn’t going to be Khasan’s concubine, but she wasn’t at all sure that the alternative was better. At least with Zlata’s plan, the two of them would have been together.

Where is Zlata? Sonya thought as the guards stopped at an airlock for one of the shuttle docking nodes. Probably back on the Falconstar. Sonya wondered if she’d ever see her again. With all that had happened since they’d woken her from cryo, that was probably too much to hope for.

The guards pushed her through the airlock onto a slave transport much like the one that had brought her to this horrid place. Coffin-like enclosures stood against the walls on either side, up to where the cabin led into the cockpit. The guards opened the nearest enclosure and shoved her inside.

Sonya shivered in the noticeably cooler air of the shuttle. The enclosure was dark and cramped, but at least the walls were soft. Zlata would probably point that out if she were here. She would also probably know what the enclosures were designed for, but Sonya had no idea. It seemed like a bit of a waste for transporting slaves.

The shuttle ride felt like it took hours. In the privacy of the enclosure, Sonya allowed herself a few whimpering tears. Zlata wouldn’t have shown any sign of weakness, but Sonya didn’t feel quite so strong. Here, at least, no one could see or hear her weeping.

When she closed her eyes, she could see all of the faces from the slave auction again. The savage hunger of their undisguised lust had filled her with terror, though she’d held her head high and done her best not to show it. When she thought back on it, though, she realized she’d seen that look before in Petyr’s eyes. His lust for her had not been malicious, but there had still been that undeniable hunger.

If she’d yielded to him, would she even be here now? Had Petyr died because she hadn’t put out for him? Was that where everything had gone wrong?

At length, the guards opened the enclosure and pulled her out. The shuttle airlock opened onto a starship much like the Falconstar. Two new guards waited at the door, along with a tall, olive-skinned man with long, dark hair. He looked strangely familiar.

One of the guards conferred briefly with the dark-haired man before returning to the shuttle. His men handed her off and followed him off the ship. As the airlock slid shut, one of the new guards started to undo her wrist restraints, but the dark-haired man stopped him. They set out down the hallway, the guards falling in step behind her.

Is this the Falconstar? Sonya wondered. It couldn’t be. All Hameji starships probably looked like this, with aging floor tiles and dark metal walls. No sense getting her hopes up. Still, she could have sworn that something about this place felt familiar. Was she imagining things?

They turned a corner, climbed a steep, narrow stairwell, and stopped at a door. Only then did the guards remove her restraints. Once her hands were free, the tall dark-haired man activated the door chime, and within moments the door slid open.

On the other side stood Zlata.

Sonya blinked, not believing what she saw. Was this some sort of stress-induced hallucination? No—it was very definitely her friend. Her heart skipped a beat, and her jaw dropped involuntarily.

“Your maidservant, Mistress Zenoba,” the man announced with a crisp bow.

“Thank you, Gavril.”

He bowed again before turning to leave. The guards went with him, leaving Zlata and Sonya to themselves.

“W-what’s happening?” Sonya asked, her voice quivering uncontrollably.

“It’s all right,” Zlata answered, smiling at her. “Khasan has agreed to cancel the sale. You’re not a slave anymore.”

Sonya burst into tears and rushed into her arms. All of the emotions of the last few days came rushing back to her. She tried to speak, but all that came out was incoherent babble.

“Th-thank you,” she finally managed between sobs.

“It’s all right,” Zlata repeated, gently rubbing her back. Though Sonya’s reaction had clearly startled her, she responded with uncanny grace.

As Sonya’s emotions finished spilling out of her, she became dimly aware that they weren’t alone. Her breath caught suddenly in her throat. Standing off to the side, Sonya saw the old, gray-haired woman who had come to Zlata in the prison cell. There was also a short, fat girl who looked about her age.

Sonya stepped backwards and bumped into some sort of hanging plant—the hallway had several of them. “Sorry,” she blurted as she tried rather clumsily to stop the plant from swinging. The girl smiled in amusement, though the old woman was unimpressed. Sonya blushed.

“So, this is your friend,” the old woman said flatly.

“Yes,” said Zlata.”

“Is she wearing a sack?” the fat girl asked.

Sonya blushed even deeper.

“Milady,” said Zlata, bowing to the old woman. “If you don’t mind, I would like to excuse myself to help my friend wash up.”

“Very well, Mistress Zenoba.”

Zlata took Sonya’s hand and led her down a carpeted hallway to a large public bathroom. “Why don’t you go clean up? I’ll lay out some clothes for you and meet you in the hallway when you’re done,” she said.

The shower was everything Sonya could have asked for. As the warm, soapy water washed over her, she felt as if she were waking from a long nightmare. She scrubbed her whole body over, then stood beneath the streaming water with her eyes closed and relaxed for the first time in what felt like forever. It wasn’t long before she lost all track of time, but that was okay. Zlata was here. She was safe now.

Wasn’t she?

She put off the question as long as she could, but it kept creeping back into her mind. Either way, she couldn’t stay in the shower forever. Taking a deep breath, she switched over to the drying cycle and raised her arms over her head as the hot air blasted her from above.

After the shower, she wrapped her body in a towel and peeked uncertainly into the hall. Sure enough, Zlata was there, waiting.

“How do you feel?” Zlata asked.

“So much better,” said Sonya with relief. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you.”

Zlata smiled and led her to a door that opened into a surprisingly large apartment. The ceiling was vaulted, with a window at the very top that gave her a view of space. There was also a magnificent bed with crimson sheets, and a large futon directly across from it. Wooden end tables and an ornate metal chest complemented the furnishing, and an enormous and intricately woven floor rug gave the place a regal feel.

“This is the master suite of the Falconstar,” said Zlata. “Lady Khulan used to be quartered here, but she’s staying with Lady Gerel until we can transfer her to one of the clan’s farm ships.”

“Who?”

“Never mind. I’ll wait outside while you change.”

Grateful for the privacy, Sonya quickly changed into some briefs and a smartbra, then turned her attention to the clothes. They were all very colorful, much like the high-collared dress Zlata now wore. Sonya settled on a knee-length skirt and loose-fitting blouse. Compared to the rough tunic that the guards and brought her in, the clothes felt positively heavenly.

“Are you finished?” Zlata asked from outside the door.

“Yes,” Sonya answered. The door hissed open, and she stepped inside.

“Here,” said Zlata, “let me help you with your hair.”

“Thanks,” said Sonya. She sat on the floor, while Zlata sat above her on the futon and gently combed her mostly dry hair.

“So, you’re probably wondering what’s going on. Don’t worry about the auction; the sale has already been cancelled. Khasan has agreed to give you to me as a maidservant, as part of my bride price.”

“Your… bride price?”

“Yes. Khasan and I are going to be married as soon as we leave the Tri-Clan Station. That’s why we have the master suite here in the women’s quarters. When we are married, I will become the lady in command of the Falconstar, which makes me some sort of backup commander, roughly equivalent to Khasan in the chain of command.”

Sonya frowned. Though Zlata’s tone was very matter-of-fact, she thought she heard a hint of anxiety in her voice. This had been part of her plan, but now that it was actually happening, it wasn’t hard to imagine Zlata having second thoughts.

“Are you all right with all of this?” Sonya asked.

“Of course,” Zlata answered emphatically, much to Sonya’s surprise. “And in some ways, this is even better than our original plan, because you won’t have to marry Khasan, at all. Instead, you’ll be my personal maidservant—not a slave.”

I will not be a slave, Sonya’s mantra from the slave auction came immediately to mind. But what about the other part? When was she going to be free?

“I don’t understand,” she said. “How does that help us get out of here?”

“What do you mean?”

She turned to face Zlata. To her surprise, she was frowning.

“Escape the ship? Get back home?” Find out if Petyr is still alive. 

This time, Zlata did hesitate. An awful sinking feeling seized Sonya’s gut, even as the terrible words formed on Zlata’s mouth.

“We’re not going back home, Sonya.”

“Wh-what?” Sonya asked, horrified.

“We can’t go home,” Zlata answered. “And why would we want to, anyway? We’re part of the Valdamar star clan, now. We’re Hameji.”

Sonya recoiled, her arms and legs shaking. She suddenly felt sick to her stomach, and the taste of vomit filled her mouth. All this time, she’d thought the plan was to find some way to escape their captors. She didn’t think Zlata would actually join them.

“Sonya? Are you all right?”

No! she wanted to scream. How can I be, with how you’ve betrayed me? 

“Sonya?”

She suddenly rose to her feet, and Zlata rose quickly as well. Without thinking, Sonya slapped her.

“How could you do this to me?”

Zlata rubbed her cheek, momentarily stunned. “What are you talking about?”

“I thought we were trying to get home! I didn’t think you would go and—go and join them!”

“I saved you from the slave auction, Sonya! Because of me, you—”

Sonya couldn’t take it anymore. But this time, Zlata was ready for her. She blocked Sonya’s next swing and closed the gap between them. Soon, she had Sonya by both arms.

“What are you doing?”

“Let me go!”

Sonya tried to break free, but Zlata wrestled her onto the futon and pinned her down. When Sonya screamed, Zlata pressed her hand against her mouth.

“Quiet! Do you want them to overhear?”

“Get off of me!”

“Not until you get ahold of yourself!”

As quickly as Sonya’s rage had come over her, it left her. Deflated, she curled up on her side.

“What the hell are you thinking?” Zlata hissed. “Do you want them to take you back to the brig? Back to the slavers? I stuck my neck out to save you—I’m not going to let you destroy all of that by acting like a fool!”

You didn’t save me from anything, Sonya thought bitterly. I just want to go home. 

Zlata

Zlata took a deep breath and struggled to swallow her anger. Didn’t Sonya know how much damage she could cause by screaming so loud? If the other women overheard, rumors would start to spread, and Sonya’s shameful behavior would reflect badly on both of them. Couldn’t she see that?

“If they hear you screaming, it’s only going to make things worse,” Zlata tried to explain. “And you’ve already got a lot of work to do to prove yourself. There’s no room on the Falconstar for freeloaders.”

“Is that what you think of me?” Sonya asked.

Zlata opened her mouth to speak, but she held herself back. Yes, she realized, that is what I think of her. All this time, Sonya had done nothing but play the victim. Meanwhile, Zlata had put everything on the line to save her, navigating the brutal, treacherous world of Hameji politics and nearly losing everything in the process. What had Sonya done for her?

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she argued as much with herself as with Sonya. “If that was all I thought of you, I never would have offered myself in your place.”

“Right,” said Sonya sarcastically. “Everything you’ve done here has been for me. God forbid I should be ungrateful.”

But you are being ungrateful, Zlata wanted to say. Of course, that wouldn’t do any good, so she kept the observation to herself.

“What else would you have had me do?” she asked instead.

Sonya snorted. “Are you kidding?”

“No. I want an answer. What do you—”

“Find some way to get us out of here!” Sonya answered, sitting up. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in this place! I want to get out of here and go home! Don’t you?”

“Shh!” Zlata said harshly. “They’ll hear!”

Sonya rolled her eyes, but thankfully quieted down. “You know, I always thought your plan was terrible.”

Zlata frowned. “What do you mean?”

“These pirates attacked our home, killed our friends, and carried us off to rape us, and you honestly thought that the best way to save us was to marry their captain? What were you thinking?”

“It worked, though, didn’t it?”

Sonya stared at her blankly. “Is that all you have to say? What’s come over you, Zlata? It’s like you’re a totally different person now.”

Maybe I am. 

“A lot of things have happened since you went into cryo,” she replied instead.

“Yeah. I noticed.”

“We can’t get back to Graznav Station,” she tried to argue. “We’re hundreds of light-years away now, with no way to get back on our own. Escaping the Falconstar was never practical. Surely you must understand that.”

Sonya’s eyes narrowed, even as they welled up with tears. She clenched her fists, though, and stared at Zlata with surprising viciousness. “I never asked for you to save me,” she said angrily. “In fact, I wish you never had.”

Zlata was stunned. It was as if Sonya had slapped her in the face again. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and clenched her fists.

“Would you rather be sold as a slave, then? To be raped half to death or languish in some clan lord’s harem for the rest of your life?”

“No!”

“Then what is it you want, Sonya?”

Sonya moaned and rocked back and forth on the futon. “I just want to go home.”

Zlata thought back to Graznav Station, with its cocksure, arrogant leaders who had failed to defend them—indeed, who had sold out her and Sonya to cover for their failures. She thought of the long, dull stretches between visiting starfarers, the uncomfortable stares of her fellow colonists, her dead-end job beneath her infuriatingly incompetent Uncle Boris, and her mother, who had always seemed more interested in future grandchildren than in her.

You don’t want her, she remembered Lord Khasan’s words from her dream. She is soft and weak. Useless. I am the one you want. 

In that moment, she made her decision.

“You are home,” Zenoba said.

“What?”

“The Falconstar is your home now. Our home.”

Sonya looked up at her and frowned. Zenoba took a deep breath and folded her arms.

“Zlata? What are you—”

“My name is Zenoba. You’ll take a new name soon enough, though that will have to wait for now. In the meantime, we have work to do.”

Sonya gave her such a look of confusion and hurt that Zenoba couldn’t help but feel for her. The slave auction must have been terrible, not to mention the uncertainty of her future. Perhaps she should be easier on Sonya—give her more comfort, help her to adjust to their new life.

But then, Sonya’s expression turned to an angry glare.

“I’ll never be your slave.”

“Maidservant,” Zenoba corrected.

“Slave, maidservant—what’s the difference? You’re a monster, just like the rest of them.”

The intercom chimed, cutting their conversation short. Grateful for the distraction, Zenoba walked over to the access panel next to the door and palmed it.

“Yes?”

“Mistress Zenoba,” Lady Nari’s voice came over the speaker. “The traitor has been delivered to the Naymani, and we are scheduled to undock in less than one hour. Lord Khasan wishes to formalize the marriage upon our first jump. How soon can you meet me?”

“I’m ready now, milady,” Zenoba answered.

“Good. Meet me in my quarters and bring your maidservant with you.”

The call ended. Zenoba turned to Sonya, who looked like a wreck.

“Get ahold of yourself. Lady Nari doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“I’m not going with you.”

Zenoba shrugged. “If you would rather go back to the slave auction, I’m sure that could be arranged.”

Sonya’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t.”

Zlata wouldn’t, but I would. 

“Don’t test me,” said Zenoba. “Now, we’re going to meet with Lady Nari, and you are going to stand by politely and not speak unless spoken to. Otherwise, there is nothing I can do for you. Do you understand?”

Sonya said nothing, but her silence spoke volumes.


Queen of the Falconstar

Khasan

“We’ve undocked from the Tri-Clan Station, milord,” Jabeg announced. “We are ready to jump at your command.”

Khasan peered out the window as the disjointed mass of the Tri-Clan Station swung slowly out of view. Below them, the dark, icy surface of the planet appeared as a hole in the magnificent starfield, a world eternally cloaked in night.

“Take us out three klicks first,” Khasan ordered. No need to appear too eager to leave this place. Of course, that was not at all how he felt. As soon as the jump was complete, the marriage ceremony and festivities would begin, and Khasan was as anxious to be married as he was to put this terrible voyage behind him. But there was a reason they were holding the marriage as a private, intraclan affair.

I hope I’m not making a mistake, Khasan thought as Jabeg piloted them away from the station at a leisurely pace. Lady Zenoba may have proven herself shrewd and competent enough to rise within the ranks of the Falconstar, but she had yet to prove herself as lady in command. Still, it would be refreshing to have someone he could lean on—someone who could carry at least some of the burden of leading the clan. And he would probably be much happier with a girl like Mistress Zenoba than with some highborn aristocrat who had been carefully sheltered from war and danger all her life. Yes, he reassured himself, a smile slowly spreading across his face. Better to marry a girl who had earned her position than one who had simply been born into it.

“Initiating jump,” Jabeg announced.

Khasan gripped the armrests of his command chair and closed his eyes as the familiar sensation of jumpspace washed over him. His stomach flipped and his skin tingled, but then they were through, and the hum of the jump drive died down again to silence. He opened his eyes.

“Jump complete, milord. Our scanners show no activity within the local sector, hostile or otherwise. At your leave, we are ready to offer the prayer of triangulation.”

“Very well,” said Khasan. “Shilugei, open a shipwide channel.”

He rose to his feet. All around the bridge, his officers did the same.

“Channel open, milord.”

“This is your Lord and Captain speaking,” Khasan announced to the rest of the Falconstar. “We have made our first jump on our voyage to the Valdamar clan holdings. Rise and offer the proper obeisance as I make the prayer of triangulation.”

He closed his eyes again and lifted both hands high above his head. “Oh Lord Tenguri, first among gods and Lord of the celestial heavens, we of the Falconstar honor and venerate thee.”

A low bleep broke the reverent silence of the bridge as Jabeg keyed in Tenguri as the first star. Khasan continued with the prayer.

“Albiona, secret goddess of Clan Valdamar, we ask thee to speed us safely on our journey as we, thy children, return unto thee.”

Albiona might have been their secret goddess, but the secret clan holdings were still several parsecs away from the star. Still, it was close enough to use for astrogation, and far enough to throw off any enemy spies.

The third star, of course, was the key. For marriages and weddings, it was customary to pray to Gaia Nova, the goddess of fertility and abundance. But Gaia Nova was a planetborn star—indeed, as humanity’s second homeworld, it lay at the very heart of planetborn-controlled space. Khasan had no desire to tempt fate in that way. Besides, if he was to restore the Valdamar Clan to glory, they would need victory more than abundance.

I will help you carry that burden, Khasan. I will be happy to make your dream my own. 

Khasan’s heart pounded as he finished the prayer. “Bacca, god of victory, site of our mother Gulchina’s first great triumph on our exodus to the stars, we ask thee to favor this voyage, that our children will remember it as the beginning of our return to glory. Amen.”

“Amen,” his officers heartily concurred.

Sonya

As Sonya watched the women dress Zlata for the wedding, she couldn’t help but feel that she was trapped in a gilded cage. At least on the slave auction, everyone knew what she was, and no one tried to pretend any different. Did Zlata really think that she’d saved her? Did she even care about her at all anymore?

Zlata stood in the center of the room, dressed in a magnificent, high-collared dress made of fine red silk. The delicate embroidery was quite impressive, with a shimmering golden hem. The young, fat girl and the shorter of the two middle-aged women were busy putting up Zlata’s hair, while the taller woman gave them directions. With nothing to do, Sonya stood against the wall, as useless as a hanging plant and not quite as decorative.

“Here,” said Lady Nari, presenting Zlata with a short, curved dagger sheathed in a silver hilt. “This is my wedding present for you.”

Zlata drew the dagger and hefted it in her right hand. “I am honored, milady.”

“Carry it at all times,” Lady Nari continued. “It is unlikely that you will ever need it, but if we are infiltrated by spies or assassins, it may prove useful.”

“I see,” said Zlata. “Do all of you have a weapon like this?”

Lady Nari smiled and produced a hairpin dagger from the back of her head, letting her hair fall down around her shoulders. One by one, the other women revealed their weapons, as well. The young fat girl pulled a small pistol from her smartbra while the two middle-aged women withdrew daggers from the folds of their robes.

Stars of Earth, Sonya thought, horrified to see so many hidden weapons in one place. Who are these people? And yet, she also couldn’t deny that a part of her was intrigued.

“It is customary for Hameji noblewomen to carry a personal weapon at all times,” Lady Nari told her. “That particular dagger belonged to my mother, who gave it to me on the dayshift of my marriage into the Valdamar Clan. Keep it well.”

“I will, milady,” Zlata promised as she reverently sheathed it back in its scabbard. She looked up, and her eyes fell on Sonya.

Uh-oh. 

“Have you given your friend a Hameji name yet?” the fat girl asked.

Zlata cocked her head, as if to ask Sonya’s permission. Please don’t. 

“Not yet,” Zlata answered, turning to face the fat girl. “Do you have any suggestions?”

“Tsetseg!” she eagerly suggested. “No—how about Zaya?”

“Too close to Zenoba,” one of the middle-aged women remarked.

“Hmm. Borta then, maybe? No, she doesn’t look like a Borta. Sholpan, perhaps?”

Sonya bit her lip and cringed. “Sholpan” was a terrible name.

“Maybe we should do this later,” said Zlata, noticing Sonya’s discomfort. She opened her mouth to say more, but the young fat girl cut her off.

“Nonsense! We should give her a name now—it will be good luck for your wedding. How about… Reva?”

Lady Nari clucked irritably. “You would name this girl after a fallen goddess? What sort of fortune would you bring upon us all?”

“Sorry, she just looks the part. All right, then—how about Gulchina?”

Gulchina. It was a terrible name—even worse than Sholpan. But for that very reason, it weirdly appealed to her.

“Let’s not tempt fate,” Lady Nari was saying. “Now, how about—”

“Gulchina,” said Sonya, cutting her short.

An audible gasp rose from one of the middle-aged women, and everyone collectively seemed to frown—even Zlata. Lady Nari’s face suddenly became a mask.

“What did you say?”

“Give me the name ‘Gulchina,’” said Sonya. She glanced over at Zlata for support.

Zlata bowed to Lady Nari. “I apologize, milady, for my maidservant’s rudeness. However, if Gulchina is the name she prefers—”

“Impossible!” said the taller of the middle-aged women. “How can we name a planetborn maidservant after the mother of the Hameji nation?”

“I’m afraid Lady Gerel is right,” said Lady Nari. “We shouldn’t tempt fate.”

“Then how about Gulchen?” the fat girl suggested.

Lady Nari frowned. “What are you suggesting, Aruzhan?”

“Well, ‘Gulchen’ is a shortened form of ‘Gulchina.’ It’s not exactly the same, so we wouldn’t be tempting fate by giving it to her—well, maybe a little, but not too much, I don’t think.”

“What do you think?” Zlata asked, looking at Sonya.

My name is Sonya, she wanted to say. It has always been Sonya, and it will always be Sonya. But if she had to take a Hameji name, why not take the worst, most abhorrently ugly name she had ever heard?

“I like it,” she said, her voice barely louder than a whisper.

Zlata frowned, but the young fat girl—what was her name? Aruzhan? Sonya would have to remember that, since she didn’t seem like a bad person at all—clapped her hands together in delight.

“Wonderful! Let’s call her Gulchen, then. Mistress Gulchen.”

“Are you sure about this?” Zlata asked quietly.

Hot blood rushed to Sonya’s face. So, when it came to choosing a name, Zlata was suddenly concerned about her? Go to hell, she fought back the urge to scream as she clenched her fists behind her back. At least give me the freedom to choose the name that everyone here will call me. 

“My name is Gulchen,” Sonya said firmly. She ignored Zlata and looked to Lady Nari for support. Surprisingly, she got it.

“Very well, Mistress Gulchen. Welcome to the Falconstar and the Valdamar Clan. Now, if you will attend Lady Zenoba, the wedding is about to begin.”

“This way, Mistress Gulchen,” said Zlata, motioning for Sonya to stand behind her as they prepared to walk out into the hall.

Mistress Gulchen, Sonya thought, her cheeks still burning. It was, without a doubt, the ugliest name she had ever heard—which made it perfect. Every time anyone called her by it, she would remember that it wasn’t her true name. And yet, from the ease with which Zlata had used it—and no doubt would continue to do so—Sonya knew that she would soon come to hate it with the burning passion of a thousand suns. Just like she hated Zlata for gaslighting and betraying her—for giving her hope that there was a way for them to escape this nightmare, then dashing that hope to nothing.

I will make you suffer the way you have made me suffer, Sonya vowed as she stared at the back of Zlata’s head. I am not your victim. I will not be your slave. And when the time is right, I will have my revenge. 

A grin slowly spread across her face. If this was to be her fate, then perhaps it was appropriate to take a new name after all.

Zenoba

Zenoba’s heart pounded as her soon to be mother-in-law escorted her out of the women’s quarters of the Falconstar. Now that her plans and machinations had come to fruition and the marriage was actually happening, she found that the experience was completely different from the idea. And yet, she found herself relishing the heady thrill of it all like an intoxicating wine. This was her moment—whatever came after, she would always have this.

The entire Valdamar star clan had come out to see the marriage of their lord. The main hallway of the Falconstar was lined with men, most of them dressed for combat. Even the unarmed techs stood stiffly at attention, saluting her as they passed.

Behind her in the procession came Sonya—now Mistress Gulchen, her maidservant—and Aruzhan, with Ladies Gerel and Khulan taking up the rear. The other women of the clan were currently on the farm ships in the secret clan holdings, Lady Nari had explained. Zenoba would meet them all soon enough.

The bridge was as full as the hallway, with all of Lord Khasan’s senior officers packed in around the edges of the room. Unlike the rank-and-file, these men wore formal uniforms instead of combat gear. They snapped to attention as Lady Nari and Zenoba entered.

These men are more than fair-weather followers, Zenoba reminded herself. Thinking back on what Lord Khasan had told her about the struggles of the Valdamar clan, she knew that it would take everything she had to help him reverse their fortunes. It was a worthy task.

Lord Khasan stood next to the command chair, his hands clasped smartly behind his back. His dark gray uniform was pressed and immaculately clean. As with the first time she’d seen him, he wore a pistol on one hip and a sword on the other.

The officers all drew their swords as one and crossed them overhead. Lady Nari escorted her beneath the bridge of swords to her place beside Lord Khasan, then stood in front of them both. Only after all the women had entered and taken their places did the officers sheathe their swords.

A subtle grin spread across Khasan’s face as he took Zenoba’s hand. She thought back to the first time she’d set eyes on him. What sort of life would she have if she hadn’t volunteered to be his captive? Probably one that wasn’t all that different from her life before she’d left. Her mouth turned up in a grin as she thought of Uncle Boris and her crummy job running the colony’s recycling vats. What she wouldn’t give to see his face if he could see her now!

“Lord Khasan Valdamar,” Lady Nari began. “Do you take this woman, Mistress Zenoba, to be your wife, consort, and lady in command?”

“I do.”

“Mistress Zenoba,” said Lady Nari, turning to face her, “do you take Lord Khasan as your husband, and give yourself to him as his wife and consort?”

Zenoba took a deep breath. “I do.”

“Then by the authority vested in me as matron of the Falconstar and dowager queen of the Valdamar Clan, I pronounce you husband and wife, captain and lady in command!”

Chills ran down Lady Zenoba’s spine as the entire ship erupted into cheers.

“All hail Lord Khasan! All hail Lady Zenoba!”

It is done, she thought to herself. As she and Khasan turned to face the rapturous and adulating crowd, she couldn’t help but feel a triumphant thrill.

She was Zenoba Valdamar, Lady in Command and Queen of the Falconstar. 
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Two brothers without a homeworld. A girl frozen in stasis. A galaxy on the verge of war.
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The Derelict

Something about the Nova Alnilam system didn’t feel right. Perhaps it was the radio silence that greeted Isaac and his brother Aaron as they exited jumpspace near the fifth planet. The ice giant world shone pale in the crystalline light of its sun, but the orbital colony sent no transmission to greet them. On every channel, their commscans picked up nothing but empty static.

“Alnilam Station,” he said, transmitting across all the standard bands. “This is the Medea, requesting docking permission. Do you copy?”

Silence. Isaac counted to five and glanced at his younger brother.

“I don’t think they’re picking us up. Have you got our trajectory yet?”

“It’s coming, it’s coming,” said Aaron, his eyes practically fused to his screen. “Just give me a second.” He brushed his unkempt hair out of the way and scratched at the patchy stubble on his chin.

Isaac sat back in his chair and mentally reviewed what they knew about the system. A Class F star on the barely inhabited fringes of the south second quadrant, Nova Alnilam lay almost six light-years from the nearest permanent settlement. That put them on the fringes of the Far Outworlds. The first colonists had arrived about a hundred and twenty years ago, but the records after that were spotty and inconsistent. An obscure astrographical survey in the Gaian Imperial catalog showed that Nova Alnilam was rich in uranium and other radioactives—which, if true, would make it the perfect third leg in the trade route Isaac hoped to set up. Few starfarers ever came out this way, though. For all Isaac knew, they were the first people to visit this colony in decades.

“Got it,” said Aaron. The main cockpit display showed a starmap of the local sector with their current trajectory in green. Around the sphere representing the planet itself, a red ellipse traced a separate orbit.

“Is that the station?” Isaac asked.

“Yeah. Since they aren’t responding, I figure we ought to calculate our own approach vector.”

Isaac frowned. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. If there’s any local traffic that our scanners haven’t—”

“What traffic? We’ve picked up nothing but silence ever since we arrived in this system.”

“All the more reason to be cautious.”

“Come on,” said Aaron, his voice rising to a plea. “How dangerous can it be? It’s not like we’ve picked up a distress beacon.”

“Of course we haven’t. The nearest possible help is nearly two parsecs away.”

“Is that what you’re afraid of?”

Isaac sighed. “Yes, and with good reason. What if the colony is dead? What if they were wiped out by a deadly disease? What if there are volatiles in the vicinity of the station, and our ship blows up the moment we try to dock? Something is definitely wrong here, and I’m not going to risk everything just to find out what it is.”

“So what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know,” Isaac admitted. “We can wait a while to see if anyone responds, but if they don’t, we should cut our losses and move on.”

Aaron frowned, incredulous “You mean go back to Nova Minitak?”

“That, or Esperanzia.”

“But it took us so long to get out to this place! Besides, what if they aren’t dead? What if there are survivors who need our help?”

“Unlikely,” Isaac muttered. Still, his brother had a point. As much as he wanted to avoid getting involved in whatever had happened here, if there were any survivors it was their responsibility to help them. After all, the only law in the Outworlds were the promises that they made to each other—promises like mutual assistance.

“We can’t just leave now,” Aaron argued. “Not after we’ve come so far. We’ve got to find out what happened here.”

“I still don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why the hell not?”

Isaac groaned and rubbed his forehead. Because some things can’t be unseen.

“If anyone on that station is still alive, they would have contacted us by now. And if everyone is dead, there’s no telling what we’ll find there.”

“Come on! Let’s at least get a little closer. What’s the harm? Maybe we’ll find something.”

That’s what I’m afraid of.

As much as he hated to admit it, though, Aaron was right. It was a six-week journey to the nearest port, and if they didn’t come back with anything to pass on, someone else was liable to waste the time and fuel to come out here—and perhaps they wouldn’t prudent enough to bring enough reserves for the return voyage. No, the responsible thing was to gather as much information about this settlement’s demise as they safely and reasonably could. At least that way, the voyage wouldn’t have been a total waste.

“All right. What’s the most fuel efficient route to a parallel orbit with the station?”

“Hang on just a sec. Calculating… there! Two passes round the planet with three engine burns and an ETA of six hours. Though if we spend only five percent more of our sublight fuel, we could shorten it to four.”

“No,” said Isaac, shaking his head. “We need to conserve as much fuel as possible. Time isn’t a critical resource.”

Aaron groaned and rolled his eyes, but he made no other protest. He knew better than to press Isaac over spending their scarce resources, especially this far out. If they weren’t bound to the same starship, Isaac didn’t know what would become of his brother. The Outworlds were as harsh as they were vast, as the ghostly silent Alnilam Station could attest.

* * * * *

The pale white sun was setting over the horizon as the Medea made its final approach. Wispy white tendrils sped above the planet’s upper cloud decks like ethereal ghosts racing each other into the oblivion of night. As Nova Alnilam dropped closer to the horizon, an eerie green light shone on the edge of the upper atmosphere—an alien sunset over a world of toxic ice. By now, Isaac was sure that he and his brother were the only ones to witness it. They’d continually hailed the station during their approach, without any response. There was little doubt in his mind that the station was derelict.

“We’re coming up,” he announced, one hand on the flight stick. “Have you got a visual yet?”

“Yeah, still about fifty klicks out. Coming up fast, though.”

“What can you see?”

Aaron peered at his screen. “Visually, it looks fine. Both station wheels still rotating, no major hull damage.”

“Are you sure that they’re rotating?”

“Yes. No leaks, no fractures. Infrared shows traces of heat around the windows and exhaust ports, consistent with an internally heated structure. If the station is abandoned, it sure doesn’t look it.”

There’s got to be something else going on here, Isaac thought, frowning. Something that we can’t yet see. If anyone was still alive, there was no way they could have missed them. Even if the station’s long-range transmitters were down, the Medea was close enough now that a simple shortwave was sufficient. He checked the comms again, just to be sure. Silence.

The blue-green horizon turned a deep shade of turquoise as the sun passed behind it. The clouds below turned from blue and violet to black as the night finally swallowed them. Above, the stars began to brighten. Millions of tiny pinpricks of light—a host of ageless, silent sentinels in the midst of the eternal void. What had they witnessed here, so many lonely light-years from the rest of civilization? Isaac shivered. There were times when he felt small and helpless, indeed.

On the dark side of the horizon, where the ocean of stars met the blackness of night, a tiny point of light gradually grew brighter than all the others. It was the derelict station. As they came closer, the man-made structure gradually took shape: two narrow wheels running at cross-purposes to each other around a fat central cylinder with antennae on one end. Isaac gripped the flight stick and rechecked the nav-computer to make sure they were still on course. A flash of pale blue lightning indicated that a massive storm was brooding in the shadows far below.

“We’re coming up on the station,” said Aaron. “One klick and dropping.”

“Can you try again to contact them? Be sure to use the shortwave, too.”

“Come on, Isaac. Haven’t we tried enough?”

“Just once more.”

Aaron groaned, but went ahead with it anyway. Isaac kept an eye on the main screen as he made the final maneuvers, bringing them into a parallel orbit just five hundred meters away.

“So this is Alnilam Station,” he mused as he peered at the ghostly sight. The station’s hull was a dark gray, the beacons at the ends of the antennae flashing a deep red. The starlight was too dim to give anything more than the basic shape of the structure. On the inside of the wheels where the windows should have been, there was a blackness as dark as the night on the planet below.

“I’m picking up something,” said Aaron.

“Is it a signal?”

“No, it’s something else. Radiation signatures, concentrated mostly at the hub.”

Isaac’s heart fell. “That would be one of the station reactors, probably leaking fuel or coolant.” Proof that no one’s alive in there after all.

“Well, it can’t be that bad, since the wheel engines are still working. And I’m only picking up radiation immediately around the reactors, so it’s not like it’s leaked down to the rim. If anyone’s still alive—”

“—then they would have fixed the leak. Sorry, Aaron. They’re all dead.”

Aaron bristled. “How do you know that? For all we know, the engineers are gone and none of the survivors knows what to do about it.”

“If there are any survivors, why haven’t they hailed us?”

“How should I know?”

Isaac shook his head and turned to his secondary display. The reactor leak was a problem, but it wasn’t big enough to have killed everyone outright. It was probably just a system failure that had happened after everyone else was dead. And he had to admit, it was troubling that the life support systems all appeared to still be online. Heat, pressure, air—all of those systems were automated, but they didn’t typically have as many redundancies as the reactor. Perhaps his brother was onto something.

“We’re just as much in the dark now as we were when we first jumped in,” he mused aloud.

“We should dock and go inside,” said Aaron. “Take a quick look around. Even if there aren’t any survivors, we can at least find out how they died.”

“Are you crazy?” said Isaac. “We have no idea what’s in there. For all we know, the place is infected with the plague.”

“So we wear EVA suits and take a quick, sterilizing spacewalk before we come back. No big deal.”

“It’s still a bad idea. We’re not going.”

Aaron scowled and rolled his eyes. “So what? You just want to turn around and leave? Abandon this place without finding out what happened?”

“That’s right. We know the station is dead, and that’s enough.”

“But we don’t know that,” Aaron protested. “You said it yourself—we’re just as much in the dark as we were when we arrived. Except for a tiny little reactor leak, everything else looks fine.”

It does not look fine, Isaac thought to himself. He was already beginning to regret his decision to come to this system at all.

“Listen,” Aaron continued, “even if there aren’t any survivors, maybe we can salvage something to make this trip worthwhile. It’s more than a parsec to the nearest settlement, and we’ve already burned through enough supplies that we’ll have to sell half our cargo just to replenish it.”

That much was true. Even with the credit they’d built up around this sector, they’d be dangerously low on fuel if they turned around now. The Medea was a small ship, and it could take them almost a year to make up their expenses if they cut their losses now. Still, the thought of setting foot on the station made Isaac’s skin crawl.

“It isn’t safe,” he muttered.

“So what? We knew that before we came here.”

“Not like this. Whatever happened to those people, it’s not our problem.”

“Yes, it is!” said Aaron. “It became our problem the moment we arrived in this system. Since when are you the one to shirk responsibility?”

Isaac rolled his eyes. “They’re dead, Aaron. What more can we possibly do?”

“We can find out what happened to them and get their story out. They deserve as much, and the rest of the Outworlds needs to know.”

Once again, Isaac grudgingly had to admit that his brother had a point.

“Okay, okay. I’ll bring us up to one of the docking nodes so we can go in. But I want you to stay with me at all times, Aaron. Understand? We do this together—no running off.”

“Yeah, yeah. Together. Got it.”

I hope you do, Isaac thought as he stared out at the derelict station. Down below, lightning flashed silently, illuminating the tempest for a single instant before fading back to darkness.

* * * * *

“Are you sure you want to go in with EVA suits?” Aaron asked as he slipped into his thickly insulated pants. “These things are going to be heavy.”

“Just put it on,” said Isaac as he secured the heavy utility belt on his own. With the padded insulation and protective outer layer, the suits weighed nearly half as much as he did. The important thing, though, was that they were perfectly sealed and provided enough oxygen to last a good five hours. Whatever they encountered on the other side of that airlock, it would have to get through nearly four centimeters of armor, enhanced with durasteel fibers and self-sealing repair gel.

They suited up in silence, Isaac in the narrow vestibule just outside the airlock, Aaron in the corridor by the bathroom. Whoever had built the Medea hadn’t designed for it to allow more than one person to suit up at once. Considering how the starship was barely large enough for two to live on it comfortably, that was hardly a surprise.

Isaac fit his arms into the sleeves and secured the clamps on his wrists. He zipped up both sides of the chest flap and fitted the helmet brace around his neck while the magnetic seals closed over the zippers. It was an older model, so the helmet would have to be secured separately—no fancy retractable gear. The gloves came first, though, a tight fit but thick enough that they made his hands feel like paws. He could already feel sweat pooling on his chest and under his armpits.

It’ll be better once I’m used to it, he told himself as he pulled his helmet down from the vestibule. The micro-suction fabric on his gloves helped him to get a firm grip on it, and the slots around his collar helped him guide it in until it was secure.

The moment the helmet clamps sealed with a hiss, Isaac felt as if he’d been cut off into his own private universe. The glass faceplate gave a slightly copper color to everything outside, while the indicators in the corner of his vision displayed his vitals. He took a deep breath of the canned oxygen, and the hiss of the airflow filled his ears.

“Need a little help?” he asked, toggling the external speakers by clicking his right thumb and ring finger twice.

“I’ve got it,” said Aaron, his voice coming through a bit tinny. The pickup on the microphones wasn’t all that great, probably because the designers hadn’t considered them an important feature. After all, there was no sound in space.

“Great. I’ll be waiting for you in the airlock.”

Isaac barely lifted his feet as he shuffled into the Medea’s only airlock. The greenish-yellow LEDs shone down through thick plastiglass, protection from the harsh vacuum. Unlike the rest of the ship, the walls and ceiling were made of the same durasteel plating as the rest of the hull, designed for exposure to the void.

He stopped and stared at the opposite door. The rhythmic hiss of the airflow mingled with the silent pounding of his heart as he wondered what lay on the other side. The sweat pooling against the back of his neck felt strangely cold. He wished his brother would hurry up.

“All right,” Aaron’s voice came clearly in his ear. The suit’s radio sounded much better than the external microphone.

“Are you ready?”

“I’m right behind you.”

“Great,” said Isaac. “Let’s get started.”

The door behind them shut, and a low hiss sounded through the external microphone, as if through a long tunnel. The access panel by the outer door flashed green. Isaac pressed his gloved palm against it, and the light flashed yellow. After a ten second wait, the airlock doors parted.

Isaac held his breath. On the other side, a similar durasteel-plated room waited for them. The lights, however, were not working. He activated his headlight and stepped over the threshold onto the derelict station.

“Does the gravity feel a bit heavier on this side?” Aaron asked as he followed him on board. The airlock doors on the Medea remained open.

“Don’t know. We’re still too close to the ship to tell.”

Isaac waited for the access panel to flash green, and when it failed to do so, he pressed his gloved palm against it anyway. The inner door hissed open.

If the air on the station was any different from the air on the Medea, he couldn’t tell. However, splotches of black mold on the opposite bulkhead told him that they’d been right to suit up. A thin layer of dust coated the floor, and the lights—such as they were—had dimmed so significantly with time that they seemed to cast more shadows than light. Isaac stepped through the doorway, and a small cloud of dust rose up around his feet.

“Wow,” Aaron’s voice transmitted over the suit-to-suit radio. “This place is a mess.”

“Step carefully, and stay close. We don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.”

For once, Aaron didn’t object.

Using their headlights for illumination, they climbed a set of stairs and walked slowly out into the main rimside corridor. It was almost twenty meters wide, with the docking nodes in the center. Long, narrow windows ran along the walls and floor. Several of the ceiling lights had already burned out, so that it was difficult to see the curvature of the station. Still, that familiar sense of an inverted horizon was enough to make Isaac feel as if he’d been here before, shuffling through a perverse dreamscape.

“Is that a computer terminal?” Aaron asked, motioning to a set of display screens set above a kiosk next to the airlock. All but one of them were dead, and even it was flickering.

“If none of these computers are working, I don’t think we can refuel here.”

“Nah, we’ll be fine. We can always access the tanks externally. I got a good look as we were coming in, and it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Great,” said Isaac. “Let’s just be sure we fill up with the right stuff. The markings on those tanks aren’t Gaian standard.”

“When was the last time you saw anyone in the Far Outworlds follow imperial standards?”

He had a point. The thing that worried him, though, was that none of the signs were written in a language they understood. Lines in blue and green paint ran along the ceiling, but the labels beneath the arrows were written in a blocky script that was completely indecipherable. They didn’t seem like hazard signs, but it was difficult to know for sure.

“Let’s follow the rimside corridor a ways,” said Aaron.

“All right. So long as we stick together.”

“Why? Are you scared?”

Isaac didn’t answer.

They followed the corridor almost a hundred meters, until the airlock was lost behind the upward-curving ceiling. The same repeating pattern of docking nodes, computer terminals, and other spaceport fixtures repeated itself with little variation, everything covered in a thin layer of fine dust. Wherever there was condensation or water leakage, nasty patches of mold had taken root. Very few of the ventilator fans were still working.

“It seems a bit like home, doesn’t it?” said Aaron, breaking the eerie stillness of the place. “I mean, aside from … well, you know.”

“This isn’t Megiddo Station.”

“I know that, but you’ve got to admit—I mean, the design is pretty similar.”

Isaac said nothing, preferring to continue their investigations in silence. Aaron didn’t press him.

They found the first body a short while later. It had decayed so much, with the skin stretched tight across the dry old bones, that it almost looked like a bag of discarded waste. Only when they came up to it did the human form become apparent.

“Stars of Earth,” Aaron swore, jumping back. “What is that?”

Isaac crouched and gripped one of the curled up arms as gently as he could with his oversized gloves. The suit did not transmit the sensation of touch, but the blackened skin peeled off like dry paper, the bone snapping off at the elbow joint. In the eerie silence of the station, the crack of the broken bone sounded surprisingly distinct through the external mike.

“What are you doing?”

“Investigating,” Isaac said softly as he laid the bone back in place. The body was curled up in a fetal position, with stringy black hair still hanging from the scalp. It was roughly adult-sized, with the gaunt remains of facial muscles pulled back from two rows of worn, flat teeth. Strangely, there was no sign of clothing—perhaps the colonists had preferred organic fibers over synthetics. Either way, the only indication of the body’s sex was in its bone structure, and Isaac didn’t know enough about that to tell whether it had been a man or a woman.

“Stars, Isaac. Step away from that thing.”

That “thing” used to be a person, Isaac nearly said. Instead, he stood up.

“I can’t tell how long it’s been since he died, but clearly, it’s been a while. Years, at least.”

“At least,” Aaron agreed. “Stars, it gives me the creeps.”

“What I don’t understand is why he’d come down here to die, instead of finding a nice quiet place further up on the station. Maybe he was killed by an acute outbreak of disease? Either way, we should definitely sterilize these EVA suits.”

“Yeah. It was a good idea to wear them.”

But still dumb to board this station in the first place, Isaac thought as he continued down the corridor. Honestly, what had Aaron expected to find? This station was a tomb—the radio silence was testament enough to that. He felt as if he were walking on the bottom of an alien world-ocean surrounded in the darkness by ancient ghostly creatures no man had ever seen. Even though the station seemed quiet, it was far from empty.

They found several more bodies clustered around one of the airlocks at a nearby docking node. A single arm with splayed-out fingers ran up against the door. At least half of the dead had been children.

“Damn,” said Aaron. “I’m glad we didn’t dock at this airlock.”

“Yeah.”

“What do you think they were trying to do?”

Isaac shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“We should go to the upper levels and see what we can find.”

No, we should go back to the Medea and leave this place.

He sighed heavily and shook his head. “Haven’t you seen enough already? Everyone is dead—that much is abundantly clear. We can refuel the ship from the external tanks, so there’s no need to investigate any further.”

“Yeah, but don’t you want to find out what happened to these people? Maybe if we go up, we’ll find some sort of—”

“No.”

Even through the copper-tinted faceplate, Isaac could see his brother’s scowl.

“Come on! Why are you always the one who gets to decide?”

“Because I’m the oldest.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Isaac didn’t answer. Now was not the time to get into another argument about who was in charge and whether Aaron could take care of himself. Stars knew they fought about that enough already.

Aaron took a deep, raspy-sounding breath. “Well, fine. You do what you want down here. I’m going to go check out the upper levels.”

“What? Hey, stop!”

But Isaac was too late. His brother was already heading toward one of the narrow stairwells leading to the upper decks of the station.

“What the hell are you doing? You come back right now!”

“You’re not the boss of me.”

“Dammit, Aaron! We’re supposed to stick together!”

“You’re welcome to follow along.”

Isaac took a deep breath and clenched his fists. “Aaron, please. Think about what you’re doing. This station isn’t safe. We should go back to the ship and get ready to leave.”

“You’re not going to stop me, Isaac. I’m going.”

Isaac’s skin crawled and his stomach flipped as he looked down both ends of the empty corridor. One of the broken display screens flickered in the distance, reminding him of the lightning storm on the cloud-covered world below. With the colonists’ decaying bodies all around him, the place was filled with death.

But he was not going to abandon his brother.

“Wait up, you idiot. I’m coming.”

* * * * *

Aaron was waiting for him at the top of the stairwell. It was slow going in the heavy EVA suit, but he managed the climb without losing his breath for more than a few seconds.

“Well, here we are,” Isaac said as he cleared the final step. “Where to next?”

Aaron paused, unsure where to go. The lights were even dimmer here, the corridor much narrower. A number of doors branched off on either side, but most of them were closed and the electronics were clearly failing.

“I don’t know. The Station Master’s offices, I guess.”

“Any idea which way?”

“Let’s just go,” said Aaron. The scowl in his voice was audible.

They set off down the windowless corridor, headlights illuminating the way. Flecks of dust suspended in the air lit up as they walked by, only for their passage to wrench them back into the darkness. With the closeness of the walls, though, Isaac felt a little more at ease.

Aaron was right—this place looked a lot like their home station back in Delta Oriana. He almost expected to see icons on the lintels of the doors they passed, or catch the smell of incense wafting from one of the local deck churches. Megiddo Station hadn’t been much bigger than Alnilam Station. The Oriana Star Cluster was still squarely in the Outworlds, but it was settled thickly enough that none of the settlements were completely isolated.

Not that that had saved the ones who had stayed behind.

“I wonder what those arrows on the ceiling mean,” Aaron mused. “The green ones go back to the stairs, but the blue ones seem to lead somewhere else.”

Isaac shrugged. “So long as we don’t get lost.” Since the station was small enough that they could walk the whole length of the rimside corridor in less than an hour, there wasn’t much danger of that. Probably.

The corridor came to an end at a maintenance closet. The door was open, giving them a view of the equipment lockers and control panels for the station-wide systems. Surprisingly, the computer terminal seemed to be in pretty good shape.

“Perhaps we can access the station records from here,” Isaac said. He stepped inside, checking quickly to see if there were any dead or decomposing bodies. Satisfied that there weren’t, he sat down at the terminal and activated it. The screen came to life, displaying what appeared to be some sort of boot cycle.

“I’ll take a quick look around some of these other rooms,” Aaron said. “If this place is anything like Megiddo Station, the station master’s office shouldn’t be far.”

Isaac hesitated, the dusty darkness of the maintenance room suddenly much more ominous. The external mike buzzed—probably from the ventilation shaft out in the corridor—but it could just as easily have been from something less innocuous.

“We’ve got to stick together, Aaron. No wandering off.”

“I know, but—look, I’ll stay in range of the suit-to-suit radios and talk with you just to let you know what I’m doing. Is that all right?”

Isaac bit his lip. The computer finished booting and showed a startup menu. The prompt was obviously for languages, since one of the labels was in Gaian.

“All right. I’ll stay here, but be sure to tell me where you’re going and what you see.”

“Okay,” said Aaron. He patted him on the arm and left.

Language: Gaian, Isaac selected on the startup screen. Out in the corridor, the sound of his brother’s heavy footsteps grew softer, mingling with the buzz of the ambient noise from the few working ventilators.

“I’m turning a corner,” said Aaron, his voice as clear as if he were standing just a few feet away. “If this is like Megiddo, then—yep, the corridor continues on the other side of this maintenance room. Following the blue arrows. Passing one door, two doors …”

The display screen flickered, then showed a new menu with dozens of option sets. Most of them had labels like SECURITY DECK 2A and brought up a password field when Isaac tried to select them. At the top, though, he found an icon labeled PUBLIC ACCESS. He selected it, and a new menu opened up, this one not unlike the main screen on the Medea.

“… four doors. Arrows end here. It looks like someone left it open. Stepping inside …”

Isaac scrolled down to where the ship’s log would usually be. Of course, there wasn’t one for the station, but there was a document file labeled TO WHOEVER COMES. He selected it.

“… It’s the station master’s office, all right. There’s an official looking desk with its own terminal and dual displays. There’s a wallscreen, too, but it’s dead, with a crack down the center.”

To whoever comes, the document read. I am write this station master Nova Alnilam. Datestamp 1.8.1192, New Pleiades reckoning. We are very tsavadet, food medical supplies are tvilo adamansvi since two year, no can we contact outside star …

Damn Outworld language databases, Isaac thought to himself. Obviously, the document had been written in the colonist’s native language and translated to Gaian by an outdated translation algorithm. Either this colony had been isolated for a lot longer than anyone had realized, or the writer had been in too much of a hurry to do a proper job.

“Looks like there’s a side room. Door is open, just like the main one. There’s a lot more dust here for some reason, not sure why. Stepping inside right now, and—holy shit!”

Isaac’s blood ran cold.

“Aaron? Aaron, what do you see?”

“You’ve got to come see this, Isaac. You’ve got to come right now.”

Isaac leaped to his feet and hurried out the door as fast as his heavy EVA suit would allow.

* * * * *

“I’m here,” Isaac said, painting as he stepped into the station master’s office.

“This way,” said Aaron, waving him urgently into a side room. Isaac entered the doorway and froze.

A mostly decayed body lay curled up beside a small cylindrical storage tank in the middle of the floor. The body itself wasn’t much different from any of the others, but the tank was something else entirely. It was built like a coffin, with the upward-facing part made almost entirely of glass. And inside of that glass was the perfectly preserved body of a beautiful young woman.

Chills ran down the back of Isaac’s neck as he stared at her. In this mausoleum of a station, she stood out like a jewel. She was a little shorter than Aaron and probably not much older, with long black hair and dark brown skin. Her face was round, with sharp eyebrows, a flat nose, and full lips. As with anyone under cryo, she was naked, though her skin was covered in henna tattoos that made her appear otherwise. The dark brown ink seemed to form a set of intricate parallel fractals, reflected across an axis that ran down the center of her body. The fine attention to detail was almost religious in its precision.

“She’s gorgeous,” said Aaron. “Have you ever seen anything like her?”

“No,” Isaac admitted. He ran his gloved fingers over the glass. The henna designs accentuated the natural curves of her body, emphasizing every feature while imbuing her with a sense of poise and dignity. Instead of feeling like a voyeur, Isaac felt as if he stood before a shrine.

“Do you think she’s still alive?”

“If she is, she’s obviously in cryo. I don’t see any controls, though, so I’m not sure how we’d go about waking her.”

“Wake her? Stars of Earth—you think we really can?”

Why else would they have put her in stasis? No doubt whoever had frozen her had hoped to save the girl’s life. Since the cryotank was tucked away in a closet, she was probably the only survivor. Clearly, someone had kept the existence of the cryotank a secret right to the very end.

He took a moment to examine the cryotank itself. The metal casing was discolored in places, the welds and soldering surprisingly crude. It had no external controls, and the systems seemed too crude to be designed for thawing as well as freezing. It was obvious that the tank had been constructed by hand.

“What do you think?” said Aaron, breaking the silence that had inadvertently fallen between them.

“The design for the cryotank is crude. I don’t think we can thaw her with any of the equipment here.”

“We’ve got to take her with us, then, and find someone who can.”

Isaac frowned. Something about that idea made his stomach turn.

“We’ve already gone further here than we ever should have. Besides, for all we know, she’s already dead.”

“Dead? What are you talking about, man? If there’s even a chance that she’s alive, we should do all we can to save her.”

He’s right, Isaac thought to himself. Still, something held him back: a sense of foreboding that screamed at him to go back to the Medea and forget that they’d ever come to this place.

“Someone else will come eventually. If she’s still alive, she’s frozen in stasis, so it won’t matter how long it takes for someone else to find her.”

“And what if those people are slavers?” Aaron asked. “You really want to take that chance—to have that on your conscience?”

“No,” Isaac admitted.

“Then let’s bring her out. There’s a freight airlock not too far from here—it won’t be difficult to load her up with the rest of the cargo.”

“Do we have the space, though? Our hold is still full from Nova Minitak.”

“If we don’t, we’ll just dump enough to make room. Saving this girl is a lot more important than our next trade anyway. Besides, we’ve built up enough credit in this sector that we can afford to eat the loss.”

Isaac nodded slowly and took a deep breath. “Right. I’ll get a mag-lift from the maintenance room, then.”

“No need—she’s already loaded up on one. All we’ve got to do is take her out.”

Right again, he thought, checking the underside of the cryotank. They really did want someone to take her. It was as if the girl was the last hope of a long-forgotten people, a precious artifact lost across space and time. How long had she lain here, waiting to be brought back to the realm of the living? He traced the intricate henna patterns with his eyes and wondered why she’d had them done. Perhaps someday he’d be able to ask her.

That certainly wasn’t the only question about this place that begged for answers, though. Not by all the hidden stars of Earth.
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