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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.”
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