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To everyone who, like Jem, worries that it won't ever get better. 


I've felt that way too. But it will. I promise. <3 










  
  
Content Warnings




Dear Reader, 



This is a horror book. It deals with a number of difficult and potentially disturbing subjects. If you’re familiar with my writing, it’s not significantly more graphic than my other books, but it does include a number of topics that could be triggering for some people to read, including: 

-Alcohol consumption (mentioned)

-Animal abuse

-Blood/gore

-Death

-Medical trauma

-Murder (mentioned)

-Physical/verbal abuse (mentioned)

-Suicidal ideation

-Trauma/PTSD

-Violence (including gun violence)

If any of those topics are difficult for you, feel free to take it slow or skip this book altogether. Take care of yourself, friend! <3 








  
  

Chapter 1

Prologue





He was running. It was dark, and he was running, faster than he’d thought he could, faster than he’d thought his muscles would let him. 

Sweat trickled down his forehead even in the chill damp of the surrounding air, the sharp snap of his running footsteps off the rock swallowed up almost instantly by the mist swirling around his legs. 

It was dark—too dark. It shouldn’t be this dark even this far down into the caverns. 

Sour fear coated his throat and crept across his skin, loosening his muscles, making his feet stumble even on these pathways he knew as well as he knew the Blackrock ports. The air down here, in the lower levels where the algae vats produced the oxygen for the pirate settlement to breathe, was usually sweeter than the air closer to the surface. He usually craved the heady, over-oxygenated feel of it that went to his head like rum. He and the other vat workers would laugh about it sometimes, how it made you feel like you could do anything—run for a week, lift a ship, live forever. But now, his fear gave it a bitter edge, his lungs gasping for more oxygen than the air around him could provide. 

He could hear the footsteps behind him. They weren’t running, but somehow, illogically, they were getting closer. 

He’d seen what was making those footsteps.

He thought he could still hear the water sloshing from the creature as it moved, the strange, unnatural shape of it, the face…

He bit back a sob of fear and pushed himself faster. 

He’d been no more than a child when he’d first come to Blackrock—newly orphaned, angry, terrified. But even then, he was determined he wouldn’t stay in the Stacks that had killed his father and mother and both his sisters. He’d die on Blackrock before he’d go back there. 

He’d been eleven. He should have died, probably, knifed to death or shot for stealing or worse. But Holdfast had taken him in, and when he’d shown no particular skill as a cabin boy, the pirate captain had brought him to Win and got him on as an apprentice. Win was a kind woman, if exacting, and he’d grown as familiar and comfortable working in the algae pits as he’d ever been in his young life. 

The footsteps were coming closer. He gasped for air, his lungs straining, his head throbbing with the effort and the terror and the lack of oxygen. 

It was dark, and it shouldn’t be dark, and he shouldn’t have been alone, and he knew, bone-deep, that he had to get away or die. 

He’d been afraid before. But he’d never been afraid like this. It was weakening his muscles, choking his breath, making every movement at the corner of his eyes into a threat. Weighing him down like a cement block on his chest. 

There was a corner ahead. He knew there was, he’d been working down here for over a decade, but nothing was where it was supposed to be, and the footsteps were getting closer, and he had to get out, he had to get away, dammit, and the turn in the corridor was the one that led to the lifts to the upper level.

He reached where it should be and felt blindly with one arm, his feet skidding on the loose gravel on the floors worn smooth by centuries of foot traffic. 

It was there, and he gasped out a breath of relief. It was there, and he’d make it—

“Red!” 

He glanced up and came to a shaky halt. Spike stood at the end of the corridor by the lift, a familiar teasing smile on his face. “What’s  happening? You’re running like the Admiral herself is after you.” Then he frowned and took a step closer. “The hell’s gotten into you? You alright?” 

“It’s… There’s something after me,” Red gasped, still trying to catch his breath. “It’s… Can you hear it?” In the gut-deep relief the sight of Spike brought, he was having a hard time articulating exactly why he’d been so afraid. Exactly what he’d been so afraid of. 

“Lady have mercy, you’re a right wreck. You drunk?” Spike started towards him, his face going sharp with concern. “Let’s get you back to the surface. Ain’t going to have you passing out on me. Someone’s following you, you say? You hurt? They shoot at you?” 

“No. No, it wasn’t a person, it was…” He glanced over his shoulder again. 

He could still hear the footsteps somehow. That was strange; his own footsteps had been swallowed up almost at once. He turned back to Spike, the unease bubbling back up. “Let’s get the hell out of here. I’ll tell you over a glass of rum back at Abigail’s.” 

Spike laughed, but there was still concern cut across his expression. “You look like you bloody need some rum. You sure you’re alright?” 

Red glanced over his shoulder again. 

The footsteps were still coming, methodical and unhurried, and the sound sent a shiver up his spine. “We’ll talk about it in the lift, no?” 

“Alright. Alright, we’ll do that.” Spike reached out and put a hand on his arm. 

The sharp pain shocked Red out of his relief. He turned automatically, and for a moment, he stared at the shredded flesh that had been his shoulder, not quite able to comprehend what had happened to him. 

There was something in the back of his head, something urgent, telling him that he was cold, colder than he should have been, colder than made sense, even down here. 

Slowly, he looked up. 

Spike was still standing there, looking at him in concern. 

But as Red watched, the man’s face wavered. 

One moment, it was his friend. The next, he was staring into the face of a ghost—mouth wide, teeth elongated into fangs, blood dripping from its claws. 

He screamed. 

He was still screaming as the ghost’s fangs ripped at his throat, its claws tearing through his ribcage, until the scream choked off into wet gurgles, and then, at last, silence. 

The ghost hovered over its prey, the black pits of its eyes scanning the corridor for movement before it bent over the bloody, crumpled body. But ghosts were silent, and the dead was silent. 

The only sound was the footsteps, measured and slow along the smooth tunnels. 

They paused a moment when they reached the corner.

The young man’s body lay in a pool of its own blood, illuminated by the blue glow of the ghost. 

The footsteps turned back the way they’d come, fading through the swirling mist of the corridors under Blackrock. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Jem





Aknock on the door to her cabin made Jem jump. 

She glanced around quickly, then sighed and dropped her face in her hands. 

She’d been… Well, she wasn’t exactly sure. Staring at her desk, probably, not really seeing it. 

She’d been doing that a lot lately. 

The knock came again. “Yes?” she managed. “Come in?” 

The door cracked open, and Knives’s face peered through. 

Jem drooped in relief and managed a small smile—small, but still more genuine than what she’d have managed if it had been anyone else. 

“Can I?” asked Knives, gesturing inside. 

Jem nodded, and Knives stepped through the door, closing it carefully behind her. “Hey, Jem.” She was smiling a little too, a small smile you probably wouldn’t see if you weren’t looking. She glanced around, and Jem felt her shoulders tighten, but Knives shook her head, her smile growing just a touch, and pushed some things out of the way to give herself room to sit on the bed. “Honestly, don’t worry about it. This is your room; you don’t have to keep chair-space for visitors if you have other uses for it. We have a common room outside for a reason.” 

Jem took a deep breath and felt her own smile widening a little. 

Knives was still glancing around the room, and Jem decided to give up on feeling self-conscious. That was the thing about Knives—she didn’t seem to mind if the room was a mess, or if Jem was a mess, or if, as most often happened, they were both a mess. 

“How far are we from Blackrock?” she asked instead. 

Knives turned back to her, her expression taking on a tinge of grimness. “That’s…what I came to talk to you about, actually.” She sighed. “We’re less than forty-eight hours out, Shine says. And…” She hesitated. “Shine asked that we meet in Thaddeus’s cabin.” 

Jem frowned. She’d noticed, vaguely, that Shine had been shorter with everyone than usual, the tension that followed him around like a cloud thicker than it normally was, but she’d assumed it was the same thing that had been affecting the rest of them—the after-effects of their time on the dying settlement they’d just left. 

“Is…everything alright?” she hazarded after a moment. 

Knives raised her eyebrows wryly. “I have no damn idea. He could be asking us there so he can shoot us all for all I know.” 

Jem felt her face relax into a smile again. “I think if he’d wanted to shoot anyone, he could have done it by now. A few times. I mean, it’s not like there haven’t been enough things trying to kill us already.” 

Knives gave her a small grin. “You’re right. Shine is an asshole, and I might hate him on principle, but he probably won’t shoot us all in Thaddeus’s room.” She paused. “I told him if you were asleep, I wasn’t going to wake you up. So you can decide if you’re awake or asleep right now. I’ll go back and tell him either way.” 

Jem pushed back her chair and stood. “No, I’ll go. Probably best to hear what he has to say. Do you know why he wanted to meet so late at night?” 

Knives shrugged. “My best guess? Puppy’s asleep, so there won’t be anyone offering us coffee.” 

Jem stared at her for a moment, then snorted with surprised laughter. 

Knives stood, grinning a little. “Shall we?” she said, gesturing to the door. 

Thaddeus’s room was at the end of the corridor. They’d switched out the rooms when they’d all come back on board and moved the supplies around, and Thaddeus’s room was now comprised of a cabin plus the adjoining storage area to make room for the additional medical equipment Knives had insisted on. 

He was doing…much better. Considering the fact he’d been gut shot and then suffered through severe hypothermia immediately afterwards, he was doing shockingly well. But Knives had enforced bedrest until a few days ago and still gave him sideways glances if he over-exerted himself. And since a sideways glance from Knives was the equivalent of an explicit and detailed threat from anyone else, Thaddeus had made a surprisingly compliant patient. 

Knives tapped on the door, then shoved it open and gestured Jem inside. Jem stepped through, and Knives followed, closing the door behind her. 

Thaddeus was sitting up in bed, propped up on pillows. His face was still a little paler than it had been when Jem had met him, his short brown hair a little longer and more ragged, a scruffy beard coming in on his chin, and he’d lost some weight. His green eyes, though, were as bright and sharp as usual, and even injured and confined to his bed, there was that repressed energy about him that he hadn’t had when they’d met, like he couldn’t wait to be out doing something. He was clearly not accustomed to taking things easy and not at all accustomed to people fussing over him. 

He smiled when he saw her. “Hey, Jem. I got through those numbers you gave me to run. Remind me when we’re done here, and I’ll send the note over.” 

She nodded and took a seat in one of the assorted chairs Shine must have brought in for the purpose. 

She’d given Thaddeus the data to run not because she needed it, necessarily, but because she understood the desperation of not being able to do anything, and she’d taken pity on him and dug through her files until she’d found an old project she’d been meaning to get to at some point. 

She’d already decided she’d never actually tell him that it wasn’t either urgent or particularly important. He didn’t need to know.

Knives took a seat, casting a sharp glance at Jem, which she elected to ignore. Knives might be the resident surgeon, and she might be the one in charge of making sure Thaddeus ended up with as many body parts as he’d started out with, but Jem felt like maybe she and Thaddeus understood each other on a level that Knives and Shine never would. If it had been her confined to a bed, she’d have been gnawing her own arms off from boredom by now. So Knives could do what she did best, but Jem wasn’t about to see someone who she’d somehow discovered was her friend gnaw his own arms off from boredom if she could help it. 

Shine stood with his back to them, studying some medical chart Thaddeus or Knives or Puppy must have pinned up to the wall. Jem cast a surreptitious glance at him as they all settled into their seats. Even with his back to them, she could see the tension in his posture, the way his hands were balled into fists. 

She shivered a little. 

At moments like this, she was reminded of that night in the dark streets outside the tavern where she’d first met him—the way his hand had come to touch her elbow, and she’d known, suddenly and gut-deep, that if he wanted to hurt her, he could hurt her and there would be nothing at all she could do to stop it. 

She shook her head sharply, shoving the memory away. 

That was unfair to him, honestly. He’d probably only been walking close because he hadn’t wanted anyone to come after the two of them. But the memory still carried a thick, uneasy feeling that left her insides coated with dread. 

He turned to them when they were all seated. He was an objectively handsome man, with black hair just long enough to look rakish and disheveled, sun-browned olive skin, a sharp jawline, and dark eyes that, when he wanted to look charming, crinkled easily into a disarming, friendly smile. Now, though, his handsome face was creased into a frown, his jaw tight. 

He glanced at the door as if checking that it was properly closed and swung a chair around, dropping into it. “I need to ask all of you a question, and I need you to answer because I think it’s important,” he said without preamble, leaning forward with his forearms resting on his thighs. There was an intensity to his gaze that Jem had only seen in the most serious of moments. 

He paused a moment, studying them. “What do you know about Puppy?” 

Jem frowned. Of all the things she’d expected, this definitely hadn’t been one of them. “Um,” she said at last, when no one else spoke. “I mean, I know he’s an emergency medical tech from the Stacks. I mean, I didn’t know him, but Knives did, so…anyway. But I wouldn’t have known him anyway because I basically lived in the Academy research labs.” 

The memory brought back a sharp twinge of something in her gut—guilt, maybe, and maybe a little bit of homesickness. And something that felt like fear, except so old and thick and familiar that she wasn’t sure you could call it fear anymore. 

Shine nodded slowly. “So you didn’t know anything at all about him before he came to find you in prison. Is that right?” 

Her frown deepened. “No,” she said, “I didn’t. I mean…I’d never met him before he showed up in the prison that day. I thought I was going to…” She stopped abruptly, the wave of blinding panic so strong, it froze her muscles and jammed her thoughts and cut off her words. 

“Jem?” Knives’s voice cut through the blinding panic just a little, gentler than it usually was. “Jem, are you alright? You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” 

The way her footsteps had sounded on the stairway up to the courtyard. The way the foggy Level air had tasted, the knowledge that she was going to die in an hour and there was nothing she could do to stop it. The knowledge she was going to make a last-ditch attempt anyway, which only layered a coating of guilt over the sick panic. 

She was going to die. She was going to die, and she deserved it, and she should die, but dammit, she didn’t want to. She didn’t want this to be the last time she breathed in the dirty air of the Level, felt the anemic sun on her skin. 

She didn’t want to die like so many of her colleagues had died, because she’d seen death, and there was nothing peaceful about it, it was blood and pain and fear and screaming, so much screaming—

“Jem!” 

She jerked her head up, shocked out of her memories, to find Knives’s eyes on her and Knives’s hand on her shoulder. She hadn’t even felt it. 

“I’m…I’m alright,” she said. She was breathing hard, like a swimmer who’d gone underwater for too long before struggling to the surface. “Sorry. No, that was the first time I met Puppy.” She found the old smile had pasted itself on her face again, like it used to whenever this sort of thing would happen. 

Except it kept happening, didn’t it? It never seemed to get better. Before, it was just what she’d seen thirteen years ago. And now it was prison and execution row and the horrible, dead-eyed people on X17 and the sight of that girl tumbling face-down in the dirt in the desert settlement, her face contorted in pain and fear, her body twisting gruesomely as the parasites from the lake sucked the water from her cells. Every damn day, it seemed like something else happened, and one day, it would drown her. 

Maybe she should have just let them kill her. It probably would have been for the best, honestly. 

Shine was watching her, and there was a hint of concern on his face as well. He didn’t press her, though, thankfully. “And he came with a pardon, didn’t he?” 

She nodded. 

“Did he ever tell you how he got it?” 

She frowned, thinking. “No,” she said at last. “I mean, he said he’d gotten permission because he needed me for a medical mission, and I was the best person for the job. But I don’t know how he decided that.” 

Shine was still watching her, an odd expression on his face. At last, he shook his head and turned to Knives. “I know you knew him before. What do you know about him?” 

Jem felt rather than saw Knives bristle, but before the woman could speak, Shine blew out an exasperated breath. “God’s sake, just answer the question, will you? You can fight me later.” 

Knives hesitated, then relaxed a little, a rueful smile on her face. “Sorry. Habit. I…don’t know much about Puppy, if I’m being honest. I’ve been working in the Stacks General Hospital for…thirteen years now? Something like that. He wasn’t there when I started, I’m almost sure. I’d say I first saw him coming around maybe…eight, nine years back? I hadn’t been there for too long by then, but I’d been there long enough that I knew all the regulars. 

“I remember we were all damnably relieved to have a new EMT available to help out. I remember the first few times I met him I was worried he’d be more of a hindrance than a help, with his damn shaky hands and his incoordination and his…” She gestured vaguely. “But I was wrong. He’s always been a good medical tech. I’ve had him in to assist in surgeries once or twice when we were way too busy and more shorthanded than usual. I didn’t know him personally before this, but then…” She gave a self-deprecating snort. “I’m not exactly the friend-making type. I don’t know, he could have been friends with some of the others in the hospital, but if he was, I didn’t know about it. He showed up, did his job—hell, he did his own job and everyone else’s if he had to; he never once slacked off when there was something to be done—and then he left, back to wherever the hell he came from. Didn’t know where and didn’t ask.” 

Shine nodded, still watching her. “And did he ever take a special interest in you before this?” 

She frowned. “No. At least, if he did, I didn’t know about it. Neon would have told me, probably.” She paused. “Maybe,” she amended. “If she was talking to me at the time.” 

“And then he just…found you and asked you to come along?” 

Knives shot him a sharp glance. “I ran into him on the Level that morning, and he asked if I would be interested.” She grinned, and there was something vicious and mocking in the expression that reminded Jem of the first time she’d met the woman. “I didn’t have anything pressing holding me to the Stacks, so I agreed.” 

“You ran into him. That was all? Just walking down a Level street?”

Knives blew out a long breath. “I heard there was something happening at the prison, and I stopped by to see what it was. That’s where I found him.” 

“You found him? Or he found you?” Shine pressed. “And who told you there was something happening at the prison?” 

Again, she shot him that sharp glance that made Jem think they’d had a similar conversation in the past. “If you’re hoping to insinuate something, may as well just say it straight out,” she said. 

Shine also drew in a breath. “I’m trying to work something out. I think it’s important. But without more information, I don’t know.” 

Knives sighed. “He may have found me; I wasn’t really paying attention at the time. The was a lot going on at the prison, between the explosion and the fire and the bacterial…” She trailed off and cast a thoughtful glance at Jem. 

Jem squirmed a little under her gaze. 

“Anyway,” Knives said, turning back to Shine, “the point is, when I saw Puppy, I was just happy to see a familiar face. He asked me to come along, and I accepted.” 

“And I know I’ve asked you this before, but I want everyone to hear it.” Shine’s voice still held that strange intensity. “Is there any possibility—any possibility at all—Puppy might have been the one to spread the rumour that something was happening at the prison?” 

Knives was frowning. “I don’t know. I didn’t get there right after the explosion—it had been minutes, at least, maybe hours. I don’t remember where I heard the rumour, but I was already up on the Level at the time. It’s possible it was just someone gossiping about it in the street after the fact.” 

“But Puppy just happened to be there when you arrived,” Shine finished. He turned back to Jem. “He got you out of the prison before the explosion, no?” 

“I…I mean, it was right around that time, yes,” Jem muttered, not quite meeting his eye. She wasn’t sure how much any of them knew about the explosion, the bacterial infestation, or the fact that she’d been the one responsible for both of those. 

“And then what happened?” 

She shrugged, still not meeting Shine’s eyes. “He brought me back to the boarding house, lent me some clothes, laid out a hot meal he’d picked up from somewhere. He asked me if there was anything I needed, and I told him I bloody well needed a drink, and when he asked if I wanted company and I told him no, he left.” She shrugged. “I ate the food, then I headed down to the tavern where you met me.” 

“So he got you settled and then went back to the prison,” said Shine softly. He looked up, meeting Knives’s gaze. “I wonder why.” 

Knives narrowed her eyes. “Why the hell does this matter?” 

Shine ignored her and turned to Thaddeus. “You? How long have you known Puppy?” 

Thaddeus raised his eyebrows. “I’d never met the man in my life before I knocked on the door to his boarding house the night we left.” 

Shine had turned his full attention on Thaddeus now. “Yes, but how did you know to come there?” 

Thaddeus hesitated, and for a moment, Jem saw the struggle on his face. At last, he sighed, his posture slumping. “Cassius Harcourt stopped by my apartment that night and asked me to go along on the mission.” 

Shine gave him a look that said he knew as well as the rest of them that there was more to the story. 

Thaddeus sighed again. “I don’t suppose there’s any more reason to lie about it,” he said wryly. “Cassius had found out about my time in the navy somehow and threatened to expose me if I didn’t go.” 

Shine raised his eyebrows. “You were a doctor in the Level General Hospital, no? That’s a prestigious position. You don’t get there unless you have connections. So why would a politician risk blackmailing someone who had connections like that to get you on a mission like this?” He gestured around at the four of them.  

Jem frowned. She hadn’t actually thought of that, but really, Thaddeus was the odd one out of all of them. She’d been on death row, Knives had clearly been running from something, and Shine had told her he was a day-labourer from the Stacks. He was probably more than that, but he was certainly from the Stacks, and she knew enough about life there to know there was nothing at all unusual about someone trying to get away from it, no matter how desperate the escape route. Most people spent their lives trying to get away. There was Puppy, of course, but she’d given up trying to figure out Puppy. He probably just really liked increasing the quotient of goodness in the system or something. 

But Thaddeus hadn’t been like that. He’d had a steady job, a successful career, no threats of jail time or death or ghosts or whatever the rest of them had been running from. 

Thaddeus sighed again and shifted uncomfortably. “I’m…not entirely sure, to tell you the truth.” 

Shine was still watching him with that intent gaze. “But he must have told you something, no? He wouldn’t have blackmailed you into a trip like that without giving you some reason.” 

“Yes,” said Thaddeus at last, meeting Shine’s gaze. “He did give me a reason. But it made no sense then and makes less now.” 

Shine just waited. 

Thaddeus rubbed a hand over his face. “He told me that the government wanted someone sent along to keep an eye on Puppy. That he was…dangerous, somehow, and that they’d agreed to Puppy’s suggested mission but wanted to make sure the mission stayed within its assigned parameters.” He gave a small, wry smile. “Clearly, I wasn’t the right man for the job. I’m not entirely sure what the hell the assigned parameters were, but I’m very damn sure they didn’t involve flying the lot of us into Blackrock on a whim to play doctor to a bunch of goddamn pirates.” 

Jem stared at Thaddeus. Beside her, she felt Knives’s attention sharpen as well. 

“Puppy?” Jem asked at last. “He said Puppy was dangerous?” 

Thaddeus glanced over at her and grimaced. “That’s exactly what I can’t figure out. Of all of us here…” He made a vague gesture with his hand. “I’ll be the first to admit that I’m damnably dangerous—I’ve shipped with the navy, and more likely than not, I’ll turn ghost when I die. I know how horrific that can be, and I’m still damnably sorry I didn’t tell the rest of you up front. Knives?” He glanced at her with a hint of humour in his expression. “I’m not too proud to admit that if I met you in a dark alley, I’d run like hell. I’ll have you know that you’re the only one who’s successfully gotten me to abide by a bedrest, and it’s because I’m bloody terrified of what you’d do to me if I disobeyed. And you, Shine…I’m not stupid, and I know you’re more than you’ve told us. I’ve seen you shoot, and I’ve seen you with explosives. Whatever and whoever you are, it’s not someone harmless. Jem?” He turned to her and gave her a small, conspiratorial smile. “You’ve saved our asses plenty of times already, but I think knowing as much as you do about bacteria and viruses and how they work would make anyone dangerous.” 

He didn’t mention the fact that she’d been brought to the ship straight from death row. She had not only had the potential to be dangerous but had thoroughly proven it. 

She wasn’t sure if his omission made her more grateful or uncomfortable. 

“But Puppy?” Thaddeus continued, shaking his head. “You’ve seen the man. He’s a good EMT. Hell, he’s probably the reason I’m still alive.” He glanced over at Knives. “Or at least the reason I stayed alive long enough for you to keep me alive. But he can’t walk without tripping over his own feet, he won’t fight back even when someone hits him in the face, he hates to make people uncomfortable… He’s the most harmless person I’ve ever met in my life. I think Cassius must have been mistaken.” 

His words were forceful enough, but there was something in his expression that belied them. Shine must have caught it, too, because he leaned forward. “Except he’s not, is he? He’s not quite as harmless as he looks.” 

Thaddeus frowned. “I can’t say that he’s not as harmless as he looks,” he said slowly. “Everything he’s done so far has borne that out.”

“Everything?” Shine’s voice was soft. 

Thaddeus shook his head slowly. “I…couldn’t tell you exactly how he managed to get the people from the resource planet settlement reassigned from the Stacks,” he said at last. “That shouldn’t have been possible. Unless he has powerful friends in the government, I mean, but if he did, why would Cassius…” He trailed off, still shaking his head. “It could be governmental infighting, I suppose, but from what Cassius told me, and from the amount of resources he must have been able to bring to bear to know what he knew about both the mission and me, I assumed that this was a broad coalition. For that matter, I’m still not entirely clear on who authorized the mission. Granted, I’ve never been on an off-planet medical mission before this one, but my understanding was this is not the way they’re usually handled.” 

Knives’s snort told Jem this was perhaps an understatement. 

Thaddeus shot Knives a wry smile. “Alright, I deserved that. But…” He glanced around at them. “No offence, of course, but I think it’s clear to all of us that we weren’t meant to come back alive from X17. At least, I think they honestly hoped we’d find a cure and save the people and the mine because they didn’t want to lose the resources, but I don’t think our lives mattered much to them one way or the other. Cassius told me as much. Told me to stay on the ship and not get myself involved, actually. I think I was meant to survive because, back then, my secret wasn’t out, and my parents would have given a damn if I hadn’t come back.” 

Jem caught the unspoken words and felt a sudden flash of fury at the unfairness of it. 

Thaddeus had told them of his past in the navy because his naval security clearance had been the only way they could think of to save the lives of everyone on the dying settlement. Knives had been furious about him keeping the secret in the first place, possibly still was, and yes, maybe he should have told them earlier, but Jem couldn’t really blame him for not doing it. It would lose him his job and his position, certainly, probably his home and his entire social circle. He’d only lied about it in the first place at his parent’s request, and if they were willing to condemn him now that it had come out, they could bloody well step out into a storm of parasites themselves. 

Thaddeus caught her eye and gave her a small, wry smile, and she realized some of that must have shown on her face. She took a deep breath and tried to push it down. 

Possibly, now was not the time. 

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Shine said, shaking his head. “Puppy is more than what he’s telling us. How the hell did your politician find out about your background after thirteen years of you managing to keep it hidden? Is it possible someone tipped him off?”

“I suppose it’s possible,” Thaddeus began slowly. “Are you insinuating…” He shook his head sharply. “What about you, Shine?” His tone wasn’t accusatory, but there was something in it that told Jem he wasn’t about to be put off. “How did you end up on the mission? I know what you told us, but I’d like the real story. All of you know my secret, whether I wanted to tell it or not. I’m not too proud to admit I should have told you earlier because it affected you. But you, Shine… Whatever it is you’re not telling us, if you want us to listen to you about Puppy, you need to give us the truth.” 

There were a few long moments where no one spoke. Jem shifted uncomfortably. 

Shine stood in the middle of the floor, his posture loose in that way that usually meant he was about to hit someone. Jem found herself hoping vaguely that if he and Knives got into a fight, they’d wait until she could go back to her room; she didn’t really feel up to that right now. At last, though, his shoulders relaxed, and he shook his head, his expression going a little grim. “You’re right. There’s more to it. I work down in the Stacks, but I got word that Jem had been released from prison.” He turned to Jem. “We’d heard of you down there, and I hoped I could convince you to leave the Level behind and come work with us. We need good researchers and scientists, like any society does, but the Level steals our best. I thought maybe after the way the Level had treated you, you’d consider my offer. After you told me you had prior commitments, I offered to walk you home because I was hoping to find a way to talk you into coming with me regardless. And then we ran into Knives, and…” He shrugged. “I asked to come along because I was curious what the Level wanted with you.”

Jem stared at him. She could feel that sensation of danger crawling up her spine, the one she remembered so clearly from that night; Shine walking a little too close in the darkness, his hand reaching out to take her elbow. The terrified acceptance flooding through her veins that told her there was nothing she could do. He could kill her, or kidnap her, or hurt her in a hundred awful ways, and there was nothing at all she could do to stop him. The way her body had gone cold and shaky, her voice had gone high, her chest had tightened, her heart beating faster and faster like it wanted her to run. Except she couldn’t have run then any more than she could have when she was trapped inside that small medical supplies cabinet. 

He could have wanted to ask her to go with him. Maybe. Or he could have wanted to do…something else. 

If they hadn’t run into Knives, maybe he would have. 

She felt very cold. 

“But it was more than that.” He was still talking. She forced her expression back to neutral in case he was watching her. She didn’t know if he was because she couldn’t quite bring herself to look at him right now. “Because…I’d heard of Puppy. The Ghost Army is all over the Stacks, and I have friends who have friends. And I’d heard rumours of someone fitting his description.” 

Thaddeus shifted, and when Jem glanced over at him, he was frowning at Shine. “You’re trying to tell me that Puppy is in the Ghost Army?” He shook his head. “I don’t believe it. It would explain why the government was afraid of him, maybe, but it certainly wouldn’t explain the kind of pull he obviously has there. And I was under the impression that any member of the Ghost Army would die before they worked with the Level or with anyone on the Level. This is a government mission, and maybe Blackrock is outside its parameters, but the situation on X17 was certainly to the government’s—” 

Shine made a sharp gesture with his hand, cutting Thaddeus off. “No,” he said shortly. “That’s not what I’m saying. The rumours I heard were that the Ghost Army is…afraid of Puppy.” 

A quick glance around her told Jem that everyone else was as bewildered by this as she was. Even through the empty pit that had opened in her stomach, she could still feel a jolt of shock. 

“Shine,” said Thaddeus at last, “are you really trying to tell us—” 

“I’m sorry,” Jem blurted out, shoving herself to her feet. “I’m sorry, I just…I haven’t been feeling well, and I realized I should probably…I should go lie down.” She forced an apologetic smile. 

Everyone had turned to look at her. “Jem?” Thaddeus asked. “I didn’t realize you were ill. When we’re finished here, I can look at you, see if we can figure out—” 

“No! No, it’s…it’s fine, I think it’s just… I think dinner didn’t agree with me. I’ll… I’m sure I’ll be fine in the morning.” She turned and stepped out the door, closing it firmly behind her, and stumbled down the corridor to her cabin. When she reached it, she closed the door behind her, locked it, and leaned up against it. 

Her head ached, and she realized suddenly that she was very, very tired. 

She sighed and dropped her head into her hands. 

She couldn’t think about this right now. 

She should probably get herself into bed, so that when Knives or—God forbid—Shine inevitably came to tap at her door, she could believably pretend to be sleeping. 

She glanced at the bed, cluttered with the day’s work, and contemplated, for an instant, cleaning it off. Then she gave up and shoved the whole pile to the side of the bed closest to the wall, shimmied out of her trousers and shirt, and eased herself under the blankets on the clear side of the bed. 

She had herself arranged by the time Knives tapped on her door and whispered, “Jem? Are you still awake? Can I get you anything?” followed a few minutes later by another soft tap that was probably Shine. 

She felt her whole body tense, but she didn’t answer the tap, and a few moments later, she heard his footsteps fading down the corridor. 

She sighed and slumped back against the pillow, staring sightlessly up at the metal ceiling. 

She knew damn well she wasn’t going to sleep tonight. 








  
  

Chapter 3

Shine





“Who the hell are you, and what the hell you doing here?” The voice over the ship comm was sharp and belligerent, and Shine felt his hands tightening unconsciously on the ship controls. “Ship reads as medical crew, only reason I ain’t shot you down yet, but you’ll give me a good reason right now, or that’ll change in a damn hurry.” 

Puppy glanced at Shine apologetically and reached for the comm on their small ship. “Hello,” he said, managing, somehow, to sound both entirely unruffled by the threat while at the same time vaguely apologetic for being the reason the threat was offered in the first place. “We’re here on the request of an old acquaintance of mine. Stand by, if you don’t mind, I’ll send it through.” He tapped something up on his personal comm and sent it as a package through the ship’s comm. 

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. Then the voice came again, much more respectful this time. “Sorry, didn’t mean no offence. Can’t be too careful these days.” 

“Of course, we’re so sorry to cause you concern,” said Puppy, his voice still carrying that sincere, politely apologetic tone. 

“Follow me in. I’ll send word ahead that you’re on your way, make sure no one else tries to stop you,” the speaker replied. “Ain’t going to lie, you’re needed here. But ain’t many of us as trust a Level government ship, medical markings or no. Level government ain’t known for playing fair when it comes to pirates.” 

“Of course. I certainly can’t blame you for being cautious, and we do so appreciate the escort,” Puppy replied before tapping off the comm. 

“Who the hell is your friend?” Shine asked in a low voice. 

Puppy turned to him, still looking vaguely apologetic. “Not a friend, really, just a very kind acquaintance. I believe she’ll be waiting to greet us, so you’ll all meet her. She’s been good to me in the past, and I owe her my gratitude.” 

Shine tried to keep from groaning out loud. 

That was the whole damn problem with Puppy: he was so absurdly, unfailingly kind and polite and thoughtful and apologetic that it was almost impossible to imagine him doing the exact things that Shine knew perfectly well he’d done. 

Puppy was lying to them. That was unquestionable. And after Shine’s discussion the previous evening with the others, he was almost certain that Puppy had manipulated each of them into a position where they’d sign onto the medical crew, each believing it was their own idea when, in reality, Puppy had left them no real choice. 

The memory of the previous evening still brought with it a small twinge of guilt—he’d seen the stricken look on Jem’s face and realized, too late, that she must have guessed that he’d been lying as well. She was Jem, and he knew her well enough that he doubted she’d give his secret away to any of the others. That should have been enough to quiet the unease. But he’d found every time she passed him in the hallway and flinched away a little, avoided his gaze in the common rooms, ignored his knock at her door when he’d thoughtlessly stopped by to check up on her, that it only made it worse. He kept telling himself that he hadn’t come along to make friends.

Somehow, though, that didn’t make it better. 

Still…Shine was keeping his own secrets, maybe. But dammit, he’d never actually meant to convince any of them of anything beyond what would keep them from killing him. Puppy, on the other hand—well, that was the thing, wasn’t it? He had no bloody idea what Puppy wanted. It was looking increasingly likely that Puppy had lied, pulled strings, and manipulated all of them into coming together on this ridiculous crew, but for the life of him, he couldn’t see why. The number of strings Puppy would have had to pull, the sheer mass of connections he’d have needed to get each one of them where he wanted them, was staggering. And the worst part of it was that Shine knew damn well that whatever it was, the longer this whole thing went on, the more likely Shine would try to come up with some way to excuse it. Even knowing what he knew about Puppy, and even with his suspicions having been so thoroughly confirmed the previous evening, he simply didn’t want to believe them.

And that, of course, was the problem with all this—he knew perfectly well that letting himself care about these people would hamper his judgement. And yet…he’d been frantic when Thaddeus had been shot. He found himself trusting Knives’s judgement unconsciously, and the thought of Jem stiffening when he came up to her, rather than giving him that vague smile she wore when she was actually focused on something else entirely, made him feel a surprisingly sharp pang.

He forced his attention back to the ship’s controls. 

The pirate ship led them in through the thin, practically nonexistent atmosphere on the surface of the small, rocky moon that housed the pirate settlement of Blackrock. 

Shine had never been here himself, but he’d heard of it often enough—there were plenty from the Stacks who chose piracy over the dubious benevolence of the Level navy and plenty more who’d never have been accepted in the navy to begin with. Pirate ships in the Stacks dry-docks weren’t at all uncommon—they’d come to get their ships repaired, pick up supplies, and make use of the Stacks hospitals, which, underfunded and understaffed as they were, were still, from what Shine had heard, far and away better than what was available on Blackrock. They’d never have been able to dock on Level ports, but the Stacks was close enough to give them access to the blackmarket tech scrounged from the Level and, in turn, inject the Stacks economy with enough pirate capital to keep the Ghost Army supplied and fed and equipped. 

As they approached the surface of the moon, the ship that was guiding them in pulled up. “That’s the port as you’re to report to,” the pirate said over the comm, and a small glowing dot appeared on the screen of Shine’s controls. “Called in, and they’re waiting for you. Doors’ll open moment you get close enough.”

Carefully, Shine maneuvered the ship towards the small dock. 

True to the pirate’s word, the airlock doors gaped open as the ship got closer. He brought the ship in, and the outer airlock doors slammed shut behind him. 

For a brief, terrifying moment, the ship was trapped in the claustrophobic, dark space, and then the inner airlock doors yawned open, and he pulled the ship through. 

He was practically vibrating with tension by the time he finished the docking procedures and shut the ship off. When he turned, Puppy was watching him, concern on his face. “Shine?” he said quietly. “Are you alright?” 

“I’m fine,” Shine said, not meeting Puppy’s gaze, and stepped past him quickly before Puppy could say anything either comforting or apologetic. He stopped by his room to grab his spare sparker and his projectile pistol; if what he’d heard about Blackrock was true, you needed a sparker here as much as you did in the Stacks. The Stacks had their ghosts pumped down from the Level along with the oxygen the Level benevolently gifted them. They didn’t create many ghosts of their own. But in Blackrock, faster-than-light travel was all but a prerequisite, and Shine knew damn well that there were staggeringly few people who turned pirate who hadn’t suffered plenty enough trauma to guarantee they’d turn ghost when they died. 

By the time he reached the airlock, the others were waiting for him. Jem didn’t meet his eyes, Knives was scowling at the world in general, and Thaddeus looked just as on edge as Shine felt. Only Puppy looked perfectly at ease. But that was hardly saying anything. 

Knives gave Shine a brusque nod and tapped the controls, and the outer airlock hissed open, the gangplank lowering slowly to the ground. 

Shine had his hand on the pistol in his pocket, his entire body braced for action, and from the corner of his eye, he could see Knives doing the same. But when the gangplank landed heavily on the floor of the small dock, no one tried to shove their way up the gangplank, weapons drawn, like Shine had half-expected. Instead, a figure waited for them a little into the shadows at the bottom of the gangplank. 

Puppy had already started down the gangplank. Shine cursed and started after him, Knives and Thaddeus on his heels and Jem trailing behind. By the time Shine’s feet hit the ground of the dock, Puppy had come up to the figure and was speaking quietly. He turned as Shine and the others came up, his habitual bright smile on his face. 

“Here they are.” He glanced back apologetically at the person he’d been talking to—presumably the mysterious acquaintance. “This is my medical team. I couldn’t possibly ask for a better crew, and they were happy to come and see what they could do to help.” 

The figure Puppy was speaking with had the hood of their ancient oilskin coat pulled up, casting their face in shadow, but the glowing tip of a cigar illuminated a small smile and weathered skin. Shine caught a whiff of the cigar smoke and coughed at the pungent stench. 

Then his whole body went cold. 

He knew exactly who Puppy’s contact was. 

“This is Jem, our medical researcher; Knives, our surgeon; Thaddeus, our general practitioner; and Shine, our pilot. Well, he pilots for us, but he’s been invaluable in everything we’ve done so far. I doubt we’d have made it out alive without him, honestly.” Puppy was still wearing his wide, friendly smile, and for a moment, Shine caught himself wondering if the man actually knew who the hell he was talking to. Then Puppy turned, still smiling. “Shine, Thaddeus, Jem, Knives, this is Gracie.” 

Dammit. Puppy knew exactly who he was talking to. Shine wasn’t sure if that was better or worse. 

There was a moment of startled silence. Then Thaddeus said, his voice sounding a little strangled, “Gracie? Do you mean Gracie Madox? Captain Mad Dog?” 

Gracie stepped forward, pushing back her hood and letting the overhead light illuminate her features. She was shorter than Puppy, a little past middle-aged, her skin weathered like old leather from years of exposure to the radiation of deep space, crows feet around her eyes. Her black hair was pulled back into a sailor’s ponytail, and there were streaks of iron grey there that hadn’t been there the last time Shine had seen her. Her expression was mild enough that it might have fooled someone who didn’t know who she was, and there was a touch of amusement pulling at the corners of her mouth.

But Shine knew who she was, and he could feel sweat starting under his hairline. 

Recoil was dangerous. Shine had served as his second in the Ghost Army for long enough to know very well how dangerous Recoil could be. But even Recoil walked cautiously around Mad Dog. There was a reason she was known as the scourge of the Level navy, her name a curse on the Level. He’d seen it first-hand. 

And she knew who Shine was as well as he knew her. 

Thaddeus had turned to Puppy, every muscle in his body tense. “Puppy, you can’t possibly… That’s Captain Mad Dog. The Admiral of the Fleet herself has been hunting…”  

Puppy laid a restraining hand on Thaddeus’s arm and gave him that glance that somehow carried the effect of a kindly schoolteacher trying to save a beloved student from embarrassment. “Thaddeus. Gracie is an old acquaintance of mine, and she asked me for a favour. I hardly think you can value one life above another, even if, perhaps, that life belongs to someone with different beliefs than yours.” 

“Do you know how many naval sailors she’s killed?” Thaddeus hissed. The fact that he was still talking bore witness to how furious he must be—usually, he was much better at keeping his emotions in check. 

Puppy caught his eye, his expression serious. “And can you tell me, Thaddeus, how many pirates your navy has shot down?” 

Thaddeus clamped his mouth shut, but there was a fury in his expression that needed no translation. 

Gracie studied Thaddeus, still with that mild, amused expression on her face. “Navel lad, are you?” she asked. “Well now. Didn’t expect a naval man to come to the aid of pirates. Mightily obliged.” 

Thaddeus’s jaw was clenched tightly, anger sparking from his expression, but Puppy tightened his hand a little on his arm, and Thaddeus managed a small nod. “Of course,” he said, biting irony in his tone. 

Gracie took a long draw on her cigar and turned her head courteously before blowing out the smoke in a thin stream, then glanced around at the rest of them. She caught Shine’s eye, and the amusement at the corner of her mouth deepened, but she only nodded politely. “Thankful you all agreed to come along.” Her voice was a low, pleasant rasp, her tone as mild as her expression. “Wouldn’t have troubled you, except it ain’t all that easy to get a good doctor out on Blackrock, and Puppy’n I’ve run across one another a time or two before. Was hoping he’d be willing to come by and give us a hand.” She turned back to Puppy. “Been a good while since I’ve seen you. You’re looking a damn sight better’n you were back the first time we met.” 

Puppy nodded, but there was a strain around his eyes that Shine hadn’t seen there before. “I am better, thank you,” he said in a low voice. “I…can’t possibly…” 

She shook her head, her own expression going grim for an instant. “Thanks ain’t necessary. Maybe we’re pirates here on Blackrock, but I don’t figure anyone with a measure of humanity left in them’d do different than what we did.” 

Puppy seemed about to protest, but then he just nodded and cleared his throat. For the first time since Shine had met him, though, his smile looked pasted on, and the sight made something twist a little in Shine’s chest. 

“Well, at any rate, I suppose we should know what it is we’re here to help with.” The cheerfulness in his tone was a little forced as well, but Gracie pretended not to notice, even though Shine knew damn well there was very little she didn’t notice. His thoughts were spinning almost too fast for him to pay attention to the conversation. 

How the hell did Puppy know Mad Dog? How the hell was Puppy the one Mad Dog Gracie Madox thought to call for a favour when she needed one? And how in the blessed name of Our Lady of the Ghosts had Shine somehow gotten mixed up in this? 

“Been happening over the last week or two,” Gracie was saying. “Don’t know much about it myself; going to ask Captain Holdfast to give you the proper rundown. Sweet Jenny just put down in port a couple days back. But from what I hear, there’s been vat workers turning up dead. Figure if you know anything at all about Blackrock, you know that ain’t something people here can ignore.” 

Shine raised his eyebrows despite himself. The algae vats were Blackrock’s only source of oxygen. No wonder Gracie had been worried. 

“Is it an illness?” Puppy’s face was creased in concern. 

“Don’t rightly know, myself. Whatever it is, though, them as lived through it weren’t behaving like rational folk. I called you because Holdfast called in to ask for my thoughts on the matter, and I may be a captain, but I ain’t a doctor.” Gracie shrugged. “Most of them they found dead but they got one of them into the hospital. My ship’s doctor, Vee, is good enough that I trust her with my life and those of my crew, but she tells me she ain’t seen nothing like it. Could be some interference from the Level—that’s always possible.” She gave the five of them a wry smile. “Then again, that ain’t strange. Always ready to kill pirates, the Level is.” 

Thaddeus stiffened a little but didn’t speak. The only indication that Gracie noticed was that small deepening of the amusement at the corners of her mouth again. 

“Ain’t staying on Blackrock long, me,” she continued. “Mostly stopped by to make sure you made it in safe—as I said, ain’t everyone on Blackrock as would see a ship with Level markings and not try to shoot it out of the sky, or board her and kill the crew without waiting to hear you out. But now that you’re in safely, I got things to do, and I ain’t going to stick around. I’ve put the word out that you have my protection; long as you don’t go looking for trouble, figure won’t be many as’ll risk going up against you.” 

That was an understatement if Shine had ever heard one. The pirates didn’t have any official form of government, perhaps. But it was an open secret that Gracie was the de facto leader of Blackrock, and there were few who’d risk putting themselves sideways of her. She was smart and canny and a brilliant strategist, and if someone didn’t know her and were judging only by her mild expression and laconic air, they might think that’s how she got the position. But that was the thing about Gracie—for all her unassuming appearance and laid-back speech, if you made yourself her enemy, wittingly or not, she’d kill you without sparing you a second thought. Recoil knew it, and Shine knew it, and he suspected that every person on Blackrock knew it. It might not be immediate, and you might think you’d gotten away with it. But Gracie didn’t forget, and she didn’t forgive, and she didn’t believe in second chances. 

“Of course,” said Puppy, beaming. “I can’t tell you how much we appreciate your thoughtfulness.” 

She smiled at him, and Shine caught a hint of real affection in the expression. “It’s me as should be thanking you.” She paused and leaned in, putting a hand on Puppy’s arm. “And I ain’t one to take favours without repayment. If you need something from me—”

Puppy’s look was so achingly sincere that it was almost impossible to mistrust. “I appreciate the thought, Gracie. But this is our job, and we’re happy to do it.” 

She smiled at him again and leaned in, whispering something in his ear. 

Shine stiffened, but when Gracie straightened, Puppy didn’t turn in Shine’s direction. 

Still… Puppy was a better liar than Shine would likely ever be. His lack of reaction could very well be a front. 

“I’ll send Captain Holdfast over, then,” Gracie said, turning. 

Shine caught her eye and gave a small jerk of his head. Gracie raised her eyebrows but said over her shoulder, “Mind if I take your lad Shine with me? I’ll send Holdfast back with him, avoid any misunderstandings.” 

“Of course.” Puppy’s tone was just as sincere as it had been before. Shine hoped it was real. “Shine, do you mind?” 

“I don’t mind.” His voice was sharp, and he knew it, but hopefully, Puppy would interpret that as nerves. 

He stepped out of the small hangar bay behind Gracie. When they were out of sight of the others, she turned to him, letting the smile in her eyes reach her mouth. “Well, lad. Didn’t expect to see you here.” 

“Did you tell Puppy who I was?” he asked tersely. 

She raised her eyebrows. “Why would I do that? No, I ain’t in the habit of spilling someone else’s secrets.” 

He felt his body relax a little. 

“How’s Recoil?” she asked. 

“He’s fine.” 

“He’s still head of the Ghost Army, no? Heard you were his second now.” 

“Have been for a few years.” 

Gracie smiled a little. “Well. Guess it’s been too long since I stopped by the Stacks. Send him my regards next time you see him.” She paused. “He knows you’re out here, then?” 

Shine gave a short nod. It wasn’t a lie, exactly. 

Gracie’s smile widened just a hint. “I’ll not bear tales to Recoil, neither, lad, not if you don’t ask me to.” 

“He…sent me out here. I’m not sure he expected us to be gone this long,” Shine said, choosing his words carefully. “I have the means to contact him if I need to.” 

She nodded a little, still smiling. “Well then. If I see him before you do, I’ll not speak of this. Figure you can tell your own story when you see fit.” 

Again, Shine felt his shoulders relax a little. He wasn’t sure what it said about him that the thought of seeing Recoil again made him almost as tense as Thaddeus had looked standing in front of Mad Dog Gracie Madox. 

For a few minutes, they walked in silence. Shine could still feel the tension singing through his muscles. 

Gracie and Recoil had an unspoken arrangement—she’d not bother him or the Ghost Army, and he’d not bother her when she stopped by the Stacks in search of goods or supplies or medical attention for one of her crew. There were times when Gracie or Recoil would ask the other for a favour, always well repaid. But he wasn’t sure they could be called friends. Allies, perhaps, over a shared hatred of the Level, but no more. 









