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			1


			‘Someone’s birthright,’ the pawnshop’s owner said. He didn’t say it with any particular tone of judgement or moral responsibility. He just said it, and rubbed the top of his head. ‘It’s real?’


			Marca Nbaro tried to force herself not to snarl. ‘Yes.’


			‘Like I can trust a junkie,’ the man said, but with no more tone than before. He had terrible cerisus and what little hair he had was lank; a failed rejuv.


			Nbaro hadn’t realised that her stolen ‘social assistance’ clothing was so bad.


			The man pressed a tab in the little statuette. It was of a winged lion, in gold and enamel. A holographic coat of arms sprang into existence.


			‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘I guess I could loan you two thousand. Or I’d buy it for three, right now, in cash.’ He nodded, coolly, but a faint note of emotion had crept into his tone for the first time, and the emotion was greed. ‘Someone would kill for this.’


			No shit, Nbaro thought.


			‘Pawn only. I’ll be back.’


			He shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. Not a lot of junkies with patrician patents, eh?’


			She held out her tab – a cheap thing, but the best she could afford that wasn’t controlled.


			‘Pawn,’ she said.


			He shrugged. ‘Retinal scan. Or half the amount in cash.’


			Retinal scan would leave a real trace. On the other hand, if she’d been tracked as far as the pawn shop, Nbaro was fucked anyway.


			‘Retinal scan,’ she said.


			


			The hacker was next. A former classmate … Sarah flashed to mind and Nbaro swallowed, hard.


			A former classmate had found her the hacker. A former classmate who’d been sold to a brothel, and wasn’t broken. Yet.


			Nbaro walked briskly among the Gothic pillars of the restored palazzo under the xenoglas dome. It was the most beautiful place in the world, or at least in her world, which was City, the greatest orbital in Human Space. She was terribly out of place here in her trashy recycle clothes – the kind of clothes that were given away at the care centres, by Social Care and Assistance, to non-citizens, and mendicant citizens, who everyone called SCAMs. She walked quickly and with purpose, because that was her only defence.


			If I’m a mendicant, I’ll look like a busy one.


			Nbaro passed under a light, with its embedded PTZ cameras and an audio link. She put the hood of her recycle jacket up and wondered if every mendicant she’d ever seen was on the run from someone.


			If the Dominus is already looking for me, I’m going to show up on every camera in the City.


			She might as well have worn her uniform. It was in the disposable spacer’s helmet bag she carried. Her Orphanage uniform. It was really the ‘Academy of the Hospital for Wards of the State,’ but everyone called it the ‘Orphanage.’ It was supposed to be a finishing school for children orphaned by their parents, dedicated service to the DHC.


			In fact, it was hell.


			Maybe I’m a fool, Nbaro thought.


			But if she was in Orphanage whites, she’d stand out even more.


			A Security officer glanced at her and then turned for a better look. He wore dark blue, a flightsuit not unlike those worn by Service, and he had a winged-lion badge.


			He waved a hand casually and stepped towards her, and she stopped.


			He smiled. ‘No begging here, OK?’ His voice was pleasant and low.


			Nbaro nodded.


			‘Need me to walk you somewhere?’ he asked.


			She wasn’t taken in by his appearance of friendliness and she ducked her head, shook it, and walked away. She didn’t look back, and he didn’t follow her.


			And there, at the end of the piazza, was her man. He was short, and somehow looked too old and too … dumb … to be a famous criminal hacker. But he was at the right table and he had the Old Catholic Bible next to his coffee.


			He looked up as Nbaro sat down.


			‘Hells, kid, you stick out like a fucking starliner in a navy dock.’ He looked around. ‘I should just leave.’


			‘I have the money.’


			He held up his tab.


			Nbaro thumbed hers and the money was transferred. Just like that – two thousand ducats.


			Her tab beeped, and he was up.


			He glanced at her. ‘I did it inside the shore establishment,’ he said. ‘That ship has a fucking AI. A little advice? Don’t fuck with the AIs, sister. A ship AI will protect its own like a mother with a missing child. If that thing gets on to you, you’re fucking dead. So I didn’t touch the ship. Katalaveno?’ he asked in Greek. ‘Got me?’


			‘I understand.’ Something else to fear.


			‘Good. This is a favour for your friend. The favour is done. Ciao.’


			Favour my ass. I paid you for this.


			Shore Establishment?


			That worried her. The Service had a gigantic headquarters, a small orbital of its own, near the New London shipyards. How …?


			He turned and walked away into the vast crowd.


			In happier times, Nbaro and Sarah had sat here in their uniforms and watched the crowds. Patricians. Spacers. Service. All kinds of people, shopping and chatting, flirting …


			Before the Dominus sold Sarah to a brothel.


			Before …


			Fuck.


			Nbaro saw the two men emerge from the web of lifts and alleys behind the facade of ancient Venice across the square. She knew them both. They were part of the Orphanage ‘Security’, the thugs who roamed the corridors and did as they pleased.


			Was it bad luck? Or had they followed her from the pawn shop?


			Nbaro dropped her tab on the ground and got down to retrieve it, but instead of standing, she started crawling between the tables towards the arcade of pillars. A tourist noticed her and grabbed her fashionable little backpack away, afraid that the SCAMer would take it; another, a ’gyne from the stations, put their hand on their tab.


			Nbaro kept crawling.


			I’m so fucking close.


			If the hacker had done his job …


			It was all insane. The risks were insane, but … No one is taking this away from me. I’ll die fighting for it.


			Nbaro needed to get to the main drum of the Old City – to the space-side end. It was a single long lift ride away. That’s the way she’d planned it. And she could change in the lift car.


			But those two bastards were between her and the lifts.


			The dome that held the square of San Marco, as well as most of the original buildings that had surrounded it, sat in its own xenoglas bubble on the outer walls of the cylinder that was the Old City, where it got the full benefit of spin gravity back in the old days before large-scale artificial gravity came in. Every lift and train from the two docksides at the ends of the cylinder ran to San Marco, because that’s where every spacer and tourist wanted to be. Underside, with its seedy bars, brothels, and nightlife, was almost directly under their feet, ready to relieve them of their digital ducats in a variety of ways.


			Nbaro reached the arcade of pillars and stood up behind one. No security, no thugs. A couple of interested tourists. And the cameras, of course.


			She walked along the arcade, head down, trying to blend in. She glanced sidelong at the two Orphanage officers, and kept moving.


			They began to scan the piazza. So … they didn’t have a tracker on her and they weren’t watching her on remotes or using the cameras.


			Still in the game.


			Nbaro changed her plan. She could go all the way along the arcaded walk to the far end, and then take a tourist lift downstation to Underside. She could catch a lift for Dockside from there, and leave them …


			Shit.


			They both saw her at almost the same time, and they both smiled.


			Nbaro knew what those smiles meant.


			This isn’t how I want to die.


			She dropped caution, and ran.


			She was running along the arcaded shopfronts and coffee houses towards the ancient cathedral itself, its strange domes silhouetted by floodlights against the darkness of space. The planet beneath them was just coming into view, the reflected sunlight almost dazzling after the artificial light. The square to her right was full of people, and now she was running away from the lifts.


			Marca Nbaro was long-legged, and fast, and neither of the Dominus’s bruisers was particularly gifted at running. But in three steps, she saw one on his tab, and she knew that her options were narrowing.


			I have to try for Dockside, she thought. Now or never. They can get fifty friends on me in Underside.


			Nbaro put a pillar between herself and her pursuers and turned into a service corridor marked Emergency Personnel Only. She got through the door and already felt she’d made the wrong decision; the door was taking too long to close. And she was taking an absurd risk: she was guessing that there were service corridors behind the shopfront facade.


			I’m an idiot.


			Nbaro ran. She was behind the row of shops that catered to spacers and tourists in the square, and heads turned, but she ran until she reached a cross-corridor, and then she turned, again, functioning on some innate understanding of how the station was constructed and that there must be some access to the spaces between compartments …


			A ladder, and a lift down. A woman coming out of the lift.


			Nbaro leapt past her and pressed the stud and the mesh doors hissed shut. She could hear pounding footsteps, and Bruks, the terror of the hallways back at the Orphanage, appeared around the last corner.


			‘Nbaro, stop. We can talk this out.’ He had a tab in one hand … and a small sub-lethal in the other.


			‘Talk this out’ meant he beat the crap out of her, or he and his partner raped her. Both, probably. Nbaro knew the drill.


			The big woman frowned and pressed her override button. The lift sank away into the floor.


			For absolutely no reason, the big woman by the lift had just saved her life.


			As Nbaro sank away, she heard the woman say, ‘You got some ID, buddy?’


			The lift had only two stops – up and down – and it sank into the main cylinder of the Old City. For a moment she passed through the old armour plating – massive plates of cerocrete and steel. Then the lift burst into brilliant light and stopped, and the door opened.


			A cargo elevator. From an internal loading dock on one of the City’s magnificent vacuum canals. Nbaro stepped out onto the loading dock and someone shouted on the dock, but she just kept moving, out through the open hatch and …


			‘Hells!’ she spat.


			Nbaro was a long way up in the drum, and from here, with the artificial gravity, the ‘sky’ was now below her. Which meant that her loading dock was now upside down, and ten thousand metres down.


			There was a space skiff, a little hob boat with a simple hydrofus engine sitting against the airlock, dogged in, and being unloaded – recycle crates marked for shops. Nbaro was tempted to steal the boat; she suspected she could.


			But that way madness lay. The canal control AI could shut her down in seconds.


			This is insane.


			Instead of stealing the boat, Nbaro crossed the airlock-bridge and walked out into a street in Underside. When she let the hatch close behind her, the artificial sunlight of the main drum vanished, to be replaced by brilliant LED lighting, and the mixed smells of urine and food.


			Back in Underside. The last place she wanted to be.


			Nbaro blinked. Her stomach growled, despite everything. But it wasn’t a time to hesitate.


			She crossed two passages without incident, and she was one short alley from the Underside square when the blow took her in the side of the head.


			It hit her hard. Pain flared, and anger with it, and Nbaro rolled as she’d been taught even as a hard hand clenched on her collar.


			She went limp. She was, at best, semi-conscious, and it wasn’t hard to play to worse. She knew they’d want her alive. He would want her alive.


			‘I got her,’ the man said into his tab.


			Nbaro rammed her shiv into his groin and ripped up, avoiding his body armour, and severing the artery where the leg joins the trunk. Blood seemed to explode over her outstretched hand, and the man died against her. Nbaro breathed in the exhalation of his last breath; they were close as lovers.


			Karlo. Now that’s …


			No heads turned.


			… satisfying …


			Nbaro let him fall off her. She was covered in his blood, slick with it. Hands sticky.


			I killed him.


			I killed him …


			No time for that shit now.


			Nbaro was behind a restaurant, or a taverna; it was an alley she’d used as a short cut to the square before, and the litter of condoms and other toys suggested that other people used it for various other purposes, too. But the taverna had a kitchen, and the kitchen door was open so the cook could smoke something.


			By luck, he stepped out. He glanced her way … and then deliberately turned his back on her and lit something.


			Nbaro was tempted to cross herself. Instead, she slipped past him and inside – kitchen, washroom. It was tiny, and filthy, and she didn’t have time to be careful.


			The dirty little washroom didn’t have a camera. That much she checked before she stripped and pulled on the Service Blue coveralls of the very lowest ranking officer. A midshipper. She washed her face as fast as she could, attempted to dry it with a recycle towel that did nothing to take water away. She got her feet into the regulation boots she’d bought on the black market. They were too big.


			The little stall had a mirror, and she looked in it. There was blood beside her mouth, and three spots like caste marks on her forehead, and she cleaned it again.


			No time. No time. Once they find the body …


			There was blood under her nails.


			Nbaro pulled on her Orphanage gloves, which were white, and correct with the coverall.


			‘Midshipper Marca Nbaro,’ said the woman in the mirror. ‘Reporting aboard.’


			She sounded good. She was surprised at herself; ninety seconds ago, she’d ripped the life out of a man she hated.


			‘Reporting aboard,’ she said again.


			Nbaro walked right out the front of the restaurant, and her Service Blue was suddenly like armour; Security didn’t even look at her. Spacers smiled, or frowned, but they got out of her way.


			She walked two shabby blocks to Underside Square, pushed through the crowd, and boarded a lift.


			Should have worn this from the start.


			I over-thought it. As fucking usual.


			In ten minutes, Nbaro collected the rest of her baggage at a locker in Space Side – a duffel and a longer, non-regulation bag – and then, without letting herself think about it, she was at Dockside. She saluted the Shore Patrol station and was passed without an ID check; the Marine on duty saluted.


			That stung, somehow.


			All her bags had to go through sniffers and scans, and the sailor at the security scanner grinned.


			‘Nice swords, miz,’ she said.


			Nbaro tried to smile back, but the fear was too much. She heard the lift doors open behind her, and she made herself collect her bags, nod to the sailor, and moved to the nearest brow in near zero g, a long umbilical of reinforced plastic running through the vast open space of the Docks to the matt black of the ship that hung above her by a hundred such connections.


			‘Officers’ brow, miz,’ the sailor on the security sensor said. ‘That’s for enlisted.’


			Nbaro could barely see the greatship; the thick plastic umbilical hadn’t been built for tourists. And she had a moment of panic, because this wasn’t in any sim, and she didn’t know which brow to take.


			Another spacer in a bright yellow harness for moving cargo raised an eyebrow.


			‘First time, miz?’ he asked. ‘That one.’


			Nbaro gave him a grateful, distracted nod.


			Christ.


			She couldn’t stop herself from looking back at the lifts.


			No one she knew. But three men, heavy …


			Keep going.


			Nbaro entered the access tunnel and it seemed to run forever, rising above her in the very low gravity. She climbed hand over hand, keeping one hand for the ship at all times as she’d been taught remorselessly. Her duffel bobbed along with her, accelerating when she moved too fast and then tugging at the short tether that held it to her like a faithful pet in a holo performance. Her sword bag looked as if it might hold a musical instrument – broad like the bell of a trumpet at one end, tapering away to narrow enough for the neck of a guitar.


			It was surprisingly cold in the plastic tunnel. Simulations never seemed to match reality; in the sims …


			My experience in sims is going to be the death of me.


			Nbaro had expected everything to be … cleaner. Neater. And warmer, to say the least.


			At least there was air. Very cold air.


			She looked back down the long tunnel to the Dockside. She half-expected pursuit, or arrest, or an announcement …


			Maybe, just this once, something worked.


			Nbaro smiled nervously, and continued to tug herself along. She was alone in the brow; it was a routine dockside day, and the vast cargo ship wasn’t even loading for its next run yet. Most of the crew would still be in City with their families.


			She’d timed it that way. Sort of.


			The spin of City was imparted to all of the habitable portions, but the greatships docked at the non-spin ends. Nbaro had grown up watching them from the Orphanage; they were so large that they were visible from almost anywhere, extending for kilometres past the City’s docks and drum. And they were distinctive. Greatships were shaped like sword blades, needle-sharp at the bow where their railgun tubes opened, and tapering to broad hilts to support the massive engines. They weren’t aerodynamic, precisely, but they were built to support enormous velocities – up to 0.3c – when even interstellar particles and monatomic hydrogen needed to be brushed aside. They were so big that at sub-light speeds they had drag, and needed to be shaped accordingly. City might have hundreds, even thousands, of ships in its merchant and military fleets, but there were only nine greatships, and she knew all of them: Dubai and Athens, New York and Venice, Hong Kong and Tokyo, London and Samarkand and Tyre.


			And now Marca Nbaro was going to serve on one.


			Imposter.


			She looked back again. She was going to make it.


			Maybe.


			At last, Nbaro got to the end of the tether and linked her feet to the little platform. Despite the presence of atmosphere in the long plasteel tunnel, there was an airlock. Of course. She felt foolish for not imagining an airlock. But there wasn’t a sim for boarding. She had to play this by ear. Her one ride on a Service warship had been completely different, and she’d gone aboard while it was hard-docked to station.


			She put a hand on the amber plate beside the lock. It was cold, right through her uniform gloves, but the chip in her palm was read by the device, and the airlock hissed open. Her big duffel coasted past her from some motion of her shoulders, and then fell to the airlock deck with a thud.


			Artificial gravity. The boundary felt funny as she crossed the line from the brow to the deck.


			And then Marca Nbaro was aboard the Athens.


			She couldn’t budge the grin from her face, despite the conflict between delight and anxiety. The lock closed behind her and she glanced up at a beautiful tell-all, a baroque brass or bronze instrument that looked handmade, and was fitted with a cut crystal screen. The instrument, and the inner hatch, radiated age and craftsmanship. And careful maintenance.


			I’m here.


			The telltale went from red to amber to green, and as it passed into green Nbaro put her gloved hand on the inner plate and was rewarded with a deep, musical sound like a bell.


			The inner hatch, etched on every brazen blade with a pattern of acanthus leaves like something from a museum, irised open, the blades sliding over each other almost instantly. It took Nbaro’s breath away, and with it what remained of her composure, so that she eventually went through the inner airlock like a startled rat, clumsily dragging her duffel.


			Training and constant repetition saved her, and she faced aft automatically and snapped a crisp salute, despite the fact that she couldn’t see anything like the banner of the DHC floating in the hard vacuum of space. That salute was a ceremony older than space, and she knew it.


			Nbaro relished it, just a little.


			I’m doing this.


			Salute complete, she turned to face the officer of the deck, who stood casually in a shipboard uniform of midnight-blue coveralls just like hers, except with two thin gold lines at each cuff.


			‘Midshipper …’ Nbaro’s voice came out like a pen nib scratching paper, and she cleared her throat. ‘Midshipper Marca Nbaro reporting aboard,’ she said.


			Here we go.


			The officer’s mouth twitched – not quite a smile, and yet quite friendly, in a military way.


			‘Welcome aboard, Ms Nbaro,’ he said. ‘You’re very early.’


			He was a first lieutenant, and thus far enough above her that she had to be careful.


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


			Nbaro was tempted to say, ‘Sir, I overthink everything and I’m not always the best with people and a lot of what you’re about to read is a lie and I may be pursued so I thought I’d come aboard all by myself, and you know, the Orphanage is a wretched place and I’ve waited my whole life to be here …’


			She was distracted and missed what he was saying. Her brown skin flushed.


			I am an idiot. This isn’t going to work. This is insane.


			The lieutenant smiled. ‘He’ll be here in a moment. First time aboard the Athens?’ he asked, as if she was a person.


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


			He’s going to see through me.


			‘Tab, please,’ he said.


			Nbaro fought down her terror.


			What can they do to me if they catch me? Throw me out? To the hells with them all if they try.


			She stripped off her uniform glove and saw there was still blood under her nails, but it was too late. She reached into her coverall pocket and produced her tab – the smallest and cheapest authorised by the Service: no AI; barely capable of reading all the required systems. Far more expensive than she could afford. And it carried the big lie. The hacker’s lie.


			Poverty, pawnbroker’s records, a tab ducat balance of minus 6. And a criminal hack job.


			Why?


			Oh, right: no choice.


			Nbaro waited for some little dig about her cheap tab, or for his keen eyes to take in the dried blood, but he took the tab and looked it over.


			‘Codes, please,’ he said.


			Same as the Orphanage; not that she’d ever owned such a device as an orphan. A few others had.


			The ones who co-operated.


			Nbaro typed in the code.


			He ran the screen across some sort of reader. He made a face.


			She could smell her own sweat.


			‘You’re not in the system,’ he said. ‘AI says …’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Ah.’


			Nbaro couldn’t breathe.


			Oh. Fuck.


			‘Ah, I see. Morosini just updated from the Shore Establishment and there you are.’


			He shrugged, as if this sort of thing happened every day, and handed the tab back.


			‘Now you’re in the system. Your tab has your codes, your stateroom location, your workspace, your battle station, and a whole lot of SOP that I recommend you read as soon as you have a chance.’


			Nbaro nodded. Incredulous.


			‘Yes, sir.’


			That’s all? It worked? Some two-bit hacker in Castello made it work?


			‘We’ve downloaded your retinal scan, fingerprints and palm print. Any door that ought to open to you will. If it doesn’t, it shouldn’t. You can no doubt find your own way to your stateroom on O-3, but I’m getting you a guide. Athens is a lovely ship, but she’s had several hundred years to become a labyrinth.’


			Now her brain was starting to function, and so Nbaro began to take in the formal quarterdeck: the magnificent bronze statue of Athena, an ancient Terran goddess; the dark blue velvet that covered the protective matting that lined every bulkhead and every corridor on any City ship; the crisp bronze edging, sometimes intricately decorated with acanthus leaves; the oil paintings of past Masters of the Athens, more than twenty of them. At some point in the testing for her assignment she’d memorised all their names, but they were gone now, learnt and dumped like a lot of celestial navigation and a whole pile of mathematics.


			It was all old. And unbelievable.


			I’m here.


			The officer of the deck was smiling broadly.


			‘We’re so glad you like our ship,’ he said.


			‘It’s incredible,’ Nbaro said. ‘Sir.’


			‘You don’t know the half of it,’ he said. ‘It really is incredible. I’ve been aboard four years and I’m not sure I’ve seen her stem to stern.’


			She was looking at the paintings. One of Elena Svaro was quite old, done in an impressionist style no one would use any more, and she had been painted in powered combat armour, faceplate open, the hump of her armoured air tank rising over her left shoulder like a wing. Nbaro thought Svaro had been the second captain; certainly the Svaros were one of the most powerful patrician clans. Ancient, too. Powered armour had gone out when EMP beams came in.


			‘My ancestor.’ The officer offered her his hand to clasp. ‘I’m Anthony.’ Nbaro flinched, and then took it. ‘Anthony Svaro,’ he added. ‘You may call me Anthony off duty.’


			She nodded, overwhelmed. ‘Sir.’


			She glanced at the sixth captain.


			Ricardo Nbaro. My own ancestor.


			His blue-black African face held an open friendliness that carried across the centuries and accused her of being too closed, too reticent.


			Guilty, ancestor, but also here to make changes. I can do this. Let me try.


			The aft compartment hatch chimed, its crystal tell-all flashing through the cycle, and a small man in a tight jumpsuit came through, his sleeves rolled up to reveal intricate tattoos, some of which moved, and all of which defined muscles that spoke of constant training in high g.


			‘Petty Officer Locran, if you’d be so kind as to take Midshipper …?’


			‘Nbaro, sir,’ she said.


			He really was treating her like a person. Nbaro wasn’t used to it and she was suspicious. What did he want?


			‘Just so … Midshipper Nbaro to her stateroom, please.’ He paused.


			Here it comes.


			‘Where’s the rest of your kit, Miz Nbaro?’


			I have no kit. I have sixteen demerits and I’m not even a cadet any more. If they catch me, I won’t be disciplined, I’ll be sold. Or killed.


			Stop that.


			‘I’ll bring it aboard when I settle in,’ she said. ‘Sir.’


			The duty officer nodded. ‘Carry on, Miz Nbaro.


			The rating smiled affably. ‘Come with me, Miz Nbaro.’


			She hefted her duffel, which was much harder to move in artificial gravity. Weight and mass – they were not the same thing at all. She got it on her shoulder with the other bag, which was strapped to her back. Naturally, it caught in the hatchway.


			‘I can take one of those, miz,’ Petty Officer Locran offered.


			Nbaro bent over enough to get the tapered end of the bag through the hatch and also managed to get her legs over the knee-knocker. Every compartment was airtight, and the bulkheads that held the hatches rose as much as twenty centimetres above the deck; she heard the hatch iris close behind her, and the flash of light reflecting from it threw a brilliant spray of colour over the bulkheads, which were themselves covered in decoration.


			‘I’ve got it,’ she said.


			Locran said nothing; just led her along a series of passageways. The tiles and carpeting changed under her feet, and the straps of her luggage and the management of it kept her from seeing much else, so she watched as the green and white parquetry tiles gave way to black and white, and then dark blue and gold.


			Locran paused in the hatch, which was dogged-open, an old sea-cant phrase that meant the iris was locked wide, only the knife edges of the xenoglas gleaming in the golden light of the overhead lamps.


			‘Blue-tile,’ he said quietly, with something that sounded like reverence.


			Marca Nbaro had passed every examination they could throw at her, done every simulation available, but she didn’t know what ‘blue-tile’ meant, beyond that it was the most luxurious combination so far. Even the ducts running along this passageway were brightly polished; old alloys of copper and brass that pre-dated the xenoglas tubes that glowed overhead. Scenes from ancient Terran mythology were painted along the bulkheads as murals, the florid style somehow at peace with the polished brass and copper. Right in front of her, a fire hose access port, polished like a beer tap in a very expensive taverna, emerged from a Satyr’s loins, and she grinned at the visual joke.


			Nbaro considered asking about it, but Locran hurried along. The opulent passageway wasn’t wide, by any means, and every frame of the ship had its own dogged-open iris and its own bronze battle lantern, perfectly polished and throwing the same golden light as the modern xenoglas.


			‘Shit,’ Locran whispered. ‘Brace!’


			That was one command one heard all too often at the Orphanage. Nbaro turned and stood at attention against the muraled bulkhead, shoulders pressed in between two fauns.


			Three officers came through a dark bronze hatch. Two of them were commanders – beings so senior to Nbaro as to be both perilous and alien – and the third was a captain, the highest rank in the DHC Service. They were all tall, all dark-haired; one strongly male, one androgyne, and one female. The woman had been speaking, and was caught in mid-sentence.


			‘… nothing if we go back in the green,’ said the lighter voice.


			‘Nah,’ the ’gyne said, navigating the knee-knocker.


			They stopped.


			‘Locran?’


			‘Sir?’ her guide responded.


			‘And who’s this?’ the softer-voiced androgyne asked. They had wide shoulders, a hint of breasts, narrow hips. And long legs and torso. Most ’gynes came from orbitals.


			‘New midshipper, tir.’


			Locran spoke over her, using the respectful ‘tir’ for the non-gendered, thus relieving Nbaro of making any hasty decisions.


			The tall man didn’t even glance at her.


			‘Locran, is it? You know the regulations for using the Blue-tile, do you not?’


			Nbaro knew that pompous tone. She’d heard it all her life.


			The tallest of the three officers was the ’gyne. They gave an eye roll.


			‘XO, do you have to play the game? We’re in port and Locran’s actually working.’ They winked.


			Nbaro got that one. The XO was the Executive Officer; the second in command of the ship. She knew who he was from her studies; Captain Rajiv Aadavan.


			The man addressed as XO grunted. He returned to conversation with the other officers and shrugged.


			‘I expect I’ll be downing a pint before anyone has to make the decision. Why do these things happen on my watch?’


			‘You’re a goose,’ the woman replied and Nbaro saw the captain flush, as if the teasing comment actually insulted him. And then they were gone at the next intersection, a cross-corridor that ran from the starboard side main passageway to the port-side main passageway.


			‘Lucky,’ Locran breathed, and they passed the intersection themselves, the androgyne’s voice carrying until they were through another iris valve and into another green and white chequerboard passageway.


			Locran breathed out a long sigh, and flashed her a smile.


			‘My apologies, miz,’ he said. ‘I thought, as we was on shore watch only, that we could …’ He shrugged. ‘Cut through Blue-tile.’


			‘Blue-tile, Petty Officer Locran?’ she asked.


			He seemed nice enough that Nbaro could risk revealing this small piece of ignorance, and she was determined not to be afraid of everything. Determined. Besides, his shoulder flash said Intel and she was Flight. She’d probably never see him again; there were ten thousand people in the crew of a greatship.


			‘Blue-tile, miz.’ He looked both ways, as if imparting a secret. ‘Master’s command spaces, miz.’


			Almighty, what else didn’t they teach me? she wondered.


			‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Forbidden?’


			‘Well,’ Locran said with a slight smile, ‘restricted. Master’s pretty lenient if you have a compelling reason.’ He shrugged. ‘And that was Mister Aadavan. He’s the XO and he can make your life …’ The petty officer smiled. ‘Interesting.’


			Nbaro nodded. No one in her life at the Orphanage had ever used the word lenient. But interesting sounded normal – and bad.


			‘Cheers, miz,’ he said. ‘Come on, let me carry that.’


			She flushed. ‘Thank you, Petty Officer Locran, but I have them.’


			He nodded, as if dismissing their moment of intimate communication.


			‘Very well, miz. This way.’


			They took a cross-corridor towards the spine of the ship. The Athens – she’d memorised the ship’s vitals as part of her examinations – was more than nine kilometres long, and had her own gravity system. Her decks were stacked like planet-side buildings, bow to stern on the enormous ship, instead of being stacked like a wedding cake, the way smaller ships had to be to take on a simulation of gravity when under thrust. She had sixteen main decks, six above her main flight tubes and massive cargo bays, numbered O-1 to O-7 as you went ‘higher’, and ten decks below called First Deck through Tenth Deck, the tenth being ‘lowest’ in the realm of artificial gravity, except that everything below fifth deck was a warren of giant holds, some without artificial gravity, some without air, all the realm of the Cargo office. Most of the decks had engineering spaces towards the stern, where the four giant power plants and the enormous subordinate reactors were a kilometre deep on almost every deck and level.


			Each deck except the open cargo/flight deck had two main passageways, one on either side of her spine and the massive railguns that ran the whole length of the ship. The cross-corridors went either over or under the railgun tubes. Subsidiary passageways, some so narrow that two crewers couldn’t pass abreast, ran off the main passageways and sometimes off the cross-corridors, although the enormous electromagnets of the railguns and the super-cooled quantum computers at the heart of the ship’s function filled most of the spaces on the centreline.


			The overhead of the cross-corridor had straps running along the walls and the overhead.


			‘Petty Officer Locran, does the ship ever operate without artificial gravity?’ she asked.


			Locran nodded. ‘Combat. Battle drills. Some station manoeuvres.’ He nodded at the straps. ‘Have you been in the Black, miz?’


			Nbaro nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘While training. I’ve been to Tooler and Kephlos.’


			That was actually true. She knew they were both small potatoes: Tooler was the massive orbital yard over New London, the major inhabited planet in the same system as City; Kephlos was the extensively mined gas giant a single jump away. That experience was real, too. Her only live experience of the Service.


			‘Been out?’ he asked. He meant out of the environment, in a suit.


			She hitched her bags again. ‘Yes.’


			‘Like it, miz?’


			In truth, her shakedown cruise to Kephlos had been made a living hell by two young men determined to bed her by whatever means they could, and equally determined to make it a competition in which she was a prize, not a participant. They were both patricians and both bigger than her, so she’d had to be very careful indeed. One of her more successful tactics had been volunteering for every single Extra-Vehicular Activity that was available.


			‘I have my pin,’ she said.


			The air-bottle pin meant the wearer was fully qualified for EVA.


			He flashed a grin. ‘Outstanding.’ He sounded as if he meant it.


			‘And I like it,’ she admitted.


			EVA was humbling, in a way that she imagined staring straight into the eyes of one of the ancient gods might be humbling, but she liked it.


			‘Ever used a drop-shaft?’ he asked.


			‘No,’ she said sheepishly.


			Drop-shaft? How many details hadn’t she learnt? How much would she have to pretend to know, and learn on the fly? How in twenty freezing hells had she missed a detail like this?


			‘We can climb a ladder or even take an elevator up to O-3, but you might as well learn to use the zero-g shafts now.’ He looked back at her. ‘They’re fun,’ he said, sounding less than professional. ‘And we only have them on greatships. The moment you step off, you’re in zero g. It’s important to swing off onto a handhold and be sure you have a good anchor. Then you can kick off or use the rungs. Don’t just float into the shaft – they’re big enough that you can float around for a while, and people will mock the shit out of you.’


			No doubt they will anyway, Nbaro thought bitterly. Mockery was the social currency of the Orphanage, the punishment for every infraction.


			She watched him lean out, grab a rung beside the entrance, and then swing over into zero g. In a moment he had gone from vertical to horizontal, his feet facing her. It was odd, but she understood the concept. She stepped after him and grabbed the other rung, and her duffel slammed into her head. She almost lost her grip and fought down panic, embarrassment – all the usual things.


			‘Fuck,’ she squeaked.


			‘Miz, I could take that duffel now,’ he said.


			Nbaro was sure he was trying to help her.


			‘No thanks,’ she said.


			This time his smile was more suit yourself than yes, miz.


			He kicked off with the ease of long experience. Almost any born and bred citizen of City had used zero g since adolescence, but Locran was truly expert. He passed through the shaft like a porpoise swimming in Old Terra’s seas.


			Nbaro started down the rungs of the ladder set into the sides of the shaft, moving far more carefully. She kept one hand for the ship and thus moved slowly, while Petty Officer Locran made it to his target platform with one kick and a balletic landing, rotating in the middle like an acrobat.


			She managed in minutes what took him seconds.


			‘Watch when you step through, miz, there’s gravity,’ he said.


			He went through and Nbaro watched as his uniform flightsuit changed in gravity, the billowing of the legs and midsection suddenly gone as the fabric fell.


			She stepped through and managed to misjudge her luggage once again, and it fell far enough to unbalance her.


			Locran’s arm shot out, caught one of her luggage straps and hauled her onto the O-3 level.


			‘Officer country,’ he said, as if he hadn’t just saved her from floating back out into the drop-shaft.


			Without asking again, he snaked the duffel off her shoulder and threw it over his own.


			Nbaro flushed with embarrassment. One of the absolute rules of the Orphanage was to never, ever make anyone do menial labour to serve you. She hadn’t been aboard an hour and here was a senior rating carrying one of her bags. She felt she’d failed a test.


			Locran seemed unbothered as he headed along the cross-corridor to the main passageway, after a hundred metres of green and red tile.


			‘O-3 level, Port Side main passageway, Section 5, frame 0333 aft,’ he said. ‘That’s you. So, this is the—’


			‘The Port Side Aft main passageway,’ Nbaro said in a rush, to prove that she understood what he was saying. ‘Five kilometres from the bow, frames counted from forward to aft.’


			‘Yes, miz.’ He pointed forward. ‘The Space Operations Centre and the Combat Information Centre are on this passageway because we’re directly below the Tower. Further forward, you’ll find all the flight ready rooms on O-2 and O-3. You’ll basically live on this passageway.’ He grinned. ‘After all, it’s ten klicks long.’


			He led the way, and they irised through two hatches and past the next cross-corridor; Nbaro read a few of the plaques on side-hatches: Onboard Logistics; Main Cargo; Small Cargo …


			She wasn’t a Cargo officer but she knew they were very important. They controlled the load and the unload, and they bought and sold with full authority from the DHC; in some instances, they outranked the Master. Her cabin was on the same corridor as the Cargo offices. So noted.


			Locran pointed at a side hatch. It was painted green and had a blank brass plaque and an elaborate floral decoration cast into the airtight door. A personal cabin didn’t rate an iris. She put her still-gloved hand to the touch plate and a bell rang, indicating that she had permission to enter. The heavy, airtight metal door pivoted beautifully on its hinges; it was incredibly old-fashioned, and so was the stateroom beyond.


			‘Miz, you must have won some sort of lottery,’ Locran said. He was still standing in the passageway. ‘A two-rack? For a midshipper?’ He smiled to show that he meant no offence.


			Nbaro shook her head in awe. ‘I’ve never …’


			She was used to sharing her bunk room with twenty-four other orphans, all wards of the DHC. On her shakedown cruises, the six-acceleration-couch staterooms had seemed lonely. This was unthinkable luxury.


			She looked into the cabin, with two acceleration couches – often called crash-couches or racks. They sat one atop the other like old-fashioned bunks, in a frame of bronze, steel and carbon laminate that allowed both couches to rotate through every axis. The couches themselves were made of a respondent gel, and they were equipped with straps and injectors for high-g survival. They looked like baroque torture devices and their elaborate outer decoration, while beautiful in a clockwork, rococo way, gave Nbaro a moment’s unease.


			The stateroom was completed by two fold-down desks, and one fold-out chair as well as one that moved. It seemed difficult to believe that half of all this space was just for her.


			Nbaro turned back.


			‘Oh, please come in, Petty Officer Locran.’


			He smiled without mirth. ‘No, thanks, miz. No enlisted in an officer’s private space. Double that for opposite sex, miz.’


			‘Oh.’ Nbaro flushed again and felt foolish. ‘I’m sorry …’


			He shook his head. ‘When you been in the Deep Black three months with nothing to do but watch-standing,’ he said, ‘all the rules will make more sense. Miz.’


			Three months. She was aboard the Athens, and they would travel. For two years. Or more.


			‘Thanks, Petty Officer Locran,’ Nbaro said formally. She was still taking in the … the … richness. There was a beautifully framed wooden panel between the upper and lower crash-couches, and another decorative panel over the desk that proved to be a small hatch.


			The only jarring note was that one desk was open and on its polished metal surface sat a stack of rather incongruous recyclable boxes marked in katakana. The Japanese script was familiar enough throughout the Human Sphere; she could even read some. These were screens.


			Locran followed her glance.


			‘We’re installing new screens ship-wide,’ he admitted. ‘Sometimes the old equipment isn’t …’


			He shrugged, unwilling to say anything against his ship. Greatship sailors were famous for their loyalty to their vast hulks.


			Nbaro went to the far bulkhead. The decoration and the bronze edging had fooled her; there was supposed to be a screen here – a surprisingly large one for the amount of wall space available. The edges would cover a handful of pipes, one of which was surprisingly warm to the touch. The other was shielded by xenoglas protective fibre and was still cool.


			The bulkhead itself was covered with the remains of a decorative fresco – a scene of some ancient god waving a sword. But that was obviously meant to be concealed behind the screen.


			She looked at the boxes. Good screens weren’t cheap, and the ones stacked on the desk looked expensive.


			She threw her bags on the upper acceleration couch, automatically assuming that she would be junior to anyone entering the cabin with her – bunk, or in this case, crash-couch location being a sign of social status everywhere she’d ever been, and ‘Midshipper, Orphanage-trained’ being the lowest life form of which she was aware. New London and City Academy graduated their officers the same day, staggered by grade-point average so that each new midshipper had their starting seniority based on their performance. The Orphanage graduated a full day after, ensuring every single Orphanage graduate was outranked by any graduate from the academies.


			Which is a technicality anyway, since I didn’t graduate.


			Nbaro turned back to Locran.


			‘I’m sorry to keep you, Petty Officer Locran, but is there a … workshop? Where I can get my screens cut?’


			Locran gave his slightly patronising smile. ‘You think you can install your own screens?’ he asked.


			Nbaro shrugged. ‘Yes?’ She was annoyed at the uncertain rise at the end of the word.


			Locran didn’t lose the smile. He looked at her for quite some time, and she flushed.


			‘Miz, if I could … arrange for them to be cut –’ he glanced over his shoulder – ‘in exchange for a favour.’


			Well, that was familiar ground.


			‘No sex,’ she snapped.


			He looked shocked. ‘Miz!’ he protested. ‘I was thinking pie. Officers get pie and cake, in their mess.’


			Nbaro deflated, and her hand, reaching for her shiv, fell away. She was shaking with adrenaline, ready to go. To fight.


			‘Sorry, miz,’ he said. He looked as if he might say more.


			She blinked, focused, pushed away all the bad thoughts. She’d promised herself a new start; promised herself she would be less afraid. Be an officer.


			‘Pie and cake can be managed,’ she said.


			Smile. Make them like you. This is it, you have one shot.


			‘Then let’s see what we can do,’ he said. ‘Come with me, miz.’


			Nbaro followed him out, clicking her beautiful hatch closed, and hearing the closed-and-locked chime sound softly. She almost wanted to go back inside, to touch everything again.


			He walked her forward along the passageway, which seemed to stretch on forever past the Cargo offices and the Logistics office again, and then some unmarked hatchways that looked like more staterooms and storage.


			Left at a cross-corridor, towards the outer hull. They were near frame 120, well forward; she couldn’t exactly leave breadcrumbs, but she was trying to follow along in her mental picture of the ship.


			Locran stopped.


			‘There’s your ready room. You’ll be there all the time. And this is EVA Rigging – all the spacesuits and anything you’ll need for space operations are in this shop.’


			They took a turn to the right into a very narrow corridor, like one of the alleys in the seedier inner parts of the City, and through a dogged-open hatch; inside, the space extended up into the level above, forming a high loft for storage. EVA suits hung in near-infinite rows – at least six high above her – all on some sort of rail system so that any suit could be dialled up and summoned.


			‘Hey,’ Locran called.


			A young woman, not much older than Nbaro, came around a counter.


			‘Spacer Chu,’ Locran said formally. ‘Midshipper Nbaro.’


			Chu frowned. ‘Miz?’ she asked.


			‘Midshipper Nbaro wants to install her own screens,’ Locran said.


			‘Got the measurements?’ Chu asked, all business.


			Nbaro felt foolish. ‘I can get them.’


			Chu shrugged. ‘Then sure, miz. I got nothin’ else goin’. It’s shore watch.’


			‘Slice o’ pie?’ Locran asked.


			Chu looked pained.


			‘For a new spacer? I’ll hook Ms Nbaro up, hakuna matata.’ She made a shooing motion. ‘Get the measurements, miz. I’ll warm up the table.’


			Nbaro was aware that a spacer, who was vastly inferior in rank, was giving her orders. On the other hand, the woman was most definitely doing her a favour.


			‘I’m on it.’


			‘And bring the screens,’ Chu said.


			Nbaro considered a variety of responses to that, and settled for ‘Hakuna matata.’


			‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ Locran said.


			Nbaro waited until they reached the main corridor junction, then said, ‘I appreciate your time.’


			‘Know your way back and forth?’ Locran asked.


			‘Yes, Petty Officer Locran,’ she said.


			He nodded. ‘Good. Welcome aboard, miz. One more word? Athens is old. There’s … things here. And places you don’t go. At least, not alone. Not until you have your space legs. Right? Mister Svaro assigned me to you. Hit the call button on your intro app and I’ll report to your stateroom.’


			‘Oh,’ Nbaro said. ‘Is this bad duty?’


			He made a face. ‘Not so bad, miz.’


			She nodded in what she hoped was a crisp and officer-like manner.


			‘Very well,’ she said. ‘Thanks, Petty Officer Locran.’


			‘Hakuna matata, miz,’ he said with a smile.


			Nbaro walked back to her new quarters with a thrill to have her own space, and find it exactly where she expected it. She had a tape measure in her bag, along with a cheap multi-tool manufactured on New London. It was based on originals made in far-off India, on Old Terra, from far superior metal. The steel of her multi-tool was soft, but sufficient for unscrewing the latten edging meant to hold the nanoscreens; after the decorative edging was removed, she measured the inside tracks, and even worked out where one screen would need to be flexed to get past the pipes.


			Nbaro noted it all on her new tab, picked up the stack of screen boxes and carried them down the passageway, meeting no one. She turned at the correct corner, seeing every frame had a little sign indicating its number and location, like street signs in City. It was a simple thing, but she felt another little thrill of accomplishment getting to the workshop. Just the stroll from her stateroom to the workshop reminded her that the ship was vast.


			The hatch was still dogged-open, but this time she caught a glimpse of the door-plate.


			‘EVA Rigger’ it said.


			The interior of the shop was as elaborate as the rest of the ship; one full wall was dominated by a screen, which was playing a popular drama with second-rate swordplay, but the rows of EVA suits hung on elaborate trifold bronze hooks that were themselves affixed to the bulkhead on rails of blue molybdenum steel; a glance up confirmed that EVA suits could be accessed in three dimensions, running on those rails.


			‘Petty Officer Chu?’


			‘Spacer Chu,’ the woman said. She’d been sitting at a very old-fashioned sewing machine. ‘Might test for petty officer next year. Let’s see what you got.’


			With the kind of technical competence that Nbaro most admired, the other woman stripped the protective coating off the screens and then fitted them together on a big nanotable that dominated the centre of the shop. She put the measurements into the table from Nbaro’s tab.


			‘Looks right,’ she said. ‘You sure?’


			‘Yes,’ Nbaro said, forcing back her instinct to go and measure again. She’d measured twice.


			The rigger-tech nodded, took a xenoglas knife, and made six cuts, including the notch to fit the pipes. Then she picked up a nanoreader of some sort, turned it on, and ran it along all the outer edges. Nanoreaders really had no nano-tech at all. They were powerful laser cutters that also carried the electronic signatures to ‘open’ and ‘close’ nano material couplers, but everyone called them ‘nanoreaders’. Another mystery of the DHC.


			‘Let’s go install it,’ she said, and the two of them went back down the passageway to her stateroom.


			‘You’re an EVA rigger?’ Nbaro asked.


			‘I’m striking for it. I’ll get there eventually. I’m good at the craft – my ma’s a rigger. But I have trouble with all the maths.’ She shrugged.


			‘Oh, gods above, maths,’ Nbaro said in genuine sympathy. Functions still gave her a headache.


			‘Yes, miz. And you’re Flight?’


			‘Yes,’ Nbaro said. ‘So I may actually get an EVA suit.’


			‘Got your bottle pin, miz?’


			‘I do.’


			The rigger shot her a smile. ‘Me too. Here we are.’


			Nbaro opened her hatch. ‘Can you come in?’


			‘Not supposed,’ the rigger said. ‘But we’re working, and we’re both female. The sky won’t fall.’


			She stepped over the knee-knocker with grace and began pressing the cut panels into place, while Nbaro used her multi-tool to put the very low-tech, pedestrian and effective screws back into the decorative edging to mount them.


			‘Nah,’ the spacer said. ‘Hold it, miz.’


			Nbaro did as she was told.


			The rigger fed the screens into the clips until it was all up.


			‘Good fit. But I have to join the panels into one screen, right?’


			Nbaro felt foolish, but the rigger didn’t seem annoyed. She turned on the reader, checked its feed, and then pulled on black gloves and took a small black rebreather out of her waist-pack.


			‘Best stand outside, miz,’ she said.


			It was probably more than a hundred years since there’d been an accident with nanotech, but the Service had safety procedures and Chu clearly believed in them.


			Nbaro stepped out, and in less than a minute, Chu waved her back. She was already packing her tools.


			‘Nice. I’ll report this as completed. It’s not on my work list, but the spacers in Habitat will be happy to get a freebie,’ she said. ‘I’m on “in-port” duty, miz. So why don’t you give me your jumpsuits and uniform jackets and I’ll put your patches on.’


			‘Oh!’ Nbaro said with unmixed pleasure. ‘You’d do that?’


			Chu didn’t seem like the kind of sly operator to be taking advantage of her. Which was weird, all by itself.


			Chu shrugged. ‘You’re Ship now. Might as well wear it.’ She paused. ‘Miz.’


			Nbaro managed a smile – forced one, in fact. She went to her duffel and pulled out her shipboard jumpsuits, her flightsuits, and her EVA underall, as well as her quarterdeck uniform jacket.


			‘Might as well give me all your suits,’ Chu said, taking the pile.


			‘That is all I have,’ Nbaro said.


			Damn. Shouldn’t have said that.


			‘Almighty, miz. Two flightsuits? I have six.’


			I’m too fucking poor to buy more than the minimum, and even that had consequences. There’s a pawnbroker in Below who’s already owed my first month’s pay.


			Nbaro knew perfectly well that midshippers and above had to buy their own, and that ratings like Chu were issued their own. Six. Of each.


			‘Orphanage,’ she said quietly.


			‘Oh,’ Chu said. ‘Sorry, miz. I wasn’t making some …’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, you’ll look sharp tomorrow!’


			She nodded. It was a little like a salute; Nbaro nodded back.


			‘Thanks, Spacer Chu.’


			Chu left her alone with her massive cabin, which was almost a two-metre cube. Nbaro spent fifteen minutes putting all the screen edges back into their clips, and then she ordered it on.


			And it cycled, and came on. Another thrill of happiness.


			Six channels of entertainment; another six of education, most of it for Able-Spacers and above reading for their next promotion. She unfolded a holomenu and ran her hands through the options, amazed by the selection; almost every non-classified course in the Service. The officer courses were mostly concerned with watch-standing, and she was a little chagrined to see that there were watch-positions for which she was not only not qualified, but whose requirements she didn’t understand. There were layers and layers of things she’d never heard of. Blue-tile was not going to be the sum of her ignorance.


			I’m good at sims, though.


			‘Athens,’ she said.


			And only then thought of the hacker’s comment about shipboard AIs.


			‘Welcome aboard, Ms Nbaro. I’m Morosini. Is your stateroom comfortable?’ The AI was polite, the voice male and deep, almost husky.


			‘It’s … beautiful, Athens.’


			She was telling the truth. Could it read her?


			‘Why, thank you, Ms Nbaro. I see that you have screens in your cabin – a very spacer-like job. It appears to me that you have not connected your cameras – they are located in the decorative edging. Shall I show you the installation manual?’


			Nbaro was annoyed.


			I forgot the cameras.


			‘Not at this minute,’ she said.


			‘Very well. How can I help you?’


			‘Athens, can you read me the sections of the Standard Operating Procedures of this ship while I stow my gear?’


			‘Delighted, miz,’ the AI said. ‘I prefer to be addressed as “Morosini”.’


			She smiled. The Orphanage didn’t have an AI; indeed, they weren’t common. Talking to one gave her a thrill. ‘Of course, Morosini,’ she said.


			The AI began.


			This SOP promulgated initial date—


			‘Skip all that,’ she said, reaching for her duffel.


			‘Right,’ Morosini said. ‘Directorate of Human Corporations Military and Space Services, hereafter notated as DHC MASS; Standard Operating Procedures, DHCS Athens; References. Ref A, DHC MASS Standard Operating Procedures; Ref B, DHC MASS Space-based Operating procedures; Ref C—’


			‘Skip to the actual procedures.’


			‘Three point one point one. Life Support Systems, one point one point one oh. In every case, the first consideration of every shipmate should be the effect of any action on Life Support …’


			Nbaro listened attentively while she stowed her few personal belongings in the upper crash-couch’s drawers and in the inward-positioned desk, which, due to its light controls, appeared to go with the upper crash-couch. She had curtains for her bunk; the dimensions had been in the Welcome packet and she’d made them in her required sewing classes at the Orphanage.


			She had an odd feeling as she attached their tabs to the sliders in the overhead; she’d daydreamed of this moment for more than a year, stitching away at the lightproof curtains that would give her crash-couch privacy. She’d worked on them in Sewing and again in Embroidery, and the central panel had her family coat of arms in all its ancient splendour – her father’s sable lion superimposed on her mother’s Zeno arms of blue and white bars. Their coats of arms were almost all she had of them.


			Nbaro thought of her father’s dress sword on the Warden’s desk, and she fought the urge to anger. To tears. She shook her head and put it away. One chance.


			One chance.


			She stood back and looked at the privacy curtains, and was amazed at how well they went with the space; her painstaking and inexpert embroidery was at least bold, and the blue, white and gold matched the cabin.


			‘Well,’ she said.


			‘Ref. A DHC MASS one five zero zero dot five, DHC MASS Small Spacecraft manual, ref. B DHC MASS five four five zero dot three DHC MASS Spacecraft Operations in near-planetary orbit manual …’


			‘Skip to the procedures themselves,’ she said again.


			‘Yes, miz.’


			‘Stop. Download that last manual. Show me the cover? Damn.’


			She stood looking at the screen. It went black, faintly shiny; a dark mirror except where a picture of a yellow cover with a simulated wire binding appeared, with a picture of an ancient spacecraft in a low orbit indicated by a spiral of black trailing from its impractical rocket fins.


			‘I don’t have that manual,’ she said.


			After another moment, the cover vanished. The screen was black, and she could see herself reflected.


			‘Mirror,’ she said.


			‘Miz Nbaro? You didn’t hook up the leads to the screen interactive phase-cameras. Here is a diagram indicating their location.’


			Nbaro laughed mirthlessly and followed the instructions to connect them. Naturally she had to disassemble almost everything: remove all the housing screws, unclip sections of the flexible screen, find the leads that were cunningly hidden inside the clips and attach them. It took a surprising amount of time.


			I am, as usual, an idiot.


			Just for a moment, it all overwhelmed her, and Nbaro sat suddenly on the fold-out seat, tears welling up in her eyes. She fought them down.


			This will never work. I can’t get away with this.


			Morosini spoke to me, and that means the AI accepted my Ident.


			Gods.


			This time, and perhaps with less hubris, she said, ‘Mirror’, and the screen functioned, showing her an adolescent woman with brown skin and almost perfectly matching brown hair; when blood rushed to her face, as she was aware that it did far too often, her hair and face were almost exactly the same colour. She had been teased about it since she was old enough to hate teasing.


			Her fellow Orphans had called her ‘Brown’. Only her eyes weren’t brown – they were a shockingly bright green, and they were large enough that people, most of them men, repeatedly mistook her for someone who was ‘innocent’. And, perhaps, for a victim.


			Her uniform jumper had no badges, no decoration at all beyond one very small gold pip at the collar. That pip represented the culmination of everything Nbaro had ever done or attempted since she was old enough to understand what being an Orphan meant.


			And it’s fake.


			She looked back at her bed hangings.


			‘Here I am,’ she said aloud.


			‘True statement,’ Morosini said. ‘Should you be in Privacy mode?’


			‘No,’ she said.


			After life in an Orphanage, Nbaro was mostly in favour of round-the-clock surveillance by the cameras now engaged in the wall screen. Of course, they hadn’t been on when Spacer Chu had been in her stateroom, which was probably better for everyone. And now that she thought of it, Chu hadn’t told her how to engage them.


			She listened to the SOP for more than an hour, past four bells, and then the door chimed and she opened it to find Chu.


			‘Your kit,’ she said. ‘I accessed your personal record and got you an EVA suit – here’s the number.’


			‘You are amazing,’ Nbaro said.


			It was a phrase she’d learnt from a popular teacher who used it too often, but it had effect.


			Chu grinned. ‘It’s good to be amazing, miz. You’re in Flight 6, mostly Small Cargo shuttles – torpedoes, though. Combat capable. Good outfit, if you ask me, miz. Skipper Truekner is great. Here you go.’


			‘Thanks again.’


			‘Skipper Truekner, commander of Flight 6, is on board and in his ready room,’ Chu said. ‘Passed him on the way here. Just sayin’.’ Chu pointed her tab at Nbaro’s where it lay on the desk, and the laser flashed. ‘There you go – it’s your duty station too.’


			‘I owe you,’ Nbaro said past an armload of flightsuits.


			‘Chocolate cake is nice,’ Chu said. ‘But I did this for fun. You know you’re on the flightsuit authorised list? You don’t have to wear a jumpsuit or bridge uniform unless someone orders you to.’


			‘Is everyone on this ship as nice as you and Locran?’ Nbaro asked.


			Chu shrugged. ‘Good shipmates help the time pass, or so my ma always said. Ciao, miz.’


			‘Ciao!’ Nbaro replied.


			She tried to imagine a world where everyone was so pleasant and co-operative.


			She closed the hatch and changed into one of her two flightsuits. It was close-fitting, intended to be worn under either armour or an EVA. A real flightsuit had a few stents built in so that an EVA suit, or a crash-couch, could connect directly to the bloodstream. That’s why they were expensive.


			And now both of her dark navy-blue flightsuits had a set of embroidered patches – an Athens patch showing the goddess half-turned away, with the aegis on her shoulders and a heavy spear, and under it a Flight 6 patch with a winged horse.


			Nbaro felt like a queen. She wanted to go back to the Orphanage and …


			I will never go back.


			I can never go back.


			Very carefully, she blocked the thoughts that threatened to come pouring out, irised shut that hatch in her mind and shook her head. She made herself smile and watched the way it changed her face.


			Smile.


			Do it. Face the new boss. Find out what kind of arsehat you have to deal with.


			Nbaro went out into the passageway and was surprised to find that her tab prompted her down an access ladder ‘down’ to the O-2 level that ran in a very slight curve along the outer hull, outboard of her stateroom. She noted that in between decks there was a hatch; she flashed the hash code with her tab and saw it was a close-in weapon system turret access hatch. She logged it for future reference and went down to the next level, noting the handholds that made the access ladder as useful in zero g as in artificial gravity. She followed her prompts all the way across to the starboard side, and then forward and back up a long ladder to the Flight 6 ready room.


			Nbaro stopped and tabbed through her route and found that a cleaner bot was at work in the main passageway, and she’d been routed around it. Problem solved; another thing she’d not been taught. Cleaning bots. None of those at the Orphanage.


			There was a small cubbyhole by the hatch – probably where an admin petty officer sat during flight operations. Across the narrow corridor was a larger office space with a blackboard; she smiled to see something so ancient. There was even chalk.


			There was a non-airtight door between the office space and the ready room, and it was open, so Nbaro went in. There were rows of crash-couches inside – twenty-four, in four rows, facing a large screen that filled the starboard side of the room, floor to ceiling. On the screen, a beautiful and somewhat exotic-looking long-haired dog was cavorting, bouncing around what appeared to be a planetary environment with distant horizons and blue sky and free-growing plants.


			Nbaro had touched a dog once; they were lovely.


			A middle-aged man sat alone in the front row, watching the dog.


			‘Pause,’ he said.


			He was relaxed, legs crossed, leant far back. Some hair loss, bright eyes, dark skin; she couldn’t decide how old he was. Rejuv made such calls very difficult, and promotion in the DHC MASS was glacial, especially at higher ranks.


			His flightsuit name patch said ‘Truekner’.


			‘Midshipper Nbaro reporting aboard, sir,’ she said, standing at attention.


			His lips twitched. ‘You have the 6 patch,’ he said.


			Nbaro wondered if she’d done something wrong.


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


			‘You put up your patch before you even reported,’ he said sharply.


			Well, there was no denying it.


			‘Yes, sir.’


			Gods, what have I done? Did Chu sabotage me?


			‘That’s some team spirit,’ he said, cracking a smile. ‘Welcome aboard, Nbaro. I’m Dick Truekner. I promise that despite our ageing spaceframes, Flight 6 is not a bad way to go. We’re mostly Small Cargo, but we have some teeth, too. Flight ticket?’


			‘Small Craft, pinnace, and low atmosphere,’ she said. In sims. Never for real. ‘The SOP says you fly XC-3Cs, and I’ve never even … seen one.’


			He seemed easy to talk to and there she was, already admitting weakness.


			‘Low atmosphere?’ He rose to his feet and took her hand. ‘Interesting,’ he said, with some reserve. He pointed at her left breast. ‘Eh?’ he grunted.


			Nbaro flinched. And then realised he was pointing at her EVA badge, which was represented by a small embroidered patch.


			‘I got my EVA ticket on my cruise,’ she said.


			‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘Nbaro?’ he asked the AI.


			Her entire life appeared on the screen behind her, including a terrible photo of her in her Orphanage uniform.


			Nbaro flinched. She could see the hacker’s alteration. The slight typeface change, and the zeros that didn’t have a cross through them …


			‘High marks across the board,’ he said. ‘Heh. Sixteen demerits. Kill someone?’


			Almost. Oh, fuck, he left the demerits in.


			Over already.


			‘I made a serious mistake,’ she said. Her voice shook.


			And now it all comes apart.


			‘Heh,’ he said. ‘But your cruise officer rated you “ship immediately”.’ He glanced at her. ‘You really do not have to stand at attention, Nbaro. Maybe, in the next two years, you’ll stand at attention ten times. Maybe.’


			She nodded and didn’t relax much. The truth was that she liked standing at attention because it was harder for authority to find fault with you at attention.


			In my last moments in the Service.


			He was looking at the wall. He sat again, throwing himself back into the crash-couch, which caught and enfolded him, the active gel cushioning his impact so that his backwards dive had no consequence.


			‘What’d you do to earn sixteen demerits?’ he asked.


			The file is closed and I cannot be required to discuss it.


			Nbaro knew that was a bad answer, even though it was true and legal.


			No lie came to her.


			Fuck it.


			‘I brought a lover into the Orphanage,’ she said.


			‘And got caught,’ he said.


			She almost smiled. ‘Yes, sir.’


			‘Pretty stupid,’ he said.


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


			He nodded. ‘Well, don’t try that shit here.’ His eyes bored into hers. He was serious. ‘On the Athens, it’s no one’s business but yours who you do, as long as it’s not someone in your chain, up or down or sideways.


			I don’t ever plan to have sex again, actually.


			‘Yes, sir.’


			That’s it? For sixteen demerits?


			‘I’m sorry, Midder, but as you have a near record number of demerits, I feel required to make sure you understand. That means no one in Space Ops, no one in Small Cargo, no one in Flight 6, and no one on the command decks, all the way up to the Master. Clear?’


			‘Absolutely, sir.’


			Do men get this lecture, too, or does he save it for women?


			‘That leaves about eight thousand potential partners.’ He shrugged. It was almost endearing.


			Nbaro wanted to tell him his speech wasn’t necessary, but she was aware that he was doing this for her, and not to her. Probably.


			He smiled.


			She tried to meet his eye. Tried to smile back, but anger and fear made her lips tremble.


			‘Anything you’d like to tell me?’ he asked.


			The fucking Dominus didn’t graduate me? I’m under house arrest? He’ll throw me out? Right now the Orphanage is hunting for me?


			‘No, sir,’ she said.


			‘Nbaro is a patrician family. But you’re Orphanage.’


			‘My parents died. In Service.’


			That was true, and worth something.


			He nodded, as if he’d expected that. ‘That sucks. Very well, Nbaro. My door is quite literally always open. You’ll be the most junior pilot in my squadron, and the only new pilot this cruise. I’m going to fly you as a co-pilot a lot before you have your own stick. Your tactics scores are excellent – you like games?’


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


			Also true. I’m the queen of sims.


			‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘Want to be Assistant Tactics Officer? There’s paperwork, and Suleimani can use the help.’ He pointed his tab at the screen, flicking through information. ‘Personal. Quals.’ He looked at her. ‘I’ll need you to get a Space Operations qual.’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			‘Do it as soon as you can. One of my little rules – all my officers are Space Ops watch-standers. Then we always know what’s happening in Space Ops. Eh?’


			She smiled. ‘I’ll get it done.’


			‘Excellent. Anything else, Nbaro?’


			‘No, sir.’


			‘We’re going out to Kephlos to fuel up with scoops. We’ll do it with half crew – be gone a week. If you want leave, I can make it happen.’


			She considered. ‘Can I request to remain aboard?’ she asked.


			Forever?


			He nodded. ‘It’s like that, eh? Sure. You can fly with me. Good times.’ He chuckled. ‘I’m only in here watching my dog because I can’t get to New London again. My leave’s done.’


			‘You have a dog?’


			It was as if someone told her they owned a palazzo in City.


			‘I do,’ he said.


			Nbaro departed, deeply impressed and almost light-headed with relief. He’d believed her.


			I’ll work like a dog. I’ll do anything. I’ll take every shitty duty.


			I’m still in the game.


			Nbaro played a game with herself, finding her way back to her stateroom without looking at her tab or the overhead signs with the frame numbers, and she used the drop-shaft while there was no one around. She leapt from O-3 to O-2 a little too hard, missed, and found herself glancing around, which became a kind of game. She leapt back and forth, up and down; she took a long plunge all the way ‘down’ to Sixth Deck, and then back up to her own O-2.


			There, despite one wrong turning, Nbaro found herself at her already familiar door. She saw a pair of spacers coming in the passageway, opened her hatch and stepped through.


			She turned to close the hatch and found herself face to face with a strange petty officer and a tall midshipper – female, pale-skinned, freckled.


			‘0333 Port Side aft,’ the midshipper said. ‘I’m Thea—’


			The petty officer stood at attention. For the first time in her life, Nbaro said, ‘At ease,’ and the man relaxed and smiled.


			‘Midshipper Drake,’ she corrected. ‘I shouldn’t have said Thea! Too informal. So we have a fucking two-man? We are the luckiest girls afloat.’


			She offered Nbaro her hand.


			Drake. One of the oldest names in City and in the DHC. One of the most powerful families – there were at least two Drakes on the Board – and they had all the skinny, tall good looks that came with money and time in zero g.


			Nbaro reached out her hand and pasted a smile on her face.


			‘Almighty God,’ Drake said. ‘You took the upper bunk?’ She shook her head. ‘You were here first.’


			‘You’re senior,’ Nbaro said.


			Here we go – rich girl.


			Drake was looking at the screen.


			‘I can’t believe we’ve got a two-man,’ she said.


			‘Two-person,’ the rating said. ‘Ms Drake.’


			‘I stand corrected.’ She nodded to the rating. ‘Thanks for the walk, Petty Officer Itto.’


			‘Any time, miz,’ the sailor said. ‘You have my tab data. I’m assigned to you, don’t hesitate to ask for directions – it’s easy to get lost.’


			‘Sure it is,’ Drake said.


			She closed the hatch with a deft toe; in one glance Nbaro saw that her ship’s jumpsuit was tailored, made of a fine and fireproof fabric with xenoglas woven into the fibres, and that she had soft, handmade jump-boots, a little worn.


			The taller woman turned to her and dropped her bags on the lower bunk.


			‘Assigned to me. Sweet heavens. So …’ She glanced around. ‘I don’t know you, so you ain’t City Academy. New London?’


			‘No, ma’am,’ Nbaro said carefully.


			‘Midders don’t call each other sir or ma’am,’ Drake said. ‘Christ, you ain’t Orphanage?’


			‘Yes, ma’am,’ Nbaro said with icy formality.


			If Drake noticed, she didn’t change expression.


			‘I’ve never even met an Orphanage grad.’


			‘Yes, ma’am.’


			‘Almighty, stop with the ma’am already,’ Drake said. ‘I’m Thea and you are …?’


			Midshipper Nbaro. It was so tempting.


			New person. Not afraid. Not angry. Not terrified at being discovered.


			‘Marca Nbaro,’ she said.


			Drake leant forward. ‘Yeah, you totally look Nbaro,’ she said. ‘So … what’s a Nbaro girl doing at Orphanage?’


			‘My parents died in Service,’ she said bitterly. ‘Along with all my aunts and uncles and cousins.’


			Drake nodded. ‘OK. You don’t want to discuss it. Word taken. You don’t have to take the upper bunk.’


			Nbaro was so disarmed that she felt suddenly shy.


			‘I’m fine.’


			‘Really? I’m a younger sister – I’m used to being in uppers.’ Drake looked at her.


			Nbaro let herself thaw a little. ‘I’ve already moved in,’ she said.


			Drake nodded. ‘I came on board ten hours early to get a lower bunk,’ she admitted. ‘So there’s some serious irony that you’re here first and you’re giving me the lower bunk.’


			‘Still time to go back ashore and get a beer,’ Nbaro said.


			Drake smiled. ‘There is at that, but as I’ve waited my whole life to be here …’


			Nbaro returned the smile. Took a long plunge towards sociability.


			‘Me too,’ she said.


			‘I vote food,’ Drake said. ‘Been to the mess yet?’ She looked at Nbaro’s flightsuit as if just seeing it. ‘You’re Flight?’


			‘Yes, Thea.’


			‘Hey, we’ve moved past ma’am. Score. I’m Cargo.’


			‘Small Cargo or Main Cargo?’


			‘Small Cargo,’ Drake said. ‘The family insisted. I’m watching family investments this run.’ She opened the hatch and stepped over the knee-knocker. ‘Tab says section seven frame 720 – that’s almost all the way aft … Damn, should’ve known that.’


			They walked aft along the passageway.


			‘That means our mess is more than three klicks away,’ Nbaro said.


			‘It’ll keep me skinny,’ Drake said.


			She moved through the hatches with a sinuous grace. Nbaro was shorter so the knee-knockers required more of a stretch to get through. She started leaping through them just to keep up with Drake.


			As they went further aft, they began to meet up with other people – mostly ratings but, as they approached the mess, an increasing number of officers. Nbaro might have braced herself against the bulkhead and waited for them to pass, except that Drake didn’t, and the taller woman seemed to know many of them.


			‘Drake!’ called one – a senior lieutenant with pilot wings and two cruise marks on his flightsuit cuff. ‘Your brother still alive?’


			‘Yes, sir,’ Drake said. ‘I’m sure he’d tell me to say something insulting.’


			‘He would, too. Luckily I outrank you. Send him my regards.’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			Drake’s smile came off as easily as it went on.


			Nbaro watched her.


			This is how aristocrats act. Good to know. So stay close, be her friend, do what she does.


			And again. ‘Now, Allah be praised, Ms Drake. Does your presence here mean I’ve aged so much that you’ve graduated from the Academy?’


			‘It does, Mister Ahmad.’


			Drake’s smile was much less automatic with this one.


			The junior lieutenant grinned at Nbaro and shook his head.


			‘Where was I? Oh, yes, on cruise. Perhaps this is the relativity that people talk about so often.’


			Drake smiled back at Nbaro. ‘Ahmad is one of the good ones. He was a Senior when I was a Newb.’


			‘Oh,’ Nbaro said.


			‘He’s funny. Anyway …’ She looked around. They were entering the mess, which had wide double doors – non-airtight. Made, in fact, of wood.


			The entire O-3 level officer’s mess, not by any means the most formal, was panelled in wood.


			Nbaro couldn’t stop herself. She reached out and touched it. The chapel at the Orphanage had some wood panels and a wooden chair; she already knew how it felt.


			This was dark and rich – very plain, as if its own luxury was enough. The tables were simple, designed to be folded, and made of milled aluminum or some similar alloy; the chairs were ancient and had seen better days, but nothing could distract her from the sheer luxury of the wood panelling. On a spaceship.


			Across one whole bulkhead, a dozen paces long, was a xenoglas display that held some weapons, and some items of silver.


			‘No table service in port,’ an officer said to Drake, who’d taken a seat. The woman was a commander, yet the words were said in a helpful, non-authoritative tone. ‘You two new?’


			‘Yes, ma’am,’ Nbaro said.


			The commander was in a flightsuit, and the name on the zipped pocket said ‘Lee’. Her fair skin and epicanthic fold suggested she could have been any kind of Lee from Old Terra – Asian or Southern Virginian, or both of them combined.


			‘We’re at minimum manning for port-side, so no mess waiters. Go to the kitchen and get a tray.’


			‘Mess waiters?’ Nbaro asked.


			But Commander Lee was already eating, as if in a tremendous hurry, and Drake gave a somewhat theatrical sigh and stood.


			They got food easily; there were only two dozen people eating in a room that seated hundreds. Nbaro had to restrain herself the moment she smelt the mushroom stew – and there was bread. She poked it with her finger …


			‘Is it … real bread?’


			‘Shit, I hope so,’ Drake said. ‘We’re in port. I suppose we’ll eat some bioengineered crap out in the Black, but here, we should be getting the real thing.’ She paused. ‘Nbaro,’ she said gently.


			Nbaro was sitting with her elbows out, arms stretched around her food, protecting it from predators. She’d already eaten more than half of her mushroom stew and all her bread.


			‘Barbarous,’ Drake said. ‘Incredible, really.’


			‘What?’ Nbaro asked through an inhaled spoonful of stew.


			Drake ate a spoonful, made a face, and ate more.


			Nbaro finished hers.


			Drake shook her head. ‘You’ll go far,’ she said. ‘Where’d you learn to eat that fast?’


			Nbaro stood. ‘Do you think I can have a little more?’ she asked.


			Drake looked at her, and her smooth forehead wrinkled.


			‘Honey, we’re officers. I mean, no one expects us to know shit yet. But we’re not kids any more. You can eat ten bowls of stew. The cooks will just give it to you.’


			Nbaro looked at Drake as if she’d grown a second head.


			‘Orphanage sounds rough,’ Drake said casually. ‘Go get more food.’ And then, leaning forward, ‘I better teach you how to eat, though.’


			That stung.


			When Nbaro came back, she had another bowl of stew and two pieces of chocolate cake. She sat back down, noting that Lieutenant Ahmad was sitting across from Thea Drake. They both fell silent as soon as she sat, which made her uncomfortable.


			Ahmad leant back. ‘Thea says you’re Flight,’ he said.


			Nbaro nodded, already eating.


			‘You made a cruise?’


			‘Destroyer,’ she said around her cake. ‘Isis, New London to Kephlos and back. Sir.’


			Ahmad nodded. ‘You served with Lieutenant Umbers.’


			Nbaro brightened. ‘I did!’ she said.


			Her EVA instructor.


			Ahmad nodded. ‘Friend of mine. He mentioned you.’ Ahmad smiled; the smile had a little hesitation. ‘Some people gave you a rough time?’


			Nbaro met his eye, as mild as she could manage.


			‘Nothing I couldn’t deal with, sir.’


			Could he know that she’d been dis-enrolled?


			Ahmad looked at Drake, who shrugged.


			‘OK, we’re talking about you. How many middies did Orphanage graduate this year?’ she asked.


			Nbaro looked down at the remaining slice of cake and swallowed the lump in her throat.


			‘Nine,’ she said. Or maybe eight.


			‘Nine,’ Ahmad said. ‘I see.’


			‘There’s four hundred in my Academy class,’ Drake said.


			Nbaro rose to her feet.


			‘Excuse me, sir.’


			There was nowhere this could go but bad. It was all insane. What if they looked up the graduates? Her hacker couldn’t have closed every loop.


			Drake nodded, and she walked away, carrying the cake.


			Behind her, Drake said, ‘That was my fault. She feels ganged up on. Probably an Orphanage thing. I’ll apologise.’


			Nbaro didn’t need an apology.


			Does he know? He didn’t act like he knew.


			Nbaro just didn’t want to talk to other people for a while, so she moved briskly through the double doors. No one stopped her; she had no idea what the SOP said about taking food out of the dining area or mess hall, and she had a debt to repay, so she just kept walking forward, all the way to the riggers’ shop.


			By the miracle of port watch rotation, Chu was still sitting at the desk.


			‘Chocolate cake,’ Nbaro said.


			‘Damn, miz Nbaro,’ Chu said. ‘You’re OK!’


			


			Later, Nbaro lay in her rack, listening to the sounds that a 400-year-old ship made when in port. The movement of fluid through the pipes in her stateroom; Thea’s delicate snores; the hum of various machines, far away aft, and the occasional, inexpressible pings of metal changing pressure; the slight, discordant ringing of the xenoglas conductor in the overhead, and the almost imperceptible high-pitched sound of the screen on the wall of the cabin.


			It was a gentle cacophony, and it kept her awake and thinking for a long time.


			This is all I want. Please, let me keep it.


		


	

		

			2


			‘My stateroom-mate grew up in hell, has her own collection of swords, and eats like five middies,’ Thea Drake said theatrically. ‘Five barbarous middies. Aside from that, she’s perfectly normal. Except she volunteered for refuelling.’


			Drake was lying on her crash-couch in her expensive, custom underclothes. Nbaro thought her bras might actually be silk. She was depressingly attractive and had clear skin. And hair that apparently brushed itself.


			‘Thea,’ Nbaro said. ‘I don’t have a house or family. I’m not trying to tell you I escaped from hell. I’m just—’


			‘Happy. Perfectly happy to do fuel dives on a gas giant for two whole weeks when you could be leading one of my brothers astray or buying food stores for the cruise or … I don’t know … maybe reading the SOP?’


			Nbaro knew herself pretty well, and she knew that she was a sucker for people who liked her. Drake seemed to fit that bill.


			You cannot tell this girl the truth.


			Nbaro was putting her precious flightsuits in a laundry bag. She would be in a shipboard jumpsuit all day, working in admin, preparing for her Space Operations qualification and meeting with Lieutenant Suleimani.


			Zeynep Suleimani, she thought. Learn everyone’s names.


			But the two flightsuits were the most expensive things she owned.


			‘So do you really mind the swords?’ she asked.


			Thea shrugged. ‘Not really. I’ve just never seen anything but a boarding sword or a dress sword before.’ She made a motion. ‘They look barbarous.’


			Marca tried not to bridle. Barbarous seemed to be a cant-word from the Academy for anything outlandish or unacceptable; Thea used it a great deal.


			‘Don’t mind me,’ Thea said. ‘I’ll get used to the headsman’s swords.’


			‘They’re not—’


			‘Whatever.’


			Nbaro had put up all three of her swords, neatly fitted in between pipes and fittings and an air duct: her mother’s officer’s sword, which had only been preserved because it had been in a shop for cleaning and sharpening; a long, slim two-handed sword with a complex hilt; and another, very like it but with dull edges, for sparring, both of which had been her father’s. She’d almost sold them. Almost.


			But not her father’s dress sword. The bastard still had that.


			‘I may read the SOP anyway,’ Nbaro said, changing the subject.


			She knew that she amused and puzzled Drake, but she also knew she could have done a lot worse than a rich girl with good manners and a sense of humour.


			Drake rolled her eyes. ‘By the way, where’d you get the curtains on your bunk?’


			‘I made them,’ Nbaro said. ‘Patterns are in the Welcome Guide.’


			‘You made them? I suppose you embroidered them too?’


			‘I did,’ Nbaro said.


			‘Oh, God, make me feel more like a useless societal parasite. You made them.’ Thea sighed. ‘I did see the patterns in the Welcome Guide. I did read the Welcome Guide.’ She shook her head. ‘Really, you made them?’


			‘I did.’


			Drake sat up. ‘Make me a set. I’ll get you something nice.’


			Nbaro was perfectly willing to trade some service for the other girl’s regard. It worked in the Orphanage, and she didn’t really expect Drake to do anything ‘nice’. Nice was a code word for ‘something, whenever I remember’ with the rich and powerful.


			‘Sure,’ she said. A little slaving for the popular was useful.


			Smile.


			Drake was looking at a portion of the screen she’d mirrored.


			‘Do you know that back in the Age of Chaos, women wore paint to make themselves more sexually desirable?’


			Nbaro smiled without force. ‘Yes?’


			Drake shrugged. ‘I always wonder what it would look like. And why they did it.’


			Nbaro shrugged. ‘An Age of Scarcity thing. Maybe there was intense competition for partners?’


			‘Maybe the capitalists put a price on everything, and women wanted to command the highest price?’


			Nbaro sat back. ‘We’re merchants. We put a price on everything.’


			Drake nodded, staring at herself. ‘Yesss. Well, I’m told that we’re not really dirty capitalists. We have rules. Right? That’s what the DHC is all about, or so my brothers tell me. Labour relations, corporate responsibility, fair trade, fair wages … right?’


			Nbaro nodded. ‘I should read up—’


			‘You are the readingest room-mate on this ship. Would I look good in paint, do you think?’


			‘You’d probably look good. Maybe you can experiment in the next two weeks?’ Nbaro asked.


			You always look good. Damn you.


			Drake smiled. ‘Enjoy your gas giant, Marca.’


			‘Enjoy misleading men, Thea.’


			‘Oh, I will. You know you’re missing the Service Ball, right? And there isn’t another we can attend for four years.’


			Nbaro smiled. ‘I’ll survive.’


			‘Suit yourself. Want me to buy you anything?’


			Everything.


			‘I’m set,’ she said.


			


			‘One to launch,’ Nbaro said into her helmet mic, repeating her memorised script from the sims. ‘Alpha Foxtrot 6–0–7.’


			The spacecraft was older than she was, some of the matt black surfaces showing radiation damage and fuzzing, and the whole cockpit smelt … old. Burnt electrics, old plastics, a strange resin smell and a human scent: sweat, and something sharper, organic and nasty.


			They were pretty, though – atmosphere capable, so streamlined; full of avionics and even radars and other sensors, so the nose was rounded, but with a complex fractal look that suggested that the whole frame was radar-resistant. The outer skin was a carbon laminate that all but glowed black, and the atmospheric wings retracted; the multiple nozzles of her manoeuvring thrusters retracted invisibly, as did most of the sensor arrays. They were incredibly complex, baroque spacecraft, which were essentially just glorified cargo shuttles.


			‘Alpha Foxtrot 6–0–7, I copy one to launch. Syncing … Got you. I read your mass at 21765 kilos. Over.’


			Nbaro read down the utterly unfamiliar display until Truekner’s hand reached over to her side of the cockpit and pointed at a digital display.


			‘Roger, Tower. We’re at 21765 kilos.’


			‘You’re on the sched as number nine to launch, Alpha Foxtrot 6–0–7, but there’s some folks behind the power curve so I can move you up. Copy that? You could be number one to launch, that’s number one to launch, as soon as I warm up the magnets.’


			Truekner turned his helmeted head. ‘Your first catapult launch?’


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


			For real. My first time that it’s real.


			He hit his own mic. ‘Tower, this is Alpha Foxtrot 6–0–7 and we’re fine to move up to number one.’


			‘Roger.’


			‘Lock your harness,’ he said to Nbaro. ‘We’ll be at six gees all the way down the railgun tube.’ He nodded.


			I know. I’ve done this in simulators a hundred times.


			But now I’m so nervous I can’t breathe.


			‘Yes, sir.’


			Nbaro tapped her harness buckle and saw the ‘lock’ symbol come up on her helmet display.


			She was ridiculously nervous.


			Truekner either didn’t notice or didn’t care.


			‘We’ll be at our orbital insertion speed when we come off the rails,’ he said. ‘Saves reaction mass.’ He looked at her. ‘Welcome to an XC-3C, Ms Nbaro.’ He smiled.


			He’s really trying to put me at ease.


			‘I guess I imagined that it would all be … newer,’ she said.


			Truekner laughed. ‘We have brand new avionics and all kinds of new toys – ask the sensor operators. But the spaceframes are older than I am. Trust me – old is good. Old is strong and airtight. Old will bring you home.’


			Nbaro understood that. She knew that spaceframes didn’t really age, and that the DHC just re-rigged them. She also knew how refuelling worked on a smaller ship. She knew that most ships just opened big sail-shaped fuel scoops and took in the hydrogen needed for reaction mass by diving through an appropriate gas giant atmosphere, but the Athens was too big and too heavy for such operations, so all her shuttles and operational craft had fuel scoops, and they refuelled her like bees feeding a queen.


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


			‘You know our flight profile?’


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said.


			‘Alpha Foxtrot 6–0–7, you are now one to launch,’ Tower said.


			Nbaro looked to the left, where a sailor sat behind an armoured window on the other side of the launch tube. The space between them was vacuum, and he seemed very far away.


			The whole vehicle moved forward very slowly, and electromagnetic couplers snapped into place.


			The skipper ran the power up to max.


			The whole craft quivered like a predator eager to jump. Nbaro could imagine a feral cat in the alleys behind the Orphanage …


			This is real, Nbaro thought, as Truekner snapped his salute and the sailor fired the railgun.


			Their atmosphere-capable shuttle slammed her back in her seat and made her tongue sink back against her teeth and her eyeballs feel as if they were squashed into her skull, and she didn’t breathe for several seconds.


			The entire length of the Athens hurtled past her, and then, 5.7 seconds after the railgun fired, her spacecraft left the brightly lit blur of the launch tube and shot out into the star-studded velvet black of space. Kephlos filled her cockpit bubble to starboard – a blindingly white-orange gas giant with livid scarlet spots. Truekner’s hand on the yoke guided them with nudges from their manoeuvring thrusters.


			He brought up a targeting computer, lined up a point in the atmosphere, and tapped it to send it to her screen.


			‘Take us there,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a nap.’


			You bastard.


			‘Yes, sir,’ she said. ‘I assume you mean by hand, and not on auto?’


			He grinned. ‘At the Academy, I was always told that the word “assume” makes an ass out of you and me.’


			Nbaro hated that she could feel her face flushing.


			‘However, just this once I’ll say – yes, your assumption is correct. I want to see you fly.’


			‘Roger that, skipper,’ she said. Indeed, there was no other possible answer. ‘Permission to ask a stupid question, sir?’


			He’d laid his head back and now was using the power in the acceleration couch to run it back to flat, like a very narrow bed.


			‘No stupid questions, Midder,’ he said. ‘Only the stupid people who ask them.’


			Nbaro felt the blood rush to her face. And remained silent.


			‘I’m just being an ass, Midder. Ask away.’


			‘What are the two seats behind us for?’


			The XC-3C had four acceleration couches, two in front and two behind. The two behind were empty.


			‘If we ever get in a fight, you’ll see,’ he said. ‘We have sensor and weapons specialists for combat, who are stationed there.’


			‘Roger … Sir.’


			Nbaro had spent the last four days running sims of her new spaceframe in her empty cabin. She’d thought she had a feel for the XC-3C, but now she’d have the real yoke in her hands.


			Her shaking hands. Because she’d only ever flown a spacecraft in sims.


			Truekner had already started the manoeuvre and handed over to her with the fuel calculation done. Nbaro ran his numbers in her head and they looked solid, and she didn’t think he was out to get her, which was a little surprising.


			But then she thought of the fuel scoop.


			‘Sir?’


			‘I’m asleep, Midder,’ he said. ‘Not available for questions.’


			Fuck.


			It was a trick question.


			Or was it? Am I overthinking it? I always do. I overthink everything. What if he’s done all the work and all I have to do is coast down his timeline?


			What if he’s deliberately set me up to fail?


			Fuck fuck fuck.


			OK, steady down. Let’s peek at the fuel scoop stats … there. And … No, we’re not within margins. So I need a shallower angle of attack and different course – assuming the launch vector was correct …


			Nbaro had the numbers in her head and on her screen. She didn’t run them again.


			She executed, her fingers typing, her index finger moving across the screen. She’d lied to Chu; she was good at maths, as long it was calculating numbers. Conic sections, on the other hand …


			The thrusters fired a series of staccato puffs like an automatic weapon firing in the distance, and the plane shuddered a little and the nose went down.


			Truekner didn’t open an eye or move.


			Nbaro took the yoke.


			‘I have the plane,’ she said formally.


			He actually appeared to be asleep.


			I could eject. That would show him.


			She smiled at the image of destroying her fake career merely to surprise her skipper.


			They touched the outer wisps of atmosphere and the lifting body under her began to vibrate.


			Nbaro felt the manoeuvre in her gut as the plane steepened its descent. Her hands were on the yoke, and she pushed the plane through a steeper dive, following the green line on the head-up display, then hauled back on the yoke as they settled deeper into the atmosphere and began to pull out of the dive. Gravity had them, and they were accelerating. Now she realised her mistake; under the influence of gravity, they were now too fast for the optimal performance of the fuel scoops.


			Fuck. I’m an idiot.


			Why isn’t this working?


			It wasn’t that hard to solve; it was just an adjustment to her elegant solution. Nbaro used her flaps, and climbed to dump velocity. Then, and only then, did she allow the nose back down.


			‘Ready to deploy the scoops,’ she said.


			‘Put ’em out,’ Truekner said.


			Nbaro found and tapped the icon on her main display and felt the fuel scoop come out. The whole craft began to hum. Outside the view screen bubble, the atmosphere was blindingly white and her visor was having trouble compensating.


			‘What’s your velocity?’ Truekner asked suddenly.


			‘A little under 300 kph,’ she said.


			‘Pressure on the scoop?’


			Nbaro looked around, found the number reading out by the scoop indicator. She didn’t even understand what she was looking at, but it was in green.


			‘Green and …’


			‘Those are millibars,’ he said. ‘And the tanks are filling, and we’re …’ He paused. ‘About six kilometres off my chosen position.’


			Uh oh.


			‘Satisfactory, if not exactly right.’


			She took that in.


			‘Taking the controls,’ he said.


			‘You have the plane,’ she said.


			Nothing changed.


			‘Tell me about the Orphanage,’ he said.


			Nbaro reached up to the visor control stud and fiddled with it, but the white-orange atmosphere continued to strobe. It was annoying and very distracting.


			‘Not much to tell,’ she said. ‘Sir.’


			‘Try me. Tell me something. Tell me how bad the food was.’


			She tried raising the visor, but the atmosphere was too bright.


			‘Sorry, sir, my visor is malfunctioning and I’m all but blind.’


			He reached over to the comm cord that hardwired her helmet and suit to the cockpit and her tab. He unplugged it and re-plugged it.


			Her visor flashed and then settled to a dark green.


			‘Oh!’ she said.


			‘It shouldn’t work,’ he said. ‘But it does. When in doubt, turn it off and back on again. Humans have been in space for six hundred years and that has not changed.’


			‘Thanks, sir,’ she said.


			‘Thank me by telling me about the Orphanage.’


			‘The food was … bland,’ she lied.


			‘It was terrible,’ the skipper said. ‘The very cheapest that the Dominus could purchase and avoid prosecution by the Board.’


			Nbaro writhed. ‘Yes,’ she agreed, her voice very small.


			‘I read an article about it last night,’ he said. ‘And an opinion piece with twenty-two million likes. On Hermes.’


			Hermes was the juried information service that most citizens subscribed to; there were others. Hermes had an Ultra bias, but as it was juried, it was difficult to propagandise.
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