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Bargains


‘The Red Scholar is dead.’


The words, at first barely a whisper, passed through the fleet, gaining strength as they went – from the largest mindships to the smaller three-plates craft, from the open-the-voids to the planet-hoppers.


‘The Red Scholar is dead.’


There were defiant firecrackers; noisy, screaming processions of mourners; drunken meals which degenerated into fights; all the while, Xích Si, leaning against a wall in the darkness of the hold where the pirates had imprisoned her, prayed to her long-dead ancestors to be forgotten.


She was one of their only captives: taken from a small and insignificant scavenger the pirates had attacked almost as an afterthought, charring her battered-down ship and breaking her bots with frightening ease, then marching her into this small and suffocating space. Of course they would not expect ransom from such a poor-looking ship. They would press her into service as a bondsperson on their own ships, using her until she broke, if she was lucky. If she was not …


There were other, darker uses for bondspeople, especially once wine had flowed freely, and if the pirates were in the mood for pain or pleasure, or both.


Please please please.


At least she was alive – unlike Diệu Ngà and her former crew-mates from The Leaping Carp, the ship that had been boarded and pillaged so long ago. At least she had a chance of being used, rather than being tortured or killed. She remembered fleeing in the escape pod with the sound of battle still raging around her, back to the safety of Triệu Hoà Port; remembered the vids of Diệu Ngà’s body when the militia had found the wreck of The Leaping Carp, the eyes shrivelled in their orbits, the broken texture of the lips, the teeth rattling loose and refracting starlight like jewels – and the wrists and ankles chafed where she’d struggled against the magnetic holds. They’d pinned Ngà to the ship without an unreality suit, and jettisoned it into deep spaces, and Xích Si hadn’t been there for any of it, hadn’t been able to defend her the way Ngà had defended Xích Si’s presence on the venture to the ship-owners and merchant families.


At least Xích Si was still alive – but Ngà had been alive, too, before they started on her.


The door opened, the stench of cheap wine and the din of firecrackers blowing in.


No, not so soon. Please.


Xích Si tried to fold herself as small as possible against the bulwark, hands scrabbling for purchase against smooth, oily metal.


‘So you’re the one.’ The voice was low, and cultured. For a moment its owner was only a dark silhouette in the doorway, and then the lights came on in the hold, and some kind of ambient filter descended, silencing the noises from outside.


The newcomer was a mindship – and not with a ship’s usual avatar, but a human shape: a female official with long flowing robes and a topknot – except that where the hair flowed down and met the cloth, there were stars and nebulas, winking in and out of existence – and her eyes had no whites or irises: they were the colour of the void, dark with no glimmer of light.


‘You’re the ship,’ Xích Si said.


The ship on which she was imprisoned, her prison cell only one room in a vast body, the avatar only a fraction of the ship’s full attention – everything else focused on passengers, on moving between the stars, on bots repairing tears on the hull or maintaining recyclers, filtration systems and airlocks.


The ship. The pirate ship.


‘My name is The Rice Fish, Resting.’ Rice Fish used ‘child’ to refer to Xích Si, ‘elder aunt’ to herself. A gulf, but not such a wide one, between them.


Xích Si knew the name. This was not just any ship. Rice Fish was the Red Scholar’s wife. Her widow, now. The Red Consort, they’d called her in Triệu Hoà Port. The Red Scholar and the Red Consort. Legendary pirates. A ship and a human, the founders of the Red Banner pirate alliance that plagued the Twin Streams, the two asteroid groups stretching in the shadow of the Fire Palace, the red-hot mass that was a long-dead civilisation’s destroyed homeland.


What could someone like Rice Fish want with someone like Xích Si?


Behind Rice Fish was a woman of indeterminate age, her hair shorn close to the scalp – she’d have looked like a reprobate monk if not for the harshness of her expression, the gun and knives in her belt, and the lavish haphazardness of her clothing: a magistrate’s winged hat; an elaborate cloth in five layers, two physical ones, and three in overlays, showing clouds and rain, and half-bitten peaches, and other faintly suggestive images. She stood as if at rest, one hand nonchalantly resting on a knife’s hilt, her role as a bodyguard clear.


The ship’s hands moved, smoothly and far too fast, throwing something towards Xích Si – not just hands. Bots. She must have had her own bots behind the overlay: for even an avatar with the full overlays of perception adjustments couldn’t physically move anything. Something metallic clattered on the floor.


‘Pick them up.’


Restraints? But then Xích Si looked up and saw that they were her dead bots.


What kind of ordeal was this meant to be?


‘I don’t understand, Lady.’ She used a pronoun reserved for high officials, abasing herself as abjectly as she could.


Rice Fish’s face shifted, briefly. Anger? Annoyance? Any moment now, she was going to stride into the cell, or order Xích Si dragged out of it.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t intend any impertinence!’


Xích Si crawled across the floor, picking up her bots. The weight should have been familiar in her hands, but they just felt … light. Hollow. They’d been charred, and then gutted; in proof, their broken innards spilled in sharp fragments on Xích Si’s palms. She turned them, seeking something, anything that had survived – the myriad legs she’d so painstakingly assembled were snapped off, the sensors crowning the bodies removed, the round, small bodies themselves scored over and over.


Broken and charred, like everything taken by pirates. Like everyone taken. She closed her eyes, trying to hold back the tears.


‘You killed them,’ she said. Her mouth tasted of salt.


‘So they are yours. You built them.’


‘Yes.’


Xích Si opened her eyes. She was kneeling in the middle of the floor, and there was no cover or shelter for her any more.


‘Good.’ Rice Fish moved – one moment she was in the doorway, and the next she was kneeling in front of Xích Si. ‘Look at me,’ she said.


A gentle pressure under Xích Si’s chin: Rice Fish wasn’t in the physical layer, of course, but the sensation was passed on through the overlays, becoming a perception on Xích Si’s skin, a feeling of oily warmth spreading from Rice Fish’s fingers, just as Rice Fish would feel the cold, shivering touch of Xích Si’s own skin. How Xích Si wanted to pull away, but she couldn’t afford to.


Rice Fish’s face was a matriarch’s: weathered and lined, with dark brown skin that shone as if lit from within. It looked human, almost – the eyes were black from end to end, and her lips, slightly parted, revealed teeth that weren’t white or yellowed, but the fractured, sheeny colour of metal in deep spaces. She breathed, or appeared to, but what Xích Si heard wasn’t air inhaled and exhaled, but the distant sound of motors, and a faint, haunting melody on an instrument that wasn’t flute or zither.


‘Look at me.’


She couldn’t look away. She might as well have been trapped in a black hole’s gravity well, slowly and inexorably drawing close, her own lips parting, air mingling with Rice Fish’s ether­eal breath – close enough to make contact, close enough to feel the warmth …


The ship withdrew her hand. It felt as if she’d cut a puppet’s strings: Xích Si sagged, struggling to gather her confused thoughts again.


‘You’ll do,’ Rice Fish said. She was still kneeling, but she did it like an empress.


‘Do what?’ Xích Si said. ‘Please, don’t …’


‘I’m not here to torture you.’ Rice Fish’s voice was faintly amused, though beneath it lay that same anger. ‘I need your services.’


‘As a bondsperson?’ Fear made her reckless.


This time it was unmistakably amusement. ‘No. As my wife.’


The words made no sense, no matter how many times Xích Si turned them in her head.


‘I don’t understand,’ she said.


The Red Scholar had been Rice Fish’s wife, and she was dead now. Why would Rice Fish want another wife?


‘Consider it … a business proposal. There’s no love involved. This is a matter of contracts.’ There was a flicker of something Xích Si couldn’t read, changing the colour of her eyes to indigo blue for a moment. ‘Of … protection.’


‘Protection.’ Xích Si’s voice was flat.


‘I said I wouldn’t torture you or harm you. It’ll hold true within the Red Banner – which is my fleet, now the Red Scholar is dead –’ again, that flicker of colour. Grief? No, that didn’t seem right. ‘– but not everyone here will be so considerate. There are four other banners in the pirate alliance.’


‘I don’t want to get married!’ She … Oh, ancestors, she wanted to go home. She wanted to hold her daughter Khanh in her arms, hug the small wriggling body of her six-year-old, hear her peals of laughter – what she wouldn’t have given for even one of Khanh’s tantrums. ‘I have a family.’


Rice Fish didn’t move. ‘You did.’ And, not unkindly, ‘You know the process.’


Unless she could prove that she’d taken no part in piracy, either as a pirate or as a bondsperson – which meant being ransomed, and no one in a tribunal or the militia would believe that a small-time scavenger would be held for ransom – she’d be deemed a pirate, and the penalty for piracy was death. It might be a swift or slow one, depending on the magistrate’s mood. There was no going home. Not now, not ever. Khanh … Khanh was lost to her, and that was like a blade of ice in her belly.


‘You didn’t have to take me! You didn’t have to break everything … You didn’t have to …’


She was crying now, struggling to form words. How dare they? How could they snatch everything that caught their fancy, with the same greed as corrupt officials, as venal merchants – how could they tear apart even her small, unambitious, utterly unremarkable life, for no other reason than because they could?


‘Why did you …? Why?’


‘I didn’t take you.’ Rice Fish’s voice was distant. ‘The banner is in disarray after my wife’s death, and they take comfort in pillaging. It’s familiar.’


Familiar. She remembered Ngà’s brutal death.


‘And that’s what you’d protect me from? I don’t even know why …’


A raised eyebrow. The ship hadn’t moved, and didn’t show any sign of discomfort. Her hair spread in a pool of blackness on the floor, and stars slowly wheeled and changed within it. The bodyguard was still in the doorway, but she might have been light-years away.


‘Your bots,’ Rice Fish said. ‘And your ship. You like technology. You’re good with it.’


Xích Si tinkered, because there was only a knife’s edge between survival and death, out there between the asteroids in the Twin Streams. She didn’t have the supplies, or the time or the money to pay a bot-handler. So she tinkered.


‘I’m no one.’


‘I disagree. Everyone is someone.’


‘I don’t need your pity! I don’t want … I don’t want to get married.’


‘We seldom do what we want in life.’


‘You haven’t explained to me what you want me to do in it. Or why I care.’


‘Careful now. You’re growing bold, aren’t you?’


‘Or what? You’ll silence me?’


A shrug. ‘Prisoners are not a rarity.’


‘I get the feeling you needed me specifically. And my bots. The ones you broke.’


Laughter. ‘Some spunk at last? Better.’ And, more seriously, ‘I won’t make the threat, but remember that anyone from another banner might. Make sure you know what they need from you. Specifically – bot-handling doesn’t require you whole.’


Whole.


Xích Si’s innards twisted. ‘You—’


‘I said I wasn’t going to make the threat.’ Rice Fish shifted, slightly. So did the pool of stars around her. ‘Huân – my wife – shouldn’t have died.’


Xích Si clamped her lips on the hurtful reply.


‘The imperial censor’s ships, the ones that ambushed Huân on her return from raiding season, shouldn’t have known where we’d emerge from deep spaces.’


‘So you have an informant on board. I don’t see where I can help.’


A smile, showing radiance as dazzling as the Fire Palace. ‘Oh, I don’t just have an informant on board. There’s someone within the alliance who is trying to tear it apart, and I know who. But I don’t have proof.’


Movement behind Rice Fish. The woman with the sug­gest­ive robe had winced at those words, and was hastily trying to hide it by turning away from Xích Si.


Politics. Intrigue, and way above Xích Si’s capabilities.


‘I’m just a scavenger!’ She belatedly realised she’d just admitted she was expendable. ‘I didn’t …’


Rice Fish raised an eyebrow. ‘Scared?’ she asked, her black-on-black eyes entirely too perceptive.


Never admit fear to a predator.


‘Of course not.’


‘Good.’ Rice Fish watched her, for what felt like an infinite time. ‘I want you to find my proof, which will require being … creative. I can handle people, but no one is going to hand me a confession, or at least not one that’s worth much of anything, politically speaking. I need your bots to watch and listen to people. To trawl the network for information. To follow and incapacitate them, if needed.’


Technical expertise. Xích Si forced herself to breathe. Of course. That made sense.


‘As I said, it would be a partnership,’ Rice Fish said. ‘Our marriage will ensure you have status and protection, but there’s nothing else involved.’


A twist of the lips, and suddenly Xích Si’s confusion resolved into the truth that of course nothing else could be involved. This was a grieving, angry widow looking for revenge.


And a pirate, like the ones who’d killed Ngà. The words came welling out of her, and she knew exactly how wounding they would be.


‘No forcing me to sleep with you? I suppose I should be thankful for that.’


Rice Fish’s face didn’t move. ‘Rape isn’t allowed in this banner. The penalty is death by spacing.’


‘Now you’re going to tell me it’s different in other banners.’


Laughter. ‘Hoping I’ll get annoyed enough to kill you? That’s a dangerous path. I might decide to do something smaller and more painful to you instead.’


‘Why marriage? A partnership doesn’t require marriage.’


‘It shouldn’t. But things … are in flux at the moment.’


‘In flux?’


‘Dangerous. I did say the Red Scholar’s death had thrown the banner into disarray. Some of … the usual codes have been forgotten. Marriage is the oldest contract. The kind of protection and status everyone will respect. The best I can offer you. So?’


Xích Si didn’t want to choose. She didn’t want to be responsible for setting aside her entire life. It would have been easier if she’d been forced. If, from the moment she was taken, everything had been out of her control. If she hadn’t been in the middle of this ship – of the ship kneeling in front of her – being offered a choice.


The last time she’d made a choice of similar import, it had been Ngà and her offer to trade on The Leaping Carp instead of scavenging, to get larger profits, earn a new life. It had all turned to fractured, bloody pieces, and Ngà herself had never come back.


Reaching out for more always ended up in broken hands.


‘What if I say no?’


A shrug. ‘As I said, prisoners aren’t a rarity.’


‘But you won’t protect me.’


Another smile. ‘Why would you need the protection? An obscure bondsperson toiling in the belly of our ships … you might never come to the attention of another banner.’


Xích Si shivered. No rape, she’d said. Only there were so many other ways to be hurt.


‘I want to know what’s happened to my daughter.’


‘I told you. She’s part of your old life. Your dead life.’


‘I know I can’t be in contact with her or she’ll be sentenced to death as my accomplice. But I want to make sure she’s provided for.’


Auntie Vy would take Khanh in, but she wasn’t Vy’s flesh and blood, and who knew if Vy – another scavenger, and about as poor as Xích Si – could feed her? Or would want to? It was easier, and so much more convenient, to sell children into indenture or concubinage, fates that sent chills down Xích Si’s spine.


A shrug. ‘It might be a while before we can locate her. It’s not that easy to move within Triệu Hoà Port – too many sentries, too much empire surveillance on that habitat. But I could try. So?’


She was waiting. Stars wheeled and glittered, her hair merging with the cloth of her tunic. Her eyes were dark again, the anger she’d shown tamped down.


Choose.


She could say no, and become one of the countless bondspeople given menial jobs, their only way out becoming pirates themselves – which was the very escape route Rice Fish was offering her now. A partnership. She could say no and keep her pride, but she guessed she’d never had much pride to start with.


Or much choice.


‘I’ll do it,’ she said. ‘I’ll marry you.’
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Ceremonial


Rice Fish wanted a small and intimate wedding ceremony, though she knew it wouldn’t make everyone happy: Tiên, in particular, advocated a grand occasion.


‘You need to unite the fleet,’ Tiên said. She was sitting in her own rooms, sipping tea. She had offered Rice Fish a cup – ships couldn’t feed, but food and drink in the overlays were more than just taste; they carried memories and connotations. ‘If you’re really going for marriage …’


‘Yes.’ Rice Fish’s hand hovered over the tea. It smelled of rain, and of Huân laughing at the night sky on one of the large habitats – Bình Mạng, probably, the Đại Việt one, one of their allies. Not a safe place, but not an unfriendly one, either. At least, it hadn’t been, but now the Đại Việt empress was dying, and who knew where the Việt stood any more? ‘It’s only fair.’


‘She could be a bondsperson. Or freed.’


‘You know that wouldn’t give her the protection or status necessary to deal with the banner scholars.’


There was another reason she had offered marriage – one she wasn’t speaking aloud: this was the offer Huân had made her, once upon a time. A partnership, proposed because she didn’t quite know what to do with the gaping hole in her life. Because she needed to be less lonely.


‘Hmm.’ Tiên didn’t sound convinced. But she was wise enough not to press the subject. ‘In any case, the Red Scholar’s death has shaken the banner. They need something they can stand behind.’


‘I don’t think they need another festival. Huân’s death banquet was more than enough.’


‘You’ve always hated pomp.’ Tiên’s voice was fond.


She’d changed out of the clothes she’d worn in the hold: the inner layers remained, but the outer ones were now banyan trees and moons which managed to be just as irreverent and suggestive as the layers they had replaced.


‘I understand it serves a purpose,’ Rice Fish said.


Part of her awareness was following the navigation sensors. They weren’t far from the Citadel – on Huân’s death, it would have become a nest of scorpions and poisonous centipedes, all vying for a chance to become her consort, or to displace her as head of the Red Banner.


Tough luck. She was in control, and she would have a wife again by the time she got there.


‘It does,’ Tiên said. ‘There might be few rules in the banner—’


‘You know that’s not true.’


‘Mmm,’ Tiên said. She knew how sensitive Rice Fish was about public displays, and deflected. ‘Consider this a need for reassurance, then. The Green Banner will try to make out that you and Huân have been doing unaccountable work in the dark. A secret wedding and a hidden bride will just support this.’


Rice Fish thought of Xích Si – of how abjectly she’d crawled, of how ready she’d been to abase herself – of how angry Rice Fish had been, at the way fear broke people.


‘I don’t think it would be fair.’


Tiên frowned. ‘To her?’ She was silent for a while. ‘She’s a scared little thing, isn’t she. I wonder how she got that way.’


‘I don’t know,’ Rice Fish said. ‘But I do know if I push her too hard, she’ll break.’


‘Perhaps. Or perhaps not.’ Tiên drained her tea, staring into the cup as if she could divine the breath of the universe within it. ‘You’re the boss. Have it your way.’


It was only after she left Tiên’s quarters – after she de­materialised her avatar altogether and was, for a moment, just the ship, just flying through the void and monitoring her passengers – the faint chatter of her bots in the background, the myriad feedback from her sensors, the comforting flow of information lulling her to something almost like sleep – that Rice Fish realised she’d lied to Tiên.


She wasn’t just thinking to spare Xích Si. She couldn’t bear to have another grand wedding, the way hers and Huân’s had been a grand affair, their boisterous insult thrown in the face of the world.


She’d been young then: a small, scared creature Huân had found in the harbour of what would become the Red Banner’s quarters in the Citadel, broken by her captors and towed back to the shipyards in a body she could no longer command, to be rebuilt, to be made obedient by viruses and shadow controllers. She’d been so young when Huân had thrown open the door of her broken airlock and set foot on her deck – and looked up and laughed.


‘I see you,’ she’d said. ‘I see you, big sis.’


Always and forever, except that she’d not foreseen her own death.


Rice Fish hadn’t thought she’d miss Huân so much.


When someone came again for Xích Si, it was the bodyguard – who introduced herself as Tiên, and looked at Xích Si with a particular expression Xích Si couldn’t quite make sense of, a mixture of pity and disapproval. She held out something: a red and yellow áo dài.


‘She’s said she’s not sure if you want a wedding dress,’ Tiên said. ‘Some people find having the ceremonial reassuring, and some people prefer to be reminded of the substance.’


They didn’t sound like her words, but like Rice Fish’s. The substance. Obviously. A wedding dress for a wedding that was merely a business partnership.


‘No,’ Xích Si said, before she could think. She didn’t need the trappings of a wedding. Not for this.


Tiên nodded, grimly. ‘Thought so, too,’ she said.


‘Where is she?’


Everywhere, technically – they were standing on Rice Fish’s body, and every bot, every sensor was her eyes and ears.


‘She’s waiting for you,’ Tiên said, which wasn’t an answer, and she must have known it. Tiên gestured for Xích Si to follow her. ‘Come, then.’


Outside, the corridor was empty, and oddly silent. Things had been oddly silent for a while – ever since Rice Fish’s visit and that fateful acceptance, but as Xích Si stumbled towards wherever Tiên was taking her, it was now obvious that the noises of firecrackers and mourning celebrations were gone. No, not gone; it wasn’t likely the celebrations had halted. But the ship could, as she had in the cell, filter them out. The corridor she was in was deserted: a long straight thing with a half-moon section, its walls decorated with … For a moment they’d been drawings of ship docks, but the moment Xích Si looked, these faded away, and became paintings of the asteroids of the Twin Streams, the places she’d mined for scraps of metal and ores – and the silhouettes of small ships, such as the ones scavengers would cobble together.


For her. It was intended for her. To show her things could change – to reassure her? She wasn’t sure. Some thought had obviously gone into this. She was seen – paid attention to, utterly naked and vulnerable in a way she hadn’t been inside the cell.


By the time the door at the end of the corridor opened, Xích Si’s breathing was coming in fast.


Inside the featureless room, small and cramped, were only two chairs, and an overlay of scrolling text.


And Rice Fish.


She was leaning against the wall – no, not so much leaning against it as coming out of it, her long hair flowing into it and the embroidered cloth of her robes becoming the overlay of the starscape on the wall behind her. And she was there – the weight of her presence filling the room with a particular focus, as if the air were made of cloth and someone had pulled it taut, and Xích Si could hardly draw enough air to fill her lungs.


‘Child.’ She gestured towards the chair.


Xích Si moved towards it in a daze, staring at the text.


As we enter this partnership, we promise that though we ­weren’t born on the same day, on the same month or in the same year, we vow to stand where the other stands, to go where the other goes … To safeguard each other to the best of our abilities …


It was a contract. The marriage contract. A list of obligations, of commitments, phrased as a binding oath of sisterhood. A guarantee of her safety – which featured prominently – in exchange for her skills. She was used to selling her skills and parts of herself to survive, but this was on another level entirely. This … This was final in so many ways, though hadn’t it been final from the moment she’d been dragged from the wreck of her ship?


‘Here.’ A touch on her wrist, which made her look up, startled – it was Rice Fish, standing over a tray which held dumplings and two teacups. The bots that had brought it were already scurrying away. ‘Eat something. It’s a long read, and you’ll want to make sure you understand all of it.’


Ten thousand emotions warred within Xích Si, and the one that won out was not anger, but a deep-seated curiosity.


‘You said you didn’t need to keep me whole. There’s no need to be so considerate.’


Surprise crossed Rice Fish’s face, and was swiftly extinguished.


‘It’s not part of the contract, no. But surely you’d prefer decency.’ She smiled, and it was edged and bleakly amused, a minute star glinting for the briefest of moments in her eyes. ‘Also, you’d hardly be any use to me if you’re burned out from stress.’


‘How do you know—?’


That same edged smile. ‘I have eyes.’


And bots, and sensors.


‘Of course. Keeping a watch on me.’


A silence. When Rice Fish spoke again, it wasn’t to answer Xích Si’s unspoken question.


‘Drink,’ she said, and it was almost gentle. She picked up one of the two teacups that were in overlay, and sipped at it.


Xích Si, feeling absurdly contrary, went for the dumplings instead, the translucent dough that melted in her mouth, the shrimp filling inside plump and chewy – rich people’s food, not the powdered dust with vat-grown algae they had in the outer rings. She reached out for the tea, sipped it as she read through the contract.


For all its length and flowery language, it was, at heart, brutally simple. They swore to take care of each other, and to safeguard each other and each other’s interests: for Rice Fish, the safety of the banner; for Xích Si, her own safety and her family’s safety.


Khanh. A world she couldn’t come back to.


Xích Si’s eyesight was wavering and blurred. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to focus. To be in the present, where the task at hand mattered. Then – before she could think, before she could change her mind – she signed with her fingerprint and retinal scan, and watched as Rice Fish detached herself from the wall – the way that the starscape flowed to her hair, leaving the surface behind her blank – and came to sign.


‘There,’ she said.


It felt strangely anticlimactic.


‘That’s it?’


A silence. Rice Fish had dismissed the overlay, and she was already turning towards the door – Xích Si rose, ready to follow her, when a voice rang out in the small space.


‘You should kiss.’


Rice Fish turned, whiplash-fast, staring at Tiên – who was the one who’d spoken.


‘We are not,’ she said, and her voice cut like a vacuum-blade, the atmosphere in the room going from tight to unbreathably tense. Xích Si fought an urge to throw herself to her knees. It wasn’t her Rice Fish was angry at. It wasn’t her. Not for now.


Tiên appeared utterly unfazed. She moved to stand closer to Rice Fish, the peaches on her dress shifting from whole to half-bitten as she did so.


‘You know what this is.’


‘A business proposition.’ Rice Fish’s voice was tight and angry, the skin on her face translucent, showing the shape of the ship behind her. ‘As you well know.’


‘To protect her from the rest of the fleet. Which will only work if they don’t think this is a … pecuniary matter.’ Tiên spread her hands. She seemed obscurely delighted by something – perhaps simply by watching Rice Fish get angry. ‘You know this. I know this.’


‘And you think this is going to solve anything?’


Tiên turned to look at Xích Si. There was no anger in her gaze, or pity, but simple thoughtful calculation.


‘I think it’ll help keep her safe,’ she said. ‘Signing a contract in a featureless room looks exactly like what it is – business. But a kiss … then she becomes the successor of the Red Scholar. A love match. And you know the power of that story as well as I do.’


‘No one is going to believe I fell in love with a captive within two days of my wife’s death.’


‘Then they’ll believe you have a new toy. Someone to comfort you in your grief.’


Rice Fish’s anger was making the room feel smaller and smaller.


‘This isn’t who I am.’ She turned towards Xích Si, the anger leaving her face, leaving it once more that smooth, unreadable mask. ‘And this is absolutely not what I offered you.’


‘I know,’ Xích Si said. Her voice felt tight, alien to her. ‘But I’ll do it.’


‘You …’ Rice Fish’s anger slowly abated. She was facing Xích Si, staring at her. Her face softened. She finally said, ‘I disagree with Tiên. It’s not necessary. Your safety can be guaran­teed in other ways. You don’t have to do anything which makes you uncomfortable.’


The bots had come out of their alcoves, slowly crawling towards the table. Uncomfortable. And Xích Si suddenly realised, chilled, that she wasn’t the one uncomfortable. Rice Fish was.


She said, simply, ‘There’s nothing real there. Nothing that matters. But I want to be safe. And we signed a contract where you pledged to safeguard me.’ She stood straight – it cost her. ‘You said you’d go where I went.’ And left the rest unsaid.


Rice Fish’s gaze was burning. At length she threw her head back, and laughed – a genuine, fond noise that suddenly made her seem younger and more carefee, and Xích Si found herself bending to catch just another peal of it, in spite of her better instincts.


‘Trying to twist the law around me? You forget – it takes two for consent.’ And, before Xích Si could say anything: ‘But I’ll do it, if you think it’s necessary.’


One moment she was standing near the door; the next she blinked out of existence, and reappeared in front of Xích Si, one hand reaching for Xích Si’s face, a gentle push upwards that Xích Si followed, tilting her face up to stare at her new wife. Their eyes met; in Rice Fish’s gaze there was nothing but mild curiosity. She held Xích Si’s gaze a fraction longer than neces­sary, and then bent slowly, one hand still under Xích Si’s chin, the other one at Xích Si’s nape, an odd, electrifying kind of warmth – and the same kind of cold on Xích Si’s lips as Rice Fish’s lips brushed them, a touch that shifted into a firmer pressure, becoming a weird, tight feeling in Xích Si’s lower back and womb.


Then Rice Fish broke away, turning back towards Tiên with barely a pause.


‘Satisfied?’ she asked.


Xích Si was not satisfied. The diffuse feeling of desire she’d had was only slowly ebbing away, and she felt as though something precious had been wrenched away from her without warning. Which was absurd. They had a contract. A binding agreement. Nothing more.


‘That will do,’ Tiên said. ‘It’s very convincing.’


In overlay – where the contract had been – was now a picture of both of them kissing, gazing into each other’s eyes as if they were lost soulmates and the thread of fate had wound itself tightly around them. Xích Si’s stomach churned. Half of her wanted to walk away from the picture and never look at it again, and half of her – the half that still felt the warmth of Rice Fish’s lips on hers – was tempted.


Rice Fish’s voice was cool and composed.


‘Good. Then we’re done here. Come.’


Absurd. Utterly absurd. Xích Si should follow Rice Fish’s example – much as it galled her to be following a pirate’s lead – and put the whole matter out of her head.


Rice Fish tried not to think about the kiss.


It meant nothing. They had signed a contract. That Tiên was right – that the best way to guarantee Xích Si’s safety was to follow appearances, to have at least a formality of a kiss, something to make it abundantly clear that Xích Si wasn’t to be touched on account of being not just useful, but cared for – didn’t change the nature of what had happened.


But, for a bare moment – when Xích Si had leaned into the kiss, when she’d breathed harder, not from fear or stress but from reflexive desire – when she’d softened and her entire being had seemed to change – Rice Fish had felt something. Like a drop of water on parched lips, a stirring of something she’d lost a long time ago.


Something utterly forbidden. It wasn’t what she’d offered Xích Si; and even if it had been on offer, the differences in their statuses – and Xích Si being barely out of her prison cell, a cell Rice Fish had held the keys to – precluded anything.


No. She couldn’t – wouldn’t – go there.


Instead, Rice Fish walked slowly through her own corridors and cabins, with Xích Si behind her, a burning presence that she did her best to focus on. To soothe and comfort.


Part of Rice Fish wasn’t there: part of her was flying through the Jade Stream towards the Citadel; part of her was monitoring bots; and part of her was sitting, stiff and upright and unsmiling, at her wife’s mourning ceremony, listening to overblown songs about the Red Scholar’s exploits that were so out of proportion Huân would have laughed in embarrassment. Rice Fish could maintain two avatars with a little effort, but interacting with people on a more than superficial level required more attention – and she’d rather keep all of those processing threads for Xích Si.


As Xích Si walked behind her avatar, Rice Fish changed for her, as she’d changed on her way from the cell to the marriage room: the paintings on the walls becoming the asteroids of the Jade Stream, the silence broken by faint folk songs of the An O Empire. She didn’t know what would be a comfort to Xích Si, but she owed it to her to try. Her bots’ legs clicked on the floor – she didn’t need their sensors to see Xích Si’s tense muscles and accelerated heartbeat. This wasn’t just marriage, for her; it was a tearing away from her old life, an acknowledgement it would never return. Rice Fish had seen so many recruits and bondspeople go through it – the denial and the anger and the grief. She could remember, like a distant echo, what it had been like when Huân had picked her, when she’d signed her own contract: the feel of the table at which she’d sat; the smell of incense; the heat of Huân’s bots next to hers. It had felt like being on the edge of a leap into deep spaces, a gesture that once started couldn’t be walked back or erased.


‘Here,’ Rice Fish said, in front of a door with the double happiness symbol shimmering on its metal.


Xích Si pushed it.


It was the room where Rice Fish received her bannerpeople, and dignitaries. The overlay was rich and formal, and half the furniture was physical – not Rice Fish’s preference, but some envoys liked to occupy the physical rather than the virtual layers. Half the room was occupied by a large bed, and on that bed she’d spread the bridal gifts: three red boxes with the golden traceries of two fish slowly turning into dragons. The boxes were open, showcasing what they contained: bridal jewellery, and new bots for Xích Si to bind to her.


‘These are for you,’ Rice Fish said.


Xích Si was breathing hard; Rice Fish’s sensors caught the frantic sound of her heartbeat, the fast blinking, the way her hands clenched and unclenched, the stress worse than the one she’d experienced when she’d signed the contract. She turned to face Rice Fish’s avatar, but Rice Fish had already seen the pallor of her face.


‘I didn’t expect that reaction to gifts,’ Rice Fish said lightly.


‘The bed.’ Xích Si’s voice was shaking. ‘There’s only one.’


Oh. It had been obvious to her, and it would have been obvious to anyone within the Red Banner, or anyone used to dealing with the pirate alliance, but Xích Si was a poor scavenger, and mindships might as well have existed in another universe.


‘I don’t sleep,’ Rice Fish said. ‘And technically I’m no more present here than anywhere else. I’m not monitoring these rooms other than for critical life support breaches, and you can invoke privacy privileges if you want to be sure my bots or sensors aren’t activated in here. I ask that you not do it too often – I need to maintain this room as much as the rest of my body.’


Xích Si opened her mouth, and closed it. The fear in her eyes was slowly receding.


‘Present. Your body. You—’


‘I told you. You’re safe here.’


At the mourning banquet, Huân’s son was now pouring wine in a virtual overlay – he had his own command and was on his own ship, and thank Heaven Rice Fish didn’t have to deal with his anger and grief, just with his beamed-in holo. She pulled her awareness away from that avatar, let it be little more than bots running on low-level automatic routines.


Xích Si was breathing hard. She took one, two faltering steps towards the bed – reached for the bots, cradled them in her arms as they activated. There was a workbench nearby: just a materialisation of the access privileges that Rice Fish had given her. She rose, made her way there, the bots spreading across her shoulders – one stretching and melting to cover her palm, and form three rings on her fingers – and stared at the bench for what felt like an eternity.


‘I’ll leave you,’ Rice Fish said. Of course she’d need time, and solitude. ‘I’ve already asked someone to locate your daughter. But for now, you need sleep …’


Xích Si raised a hand. The bots followed it, flowing up her arm. For a long, stretched, silent period – time that Rice Fish could count, blink by blink – Xích Si stood stock-still, her breath rising and falling. Rice Fish could see the minute shift in her chest muscles, the way she slowly, deliberately got her breathing under control, from the near panic to an even and slow rhythm, an act of sheer strength of will managed while standing absolutely unmoving, and with no other hint of the turmoil that must have been going on inside.


When Xích Si turned back to Rice Fish, her face was hard.


‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘Tell me how your wife died.’


Rice Fish struggled not to take a step back … but she wasn’t about to give way on her own body.


‘It’s your wedding night,’ she said, slowly, gently.


The corners of Xích Si’s lips rose, but only a fraction. ‘And it’s not that kind of marriage, is it? Tell me.’


Rice Fish had misjudged her new wife; she’d thought Xích Si would be bewildered, or lost, or soft – but there was nothing of softness in the way she faced Rice Fish now, with the bots on her, body as taut as a leaping dancer’s. She was … incandescent and proud and utterly, dazzlingly beautiful. Some­thing long forgotten twisted in Rice Fish’s innards – in her heartroom, where the organic core of her was plugged into her body, where she was most vulnerable, something expanded and missed a beat. She found herself faltering, as she had during the kiss.


Not that kind of marriage.


Never that kind of marriage.


She and Huân had had mutual respect, and some fondness, but that was all that could be expected. All that she deserved, now and forever.


‘I’ll tell you what happened,’ Rice Fish said.


She moved closer to Xích Si, conjured a chair and sat near the workbench, well away from Xích Si’s enticing tautness, far enough away that she didn’t have to feel or touch her. But of course Xích Si’s feet rested on the floor of one of her cabins, and she felt the minute pressure as she shifted position and walked to the bench. She didn’t sit; she stood in front of it, biting her lips, and finally summoned a screen overlay keyed to both of them – the kind used for a vid or a picture, except that it was empty.


‘Show me,’ she said.


It was an invitation, but one as sharp and as cutting as a knife’s blade: a call to battle.


Rice Fish conjured, one after the other, screen overlays: maps and ships and pictures of the banners and the empires – everything Xích Si would need to make sense of the world she now moved in.


‘Here,’ she said, laying it out like a peace offering. ‘Here is what happened.’


Xích Si cocked her head, and stared, not at the screen, but straight at her. Her eyes were a brown so dark it was almost black, intent and piercing.


‘Thank you,’ she said, holding Rice Fish’s gaze.


I see you, big sis, Huân’s voice whispered in her thoughts.


Do you? She shut it down, mercilessly – redirecting it to the avatar at Huân’s funeral banquet, where it was drowned by rice wine and the weeping mourners. You’re dead, li’l sis. A corpse fractured by deep spaces. Let the living take care of themselves, and of what you left behind.


In her thoughts, Huân laughed – because she knew, as did Rice Fish, that the dead couldn’t be put to rest so easily.
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Wedding Night


Xích Si inhaled, and stared at the screen.


Everything was dancing and wavering, her thoughts satur­ated with too much information, too many people, too many grievances and old records. What steadied her was the job: the analysis of the data so she could find the proof Rice Fish needed. It might not be something she’d ever thought she’d do for pirates, but it was a familiar job: a steadying task she could keep focused on.


Rice Fish was watching her, sprawled in the chair she’d pulled out. She was sharply defined from head to waist, and then the red and golden wedding robes slowly darkened and sharpened until they became the metal of the egg-shaped chair, and her long hair below the topknot was shadows on the metal. Her gaze was … not predatory or heavy, but simply curious.


‘You don’t have to take it all in now,’ she said, gently.


Affectionately, Xích Si would have said, except that she was a pirate, and she wouldn’t have risen so far if she was weak. She was a pirate, and her kind had killed Ngà.


But when she’d told Xích Si she’d be safe, her voice had been soft, and even: a quiet statement of the way things were, an utter certainty – a hard, comforting fact to which Xích Si could cling.


It’d have been easier if Xích Si could trust her.


‘You’ll want me to hold up on my end of the bargain,’ Xích Si said, more sharply than she meant to.


A raised eyebrow. ‘You’re no use to me if you crash and burn.’


‘And I’m of no use to myself if I go around like a backwater planet bumpkin.’ Xích Si closed her eyes. Her bots nested on her shoulders and hands again; they felt worn and comforting. They shouldn’t have – not when she’d seen the previous ones gutted and burned, had held their corpses – but these had the same feel and the same heft, recreated with painstaking attention to detail. An apology, of sorts; and of course she couldn’t work without them. ‘Tell me again.’


‘Everything that led up to it?’ Rice Fish considered. ‘On the surface, it was an uneventful raiding season. The usual number of merchant ships that weren’t careful enough, ­weren’t protected enough.’


It almost sounded bloodless. It almost sounded … fair. Which it couldn’t be. It was pillaging and blood and pain, parasites taking what they wanted and destroying the rest. It couldn’t be fair. It would never be.


‘You said “on the surface”?’


‘Yes.’ Rice Fish sipped a cup of tea that had materialised out of nowhere. ‘We have our own rules. The alliance has five banners, out of which the Red Banner is only one. And each smaller pirate craft owes loyalty only to their banner scholar. In turn, the council oversees the banner scholars.’


‘And you’re the Red Scholar.’


‘Not officially. Not yet,’ Rice Fish said. ‘It’s likely that I will be, but the council would need to confirm me as Huân’s heir first.’ She considered. ‘I said “on the surface” because things were happening in the background. Little things at first. High tension within the Citadel. Arguments at flower-poetry contests. Too many brawls, too many incidents between banners in teahouses. More raids than usual that ended in slaughter. Larger targets.’


‘Because you don’t slaughter outright?’


Rice Fish paused, and Xích Si tensed, but she merely went on.


‘Not as much as you seem to fear. We do this for money. But some … Yes, they seemed to be doing it for cruelty’s sake. And at first it was one banner, and then it was several. It was starting to look like someone in the banners was making a power play.’


Xích Si frowned. She called up the display again, looked at the ships that had killed the Red Scholar. Massive open-the-voids and the smaller three-plates. They moved far too smoothly, without any of the lags she was used to in the Twin Streams. They were too sleek, too smooth.


‘Those ships aren’t pirate ships. They’re official. So why talk of banner politics?’


‘No, those ships weren’t from the banners. You’re right. They’re imperial. They belonged to Censor Trúc. I think someone in the banners – someone who wanted Huân dead – found a common cause with the imperial forces, who want all pirates dead as a matter of principle.’


‘Imperial ships. The empire.’


‘There are two empires, but yes. The one you come from.’


Her voice was even, dismissive.


How could she?


‘It’s my home,’ Xích Si said.


A quirk of Rice Fish’s lips.


‘You think I should be making one here.’


‘I think birds have wasted away in cages looking south,’ Rice Fish said.


It was one scholarly metaphor too many.


‘You’re the one holding the keys of the cage!’ The words were out of her mouth before she realised what she’d said, and to whom. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have … Please don’t—’


‘Don’t what?’


Rice Fish rose, and stretched. As she did, her hair lengthened and changed, became the Twin Streams, the river of stars across the sky. She wasn’t an imperial mindship; she wasn’t a wife or a friend. She was a pirate consort, one who pillaged and burned and killed. Why would she spare a mouthy scavenger who’d offered her nothing of value?


Xích Si threw herself to the floor – or tried to, because Rice Fish was suddenly there, and her bots were holding her immobile, pinned to the chair, Xích Si’s own bots swept aside and clattering to the floor.


‘Don’t,’ Rice Fish said, and this time the anger in her voice was unmistakable. ‘Not ever again. Don’t ever think of degrading yourself as a solution to anything again. Or apologising for your anger.’


A heartbeat; her eyes holding Xích Si’s; her hands replacing the bots, a soft and warm touch that spread to Xích Si’s body. It was relayed through the perception layers, a touch that wasn’t physical and no longer prevented Xích Si from rising. She could have shaken Rice Fish off with a shrug. She tried to say something sarcastic or wounding, but the expression in Rice Fish’s eyes stopped her.


‘Your old life ended when you were captured. I can’t give it back to you. I can’t turn back time. I’d say it’s not my fault, but it was my banner, so it is my responsibility.’ Her eyes filmed red, like the heart of a star, like bridal clothes. ‘You don’t want to hear it from me, but … you have to make the most of what you have.’


Something Xích Si had heard so many times, from so many condescending elders and officials. Except that Rice Fish’s voice wasn’t contemptuous or dismissive, but worried.


She cares.


So few had. Parents, long dead, worn to nubs by the scavenging life. Ngà, once. Auntie Vy and her wife. Thểy An Sơn, a nun at the pagoda who’d given her scraps of metal for her bots, and taken Xích Si’s own offerings with utter seriousness, no matter how small and inadequate they’d been. Her scavenger friends, Hoa and Vân and Ngọc Nữ, who’d always known when to bring braised dishes and spare rice.


Rice Fish had withdrawn her hands and taken a step back, but she was still staring at Xích Si with an intensity that could have seared metal, and around her the room was growing darker and warmer, with faint flashes like a storm on the sun’s surface. Xích Si could still feel the imprints of the ship’s hold on her, and part of her – the treacherous, oblivious, primal part – longed to be held; not pinned in the chair, but wrapped in someone’s arms and held as though she mattered.


Don’t ever think of degrading yourself as a solution to anything again.


Everyone is someone.


‘We’re business partners,’ she said, finally, because words had fled and all she had left were scattered thoughts. ‘I understand that.’


Rice Fish stared at her, for a little longer than necessary. Xích Si saw a flicker of hurt in the depths of her eyes.


Why?


‘A business arrangement,’ she said, finally. Her voice almost sounded smooth – but not quite enough.


‘You said someone from the banners was making a power play,’ Xích Si said, returning to their safer and more innocuous conversation, though it was still filled with so many landmines. She had work to get to. ‘And … two empires?’


‘We’re attacking the An O Empire’s merchants. The Đại Việt are on the other side of the Twin Streams. Their dynasty is younger, beleaguered and in desperate need of money, so they train us and let us loose in return for a percentage of the profit.’


Xích Si had seen many Việt merchants in Triệu Hoà Port. She was vaguely aware of them, and of the hostility the empire had for them – they’d been at war once, a long time ago.


‘All right. When you said someone in the banners, it sounded like you had someone very specific in mind.’


‘Mmm. The first banner that started behaving … oddly was the Green Banner. Kim Thông, the Green Scholar, is a long-time enemy of Huân and I.’ Rice Fish moved slightly, her hair and the chair shifting with her.
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