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chapter one


  

  



       It was like the Last Supper and Émile Saint-Just was certain that someone was going to die. They broke out the good Chateau Moullage ’39, all three bottles that Jean-Louis Marchand, the purser, had been saving to celebrate the closing of a sale. “But if we get caught we cannot permit them to drink it without appreciation,” Jean-Louis had announced with just a slight catch in his voice.


       Émile could well understand that. Common knowledge said that no one who was truly Justica could speak a civilized tongue and they had no appreciation of good wine. And he had to admit he was pleased. As the lowest-ranking apprentice on the Free Trader Mary Damned, under normal conditions he would not have had any opportunity to taste the fine vintage.


       The Captain had even decided to let the ship run on comp so the entire crew could attend dinner together. Not that the wine was the only glory of the evening. Paul Foncier, who normally acted as first apprentice in navigation, had indulged his hobby and ship’s stores to the fullest, producing a stuffed trout in puff pastry and champagne sauce that surpassed anything Émile had ever tasted in his life. Until Paul served the white chocolate mousse for dessert. That was even better than the beignets from the Cafe de la Montagne in the Quartier du Paris.


       Then Captain Sarrault rose and proposed the first toast, to the Académie Français as always. The crew of the Mary Damned might be colonials twenty light-years from Earth, but they followed the dictates of the Académie all the more avidly for it. And while Republics and technologies rose and fell, the Académie Français was one of the few eternals in the universe.


       Tears came to Saint-Just’s eyes as he thought of the long and constant history of the Academic Without it the traders might come back to their own future to find that they couldn’t even speak their own language. No idea was more frightening, and so the Syndicat’s loyalty to the Académie was perfectly reasonable. Not at all a conceit of light-runners with intellectual pretensions, as some planet-bound members of the university community had claimed in L’Ami du Peuple, the most prestigious Quartier newspaper.


       Then they toasted the Syndicat, and the Captain toasted the crew. And then Chief Rimbeau toasted the Justica flics would shortly be after them. And the Free Traders of Beau Soleil who refused to go along with the dictates of a uniform Justica that had tried to impose authority where it wasn’t wanted.


       And so the Syndicat had offered the Mary Damned the honor of being the first Free Trader to openly defy the Justica. Naturally, there was no question that Captain Sarrault would accept. She had great experience running around the tax flics who were so much bother and completely useless, Elisabeth Sarrault did. Which was why she was in command of the most notorious vessel in Syndicat history. And the Mary Damned was destined to become even more infamous in the annals of the Justica when they had made this run across the Void.


       Still, Émile could feel some tension under the bravado. The fish had been perfect and the mousse lighter than helium, but somehow they all turned to solid stone in his stomach. Even being seated across from Catherine des Musées, second apprentice and arrogant redhead, did not distract him from watching for the final moment.


       For all the Justica were arrogant and uncivilized, they were unfortunately efficient at what they did. Collecting taxes, dictating policies to perfectly sufficient colonies and capturing drug runners were among their fortes. There was a chance the Mary Damned would get through, but Émile would not be willing to put money on that possibility. Captain Sarrault had made it very clear when the proposition was first brought that they were to be something of a test case. The circumstances might enhance the piquancy of the dinner, but Émile was not able to appreciate the addition. His appetite had deteriorated as they reached the designated point.


       At the Captain’s signal the Mary Damned cut her lights. There was nothing to show against the invisible depths of space where no Zones held influence and the Justica patrolled only rarely. Captain Sarrault had every intention of making the Justica look like fools and come out untouched.


       “I certainly do not want to be remembered as the first Syndicat captain to lose a ship to the press gangs,” she had said dryly when first explaining what they were going to do.


       Émile watched the online galley displays as one by one the engines shut down. Going black out of the Zones, running cold by light far from the traffic lanes was something even Free Traders did not do. The Mary Damned was the first. It made Émile proud. He nibbed his thumb unconsciously over the deeply engraved ship ID on his Syndicat cuff. He had only been accepted by the Traders a year before. Now he had an apprentice berth on the proudest lady in the fleet.


       Still, once they had left the plan filed with the Justica offices and started running black, everyone aboard began whispering and being careful not to bounce too hard on the bulkheads. Not that the noise mattered. Double hull construction and vacuum made certain of that. But habits bred into humanity since its emergence from the ice refused to die. Clandestine meant hushed voices and deep shadows.


       They were running the long way through the Dark, loaded with fifty liters of sadece senin, the pure extract of the sadece milk that brought Beau Soleil more in trade than the rest of her combined products and services. Sadece senin was the life and the blood of the Syndicat, the trade, and the people of Beau Soleil. It was also extremely illegal in the uniform Justica, unless it was excepted for experimental and medical use with permits and taxes and destinations affixed.


       “But why is it illegal?” Émile had asked when he had first been taught the Justica rules of trade and transshipment. The whole idea seemed absurd. If sadece senin were harmful then the entire population of Beau Soleil would be afflicted. After all, though they did not use the refined senin except for interface, their entire atmosphere was constantly being permeated by sadece gas, that little belch the flowers used to draw their prey.


       Indeed, it was only because space was limited and they wanted to maximize the profits that the crew of the Mary Damned did not touch the merchandise on the journey. Sadece they used was sadece they could not sell, and it sold for a price that made even the terrible expense of bringing it from a gravity well half way through the visible stars well worthwhile.


       One of the reasons that the Mary Damned and Elisabeth Sarrault had been chosen was that the ship’s AI was more perceptive than most and Sarrault could actually fly realtime. She didn’t need interface for most functions, like the bargers and Zone drones who had adverse reactions to the dark senin used for deep contact. And it was the dark senin they were shipping, the best, the most expensive, the most infamous substance in the universe. There were places where Justica rumors were that it was fed with human blood.


       Like any proper Syndicat vessel, the Mary Damned, officers and crew, couldn’t be bothered with permits and destinations that cut the profit nearly ninety percent. Even Émile Saint-Just, the newest member of the crew, had acquired the requisite attitude—that the uniform existed merely to provide the Syndicat with amusement. While it was good to score profit points off the Justica, it was even more gratifying to count coup with elegance that showed the entire uniform how unimaginative and utterly vulgar the flics were.


       Just like the British whore for whom she’d been named, the AI and crew would rather go down than run and hide. And the original Mary Damned did go down, refusing to leave her pleasure house on the Rose Plage when the tsunumi of ’39 struck. Her body was never found, and children whispered about her ghost.


       Now Saint-Just’s cuff, still new and bright, bore the incised device of the Mary Damned. Coded to the ship and his rate, it seemed heavier somehow, as if data had mass. Naturally he knew that was pure romanticism, but he couldn’t stop looking at the design. Two black circles pierced by an arrow, not much to look at unless one knew what it meant.


       “Now, you see, we’re dark and low,” the Chief had explained to him when he returned to his station on the late watch after the last helpings of mousse had been consumed. “The only way to spot us infrared on our position is on our tail. But the wake chills down fast and our position changes enough that nothing should show at all. And if it does, well, with a signature this low and on this course, we should show up just like a Justica drone on their scopes. Check the settings and learn them.”


  



       Émile had blinked to keep his eyes open. He hadn’t done anything but watch the board on this low setting for hours now and he was getting glazed. Pulling the dead shift six weeks out had been bad luck. Out of a crew of eighteen, only three people were needed on the graveyard monitor. No chatter in the optics, no gossip in the hall. And no interface either.


       He had only experienced real interface once, when he was printed in the Syndicat’s central Mass. That experience had both seduced and scarred him, and when he had won his berth he had been a little apprehensive of doing it again. But in his current job that was not required. It was not even wanted. No, all he had to do was stare at visual output that remained as static as anything ever pencilled by a street artist doing portraits for tourists on the Boulevard Lafitte.


       He swallowed the dregs of the café au lait left from breakfast, sitting separated on the monitor ledge. It was turned, soured. He went to the head and poured out the rest, taking his time and stretching his legs before going back to his position.


       Running this low made being an apprentice monitor evil work. But necessary, he told himself again. If not for the ship and Syndicat, then for his career. Everyone started as an apprentice monitor, even those with more training and time in the Palais. Look at Paul. He had been a full chef at one of the exclusive restaurants on the Boulevard Lafitte and then had spent three full years at the Palais Syndicat studying energy systems. He had signed on as an apprentice monitor, having passed the second rating test. It was just part of the job.


       But boredom struggled against awareness minute by unchanging minute. Trying to focus, he found his eyes wandering, and his mind would not stay on the plotted course. Not even on the games he called up to keep himself awake. Saint-Just found more time just slipping, spent on thoughts of beignets and red-haired Catherine.


       She was senior to him and so barely acknowledged his existence. That was to be expected but it still hurt. She was tough and smart, which only enhanced her perfect features and milk-white skin. While he knew it was no use, he still had some small hope. She had already acquired the layer of control that marked her as a trader more surely than her incised cuff. So under that smooth arrogance she could well be hiding some attraction for him as well. And there was plenty of time. They were only six weeks out.


       And those six weeks had not been at all what he had expected. He had always imagined trader life as more, well, exciting than this. The romance of the long-haul ships and the life on the Zones where time played evil tricks on everyone, including those who stayed. He had not been seduced by the way traders had to leave everything behind when they were accepted to the Palais, the better to buffer them from time-shock. His parents were not happy to see him go but they didn’t protest either. It was more like leaving a prologue. He had always known that he belonged out with the traders; he remembered no other ambition.


       And so sitting dead shift hour after hour, watching the steady red and blue specks march in orderly progression, was unfair. After all, they were jumping the lines, going illegal, cutting the Justica domination. They were hauling sadece senin to the market source, keeping away from prying eyes that were more interested in collecting their tax than in any health or moral issue the drug seemed to precipitate. There should at least have been a little affair with an exotic or maybe even an alien, although those he had seen did not seem compatible with humans. But so far he had not even been into a Zone, let alone tasted the vaunted pleasures thereof.


       And then the flat voice broke the silence. “Sensing, passive return,” the computer informed him.


       Émile held his breath and let it out slowly. Get the Chief, he thought, get the Captain. Sound the alarm. But the alarm would take them off passive, and perhaps they could still pass in the dark. Maybe the intruders wouldn’t bother any more, assuming them to be a drone and passing by. Not that anyone believed in such luck, but Émile grasped it as a thread of hope.


       And then he panicked. He left his post, pushed himself down the darkened halls, his cuff clanging on the handgrips that lined the tube. He didn’t even notice the noise. All he knew was that he had to get to Rimbeau, get someone to take over. To do something.


       It wasn’t easy getting into Rimbeau’s stateroom. The lock refused to budge until he used the cuff code. He woke the Chief by hand, shaking him in the dark of his luxurious private quarters. “We’ve been seen,” he whispered.


       Not that a probing could pick up voice, really. Just that the discipline of silence had been so deep, in him that he echoed the ship’s condition. And so the Chief’s howl startled him and he fell back.


       “I’ll get the Captain,” the Chief said, pulling on his overalls. “And the mate arid the second. You get the bosun and Jean-Louis and the other apprentices and make sure everyone is in the galley. Vite, vite, vite.”


       For the first time in weeks he felt awkward propelling himself through the halls. He had been so proud of his skill so recently, and now it was all abandoned. He kicked and spun like a gravity addict, unable to get his bearings before he lurched again.


       Nothing was any good. He clung to one of the grips and made himself breathe. Long, deep breaths to calm down. They had been spotted. There was still a little time. Time enough to do it right the first try because there wasn’t enough time to do it again. Forget the whole picture, a voice in his head told him. One thing at a time. Nothing more. First get the bosun and the purser and the other apprentices.


       That was easy. The bosun and the purser shared the aft stateroom and the other apprentices had nets strung down the lower corridor. Rimbeau had told him to get everyone who slept in one general area. Very sensible.


       He made himself use the grips. It was slower, but not so bad as getting caught in a spin. Grip by grip to the hatch that opened on heat recognition. Through the hatch, use the grips, don’t think about where anything is. One inch at a time. One job and then the next. On and on, bit by bit.


       He was in the apprentice sleeping corridor before he recognized it. He didn’t bother to look at whom he was shaking awake. There was no time for anything but survival. Suddenly Émile wished it was boring again.


       Catherine didn’t scream or demand explanations when she woke. She listened to his three words and nodded immediately, then volunteered to get the bosun and the purser while Émile got Paul, and got down to the galley.


       The galley was the only place large enough to hold a meeting of the entire crew. Six tables were bolted to the unfinished deck, each surrounded by eight similarly bolted stools. Not all the stools were full. The Mary Damned ran light. More mass for cargo, fewer divisions of the profits.


       “We’re pretty sure they know we’re not a drone,” the Captain began. Her eyes were weary and her shoulders sagged against the knowledge of the Justica, “We’ve checked the records and they’ve been probing every six seconds. Too frequent for something unsuspicious, just under the mark for immediate reporting. They started slow, every thirty seconds, so we weren’t alerted. Have to change the program on that. Now we can expect that they will try to board and take us by force. Everyone had better be armed. If we can overcome the boarding party, then we might be able to use them as hostages to get away.”


       “What about outrunning them?” Catherine asked.


       Sarrault shook her head with profound sorrow. “We can outrun their ship but we can’t outrun their guns. That’s the problem.”


       “We should be able to get off a shot or two ourselves,” Chief Rimbeau muttered.


       The Captain smiled at him. Everyone in the galley understood. Their one little peashooter against the real guns of the Justica was a joke, nothing more. Oh, it came in handy enough when they had a drunken run-in with an arrogant Independent or a mine trap, and applied with real skill could even deflect a high-vee drone or Void-rock. But face to face with a real enemy, they were as good as unarmed.


       “Why don’t we have real guns?” the environmental section head asked no one. As it was, their little garbage gun endangered their Justica license. And the license, while perhaps not a strict necessity, did make operating in the Zones much easier. According to the uniform Justica, only the uniform could keep weapons.


       “Now that all the irrelevant comment is done,” the Captain said dryly, “you will all arm yourselves with something useful. Knives, wrenches, the welding laser. We will see if we can’t talk them into not coming aboard and just letting us go by. We can hope for that. We’ll have to dismantle the peashooter. Rimbeau, take care of it.


       “If they board, everyone wait in the hold behind the crates. And I mean wait. There’s no guarantee that they will catch us doing any worse than jumping the lines of traffic. That’s a minor violation. Possible that we can fake a nav error or something.”


       Michel Cherin, navigator in spite of being the Captain’s lover and not because of it, crossed his eyes eloquently. “I can try,” he said, sighing. “A few degrees perhaps they would have believed. But I would have to be a certified moron to let it go this far.”


       Sarrault shook her head indulgently. Émile wanted to make a rude noise. In his six weeks aboard the Mary Damned he had come to the conclusion that the navigator was vain enough to prefer that they all face a Justica trial than anyone should think he didn’t know his business.


       The Captain shrugged fatalistically. “If we can bluff, it would be better. The boarding party will have to come through from the lock to the bridge. The officers will pretend to cooperate, so the boarding party calls off suspicion. Then, after they have checked in, and only if they go to inspect the cargo, then we hit them. If they don’t check the cargo, then they have nothing to charge us with. We only fight if we have to. Comprendez?”


       Saint-Just understood just fine. Growing up in Huit Fleurs with the clochards of the Quartier du Paris, he knew it was better to try and talk his way out of any situation. That didn’t mean the clochards couldn’t fight. Only that he had learned that it was more important to win.


       But because of the undesirables in the Quartier he also had some little experience with a softknife. He went to his locker, shared with the two other apprentices, and pulled his personal knife from his compressed stowage compartment. He had charged it before he had left, but he checked the indicator anyway. Back in the Quartier one never was too sure of anything.


       The charge was still high. He touched the short tang and watched as the fiber-optic filaments quivered and then tensed with power. Then he shut it down before he maneuvered back to the cargo bay. No sense using up good energy before the enemy even showed.


       He joined Paul and Catherine in the cargo bay, anchored to the strapping on a carefully secured stack of bolts of hand-painted silk. One of Beau Soleil’s better export items. Naturally the sadece senin was the most expensive, but since it was illegal they always carried permitted goods as well, to shut up the Zone authorities. It made customs checks a little less expensive.


       Catherine was watching him. He felt her eyes on him and brought up his hand casually displaying the softknife. Catherine’s dark eyes widened in surprise. Émile smiled. He couldn’t tell whether her expression was revulsion or respect, but that didn’t matter. She had noticed him and had seen that he wasn’t merely any first-out apprentice.


       No, even Catherine had to know that only in the Quartier did they use softknives. He would be proud to show her, later, the thin lacing of white scars that ran over his ribs and belly, thighs and shoulders. When they were alone, finally, he would show her, so that she wouldn’t miss them in the soft light. Since he had become a trader the scars had faded into skin that was no longer tanned. Like every other runner he had worked hard to acquire the pallor that marked an outgone trader.


       “Are we all here?” Jean-Louis asked nervously when he arrived. He was young and his nails were chewed down to the quick. Émile judged that this was his first trip as a full member of the crew. “Good. Then I want you all to hide over here.” He indicated several large cases stamped as exotic foodstuffs. “The Captain said that I’ll be responsible for leading the boarding party around storage. So I’ll take them here, and show them this.” He indicated a fairly enclosed area, boxes making a canyon that was cut off at one end. There was plenty of good hiding to catch enemies from above and behind. Émile decided that he had just a touch more respect for the purser.


       “I’ll stay here while you all hide, and then I’ll look around and see if I can see you,” Jean-Louis instructed.


       Émile shifted two boxes of sadece senin, pushing the upper one out just enough to provide a small ledge. The sticky cord that kept the cargo in place tore and a length hung from the bottom of the upper box. Sloppy. Jean-Louis would never allow any cargo to be less than properly secured. But the Justica didn’t know the purser and Émile figured the arrogant fools most likely did think that Free Traders weren’t as careful as they were.


       He lay flat on his belly in full view of the room holding the corner of the crate. One thing he knew for sure was that people almost never looked up. Even in zero-gee most preferred to pretend there was some local horizontal, no matter how arbitrary. And in his sturdy tan overalls he blended nicely with the packing.


       “I can see you,” Jean-Louis said.


       Émile sighed, took a small carton and wedged it into the gap. Then he crouched behind it on the ledge created by the box underneath, his toes on the sticky rope surface holding him in place. “Now?” he asked.


       “Wait,” the purser answered. Then the officer cut the dangling rope, adjusted the boxes and inspected the whole effect. “Well, I wouldn’t pass on it myself,” he said reluctantly. “But it’s not too bad at first glance.”


       Catherine found a spot between the silk bolts, a wrench on her belt and another in her hand. Émile could see her clearly from his perch and was pleased at her position. She was ready to close in from behind. He couldn’t see Paul at all. The senior apprentice, with the long chef’s knife he had brought aboard from his days as an artist and had never let anyone else touch, had opened a spare crate and hid inside. Honestly, Saint-Just wondered how Paul planned to get out. Or maybe he just planned to slip the knife through the slits in the crate. That would work perfectly well if any of the boarding party happened to get close enough.


        Émile tried to smile encouragement at Catherine, who looked rather pale. Somehow it all seemed unreal and strangely funny. He didn’t honestly believe that they were being boarded, not at all. This was some elaborate joke, some farce that would end in a tangle of mixed identities. This was not a fight. He had left the violence when he had left Beau Soleil.


  

  

  

  



  

chapter two


  

       Émile awoke in a Justica holding pen, separated from his shipmates. He had a vile headache. Worse still, the cuff was gone. He felt around his arm. There had to be some kind of mistake. No one could take that from him, no one had the right.


       “Whatcha in for, kid?” a man who looked old enough to be his grandfather asked.


       “In for?” Émile asked, dazed. His head swam and his stomach protested strongly. At least no one had offered him food just yet. “I didn’t do anything.”


       The old man grinned unpleasantly. “Well, you’ll find out at your trial, I guess. They don’t press anyone until they get a fair and speedy trial. By the numbers.” Then he laughed hoarsely and pulled up his sleeve. A series of numbers had been marked in his arm. “Like I said, by the numbers. And if you got any skills at all you’ll get life. Like everyone else.”


       He wished the old man would shut up. He didn’t understand the Lingua Justica terribly well and the sound of it made his head worse. He ignored the man and pulled the blanket over his head. It smelled strongly of disinfectant, which he ignored. He slept again.


       The next time he woke up he felt better. Catherine was sitting next to him and she had no cuff either. Her bright red hair lay limp on her shoulders. Émile thought it looked like a defeated flag.


       “What happened?” he asked.


       Catherine groaned. “Paul’s already been tried. You’re on the schedule, over there.” She pointed to a screen secured behind mesh. Émile saw his name and a time and date that meant nothing to him.


       “But how did we get here?” he asked.


       Catherine’s eyes widened. “They dragged us. Just opened up the gas and hauled us off.”


       Rage burned in Émile’s heart. “But they had no way to know,” he protested. “They have absolutely no honor. We have rights.”


       Catherine laughed harshly and spat. “Yeah. Honor. Rights. You’ve been out a long time; you didn’t hear the old man. That’s how they get their crews, you know. The Justica Out-timers. Criminals. And if they don’t have enough real criminals to sentence to their prison ships, they send out press gangs. They didn’t know who we were or what we were carrying, and they didn’t care. Just trained humans to do the dirty work of their little empire, and for free at that.”


       “I will protest,” Émile said.


       Catherine shook her head. “Only one way out, little brother. When they ship you out. Open the face plate before the airlock cycles through.”


       Without the cuffs they were nobody. They didn’t belong anywhere. He wanted to tell her that it wasn’t that bad, but he was afraid that it was.


       A single tear tracked down her milk-smooth cheek. Saint-Just raised a finger to brush it away. He wanted very much to comfort her, to tell her not to despair. But Catherine was already tough, already had the shell of a trader. There was nothing he knew to say.


  

       His trial lasted fifteen minutes and he didn’t even know it had begun until it was over. Three people sat in front of him at a long bench, asked his name, his membership in the Syndicat of Free Traders from the ArianeSpace colony Beau Soleil. His age and his training and specialization in the Syndicat. And then they pronounced sentence. Ten years labor in the outbound lanes.


       He was assigned to the Constanza, an ice miner refueling the exploration ships of the Justica. He was shipped out directly and was not even permitted to talk to Catherine before he left. He never found out if she had relented from her despair. Anger alone sustained him through the first weeks of transit until he was delivered to the ship that was his prison. Anger substituted very nicely for the fear he couldn’t admit.


       When he arrived on the Constanza he was assigned a berth in the aft net corridor along with maybe twenty others. So very different from the Syndicat, where only apprentices were in the corridor and then there were only three or so of them. Everyone else got staterooms, even if they were too tiny to stretch out in and each was assigned double.


       They had taken his tan overalls, his good watch, his sapphire earring, and his money (three hundred francs) as well as his cuff. There was a list of his belongings that he had to print that promised that everything that had been taken would be returned when he was released. He noticed that no one mentioned the Syndicat cuff and his heart raced. No, he told himself carefully, the officer had said everything quite distinctly, and the computer had translated into French so there was no question as to meaning.


       His clothes were replaced with a dark green uniform worksuit that had a number stenciled in black over the left pocket. The fabric was stiff and heavy and the thing didn’t fit well at all. It was far too big and chafed miserably whenever he moved. He also was given a pair of soft mocs that were a little too small. The officer, echoed by the computer translation, said they would stretch.


       Thus attired, he was thrust into life on the prison ship with his first meal. He used the handgrips to propel himself through the hatch to the galley, which wasn’t at all pleasant the way the one on the Mary Damned had been. The stench that rose from the trays was not anything he associated with food.


       The people all around were a strange assortment, different colors and faces and body types from what he was used to. It seemed as if many of the larger men had created a uniform of sorts, their heads shaved, with strangely stiff tattoos on the scalp. When one of those men passed by, jostling another prisoner out of line to get seconds, Émile realized that the tattoo had been made by using melted plastic instead of ink in the skin. The plastic colors were strong primaries, nursery-school shades. On the prisoners they mocked and threatened together.


       “Well, you gonna stay there and become a strut on the hull or you gonna eat?” A heavy older woman taunted him in such a heavily accented version of the Lingua Justica that he barely understood her.


       He got in line, more to avoid her moistly malodorous aura than to eat. What he found in the tray under the plastic dome was distressing. He had no idea what it was. And to add insult, there was only a spoon to eat with. Émile managed to force down the first few bites but could not continue. No bread, it seemed, came with dinner. Nothing that he could identify as bread, anyway, and that more than anything else made Émile overwhelmingly depressed.


       He had been braced for evil. This was, after all, prison. And a foreign prison, too, where no one spoke a word of French. The Lingua Justica flowed around in all accents too quickly for him to catch much of it. But no bread with a meal—that was unthinkable. On Beau Soleil even the worst offenders had bread to eat.


       Hungry and nauseous at the same time, Émile dumped the entire tray down the disposal chute. He was of half a mind to follow it, if only the chute hadn’t been so narrow. Catherine’s solution seemed very reasonable now.


       “You Émile Saint-Just?” a large man behind him asked.


       Émile didn’t bother to turn. “How did you know?” he responded.


       “We don’t get new faces in here often,” the man said, and his voice was both soft and somewhat cultured. Émile was impressed. “You’re on the work list under my crew. Thought I’d introduce myself before you actually showed up tomorrow. So you wouldn’t be so isolated.”


       Émile shook his head. He knew it was more polite to say something about the kindness, but he didn’t have the strength to face anyone. And he didn’t want to make the effort to find the words in the unpleasant language that was common here. So far he had not heard one accent that indicated another speaker of la belle langue among what seemed to be nearly a hundred or so who crewed the ship.


       “Is there anyone else on this cursed ship who speaks French?” he asked miserably.


       The big man did not answer right away. “Information like that costs around here,” he said finally. “The Hounds have a pretty good data gang going, but they’re only connected in the usual. You want something a little more specialized, you come to me. But, well, for a first day here, I’ll give you that information. And the answer is no. I’ve never heard of anyone speaking French. Or from any of the Ariane colonies on this bucket.”


       Émile hissed but said nothing. Strictly speaking, the Justica didn’t really have any authority over the ArianeSpace colonies. Even if there were only half a dozen of them, three speaking French, two German and one Italian, they were still technically under the jurisdiction of the European Economic Community that had sponsored them.


       Trade treaties stated that any infractions in nonterritorial space were to be handled by the original countries of Earth whose flags the colony ships flew. Those laws were still on the books, antiquated, like the laws that stated that colonial governments could not be seated until their credentials were approved by their sponsoring administrative national/multinational group. In practice that had become a joke. By the time a government for Beau Soleil had been approved by the EEC, their grandchildren would be in power. Thirty years each way for communications meant that four or five constitutions could be written and fall by the time there was any word.


       So while Beau Soleil could complain along with the other ArianeSpace colonies, and had at one point considered doing so, they could not remove the Justica from their self-appointed role as enlightened imperialists. Émile knew that much history. More, he knew something about reality, and the law of the street was that the big guy usually won.


       The next morning he reported to his labor delegation. The work itself was hard and frequently dangerous, but no more so than on any ship out of the Zones. He was assigned to apprentice on the ceramic superconductor links that laced the outer hull. It was interesting, a high-level specialization in the Syndicat and even on a prison ship. It took some intelligence, too, which meant that there weren’t any members of the prison gang on the detail. Not a one of the six assigned to the hull had the bright plastic insignia melted into their skins. And he wasn’t a miner, going down the gravity well and hauling blocks of ice out of the environment.


       Besides, his supervisor was Hugo Gorvitz, one of the few prisoners who seemed to command a silent respect from not only the other inmates but even the few Justica officers aboard. Gorvitz was a huge, bearish man with a penetrating mind and a technical competence that rivaled anything Émile had ever seen. The first day they were out on the hull, Gorvitz had pointed out the sickly green veins that ran across the hull.


       “Isn’t the exposure dangerous?” Saint-Just asked.


       Gorvitz threw back his head and laughed deeply. “Makes our lives real easy, kid,” he said. “We don’t have to worry about cooling materials unless we get in close to any system. Which we don’t because we’re outbound, but that doesn’t matter. Comes in close and we just cover it all up in reflectives. Doesn’t even have to be strong stuff. Just enough to keep the light off. No, what we have to worry about here is the actual electron stream and breaks in the line. And keeping the power feeds clean. You won’t be doing that for a while, though. Right now I just want you to take a good look at that color. Memorize it. Any deviations from that shade and we link up a new segment. Then you’ll get a chance to mix up a batch in the oven. Just like Christmas cake.”


       Émile Saint-Just looked out to the stars. They were outbound, and there were only a few and those faint. He wondered about Catherine then, vitally aware that Gorvitz couldn’t stop him if he chose to open his mask now. To die. It would be so very easy, so very painful, so elegant and final.


       He had known he had to be a spacer since he was ten years old and his parents had taken him down to the Blessing of the Ships. Every year at the port was a grand outdoor Mass under the raging violet sky of Beau Soleil. Half the city went to pray and the other half went to sell them things. Temporary stalls and tables were set up against the pink and turquoise and citron-yellow buildings of the port. His father had bought them all sugar crépes twisted into paper cones and extra large cups of frothy orangata that somehow tasted better out at the port than on the fashionable Boulevard Lafitte for twice the price. There had been cheap trinkets for sale, too, fragile and shiny imitations of Syndicat cuffs and religious medals and squirt guns and wind-up ducks that swam around in a bucket. Papa, in an unusually generous mood, had bought him one of the light fake bracelets and he had worn it for months, until the finish had oxidized and turned his wrist black.


       The Mass had been held out on the barge lanes themselves. There was no danger, his father had assured him. All the barges were in Port for this occasion. It was their own festival and celebration. Around the platform that had been set up as an altar were several models of the Syndicat long-haul ships, all decked out in flowers and ribbons with their names painted brightly in gold and silver and copper. He had joined the crowd before the Mass going up to them and reading off the names. They were so brave and bright. He had reached out to touch, to stroke the glittering fiber arrays that rode the lateral banks.


       “No, no, no.” Maman had taken his hand gently and held him back. “They aren’t just models, Émile. They’re the AIs for the new ships. The ships are too big and aren’t made to come down to atmosphere, so they are in models to be baptized before they go out.”


       Émile knew about baptism. He was ten and Sister Marie Bernard de l’Ange had already explained it in catechism. It seemed reasonable that someone brought the AIs down and did them all together, since they didn’t have parents and a parish and godparents to make arrangements.


       Just then there had been a blare of test-music from the loudspeakers and they had to scurry around to find places on the large open field. Since they had been up by the models, all the good places had been taken and they were way in the back. His father had lifted Émile on his shoulders so he could see it all.


       The regular Mass part was mostly boring. Not that his family ever went, so he didn’t understand it very well, and the loudspeakers distorted the sound so he couldn’t even hear clearly. But when the priest turned around and sprinkled water on the models and the barges, the fiber-optic bands had flooded with light. AI to AI to the barges and even the small Zone drones and the ferries, arcs of colored brilliance interlaced and created a sparkling lattice. The priest finished, and the people all surged forward again under that canopy of light that Émile could see was the ships’ own expression of joy.


       Then his father had bought them more crépes and sorbet, and Émile decided before the long ride home that he would join the Syndicat. He had overeaten and gotten a stomach ache but that didn’t dull the wonder and the desire.


       He didn’t want to take Catherine’s way out. Not now, not yet. He looked out one more time into the empty darkness and saw Gorvitz’s dark gaze on him. The big man was watching, curious, waiting, and Émile realized that he was being given the choice. Catherine couldn’t have been the only person to take the easy way. If she even had. He met Gorvitz’s eyes through the clear shield and then firmly focused on the hull, on the work at hand.


       Except for the gang members, the other prisoners were generally interesting. There was Lee Xi Chu, who ran the ice tugs, and the doctor, a wizened and bent woman who looked like a storybook witch but was brilliant when she was coherent. Mostly she wasn’t, muttering to herself and staying in the sick bay doing experiments even when she had no patients.


       And there was Pauli Tree. At least that’s what she called herself, although Saint-Just suspected that it was just one of several names. She had been a safecracker and thief, a break-in artist of the first rank to hear her tell it. Émile only half listened to her stories, certain that most were exaggeration. He liked her attitude, her confidence. It reminded him of Catherine and of the other women he had known in the Syndicat. If she exploited her position as the most attractive woman aboard, he didn’t really care.


       There were only two officers, and the rest of the crew saw them rarely. Their major link to the Justica proper was the assignments board and the heat sensors that plotted the position and emotional state of every prisoner aboard. But even then the officers stayed well out of it.


       He had been aboard the Constanza for nearly six months when a new prisoner was brought aboard. Émile didn’t see him at all at first, only heard the hushed rumor around the galley. That he was from Leemo or Court Zone, somewhere real heavy Justica, and that Justica was his first language.


       “Got to watch for that one,” Fox said. Fox was one of the older Hounds, and not one of the brighter ones. Not that any of the Hounds of Hell, the prison gang, were exactly university material. But Fox usually didn’t say anything at all unless he was put up to it by Shadow or Frag, who passed as heavy brain as far as the gang was concerned. So Émile didn’t bother with Fox’s warning any more than he listened to anything Fox had to say.


       Besides, the Hounds were mostly drawn from Old Program worlds, early colonies settled by independents who wanted their own claim worlds. Very standoffish and not very social, they were a culture that personified what Émile thought of as uncivilized.


       He had come to that conclusion at the end of his first month aboard, when one of the younger Hounds called Ice had told him to keep away from Pauli. It was during recreation, which was when everything happened on board the Constanza. Even the Hounds weren’t stupid enough to take risks in hard vacuum. But the single oversized common area that was the gym and prison yard and recreation hall all at once could have been designed to instigate trouble. There was too much going on, too many noises, and conflicts about entertainment and music and all the things free people beat each other raw over.


       So he’d been listening to some musical thing he didn’t understand and Ice came over and ordered him away from Pauli. Ice was maybe only two years or so older than Émile, muscled and filled out by age and genes and hard living. But even large muscles and an imposing tattoo in hot pink and yellow and turquoise served only to fuel Saint-Just’s pride. “I think the lady in question has some say in the matter,” he replied coolly.


       The Hounds surrounded him, Fox and Chicken and Frag and Shadow, faces that Émile couldn’t read. All of them with their shaved skulls decorated with burned-in plastic designs. Pauli told him that they were done with melted toothbrushes. Given the state of the Hounds’ teeth, those teeth they still had, Émile was not surprised they had chosen to sacrifice oral hygiene. Even Ice, who was one of the most presentable of the gang, was missing an incisor and had chipped two others.


       One of Ice’s oversized meat-paws clamped on Émile’s shoulder and the next thing Émile knew was that blood fountained from his nose. He didn’t remember the blow, only the laughing gang members. He spit and his saliva was pink. He wondered if he was going to match Ice’s gap-tooth smile.


       “So what do you say, skin virgin? You gonna take some well-meant advice?”


       Free Trader just took over. Memories of Elisabeth Sarrault and Michel and Chief Rimbeau all combined at once. Émile steadied himself on a handgrip and narrowed his eyes with contempt. “Softknives,” he sneered. “Or don’t you know how to use one?”


       He had been ready to back it up. Not that he wanted to fight the Hound. There were too many of them and he would most likely lose. But he would lose a lot more by backing down, and there was no way he was going to permit this half-wit to show him up. He would think of something before the next rec.


       And then the other Hounds laughed. Frag and Shadow and Fox and Chicken, their faces screwed into something aping humor, that was a terrifying sight. Émile almost thought they were having seizures.


       “Well enough,” Frag said. “Let him go. Good enough for me. Kid, you want a tattoo?”


       Émile had wanted to say something about preferring his teeth and bit it back. Instead he answered steadily that he was simply not interested. Ice had clapped him on the back, hard enough to shoot him halfway across the rec into two older prisoners playing chess.


       Hugo Gorvitz explained enough about the Hounds later. “The Hounds,” Hugo said, “are useful. To each other because they need the structure of a firm hierarchy and the identity of their own place in it. Old Program worlds are like that. You’re born into a certain segment of society and you know exactly what is expected of you for the rest of your life. In a way the Hounds are all rebels, since all of them found their way into crime and out of there.


       “And they’re very useful to me,” Gorvitz added.


       Émile understood. He had seen the large man manipulate the gang members on more than one occasion. It was a skill that Émile was trying to learn by emulation. The incident with Ice had bought him the gang’s wait-and-see. He still didn’t have their respect. Nor did he care. His desire to talk to the new prisoner and maybe find out what had happened to the rest of the crew of the Mary Damned was much more important than anything the Hounds could want from him.


       The new prisoner was male, dark skinned and cast with the mixed characteristics Émile had seen in passing on a few of the prisoners and all the Justica officials. The Justica had a strong dislike of any ethnic/racial group that had kept some identity beside the officially approved Justica. So far as the Justica was concerned, such an identity was elitist. Émile believed wholeheartedly that being anything particular was better than being Justica, and was more than certain that he was a member of that superior breed.


       But so far the info on the Justica connection seemed accurate. Émile approached the man carefully. He was older than Émile, fully muscled and powerful. His face was completely emotionless.


       “I am Émile Saint-Just of Beau Soleil,” Émile introduced himself carefully. “I had wanted to know if you had heard anything about my former shipmates, or knew anyone in Justica custody from my homeworld. Or if you had any news at all about Beau Soleil.”


       The man smiled unpleasantly. “It’ll cost you,” he said.


       Émile had expected this standard answer of prison life, although from someone newly incarcerated it indicated that perhaps he had prior experience. “Let me hear what you got first,” Émile countered.


       The new prisoner shrugged. “Not a lot. Nobody hears anything about Beau Soleil anyway. Not that important. But I did hear about someone named David Rimbeau while I was in the holding pen. And someone named Jean-Louis Marchand. That interest you?”


       Émile nodded and swallowed hard. Just hearing their names was painful. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know much more. “What do you want?”


       The man thought for a moment. “Gorvitz,” he said. “I want to know his connects.”


       “Can’t do,” Émile responded. “Gorvitz is tighter than a hull in vacuum. Can’t get it from him no way.”


       “But you’re his boy, aren’t you?” The man’s eyes glowed with innuendo. “So you can get it.”


       Émile was so infuriated that he was ready to swing at the stranger immediately. Not so much for the assumption about his relationship to Gorvitz as for the one about how he would be willing to use it. His honor did not bend that far. And then he decided that he had no choice but to let the affront pass for now. This person was not important. What he knew was. There would be a way, later, to avenge the insult.


       “Tell me what you know,” Émile said evenly. “I’ll get you something useful. Cigs to trade with the Hounds. Or a soft-knife.”


       The prisoner licked his lips at the mention of the weapon. “Marchand was sentenced to twenty years aboard the Carmel. He didn’t resist and was transferred last I heard. Rimbeau, that one was a Drive Chief, right? No way the Justica’s going to lose those skills. He got life aboard the Lowsten, outbound. But there was something else about him. I didn’t pay too much attention to the gossip. But—let me think. Yes, I believe there was some kind of accident aboard that ship that blew the mains. Something like that. No survivors, of course. But as to whether it was before or after your shipmate got there I couldn’t say. You know how time plays tricks outbound.”


       Émile didn
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