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  Captive Souls


   


  Reva tugged uncomfortably on her uniform as she assembled with the crew of the Temujin. The fabric was thick and itchy, the collar tight. Even so, she didn’t dare show any sign of discomfort over the way the clothes were smothering her. The pirates all around her were covered from head to toe, therefore she had to be, too.


  The wall between the airlock and the cargo hold was transparent, providing a clear view inside. A barely conscious man hung from a pair of shackles bolted to the ceiling, his legs slack and his knees just above the floor. He was naked, but Reva did not envy him that—not after what he’d been through. His skin bore signs of torture: rashes and tears where the lash had struck him, blisters and scorch marks where he’d been burned. His body was not quite emaciated, but he looked so weak that he might well have been starved. With a slackened jaw and unfocused eyes, he made a pathetic sight.


  The last of the crew filed into the cargo hold. Reva stood on her toes and looked for Isaac, but couldn’t see him anywhere.


  A door hissed open on the other side of the chamber, and Captain Gulchina walked to the front of the room. She wore a dark blue uniform much like Reva’s, with a pistol and rapier on her belt. Her hair was as black as the void of space, and her eyes were just as cold. 


  “Who is this?” Gulchina asked in a loud voice as she surveyed her men.


  No one answered. The silence made Reva shiver.


  “Who is this man?” Gulchina repeated, her voice booming.


  The second-in-command stepped forward, a stocky man with a thick black beard and a cybernetic eye implant. His only name, so far as Reva could tell, was Wolf. No one on the Temujin had ever referred to him by any other name.


  “His name is Corporal Sarnai, sir.”


  That wasn’t his birth name, of course. Gulchina gave a new name to everyone on her crew—it was one of the many ways she controlled them. Which made it all the more disconcerting that she still called Reva by her own name. 


  “Why is he here?”


  Even though it was obvious that Gulchina had ordered the man’s execution, she put on a damn convincing act. It was as if she had nothing to do with the brutality of the man’s torture, and was only now learning of it.


  “The corporal was planning to betray us, sir. He had prepared an outrider shuttle and hidden a month’s worth of provisions aboard.”


  “He planned to betray us?”


  Gulchina’s disbelief sounded absolutely genuine. Cognitively, Reva knew she was lying, but her act was so convincing that Reva felt as if she’d stepped into a parallel universe. 


  “Yes, Captain.”


  Gulchina turned to the crowd. “Do any of you know this man?”


  A low rumble spread through the crew, but no one gave her an answer. Once again, Commander Wolf spoke up.


  “We all knew him, sir.”


  “Was he not your friend?” Gulchina asked the room. “Did you not share the same food? Breathe the same air? In battle, did you not fight alongside him?”


  The crowd fell as silent as death. Reva’s heart began to hammer.


  “We are, all of us, outcasts,” Gulchina continued. “Hated by those who once loved us, hunted by those who now fear us. There is no civilized world that would welcome us, no far-flung outpost that would offer us refuge. Those who are not with us are against us, and those who will not join us are our enemies.”


  She surveyed the room with a gaze stronger than steel. Reva hardly dared to breathe.


  “It is a hard life we lead, here on the fringes of human space. But we are strong. We will prevail. It is the destiny of mankind to conquer the stars, to subdue the galaxy and all that may be found therein.


  “Of all alive today who belong to the human race, we alone claim that destiny. We alone reach for it. The corrupt and decadent empires of the settled stars, the spineless obeisance of their planetborn subjects, and the weak-willed resistance of the so-called starfarers—none of them claim their birthright. And what is that birthright? Our birthright?”


  “The stars!” someone in the back of the room shouted.


  “Yes,” said Gulchina. “And not just any stars: The unknown and unexplored, the billions upon billions that have yet to be visited by man. That is our birthright. That is our inheritance. For while we, as Columbus, venture into the vast unknown, like the legendary Cortes we, too, shall conquer!”


  The resounding cheer caught Reva off-guard. It was clear that Gulchina had given this speech to them many times before.


  “But this man,” she said, pointing contemptuously to the corporal, “this one-time friend, has betrayed us all. For while we venture forth to claim our celestial birthright, he sought to return to our enemies, revealing to them our plans and swearing allegiance to them.


  “Traitor!” someone at the back of the room shouted. The cry was taken up by a handful of others, while the rest of the crowd began to stir.


  “So I ask you again,” Gulchina continued, “was this man not your friend? Did you not breathe the same air? Share the same food?”


  “Traitor!” the cry went out again. This time, it was taken up by everyone.


  Gulchina raised her hands, silencing them. “To you, he was a friend, but to me, he was much, much more. It was my food that I gave him, my air that I let him breathe. To me, he was like a son, and his betrayal cuts me deepest of all.”


  The tension shifted, like a breath of fresh air in a stuffy room. The man to Reva’s right clenched his fists.


  Gulchina reached for her holster and pulled out an energy pistol. Reva’s breath caught in her throat, and for an instant, her heart stopped. Behind the glass, the corporal’s eyes went wide.


  “Mercy is for the weak,” Gulchina continued. “Victory is for the strong. Will the stars show you mercy? Will the universe hear your pleas? No! Among the spaceborn, only the strong survive.”


  She turned again to the airlock, where the naked corporal now stood trembling.


  “What would you have me do with this man?”


  “Kill him!”


  “Throw him out the airlock!”


  “Let him breathe vacuum!”


  Soon, the whole crew was calling for the corporal’s death. Their cries of outrage echoed across the bulkheads and caused the floor to shake. The corporal shook his head and pleaded, the word “no” on his lips, but his voice was trapped behind the glass. 


  Stop it, Reva thought to herself, her hands shaking. Don’t do this. Make it stop.


  Gulchina stood by calmly, allowing her men to vent their rage. When she raised her hand, though, the room fell instantly silent.


  “It pains me to kill one of my own,” she said. “But because of his betrayal, he is no longer worthy to be counted among my loyal sons. Those who are faithful prove themselves worthy of food and air. Those who do not shall not have place with us.


  “Nevertheless, I will not condemn any of my sons to death without giving him the opportunity to die honorably.”


  The door to the airlock hissed open, and Gulchina stepped inside. The corporal’s pleading cries were barely coherent, and the terror in his voice cut Reva to her core.


  “Captain, please! Please forgive me! I don’t, I didn’t—no! Don’t do it! Please don’t!”


  Gulchina bent down on one knee and slid the energy pistol across the floor. It came to rest at the corporal’s feet, within easy reach. Since his hands were still shackled to the ceiling, however, he couldn’t pick it up.


  “Captain! Captain, listen to me! Please—Captain!”


  Her face still calm, she stepped back through the airlock and palmed it shut. Once the door was firmly closed, she keyed another series of commands, and the shackles came undone. The corporal fell on his hands and knees to the floor.


  “Throw him out!” the man next to Reva shouted. His voice was so loud, it made her jump. Soon, the whole crew took up the chant.


  “Throw him out! Throw him out!”


  Reva’s breath caught in her throat, and her heart pounded so hard she thought it would explode. In the airlock, the corporal picked up the gun and rose slowly to his feet. His hands were trembling as he brought the gun to his head, but he could not bring himself to pull the trigger.


  “THROW HIM OUT! THROW HIM OUT!”


  Gulchina lifted a finger to her cheek and wiped away a single tear. The gesture was so perfect, so full of grace and subtlety, that Reva couldn’t help but feel her heart cry out to her. Gone was the monster who was about to commit a brutal act of murder, replaced by a goddess who meted out life and death through the almighty power she held in her hand. The loyalty that she commanded was stronger than the cords of death.


  The outer door of the airlock suddenly slid open, revealing the vacuum of space. The corporal stumbled and grasped wildly for purchase at the explosive decompression. Reva gasped, and the chanting stopped. In the airlock, the corporal clutched his throat as if he were choking. His eyes bulged and the veins on his wrists and forehead stood out sharply against his skin. He staggered backward as the last of the air was sucked out, pulling him with it. With the starfield shining dimly behind him, he closed his eyes and floated out into the infinite void.


  Gulchina calmly removed her gloves and placed them in her breast pocket. To Reva, it seemed as if she were washing her hands. Perhaps in some metaphorical way, she was.


  “Dismissed.”


  With that single word, the men who only a few moments ago had boiled with energy and rage filed out of the cargo hold. The airlock slid shut, and except for a very small bloodstain on the floor immediately below the shackles, it was as if the execution had never happened.


  Reva shivered in spite of her uniform. She felt Gulchina’s eyes on her, but refused to look up for fear that those godlike eyes would penetrate her.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Isaac covered his face with the breathing filter and tried to ignore the stench of the septic tank as he scrubbed the walls. Black mold and fungal rot caked the sides of the chamber, necessitating a deep clean. His protective gear was worn thin and torn along the sleeves—it was only designed for single-use, but his captors had forced him to reuse it every dayshift for the past week. They claimed they didn’t have the resources to fab him a new one, but from his experience on the Medea, Isaac knew otherwise.


  The Medea, his family’s starship. The one that had been handed down from father to son for generations. A lump rose in Isaac’s throat as he remembered how the pirates had sent his ship hurtling into the heart of the Ithaca system’s white dwarf binary. A part of him had died as he’d watched it fall into fiery oblivion. He was supposed to pass the Medea on to his son, after he’d settled down and a family. But now, the tradition would die with him.


  He clenched his teeth and mentally kicked himself. There was no sense giving in to despair—not yet. Months had passed since the pirates had taken him captive, but sooner or later, he would have his chance to escape. All he needed was to bide his time and be ready for the opportunity when it came.


  The hatch above his head swung open suddenly, coming to rest with a loud clang. Isaac paused and looked up into the masked face of Jirga, the Temujin’s chief engineer.


  “You finished in there yet, Issa? Damn, that smells bad!”


  Issa—the name Gulchina had given him after taking him captive. It was the name that all the men called him by, on the rare occasions when they saw fit to call him by name. They treated him as a slave more than one of the crew. In the two or three months that he’d been their prisoner, he’d scrubbed almost every deck of the ship, cleaned out the engines for all but one of the outrider shuttlecraft, done countless EVAs to patch micrometeorite pockmarks on the hull, and emptied the autocomposter at least five times, by hand. And in all that time, the only person on the ship that he knew by name was Gulchina, their heartless bitch of a captain.


  Well, not just Gulchina. There was also Reva, the girl he’d rescued from the Gaian Imperials who the pirates had taken at the same time as him. But he almost never saw her.


  Almost.


  “Not yet,” Isaac answered, turning back to his work. He was starting to feel weak from the long work shift, but he wasn’t about to let Jirga see that. As soon as he was useless for hard labor, they had no reason to keep him at all.


  Jirga cursed. “Get out of there, boy. Shift’s over.”


  Thank the holy stars, Isaac thought silently. He stood up straight and stretched, cracking nearly every vertebra in his back. He’d been stooped over in the partially enclosed space for so long, he had to steady himself for a couple of minutes before climbing out. 


  One step at a time, he climbed the ladder and stepped into the disinfectant chamber. He lifted his hands as the foul-smelling chemicals ran across his protective gear, spilling in through the tears in the fabric. After the rinse cycle, he took his clothes off and carefully hung them inside the door, then stepped through to the second chamber where he took a lukewarm shower. 


  Before he had time to properly wash himself, hot air blasted down on him from above as the shower unit passed through the dry cycle. He reveled in the warm heat for a few blessed moments before the cycle ended short, leaving him damp and shivering. Still, it was better than nothing. He retrieved his oversized jumpsuit from the storage locker and silently pulled it on.


  The corridor was empty when he stepped out. The Temujin was large enough that most of the ship was empty at any given time, but small enough that Isaac could find his way without difficulty. The pirates let him walk without guard, since they knew that any escape attempt in deep space would be futile. He had a few minutes before they noticed that he was missing.


  Which gave him exactly as much time as he needed.


  He glanced down either end of the corridor and walked as quickly as his aching feet would allow. A sudden cramp in his calf made him wince in pain. He clutched his leg and collapsed on the floor, but bit his lip to keep from crying out. 


  Unable to walk, he dragged himself to a side corridor that branched off from the main one. His elbows soon throbbed from the cold bare metal of the floor, but he ignored that and pulled himself up to a maintenance closet. After taking a few moments to catch his breath, he reached up with a trembling hand and knocked.


  Instantly, the door swung open. A pair of small hands reached under his arms and pulled him up. He stumbled to his feet and half-fell inside. A dim green overhead light protected by a wire cage revealed the person who’d been waiting for him.


  Reva.


  He had only a momentary glimpse of her dark, round eyes before the door clicked shut and the light switched off. Immediately, her body was pressed against his, her arms pulling him tight in a desperate embrace. She pulled his head down and kissed him with all the passion of someone who expected to die.


  “Reva—”


  A wave of dizziness swept over him as he melted into her embrace. She took a quick breath and went in for another kiss, preventing him from speaking. He could feel the contours of her body against his, her full, round breasts pressing up against his chest. After slaving away for so long under such miserable conditions, it gave him a heady rush that almost made him swoon.


  Careful, he thought inwardly. Control yourself.


  But the longer they embraced, the harder it was to exercise self-restraint. A hunger deep within him stirred, and a host of unmet needs rose quickly to—


  “Are they gone?”


  Isaac took a deep breath and pressed his mouth against the smooth, warm skin of her neck. She aroused him more than he thought possible, but using all the self-control he had left, he stopped and pulled away from her.


  “Yes.”


  “We are alone?”


  “I think so.”


  Reva released him and leaned back against the equipment lockers, though in the narrow confines of the maintenance closet she was still close enough to touch. 


  “Today a man died,” Reva began in her sensuous foreign accent. In the last two months of their captivity, she had become surprisingly proficient at Gaian, picking up the language with relative ease. It was clear that the pirates regarded her much more highly than they did him.


  “How?” he asked.


  “By airlock,” she answered, clearly shaken by what she’d seen. “Gulchina spaced him in front of everyone. It was terrible.”


  He put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her. Though he yearned for more physical contact than that, he was careful to keep it contained.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I—”


  “How soon we can escape?” she asked.


  Isaac frowned. “I don’t know. Do you know where we are?”


  “In the ship Temujin, with—”


  “Yes, but what’s our location? What’s the closest system?”


  She sighed. “I don’t know. I am sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” he told her. “If we can charge the jump drive on one of the outrider shuttles, we can jump in some random direction and triangulate from there.” The tricky part would be making sure they had enough food and provisions to make it back to civilization. The outriders weren’t equipped with food synthesizers, so if they tried to make it out that way, there was a very real chance they would starve to death before they made it to safety.


  “Shh! Someone is coming!”


  Without warning, Reva pulled him back into a passionate embrace. His hands migrated to her hips of their own accord, and as she lifted her chin, he buried his face against her neck.


  The feminine curves of her body reminded him of how he’d found her: lying naked in a cryochamber, her dark olive skin covered in intricate henna tattoos. He and Aaron had pulled her out of a derelict space station on the fringes of settled space, the sole survivor of her people. But the Gaian Imperials had confiscated the cryotank, and he hadn’t seen her again until a chance encounter behind enemy lines, when he’d rescued her from an escape pod. He’d learned very quickly that she had no taboo against nudity. Even in the darkness of the maintenance closet, her total lack of self-consciousness made his legs go weak.


  Footsteps sounded outside the door, but they gradually faded away. Once again, Reva released him.


  “We need to charge outrider?” she asked.


  Isaac panted heavily as his whole body throbbed with arousal. “Yes,” he answered between gasps. “It will take at least… at least three or four hours, and we have to make it… so that they won’t find out.”


  “That was what the dead man tried to do. Is there no other way?”


  “Not unless we can hijack the ship,” Isaac said, recovering somewhat. “But there are ways to hide the reactor’s energy signature. The harder part is obtaining supplies.”


  “Supplies?”


  “Yes. Food and water. It could be weeks before we make it to the nearest colony. Outriders are designed to be short-range, interplanetary shuttles. They’re not made for long-range, interstellar voyages.”


  “I will take care of supplies,” she said. “How soon can we go?”


  Isaac thought a moment, his heart still pounding. “Not soon. I need to get remote access to the outriders somehow, without them catching us.”


  “What do you need? Can I get it for you?”


  “I’m not sure,” he muttered. “If I had a wrist console, I could probably sneak off long enough to sync it with one of the outriders.” But that still left the problem of how to hide the energy signature while the jump drive charged. If the pirates detected it, they would fire almost immediately after launch.


  “Good,” said Reva. “I will find and bring for you in three dayshifts.”


  “And the supplies?”


  “Don’t worry, I will get them. Here, three dayshifts.”


  She opened the door just a crack to make sure no one was outside, making the dim green light for the closet turn on. Her black hair glistened, and then she was out, the door shutting quietly behind her.


  As the darkness returned and her footsteps faded away, Isaac leaned against the wall and sank to his ankles. Did these clandestine meetings mean anything to her? While the affair was just a ruse, meant to give them both an alibi in case they were discovered, he couldn’t help but wonder if it had turned into something more.


  His breathing slowed, and his heartbeat gradually returned to normal. Even so, he couldn’t tell which was worse: the way the pirates treated him, or the way Reva was screwing with his mind.




  Death and Dishonor


   


  Reva held her breath and lay perfectly still as Gulchina drew the tip of the application cone across the skin of her upper chest. The wet henna felt like the blade of a cold knife, sending chills running down her arm. She closed her eyes as Gulchina retraced the intricate tattoos. 


  “Thy skin is but a shade lighter than the henna,” Gulchina remarked in Reva’s native language—now as dead as the people who once had spoken it. “In places, I fear it has faded beyond mine ability to see.”


  “Take your time,” Reva said softly. She sighed and stared at the featureless ceiling, doing her best not to move.


  She lay face-up on a wooden table in Gulchina’s personal quarters, completely unclothed. In the presence of anyone else, even a total stranger, Reva would have felt relieved not to have her body covered. No one had worn clothes back home—they were considered obscene, since they created a sense of shame that denied the sacred nature of the human body. But beneath Gulchina’s iron gaze, she couldn’t help but wish for a way to shield herself from view.


  “Thy tattoos are truly a masterpiece,” Gulchina remarked. The dialect she spoke was outdated and obscure, but Reva understood her well enough.


  “It was my sister-in-law’s final creation,” Reva answered. “She put all that she had into it.”


  “It wouldst truly be a tragedy should they fade. I shall endeavor to preserve them.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Dost thou miss her?”


  Reva swallowed. “Yes,” she whispered.


  Gulchina came to a stopping point and sat up. “‘Tis a harsh life we lead in the farthest reaches of space. But thou art counted amongst the strong, for where others have perished, thou hast survived.”


  Only because of my father, Reva thought silently. A lump rose in her throat as she remembered the cryotank he’d secretly prepared for her—the only thing that had kept her from dying in the famine that had devastated her home. For untold ages she had slept in that cryotank, her life preserved in ice. Did that make her any stronger than those who had perished? Or did it just make her lucky?


  “What thinkest thou of the execution?”


  A chill ran down Reva’s back as she remembered watching the corporal get sucked out the airlock. “It was… unpleasant,” she said, understating her own horror.


  “Indeed, but ‘twas also necessary,” Gulchina told her. “Mutiny is a disease which must be purged. Every soul which doth not fulfill his duty is as a scourge, for the ship must operate as a body—the many must unite as a single whole.”


  “Why are you keeping me, then?” Reva asked softly.


  “Because I have a use for thee, which thou shalt learn of hereafter.”


  What sort of use? she thought. Fear froze her tongue, though, and she decided it would be best not to ask too many questions.


  “And what did you think of my speech?” Gulchina
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