
Cantata Deeps

Belle Epoch Space, Volume 0.5

Mary Holstege

Published by Mary Holstege, 2026


  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CANTATA DEEPS

    

    
      First edition. June 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Mary Holstege.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235346666

    

    
    
      Written by Mary Holstege.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Foreword

Wars make fabulous scrap

Cloud Dragon

The concert

Real vatshrimp food product!

An extinct beast

How did you get that much?

Cello’s been shot

A small misunderstanding

Into the Deeps

Cascadia

Cello wakes

The beachhead

How can I ever forgive you?

Skimming from the dead

Je Me Souviens

Prowling

Bodies

Slipstream

The company of the dead

Ameline

Cello’s studio

A test

It’s one of your fakes, isn’t it?

They shouldn’t have come here

The escape pod

The woman in the pod

The infiltrator bot

Why is your pocket glowing?

The theft

When war comes to Fastness

Dancing in the dark

The gate

Every which way but one

I need your help

Picardy

Those kinds of people

The meeting

Under her watchful eye

San Marco

The wedding

Escape

On the tarmac

A pearl beyond price

The paragliders

Also By Mary Holstege

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Foreword

[image: ]


A note of warning. Death haunts these pages. De facto enslavement whispers from the wings. One of the characters swears. A lot. Still, this is a book about love, reader.
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Wars make fabulous scrap
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Anselm was leaning back in the left acceleration couch with his boots on the console, watching the newsfeeds on his palm and chortling. How many times? How many times had Pettrie told him not to put his feet on the consoles? He might trip a switch. Plus, it was disgusting. His chortling grated: not pleasant enough to be called a laugh, really. More like something from an over-acted villain from a slop vid. Pettrie gritted his teeth and disabled the left console, resisting the urge to ask Anselm what he found so funny. No doubt Anselm would rattle on about it soon enough, regardless.

They closed in on the shards of a weather satellite. “Shut up, will you? I need to concentrate now,” Pettrie snapped. “And get your feet off the Deeps-lost console before you fire the retros or something.”

Anselm scowled at him, but he dropped his boots with a thump and closed his palm, shutting off the feeds. He snorted, a disgusting wet sound, inviting you to picture all the mucus running through his nose. It was a big nose, a bit lumpy where it had been broken in some ancient bar fight. There was plenty of mucus to imagine. “And here am I, finding our next big score. The thanks I get.”

Pettrie edged Lucky Pig closer to the debris stream. Cursing himself for biting on Anselm’s lure, he asked, “Yeah, where’s our next big score then?”

Anselm rubbed his hands together. “Cascadia!” He picked up his bulb of chai again, slurping loudly.

Cascadia, where the Deeps was Cascadia? Why should they go there? Pettrie resisted the urge to ask, briefly, not wanting to feed Anselm’s desire to posture and strut. The man missed his calling on the stage, for sure. His partner just waited him out, sipping his chai with a snug expression.

“Why Cascadia? What’s there?”

Anselm put his chai down on the console, the better to wave his arms dramatically. “Sarcans!” he declared. “Dourians!” He swept his arm in front of him, tipping the chai. He righted it, but not before another trickle of it ran down the instrument panel. Pettrie ground his teeth. Anselm continued, rolling his voice as if he were playing lead in a Shakespearean drama. “War! Destruction! Rubble!”

Pettrie sighed, not trying to hide his dismay. “I told you before, Anselm. I’m not taking Pig into a Deeps-lost war zone.”

“It hardly counts as a war. Papa Dourian will have his revenge though he smashes the very stars to dust. Step by step his fleet sweeps the Sarcans towards their last most desperate stand. Cascadia is the next redoubt. We just need to wait a couple of days for them to finish the job and scoop up the leavings. Wars make fabulous scrap!”

Pettrie still didn’t like it. War zones were dangerous places. Maybe Lord Dourian would smash them in his ill-focused lust for revenge. Maybe the Sarcans would. Stars and moons, plenty had been caught in the cross-fire of this feud. Lord Dourian was generally fairly circumspect and contained in his “enforcement actions” but not this time. The assassination of his sons had loosed something more primal in him, and the best thing to do was stand well clear until he was done. Pettrie hadn’t really followed the news. He was a little surprised to learn that Lord Dourian hadn’t already finished wiping out the Sarcans.

“I don’t want to cross Lord Dourian,” he managed. The thought of skimming through the residues of fresh battle made him a little queasy too, like they were skipping through a graveyard and prying treasures directly from the hands of the dead. True, most of the junk they skimmed had got that way through war and violence, but just chasing right after the warships seemed different, somehow. Anselm’s chortling about it didn’t make it any better.

Anselm leaned towards him, clapping a meaty hand on his shoulder. “It will be fine, my boy, fine. No need to get all precious about it. Rich pickings.”

Pettrie wished he wouldn’t call him “my boy” like that. Anselm was not that much older than him, and he spoke to him like he was some grizzled ancient steeped in knowledge and wisdom and Pettrie was some wet-behind-the-ears naif.

Anselm turned his voice wheedling and sing-song. “We could upgrade the mesh...”

Pettrie swallowed his discomfort. “OK. Maybe. Not until well after they’ve all cleared out. Now, shut up. I need to catch this stream.”
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Sonata pulled the bandana off her head and wiped the sweat off her face. She took a long pull of tepid water, then soaked the bandana with it and put it back on. It wasn’t that hot for April, really, only thirty-five degrees, but it felt hotter in the open sun. She should have come out for her stint weeding in the community gardens this morning when it was cooler. She bent back down to her work, enjoying the smell of good rich loam.

Old Cairns waved his walking stick at her. “Miss Sonata! Miss Sonata!” he called, and started hobbling her way. She stood again and came to meet him. Save him the extra steps.

“How’s the hip, Mr. Cairns?” she asked.

His face was as brown and wrinkled as an old nut. He screwed it up and then offered her a smile with his few remaining teeth, yellow and crooked. “Ah. Can’t complain. Can’t complain.” He could and he did, but today was not the day for it, apparently. Sonata was glad of that. When Old Cairns got a head up about his medical woes your ears would be bleeding by the end of it.

He pulled a packet of dried herbs from his pocket and offered it to her. “For Adagio. Should ease the poor boy’s pain.”

Adagio’s pain had advanced well beyond the reach of Cairn’s herbal remedies, but they had nothing else, so she thanked him anyway. He examined her face, reading the truth in it.

“Ah. Ah.” He patted his pockets, pulling out various bundles and packets. “Perhaps it is time for the Cloud Dragon, then.” He retrieved a small paper packet from an inside pocket, and opened it on his palm. There was an orange-brown ruffle of some kind of fungus. “Steep it in hot water for ten minutes. Do you still have some of last season’s honey?”

She nodded.

“Good, good. Add that. A lot. It’s very bitter.” He wrapped up the fungus and held out the packet to her. As she reached for it, he grabbed her wrist. “Once the pain is too much, child, yes? Only then. He will experience pleasant visions and then the suffering ends. You understand?”

Sonata swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“Let him decide when, yes?”

Her voice deserted her for a moment. Finally, she managed a strangled “Thank you, Mr. Cairns.”

He patted her shoulder. “Least I can do. Yes. The least. You’re a good sister, Sonata.” He cleared his throat and spat on the ground. “Well, must be off.” He winked at her. “Wooing time!”

She managed a small chuckle. “Soledad is never going to take you as a lover, Mr. Cairns. She swore off men decades ago.”

He held up a finger. “My war of attrition continues. Today mah-jongg and biscuits. Tomorrow the carnal delights! You’ll see. She cannot resist my charms forever.”

Sonata doubted that greatly. “Good luck, Mr. Cairns.”

He started hobbling away, his stick plack-plack-placking against the gravel. “Skill, my dear, skill. No luck involved.”

She put in the rest of her two hours in the garden for this week, the packet of fungus like a hot coal in her pocket.

The afternoon wind was just starting to kick up as she finished, streaming off the East Bay hills in a warm torrent. The windmills on top of the scramble had started turning in earnest. She walked up the front steps and checked the leads to the pump, making sure it was working properly. There was a King tide due tonight. The last one had made it to the front door and washed mud down the hallway. There was still a faint stink of bilge water and mildew inside.

Sonata took a moment to appreciate the cool of the interior. The thick stucco walls kept the worst of the heat out.

Carli was painting the front stairs, working her way down from the top. She had made it to the top of the first flight. Sonata waved and headed towards the rear stairs, but Carli called her back. She set down the brush and trotted down.

“Hey. How are you?” Concern spattered across the older woman’s wide open face. Pity. She was going to ask after Adagio next. People had stopped using his name to ask, like he was already gone.

“How is he?”

Everyone always asked after Adagio, but they didn’t want the real answer. They wanted to hear he was holding up bravely. They wanted to hear that his pain was manageable. They wanted to hear that the cancer meds had worked and he had turned a corner. They didn’t want to hear about how many times she had to fish the pills out of the vomit until he finally kept them down. They didn’t want to hear about him sloughing off weight until he looked like an Altiplano mummy, withered and sere. They didn’t want to hear about the hallucinations, or the writhing. About Sonata’s resentment at having to watch her brother, her hero, die piece by piece. Having to clean off his vomit and his shit. Her self-loathing at her own resentment. Feeling exhausted and then castigating herself for it because surely his exhaustion was what counted. Having to smile and pretend everything was fine, fine, fine, when it would never be fine again. She despised the pity. Pity was the worst. She tried to tell herself it was just fear talking. Let the angel of death pass by and leave my loved ones untouched. Take this sacrifice and spare us. She resented them that fear, too. All her fear was burned out of her, leaving cold certainty behind.

“Fine,” she said. It was an implausible answer, so she added. “He has good days and bad days.” She didn’t want to talk about Adagio. “Are you coming to the concert?”

Carli was grateful for the change in topic. They always were. They felt they owed her the question about Adagio, but they’d rather not dwell on it. Sonata felt another spike of resentment. She didn’t have any option but to dwell on it. There it lurked in the apartment, always, always, waiting for her. Until, someday, it wouldn’t. She felt the weight of the fungus in her pocket again.

Carli beamed. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it. Is he ready?”

Sonata nodded. “Yes, he’s been at the hall all day and night, practicing. It will be great.”

Carli patted her shoulder. “He’s such a bright light.” In a dark time, she didn’t say. Didn’t have to say.

Sonata painted a smile on her face. “Yes. Well, I’d best get back.” See how Adagio is suffering today, she didn’t say. See if by some grace it’s finally over. She hated herself for that thought.

She climbed the four flights up the back stairs. Children of the scramble were playing some complex noisy game that involved crashing up and down the stairs, drawing chalk markers with different meanings: jump over this one, touch that one twice. Laughter.

She took in a deep breath before coming into their suite. “Gio?” she called, hoping and not hoping for an answer.

“I’m awake,” he croaked, a skeleton lounging on the couch. Weaker than yesterday? Stronger?

She came over and kissed his cheek. He was shivering under a thick blanket. “Mr. Cairns gave me some more herbs. I’ll make you a broth.” She didn’t say anything about the Cloud Dragon.

She pressed the VitaReader to his neck. Blood pressure: low. Oxygen level: low. Pulse: fast. His temperature was up again. She’d add some extra feverfew to the mix again, then.

The skull’s black eyes followed her as she went into the kitchen, carrying the vomit bowl. She rinsed it out in the sink. Just some bloody mucus. She pulled a small box down from the cupboard in the kitchen and added the herb bundle Old Cairns had given her to the rest. She fingered the golden ampule with the blocky ess logo. Suprexa. One ampule left. She thought about putting the Cloud Dragon with the rest, thought better of it. Cello might find it and ask about it. She started the broth warming and went back to her own bedroom.

She peeled back the rug and pried up the loose boards. A pulse rifle lay wrapped in an oil cloth, along with a block of explosives and a box of detonators. Ignoring them, she took out a metal box. She nestled the Cloud Dragon, still wrapped in its shroud of paper, between the pistol and the bag of flash idents before closing the box again. Later. She replaced the boards and the rug and went back to the kitchen.

The broth had warmed. She crumbled some herbs into it and stirred, then added a scoop of mushroom powder. It was hardly more than a cupful, not nearly enough calories, but any more and he’d just heave it all back up anyway. Perhaps she’d be able to get another cupful in him later on. She fished out a handful of pills from the medicine box.

She helped Adagio sit up, held the cup to his cracked lips. He took delicate sips, a few drops at a time, trying to win the war with his rebellious stomach. It was a slow process. When he was half done he screwed his eyes shut for a long moment. She held the vomit bowl at the ready, but he just panted a few breaths and then continued. She held out the pills. For the past couple of weeks he’d been ignoring the anti-cancer ones, just picking out the anti-emetics and anti-inflammatories. He did the same now, swallowing them with effort, then continuing with the rest of the broth. Finally it was done.

He leaned back with his eyes closed while she took the cup and the untouched pills back to the kitchen. When she came back out he whispered. “Sonata.”

She perched herself next to him and took his hand. It was dry and too hot. “What do you need?”

“I want to come with you,” the skeleton that used to be her brother whispered. Sand rasping over concrete. “Concert.” He started coughing, those great hacking coughs that took everything out of him. She waited the fit out, then wiped the blood off his lips.

She shook her head. “You’re too fucking weak, Gio. You can’t make it all the way to the hall.”

“Language,” he rasped. He squeezed her hand, surprisingly strong. His eyes were fierce. “Soledad said I can borrow the chair.”

She deflected. “When did Soledad come?”

He waved his wrist, where a band now kept his ident in place. There was no longer enough flesh for it to attach properly. “We spoke.”

He speared her with his gaze again. “Please. It’s my last chance.” Adagio was not above playing the dying-brother-guilt card.

Her eyes prickled. “You won’t be able to sit all that time.”

“Give me the Suprexa. I want to hear him play, Nat.”

She said nothing, irresolute. She wanted to refuse him. She wanted to refuse him nothing.

“Do you remember any of Dad’s gigs?” His voice was thready, but a little stronger than a whisper now. “Before he had to stop? You were too young, I think.”

She shook her head. “Not really. I’ve watched some recordings.”

He smiled, if you could call it that, remembering. He’d lost another tooth, she saw. “It was better live. You could feel how he pulled the whole crowd into his music, made them feel it with him. Sad. Happy. Wistful. Magic.” He squeezed her hand again. “Cello is magic too.” He was. Their father had named their youngest brother for his own instrument, but Cello’s magic had taken a different path. “I want to hear it.”

Sonata sighed. “Fuck. All right. I’ll give you the Suprexa right before we go, then.”

She moved to stand. He reached out to stop her. “Nat. Did Cairns give you the fungus?” Sharp blades sliced through her heart. “Did he?”

It wasn’t time. It couldn’t be time. No. No. No. Dumbly, she nodded. Tears covered her cheeks. “Tonight?” Her voice was haggard.

He shook his head. “I couldn’t do that to Cello.” His big night. No. “Don’t tell him. He wouldn’t understand.”

Once again Adagio was leaving her to be the strong one, the resilient one. She felt a stab of anger. Why couldn’t she be the one who needed comfort and protection, just once?

“Once I’m gone, Nat, you have to keep him out of the work.” The work. His work, before the cancer. Her work, now.

“I try,” she protested. “He keeps fucking following me.”

“Try harder,” he insisted. Another coughing fit. “It isn’t for him. Promise me. Take care of him.”

What else could she possibly say? “I promise.”
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Sonata gave Adagio the last of the Suprexa right before they left, waiting to leave until it was almost time for the concert to begin. She had to get help from Manito to carry Adagio down the stairs, and she was glad that the drugs were at their peak of effectiveness. He would have been screaming from all the man-handling otherwise. As it was, he was close to passed out from the initial flush of the drug, and only grunted a couple times.

She tucked two blankets around him in the chair, along with a vomit bowl, and wheeled him past the community gardens and across Almaden to the Republic Hall. It took her a minute to find the ramp up. She ignored all the stares and whispers as they came up the aisle. Adagio’s appearance had degraded a lot since most people had seen him. They perhaps remembered the robust and heavily muscled man, generous with his smiles. Not this gaunt skeleton. The cool evening air had revived him somewhat, and he offered weak waves of his hand, like he was some kind of monarch acknowledging his people.

She rolled him straight down the aisle to the front, staring ahead. Aria sat in the front row with Leo and young Juanito. A seat for Sonata waited at the end. She locked the wheels of the chair a little ahead of her and to the side. “OK?” she whispered, putting a cough cloth in one of Adagio’s hands and steering the other to touch the vomit bowl, so he could find it if he needed. Adagio offered a thin smile and nodded. She sat.

Aria glared at her and hissed. “You brought him? How could you be so selfish?”

Sonata bit back an angry retort. Selfish? Selfish? Maybe selfish was spending all her time at her husband’s scramble and never coming by to help. Maybe selfish was leaving Sonata to manage both brothers on her own. Plus, she shouldn’t talk about Adagio like he wasn’t right there. “He insisted,” she told her sister, also talking like Adagio wasn’t right there. Then, “Shh. It’s starting.”

The lights dimmed, then went out. Silence settled over the crowd.

Then, so soft you weren’t sure you’d heard it, Cello began to play a high sweet note. It was wind whispering over a meadow, lilting and fluttering. The notes swelled, and a spotlight from a single lighting drone with it. Cello sat on a stool, wearing plain black trousers and tunic, the flute shining in the spotlight. He had combed the wild tangle of his hair into some semblance of order, although soon enough he’d be shaking it into chaos again. A bank of pedals sat at his feet. Now the wind was dancing, sprites skirling through the meadow, flowers nodding in the breeze. More drones lit up, swirling in a bright nimbus of golden fireflies around his head. The tune became joyful, a dance of spring, a celebration of summer. The lighting turned to the yellow. Zephyrs scudded thin clouds across a bright blue sky. The dance became wild, frenetic, presaging the advance of fall and the coming of winter. The death of all bright things. The fireflies winked out one by one. The notes became fierce, angry, calling forth the storms of winter pounding down. The light reddened, angry. Lighting flashed. Finally the storm died down, leaving a single, plaintive note, fading out. The final spotlight snapped out, leaving darkness.

Sonata swiped at her eyes and joined the thunderous applause.

The light came back up. Cello stood and bowed, and put the flute to his lips again. He jammed down on one of the pedals. Instead of the clean tone of the opening number, the flute was distorted and had a fair amount of reverb. He pressed another pedal to add a heavy percussion track. The song was a lively, rocking rendition of a popular song from a couple years ago, made fresh from his arrangement. The original tune had always seemed a little goofy, but this version of it had a timelessness to it, like it was some ancient folksong, half-remembered. Cello started stomping his feet with the beat, encouraging the crowd to join him. They obliged.

So went the whole concert. A mix of classics and popular songs with a few of his own compositions, spirited and sad, lively and slow, and always, always, always as with all Cello’s playing, utterly magnificent. He carried them with him through visions and feelings, taking their hearts through a rollercoaster of emotion.

Finally, he came to the last number. He hadn’t said a word up to this point, only letting the instrument speak for him. Now he spoke, his voice a little shaky. “For Adagio.”

He played Danny Boy, sad and slow, and what was there to do but weep? It is a song made for weeping and heartache. Sonata wasn’t the only one who needed a moment to collect themselves. Cello gave them that moment, then stood and bowed, accepting their acclaim. Then he walked off the stage. The house lights came back up. He would do no encore. He never did. “Nat,” he had told her once, “It would be like adding an epilogue to Hamlet.” He wasn’t wrong.

They hung back as the crowd cleared. Aria squatted down in front of Adagio’s chair. “Hey,” she said gently, taking his hand. “Is there anything you need?” Oh, now she cared about Adagio’s needs. She hadn’t cared enough to come by and help bathe and feed him, though, had she?

Adagio offered her a tired smile. “Nat’s got me.” He hacked a few times. Sonata wiped his chin. “See?” Another tired smile. “It’s good to see you. All of you.” He flapped a hand towards Leo and his nephew.

Sonata decided to be gracious, for his sake. “How’s the school?”

Aria released Adagio’s hand and stood. “We lost Canvers. Going Deep.” She scowled.

“Fucking Deepers,” Sonata muttered.

Both Aria and Adagio said it as one. “Language.”

“He took a ten-year indenture to tutor some House Xi kid.” Aria looked at her feet and sucked in a deep breath. “You could teach ecology, Nat. We need a replacement. Maybe once...” She glanced towards Adagio. The meaning was clear. Once Adagio died and she had more time.

Sonata folded her arms. “I have a job already.”

“Blowing stuff up,” Aria began hotly, then dropped her voice. “That isn’t a real job,” she hissed.

Adagio’s dry hand touched her hip. She could feel the heat coming off it. Too hot. “Consider it,” he whispered. “Think of Cello.”

“Yes, think of Cello. If you... if you get yourself killed. What will become of him?” Negating, in that question, the very idea that his oldest sister could, would, or should take him in.

“What about the fucking planet?”

“Language,” Aria snapped. She sighed. “Let’s not quarrel. He’s coming.” She stood erect again, and turned a bright smile towards the stage. Cello had come back out to gather his equipment.

He waved, beaming. “You came!” He vaulted down with a thump and gave them each a tight hug in turn. Adagio tried to mask the pained grunt. “Did you like the opening arrangement? I thought it might be a bit much with the lighting and everything but I thought well why not, give it a try. Push the bounds.” He was in his manic post-performance high. Soon enough he’d crash into a crippling funk of self-criticism when he would enumerate every wrong note and slow transition and obsessively review his selection of pieces.

“I’m so glad you could make it out, Gio. Is it Soledad’s chair? I’ll have to play her a special something to make up for it, just for her. Hi, Juanito! Look, I have to get my stuff boxed up, you don’t have to wait. But do. How did you like the reverb on the Canly piece? It was pretty sweet, right?” He beamed again, and clambered back to the stage, carefully unhooking everything and packing it away.

“Good evening. Am I right that this is Cello Cantata’s family?” It was a tall, slender man with pale skin and a long thin nose. He had a strange accent, hard to pin down. “His legal guardians?”

Sonata bristled. What kind of question was that? “Who wants to fucking know?”

Aria scowled at her, but held her tongue.

“Apologies, Mademoiselle.” He thrust one foot stiffly forward and swept a low bow, like some character from a historical drama. Ridiculous. He flicked something from his ident to her. She read out the glowing letters on her palm. “M. Cyril de Toureville, Esq.” Deeper. He was some kind of Deeper, what with that “Mademoiselle” and that Frenchy name and that flowery show. The accent snapped into place. She crossed her arms.

Adagio rasped. “We are Cello’s legal guardians.” He waved a tired hand from himself to Sonata. “What does a Deeper lawyer want with our brother?”

“It is nothing bad, I assure you. He’s not in any kind of trouble, Monsieur Cantata.”

“What the fuck do you want with him, then?” Sonata burst in, although she knew, of course, she knew. It was the Deeper way, wasn’t it? Taking, taking, taking. Wanting to possess everything of value, strip Earth of everything beautiful. They wanted to take Cello too. It was obvious.

“You must be aware that your brother has an extraordinary talent. My client wishes to see him reach his full potential. She wishes...”

“No.” Sonata said flatly. “Fuck off back to the Deeps now.”

Monsieur Cyril de Toureville, Esquire turned his attention back to Adagio, identifying him as the soft touch. “Surely you would like to actually see the proposition, Monsieur Cantata.”

Adagio nodded, and the lawyer flicked something to him. Adagio tilted his head. “Sonata too.” The lawyer swiped a finger across his wrist again.

She glanced at a thicket of legalism. For consideration of... In service to... Some numbers, quite large ones. Blah blah blah. It didn’t matter. “OK, I’ve seen your proposal. Now fuck off back to the Deeps.”

“Nat.” Adagio set a blazing hand on her arm. He looked back up at the lawyer. “We’ll look.” Sonata started to protest, but the hot hand gripped her harder.

“Very well. I’ll need an answer in the next three days.”

“We’ll send an answer before then,” Adagio promised, drawing another scowl from Sonata.

The lawyer bowed to each of them in turn, another flowery display. “Monsieur. Madame. Mademoiselle. Young Master.” He drifted away with a strangely bouncy gait.

“We are not going to...” Sonata began, hotly.

“Not going to what?” cut in Cello, holding his box. “Who was that guy?”

“No one.” Sonata replied. “Nothing. Come on, Cello, let’s get you home.”

“We thought we could go out, celebrate,” Aria cut in. “We have a table at Celia’s.”

“Oh, please!” begged Cello. “I hardly ever get to see Aria!” An indictment of their sister, right there. Aria showed no sign that a blow had landed, though. Shameless.

Sonata bit her lip, glanced down at Adagio. The skull offered a ghost of a smile and the barest hint of a nod. “All right.”

As she leaned down to unlock the wheelchair she hissed into his ear. “We’ll talk later.”

Dark eyes met hers, depthless and calm, promising she would find his will irresistible, as ever.
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It was a mediocre haul, at best: Pieces of the shattered weather satellite and a shield panel that had escaped from a station at some point. They sorted through the mess in the capture bay, separating components that might still be working from those that were pure scrap. That faint gunpowder scent of deep space lingered in the air.

The cargo bay was a bulbous cavern at the rear of the ship, flaring out just ahead of the engines, with two side bays that could be opened to space: the bay holding the shuttle on the starboard side, and the bay they directed scrap captured with the mesh fields on the port side. Each had massive space doors on the outer side and a pressure wall on the inner side. One huge triple-sized door punctured the pressure wall, rolling on massive rails to allow cargo transfers. The doors were rolled back, turning the whole space into one echoing void. The cargo area held empty cargo cubes, currently folded up for storage, and some cargo bots latched in along the sides, waiting for new tasks. With that they had here, they’d hardly need them.

“Aw, look now. It’s the nameplate.” Anselm tapped the chunk at his feet. “That’ll be worth something.”

Collectors always loved nameplates. A weather satellite, though. Not exactly a prime target.

Pettrie grunted. “The IR interferometer is still working.” He tossed some wires into one of the bins.

“I tell ya, Pettrie, we’ll get much better at Cascadia. Cruiser nameplates. Mesh arrays.”

Dead bodies. Live munitions. Anti-boarding mines. Radioactive scrap. House warships harassing them. Gruesome and dangerous. What fun. Still. Anselm wasn’t wrong, Deeps take him. They were looking at a thousand sols here, at best. It hardly covered the cost of supplies and transit and docking fees.

“How’s the war progressing? They still at it?” Anselm had been obsessively following the action. He would know.

Anselm chortled. “Half the Sarcan fleet is there. Last ships turned up three days ago. So the Dourians must have most of their fleet there too, to pound them to flinders. There’ll be lots of primo salvage for us, my boy.”

Pettrie tossed the last hunk of metal from his pile into a bin and stretched. He stood. Anselm still had a few scraps to work through.

“I’ll heat up some food for us. You OK to finish up the rest?” He should be. He had started with the smaller pile to begin with. If he hadn’t wasted so much time chortling over the carnage of the Dourian vendetta, he’d have finished already.

Anselm pulled in another great snot-filled breath. Sickening. “Sure. Give me twenty.”

“Right, then.” Pettrie hauled himself up the stairs to the common room. He had hoped they’d get enough from this run to repair the paternoster, but that dream looked dead.

He took a moment to rest from the climb before poking through the storage lockers. Ramen, or... ramen. Perhaps ramen. Nothing fresh left in the stasis box. So, yum, plain ramen. He poked around looking for something to add a bit of flavor. Mushroom powder or something labeled as “real vatshrimp food product!” powder. He remembered that it tasted nothing like either vatshrimp or food, which was why they still had some. He went with the mushroom and tossed in the last of the chili oil for a bit of zing.

Anselm puffed and groaned as he clumped up the ladder. He staggered across to the table and flung himself on a stool, blowing like leaky bellows. Pettrie shoved a bowl of ramen at him. “That kills the mushroom,” he said. “Nothing but that fake vatshrimp from here on out.”

Anselm made a disgusted face. “I’d rather eat it plain. Why didn’t we chuck that in the recycler already?” He stood and rifled through the stasis boxes, hoping for some final scrap.

Nutrients? The nutritive value had to be better than the taste, surely? Anselm raised aloft a small baggie of chopped bok choy in triumph. He tossed it to Pettrie. “Take it, I don’t like it that much anyhow.”

“If you’re sure?”

Anselm nodded and sat down.

“We can’t keep on this way, Pettrie. I know you like Cancoran, but we’ve fished out everything worth fishing within easy distance. We need to go to richer waters.”

Pettrie sighed. “Cascadia, Cascadia, Cascadia. I’m tired of hearing about Cascadia.”

“Just agree to go and I’ll stop talking about it. You know I’m right. The ship is falling apart, we don’t even have enough food stores. We need something new.”

“If Cascadia is going to be as great as you say, every skimmer with money to scrape together for the transit fees will come. Frankly, I’m not sure we have enough to cover the transit fees.”

Anselm slurped up some noodles before answering. “You’re always too pessimistic about the take. We’ll cover the fees, easy. And it’s the bulk of the Sarcan fleet, fracturing piece by steady piece, my boy! There’ll be plenty for everyone. Folks will be fishing the leavings of the Dourians’ revenge for years. Come on. Just say yes. You know it’s the right move.”

He did. He still hated the idea, but he couldn’t marshal a convincing argument against it. If, as Anselm seemed to think, the Dourians would destroy the whole Sarcan fleet and finish up with the extermination of the Sarcan House, who would be left to object to them picking up pieces of their wreckage?

He sighed heavily. “All right. Once the Dourians leave. Now stop nagging me about it.”

Anselm smiled his self-satisfied victory smile, and set to the noodles with renewed energy.
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An extinct beast
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Sonata scowled up at the flag. How perfect a representation it was of her country built out of the wreckage of the Crumble. A bear that had been extinct from these lands when they first made the design, hunted to non-existence by human greed and fear, striding across a river the color of blood. Even the three stars above the grizzly were bloody. And how perfect that the Seremovs flew it in front of their new act of desecration, as if they were native sons of the Republic, and not just some foreign gang fronting for the Deeper thieves that had made those stars so bloody. Fuck them all. Not here. Not on her watch.

She was furious at Adagio. They had argued about the offer from the Deepers all day, in fits and starts as Adagio’s strength waned. He’d rest and then they’d start right up again. He insisted that Cello would be better off with the support of the Deeper patron. It wasn’t indenture, he insisted, just a skilled employee contract. Yes, an exclusive, but it was only for six years, and then Cello could do whatever he wanted. It was better prospects than he had anywhere in the Greater California Republic or anywhere else on Earth, for that matter.

“Maybe we should let Cello decide, then.” She didn’t think Cello would leap into the arms of a Deeper master.

“He’s only fourteen. It’s up to us.”

“Well, I say no.”

“It only takes one to sign.” Her heart had clenched in anger and dread at that. She considered telling Dano they’d have to postpone this mission rather than to leave Adagio alone with that threat hanging over her. He promised he wouldn’t do anything until they talked more. She made him swear it, on their father’s art and the Earth’s healing.

Then she saw how wrung out he was from the effort of trying to persuade her, and she thought she shouldn’t go for that reason. “I’m just going to sleep anyway, Nat. You should go.”

So, she had gone, fear and fury sloshing through her.

Not being able to take it out on Adagio, the Seremov’s toxin labs would do. Dano kept a wary guard on his tongue. He knew enough to keep clear of Sonata in a mood like this. She clipped the circumvention box to the input port of the boundary sensor, and spooled out the grounding wire. Dano pounded the grounding prongs into the hard clay.

“Ready,” he whispered.

She clicked the switch on the diverter and watched the readout. “OK,” she said. “Start cutting.”

Dano clipped the wires, making a hole.

Sonata scanned the building. “Two guards, inside by the main door. Send the bees.”

Dano opened a small box filled with dozens of small robotic drones. He flung them into the air, one handful after another. The bees tore across the gravel between the fence and the
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