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Praise for Star Wars Novels by E. K. Johnston



To the CSIS agent who monitors my internet history.

We had fun with this one, eh?




For ten giddy seconds, she lets herself think about the life she might have had, if only things had gone a little bit differently.

Money. A ship. Han. Whatever work they could find. A real smile when she thinks about him, not the mask she’s built up to survive.

But she’d always be looking over her shoulder, because Han never would. The best way to protect him is to go.

The best way to protect herself is to stay.

The chime of the elevator ends her contemplations, but her decision is already made. She doesn’t know who else is alive on this ship, but no matter who those doors open to, Qi’ra has chosen her next steps.

The figure who steps out of the elevator is only a moderate surprise. Qi’ra hadn’t even known she was on board. Vos kept his secrets, and Qi’ra hadn’t exactly had the time to ferret them out when she and Han arrived with the coaxium. Maybe he didn’t think it was important. Dryden Vos’s underestimations were rare, but they did happen. She is living—and he was dying—proof of that.

Neither of them are exactly dressed for combat, but both are ready for it. The newcomer’s gown is long and lined with a silver fabric that glimmers, even with the windows shaded. Qi’ra recognizes the fabric. There is more than one way to don armor. She steps delicately through the mess Qi’ra has made of their former boss’s receiving room.

“Well,” Qi’ra says with all the casual dignity Dryden Vos could ever muster, “I suppose this makes you my second-in-command.”

Her visitor smiles, mouth spread wide over so much teeth. Neither of them are fools. Fools don’t last in Crimson Dawn, and they, they have lasted.

“You can trust me as much as Vos trusted you,” she says.

Qi’ra looks down at the crumpled body on the floor, surrounded by the ruin of all the things he’d hoarded in life. Any handful would buy Qi’ra a life somewhere else, but she’d never be free of him, not really. Crimson Dawn is tattooed on her skin, but the marks run even deeper, and there are darker things in the underworld than Dryden Vos. In the end, this has always been her only choice, made for her by a clear glass door and a hopeless promise. She thinks of the familiar face, and smiles.

“I suppose you can only try to kill me so many times,” Qi’ra says. She sits down in her chair and places her hands on her desk. She sends the departure command to whoever is at the helm. She’ll make a ship-wide announcement when they’re clear of the planet. “Let’s get started, shall we?”
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On a beach not too far away, a boy she knew once starts his next life, too.
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It took less than four hours after Moloch dragged her back from the Corellian spaceport for Lady Proxima to decide what to do with her. Qi’ra wasn’t sure how much of that time was taken up by punishing the guards who had let Han escape. She tried not to think too much about it, either the punishment or Han being gone. Both were painful for different reasons, and Qi’ra always tried to avoid that sort of thing.

She couldn’t avoid it this time.

Left alone in a cell in the scummiest part of the White Worm headquarters, Qi’ra had too much time to think. She couldn’t stop making plans, looking for angles, trying to find a way out. There wasn’t one. She knew it as soon as Moloch’s pincerlike hands clamped around her arm and pulled her away from the spaceport barrier. But she couldn’t make herself stop.

She had gotten by by telling herself that she was a survivor, and to some degree, it had been true. Even this cell wasn’t the worst place she had ever lived. Qi’ra had come up from worse than nothing, something Proxima was all too fond of reminding her, and she had thought it made her stronger. She was always hungry, always plotting, always searching for the next score. And all of it had come back, full circle, to worse than nothing.

It was Han’s fault. She had let her guard down, but it was Han’s fault she had done so. Ever since he’d come to her attention in the competition for Head, she’d underestimated him. No. Not him. She’d underestimated his effect on her. His easy charm and persistent optimism were a siren song, lulling her into a false sense of security. It had happened during the droid incident, when he had almost pulled the position of Head scrumrat right out from under her, but Qi’ra had still managed to come out on top, so she hadn’t pushed him away. He was useful. He was loyal. He would help her.

He had left her behind. Yes, she had told him to. And yes, she had meant it. But that had been in the heat of the moment, when she could afford to care about someone other than herself. Now the grim reality had set in. At least she had the small victory of having ensured Han’s freedom. He got away, and despite everything they had learned about the harshness of reality growing up in the sewers of Coronet City, he had told her he would come back for her someday.

The worst part was she absolutely believed his promise to come back for her. He would, someday, if he didn’t get turned into so much paste by some trigger-happy lowlife with more blasters than sense. What neither of them had been able to take into consideration in the horrible anxiety of the spaceport was the time between now and then, and how she would spend it. There would be a lot of it. And Qi’ra was not in a position to make any good choices.

She could cling to the idea of him, a triumphant return and a rescue from what was sure to be an absolutely terrible future. She could hold on to that hope no matter what Proxima did to her. She could find the silver lining. She could wait for him, getting through the pain and torment by imagining the life they’d have. That was what Han would have done, if their positions were reversed. Qi’ra was sure of that, too.

She wouldn’t wait. Hope was for fools, and she couldn’t waste her imagination on pretty futures that might never come. She would die here, at Proxima’s command, or she would live for the exact same reason. There was no choice. There was only the inevitability that her cell door would open and she would be forced to accept whatever waited for her on the other side.

Han’s dice were still in her hand. They were all she had left, and they were next to useless. They weren’t worth enough for a bribe, and they certainly weren’t worth enough to pay off the stolen coaxium. Just two hard cubes on a little chain, a thing that Han had from his father and thought lucky. Qi’ra knew better, yet she couldn’t bring herself to throw them away. They would be taken from her, sure enough, and that thought filled her with rage.

There it was, the one thing that might get her through this. If she could harness that anger into determination, she might keep her head, literally and metaphorically. Proxima was vindictive, but she was no fool. Qi’ra still had value, even if she was no longer a trusted member of the White Worms. Throwing her away would be a wasted investment. Surely Proxima would see that. And if she didn’t, Qi’ra would remind her. Not because she was waiting for Han, but because she was damn well going to survive without him.

When the cell door creaked open, a stream of light making her wince in spite of herself, Qi’ra was as ready as she could be. She heard the hounds coming, so she wasn’t caught off guard. She stood up straight, brushed off her coat and skirt as much as she could, and ran her fingers through the mess of her hair. She would not be stripped of her dignity on top of everything else. She had earned her place here, once, and the Worms were going to remember it. At the last moment, on impulse, she tucked Han’s dice into her mouth. It was awkward, and she almost spit them back out, but the door was opening, and she had to pay attention.

The Corellian hounds were scratching the ground as they waited, long claws scoring the floor as they pulled at their chains and whined. Moloch did not lead one. Instead, he leaned on his staff, but Qi’ra could clearly see the stun baton he carried at his waist. Qi’ra flinched without meaning to when she saw it. She knew she wasn’t the only Worm who had nightmares about that weapon, but she was definitely the only one who was about to live them. If he could have smiled cruelly, he would have. Instead, he stood aside and the hounds came into the cell.

Rebolt and Syke could hold their hounds back if they wished. Qi’ra knew they were strong enough. Both boys were approximately the same age as Qi’ra and were taller and broader across the shoulders, for whatever that was worth to a scrumrat who’d spent their whole life scrambling after scraps. Rebolt’s cruel sneer cut sharply across his pale face. Syke at least looked like he was trying to control the hound. He wouldn’t meet Qi’ra’s look, keeping his dark eyes on the floor, and he had both hands on the chain. Rebolt had no such mercy, face flushed with a victory that wasn’t even his, and let the hound come close enough to bite her, if it wanted to.

“Enough,” Moloch said. Both boys instinctively translated his command into Basic and mastered their hounds. “We’re here to bring her to Lady Proxima, not for fun.”

Moloch grabbed her like he had at the spaceport. She had resisted then, just long enough to tell Han to run before it fully sank in that she was lost and there was no point in trying to fight, but she didn’t resist now. She gave him no excuse for cruelty, but he took it anyway. At the spaceport, he had only squeezed her and knocked her to the ground before hauling her away. Now that he wasn’t in public, he could be much more creative.

The stun baton touched her lightly, sending a painful current through her. She would have screamed, but with the dice in her mouth, only a high-pitched whine emerged from her throat. Moloch laughed, a gurgling sound that seemed more like a growl.

“That’s the lowest setting, of course,” he said. She focused on understanding his words, the translation an all too brief distraction. “You’ll scream eventually.”

Qi’ra didn’t doubt him for a moment.

Moloch dragged her through the tunnels, walking too fast for her to match his stride. She stumbled, scraping her knee, and then he nearly jerked her shoulder out of its socket to pull her back onto her feet. The hounds nipped at her heels, just enough to make her skip forward and keep her off balance. Now that she was moving, she felt lightheaded from fear and her resurgent adrenaline, but even that was nothing new. It would just take her a few moments to master it.

The window behind Proxima’s pool had been fixed. There was no more daylight in the room. All of the Worms were gathered, from the youngest pickpocket all the way to Karsot, an older Grindalid who leaned on his electrostaff near the water. No one would get close to Proxima this time. The ground had even been cleared of debris, just in case.

Moloch dragged Qi’ra to the front of the room, and a torrent of whispers followed them. Qi’ra ignored everything. The only person in the room who mattered to her right now was Proxima, who was rising from the watery nest where she brooded with her young.

Proxima was covered in lesions, angry and red against the pallid gray of her skin, from her brief exposure to the sun. She had removed her elaborate jewelry, and Qi’ra could see the marks where her skin had burned around the metal. It was amazing that no one had ever taken advantage of the Grindalid weakness before, that long, sinuous body so ill suited for life on the surface of Corellia. In the sewers, Grindalids were all but untouchable. On the streets of Coronet City, they held on by grasping others and turning them to their use. Perhaps that was one of the reasons Proxima employed mostly children. They wouldn’t think of such things, especially not once all the independence was drilled out of them. It was a miracle Han had, and it was clearly something that would not be repeated. Still, a weakness was a weakness, and Qi’ra would not forget.

“Qi’ra.” Proxima’s voice rang in every corner of the room, penetrating and grating and strangely melodious all at once. “You were given every chance. You were given every advantage. And yet you betrayed me.”

Someone else might have pleaded for mercy, insisting that Han had dragged her to the spaceport against her will in the chaos surrounding the window break. Proxima might have fed that person to the hounds, and Qi’ra was not so foolish anyway. They had all been here to see what happened. They all knew what she had done.

The other Worms closed in around her, some with eager expressions on their faces and some pushed from behind by the lieutenants. Qi’ra saw Rebolt again, vicious even without his hound, and Syke and Jagleo. None of them were wearing the badge of Head, which Qi’ra found perplexing. Proxima had held a great contest for the position when Qi’ra became Head, but she’d had ulterior motives. Right now, the gang leader required order and a clear chain of command.

“Ema, come forward,” Proxima demanded, and Qi’ra had her answer.

Proxima hadn’t picked one of the older scrumrats. That didn’t bode well for the ones still around. No one ever asked what became of the older kids. There simply weren’t any, past a certain point, and that was answer enough.

“Shall it be hounds or staff?” Proxima asked the girl.

Qi’ra didn’t so much as look at Ema, keeping her eyes locked on the creature rising out of the pool in front of her. They all hated the hounds, unless they were picked to be handlers, but Ema hated them even more. Qi’ra didn’t know whether the girl’s fear would make her more or less likely to pick them. The staff would be better in the long run. The staff wouldn’t leave scars or acquire a special taste for Qi’ra’s blood. It would hurt more, but the pain wouldn’t linger as long as a mauling would. Ema didn’t understand the threat of lasting punishment yet.

The stocky fourteen-year-old was relatively new to the Worms, having joined when her parents died. Unlike most of them, she’d had the benefit of a well-fed childhood. Nothing about her was undergrown or scrawny, even after two years of hard living in the sewers. She had scars from the hound who had caught her trying to break into a supply crate on the back of a White Worm speeder. She’d been recruited after that but always gave the hounds a wide berth, even though becoming a handler was the surest way to power within the gang.

“Staff,” said Ema.

Qi’ra risked a look and saw the almost unholy glee on the girl’s face. It was her first taste of power, and she liked it.

Moloch threw Qi’ra to the ground, rattling her teeth because he’d held her hands back long enough that she couldn’t break her fall. It didn’t matter. Karsot was on her with the shockstaff seconds later, and the world changed to a horrible, painful white.

Electricity coursed through her veins, enough to hurt but not enough to stop her heart. Torture was no good if the victim died, and the Grindalids were all experts. The scrumrats tried to draw back from her as she writhed on the floor in agony, but they weren’t permitted. The Grindalids kept them close to her, witness to her punishment so that they would never try to stage their own escape.

With the dice in her mouth, Qi’ra couldn’t scream. She made plenty of noise, so the Worms got their show watching her suffer, but Moloch grew increasingly frustrated when she didn’t give him what he wanted. He yelled at Karsot to increase the intensity, and Qi’ra felt her bones lock in unnatural positions, her joints and ligaments unable to handle the pain any other way than freezing in its grasp.

“Enough!” Proxima said.

The light faded back to gray, but the pain did not recede. Qi’ra panted on the floor. She would not get up until they made her. She wasn’t entirely sure if she could.

“Let that be a lesson to you all,” Proxima said. “This is what waits for you if you betray me. This is your fate.”

She didn’t mention Han, Qi’ra noticed. No one would mention him because he had been successful. He had actually gotten away. Proxima wouldn’t remind anyone of that.

Proxima sank back into the pool, and the other Grindalids pushed their way out of the room. Qi’ra was still on the ground. No orders had been given, but the message was clear. She was at the mercy of those she had very recently been in charge of. She had been a good Head. It was almost a relief.

Almost. Han’s plan had almost worked. He had bartered coaxium for freedom, and if it only bought one ticket, well, that was life. His plan had also almost gotten her killed. And now she would pay the price for his delinquency because he never imagined his plan would fail. She had wanted it so badly, had believed in him and trusted their combined skills to get the job done. They had come up together, survived the trial for Head scrumrat together. But they hadn’t been enough. She’d wanted to be that girl, the one who looked to others for help and thought that escape was in her grasp. The floor beneath her was as cold as the truth: she was on her own, and survival was the only goal. There would be no more reckless plans, no more trust. She would learn another way to get by, and she would learn it as fast as she could.

As the scrumrats closed in around her, Qi’ra decided she would never settle for almost again.
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Being Head had meant receiving the first portion of food at meals. It had also meant deciding who else ate, and in what order. Qi’ra had tried to be fair. The scrumrats had enough things to fear. If she was the one person in the world they thought looked out for their interests, then they would be loyal to her. It was a good plan, and had served her well. But it only lasted as long as she was Head.

Any good will she had accrued was gone, and as the mob closed in around her, Qi’ra’s only thought was to protect her face. Scrumrats were afraid of many things, and when presented with something they didn’t have to fear, they could be vicious. She knew this, because she was one of them.

Hands pulled her in every direction, catching in her hair and on her clothes. Little fingers pulled at the laces on her boots while bigger ones rolled her over to get to her jacket. She kicked instinctively—too many years spent guarding what she’d got—and the fingers dug in harder, nails pressing through skin.

The older kids succeeded in getting her coat off, and an immediate fight broke out over it. Rebolt, showing more intelligence than she thought he possessed, cleared a path for Ema. He didn’t fight for her, exactly. If he handed the coat to her, it wouldn’t be a prize; it would be a danger, a sign of too much owed and an alliance that didn’t quite exist. But he could make sure that Ema ended up with the coat. It would be her victory, and she would know he’d helped. As far as Qi’ra could tell, the girl barely needed assistance. She tore through the other children, fists flying as she grappled for the object that everyone desired.

Distracted by the coat, Qi’ra didn’t know the exact moment the smaller kids succeeded in stealing her boots. They didn’t fight amongst themselves, and turned immediately to the skirt she wore over her leggings. It was waterproof and had a number of pockets—empty, thanks to Moloch’s search when Qi’ra was brought in—and even if it was too big for the kid who ended up with it, it would still keep them warm.

Ema had mostly dispersed the main melee around the coat. She headbutted a few of the smaller scrumrats off the pile, and then the others began to recognize her. Qi’ra’s coat was nice, but it wasn’t worth angering the person who controlled when and how much you ate. Resistance melted before her, and by the time Ema picked the coat up off the ground, only slightly torn and a little bit dusty, everyone was keeping a respectful distance. She pulled it around her shoulders, running her hands down the soft fur that lined the collar, and then put two fingers in her mouth, issuing a piercing whistle. All the fighting stopped instantly.

“It’s time for dinner,” Ema announced. She might have been commenting on the weather, like nothing was out of the ordinary.

The little kids balled up Qi’ra’s skirt and added it to their haul with the boots. They would trade the bundle to someone the right size, or sell it, perhaps. They were lost to Qi’ra in any case. She lay on the ground, mercifully untouched for the moment, the aurodium plate of Han’s dice bitter on her tongue. Cold was already seeping through her unprotected leggings.

The scrumrats filed out of the room in as orderly a fashion as they could, with Rebolt and Ema in the lead. Syke and Jagleo were near the end, but it didn’t matter. Their place in the hierarchy had always been assured. As she passed Qi’ra on the floor, Ema looked down scornfully.

“Don’t bother showing up,” she said. “There won’t be any for you, even if you do.”

Qi’ra had no intention of going to the dining hall. Once she was free, she had only one destination in mind. With the Worms diverted by food, Qi’ra hauled herself to her feet. Her head was pounding, but her legs seemed solid enough. The floor beneath her stockings felt disgusting, but there was nothing else for it. Leaning on the wall, she made her way down the corridors until she came to her sleeping hole.

She didn’t keep much here. None of them did. Anything left behind in a bedroll was a prime target for stealing, and ownership was always a matter of muscle. It was clear that Ema had already moved in. The scummy pillow and thin blanket had been moved, and the bunk itself was oriented toward the other door—the one the hounds came out of, if they ever came to this part of the hideout. Qi’ra spat the dice out into her hand, then tucked them into the paltry pocket in her leggings and moved to the bunk where Han had slept.

If there was anyone cocky enough to keep something of value in his bunk, it was Han. Like Qi’ra’s, it was clear that someone else was already in residence, but there had been less shifting. Qi’ra patted down the pillow, looking for any strange lumps, and then pulled the blanket off the pitiful excuse for a mattress. She pried up the corners, checking underneath, but there was nothing there. Maybe Han was smarter than she had given him credit for.

“It was socks.” Qi’ra spun around and saw Rebolt standing there, that sneer still on his face. “He kept socks under the mattress. But they’re mine now.”

He looked down at her feet, and the grin on his face became even wider.

“Too bad,” he said. “Socks aren’t much, but they’re better than what you’ve got now.”

He turned and went off toward the kennels. Qi’ra flipped the fourth corner of the mattress up and found the little divot she’d been looking for. Rebolt had found the socks and stopped looking, but that wasn’t all Han had hidden under his bed. The dog biscuits were old and flaky, but they were food. Han had kept them in case he ever needed to bribe one of the hounds, but that wasn’t what Qi’ra had planned for them. There was no telling when Ema would allot her a portion at mealtime.

Qi’ra tucked the biscuits into the pocket with the dice and finally stopped to take stock of the damage. The good news was that she wasn’t locked up, and Proxima seemed to be finished with her official punishment for now. The bad news was that her unofficial punishment would be doled out whenever her fellow Worms thought she made a good target. Eventually, and Qi’ra could only hope it would be soon, Proxima would pass the final sentence. Qi’ra had no coat or boots, and her leggings weren’t very warm. Anything she managed to get ahold of would probably just be stolen again, so she’d have to be careful.

For a moment, she was tempted to run. She could go to her safe house in the Silo while everyone was eating. She’d kept the little sanctuary intact for years, just in case, and now might be the time to use it. No one would guess she’d go back to the Silo voluntarily. The only two people who knew about it—Han and Tsuulo—were dead or gone, and there were no sewers there, so the Grindalids would have to follow her the hard way. She would be safe, but she’d still have nothing. And she’d be back in the Silo, the rotting heart of the Bottoms and the indisputable worst place on the entire planet. There was no future in the Silo.

Qi’ra found a bunk that was high up and drafty. No one wanted it because it was cold, and anyone who tried to get at her would have to climb. She lay down so that her feet were near the top of the ladder. If someone climbed up, she would kick them in the face. It wouldn’t hurt them as much as it would if she still had her shoes, but it was better than nothing. It was too cold to sleep, but Qi’ra had no intention of being that vulnerable anyway. She listened as the scrumrats came back to their barracks, still scuffling amongst themselves because they didn’t have anything better to do. The older ones were headed out for the night, but the younger ones curled up to snatch some sleep. Qi’ra watched them settle. They knew she was up there, but they dismissed her as no threat.

The ladder shook, and Qi’ra prepared herself, but she knew from the distinct lack of noise who it was. Only one scrumrat had been a dancer, smart enough to invent her own style of fighting based on the movements her body was already familiar with. When Jagleo’s face appeared, Qi’ra let herself relax, but only a little bit.

“So you’re demoted,” Jagleo said. “Which I am sure you already noticed.”

Qi’ra didn’t say anything. If Jagleo wanted to talk, Qi’ra would certainly let her, but she was done volunteering information, possibly for the rest of her life.

“Ema’s a tyrant, so she’ll do fine,” the thief continued. “The little kids are too scared of her to stage a coup, and the older ones don’t take her seriously. Which is stupid, because there’s a reason Proxima didn’t pick one of them instead.”

It didn’t take a genius to notice that Proxima was interested only in children. They were small and easy to influence, which made recruitment simple. They didn’t eat much and could be controlled with the promise of rewards, which made them easy to raise. They could go out in the sunlight, which was the chief reason Proxima needed non-Grindalid gang members in the first place, but their small size and nimbleness meant they could usually climb and hide well, which was handy.

“Syke thinks she’s planning a purge of the older scrumrats. The four of us in particular,” Jagleo said. Her dirty blonde hair fell into her face as she theorized, and she brushed it aside. “With you and Han out of the picture, Syke, Rebolt, and I would be easier to deal with. But I think he’s wrong. She won’t just kill us outright. Not while we’re still useful.”

Qi’ra still said nothing. Anyone else might have gotten frustrated with her, but Jagleo was used to silence, even under normal circumstances.

“There will be a big raid,” Jagleo theorized. “She’ll talk it up, have us practice, get us all organized, the whole deal. But after, when the smoke clears, the scrumrats left over will have something in common. They’ll all be young.”

Jagleo reached into the pocket of her coat and withdrew a gauzy-looking black piece of cloth. She shook it, and Qi’ra realized it was a thin jacket. Not good for much, but better than it looked and much better than nothing.

“Rebolt thinks the hounds will save him,” Jagleo said. “And Syke thinks if he ever trains up Taomat to attack Rebolt, Moloch will promote him. They’re always going to need someone to take the hounds outside. But you and I have never played that game.”

She passed the jacket over to Qi’ra, who sat up slowly and pulled it around her shoulders. It was scratchy, compared to her fur, and there was no place to hide anything in it, but it was still a jacket.

“I can’t do much for you now,” Jagleo said. “And I’m no good to you if they start treating me the same way. But when it goes down, I’ll have your back. We’ll survive and then we’ll see what’s next. I know you’ll have a plan because you always do, and I’ll keep you alive long enough to do it.”

Jagleo set down a small ration packet. She’d already opened it and eaten most of what was inside, but Qi’ra could see that about a quarter of it was left. Not a meal, but also not dog biscuits.

“You have a deal,” said Qi’ra. She reached out and picked up the packet, then poured the crumbs into her mouth and shook the foil to make sure she’d gotten every single one.

Jagleo was an unexpected ally, even if the little thief wouldn’t be able to do much. Qi’ra would take all the help she could get. The only part that was up in the air, as far as she was concerned, was how much help she would extend in return. Qi’ra had been on the receiving end of a plan gone sideways, and she had no intention of ever being in that position again. If she had even a flash of doubt, she’d abandon Jagleo in a heartbeat.

Qi’ra nestled herself into the bunk, her new jacket around her shoulders and the gaping hole in her belly slightly filled. She could work with this.
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Things got significantly worse.

The morning after her failed escape attempt, Qi’ra learned her final fate. Proxima had found a buyer for her, a Corellian trafficker named Sarkin Enneb, who was in the market and didn’t mind a bit of defiance in the merchandise. Sooner was what she’d hoped for, but it was still uncomfortably fast for a decision that would probably have a deeply unpleasant outcome.

“You did not fetch a good price; disobedience is considered a very bad quality for a slave,” Proxima said as Qi’ra stood shivering before her. “But your other attributes were enough to interest him. I have full confidence that he will scour the fight right out of you.”

Sarkin wasted no time and put a tracking chip in her wrist as soon as the contract was signed. The high-tech chips had been made mostly obsolete by advancements in scanner technology, so they didn’t bother trying to keep the location of them hidden from whoever they were implanted into anymore. It would kill her if she tried to escape or remove it, and that was enough. She met Sarkin’s bright green eyes while he was implanting it, wondering what sort of man he was. The best she could hope for was disinterestedly negligent, but she could already see the brutishness in his angular face. Disinterested people didn’t buy defiant girls.

“I don’t like the look of you,” Sarkin said. He was much too close to her; she could almost feel the bristly hair that grew on his face and head, but she knew better than to resist. “Oh, you’re pretty enough, but there’s too much spirit in your eyes. I’m going to take it. You’ll be worth more when you’re biddable.”

His fingers, each one tipped with a sharp nail that could clearly pierce and rend her skin if he chose to hurt her, were tight on her arm. She knew she’d have bruises later. She could tell he wanted her to fight him, wanted an excuse to bloody her mouth or tear out her hair. Qi’ra would let him have only the bruises for now. He already knew she was defiant. His sneer turned vicious when she didn’t give him what he wanted, and one of his nails cut into her arm where the fresh wound from the chip already throbbed.

Proxima shifted in her pool, annoyed that she couldn’t hear everything that was being said, even if she could guess at most of it.

“We still have an arrangement, Sarkin Enneb,” she groused. “You don’t get to break her just yet.”

“I did read the contract,” Sarkin said, not taking his eyes off of Qi’ra. His pointed ears twitched, betraying a bit of his frustration with Proxima. Qi’ra knew she would pay for all of it later. “She’ll stay here for now, and you’ll make sure the job gets done. After that, though, she’s all mine.”

The cut on her wrist was jagged and bleeding lightly. It would certainly scar. Qi’ra stood still as the blood ran down to the tips of her fingers and started to drip on the floor. She would take care of herself only when there was no one around to watch her.

Sarkin turned toward Proxima and didn’t so much as bat an eyelash as she loomed over him. Qi’ra knew why she’d been sold, but it was strange that Sarkin wasn’t going to take her yet. She wondered what the terms of her contract were. She didn’t think she’d have any additional protection or accommodation, but it would have been nice to know the details.

“I’ll return when the job is finished,” Sarkin said. “Or send a representative. If you get her killed, I will expect my credits back.”

Proxima didn’t give an answer, and Sarkin clearly hadn’t expected one anyway. He simply turned on his heel and marched out of the room.

“Get out, Qi’ra,” Proxima said. “Go and enjoy what limited freedom you have while you still can.”

[image: ]

It was uncomfortable to think that living as Head had made her soft. Qi’ra had fought for the position and, once she had it, had fought to keep it. Much of her time had been spent enforcing discipline, mostly in the form of food rations, but she’d also spent a lot of time as a trusted courier for Lady Proxima herself. Some of those people had been scared of her, too, adding tips to their payments to the White Worms in the hopes that she would put in a good word for them. The additional credits hadn’t been much, but they’d been hers. Between them and the perks of having first access to meals, Qi’ra had never been stronger.

All of that was gone, now. She’d forgotten what it was like to be last in the food line, at the mercy of whoever was in charge. Ema delighted in making her life miserable in a thousand different ways, from taunting her about portions to parading around in Qi’ra’s coat, preening like she’d grown the fur herself while Qi’ra shivered in the damp of the Coronet City sewer system. Qi’ra grew thin and listless, her skin papery and dry and her hair brittle. Even Jagleo couldn’t help her enough to stave off the slow fade of gradual starvation. The dice in her pocket stuck out obviously now, a protuberance at her hip where no extra flesh remained.

The dog biscuits were long gone, and Qi’ra was at the mercy of the food line when Proxima started sending her out again at Sarkin’s behest. For a few weeks, she’d hidden in the corridors of the White Worm hideout, trying to gather information. Proxima was definitely planning something, and even though Qi’ra was technically no longer Proxima’s problem, she still ran with the scrumrats. She didn’t want to be caught flatfooted when everything came to a head. For a while, no one had cared what she did. It was like she was a ghost, beneath the notice of everyone.

The scrumrats stopped picking on her, moving on to more entertaining prey. Qi’ra gave them very little in the way of sport. She never fought back and didn’t even ask them to stop, let alone beg for it. It was almost boring. It hurt her pride more than anything else, but she saved a lot of energy by not fighting battles she couldn’t win, and having her aggressors give up completely was an unexpected bonus. She walked around vaguely for several days until the general consensus was that her spirit was totally broken and she would be nothing other than obedient.

Lady Proxima was not fooled.

The Grindalid was old, older than most of the scrumrats realized, and she had seen many humans grow up in the coils of her gang. She knew when they were truly defeated, and Qi’ra knew there was little chance of tricking her. Thus when Proxima declared that she should join a scavenging team, Qi’ra didn’t argue. She couldn’t have anyway; Sarkin had demanded that she earn him a cut while she waited for whatever his endgame was. The others grumbled, afraid that she would slow
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