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            I'm glad they're lies. Because the makers of AI aren't damned by their failures, they're damned by their goals. They want to build a genie to grant them wishes, and their wish is that nobody ever has to make art again. They want to create a new kind of mind, so they can force it into mindless servitude. Their dream is to invent new forms of life to enslave.
— Anthony Moser
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Foreword
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The world of this book is not always a kind world. These characters have variously suffered human trafficking, addiction, and violence, or been instruments of violence themselves. For the most part the brutal violence is off the page. I am not one for the pornography of blood, but there is blood in this book, and pain of various kinds. I imagine it isn’t for everyone. For myself, I tend to gravitate to stories in the minor key, and how people find joy and love and themselves in spite of it all.

May you all find your own art and your own Kintsugi.
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The modulated torus knot
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The art installation was not going well. Renny had chosen this side passage because the patrols here were less frequent. He’d been able to budget a full seventeen minutes for the work, with three minutes for clean-up and escape. The repair bots were only half-way through the engraving, though, and they’d already burned through ten of those minutes. He hadn’t factored in how much the loops intersected with each other, so that each bot kept having to stop and wait for a different bot to finish its own section of its own loop. Stop. Start. Stop. Start. It was taking too much time. It also was ugly. Instead of the elegant ballet of twirling metal he’d envisioned, they looked like spiky cockroaches scuttling across the wall in fits and starts. Bad animation of a horror vid.

What’s more, he had chosen a section of the bulkhead that repurposed some scrap metal from the original skeleton of Tas’Noor and the alien alloy was apparently rather more impervious to the etchers than was usual, slowing things down even more. He had been drawn to it because of the swirling sheen of it. He thought it would lend an air of the exotic and mysterious to the finished work. Well. It was exotic, certainly. And too hard. Renny pouted while he considered what to do. He didn’t want to abandon things half-way through. He’d have to go with spray application of the paint. Pathetic. Hand coloring added that je ne sais quoi. That personal touch. He couldn’t start until they had finished the engraving though, or the paint would smear. He’d engrave his signature while he waited. Signing the work before it was done. It felt wrong. Still. Needs must.

He pulled out the sprayers and prepped the paint canisters, shaking them out. Then he crouched down below the action of the bots and started cutting his signature into the bulkhead. He always did that part by hand. The bots had their part in the work, certainly, but he was the author. He had given them the design. If he went quickly, he could do the paint in a couple minutes, maybe. There was a little variability in the patrols: he could hope for the security team to be a little slow on this circuit.

He finished the signature and reached for the first canister, filled with an utterly gorgeous deep sea green. The bots were just closing in on the last loops. They had started to smooth out the choreography. Several of them had moved on to the ants.

“What the Deeps do you think you’re doing there?”

The security team was not slow on this circuit. Alas.

He set the canister down gently and stood, considering options. He could run for it, abandoning his equipment. They probably wouldn’t shoot him, not over this. He winced at the expense. The diamond tip on the signature etcher alone had cost him six hundred sols, and you couldn’t get them just anywhere. He had been burning through his cash reserves at an alarming rate. Everything cost more than he thought it would. Who knew? They might catch him anyway, though. He wasn’t good at running. What did they have on him, really? Circumstantial vandalism? Sia’s lawyer could get him out soon enough. He could afford the fine more than replacing the equipment, probably. Maybe he could talk his way out of it. He did have the commission, after all.

“Good evening, officers.” Admitting nothing.

There were two of them, and they both looked like they could run very well indeed. Both were a little taller than him with a lot of muscles. Renny wished for muscles, but he wasn’t built for it. Too thin. Too lazy, let’s be honest. The one with the shaved head was carrying a coffee. Milk and sugar, and lots of it, based on Renny’s observations over the last couple weeks. Officer Penthos. The other one, with the shaggy dark hair and the five-o’clock shadow, Officer Ramis, spoke. He had a weakness for cinnamon rolls.

“Hands to the sides, sir, there’s a good man. Turn all the way around for me, if you would. Slowly.”

“What seems to be the problem?” Renny span, checking the progress of the bots as he turned.

The two patrolmen looked at each other. Officer Penthos rolled his eyes. “You were vandalizing this bulkhead and appear to have hacked the repair bots to help you do it.”

Renny widened his eyes in mock innocence. “What? Me? I was just admiring this art here.”

Penthos rolled his eyes again. “Is that right, sir?”

They always said “sir” when they were being sarcastic, Renny had learned.

“And what repair bots are those?” Two could play at the sarcasm game.

The bots, having finished their part of the work, had detached the etching heads and scuttled off. They were, in fact, alone in the corridor.

“Deeps,” muttered Ramis. He tried to scan Renny’s wrist. The ident tag glitched and returned no data. Renny had also learned that things worked out better with security officers if they couldn’t just grab a trace of his movements. The one he had actually used to access the bots was hidden on the underside of his upper arm. Seriously, who offers the security patrol their actual ident tag at a guerrilla art installation? Utter madness!

“Deeps,” Ramis said again. “Hands behind your back.” The cuffs clicked shut.

Sia’s lawyer would have more work to do, it appeared. Arrested again.

Penthos gathered up all of Renny’s equipment, dumping it into a thin sack. Renny winced as he heard the etcher clank against canisters. If they damaged it...

He hadn’t even finished, Deeps take them. He’d have to come back once Coulter bailed him out.

Off to central holding they marched.
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The art wanker
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The skinny vandal proffered his wrist to Sergeant Tarsanian. He tried scanning it several times, with two different scanners. Nothing. It was going to be one of those days, then. He tossed back a slug of cold coffee. It tasted sour. He looked at the bottom of the mug. That might have been the coffee from two, or was it three days ago.

“It isn’t working,” he accused.

The vandal shrugged. “I’ve been having a little trouble with it.”

The accent was very French, the affect distracted. Sergeant Tarsanian was bored with this scrawny troublemaker already. What kind of wanker wanders about in the middle of first shift without a working ident? Maybe he could slap him around a bit for resisting a peace officer.

“Name?” he asked instead.

“Renny Samson,” declared the vandal grandly, pronouncing it like it was French and very sophisticated.

“Spell it.”

“R-E-N-N-Y S-A-M-S-O-N.”

Tarsanian tapped the name into the embarkation search records. No way this idiot was local. He would have arrested him ten times already. And not with that accent. He was probably some minor company exec’s spoiled by-blow from one of the core estates.

The record came up. Renny Samson, late of Aconthia, late of Siltenni, late of Cancoran, late of... Deeps, this fellow got around. Understandable, he was a complete wanker. He’d be off this station too, just as soon as Tarsanian could come up with a good reason. Occupation: Artist. Artist? What the Deeps kind of occupation was that? A headache started to bloom over his left eye. On the embarkation forms he had listed a shade over the minimum of four hundred sols of credit, which would barely cover a slot in one of the coffin hostels for a week. And he’d been here for a month already. Avoiding declaration of all ready assets was common enough, although this scruffy beanpole didn’t seem the type to have assets to spare. Theft? Or maybe this art thing paid well enough after all?

“So, Renny Samson, what the Deeps were you doing to the concourse bulkhead?”

“Art,” proclaimed the vandal.

“Art?” Of course, art. He rubbed his left forehead. “The donut thing was art?”

“It was a precisely incised third degree modulated torus knot, with Guilloche tracing based on a variation in the phase. Plus ants.” It came out breathless and excited. “The coloring isn’t done yet. I was planning a rather attractive bathymetry gradient for the center.”

Tarsanian had no idea what two thirds of those words meant. He rubbed his forehead harder.

“Did you have a permit?” he asked pointedly. Of course he didn’t have a permit. He was the kind who didn’t even consider that a permit was necessary. His whole existence had probably been filled with people pretending he could do whatever he pleased, whenever he pleased, wherever he pleased. Permits were for the little people.

“Ah, well, not as such, no.” As expected.

“Not as such. I see, sir.” The dryness of his tone was utterly wasted on this art wanker.

“Well, you see, it was a guerrilla art installation.” Art Wanker said it like he expected applause. “I have a commission.”

A commission. Sure. It seemed unlikely. The headache picked up steam.

“You hacked the repair bots.”

“They would have returned to their normal duties once the installation was complete. They did, in fact.” Art Wanker offered a look of such false sincerity and earnestness Tarsanian wanted to smack him again.

“You admit, freely, that you hacked the repair bots.” Two to five, right there. Send him off to a penal satellite, be rid of him.

The art wanker appeared to abruptly remember he might be in a bit of a legal pickle. “Um. Perhaps I should speak to my lawyer now.”

Perhaps he should have spoken to his lawyer first, the idiot. Still, it wasn’t quite an explicit confession on the record. The vandalism charge would stick, but that was just a fine, and then he’d still have this art wanker running amok on his station. He tried a different tack.

“This donut thing...”

“Modulated torus knot,” interrupted the art wanker.

“... modulated whatsit, precisely inscribed you said. How did you manage the precision?”

“Ah, well, it’s just math. Sines and cosines. I fed the equations into the...” The art wanker slammed his mouth shut. “I really insist on speaking with my lawyer now.”

Tarsanian took one last crack at him.

“Your lawyer. Has he a lot of experience getting you off for hacking repair bots?”

The vandal just shook his head. “Lawyer. Now.”

Deeps. He’d wised up. Tarsanian tossed him into the drunk tank, and messaged the lawyer, who was about three stations back in the art wanker’s reign of terror through the galaxy. A message would take hours to get there, hours to get a response back. The whole day, even. If the art wanker insisted on in-person representation, it could take weeks for the lawyer to arrive. Weeks. He raided the breakroom’s emergency kit for the good pain meds. Take me away, Angel of Analgesia. Take me far, far away.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Coulter earns his pay
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Lila eased her way through the clutter of desks in central holding. Station security was supposed to be on the side of order, but in the war against chaos, the bastion had fallen and the enemy had poured in through the breach. The place was a deathtrap in the making: there were at least twice as many desks as the space should hold with random bits of equipment shoved in every possible corner, piled high on the desks, or leaning against them. Many looked to be broken, or subject to half-baked ad hoc repairs. In an emergency there was no way they’d evacuate safely. She was having a hard enough time navigating her way through without tripping over something. The station emergency marshal had clearly decided to look firmly in some other direction. Summers trailed in her wake, stopping to look over the more interesting pieces before hastening to catch up. She finally made it to the spot in the back corner where she’d been directed. The light in this corner buzzed and flickered.

The security sergeant’s desk was a disaster. There were piles of papers shoved to one side, held down with several half-empty cups of coffee. A film of greenish mold floated on the surface of at least one of them. All kinds of strange bits of metal littered the empty space. Some kind of gas canisters attached to strange nozzle contraptions? A bottle of oil? Who would cart about something so dangerously flammable? Some kind of weapon? Dental picks on jointed arms? Lila eyed it all dubiously, one finger tracing the scar on her cheek. Summers seemed to be taking a more professional interest. Deeps. She didn’t want him adding weird metallic spiky arms and flamethrowers to his repertoire of augments. She gave him a less-than-discreet nudge.

“What is all this?” she asked.

The sergeant gave her a dyspeptic look. His hair was a mop of dark waves that looked to have been thrashed about in a slipstream for an hour or two. His eyes were dark and filled with pain. “Some art wanker’s stuff, I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine. I have to inventory it to book it into impound.” He looked more than a little dismayed at the prospect. “What do you want?” His tone hovered somewhere in the space between hostility and hysteria, a “can this day possibly get any worse?” kind of tone.

Lila decided a little tact and sympathy would go far here. “Art wanker, huh? The people you get coming from off station, am I right?”

Tarsanian just scowled at her.

“Well, sir, the thing is...”

A deep sigh interrupted her. “Just get to the part where you ask me to do something I can’t do and I throw you out. If you don’t mind, ma’am.”

Well. Right. OK, then.

“Our key block was removed from the ship. Taken here. I want it returned.”

“Name.”

“Lila DeSilva”

Another deep sigh.

“The ship’s name.”

“Kintsugi.”

Tarsanian rubbed his temples, thrashing his curls about some more.

“Spell it.”

Lila obliged, repeating it twice when he missed the keys.

“Kintsugi. In port from Haven. Registered Summit City. DeSilva, captain. Berth 12B,” he read.

Lila nodded. “So, about the key block?”

Tarsanian read some more.

“Can’t.”

“What? Why not?” Outrageous. They hadn’t even informed her they’d taken it. She’d spent the best part of the day getting shunted around trying to get answers, and this was all she got? They were running some kind of scam on her.

Summers zoomed and unzoomed his oculus with an audible buzz. Tarsanian looked up, flinched, looked back at the display. He reached absently for a cup of coffee, looked at the mold floating in it, and thumped it down again, sloshing a little coffee on to his desk. He swiped at it with a sleeve, smearing it about.

“Confiscated for bringing dangerous contaminants on station. You have to pay the fine first. Fifteen thousand sols. Plus twenty per day for key storage.”

“Twenty?! That’s robbery!” The fifteen thousand was robbery too, and they were charging her for the privilege of keeping her stolen key block as well?

Tarsanian shrugged. “Pay the fine, get the key block. I don’t make the rules.”

“How am I supposed to get money to pay the fine if you lock my ship here?” she protested.

He shrugged again. “I don’t make the rules. Out.” He hiked a thumb towards the door.

Summers poked at one of the articulated arms. “That’s an auto-reverse diamond-headed etcher. Quite an expensive model, too.”

Tarsanian regarded them a little more warmly.

“That right? What about this one?” He prodded a metal cone with a serrated edge towards Summers, slapping a small tag on the etcher.

Summers rotated his oculus to a different lens, considered.

“It appears to be a nozzle designed for narrow fluid dispersal. For use with those pigments, perhaps.” He pointed at some grubby tubes.

Tarsanian tapped some keys, set the cone aside, and pointed. “That?”

Summers started to reply, but Lila cut in. “How about cutting us a little slack, hmm? In exchange for help with the art wanker’s stuff?”

“I can’t give you the key back.” There was a tone of genuine regret. “But I could waive the per diem.”

There was a ping. Tarsanian looked back to his display and cursed loudly. He leaned back and closed his eyes, stirring his hair around some more. He muttered to himself. “Lawyers. Artists. I’m too old for this.”

His eyes snapped open again. “Right. Help me inventory these in the next twenty minutes before I have to let the art wanker loose again and I’ll waive the per diem. Best I can do.”
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Belle Epoch: Maman
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Tass wailed. He hurt, every part of him, a burning, an ache in his bones. He felt hot all over, like that time he hid from Maman at the beach and had been burned by the sun. And then he was at the beach, and the sand was too hot, and sea stung his cuts, and he was tumbling down a dune, tumbling into a snow bank. Now he was cold, bitingly, shiveringly cold. He shivered and moaned. Great faceless monsters of ice with sharp icicles for fingers approached him out of the dark to stab him with their blades. He screamed.

“Maman! Maman!”

She was there, a soft voice in his ear, a gentle cloth on his brow. Soothing. “Shhh. Shhh. Je suis ici. Shhh.”

The monsters retreated from Maman. He could hear them, muttering in the corners of the room.

He was burning. He was freezing. Little shards of pain took root in his marrow and then exploded outwards. Rivers of fire ran up and down his limbs, followed by rivers of ice. His head hurt so much, he thought it would burst. He saw the overripe pumpkin that Del had put in a trebuchet and launched across the south field, exploding into gobbets of orange strings. The pumpkin had his own face. The face was screaming.

New monsters came, faceless and rustling, speaking strange words.

“Quarantine,” they said.

They picked Maman off the floor, and dragged her away.

Tass screamed some more and endured an eternity filled with heat and cold and pain and monsters with no faces.

––––––––
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TASS OPENED HIS EYES. The monsters were gone. The pain was gone. Maman was gone.

He remembered now. The monsters had taken her with them. “Maman! Maman!” he called. His voice was weak. His strength was gone too.

A face swam into view. “Bonjour,” said the face without moving its lips. “I am BE-P320, and I am your protector.” The voice was smooth and even, feminine, but not like Maman. There was no rise or fall to it. He didn’t like it.

“Maman!” he called again. “Je veux maman!”

BE-P320 spoke again. “You mother cannot come. I shall be with you now. Come, have some soup.” She pulled him upright, propping pillows behind him.

A spoon appeared in front of his mouth. The smell of the broth made his stomach heave. He turned his face away.

“Where is Maman? Why can’t I see her?” he demanded. “You must tell me. Obey.” There, that was the proper way with bots, non?

The bot was silent for a moment. Then it said, in the same calm tone, “Your mother has died of the fever, Rentaster. I shall take care of you now.”

No. It could not be. Could not. “Non. Non. Non.” The bot was lying to him, it had to be. Bots didn’t lie.

“Eat some soup.” The soup approached his lips again.

“I want to see Maman.” He folded his arms.

“It is impossible. Your mother is dead, and the body is quarantined. If you regain enough strength, you may attend the funeral tomorrow.” The spoon approached again.

Dead. Morte. Maman est morte. C’est impossible. Impossible. She had been with him, just a little while ago, telling him to be still. Bots didn’t lie. He suddenly lacked the will to resist the soup. He allowed BE-P320 to spoon it into his mouth. Tears salted it.

The next day he was still too weak to stand, so BE-P320 dressed him in black and carried him in her arms to the family plot. It was a beautiful Spring day, and the meadow was a riot of flowers and butterflies. Tass felt like Belle Epoch itself was mocking his grief. The world should be as stormy and dark as his heart.

After they said all the words, and tossed roses into the grave, his brothers and sister held each other and Papa. Then Sia came over and kissed him on his forehead. Del tousled his hair as he walked back towards the manor. Stellan gave him a thin smile. Tass reached his arms out for Papa. Papa gave him one hard look, curled his lip in disgust, and stalked away.
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A bad day at the Café Sirena
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Renny was at his usual spot at the Café Sirena, halfway down Tas’Noor’s B concourse, nursing his coffee as slowly as he could reasonably get away with without making it obvious he was only there for the view and not to spend money. It was right around shift change, and the concourse was filled with traffic: streams of people heading to or from work. A couple of food carts were turning a brisk business in samosas and chai. Several large trundle bots clanked by, piled high with storage cubes. A gaggle of school children in flowing blue uniforms chased each other around the fountain laughing and squealing, while their minders worked to corral them into a line. The fountain was some multi-tiered abstraction with the water trickling smoothly over rounded granite shelves. Nasturtiums cascaded from meter-high terracotta pots all around it, brightly lit with rays from the light mirrors.

He nursed his grievances with station security along with his coffee, polishing his annoyance smooth. They’d bent one of his articulator arms and lost one of the nozzles. Deeps take them. Still, at least they’d returned everything, which is better than he’d expected. They’d even dropped most of the charges. They hadn’t been happy to discover that a repair bot had sat in front of the security cameras from before he started until just before the handcuffs went on. Coulter had somehow managed to make the argument that the commission covered the side project as a “pilot study.” Good old Coulter. Renny hoped Sia paid him well. The fine had been steep, though, taking most of his ready sols, and they had stopped him halfway through the work. He’d have to go back and finish it, and he’d already signed it, and now it just felt wrong and pointless and sad. Sulk finally over, he was now back to timing security patrols, checking camera angles, and sketching people with interesting faces.

The pirate queen struck him at once. She was tall, for one – taller than many men, even – over two meters. And she wore all these cool dark leathers with brass buckles and fittings. She didn’t carry a pirate’s sword, but he wouldn’t have been shocked if she had. Her hair was a lustrous black, glossy like the wing of a crow, pulled back into a tight braid. Her skin was some exotic medium brown, a shade redder and darker than his milky coffee. The planes of her face were magnificent. The cheekbones were sharp and high, the nose like a blade. A serpentine scar curled from just beneath her left eye down to her chin. But the best part, the best part by far, was the brilliant green of her eyes. He’d have to break out some of the Atraxian blue to capture that color, he was sure of it. Well, it would be worth it. Stars and moons, it would be worth it. And her nails! An inch long, tapered, and colored the most exquisite red. An arterial red, yes, but with a darkness and richness. A little to the maroon, with a heart of plum. He’d use the alizarin for that, probably. He had to paint her. Had to. He felt the need as a breathless longing. He started sketching madly.

She wasn’t a pirate queen, of course. Nor even a pirate, hardly. Renny just about fainted when she sat at the next table over, perfectly in profile. He could barely contain his excitement. Pulse racing. Palms sweaty. Oh, stars and moons, she was magnificent. Absolutely magnificent. There was already someone at the table when she sat. A bald, round-faced man with spectacles that made him look a bit like a startled owl. He had the most marvelously dark black skin and a lacework of pale scars covering his scalp. He had on loose black trousers and a black button down shirt. He held himself tightly, with an almost impenetrable dignity. It enhanced the impression of owlishness.

Deeps. He wished they’d stop leaning towards each other, it was hard to get a good view of the pirate queen. He started doing studies of the man at the table behind them. He at least was facing the right way. A small, rather pinched mouth, and eyes a little too close together. Something about him put Renny in mind of a possum. At least he kept his face towards Renny, even as he kept glancing down at something projected virtually on his palm. Down to the palm. Up towards Renny. Down to the palm. He had a pastry that had precisely one bite out of it, and a glass of tea, almost full. Renny worked on reflections of the room on the tea glass, messed it up, and erased them so he could start over.

The tea glass shattered. Well, that was unfortunate. How would he ever capture those reflections now?

The possum man jumped up, knocking over his table. The pastry rolled off into a puddle of tea and broken glass. What an excellent tableau. A commentary on the transient nature of pleasure in life. Renny flipped the page. That would make a wonderful guerrilla art project for the back wall of this very café. He’d save that for right before he left Tas’Noor, though. He liked the café, and he didn’t want to be banned from it before he moved on.

He was on his back somehow. His sketchbook had gone flying somewhere behind him. Something pinged off the floor near his face. A shard struck his cheek, just under the right eye. It hurt! He touched it and stared at his fingers. Blood! He was bleeding!

A body went flying over his head from left to right: away from the concourse towards the inside of the café. Whatever the Deeps was going on, it was time to retrieve his sketchbook and leave, clearly. He was bleeding! Bleeding!

He tried to stand. Meaty hands grabbed him and pulled him to the floor. Renny managed to grab his pack as he fell.

“Stay down!”

The possum man had one hand pressing on Renny’s chest and the other holding some kind of weapon. He was shooting towards the concourse. Renny scrabbled away in horror. Killers were coming for him! He had to get away. He crawled towards his sketchbook, or tried to. The possum man grabbed his ankle, pulling him back. He was cursing. People were running everywhere. Screams.

“Deeps take you. Stay still.”

Renny kicked wildly, snatched his sketchbook. He ran for the back of the café. Away from this madness. Away from the killers. He needed to hide. Hide. Without his protectors, what else could he do?

Something slammed into his side, spun him around. He kicked out at the possum man, but no one was there and he lost his balance, fell against the counter. He smelled smoke. He met the eyes of a small pale woman crouching next to him. Her eyes looked down towards his belly, went wide, and then suddenly her left eye disappeared in a red fountain. He felt the blood splash his face. He moaned. He crabbed along the counter. It was hard to stand up for some reason.

Possum man was running towards him. A hole bloomed in the center of his chest as he ran. He fell like a sack of rocks, his momentum carrying him along the floor along a fat red slime trail. The body crashed into Renny, knocking him back down.

He gave up on standing. All that mattered was motion. The killers were coming. He had to get away. He scooted around the back of the counter, crawled through the back door into the kitchen. He pulled himself upright against the steel counters, wobbling. He felt dizzy. With the counter as balance, he pulled himself towards the back. Motion there! He pried a knife free of its magnetic latch and stumbled towards the back.

It was the pirate queen and the bald black owl man. He swayed, the point of the knife weaving in their general direction in front of him.

“I can defend myself!” he declared, swaying in time with his pulse. “Recule!”

They said nothing and kept moving, running out the back. If anyone had a good place to hole up, surely it was a pirate queen. Renny stumbled after them. Pirates might be dangerous, but they hadn’t been shooting at him, so it seemed like a step up. And they could surely fight. Better than Renny, at any rate. And maybe he’d get the chance to paint her.

He heard some thumps and a muffled groan through the back door. He peered carefully out before following the pirates. There were a couple of men lying on the ground, not moving. The pirates were turning down a side passage several meters up the corridor. Renny followed.

They wove through back corridors, zigzagging through side passages and levels, moving quickly, but not running. Blending in. They stopped at corners to look around from time to time. It was the only way Renny was able to keep them in sight. He was having a hard time keeping a straight line for some reason, and he kept tripping and falling down. Still, he managed to mostly keep up with them. People kept staring at him. Eventually he noticed the knife still in his hand. That must be it. Lunatic with a knife. He shoved it into his pack. It didn’t seem to make much difference, but soon they were away from the trafficked areas, and the stares.

They turned down another side passage. He hastened to follow, leaning against the wall.

Just as he came to the corner, an arm shot out, grabbed him by his shoulder and slammed his head into the wall. He was already dizzy. It was too much, just too much. He started crying. The killers had found him. He was going to end up like his brothers, broken and cut. Cut into so many pieces. There was only one thought in his head as his knees buckled, as he slid over onto his side, as he tried to crawl away, one word. Hide. Hide. Hide. He was mumbling it out loud like a mantra, blood pooling in front of him. Everything hurt. When had everything started hurting? “Hide,” he murmured. “Hide,” he whispered. “Hide.”

Then was blackness.
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“You can’t shelter all the strays in the galaxy, Lila.” A voice. Deep and soft, with a lovely lilting accent, like soft waves lapping on a beach.

Another voice answered, a woman’s. Her voice was a little husky. It put Renny in mind of a smoky jazz lounge for some reason. “I couldn’t just leave him to bleed out. It’s not like we don’t have plenty of room. Anyway, he was following us. I want to know why.”

“They were shooting at him. Whoever it was will turn their attentions to us now, maybe. We don’t need to embroil ourselves in his difficulties as well as our own.”

They had been shooting at him? At him? The killers had come for him, truly, after all these years. Why? He was unimportant now. Useless.

He kept his eyes closed, listening. Maybe he could learn something about these pirates. A hand slapped his cheek, none too gently.

“Wake up, sunshine. Time to answer some questions.”

He moaned. Everything hurt. Another slap on the cheek, hard enough to sting. He fluttered his eyelids, trying to open them. It was so much effort. Couldn’t he just go back to sleep? Sleep was nice. Slap.

It was the pirate queen, leaning over him. He tried to get her into focus. There. Well, at least he could study her face now. His fingers itched for a pencil.

“Who are you?” she asked. “Why were you following us?” Her arms were folded. Her face stern.

It was so hard to frame words. He was so tired. “Needed to hide,” he managed. “You looked safer.” They had looked competent. And dangerous. Someone he could hide behind, maybe. He missed his protectors. He felt exposed and vulnerable without them.

“Who are you? Why were they shooting at you?”

He didn’t know, not really. But also, he did. He was away from that life, but also he would never be away from it. Run and hide though he might, he would always be who he was, and there were plenty who would kill him for no other reason. Or they would torture him, for knowledge, just as they had his brothers. Or they would try to ransom him to his father, and then kill him in spite once they learned Morgan Dourian wouldn’t pay, wouldn’t ever pay. Or maybe Papa had come for him. He wasn’t one to leave loose ends lying around. What would Del do? Del was the one who was good at these kinds of situations, not him. He always told him, over and over: survive. That is your only task. Do what you need to do to survive. Your enemies won’t fight fair, won’t tell you the truth. You mustn’t either. It hadn’t saved Del, though.

“Who are you?” Renny asked. “Where am I?”

“Lila DeSilva, Captain of the Kintsugi. This is Toussaint, my XO. Right now you are in the medbay of our ship.”

Renny frowned. Why was he in the medbay? He had a cut on his cheek, yes. It hardly seemed significant enough to warrant a medbay. Also, hadn’t she said “bleeding out?” What was that about? It didn’t make any sense. He had to get out of here. Medbays were where people went to die, and he wasn’t ready to die. He tried to sit, and found, rather to his surprise, that he couldn’t manage it. A stabbing pain in his guts. He lifted his head and looked towards them. His shirt was gone. A medbot crouched over him like a large silver spider, spewing strands of goo and weaving them over him. Renny screamed, and tried to crawl backwards off the exam table.

The pirate queen held him down by his shoulders and peered into his face. “You’ll be fine. Stay still. It’s almost finished.”

“What did you do to me?” Renny demanded. He needed to get away. Hide. It was a mistake following the pirates. They had hurt him when he wasn’t looking. And now they were fixing him up. Why? So they could hurt him again while he was awake? He raked through his fractured memories. Had he already gone through a cycle of this? How many times? But no, it didn’t seem like that much time had passed.

Slap.

He came back to the present, met her eyes. Those startling green eyes. The eyes he had to paint. Had to. Some Atraxian blue mixed with cadmium yellow, a dab of verdigris or arsenic, perhaps. A little ring of gold.

Another slap.

“Stay with us. You were shot, don’t you remember? The slug tore through your liver. The medbot’s almost done fixing you up.”

He had been shot? Maybe that’s what the pale woman had seen, right before her eye had vanished. “Why would they shoot me?”

“Good question. Who are you? Why were they after you?”

“Renny Samson. I don’t know. I’m just an artist. C’est tout. Nobody.” One truth sandwiched in half lies. Renny had learned that the more truth you wrapped around your lies, the easier it was. Easier to remember what the lies had been. Repeat the half-lies often enough, you even started remembering it as the truth.

“You’re the art wanker!” she declared. “The one with all the weird equipment in central holding.”

It was a pretty rude way of expressing it, but it was accurate enough. “Artist, yes. Station security arrested me, yes. Misunderstanding. My, um, my lawyer sorted it all out.”

Some kind of look passed between the pirate queen and the owl man – DeSilva and Toussaint. Toussaint was holding Renny’s sketchbook.

“What kind of misunderstanding?” he prodded. He started flipping through the pages. There was some brownish stain on the cover. Blood, Renny realized. His blood. His stomach lurched.

Renny decided a little more truth would work here. “I, um, used the repair bots to assist in one of my works.”

Toussaint frowned slightly, then went back to flipping. DeSilva looked thoughtful.

“You hacked the repair bots, did you? Interesting.”

It was interesting. Not many people could manage it, he knew that, and repair bots were trivial for him now. But he had had years of practice getting what he wanted, first from his protectors, then house security systems, and finally Papa’s personal system. He didn’t want to be left like Del, with no information to trade for his life. It was, truly, his only extraordinary skill. He had kept the extent of it hidden from everyone, even Sia. Especially Sia.

Toussaint stopped on a page, stared at it for a long while. He held it up for DeSilva to see. She took it and turned the page to face him. A finger ran along the curve of her scar.

“This was drawn at the café? When?”

It was a page with some sketches of a pair of men at a table against the far wall. He had been taken with the furtive way they huddled their heads together. There was a side sketch of one of the men face on, a rather bulky guy with a pale face and a thick beard under deep-set eyes. He had stared at Renny in a rather hostile way. They had left soon after.

“Yes. A little before all the shooting. They left before you came.” He pointed at DeSilva. Toussaint had already been there.

He hadn’t liked the look the man had given him. Maybe it was the Atraxians. He had covered his tracks pretty well, he thought, but there weren’t that many off-worlders to put the blame on. Maybe it really was Papa. No, not his style. He would do something subtle, that you might be able to chalk off to an unfortunate accident. Oh so sorry, the meteorite defense let one through, such a shame. Yes, he’d wipe out the whole station to make it clear what it meant to cross Morgan Dourian, what it meant to help or harbor those who had crossed him, all while maintaining plausible deniability. Anyway, Papa wanted him back maybe, not dead. Probably.

“He’s wandered off to dreamland again, Lila.” Toussaint observed.

DeSilva tapped his cheek again. “Come back to us art wanker. There you go. You’re doing far too much thinking to have no idea who that was.”

“Please help me.” He used his most pathetic, wheedling tone. It wasn’t much of an effort. He was terrified. He had to get off this station, away, hide.

“Only if you start telling us who that was and why they were willing to openly shoot up a café to get to you.”

“Are you sure they were shooting at me? They didn’t seem to be aiming very carefully. The first shot was closer to you. You recognized that man. Others were, were killed.” A vision of
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