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We'd memorized schematics of the Diamond–class merchant ships. Our goal was the bridge.

We spread through the ship like a virus.

"Where's our resistance?" Dorr muttered, once we'd reached the command deck. The ship sat curiously silent. Only our booted steps along the deckgrille made noise. Overhead the lights flickered red: warning, warning, warning. Dorr unhooked a singing grenade, poked the settings, then let it go in midair. It shot forward down the corridor and turned the corner, seeking man-sized heat signatures that weren't protected by our coded armor beacons. Dorr flipped the tracker open on his wrist and watched the grenade's route. None of the other teams reported any contact. That meant that none of the rooms or quarters were occupied between here and the bridge.

My gut started to coil. "They're lying in wait," I said, just as the ceiling panels slid aside and fire rained down . . .
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PART I




I.


You didn't see their faces from where you hid behind the maintenance grate. Smoke worked its fingers through the tiny holes and stroked under your nose and over your eyes, forcing you to stifle breaths, to blink, and to cry. Footsteps followed everywhere that smoke went on the deck— heavy, violent footsteps—and everywhere they went, shouts went with them. Screams. Pulse fire.

You hardly knew what to listen for, where that one voice you wanted to hear so badly could be among all the other voices that rose and fell on the other side of your screen. Your shelter. Your cowardice.

But your parents had told you to hide if something like this happened. There'd been drills, even in the middle of your sleepshift, so you knew when the klaxon wailed and Daddy and Mama went for their guns and ushered you into the secret compartment in the floor that you were doing what was right, what you were told to do. Pirates or aliens or the Warboy could attack Mukudori and you had to stay hidden, just in case, just like you practiced. Daddy and Mama would come back and get you when the klaxon stopped and they'd say you did good, Jos. Daddy would call you his brave soldier boy, and you would believe it. When they lifted you out of that hiding place and smiled at you so proud, you didn't feel like an eight-year-old at all.

But they hadn't come back to the secret compartment. The little yellow light in there winked as if something was wrong with it, on-off, on-off, until you shut your eyes and just listened. But you were under the skin of the ship, like Daddy said, and it was quiet. You didn't hear outside, and outside couldn't hear you. It kept you safe. It was too dark so you opened your eyes and looked up, touched the light, touched the rough walls, but time went away with every yellow blink and nobody came. It got too warm, as if somebody had shut the air vents.

You waited until your legs were numb from sitting in that small space and Mama and Daddy didn't come back. Everywhere was silence and you were too scared to move your fingers and unhook the latch that would open a way into the bedroom. But eventually you had to. Eventually you had to find out why Daddy and Mama hadn't come back like they always did at the end of drills. They never forgot. Daddy would brush off your bottom and ruffle your hair while Mama locked the guns back in the cabinet. They thought you didn't know how to open it. But you did. You thought of that cabinet as you finally crept out of the compartment and made a run for the other side of your bed. You peeked above the rumpled covers but there wasn't anybody in the room and you couldn't hear anybody in the outer room either. So you climbed over your bed and then over your parents' and ran to the outer room so you could take the comp chair and use it to get to the cabinet. Quick before somebody came in.

You stood on the chair and poked the right numbers that you'd seen Daddy and Mama use, then the green button, and waited. The cabinet comp beeped, then the lights behind the buttons glowed green and you grabbed the handle and tugged. A rack of guns. You couldn't remember exactly how to use them but you probably could figure it out. You'd seen Daddy and Mama use them on the firing range. Daddy and Mama were good with guns, even though they were engineers. Everybody old enough had to be good with guns, Daddy said, because of the war. Nobody could predict aliens or the symps like the Warboy, and merchants like Mukudori could get caught between some Hub battleship and a strit one, you just never knew. And pirates were worse. Pirates liked to take hostages.

Never can be too safe, Mama said, when she locked away the guns after a drill.

You took the smallest one in the cabinet and looked at it all over, where the activation was, where the safety was, where the kill release was. Your friend Evan was older and he'd explained all the parts before, even though he never let you touch one. But now you could protect Mukudori like Daddy and Mama did, if you had a gun. You hopped down and ran to the hatch to put your ear against it like when you played hide-and-seek with Evan and Derek.

Now you heard the noise, muffled, and smelled smoke very faintly. You didn't want to go out, it was better to hide in the room and wait. But what if something was wrong with the ship and you had to evac? What if something was wrong with the intercom so you couldn't hear the captain telling you to go? What if Daddy and Mama got hung up somewhere and couldn't come back for you? Strits or pirates attacked merchants, Mama said, because the Hub warred with the strits and the pirates were greedy. What if they were out there now? You knew you were breaking regs by opening that hatch but you couldn't sit and wait when it had been so long without anybody coming to tell you anything. You had a gun. You could help.

So you opened the hatch. It took a lot of tugging, and the noise got worse. You crept down the corridor, twitching at every sound. Voices around the corner screamed words Daddy had told you never to repeat. The sound of pulse shots bounced toward you. Someone fell into view. Derek. Just this past goldshift you'd played with Derek in the gym and there he was on the deck, looking at you, but he wasn't looking at you. He was bleeding from his head. He didn't move. The screaming kept on but it wasn't the klaxon, it was Derek's mother. Even distorted you recognized her Martian accent.

Then she went quiet and a suited form walked around the corner. You didn't see the face. It wore a helmet with no markings on it, not like Mukudori helmets, and thin armor. You stared.

You stared. It came toward you like a creature from the vids, black and sleek, scarred on its reflective face, carrying a big gun. Rifle. It took its time. It said, "Kid," in a hollow voice that didn't seem to come from anywhere near where the mouth should have been. It walked toward you like you were no threat, walked over Derek where he lay still and staring. It tracked blood across the deck and that would've made Cap very, very mad.

You went deaf.

You raised your gun and shot the creature directly in the chest. Somehow your fingers had found the release and the trigger and the small gun went pop pop in your hand, spitting out two bright red pulses that burned the creature through its armor and cast it to the deck.

Two more came around the corner, faster.

Your hand spasmed again, raining red on the creatures so they scattered. Then you turned and ran because suddenly space became noisy again. Now you weren't deaf. Footsteps chased you. The creatures chased you. You knew all the towersteps and you took them, holding the rails, hooking your ankles and sliding down the way you'd done a hundred times, playing.

But somewhere along the line you'd dropped the gun. Going down the stairs.

Stupid, stupid Jos. They shouted above you on crew deck, below you from engineering deck. Now you were on the command deck where Cap should have been. You pounded away from corridor mains and into corners you knew from years of exploring. You remembered the best hiding place in the galaxy. You squeezed into that maintenance shaft and shrank back in the shadows, hoping the ship would not lose gravity, violently, and send the loosened grate across the deckplates. You smelled smoke and tried not to breathe.


Mukudori was dying. The steady low thrum of her atmospheric controls whined to a halt. You knew the word "die." You'd seen it now. Somewhere Simone shouted "No!" You heard Hasao screaming for Johann, you heard all the silences after, silence creeping toward you from all over the ship, deck by deck, until nothing remained but your own breathing.

Dead in space.

You lost the gun. You lost the gun and now you had no defense. Were you going to sit and wait for the creatures to leave the ship and shoot it from wherever they'd come from? Mama said that was what pirates did. What aliens did too, because they didn't like to take prisoners. Were you going to go out and look for Cap, for friends, for family? Daddy and Mama didn't know where you were. You shouldn't have left the secret compartment. You shouldn't have gone so far because now if they were looking for you they would never find you. You were in the best hiding place in the galaxy.

You couldn't breathe. The shaft was filling with smoke. You shut your eyes and covered your mouth with the bottom of your sweater but it didn't help. You coughed, big wracking coughs as if your lungs were going to fall out your mouth and onto your lap.

The grate opened and a thick, gloved hand reached in and dragged you into the blinking red lights that meant the ship needed help. You couldn't stop coughing, even when the hands pinched and felt you all over in places nobody was ever supposed to touch—Daddy had said so when you'd gone on stations and into playdens with other kids. But these hands poked and Daddy wasn't anywhere to hear your voice. You kicked and swung fists but the hands hit you then. The creatures kicked you and yelled at you to stop it or they'd shoot you. The violence of it shocked you motionless.

"He ain't armed," one of the creatures said.

"He was. This is the one killed Martine."

They hit you again. You stared at their boots. The deck was cold against your cheek. Above your head, far up against the lights the creatures carried on their distant, hollow conversation. You blinked and your eyes ran. Something red made a film over your sight.

"He'll be good. He's strong."

"Pretty."

"He'll grow. What does he look like, six?"

"Hey, kid, how old're you?" Something prodded your back. You couldn't answer.

"Look at his tag."

The gloved hand came back, smacked you when you tried to roll away. Your head spun and you couldn't see clearly. The hand reached in your sweater and yanked out the chained disk from around your neck. The reflective helmet that gave no features came close, looking at your face on the tag and all the basic information it held in case you were lost on station and something had happened to your parents or the ship. Something had happened. But these were the wrong people. They wouldn't help you.

In the helmet you saw your own eyes. They were black holes.

"Eight. Small for eight."

"Can use a P-90 well enough."

"Yeah, Falcone will wanna see him." The hand let your tag drop, lifted up your head by the hair and turned your face this way and that, then pried open your mouth and looked in. You bit. The creature slapped you again. Hard.

"Gonna have to beat the attitude out," was the last thing you heard.




II.

Deep nausea from a deep leap through space pushed you awake. But you were blind.

Then lights hit you in the face. Stinging. Somebody screamed. Shadows formed out of the light and there Adalia reached for you as a man dragged her out a hatch before you could even sit up. The hatch slammed in with the speed of a chopping knife and darkness swallowed you whole. Whimpers bled from the corners of the room, all around you.

Little Adalia. Four-year-old Adalia.

"What's happening?"

Your voice was not your voice. It sounded small and it echoed in the black room. You were cold and the air smelled metallic and rank. The darkness sat thick and solid around you. But maybe a senior was in here with you. Maybe someone who knew things.

"Pirates," someone said.

"Evan?" You sat up wiping your eyes, feeling stickiness, sniffing. "Evan, where are you?"

"I'm here. C'mere, Jos."

Evan and his brother Shane stayed with you when your parents and their parents got together off-duty. Evan used to bully you sometimes, dump food on your clothes and make you jump to get toys he'd hold over his head. But now Evan kept talking to you in a soft voice until you found his leg and then his arm and hugged him there to not let go. Evan was twelve. Not grown-up yet. But he was strong and he could protect you if that man came back.

"Where did they take Adalia?"

"I don't know." Evan paused. "We're on their ship."

"It's pirates? Not aliens?" Your voice sounded shrill. Evan kept patting your hair and back.

"Yeah."

Others came to Evan. They were all younger than twelve. You recognized the voices. Tammy, Whelan, Sano, Paul, Indira, Kaspar, Masayo . . . all crowded around Evan and you, touching for comfort, shivering as you shivered, sniffling and crying. Scared.

Now that you weren't alone you were more afraid. Everyone else's fear added to your own and your heart trembled, all your insides shook, and you dared not ask where Daddy and Mama were. Evan usually had a big mouth and tousled you rough in gym sometimes, but now he was silent in a way he'd never been silent in all of your life. What had he seen? What had happened to Mukudori? But you couldn't ask. Evan patted you and didn't speak unless you asked a question.

But no more questions. You huddled with everybody else, all who might have been left, and tried for hours to sleep.




III.

In the dream you were home. Mama was tucking you into bed and whispering "my starling," like she'd call Daddy her darling, but playing on the name of the ship. Mukudori meant starling, she said. My starling. You fell asleep like you always did to the hum of Mukudori's drives, and it was a song that brought with it the sounds of your parents talking softly to each other when they thought you weren't awake. Sometimes Mama sat with you, rubbing your back with her hands, which felt dry and rough even though her touch was light and made you drowsy real fast. Sometimes Daddy sang to you. Daddy's voice wasn't so great and sometimes you fell asleep to their laughter and Mama saying, "You'll make the boy deaf."

You dreamed.

But light woke you hard again. The man had returned with Adalia, whom he threw to the floor beside you. Her jumper was torn and her face smudged with tears. You tried to touch her but the man stepped in and grabbed you up, hit Evan when Evan refused to let go. Evan fell back with a bruised eye. You screamed and kicked but the man yanked you out anyway. The hatch slammed shut, silencing the cries behind you. The man swore, dragged you by the arm so hard you thought your bones would snap. With satisfaction you noticed bright red welts on his arm where you'd dug your nails.

He bodily lifted you down the corridor. Dirty, dank corridors, not like Mukudori's. Dull red stains painted the gray bulkheads. Pulse-beam scars cut angular designs through yellow deck numbers and doors. The lev whined and grated, smelling of steel and sweat. He dragged you into a small room, bare and brightly lit, and left you there. You rubbed your arm and leaned into the corner, looking around. But there was nothing to look at. It wasn't home. It was a nightmare you couldn't wake up from.

Then another man entered. Tall, with spiky silver hair, a smooth face, and smooth blue eyes that didn't blink as they looked at you for one long minute. He came to the corner and took your hair, rubbed it between his fingers like you'd seen Mama do with silks on station promenades. He said, "Lovely color. Like sable."

You couldn't retreat. The bulkhead stood behind you like a guard. The man touched your cheek and rubbed like he had with your hair, took you by the ears and looked into your eyes, his own unblinking, they hadn't blinked once. The blue irises were like welding flames. He looked into your ears and ruffled through your hair, made you open your mouth like the first creatures had done, and put his fingers in and pressed your gums. You coughed, tried not to gag, eyes watering because you knew if you bit down this man might kill you. He forced your chin back and looked at your throat, then lifted your hands and inspected your fingers, your nails, your knuckles. Then he stepped back.

"Take off your clothes."

It was cold and you shook. You shook from more than the cold. You couldn't move.

He reached into a cargo pocket on his jacket and pulled out a cigret. "Take off your clothes."

While he struck the end of the cigret with the silver band of his finger lighter, occupied, you moved obediently. Fear filled your mouth, tasting like ashes. You stared at the floor and stood there naked, goose-bumped, holding your pants and sweater and underwear in your hands. Your tag lay cold against your chest.

He took away the clothes and tossed them across the room.

You tried to cover yourself. He bit his cigret between his teeth and grabbed your wrists, turned you around and raised your arms, turned you again and again like the mannequins you'd seen in shop windows on station. His eyes went everywhere on you and his hands followed, pressing and prodding and lifting. You were too scared and embarrassed even to cry. It was hard to breathe.

Then he let your arms drop and walked to your clothes, picked them up and tossed them back.

"Dress."

The smoke from the cigret stank like rotten vegetables. He watched as you pulled on your clothes. You knew he watched even though you couldn't raise your head. It was a fight just to keep your whole body from shaking violently.

He came forward again and lifted out your tag, looked at it front and back, then longer at the front where the image was.

"Joslyn Aaron Musey. What kind of sissy name is that?"

Did he want an answer? You couldn't speak anyway. Your throat closed. You couldn't raise your head and now you did want to cry. You had to cry but—no. No. No.

"I asked you a question, Joslyn Aaron Musey."

You whispered, "Jos."

"What?"

Loud voice. A voice that sounded full of bad smoke.

"Jos," you repeated. "M-my family calls me Jos."

"Your f-family?" Mocking. "Shit. You know your family's dead, don't you?"

You stared into that face. The tears pushed behind your eyes but you forced yourself to stare into that unlined, mocking face, and you didn't breathe when it blew smoke toward your nose. You stared. And you memorized. You memorized like Daddy had always told you to do if bad people ever approached you.

The man was laughing without sound. Straight white teeth.

"You have fight. That's good, you'll last." The eyes raked over you head to toe. "And you're a good-looking kid. That'll be a bonus. You seem healthy. And smart. So you know that defiance at this point is a waste of my time. I'll get rid of the kids who cause me trouble. Copy?"

He smoked. He looked down at you as if he'd just asked your birthday.

You remembered a name you'd heard. "Falcone." You were never going to forget it.

Falcone smiled again. "Smart boy. Maybe I'll keep you for myself."

You stared at the floor again, but this time so he wouldn't see the hate in your eyes. It might have made him angry. You didn't fight when he got another man to take you back to the room where Evan and the others waited. You walked calmly. You saw how it was going to be: silence unless asked a question. Thoughts in your head that would never reach your eyes or out your mouth. Waiting.

Waiting without feeling. Don't think back. Don't dream.





IV.

Eventually they took everybody out, one by one, and brought them back again. Some returned bruised. Others crying. Others silent. Evan came back with all his hair cut off. Evan had long blond hair that he always used to wear in a tail, like his older brother Shane who made stationers stare when he walked on their decks. But Evan came back with his head shaved and a large bruise on his cheek, a cut on his lip and a breakable look in his eyes. He sat in the corner and didn't want anybody to touch him. You tried to and he shoved you away. You didn't think, then, they were treating everybody the same. The place that was left, this small room with the only people you knew, was already destroyed. They'd taken your leader. Evan couldn't protect you if he couldn't protect himself.

Like Mama and Daddy. Your heart hurt.

Sano said, "I heard one of them. When they took me. We're going to Slavepoint."

"You're lying," Tammy said. "Slavepoint's a bogeyman tale."

"It's not! I heard!"

"You're only seven. What do you know?"

"I heard! They're gonna sell us to bad ships and we're gonna have to scrub decks and eat old food our whole lives!"

You knew the stories. Parents said sometimes when they were mad at you that they'd dump you off at Slavepoint. The senior kids like Shane said the pirates met there with nice merchant ship kids that they'd taken in some raid, or they captured goody Universalist ship kids and traded them at Slavepoint for drugs and guns and money, and you had to serve the pirates in all sorts of nasty ways that might mean cleaning out their refuse cans—but if you were really bad they dumped you on the strits. And everybody knew aliens were worse than pirates because aliens ate you.

You found it hard to believe aliens could be worse than what you'd met.

"Shut up!" Evan's voice, out of the dark. "Just shut up, all of you."

Evan's parents were dead too, probably. And Shane. Maybe they'd died together, protecting engineering.

All those bad thoughts floated in your head and you just wanted them to stop.

All those thoughts stank like the room. You'd seen a toilet and a sink when the hatch had opened, but it was hard for the boys to aim in the dark. You hadn't eaten in more than a shift, probably, because you didn't want to use the dirty toilet.

You sat with your arms around your knees and rocked to pass the time. Every now and again Sano would call, "Jos?" And you'd answer, "Yeah." So they knew you were alive.

Then one shift you woke up to silence. You'd slept hard, harder than normal, like that time a couple years ago when Daddy gave you an injet after you fell off the bed and knocked your chin. That injet had made you sleep hard too, and took away the pain. Now you were starving and couldn't even hear breathing.

"Evan?" Darkness and silence. "Tammy? Sano?" One by one you called their names but nobody answered. You felt something building inside that went far beyond fear. A scream that would never be loud enough.

"EVAN! TAMMY! SANO! ADALIA! MASAYO! WHELAN! PAUL! KASPAR! INDIRA!"

At the top of your lungs. A plea. A chant. Until you had no voice left, until their names became desperate whispers on the verge of dying.




V.

Was there ever a time you didn't feel afraid? You couldn't remember. You had to eat. When the bread and soup came you ate. You used the dirty toilet. You no longer smelled the stink. Mama and Daddy were dead. They'd left you in this place and all the crying in the universe didn't change a thing. You got used to the drives of this ship, the higher whine than Mukudori's. You learned the cadence of the thumps and screeches that was the sound of this ship moving through space. Sometimes in your sleep you thought you heard voices. Sometimes light appeared behind your eyes. But you knew it was a lie. You knew your world was only darkness.




VI.

The hatch opened when you were sitting on the toilet. The man there laughed and swore and waved his hand in front of his face.

"Wipe your ass. Let's go."

You washed your hands slowly because you didn't want to go with this pierced, pale man. The light in the corridor blinded you. He grabbed your arm because you couldn't walk steady.

The corridors looked the same as the last time you'd seen them. Ugly. Battle worn. Were you the only kid here? Probably. If not, they were probably all in small rooms like the one you lived in.

The man took you up the loud, rattling lev and in front of a hatch with a strange red emblem on it, then hit the commpanel there. A voice you recognized said, "Enter."

The man dragged you in and left you there with Falcone.

It was a small room. A gray desk, a narrow bed, and webbing for storage. Two cabinets high on the wall. Falcone sat on the bed with a slate in his hand. He looked at you with the flame-blue eyes you remembered, that you were never going to forget.

"Joslyn Aaron Musey." He smoked. He flicked ashes into a small tray beside him on the blankets. "Looking worse for wear."

You didn't know if you had a voice. You weren't sure how long it had been since the others were taken or since you'd last spoken. It seemed many shifts. But it didn't matter; you didn't want to talk to this man.

"I suppose you're wondering where your friends are."

You stared at a pockmark in the floor.

"Yes? You want to know where your friends are?" Impatient.

So you said, quietly, in a hoarse voice, "Yes."

"I sold them. They're gone. Poof. On other ships. Maybe dead by now. They got me a good deal. Mukudori knew how to raise kids, I give them that. And they were a little challenge to take—for a merchant."

You said nothing. It wasn't anything you hadn't figured out already.

"Want to know why I didn't sell you?"

Say what he wanted to hear. "Yes."

"Come here."

No. In your head you said no. You couldn't move. You said no.

"Come here, Jos." He stubbed out the cigret.

You moved. Don't feel. Don't think back. Don't.

He took your arm, looked at it.

"Have you been eating?"

"Yes."

"Are you afraid?"

". . . Yes." What would be the point of lying?

"Afraid of me?"

You stared at his leg. Then you looked up into his face. No feeling. Shouldn't feel.

He smiled. "You're a tough one. What I thought." The smile widened and he put his hand in your hair and rubbed. "Go take a shower, Jos. Right there." He pointed to a narrow door you hadn't noticed because of the webbing on it. "Go on." He let go of your hair and patted your bottom. Like Daddy used to do.

You hit him. Both fists and as much as you could before he snatched your wrists and backhanded you across the face. The floor came up. He grabbed you by the neck and hit you again and you cried. All the tears came that you thought you'd stopped forever.

Where were Daddy and Mama? Why did they have to be gone?

"Stop sniveling." He took a knife from his boot and sliced off all your clothes, so expert he didn't touch skin despite your struggling. Then he put you in the bathroom, pried open the shower door, and shoved you in. Cold air then cold water hit. It shocked you into silence. "Get your breath," he said. "Breathe." He waved the water to warm. You couldn't move. The water stung your eyes until he told you to blink and to keep blinking. Then he scrubbed you head to toe, everywhere, and mocked things about you that you couldn't help. He laughed because you were eight years old. Then he cut the water and waved on the body dryer, left it on until you felt wind stung.

He gave you clothes. A big sweater that was meant for an older kid and pants you had to roll up. Then he put you in his bed and that made the sick, nervous feeling worse. Daddy and Mama used to cuddle you in their bed sometimes when you had a nightmare, but you didn't want to cuddle with Falcone. He couldn't take away your nightmares. Other things you knew about in a vague way from watching vids with Evan and his friends—things like that happened in bed too, things you thought your parents did that had to do with loving each other . . . but you didn't love Falcone. There was nowhere to go because you were against the wall and he was looking at you with that smooth, mocking smile.

"Go to sleep, Jos. And don't be afraid—well, not too much. You're mine now."

He left you there. You didn't sleep. You shivered wide-eyed, under the heavy blankets that smelled like him, and in the big clothes, and watched the door.




VII.

Sometime later you heard a short beep from the walls. Soon after Falcone came back and went into the bathroom. The shower cycled. Then he came out naked and went to his webbing and pulled out and on dark gray coveralls, leaving the top unzipped and hanging from his hips. He had a tattoo of a bloody four-armed woman on the left side of his chest. On his right wrist, you saw now, was a detail of her dark face. But the one over his heart held weapons and danced, and around her waist hung severed hands. It was a monster from a nightmare. She moved when he moved. He stuck his feet in boots and went to his desk and sat, propped his foot on the edge of the bed and looked at his slate. He hadn't once looked at you. Maybe he thought you were asleep. Only your eyes showed above the blankets.

He smoked as he worked on his slate. You looked at him, trying to avoid that tattoo. His hair was gray but he didn't look as old as Cap. He had the same shape as Daddy, not soft like Jules in engineering, who sometimes worked with only cutoffs on so you saw his arms jiggle when he lifted things.

You looked down at the boot on the end of the bed. Inside had been a knife. Was it there now?

"Did you sleep well?"

Your heart jumped. He was still reading his slate but when you didn't answer he looked at you.

He reached inside his desk, brought out a bag of flavored crackers, and tossed it on the bed.

"Eat something. You look pale." A can of cold caff followed.

He expected you to eat so you sat up, pushed down the blankets, and opened the bag of crackers. You weren't hungry but you popped the can and set it precariously on the mattress after a few sips. The too-sweet taste made your sick feeling worse but he was still looking at you so you ate more crackers.

"You didn't sleep," he said.

"No."

"Well, you better learn. I'm going to want you alert."

You filled your mouth with crackers so you wouldn't have to talk.

"You're going to have to start speaking. But not too much. Just enough to impress."

You found yourself chewing harder than needed. Impress who?

"I'm going to teach you. And you're going to learn. Copy that, Jos? Because if I don't think you're learning then I have no use for you and I'll sell you to some ship that won't treat you as nice. Copy that, Jos?"

"Yes." Was this nice?

"Smile. You know, you're cute. Smile."

It meant nothing. It was muscles in your face. It was staying alive. You smiled, only your mouth.

He laughed. "You merchant kids are so smart."

You thought about that knife in his boot, about the first of them you'd shot and killed.

He came over to the bed and sat. Without thinking you pulled your feet away under the blankets and grabbed the can before it fell over, but he didn't seem to notice. He leaned a hand behind your back, on the bed, and ruffled your hair with his other hand.

You sat very still. He smelled strongly of soap, but not like the kind Daddy used.

Falcone said Daddy was dead.

You bit the inside of your cheek, or else you were going to cry.

"Jos," Falcone said, in a heavy voice, like a teacher. "War is a horrible thing, isn't it?"

You glanced up at him, but couldn't look for long. He was too close. His breath tickled the top of your hair.

"In this war," he said, "there are things we do that other people might not think appropriate or right. Do you know what I mean?"

Your mind raced. You shook your head, because you didn't think it smart to fake understanding. Your teachers on Mukudori would frown, but this man might hit.

"Well," he said, "take opportunists, for example. Do you know what an opportunist is?"

It sounded like a trick. He kept looking at you, waiting.

So you said, "No."

"You should." He tugged your hair playfully. You flinched. "Your ship was an opportunist ship. Just like mine."

You looked at him. Now he was lying and you'd caught him at it. Mukudori wasn't a pirate.

"It's true," he said. "Merchants are opportunists. Some merchants ferry information and supplies for the military, because it's war. The war gives merchants the opportunity to work for the military, against the strits and their symp allies. The war gives me the opportunity to get what I want when merchants are running around for the military, trying to avoid strits. We're all out here trying to do our best in a bad situation. Do you understand?"

He didn't wait for you to answer this time.

"Some merchants don't want to get too involved in the war, so they look down on those merchant ships that do. They say those merchant ships that work for the military are wrong. Do you think they're wrong?"

Your head felt hot. What did he want you to say?

"Do you think they're wrong, Jos, to work for the military?"

The bag of crackers crumpled in your fist. "No."

He smiled again. You didn't let go of the bag. He said, "That's right. Some people might say those merchants are wrong, but then other people say those merchants have the right. They're opportunists and they have the right to work for the military."

He paused but you didn't say anything. You weren't getting it and if he knew so he might hurt you.

"So this ship, here"—he patted the bunk—"my ship Genghis Khan is also an opportunist ship. And some people might say we're wrong for taking the things that we do, and doing what we want, but I say we have the right to it. While EarthHub is running around waging war against aliens, we're just taking the opportunity that's in our way—to make a living. Just a living. Now could that be wrong, Jos?"

All the words swirled in your head. He kept rubbing the back of your hair and down your neck, but it didn't make you relax like when Daddy or Mama did it.

He waited for an answer. So you said, "No," just like before.

"No what, Jos?"

"No, it's not wrong," you said quietly.

"That's right. It's not wrong. Nothing we do here is wrong. Look at me."

You missed Daddy and Mama. You missed them so much your eyes hurt as bad as your heart.

But you looked at Falcone.

"You are so smart," he said, staring at your face, not in your eyes. He looked at your mouth for some reason, and touched it lightly. "Smart kid," he said.

The silence was the loudest sound you'd ever heard. It buzzed above your heartbeat.

The silence was louder even than voices.

He leaned over to the side-table drawer and took out a pack of cards. They looked well used. "Do you know how to play?"

Your drink had spilled and the bag had fallen on the deck, but he didn't seem to care. You moved the wet piece of blanket. "I know asteroids and comets."

"Shit. Not kids' games. Poker?"

"No."

"Watch."

He showed you new games. He said these were important. When your mind wandered he hit you, so you concentrated. He said you had to learn so he could take you on stations and win people over, that if you won people over he'd do even nicer things for you, more than giving you clothes, food, and a place to sleep. He said to control your face and that was how you won. He rubbed your hair and smiled when you showed you understood, but it wasn't the same kind of smile Daddy gave you when you did something well.

Falcone never said what people he meant—it was just my people, or some people, or the people you will meet. You didn't ask, but you knew he wasn't talking about people who could've been friends of Mukudori. This wasn't Mukudori.

You stared at the worn cards and felt him sitting so near, and it was nothing like Mukudori.

He played the games with you until you couldn't keep your eyes open. Then he commed someone to come get you and take you to your room.

"You learn quick," he said in parting. "See you next shift, Jos."

You looked at him until the hatch shut. You thought you were going back to the dark room, but the guard forced you next door to a small quarters, smaller than Falcone's, but clean and designed the same. He left and the lock outside beeped. It was still a jail but now you had light.

You crawled under the blankets and curled up. At least these didn't smell like him.




VIII.

A woman guard pulled you out of bed, threw you in the shower, and made you wash. Then she put you in the same too-big clothes you'd worn the previous shift, took you back to Falcone, and left you with him. He was setting up a small-screen vid. He sat you on the bed facing the vid and put in a cube.

"This is it. No mystery."

A picture ran. It was of people doing things to each other. You couldn't blink. You weren't sure what you were looking at or what it meant. But you knew it wasn't something people normally looked at except with a lot of whispering and giggling, like Evan did when both of you and his friends watched stolen vids and your parents were away in the lounge. "You're too young," he'd say.

But those vids hadn't been quite like this one. This one was almost funny, all the noises and faces. Almost.

You stared and shifted. You didn't really want to look at it but Falcone was looking at you as you looked at the vid and more than anything you didn't want to meet those eyes. You sat on your hands on the bed and watched for all the minutes it ran, showing different people doing different things to each other. It wasn't just between daddies and mamas. Afterward you felt like you needed another shower.

Falcone said, "You'll get over it."

He put the cube away in his drawer and took your face in his hand. His thumb moved over your cheek but you couldn't hit him. He'd just hit you back. Or do worse. You had the feeling there was worse.

"Did you understand what you just saw?"

". . . No." No matter how hard you tried to forget, those images burned behind your eyes.

"When you're older you will. People will want you like that because you're nice to look at. But you'll know it's just a way you can get to them. You'll be able to get things from them if that's all they want. Stupid rich people will fall over themselves for your face. Your mama always called you her handsome boy, didn't she?"

"No." My starling. You didn't want to remember because you might cry.

"Well, it doesn't matter. You're my handsome boy now."

You didn't want him to touch you. You didn't want to know about any people. You didn't want to feel like no matter how hard you scrubbed in the shower, you wouldn't get rid of his soap smell. It filled your head, even when you weren't near him.

"Here. Read something. You can read, right?"

"Yes."

He handed you a smaller slate, a child's slate. It was like the primer you'd had in your room long ago, the one with lots of stories and animation in it.

"You know how to use one?"

"Yes."

"Good. Someone will bring breakfast. Be good now, Jos, and maybe you'll get a reward."

You didn't look up. He messed up your hair and left. You wanted to throw the slate across the room.

Instead you poked the button to activate it.




IX.

"Manners, Jos. They do love good manners."

Your fingers hurt from holding the knife and fork just so. You sat on the other side of his desk, he across from you as if you were at a table in a restaurant. He'd laid out place settings and even a napkin that he said went on your lap. He gave you "good" food to eat: little bits of steak, shell things, and fish. All but the steak tasted funny and felt worse in your mouth. He said the steak was real meat. It wasn't bad but it didn't sit as well as the burgers you were used to.

You knew food like this cost money, because it was always a treat when you ate it on station with your parents. But you didn't want to eat like this because the creds it took to buy it all could have been Evan's life.

Falcone said to forget Mukudori.

He talked more about them. His people. His people that you were going to impress with how nice you looked and how well mannered you were, and how that was going to make his business dealings easier and that was going to make him happy and he'd give you anything you wanted.

You wanted to go home, but he didn't mean that.

After eating he made you brush your teeth because, he said, you had a pretty smile and he wouldn't have it rot. You didn't see why he was so careful about your teeth but let his ship look so bad, but then one shift in a lunch session he said how his crew wasn't supposed to be comfortable, that comfort brought laziness and inattention. And all the scars in the ship reminded them of that fact.

You didn't see anybody on Genghis Khan other than Falcone and the people he called to escort you to your quarters when shift was over. His crew always looked at you like they either wished they were in Falcone's shoes or they wished they could dump you off and forget about you. They took you to quarters, took you to Falcone, back and forth for many, many shifts. You'd learned the beeping that came from the walls was the ship's way of signaling shift change. At your goldshift you went to Falcone's quarters and stayed there learning what he wanted: reading, reciting, eating, dressing, math, and science—until he sent you to sleep or made you sleep in his bunk. He assigned physical exercises for you to do in quarters and made your guard watch until you'd finished them.

He spent a lot of time on you. It seemed you pleased him, because he never talked about selling you.

Sometimes he hit you to get a point across, or if your mind wandered, or if something had happened on the ship or at a port they'd docked in that bothered him. You never knew what ports you hit, or how far you'd traveled since Mukudori. You never heard or read the Send so you didn't know what really had happened to Daddy and Mama. Maybe they weren't dead. You dreamed that they weren't, but you knew not to ask.

Once after a port call he sat you down for breakfast in his quarters, as usual, and talked the whole time. But he wasn't talking to you. He gestured with his knife as if he wanted to slice somebody up.

"EarthHub," he said, "is weak."

You sat still.

"They're going to lose this war and the damn Joint Chiefs are going to wonder why, when all along they were told, by me, that the only way to win is to get rid of the strits entirely. But blowhards like Ashrafi prefer to take a humane approach to everything. Humane. When we're dealing with fucking aliens. You know how to win a war, Jos?"

He didn't wait for an answer. He was angry about something that had nothing to do with you, for a change.

"You know how to win anything? To get what you want? You go right for it without hesitation, without remorse, without quarter. Never regret and never second-guess. These glaze-eyed new captains parade around the Hub with a shit-load of artillery coming out of their asses, and still the Warboy's fleet is blowing Hub stations and killing Hub citizens. Bloody Hub deserves to lose. They waste time patrolling us when they should use everything against the strits and the symps. That's how you win."

You remembered that Falcone wasn't just a pirate. He was a captain too. He'd mentioned once in passing that he used to be a Hub captain, but that could've meant anything—in the military or a merchant group or even a passenger line, though you thought he seemed most like a soldier. Sometimes he talked about the Warboy, the human sympathizer captain of the alien fleet, as if he admired him. You thought maybe Falcone was a symp too, but then sometimes he talked about mister-this and senator-that in the Hub that he knew, that he was going to show you off to, and he'd swear at the strits and symps like he wanted to beat them all on his own.

"That's how you win," he said again, but only to himself.

You didn't move. He looked at you anyway, seeing you now, and said, "Winners get the prize."

Falcone had moods. When he was in a good mood he smiled a lot and brought you presents. When he was in a bad mood all the crew seemed to hold their breaths and the ship was a whole lot quieter, and he yelled at you more. When the guard took you to his quarters in that routine you were used to, you could tell if Falcone was going to be nice or not in the first glance.

"What're you good for?" was a frequent question when things didn't seem to be going right for Falcone, when either the Hub fleet or the strits were harassing him somehow. Sometimes he shoved you or flicked his fingers on your chest because he knew it bothered you, or if he was in a nasty mood he put his hand in your hair and caressed it because he knew that bothered you the most. It made the blood swim in your ears and all under your skin so you felt it. You hated it when he touched you. You hated it so much you thought about blood and Falcone, Falcone covered in blood, the ship blowing up, and all kinds of things you couldn't make happen because you were still a kid—even though you dressed grown-up, and learned to talk well and eat neatly, and follow orders like one of the crew.

Falcone's pet. That was what the guards called you. They made animal noises and looked at you sometimes . . . sometimes one or two of the guards looked at you like they wanted to ask you questions. Or do more than ask.

When that happened you never slept. Because they had the code to get into your room.

Falcone's pet. What're you good for?

"I know what you're good for," the guard sometimes said, and stuck out his tongue in a way that wasn't telling you to get lost.

It seemed you grew but you couldn't be sure since Falcone gave you new clothes when you did something well, and these clothes weren't two sizes too big.

He'd taken away your tag a long time ago.

One shift he came and got you himself, waited while you showered and handed you the clothes he wanted you to wear: a blue sweater and smooth black pants. He liked you in blue because your hair was dark and it also matched your eyes, he said.

"Congratulations. You lived to be nine."

"Thank you, sir." He liked to be called "sir."

"Since you've excelled so admirably you get a gift. We're going on station. Put your boots on."

You sat on the bed to do so. Going on station where pollies were—excitement made your stomach flip, until you wondered if you were going to finally meet one of his business-people. You really hoped not. Not if they were like the guards. Or like Falcone.

When you stood he came up close to you and put his hands on your shoulders. You didn't flinch much anymore when he did that. He didn't like it when you flinched.

"I'm proud of you, Jos. You've turned out to be a good investment. So far."

"Thank you, sir."

"If you do anything to jeopardize me, I'll shoot you— right on the dock if necessary. Copy?"

"Yes, sir."

He smiled into your eyes and touched your cheek. Then he took your hand. "Let's go."

It was the first time in a year that you saw more of the ship than the one corridor your quarters were in. He took you down the lev and through more corridors that looked the same as the one you saw every shift: stark and battered, with low ceilings that made the lights seem up close and more dirty. Here his crew walked around, some of them bare-armed. They weren't in any uniforms. They talked loudly, laughed, and stared at you. Many called out "sir" to Falcone as you passed. They all made way for him as you neared the airlock.

A station. Pollies were on station. Your parents had said if ever you were lost and couldn't find Mukudori or crew from friendly ships, you had to go to the station pollies.

Guns weren't allowed on station but it wasn't really enforced—EarthHub was at war, after all. You knew Falcone had a gun somewhere or else he would not have made the threat. He crushed your hand in his as he strode down the lock ramp toward the customs officer. The woman there looked you over and took the small cards Falcone handed to her. You knew they were passports and merchant licenses and the information encoded was a lie. You stared at the woman, hoping she would look at you. She did, but all she seemed to see was a ship brat. You wanted to shout: It's a pirate ship, can't you see that? Why can't you see that? But the grip on your hand numbed you all the way to your tongue.

She scanned the passports, her pen beeped, and she waved you on.

Falcone led you around the high, wide dockring to the main doors. You read on the walls, between ship locks: Chaos Station.

You almost stopped walking. You kept staring even when you had to turn your neck. From the starmaps he'd made you memorize you knew that Chaos was in the Dragons— where stations were few and far between, but military spacecarriers were not. Deep space. You knew from school on Mukudori that Hubcentral was closest to Earth. Then came the worlds and stations of the Spokes, then the Rim, which had been Mukudori's main trading sector. The Dragons saw most of the war with the strits, because the strit homeworld was in deep space. Mukudori had never been in the Dragons. Most of it was unchartered.

Falcone had to be crazy. A pirate on a station where spacecarriers docked? You looked up at the ship listings as you neared the doors that led to the inner station. Lit on the boards were ship names like Yeti and Shiva—merchants you didn't recognize. But there were other names that gave hope, the ones with the endings of EHV and a registry number— EarthHub Vessel. Spacecarriers.

Next to pollies they were the best things if you needed help on station. They had soljets who could protect you, who were sworn to protect EarthHub and its citizens. You knew soljets by the black uniforms they wore and the patches on their arms that bragged their homeships. Or you saw the tattoos on their wrists. That was proof when even uniforms could be faked, because nobody did the tattoos like their own shipboard artists who coded the designs somehow.

Your parents had told you this long ago. You looked at those military names with hope. Archangel. Macedon. Archangel was scheduled to undock in five minutes. The station comm blared it. Falcone took you off the dock and onto the concourse. You glanced up and saw him smiling, the face of someone doing a dare and having fun with it. But his hand gripped even tighter as you moved into the stream of people.

With two carriers in dock and a handful of merchants, the concourse was busy. Even so you saw the dinginess of this deep-space station—nothing like Basquenal, a Rim Guard station that boasted high-end dens and cybetoriums for kids. You didn't notice many children here. The paint on the walls looked covered in ashes. Some of the walls were even blast-scarred with signs plastered over the holes, warning of open power cables. The bazaar tables displayed cheap trinkets and bold items that mostly soldiers would like, and were manned by tired-looking, gaudily dressed men and women. Food scents from a dozen different cultures warred with one another in your nose, making you hold your breath. Your stomach clenched.

All around you black uniforms walked, yet you couldn't speak to any of them.

Falcone tugged you toward a glass-fronted restaurant, out of place compared to the other bland entrances. People watched you—you, not Falcone—but most of them seemed no more dangerous than who you were with already.

Falcone sat you down and went to take his own seat when the station gave a great boom.

You twitched and saw people running. That sudden. As if you'd blinked and awakened in a different place. Funnels of black poured by the glass windows. The station boomed again, louder this time, and the glass shook. The spice bottles on the table fell over. Falcone reached to grab your arm.

On the table was a fork. You had it in your hand now. You slammed the prongs into Falcone's fingers.

He yelled. People dashed from their seats and out the restaurant. You dived among them, small and lost in the trample of legs. Voices talked over the station comm. Another voice yelled louder behind you, but it was swallowed in the noise the station made. Fires leaped up inside the walls. Larger bodies shoved you along. A black arm brushed close and you grabbed it.

"Sir—"

The arm knocked you back and kept running. Most of the activity headed toward the dockring's main access. By force you ran there too, following where you saw black.

"Help—sirs—"

One of the soljets hauled you along, then shoved you out of the way toward one of the merchant ships. She didn't even look.

"Get off the dock, kid!"

"Wait!"

She ran off. Black uniforms poured up carrier ramps. Soon the dockring would be clear and someone from Falcone'sship, or Falcone himself, would catch you. You tried to grab another uniform sleeve but suddenly the station shuddered again, knocking you off your feet. You fell hard on your elbow and yelped, but nobody heard. All above you men and women scattered. A soljet said to his comrade as he ran, "They're docking!"

Way down the dockring, almost out of sight from the curve of the walls, a small explosion went off at one of the locks. You hauled yourself up, moving slow in the rush. Your head pounded and smoke stung your eyes. You held your arm and tried to veer toward one of the carrier ramps.

Then new faces poured out of that blown lock.

They weren't human. They were tattooed, with skin in colors you'd never seen before on a face except as a mask. They shot at the soljets, sharp bright pulses. The soljets stopped boarding, knelt behind cargo bins, loaders, and ramps, shooting back in stiff streamers of bright red. It was a noisy station festival, full of light and color, except people were dying. Merchants and Chaos citizens caught in the cross fire fell.

You froze. You had never before seen an alien. They came closer around the dockring, moving with the precision of skill and focused aim. They wore long outer robes that fluttered behind them, as if they were flying. None of the soljets paid attention to you now.

Someone grabbed you over the face. You recognized the smell of the hand.

You bit. He released you and you ran straight into the platoon of soljets ahead of you.

"Drop that gun!" one of the jets yelled.

Falcone might've been chasing you. You didn't look. You ran as fast as you could. People screamed at you to stop and get out of the way. An alien face looked at you from across the decreasing distance of jet-occupied dock. The eyes were completely black.

A fist slammed into your back and threw you to the deck. The last word you heard wasn't one you understood.




X.

That was all I remembered about Falcone. It was enough.




PART II




I.


When I woke up it was a different ship. I could tell by the whining pitch and the rhythmic thud-thud of its drives. I was in a small room with only a flat black mat on the floor, which I lay on, stomach down. Naked. Covered in a blanket and bandaged around my chest and back. I felt the soft fabric. My body hurt. It was an effort just to blink and I wanted to sleep. For a long time. Maybe forever.

Deep breaths pulled in warm air, not cold like on Falcone's ship. My stomach coiled. If not Genghis Khan, then where?

The walls were bare, clean, and painted pale yellow, with broken red lines running around just below the ceiling. Stenciled every now and then beneath the lines were small curving shapes, like the thorny flowers my mother used to keep by her bedside in skinny bottles. The lights in the bolted ceiling were square and bright. At least I had lights.

It didn't smell like a pirate ship, all cold and musk. It didn't look like any merchant I'd ever seen.

I was facing the hatch. The lock release chimed and an alien walked in.

For a second the shadowed head gave a scary silhouette before I realized he wore some sort of cloth wrap that covered his scalp and draped down around his shoulders. His clothing wasn't like anything I knew. It coiled around his body in wide strips, covering him completely from ankles to throat, deep gray. Draped over that was a loose black robe with those same thorny markings running up from hem to collar on the right side. For some reason he was barefoot. That was strange on a ship that could get cold or get blown. Blue tattoos dotted his toes and feet, disappearing into the strips around his legs.

I blinked, forcing breaths out, and made a small sound, I didn't know what. Help. Go away. All the stories about strits came to mind in a rush. How they would eat you—

He crouched smoothly and the shadows fell away.

It wasn't an alien.

His face seemed to shift between human and the strit ones I'd seen before passing out on Chaos—the odd skin tones and black eyes. His eyes were dark around the pupil but not all black like the aliens'. He had a twisting, dark tattoo that crept up one wide slanted cheekbone, around the outer part of his right eye, and dipped like a tail to the middle of his forehead. It kind of resembled the flower designs on the wall.

He was human but I didn't see a human expression on his face, not even a mocking smile like I was used to with Falcone. He just stared at me steadily like some kind of animal, the kinds I'd seen in my primer. The ones that ate meat. Crouching there on the balls of his feet, hands folded in front of his knees, he looked ready to pounce.

I couldn't move. He touched my back. My hands clenched but there wasn't anywhere to go, nothing to do. The room was too small and my breathing too loud.

His fingers were feather light and they didn't stray. I couldn't see what exactly he did, but I felt him fold the blanket down and check the dressing. Just lifting the bandage. My skin pulled and I hissed, tears squeezing out the corners of my eyes. He gave no sign that he heard. After he was finished he folded his hands again and looked into my eyes as if he had never moved. All his gestures seemed lazy because they were slow, but I knew they were just deliberate. Not wasted.

"Your name, what." He used a soft voice. His accent was heavy but I didn't recognize it. The way he said the words didn't seem like a question.

"Jos Musey." To my own ears I sounded terrified. He smelled different. Not like cigret smoke or sweat or steel, or food just eaten. Not like any perfume. It could have been body oil and some sort of spice. The air of the ship smelled of it, I had smelled it before he came in. It swam around my head, totally different from Falcone.

But that didn't mean a thing.

"Jos Musey," he repeated awkwardly. His hand brushed against his leg and suddenly he held an injet.

Injets. Drugs. Falcone sometimes threatened with them.

"No—wait."

He ignored me. The narrow, flat point of the injet pressed my skin. Then came the sudden click of the release.

"It is necessary," he said before my eyes shut.




II.

When I next awoke it wasn't on any ship. Around me was silence, like the deep inside of a station den, where the gulping sound of energy towers couldn't even get through. The ceiling was lacy white and divided by large eight-sided shapes, high above my head. I lay flat on my back on a firm mat on the floor. My back didn't hurt anymore and that was a relief, though my limbs felt heavy and achy. The room had a tall window and sunlight bled through the hole-filled curtains, making designs on the rich red rug.

I had never seen sunlight like that, an intense hot yellow, not even on stations that rotated to face the sun. Maybe this station was just really close to the local star, like Siqiniq in the Rim. I had never been in a room like this either, more expensive-looking than any den I had ever stayed in with my parents. Nothing about it seemed out of place. The red shapes on the walls looked like the knotted design I remembered from the ship and that strange man's face—hugging thorns that seemed to connect the four corners of the room and touch every piece of reddish-black furniture. A shiny black screen stood loosely unfolded by the far wall. Painted on it in white were more swirls that might have been an alien with arms outstretched as if to fly. All the furniture was low to the ground, as if you were supposed to sit everywhere— a table, a smooth box with drawers and a mirror above it, all shiny like the screen. Not used up like things on Falcone's ship.

I remembered Falcone's people, the people he wanted me to meet. Rich people I was supposed to impress and look pretty for.

I rolled over to push myself up and caught a shadow as it lay across the rug. Someone was sitting in the corner by the window, watching me.

I had on clothes at least, a belted blue robe that reached my ankles. I got to my knees and looked at the corner.

It was the same man from the ship. The human that seemed alien. He didn't look as old as I'd first thought. His hair hung to his shoulders, dark brown and a little wavy, instead of tied up in that scarf. It made his face seem less cold. He sat on his haunches staring at me, wearing the same wrapped clothing as before, but pure white. He didn't move.

I shifted away, to see if that made him do anything. He just blinked. I touched my back, the soft robe, pressed my spine. It didn't hurt at all. He must have used bot-knitters on me but I didn't remember feeling the itches. I didn't remember anything except waking up that one time. He could've done anything while I was asleep.

My insides twisted, burned.

The air seemed thin and my movements a couple seconds too late. How long had I been out?

You weren't supposed to speak unless asked a question. So I didn't ask.

Since the man in the corner didn't do anything, I looked at the curtained window, at the sunlight making art on the floor. Slowly I stood and went toward it.

"No," he said.

I stopped and looked at him.

"You are not strong," he said, in that accent that made me have to work to understand him. His eyes grabbed on to me.

I folded my arms against myself. He was talking. Maybe he wouldn't mind if I talked too. "What did you do to me? I was shot."

"High set paralysis pulse from a Trenton PE sidearm," he said, with what sounded like distaste. "You are small. It burns you badly, nearly to death if I don't fix."

"Why did you help me?"

He didn't answer. He rose smoothly. I backed up a pace. He took one step to the window and touched the wall by the curtain edge. A screen came down behind the curtains, shutting out the sun. Lights in the ceiling opened automatically. I stepped back again when he looked at me. He wasn't as tall as Falcone but I didn't like the slow way he moved. I didn't like this room and its silence.

He said eventually, "The man that shoots you, who." His voice rose and fell in all the wrong places.

I tucked my forearms into opposite sleeves. So he didn't know Falcone. Or made like he didn't, for some reason. "A pirate."

"A pirate, who."

His focused face made my hands cold. I tried to keep looking at him, the way Falcone liked it, but his stare was worse than Falcone's. I couldn't see anything in it, what he wanted or expected.

"The captain of Genghis Khan," I said. "Falcone."

This didn't seem to affect him either. "He shoots you, why."

"Because I ran away."

"You are with Falcone, why."

"I'm not with him." Slowly I moved to the other side of the mat away from this man.

"He wants you, why."

"He's a pirate." I tried not to sound afraid or rebellious. This man hadn't moved from the window but I remembered the injet he'd somehow slid from those clothes with no pockets. I glanced at the door. It wasn't marked by anything except the division in the wall. It had a slide latch and a narrow gap near the floor, not like ship hatches.

"You run from him, why."

The large room was shrinking. It got harder to breathe.

"He—he's a pirate." I didn't want to say anything else.

"You are with him, how much time."

"How long? I—I don't know. A year, standard? I don't know. He had me . . . he kept me locked up most of the time."

Where was Falcone now? Did he know where I was?

Where was I?

"What do you want?" I asked carefully.

The man stepped toward me. I backed up quick and he stopped.

"You are with Falcone, how. Falcone has you, how. Why."

"I'm not with him, I ran away."

His eyes tightened. He said more slowly, "You were with Falcone. How. Why."

"He just took me. He just attacked my homeship and took me."

"Your ship, where."

"It's dead. Mukudori. He told me it was dead." I looked into the dark eyes. "Do you know it?"

I didn't want to hope. But maybe this man had information. Maybe I could get it from him. Somehow.

"I do not know your ship," he said. "Yet. Your age, what."

"Nine. Falcone said nine. EarthHub Standard." Which didn't mean much to kids in deep space, Falcone said. Because life was harder than in Hubcentral, he said.

Maybe on pirate ships.

"Only nine," this man said, and for the first time his gaze slid away, to the wall.

He gave no clues. Why didn't he just tell me what he wanted? Games. It was always these grown-up games.

While he looked at the wall I stared at the tattoo on his face. It was strange, and he smelled strange, and this room was strange, with its silence and all of its straight, perfect black and red furniture and thorn designs. I didn't like it any more than what was on the Khan.

I looked at the door again. If I bolted, I bet this slow-moving man would move a lot faster. And there'd be a fight and he'd probably hit me. So I didn't move. Eventually his eyes found their way back to me, but I still couldn't read them. If they were interested they didn't show it.

Maybe he was going to sell me anyway.

"Mukudori," he said suddenly, as if he just remembered, stumbling around the name. "That means what."

I rubbed my nose. "Starling."

His eyes narrowed. "Small star, yes."

"No, a bird. A starling. An animal that flies?" We'd all learned the origin of the ship's name by the time we could read. His eyes didn't change so I wasn't sure if he understood. "How come you don't get my language?"

"I don't speak it first."

"Are you strit?"

His eyes flared. It was the only sign of anger, but it was enough. "That is an insult."

I didn't understand. He wore what looked like an alien tattoo. And I had a sick feeling about where we were. I was pretty sure we weren't near Earth. He would never have been allowed near Earth looking like that. "You're a symp, aren't you? Not a strit, a symp?"

He frowned. "You say striviirc-na, not strit. You don't say symp."

"Why not?" Everybody called them strits and symps, not striviirc-na and sympathizers.

"It is rude," he said, and took a few wandering steps around the room, over the red rug, which landed him closer to me. "I call you Hub scum, yes. Pirate bastard, yes. Same thing."

I moved away again. "Oh."

"You do that, why."

"Do what?"

"Step back."

"Because." I shifted, scratched at my arm. The robe was slippery against my skin and for some reason it made the cold spread through me. "I don't know what you want."

"I want you not to be afraid."

I'd heard that before, enough times to know it was a lie. "I don't know you and you're a symp."

That should've got me hit. But he didn't move.

"And you know about sympathizers, what," he said instead. His eyes widened a bit and he shrugged slightly, a gesture I couldn't read. He gave weird signals.

I didn't answer. It was probably a lead-in for some blame and abuse.

He kept looking at me. And waited. So I said reluctantly, "You started the war."

"How."

He didn't tell me the answers like Falcone. Maybe he really wanted to know what I thought, but I doubted it.

I didn't say anything.

"Jos Musey-na," he said. "You can speak all right. I hope to know what you know."

"Why?"

"You are here," he answered, which wasn't a real answer. All this time his voice hadn't risen. He stayed far back from me.

If all he wanted were answers, then maybe this wasn't going to be so bad. If.

"We're at war because you took the alien side. Against EarthHub. Even though the aliens wouldn't share their stuff from that moon. I forget the name of the moon."

"Qinitle-na, in my language. Plymouth, in yours."

"Yeah. Plymouth. We needed that stuff and they wouldn't trade or anything. You helped the aliens kill humans and steal Hub ships and tech to protect the moon, and you're human. So you're traitors."

"He tells you this, the pirate."

I shrugged. "Everybody knows." It was always on the Send, and sometimes my parents had talked about it. And Falcone talked about it.

"There is always a wider view," this man said.

Then he just walked out.

I stared after him, at the door. He didn't come back. Maybe it wasn't a trick. Or maybe he went to get his people because I'd answered wrong. My stomach hadn't unknotted yet. I went to the door and tried it. Locked from the outside. I wasn't surprised.

I sat on the floor mat, near the wall, and wrapped my arms around my knees. I just had to wait. Sooner or later he'd come back, or somebody would, and maybe they'd take me out of this expensive, quiet room and show me what they wanted. Take me back to Falcone maybe. Or sell me to somebody else.

Stupid. I wiped a cuff across my eyes. I'd been so close to those soljets but they hadn't even looked. Or cared. It shouldn't have been a shock. Bad luck like that happened. Like with my parents, who hadn't come back. I hadn't thought about them in a long time, but now they came up in my head and walked around, in Mukudori red and gray coveralls, what they wore for work. Just like that they came out, but they were dead so what was the point. They weren't here and couldn't help me and soon Falcone was going to get me back and it would just be like how it had been for the last year.

Maybe that was better than being with a symp who just looked at you with his serious face, like he wanted to own what was inside your head.

I rubbed my face, got up, walked around to give myself something to do. The rug was soft and thick between my toes. Rich thing, like the clothes Falcone had made me wear. It was just a matter of time with that symp. He might be slow about it but he was still a symp, a traitor, and that couldn't be better than a pirate, no matter what he said.

It was better not to think about it, so I explored this jail instead, running my fingers along the smooth walls. The designs on it weren't painted, but stuck there, raised from the surface. The edges of the walls brought me to the painted black screen, so I peeked behind it. A geometric toilet that looked basically like the ones I was used to, and a sink and a tub. The tub would take me a while to figure out; it had no showerhead above it and I couldn't see where the water would come from.

I looked down at my robe. I didn't smell, which meant somebody had cleaned me while I was asleep.

I folded my arms and looked away from the tub, listened. Nothing, so I quickly used the toilet and washed my hands. You always had to be clean because nobody liked dirty kids.

Above the sink was a mirror. I tried to ignore it but it was close and big. I caught two eyes like red-rimmed gunshot wounds, and messy hair, the color Falcone liked—sable, he'd said.

I felt his fingers in it, sliding through.

I went back around the screen and pushed at it so it hid everything behind from view.




III.

I slept awhile and woke up and was still alone. Little sounds marred the silence, coming from behind the curtains. Things I'd never heard before. Squeaks and whistles that didn't sound like any machinery.

I went to the window, slapped the wall panel as I'd seen my jailer do. The screen folded up. Small shadows fluttered away from the other side of the curtains. Through the lace patterns showed large white shapes. I pulled the cloth aside and immediately stepped back.

I expected space. Wanted space, like you wanted good dreams. Just the view from a station.

But here a world fell away at my feet. The room, the building I was in, seemed to be slammed into a mountainside. I knew the word "mountain" from my primer. They were rough monsters coughed up on the surface of planets. I caught glimpses of jagged gray slanting away beneath the window and more flat-topped buildings descending like large steps stuck into the rock. I saw green, then a bright blue sky, before I yanked the curtains shut. My head throbbed and I couldn't breathe.

I'd never seen sky except from space. Or in holos, in a cybetorium. On a vid maybe. Always separated by the fact of my feet on a station or a ship deck.

A hand landed on my shoulder, steered me to the mat, and set me down. The sunlight disappeared with the sound of the screen unfolding. When I blinked the man crouched in front of me, held my shoulder again.

"You are not strong." He watched me as if what I had done told him something interesting.

I tried to pull away from his grip. "Where am I? Who are you?"

He held on a beat too long, just enough to make me stop struggling. "Do not fight me. You will lose." He let go.

His alien scent wrapped around me. I edged farther back, still feeling his hand on my shoulder even though he kept it to himself now. He gestured to a tray on the floor, near the mat. He must have brought it back with him. What I smelled wasn't all him, he'd brought me food in a round red box and a white cup full of water. My stomach made noises at the sight of it, despite the memory of that sky. I couldn't remember the last time I'd eaten.

"For you," he said.

I crawled over and picked up the warm box, glanced back at him. He stayed where he was. Maybe it was drugged but I was too hungry to care. The food looked like rice except it was twice as long, pale yellow, and tasted like peas. Draped overtop were strips of green leaves, strongly salted, and ringed around were balls of meat I had never tasted before. They were spicy and burned my mouth. I was so hungry I swallowed most of it whole, shoveling it all into my mouth.

I watched him to make sure he didn't do anything fast, but he kept his distance and just let me look. The closer I looked, the younger he seemed. A lot younger than Falcone. His skin was pale brown but his eyes and hair were very dark. I couldn't look away from his facial tattoo—deep blue and in some places it seemed black. It twisted and turned into itself but never broke the smooth curving line around his right eye, framing it like a sentence bracket. Some of the points repeated exactly in angles. Maybe it was some kind of writing. That would be strange. But everything about him was strange. Uncomfortable. Too silent.

Faint shapes showed beneath the wrapped white strips of clothing, following the lines of his muscles. One shape on his forearm looked like a blade. Another longer one sat on his shin. I thought of Falcone with the knife in his boot.

The man's gaze moved to my eyes from the wall designs, where he'd been concentrating. For a second he stared, as if daring me to stretch and touch him.

I didn't move.

He said, "You have questions, what."

I didn't answer.

"Ask them now or never."

It sounded like an order. "Where am I?"

The dark eyes drilled into my own. "Aaian-na."

The alien world.

I had felt it but hearing it was another thing. This was far beyond Chaos Station. This was—lost.


"Why?" Now even the thought of safety seemed impossible. On Falcone's ship I'd dreamed of it and when the chance had come I'd taken it. Here there would be no chance. Here I didn't exist.

"He shoots you. They think you're dead. You are a pirate—no. You are a good liar—I think no. I am curious. So . . . now we have you."

"I don't want to be on a planet." Especially not this planet. My hands shook. I set the food box down.

"Your ship is dead."

It wasn't news but it still stung. "I don't know if it's dead, I never saw. He just said so and he could've lied. I want to go home."

"There is no home, Jos Musey-na."

"I didn't see them shoot my ship!"

He stared at me steadily. "Your starling is dead."

"How do you know? For all I know you could be with the pirates, you're an alien. What happened to Chaos? Did you blow it up?"

"Not entirely." His eyes wrinkled with a hint of amusement. At what I didn't know.

"Why'd you attack it?"

The amusement grew, a slight twist of his lips. "We are at war."

"Who are you?"

"You leak with questions."

"You asked! Look, I want to go back. If you aren't going to kill me, or sell me, then put me back."

"With Falcone, you go."

That almost shut me up. Until I realized it was a question. "On a station," I said. "I don't care. On Chaos if you didn't blow it up."

"On Chaos I went to rescue my brother, a prisoner there."

Probably he'd gone just to wreck something. Strit ships attacked Hub ones all the time and they hit stations too, and who cared who was in the middle. "You're just like the pirates."

"That—is wrong." His finger poked between my collarbone.

I moved away fast, blinked, and rubbed at my eyes. "What're you going to do with me?"

"You think, what. Don't cry."

I thought suddenly of Evan, holding toys above my head. I forced the memory out. "I'm not crying."

"Think."

"What—to dress me up and teach me manners?"

"No."

"Then what?"

He stood. "I want only what you want."

"I don't want to be here!"

As if what I wanted ever mattered.

"There is only here," he said gently.




IV.

When next I awoke he stood near the door holding clothes. I sat up and slid to the wall. Sleep made my head heavy but I watched him, tense. He didn't approach, just tossed the clothes at my feet from where he stood. The pants and shirt were black, loose, and looked new and soft. I gathered them together, glanced up at him. He still watched me but after a moment his eyes widened slightly and he turned his shoulder, looking away.

My hands shook as I changed. The clothes spread out from my body like wings. Maybe I hadn't upset him with all my rebellion before, since he gave me new things now.

Without warning he started to talk to me but not in a language I had ever heard.

I stared at his back, arms folded against my chest. After a moment he turned around to face me, still talking. He had to know I didn't understand a word. Then I noticed he was repeating the same phrase in a steady way, so clear I was able to pick out individual words by the way he breathed. His voice rose and fell in a definite rhythm, the beat of sentences, and seemed lighter than the voice he used when he spoke my language. The lilts, slurs, and long sounds were almost musical. I didn't understand any of it but the first short part.

"Oa ngali Nikolas-dan."

A human name in the middle of the alien words. He watched my eyes and made a gesture over his mouth, repeating Nikolas-dan. He said it Nee-ko-las.

"That's your name," I said finally, grudgingly. My words sounded foreign in the room.

"Enh."

I took that as a yes. He chattered on, a flood of different words, and pulled a slate reader from one of the black drawers near the wall, held it out to me. Still looking at me as if he could read my genetic code. As if I should understand what he was about. I had no idea. But it wasn't something I could figure out unless he wanted me to, so I took the reader and activated it.

Symbols blurted across the screen, mixed with words I recognized, some of them broken up by short lines and spelled out. Translations. The angular symbols, so much like the wall and tattoo designs, were their written language. I stared at the strit writing, not knowing what to do with it. I didn't want anything to do with it.

"Alien," I said, remembering his reaction to the word "strit." "Why do you want me to learn alien?"

He said something sharply. Somewhere in there I heard "alien" and saw the heat in his eyes. So alien was off-limits too.

Too much like Falcone's lessons, except these weren't even in my own language.

It was stupid, but my eyes started to burn. I brushed at them angrily and held the slate out to him.

"I don't get it."

He put his hand on it and gently pushed it back toward me, making me still hold on or else it would drop. "The answers are in here." Said in my language.

"Answers to what?"

I was hungry. I was tired and at this point I was too far away from any kind of rescue to think obedience could get me back—

Not home. But somewhere I could go where hands didn't yank me around.


"Mukudori lo'oran," he said.

That was dirty, to say that. I gripped the reader. "What?"

"Mukudori lo'oran. Falcone lo'oran." He pointed to the slate.

"What does that mean? What do you know about my homeship? What about Falcone?"

I still wasn't convinced he didn't plan on selling me back at some point. Pirates ransomed prisoners. Why wouldn't strits?

He took the reader, poked at it, then handed it back. It showed a different screen. Staring out at me was the four-armed woman of Falcone's tattoo and below it the word "Kali," then a long paragraph of strit symbols.

"What does this mean?" Frustration spilled out of me like blood. I glared up into his dark, direct gaze.

"Haa ta lo'oran. There the answers. Jos-na. Kaa-n sa'oran ne. You want them, how much."

The roll of understandable and alien words together seemed as threatening somehow as the face of the many-armed woman scowling at me from the reader. On her belt hung severed hands; it brought up the image of people walking around with bleeding stumps that made it impossible for them to touch or hold anything.

He wanted me to grow hands, like Falcone had wanted. But not my hands.

I held the reader and didn't look up. The symbols made no sense, no matter how long or hard I stared.

My fingers turned white. This place, this strit. Symp. Why didn't he send me back to space? I just wanted to go back. On a ship, not a planet. What would I have to do to get back?

I rubbed my cheek. It was damp.

Nikolas-dan touched the reader lightly and scrolled back to the first screen. He pointed to one strit symbol among five rows of symbols, and then to three other thorny shapes from other places in the rows. "Jos," he said. Then his finger moved, very slowly, over nine more symbols from the same group. "Nikolas." He touched them all again and they lit bright yellow, while the others stayed green. Yellow like the alien sun outside.

I understood finally. Like birth, or an identity, you first began with a name.




V.

I learned new words from Nikolas-dan and the reader, like "day," which is when we had lessons, and "night," which was when I was supposed to sleep. The planet had natural shifts, Nikolas-dan said, which were dictated by its rotation. He said "dictated" and explained what it meant, and "rotation," which I knew already because stations rotated; so did the cores of the old Hurricane-class merchant ships that we used to sometimes meet on layovers.

He didn't teach me these things in my own language. It was all in strit.

I never left the room, not once for a planet month, which Nikolas-dan said was twenty-seven days and nights. I didn't know what that would be in EarthHub Standard, so I didn't know what the date was and how long I had been gone from home. Or from Falcone. Nikolas-dan didn't let me leave the room, just like Falcone those first few days. He said I wasn't ready and since I'd grown up on a ship it shouldn't bother me so much. It didn't, at first.

It took a month just to get used to the fancy room, to realize that other people weren't going to just walk in and out. Only Nikolas-dan came at the same time every day. In the morning. So I got used to him coming and going in his silent way. He was a lot quieter than Falcone.

Sometimes at night I opened my eyes to the total darkness and thought I was back on Genghis Khan, except there was no sound, none that made any sense. Busy noises sometimes came through the glass. Nikolas-dan said they were animals, birds, and insects. They were outside because on planets you could breathe outside of buildings, it wasn't like on ships. The noises were small and high, sometimes, in regular beats that made it hard to fall asleep. Others were loud and long, like someone moaning. Nikolas-dan said I didn't have to be afraid. The animals couldn't get inside unless I opened the window. But I didn't even fold up the screen.

The animals came anyway, into my dreams. Shadows with pointed faces, like the pictures in my primer long ago. They sat beside Falcone. All around us a woman danced with hands hanging from her belt. Sometimes I dreamed that I yelled at Falcone in strit and he laughed because it was babble. Once I dreamed of my parents and they didn't understand me either. So I had to leave them. Had to.

Sometimes Nikolas-dan was there in my dreams, but he didn't laugh and he didn't let me leave. And he never left me.

I knew all the corners of my room now. Nikolas-dan helped me roll up the rug and stand my pallet against the wall, then made me clean the glossy brown floor with a big brush and water. But it wasn't so bad because once it was washed it smelled like the fruits he brought for dessert when I learned all my lessons for the day.

In the mornings he brought me food and clean clothing and took out my dirty ones. We spent hours on the floor going through screens of basic strit words and sentences like "My name is Jos-na." When I asked him about Kali or Mukudori he'd point to the screen with the information but I couldn't yet understand anything but simple words here and there that didn't add up to much. He'd locked out the reader so it wouldn't listen to any command to translate, and looking up words in the dictionary took too long. He refused to just tell me. I had to work for all of it.

He wouldn't answer my questions unless I asked them in strit, and it was a hard language. He said Ki'hade wasn't even the only language he knew from this planet but it was the one they mainly spoke on this side of the continent. I hoped he wouldn't make me learn the others. I had to listen really close because they sang a lot of their words and if you didn't sing them right nobody would know if you were talking about something in the past or future or right now and it would get confusing. There were so many different ways to say the same thing, and some of their symbols looked exactly alike except for one line or curve that made the word "war" turn into "one," or something.

I was sure if I had to actually speak to a strit I would be absolutely confused and probably insulting. Nikolas outright laughed at me once when I wearily said, "You ate me for breakfast," instead of, "Will we have breakfast?" In one lesson, when I'd had enough of parsing sentences, he made me write my name in strit and the meaning, which according to him was "playful" or "merry." He thought that was funny too, since mostly I was serious. He found my mistakes amusing and wasn't shy about showing it. In an odd way it got me to work harder—not to please him, but to shut him up. Maybe he knew this.

"So what does your name mean?" I asked, not in strit, while we ate our midday meal. "I bet I know—nasty teacher, right?"

"Ke Nikolas-dan ke u'itlan sastara."

He said it quickly and all I caught was the word "people."

He handed me the reader, on the vocabulary screen. I sighed and put aside my bowl, licked my sweet-sauce-tasting fingers and wiped my hands on my pants, which made him frown. I poked at the screen to bring up the input bar. "So spell it, Nikolas-dan."

"Enh?"

He always gave me that straight-ahead look when I got lazy and didn't speak Ki'hade. He knew I knew the word for "please."

"Nikolas-dan, tori."

Very nicely he spelled the unfamiliar words. I added the translations to my list of slowly growing vocabulary, like he told me to do.

"U'itlan sastara . . . victory of people?"

"Nikolas," he said. "In your words—the people's victory."

That sounded pretty full of it. I scowled. He smiled at my face. It made him look human, and young.

More than once I daydreamed during lessons, my head full of symbols and words and sounds, and found myself staring at the tattoo on his cheek and how it curled around his dark eye like the arm of a spiral galaxy. It didn't matter his features were human—he walked, talked, dressed, and for all I knew pissed like a strit (however it was that strits pissed). And despite myself I was curious to know how he got that way, and why he didn't mind.

His history wasn't at the top of my curriculum. The lessons revolved around things like geography of the planet, concepts like "house" and "forest" and "ocean." Weather was a big thing too. I discovered that up close when I first experienced rain pounding on my walls and window. I didn't sleep the entire night. He said it was summer, though, and there wasn't usually a lot of rain.

Once was a lot, I told him.

Every time I thought of the world falling away from the window I felt sick. So the screen stayed folded down. He never asked about it. Still, I wondered what was outside of this room, in the rest of the house, and when I could see it. Anything, just to get away from these lessons.

It was nearly night and the evening birds began to talk. The sharp, sweet smell outside bled through the window. Nikolas-dan told me it came from a clinging plant on the outer walls. It only smelled strong when the sun went down. At first it had made me sick but now I almost liked it. It helped me dream less, though now I almost always dreamed in strit. So he made me work even with my eyes shut.

He said he wasn't a pirate, but he made me work like Falcone had. And even Falcone let me watch vids sometimes, when I was good. This room had no hologames or vid.

"It's been over a month," he said, in Ki'hade. "You still want to go back?"

"I don't want to go back to Falcone but I don't want to learn any more stupid strit." I slapped the reader down on the mat. I had to say "stupid" in my own language because he hadn't taught me the word in strit.

I always said strit in my head, but never to his face. Except now.

He looked like he wanted to hit me, for a second, but then it passed and he just looked. He looked for a long time until I started to feel stupid for making noise. Even when I yelled, he never hit me or yelled back. I tested him a few times, but he never touched me.

"You're tired," Nikolas-dan said.

"This stuff is hard." I folded my arms. "I can't even get away from it in my sleep."

"Do you see Falcone too? Or your parents?"

I didn't say anything or look up. But he wasn't like a human. He never filled silent spaces with conversation. So his question hung in the air for a long time, rattling around in my head.

I wished he hadn't mentioned my parents. Sitting in this room, on a planet, the thought of them unrolled with a sting, like the black insects I sometimes saw in the corner of my room, hard little things that bit your finger if you poked them.

"You're not my parents," I mumbled. "So stop asking."

After a moment he said, "I'm sorry, Jos-na."

Weird adult. He always said things like he meant them, as if he had a reason to be honest with me. Now he sat across from me, elbows on his knees, all calm good feelings. I got used to seeing him this up close, so I noticed every line on the tight bands of cloth that wrapped him up and all over. I noticed the dark blue tattoos on the backs of his hands, circles and swirls. His eyes seemed older than the rest of him. But I still couldn't read them. He never let me that close.

"Am I going to stay here forever?" I asked. In this room, on this planet. Unsold.

"No."

Usually I had to pry answers out of him. The quick reply made my stomach sick. So he was going to sell me after all.

But he said, "You're not going back to Falcone."

I looked up at him. "Probably not unless the price is good."

His face was very still. "I have said it, Jos-na. You won't go back." As if he meant it.

I didn't know exactly what he was, other than a symp, but after a month I thought he was somebody important. He'd brought me here and took care of me, and nobody seemed to mind because I never heard yelling. But I knew better. Nikolas-dan owned me now because he'd taken me off Chaos, even though he never said so. He owned this room when he was in it and when he left this room he probably owned the planet.

But he wasn't as bad as Falcone. So far.

"What does 'dan' mean, in your name?"

As long as I asked questions he wouldn't make me write exercises. And he would stop asking me questions.

"It's the short form of the word 'ka'redan.' "

"What does 'ka'redan' mean?"

"Assassin-priest." He said it in my language, then switched back again to strit. "That is as close as I can translate. It's not wholly accurate. Ka'redan is my place. It's where I belong."

"This is a striviirc-na thing, isn't it?"

For some reason that made him smile, briefly. "Yes."

"So you're a priest?" That was kind of funny. The Universalist priests I'd met long ago on stations didn't look or act like him.

"I help bring peace to the confused. Order in our society. Ka'redane search for our place in our training and our duties. Therefore I'm an example."

He could say that without arrogance. It just confused me more.

I pointed to the shapes beneath his clothing. "You're an assassin." I knew that word. The Send had reports about strit and symp assassins who went on stations and killed people, usually govies.

Somehow it didn't surprise me he was like that.

"Yes."

"Why haven't you killed me?"

He didn't answer right away. Then, "I think you've stood enough in the place of death. For now."

Did that mean he was going to kill me sometime in the future?

I couldn't find the words to ask him. I didn't know if I wanted the answer. Maybe he would kill me if I didn't do well, like Falcone had always said. Or keep me locked up forever, just learning his lessons and eating his food. He was better than Falcone, but whatever stopped him from taking what he wanted once and for all was going to end, and then all the silence and softness he showed would disappear.

They were both slavers, after all.




VI.

One late afternoon, during a break from lessons, he said out of nowhere, "Do you like it here?"

Falcone had played this game with me—tried to make me grateful.

"It's all right. What I've seen of it."

He acted nice and sometimes smiled at me over meals and lessons, but at the end of it was a locked door. I always slept facing the door.

"You fight," he said. "But I think out of survival. Habit. Perhaps for something you're afraid to lose. But I've treated you well."

"So did Falcone."

"Did he?"

"Yeah, he did." But we both knew who was lying.

Maybe he knew in some weird alien way about the dreams I had lately. I barely remembered them in detail now, but they always felt bad when the morning came.

"You want answers, Jos-na. But here you have to earn them. How can we trust you?"

"You trust me? I'm the prisoner." I stood, as if there was someplace I could actually go.

He made me do exercises in the morning that stretched my muscles and taught me a different way of breathing. Sometimes they helped when I lost myself staring at the walls and their designs. He said the designs were there to meditate upon, even though they didn't say anything specific. But sometimes nothing helped, not even jumping around the floor until I was so tired I couldn't move.

Nikolas-dan said, "You think only in terms of prisoner and not prisoner. This is a place in-between. This is where you are until you wish to leave your prison."

"Leave?" I almost laughed. "With the door locked?"

"You need only ask, Jos-na, and I would open it for you."

"Right."

"Why don't you believe me?"

I'd learned that when he asked a question he really did want your answer, not something that would just make him happy.

"Why should I believe you, Nikolas-dan? You're going to change."

"I will?"

"I don't know why you act this way. Why don't you just get to the point?"

"Act this way?"

I folded my arms and looked around, not to really look, just to avoid him. He still sat on the mat, looking up at me. He was always so calm. I walked to the wall and leaned against it.

"Jos-na," he said, "I've watched you pace this room for the last week. You want to leave. But you stopped asking."

"Because you said no."

"So you give up?"

"You said no."

"You weren't ready before. Before, you only wanted to leave because you wanted to run, but there isn't anywhere to run to on Aaian-na. Now . . . now you want to leave, but not just to run. Now it's because you're ready. Do I speak true?"

"I don't know."

He unfolded to his feet. "Don't you?"

"I don't know! The only thing I know is a bunch of strit stuff, and I don't know what good that is."

"If you leave this room, Jos-na, you are going to meet striviirc-na. Sooner or later. If you can't speak Ki'hade, how will you talk to them?"

"Maybe I'll avoid them. I don't want to meet any aliens."

"What about the reports in your slate about Kali and Mukudori ? They are in Ki'hade."

"You can tell me just as easy, but you don't because you like to play games."

"That is Falcone in your head, speaking through your mouth."

I looked up at him quickly, then down again at the floor. He had never said anything like that before. His voice was hard, but it didn't sound directed at me. I knew enough Ki'hade to hear the meaning behind his words.

"Jos-na, the things you want to know are better if you're ready to know them."

"And you decide when I'm ready?"

"Things have happened too soon for you. I think you need to slow down."

I stared at the floor so hard my eyes began to hurt. "Nikolas-dan, what do you want me for?"

The silence between my question and his answer felt as large as a planet.

He didn't touch me, not with his hands. "I saw an injured child on a deck, injured maybe because of something I had done—or not done. I brought him here so he can grow— away from the war, for a while. I teach him things so he can know the striviirc-na, because he is on their world. They are not beasts that will eat you. I want this child to live. I think he wants to live. But it's easy to live and harder to trust. Do I speak true?"

The pain behind my eyes spread to my head and down my throat, to my chest. It was hard to breathe.

"Jos-na," he said. My name in his voice, in a way I'd never heard it. And still he didn't get too close because he knew I'd just move away. He didn't try.

I couldn't understand why he never tried. He attacked stations and killed people, like Falcone.

He said, "I am not Falcone," reading my thoughts somehow.

The wall was hard against my back. "Nikolas-dan, will you open the door?"

He didn't answer right away. He waited for me to look up into his eyes and ask it again with my own. So I couldn't lie.

Then he said simply, "Yes."




VII.

He let me step out first, into an empty, quiet hallway with dark blue carpeting down the center. The color of the walls shone pale gold, beribboned with thorny shapes, just like my room. Left and right both led directly to two more doors, paneled like mine, full of fancy design.

"This way, Jos-na," he said, and pointed down my right.

So I walked. Open-eyed globes of light cast moon circles on the thick carpet. The edges of the floor were shiny white tiles. Just the one hall looked like a high-end station den, full of color and priceless materials. Earthly things. Planet things that weren't found on merchant ships—or pirate ones.

Nikolas-dan stopped at the next paneled door and slid it aside, motioning for me to go first. I stepped just inside, thinking of aliens. But I didn't see a strit, just a woman. And my heart made a fist and started to pound.

The woman raised an unnaturally white hand and motioned me forward.

"Come," she said, in my language. EarthHub language.

I took another step, but that was all. She didn't look EarthHub. Her face was totally white, the color of Mukudori's corridors, except for the twin tattoos that curved around the outer edges of her eyes—dark blue tattoos like Nikolas-dan's, like a mask or a face of some Earth bird. She could have been an alien except her features were small, soft, not like the sharp bold angles I'd seen on Chaos Station. She was human, like Nikolas-dan was human. It was far from my kind of human. Far from the Hub.

I was far from the Hub. It didn't seem more obvious than now, facing this white-faced stranger. She sat motionless at one of their low black tables, in this room that had all the vid-familiar comforts of a house on Earth but none of the human touches. The air was cooler here than in my room, the colors all black and white and pale gold, with some small shapes of red. I glanced over it all, avoiding the strange woman's face and her sharp gray eyes. I looked at the tall black screens in the corner, the white paintings flowing across them in ways that made pictures of man-shapes and tree-shapes, so detailed it was almost like the animation in my primer. The shelves and thin carved objects, all shining shades of red, were the types of things I could never touch in my quarters on Mukudori because they belonged to Mama or Daddy and sat high above my head where I couldn't reach them.
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