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    1.


    My first doubt about leaving Earth comes five seconds too late for me to change my mind. Win’s Traveling cloth hurtles us into a round peach-toned room lit by glowing lines that lace the ceiling. “This is the Travel bay,” he murmurs to me as we step out. The other interplanetary rebels, the ones I encountered just a day ago by my time and less than half an hour by theirs, are already standing scattered through the room. Thlo, their leader, nods to the curvy woman with crimson-streaked curls—Isis, if I remember right. Isis taps a band around her sinewy brown wrist.


    “Stell,” she says, “hit it.”


    A trembling spreads through the floor. And it hits me: I’m on an alien spaceship, on a course across the galaxy. I’m already farther from home than I’ve ever imagined being. When we reach our destination—the space station orbiting the devastated planet of Kemya—my planet will be a speck so small it may as well have disappeared. I’ll have journeyed hundreds of times farther than any human-made object has ever gone.


    Any Earth-made object, I amend as I hug myself. Because the “aliens” surrounding me are as human as I am. Humans whose true home is Kemya, who populated Earth with their settlers thousands of years ago and let us forget our origins as generations lived and died. They wanted us to forget, to remain unaware while they used our planet as a vast experimental terrarium, shifting our history and watching the impact echo across the timeline without any concern for the way those shifts were degrading the fabric of our world down to the bonds between our atoms.


    Several pairs of alien human eyes are watching me now. Win moves forward, his hand on the side of my arm. “You weren’t properly introduced before,” he says quickly. “Isis is the one I told you about who handles the tech work. Mako and Pavel have been with the group since Jeanant’s time—Mako’s specialty is finding resources and Pavel’s is, ah, information gathering, you’d call it. And you’ve talked to Thlo ... and Jule.”


    An edge has crept into his voice. Jule, who spent most of our first meeting taking jabs at Win, raises his eyebrows at the two of us, his smile baring teeth bright against his dark skin. “Hey, Skylar,” Isis says with a bob of her curls. Mako, a lanky woman whose caramel hair matches her complexion, glances over me as if unimpressed. She turns to murmur to the slightly pudgy man whose face has remained dour throughout the introductions—Pavel. Thlo motions the two of them and Jule over to her, emanating authority despite her short stature in the set of her broad shoulders, the cool tone of her voice.


    I scoot closer to Win. He’s the only one here I really know, now that we’ve spent most of the last three days together, whisking through history and around my world to find the pieces of a weapon this group’s former leader left behind. The weapon that will destroy the time field that allows Kemyate scientists to alter Earth’s past, and stop their experimenting—and its continued deterioration of the planet—for good.


    I have to remember that. The people in front of me aren’t like other Kemyates. They’re risking their lives to free Earth.


    Abruptly, the lights go out. The floor shudders, and I stumble. My body feels oddly flimsy. There’s a little less gravity on Kemya than on Earth, Win mentioned before. They must keep the ship the same.


    Win’s hand tightens around my elbow. A high voice pierces the darkness from somewhere above, speaking in Kemyate.


    “The satellite’s directing a sensor sweep this way,” Win murmurs by my ear, the familiar British lilt to his English steadying me. “We’re going into minimum power mode so it doesn’t ‘see’ us, until we’re out of range.”


    The research satellite over Earth houses not just scientists and Travelers but also the Enforcers, the Kemyate police who’ll shoot us down if we’re spotted. I wait, legs locked, heart pounding. The floor has settled back into the gentle trembling I noticed before. The voice above makes another announcement. The darkness is so dense I can’t make out even the outline of Win right beside me. I wish I were close enough to touch a wall, to remind myself that the space around us is not as vast as it feels right now.


    I wish I had the slightest idea what to expect from this place.


    Win is just saying, “It shouldn’t be much longer,” when the voice above peals out, this time sounding cheerful. A second later, the lines on the ceiling gleam back on. I blink in the sudden glare.


    Mako and Pavel head straight out, Jule sauntering after them. Thlo looks at Win and me, her near-black eyes as impenetrable as the earlier darkness.


    “I’d like you to adjust to the ship before we discuss the logistics of your stay,” she says to me. “We’ll talk further after first bunkdown.”


    I nod.


    “Try to stick to the job you’ve been given,” she says to Win dryly. Win has let go of my arm, but I feel him tense as she strides out of the room.


    “Is she still upset that you disobeyed her orders?” I ask. Win wasn’t assigned to track down Jeanant’s weapon himself, just to keep watch. And he was never supposed to reveal their mission, or anything else about Kemya, to an Earthling like me. Never mind that the two of us accomplished more in those few days than the rest of them had in weeks. They might not have retrieved even one piece of the weapon if he hadn’t risked asking for my help.


    “She’s happy with the results,” he says, swiping a hand through his jagged black hair. “I’m not sure she trusts that they were a result of quick thinking and not dumb luck.”


    “It was a lot of initiative to take all at once,” Isis remarks from where she’s lingered by the doorway.


    Win shrugs, but his deep blue eyes are pensive. Thlo didn’t mention what his current job is, but I’m going to guess he’s on babysitting duty. I drag in a breath, the crisp air leaving a faint mineral taste in my mouth. I don’t want him to regret inviting me to help see their mission through.


    “So, here I am,” I say. “Give me the tour?” I’ll be more useful once I have some idea where—and what—everything is.


    “Of course,” he says, shaking himself out of his thoughts.


    “I’ll help show you around,” Isis says. She smiles, but the analytical sharpness of her gaze as it slides to me reminds me of Win when we first met, when he saw me as more of a scientific curiosity than a person. “We should get to know each other,” she adds. “You’re going to be staying with Britta and me when we reach Kemya.”


    Her accent is thicker than Win’s or Thlo’s, giving her English a staccato rhythm. It takes me a moment to absorb what she’s said.


    “Staying ...” I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I haven’t had time to.


    Isis’s cheek dimples. “I assume that’s all right?”


    “Yes. Thank you.” I’m not sure how big an imposition it is, letting me into her home. From what Win’s said, there’s not much room on the space station, which has been his people’s entire world since a technological accident poisoned their planet ages ago.


    We step past the Travel bay’s doors into a narrow hall with one of those thin glowing lines running the length of the arched ceiling. The walls are the same peach tone as in the bay, the floor a silvery gray, spongy under my feet. “This is what we’d call a, ah, scrounging ship,” Win says. “Mainly used for gathering resources in the atmosphere, on asteroids ... Not the fastest, but a decent cover for sneaking out here.”


    His gold-brown skin seems dulled in the artificial light. I can’t help thinking of the way he basked in Earth’s sunlight. Those last few moments with me, hurrying to my house to pick up a few things before we jumped to the ship, they might be the last he’s truly outside in years.


    Then he sneezes. Okay, so there are a few things he won’t miss about Earth, our cold viruses among them.


    “Where do people on Kemya think you all went?” I ask.


    “Thlo arranged a project that has us scouting and conducting experiments in a different part of the galaxy,” Isis says. “We’ve made sure all the official records reflect that.” She’s stepped closer to me now that we’re in the hall, just a sliver too near to be comfortable by Earth standards. Win used to get in my personal space too—it must be a Kemyate thing. I suppose when your living space shrinks, your sense of personal boundaries might too.


    “Thlo could arrange a trip across the galaxy just like that?” I say.


    “She’s on one of the councils—the groups that make all the decisions about what happens on Kemya,” Win explains. “She has a lot of influence when we need it.”


    “In public she pretends to be completely supportive of the current policies, so no one suspects anything,” Isis says.


    She waves open the first door we come to, and then the next, and the next. “Recreation bay, to keep fitness up. Supply room. Cafeteria. Laboratory. About three-quarters of the ship you won’t see, because it’s cargo hold.”


    I catch my lungs clenching every time a new space opens up before us, my mind cataloging the details as fast as I can take them in. Seven doors down this hallway—strange cylinder as wide as the spread of my arms—rectangular table with ten beige stools around it—screens and lights and geometric patterns etched on walls. I’m so overwhelmed it takes me a minute to figure out why my body’s instinctively bracing. I’m waiting for a wrong feeling and the jolt of panic that would come with it. Those feelings struck most often when I experienced something new: new people, new music or movies ... new places. Leaving me shaking and chilled and an inch from an emotional breakdown. It’s been a long time since I let myself take in so much “new” all at once.


    But I’m okay here. I know where those feelings come from now—the inescapable sense that something isn’t as it should be was a real impression left behind when one of Win’s fellow Travelers made a shift to Earth’s history. It’s not even possible for a shift to happen now that we’ve left the time field behind. As long as I’m off Earth, the wrongness and the panic attacks can’t reach me.


    Huh. I’ve wanted my whole life for the wrong feelings to stop. Turns out I had to leave the planet to get that.


    The hall forks ahead of us. “Cabins,” Isis says, nodding to the left. “There are a few empty ones to pick from, but they’re all the same. First, why don’t you meet the rest of the crew?”


    The door at the other end of the hall opens into a chamber about the size of my bedroom at home. A vast screen covers the wall opposite us, speckled darkness overlaid with floating orange-lit boxes and Kemyate characters. Three consoles with attached seats form a triangle in front of it. Mako sits at the one in the back, caramel skin tinted green by the display she’s peering at, which is projected into thin air over the ridged top of the console.


    Two unfamiliar figures glance over at me from the consoles at the front of the room. Isis motions to the woman first and then the guy. “Britta and Emmer.”


    Emmer raises a hand in greeting. He’s so tall his body seems to have been folded into the seat like an origami figure, topped by blunt-cut auburn hair. Britta’s tan face lights up as she smiles, though the smile is directed more at Isis than me. She’s as slight as her colleague is tall, and could do an accurate impression of a porcelain doll if it weren’t for the tattoo that frames her delicate features, weaving in and out of her hairline like a spidery vine.


    “This is Skylar,” Isis says with such brevity I assume the two have already gotten a basic explanation of who I am. “Emmer’s our spacecraft expert, making sure the ship stays in one piece. And Britta’s our primary pilot—we couldn’t have made it here without her.”


    “I’m sure you’d have found someone else somewhere who knows how to point a ship in the right direction,” Britta replies in a chirpy voice I recognize from the Travel bay speakers. Isis rests her hand on the other woman’s shoulder. When Britta reaches up to squeeze it, I remember Isis saying I’d be staying with the two of them. From the way Britta lit up when Isis came in, they’re more than just roommates. So I’m imposing not just on a couple of friends, but the privacy of an actual couple.


    “The satellite never got a hint the ship was out here?” Win asks.


    “We stayed out of sensor range until we got your signal,” Britta says. “And kept far-side, working around the pulses in solar energy. The Enforcers switched their usual sweep when I didn’t expect it, but we responded in time.”


    She flicks her fingers toward the console. The airy display in front of her blinks to show a sphere that must be Earth, surrounded by a complex matrix of curved lines and dotted waves, and a reddish streak I guess is the ship’s course. I can’t read the characters scattered across the diagram, but the configuration strikes a chord of recognition.


    “You had to adjust because of the planet’s magnetic field there?” I say, pointing to a dip in the course line. Britta’s eyebrows leap up.


    “That’s right,” she says. “You’ve done a little interstellar travel before?”


    My face heats. “No, I just—physics class, and I’ve done some extra reading. I like understanding the math behind how things work.”


    Britta aims a grin fully at me this time, but it feels overbright. “Well, it’s about time we had a real numbers—what’s the word?—geek on board.” She drops into a mock whisper. “These two tech-heads, they’d toss theory down the chute and spend all day just playing with circuits and sockets if they could.”


    “It’s not as much fun if you can’t hold it in your hands,” Isis says with a playful nudge.


    “Yes, but you’d have nothing to hold if people like me hadn’t calculated how to make your tech work in the first place,” Britta returns. “The real power’s up here.” She taps her head, her amber eyes sparkling. I get the feeling this is a well-worn topic for the two of them. Then her voice takes on the same overbright quality as her grin. “You stop by sometime and we’ll chat velocity and magnetics and all that,” she adds to me.


    As if I’m going to keep up with a professional who’s been zipping around the galaxy. “I’m not sure I have a grasp of the concepts at this level,” I say.


    “Everyone starts somewhere,” she says. “You can’t help the limitations you’ve had.”


    Growing up on a degraded planet with feeble technology. As gracious as Britta’s obviously trying to be, I bristle inside.


    Win must catch my reaction, because his fingers brush my hand. When I glance at him, his mouth is tight. He used to be the one making thoughtless comments like that. But his attitude changed, and quickly, as he got to know me. I can hope everyone else’s will too.


    Before Win can say anything, Emmer redirects the conversation, in a low voice that almost disguises his eagerness: “You met Jeanant.”


    “Yeah,” I say, and my throat closes up. Jeanant, the leader Thlo was second in command to. The man who traveled all this way alone to try to save both our peoples. The man who died before my eyes yesterday and two hundred years in my planet’s past. I search for something to answer that eagerness. “He’d be impressed by how much you all have done.”


    Emmer relaxes in his seat, looking pleased. Britta clicks her tongue to get his attention.


    “Grain cluster in 6-5. Time to get back to work. See you all later!”


    The three of us step back into the hall. “She did mean that, about coming to talk with her,” Isis says. “But I think it’s best if you don’t just wander into the navigation room. It might look, to Thlo ...”


    “Like I didn’t care if I was distracting them?” I suggest.


    “Yes,” Isis says, sounding relieved that I understood. “It’s going to take a little time for everyone to adjust to you being here.”


    “But Thlo wouldn’t have agreed to you coming if she thought there’d be any trouble,” Win puts in.


    We wander into the hall of cabins. “The ... toilets are the last rooms on the end,” Isis says, and then points to the first door in the row. “Why don’t you take this cabin? It’ll be easy for you to remember which is yours. We’ll program it with your sequence and vocals ...” She types something into a glassy panel beside the door. “Press your thumb here, and say, ‘Open.’ ”


    A glowing circle appears on the panel. I touch the slick surface with my thumb. A prickle darts over my skin. Sequence—is it sampling my DNA? “Open,” I say. Isis taps the panel again, and the door hums into the wall. On the other side is a tiny room half-filled by a set of bunks.


    “Bed,” Isis says, as if I couldn’t figure that out. “Desk.” She pushes a spot on the wall opposite the bunks and a thin slice of the surface peels away to jut out at a perpendicular angle. “Computer.” She waves her hand in front of the wall on the other side of the door, and a rectangular pattern of light blinks on.


    “We can set it to display in English for you,” Win offers.


    “Of course.” Isis ducks into the cramped room. Win leans against the doorway, covering a cough, as I sink onto the lower bunk.


    It can’t have been more than an hour since he met me outside school and asked if I’d carry on this mission with him—I doubt it’s even five o’clock in the afternoon by my time—but I’m suddenly exhausted. Nothing, not the walls or the floors or the beds or the desk, is quite like the ones I’m used to. And they all have that faint edge of extra thereness, that I can feel even more as I rest my palms on the dense bunk padding. The difference I can sense between how solid all this Kemyate equipment is compared to my Earthling body with its atoms decayed by thousands of years of shifts.


    “There you go,” Isis says, stepping back from the computer. “Is there anything else you need? I’m not sure what you’re used to.” She looks suddenly concerned, as if she’s brought home a puppy and realized she’s not sure she has the right food.


    “I’m good,” I say.


    “I can show you some programs you might find useful,” Win says. “Or—”


    “I think I’d like to take this in on my own for a bit,” I interrupt.


    “Oh,” he says, looking taken aback. “All right.”


    My uneasiness is making me rude. It’s because of Win I’m getting this chance at all. Because he was brave enough to take a chance on me, when just talking to me went against every rule he’d been taught.


    I scoot forward on the bunk so I can grasp his hand. “Sorry,” I say. “It’s just a lot all at once.”


    His expression softens. “No, I should have realized. If you want me— Anything you need, just ask. My cabin’s three doors down. Convenient, right?” He smiles at the allusion to our shared knowledge of the way I’ve multiplied by threes to help my mind cope with the shifts. For an instant, holding his gaze, I don’t want him to go anywhere.


    “Come on, Win,” Isis says. “We have to take care of the Traveler equipment.”


    He squeezes my hand and lets go. “I’ll come by later so we can get dinner?”


    “Sounds good,” I say.


    He bobs his head and slips into the hall with Isis. The door closes automatically, and I’m alone. I look at the smooth panel, suddenly picturing the front door of my house. I have the urge to make some sort of gesture, the way I used to click that lock open and shut three times to reassure myself everything was safe and secure. My hand’s already lifted before I catch myself. I was trying to keep myself safe and secure from the wrong feelings, and those aren’t here. Fidgeting with this door isn’t going to change anything. My little symbols of protection seem empty now that I know what the wrongness is, and that it was completely outside my control.


    I lie down, testing the bunk. A small slant rises up to meet my head in place of a pillow. There’s no blanket around, but a hum arcs over my body, forming a layer of warmth against my skin as if the air has been shaped into an invisible duvet.


    It should be soothing, but instead it’s just one more alien intrusion. I sit back up, reaching for my backpack. I didn’t bring much—Win said it’d be easier for me to blend in wearing Kemyate clothes, carrying Kemyate tech. But I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving without a few reminders of home. My MP3 player. My tattered copy of Flowers for Algernon, which I expect to hold up to a few more rereadings. And two photographs: the most recent one I could find with Angela, Lisa, Evan, and me all together—an extra copy of the one a yearbook staffer took of us kicking our legs while perched on the railing by the school’s back door—and one of me with my parents, the last time we went on a family hike in the state park just outside the city.


    I snap bits of sticky tack from the packet I brought and fix the photos to the wall between the bunks. My friends and family beam back at me, and the tension inside me starts to release. This gesture feels meaningful. It’s funny to think no matter how long I’ll be out here, the way Win can hop through time, I’ll be back before they know I’ve left.


    I’m here for them, facing all these unknowns for them. And for me. So that I can come back knowing that no scientist from beyond the stars will ever make another change to our history, ever rewrite another life out of existence.


    As long as I hold on to that, I can handle anything.

  


  
    2.


    My first night on the ship, I find myself back at the cave in Vietnam in my dreams, watching Kurra, one of the Enforcers who were hunting down Win and me, shoot a young boy who’d seen her and her alien tech. But instead of whirling away with Win after my glimpse of the blackened mess of his face, I’m alone. Kurra turns toward me, smirking. “Standard protocol,” she says, pressing the tip of her blaster to my temple.


    A chiming sound shatters the vision. I jerk awake on my cabin’s bunk, my clothes sweat-damp against my skin. A name glows on the computer display: “Darwin Nikola-Audrey Pirios.” The cabin still feels so alien, it takes a moment for me to get a grip on myself. I close my eyes as I recite the first few powers of three: Three times three is nine. Three times nine is twenty-seven. Three times twenty-seven ... Then, shaking the fragments of the nightmare away, I get up and tap the door.


    Win’s standing outside. Concern crinkles the corners of his eyes when he sees me.


    “Were you sleeping?” he says. “Sorry. We end up on some odd schedules in flight, and our normal day is almost a full Earth hour longer than you’re used to.”


    “It’s fine,” I say. I don’t regret being yanked away from my subconsciousness’s version of Kurra. “What’s up?”


    “Thlo’s called a general meeting. She wants you there.”


    Right. To discuss the “logistics” of my stay. I glance down at myself, my sleep-wrinkled outfit. I can already imagine Thlo’s penetrating gaze finding me wanting.


    Win seems to pick up on my discomfort. “Take a moment to change if you want. They can wait that long.”


    “Thanks,” I say. I guess we both know what it’s like trying to make a good impression when you’re at a disadvantage. Though I doubt his family’s overenthusiasm for Earth culture puts him on as low a level as an actual Earthling.


    I close the door, turning to the two sets of thin, seamless shirts and pants Win brought by for me at dinnertime yesterday. The fabric stretches as I pull the blue set on, and then smooths against my skin as if it’s been tailored for me. Now I have that extra tingle of thereness all over my body, reminding me why I hesitated to change last night. I take a slow breath, and reach for the door again.


    “Ready?” Win says.


    “As I’m going to be,” I say.


    In the cafeteria, all of the others except Emmer are sitting around the table, the discussion underway. Thlo presides at the head, flicking back her sleek salt-and-pepper hair as she acknowledges Win and me. Britta—pilot, I remind myself, and my soon-to-be roommate—grins and jerks her elbow toward the stools at her right. Pavel—information gathering—is slouched over the table, talking in Kemyate with Isis—tech, my other roommate-to-be. Mako—resources—jumps into the conversation without a glance our way. And Jule—jerk, possibly not much else—is lounging on his stool watching all this as if it’s mild entertainment.


    Win frowns. When there’s a momentary break in the conversation, he makes a comment in Kemyate. Pavel pulls a face even more dour than his usual and makes a sharp retort. Thlo interrupts, sweeping Win into the flow of conversation. I wonder if he asked them to speak in English, the way he insisted when Jule caught up with us on Earth. If so, the request obviously didn’t go over well.


    It’s Isis who finally breaks the pattern, shooting a smile our way. “Thanks to Win and Skylar, there’s only one part of Jeanant’s weapon that’ll be difficult to replicate. To properly power the main beam, we’ll need to get our hands on some ...” She says a word that sounds like kolzo. “What are our options, Mako?”


    The older woman tilts her head, her lanky frame stiffening as her gaze flicks over me. She replies in Kemyate. Isis’s mouth twitches, but she falls back into her native tongue as well.


    Win leans closer, an apology in his tone. “Mako figures out where we can safely skim the supplies we need, and where to store them after we have. Kolzo can only be gathered in small quantities, so she’s saying it may take some time before we have enough. Isis is questioning how we can reduce that time, since we’ll want to move quickly now that we’ve extended the mission this far.”


    I wish I didn’t have to depend on him to explain. I’m about to ask exactly how much we need to do to finish the mission when Thlo wraps up the kolzo discussion with a measured remark and turns her attention to me.


    “Skylar,” she says, “you’ve already been informed that Isis and Britta will be hosting you?”


    I nod. “And I’ll help out however I can. Just let me know what you need me to do.”


    “Your involvement will be somewhat limited by the need for secrecy,” she says, folding her lean hands on the table in front of her. “I’m sure, having seen our Enforcers in action, you appreciate the necessity of caution.”


    A chill tickles over my skin. “Will Kurra be back on the station too?”


    “She and her colleagues rotate their shifts off-station,” Thlo says. “Even if she remains Earth-side for the time being, she’ll have sent back reports.”


    “Our Security division respects privacy more than some of your governments do, but they monitor all public areas,” Mako puts in. “You can’t expect to move freely.”


    “Yes,” Thlo continues. “So to keep you undetected you’ll be restricted to the apartment. You may very well be safer there, where we can protect you, than if we’d left you on Earth where an accidental slip could have brought the Enforcers to you without warning.”


    Having seen how quickly the Enforcers could appear, over something as small as a stain caught via a news recording, I know she has a point. “If that’s the way it has to be ...” I say. But I’m not the only one Kurra and her squad were chasing. I glance at Win with a flicker of concern. “Do you think they could identify you?”


    “I made sure none of them got a clear look at my face,” he says. “Don’t worry about me—I’ll be fine.”


    “I’ll take a peek at their records to confirm that when we’re close enough to Kemya,” Britta says with a nudge I think is intended to be reassuring. “And you’ll still be able to pitch in.”


    “Yes,” Thlo says. “The project I’d like you to start with you can handle independently, Skylar. You’re the last person here to have any contact with Jeanant in ... quite some time. That means a lot to us.”


    Of course it does. They’ve been following his mission for years, making the preparations for this illicit trip to Earth without any word from him since the final message he recorded before he left. The assurance that hummed off him in what little time I spent in his presence, it’s carried them this far. And now several gazes are trained on me, lit with expectation.


    “I could, I guess, write up everything I remember,” I say. “Or—”


    Thlo’s shaking her head with a small smile. “Our tech can allow a more comprehensive re-creation than that. You’ll be able to let us see and hear what you did, to the extent that your memories permit. It’s my hope that he shared information you may not realize the relevance of that will help us in this final stage. At the very least, hearing his thoughts will be an inspiration to us. Pavel will come by and show you how to use the re-creation device later today.”


    Jule interjects with something that sounds partway between a question and a complaint. Win protests, but before he’s gotten more than a few words out, Thlo raises her palm dismissively. Jule gives Win a haughty look, Win’s shoulders go rigid, and Pavel and Mako spin off into a brisk conversation that may or may not be about me too. I curl my fingers around the base of my stool, a jitter running through my nerves. Maybe I’d rather be off doing independent projects.


    Thlo draws everyone back to order and gives what sound like final instructions. As the others stand, she beckons me over. Win pauses by the door.


    “Did you want to question your assignment?” Thlo asks.


    Win’s mouth twists. He must decide it’s not worth an argument, because he ducks his head and goes out with the others.


    “You wanted to talk to me about something else?” I say, fighting the urge to fidget.


    “I did,” she says. “Just a small thing. From what Win’s told me, you’re especially sensitive to your surroundings—you have an innate attention to detail? Would you agree?”


    “I think so.” Twelve years ago, when my brother Noam disappeared, I blamed myself for not noticing the signs that he meant to leave and resolved to keep watch for anything else that could go wrong. That obsessive attention to detail is what started me sensing—and panicking over—the shifts in time most Earthlings never notice. I have no idea how I measure against the average Kemyate, though.


    “Good,” Thlo says. “I’d like you to continue the same level of attention while you’re with us. Take note if anything strikes you as unusual about any member of this group. And report to me if it does.”


    “Anything unusual ...”


    “You don’t need to understand why it strikes you, only that it does. I’ll worry about the rest.” She taps my shoulder in a way I think is meant to be reassuring. “Everyone puts on a good face for their leader, but it’s important for me to know if one of my people is becoming stressed or overworked.”


    “Oh,” I say. “Got it.” I’m not sure if I would recognize signs of overwork in these relative strangers, and the thought of reporting their reactions to Thlo behind their backs makes me itchy. But if this is how Thlo thinks I can be most useful, who am I to argue?


    “I’ll do my best,” I add.


    “I trust you will,” Thlo says. “We appreciate your efforts.”


    It’s a clear dismissal.


    I assume I’m meant to wait in my cabin for Pavel to appear, but it’s Win who comes by first.


    “Sorry,” he says as soon as I answer the door. “I would have waited for you, but—well—” He sighs. “What did Thlo want to talk to you about?”


    She probably wouldn’t want me to tell even him about her second request. My gut twinges as I lie. “She just explained more about the Jeanant thing.”


    “Ah. All right. You’re good for now, then?” He gives me a slanted smile, pulling back. “I can get away for a bit, but I think they’ve all decided I ‘took initiative’ out of boredom. Between Thlo, Pavel, and Mako I’ve got quite the list of duties.”


    It occurs to me there is one thing I’d like to find out sooner rather than later, if I’m going to stay presentable. “I, uh, did want to ask ...”


    He stops. “Yes?”


    “In the bathrooms, there’s a sort of stall, like a shower ... but I couldn’t find a way to turn on the water ...”


    “There isn’t water, actually. Let me show you.”


    I follow him to the end of the hall where the two bathrooms are, wondering exactly how weird this is. If I look at it as an alien explaining the practicalities of his ship to a newcomer, not really? On the other hand, if I look at it as a not-exactly-uncute guy who has kissed me once before, demonstrating an activity done while naked ...


    Let’s stick to the former.


    We step into the compact room with its sliding doors on either side, one leading to a sort-of toilet that’s so self-explanatory thankfully I don’t have to ask him about that. Win motions open the other. He points to a circular indentation in the wall. “You just trace your finger around that clockwise to turn it on and adjust the intensity, and counter-clockwise when you’re done. The ‘shower’ is created by a sort of light. You have to give it a few minutes to work, but it’s quite efficient. It’ll clean your clothes too. Although you do have to separate the processes, by taking the clothes off first ...”


    He trails off as he glances over at me, and I think I catch a flush rising under his gold-brown skin. “Thanks,” I say quickly, my own cheeks warming.


    “Not a problem,” he replies. “Ah, if there’s anything else you need help with ...”


    “No, I think I’ve got it.”


    “The way the ‘shower’ works, it’s related to the medic chair—the one I had to use in the safe house?” Win says as we head back to my cabin.


    “I remember,” I say. It’d be hard to forget stumbling down those steps behind him, seeing the blood spreading across his side around a chunk of glass split by an Enforcer’s blaster, before he sank into the chair and let its strange glow heal the wound. The wound he got because he’d been waiting for me, unwilling to risk Kurra catching me instead.


    I miss that, I realize. Not the bleeding part. But the two of us together, doing what we could. It was scary and exhausting, but also easier, somehow. We found a rhythm, knew how much we could count on each other, without anyone handing out orders, or ...


    My thoughts dart back to the meeting. “After Thlo talked about having me do the re-creation,” I say, “what was it Jule said?”


    Win grimaces. “Don’t worry about him. Thlo okayed you coming, and he listens to her as much as everyone else does.”


    “But he doesn’t like it?”


    “Who knows? He complained because it was my idea. He’d find some reason to argue if I suggested stars emit light.”


    I smile. But it’s still uncomfortable knowing Jule, or any of the others, could be criticizing me without my knowing.


    “Do you think I could try to learn your language?” I ask as we reach my cabin door. “I know you have lots to do, and I’ll be working on that re-creation project soon, but I bet I’d be a lot more useful if I knew at least the basics.”


    “That’s a great idea,” Win says. “You don’t need me. The language learning program is customizable—I’m sure I can set it to teach Kemyate.”


    Inside the cabin, he turns to the computer terminal and flicks through the interface. “It’s very comprehensive,” he says. “Nearly everyone on Kemya uses it, so they’ll be able to take in the Earth media they find most interesting without a translator constantly going. I don’t know if anyone’s ever gone from English to Kemyate before, but there’s no reason you shouldn’t be able to.”


    He enters one final command, his fingers skimming the air about an inch from the screen. The display shows a smiling androgynous face and the words “Language Learner” with the options to “Start” or “Exit.”


    “That looks simple enough,” I say. I don’t know if I’ll find a language from a whole different planet as easy to pick up as ones from other continents, but if Kemyates can do it, why shouldn’t I? After a thousand of years of refining, they’ve probably developed some pretty advanced learning strategies.


    “I’ll make it an ... icon, on your primary interface, here,” Win says. He dismisses the program. “If you want, I can put in more shortcuts for you, depending on what you’d like to look at. We can’t get direct feeds from Earth this far out, and Britta and Emmer wouldn’t have risked collecting them while they were staying hidden, but archives from when the ship was last in Kemyate space will be loaded.”


    He brings up a video that looks like the sort of news footage I might have watched on my TV back home. Win offers me a grin, but my gaze sticks on something else. Above the scrolling headlines and the woman talking to the camera, the date is hovering in bold white letters. Day, month, and year.


    A year seventeen past the one I was in yesterday.


    “That’s ... That’s recent?” I say.


    “From about ... a month and a half ago, your time,” Win says.


    “So right now, on Earth, it’s a month and a half later than when that was recorded.” I wave at the screen.


    Win glances at it and back at me. “Right.”


    My heart sinks.


    I should have known. I did know. Win told me, days ago, that the present he’d go back to outside the time field was seventeen years ahead of my present. Somehow I just managed not to connect it to me, here, now.


    “Right now, on Earth, seventeen years have gone by since you came to bring me to the ship,” I say slowly. “And I haven’t come back, and no one knows what happened to me.”


    I didn’t think—I didn’t even leave a note for my parents trying to explain. Not that there’s anything I could have said that would have made it okay.


    It was so easy before, hopping around Earth’s past. There and back, like I was never gone. But now I’ve been gone for nearly two decades, just like that.


    “It’s all right, Skylar,” Win says. “I can still bring you back to the moment after we left, as I said I would. Anything that’s happened without you there, it’ll be written over. No one will know the difference.”


    “They know it for now,” I say. “They’ve known it for seventeen years. My parents have had to deal with both of their kids disappearing without a trace.”


    I didn’t even get to tell them what really happened to Noam before I left. I found out about his accidental death at the hands of classmates during my Traveling with Win, but in the end there was no safe way to prevent it and bring him back. I wanted them to at least know he hadn’t left on purpose, run away like we’d assumed. Now they’ve felt that agony all over again.


    And I’ll know that, no matter what gets rewritten.


    “I thought you realized,” Win says.


    “Of course you did.” I rub my face. Would I have turned down his offer if I’d seen the full implications? I’d at least have wanted to think it through more thoroughly. My head jerks up. “What about the Enforcers? Won’t it have created a huge shift that I was there and then wasn’t anymore? If they’ve gone after my family—”


    “Hey,” Win says. “You don’t have to worry about that. Before I came to get you, I called in a fake bomb threat to the airport. That’ll have shifted all sorts of people’s movements. Your vanishing will be lost in the chain. The Enforcers didn’t have any real data on you, not even your name. They won’t have noticed. I promise.”


    I should be grateful he thought of it, but he says it so casually, talking about changing hundreds, thousands, maybe millions, of lives—of adding to the toll his people’s shifts have taken on Earth itself—that my stomach clenches. How much did he alter with that one call?


    “I know how you feel about making shifts,” Win says at my expression. “It’s the only way I could bring you safely. It’s not as if I enjoyed doing it.”


    “But you did it,” I say. “You didn’t even think it was important enough to mention.”


    No matter how much he’s against the scientists who’ve been manipulating my planet, he’s still Kemyate. Grown up in a world where the idea of meddling with billions of lives for your own reassurance is totally okay. As intense as the few days we spent together were ... they were still only a few days. There are parts of him as alien to me as this ship.


    “Skylar,” he says, “I ...” He doesn’t seem to know how to finish.


    “I understand,” I say. “You did what you thought you needed to. I’m glad you made sure my leaving didn’t put my family in danger.”


    I just need a little while to accept the fact that even after everything we’ve been through, he could do it that easily, see it as mattering so little.


    “When we’re finished here, it’ll all be over,” he says. “I’ll bring you back, you’ll have those seventeen years you were supposed to, and the generator will be disabled so no future Travelers can change that. There won’t be another shift, ever.”


    “I know,” I say around the lump in my throat. I give him a weak smile that I hope conveys I’m not angry at him. If I’m angry at anyone, it’s myself. “Well, I guess if we’re going to speed that along, we’d both better get to work.”


    Win wavers on his feet. “You’re okay?”


    “Yeah,” I say.


    I will be. When the time field generator has exploded into a million pieces. And the sooner we can come back and do that, the sooner I can end the pain I’ve unwittingly caused.

  


  
    3.


    Pavel turns up a couple hours later with his perpetual frown and a device like a pane of glass the size of a tablet computer.


    “I believe the most direct translation would be a ‘vision well,’ ” he says, his hesitant English carrying a slight Australian accent. “You will talk it through ... Ah, you’re familiar with the idea of police sketch artists?”


    “Yeah,” I say.


    “The process, for what Thlo wants, will be similar. The ‘well’ is loaded with a few videos of Jeanant for reference, and places from around Earth.” His shoulders hunch as he leans next to me, sliding his fingers over the glossy surface. It wakes up, a myriad of tiny squares of motion growing and shrinking in reaction to his touch. “You tell it what you saw, and it will try to create the scene. You check what it’s made, and say any changes needed, until it’s as close to your memory as you can do.”


    My gaze skims the spread of images. “This is something people on Kemya do a lot?”


    “In a case where there is no real recording of events, it’s very helpful,” Pavel says, and I wonder if he’s used it in the information gathering Win mentioned. Maybe that’s why Thlo asked him to demonstrate. “But it’s mainly used for creating ... prototypes, construction planning.” He pauses. “I look forward to seeing Jeanant again, if only this way.”


    When I glance up at him, his watery gray eyes dart away from mine. Seventeen years, I think. Pavel doesn’t look like he could be out of his thirties. “How long did you work with him, before he left?” I ask.


    “Almost two years,” he says. “Long enough to know he cared more about improving Kemya than any council member.”


    Then he leaves me to it.


    I take some time testing the vision well, examining the images in greater detail by hovering my finger over them. There’s one I’ve seen before: the recording of a speech Jeanant gave that Win showed me when he was first explaining their mission.


    When I press on the square, it falls away into the screen. The recording starts to play, as if the thin slab in my hands has transformed into a portal, with a sense of depth and mass no flat image should be able to provide. As if a real miniature Jeanant is standing in a real room between my hands.


    As he moves and speaks, the power of his presence washes over me, like it did every time I met him. The determination in his posture. The confidence in his voice.


    “If we have the courage to take that chance, to question those who would keep us locked in the same old patterns, we can become something so incredible that we’ll set all our lives on a completely different course—one we can be proud of.”


    His words ring through me as the screen darkens. Ring alongside an ache that’s spreading through my chest. I don’t know if I can give Pavel and the rest of them more of that Jeanant. The Jeanant I met was running on empty, dragged down by fatigue and uncertainty after days of racing to stay one step ahead of the Enforcers.


    But I told Thlo I’d try. So I clear my throat and tell the well to make a new file. It offers me a blank screen. I begin to re-create the first place I saw Jeanant: a small gallery room in the Louvre, in the Paris of 1830.


    It’s a slow procedure. I talk the well through the colors of the walls, the images in the paintings there, the size of the space, the height of the ceiling. Strain my recollections until the room I’ve created feels as right as I can make it. Then I insert Jeanant. “Standing a little more to the left. Turned ten degrees to the right. Back to the left five degrees.” On and on: the way he angled his head, the expression on his face, the tenor of his voice. He morphs before my eyes like a puppet whose strings I’m pulling. When a grumbling in my stomach tells me it’s time to grab a meal, I’m glad to take a break.


    The process gets harder the further I go. The caves in Vietnam, where he wasn’t totally sure I was real. The Ohio forest where he refused to accept my help. I work at it for an hour or two at a time across the next few days, setting aside the well in between and letting myself recuperate before going on.


    I fill the rest of the time as productively as I can. Lingering in the halls, remembering Isis’s comment about distracting people from their tasks, makes me edgy, so mostly I stay in my cabin, which is becoming familiar if not entirely comfortable. I’ve acclimatized to the thereness of the ship, but every now and then, especially if I’m tired, it gives me a momentary shudder. Keeping myself busy helps with that too.


    I work my vocal chords around the alternately slurred and staccato syllables of the Kemyate tongue in front of the computer terminal. As I adjust to its gesture-based interface, I sift through all the information I can find about Kemya itself. The diagrams of the station show a huge saucer encased in a diamond-shaped framework: a design tweaked after a couple of earlier iterations. The original station, if I understand correctly, was an orbiting city for Kemyates who worked in space, which has been rebuilt and updated over the millennia since unexpectedly becoming home to the entire surviving population.


    Reading between the lines, it’s obvious the enclosed space comes with other restrictions. Most apartments can only be assigned to pairs or groups, which must mean people can’t move out of their parents’ homes until they have a committed roommate. Apparently everyone’s implanted with tech that prevents them from having kids until they “register,” and couples may apply for no more than two.


    The councils I’ve heard the rebels mention come up regularly. There appear to be “divisions” focused on different areas of life, and each has a council of leaders who get invoked whenever a decision is made in their respective area. There’s also a singular “the Council” that is referenced here and there, but I can’t quite figure out the significance.


    Mixed in with the drier articles and reports are what must qualify as Kemyate entertainment. Music in electronic tones keyed to certain moods—relaxing, energizing, concentrating. Videos of an antigravity sport where the players shunt a tiny disc between walls speckled with glowing spots of color. Recordings of tech presentations in which beaming scientists announce how this refined console or that improved engine has 5 percent more clarity, or 10 percent increased efficiency. That’s as extreme as their innovations seem to get.


    I guess knowing that the last time someone charged ahead with some bold new technology it destroyed your entire planet puts a damper on the inventive spirit.


    The ship’s network contains a huge database of Earth media too: news feeds like the one Win showed me, satellite recordings, music, and movies. The news feeds are mainly raw footage, but every time I see a date that should be in my future, my throat tightens up. A few times I hover on the verge of searching for my parents’ names, or Angela, or Lisa, and then chicken out. I bring up a couple TV shows that didn’t exist when I was last on Earth, only to discover that everything in the public database includes Kemyate commentary. A blurb at the beginning describing the general absurdities of Earthling behavior that will follow, like unreliable communication methods or the overvaluing of individual needs. Then explanations of cultural details blink across the bottom of the display at intervals: “In this period in the United States of America, homosexual relationships are still considered unusual enough that their existence is seen as humorous. Earthling treatments for cancer continue to be so ineffective that they respond to the diagnosis with fear.” And so on, in a tone condescending enough to raise my hackles.


    After a little of that, when I need something from home, I leave the computer off and listen to the music on my MP3 player—a few songs at a time, preserving the battery.


    Win comes by at most mealtimes, joining me in the cafeteria for variously flavored brownie-like foodstuffs that leave a faint chemical taste in my mouth, but he barely has time to gulp down his food before Mako or Pavel or, once, Thlo walk in with a look that reminds him of whatever job I’m keeping him from. That gets my hackles up too. There’s a hum of activity around the ship, though most of it I only glimpse beyond the doorways, but the senior rebels aren’t giving Win a second to rest. I can’t help suspecting the partly joking comments he’s made are right—that they’re punishing him for the risks he took on Earth. The risks that paid off exactly the way they’d have wanted.


    He looks more harried every time I see him, until one evening he doesn’t come by for dinner at all. Finally I go looking for him. For the first time since I came on board, he’s in his cabin—the last place I check. He opens the door with a smile that doesn’t reach his weary eyes.


    “It’s late, isn’t it?” he says. “I lost track. I was just ...” He gestures vaguely. I can hear the effort he’s making to sound casual.


    “What happened?” I ask.


    He looks at me—startled, and then with resignation. “It’s nothing. We should go eat. You must be starving. Unless you already—”


    “Win,” I interrupt, “do I need to remind you how much I hate it when I can see you’re not telling me things?”


    He halts, and his mouth twitches with a flicker of a real smile. “No,” he says, rubbing his forehead with the heel of his hand. “It really is nothing. I finished working on some inventory Mako wanted done, so I went ahead with the obvious next step—and when she noticed she ... what’s the phrase for it? Tore a strip off of me? It turned out I hadn’t even done it wrong, just not exactly the way she preferred.”


    “I have gotten the impression she’s kind of ... uptight,” I offer.


    “Yes, well, I decided I needed a little time away from all of them.” He grimaces. “I thought it’d be better, after what we managed to do, not worse. I can deal with it. I’m used to them not expecting much from me.”


    “What more do they want?” I say. “You delivered practically the whole weapon to them!”


    “That doesn’t matter much if Thlo also sees it as a reason not to trust me,” he says. “I can’t blame them: her or Mako, or Pavel. They’ve put so much into this mission. All I can do is keep showing I can handle whatever they throw at me. It’s just hard to pretend I agree they should treat me like an idiot who can’t think for himself.”


    Despite his words, his voice has turned wry. “How much more is there left to do?” I ask as we start toward the cafeteria.


    “Right now the most important jobs are getting everything on the ship to match our cover story.”


    “And once we’re on the station?”


    “As far as I know, we just have to gather the materials we need, Isis will test all the weapon’s systems, and we’ll organize a story to justify another trip out into space,” he says. “It shouldn’t take long. We’re already working on the next steps here, and Thlo’s putting together her plan for after we take the time field down. It’ll be much easier for her to take charge if she can offer a clear course of action while everyone else is confused.”


    “And that course of action will be finding a new planet, right?” I say.


    He brightens. “Exactly. Emmer’s narrowed down the possibilities, and we’re processing the data so Thlo can make a final decision. As soon as the experiments on Earth are shut down, the Council will have to admit that we’ve gathered more than enough information on planet life to be properly prepared, and there’ll be no excuse to delay moving on to a real home.”


    That’s why he’s risked his life for this mission, why he accepts whatever treatment the others offer. His world and his freedom are at stake nearly as much as mine.


    Toward the end of the fourth day of re-creating, I reach Jeanant’s death. The Enforcers on either side of him, blasters aimed. His numb leg sprawled in front of him. The bag with his time cloth out of reach. My voice cracks as I describe how he reached for the closer blaster, how he switched it from the numbing setting to the killing one, just as the Enforcer pulled the trigger. The movements aren’t perfect, but it’s hard getting it down at all.


    Thlo arrives at my cabin the next morning as I’m about to look over the scene for the last time. The name that flashes on the computer terminal isn’t one I recognize, so I flinch in surprise at the sight of her outside the door.


    “The name that came up,” I say in hasty explanation, “it wasn’t yours.”


    “Ah,” she says. “It was. We all have code names for the public channels—and the others use mine at all times during our activities. My position requires special caution.”


    Win said she’s on one of the councils. If they’re for continuing Earth research, it makes sense she’d want to keep her involvement with the rebels extra hushed up.


    I grope for something to say. “I, um, haven’t noticed anything odd about anyone so far”—at least not odd enough that I’d risk getting them in trouble—“or I would have come to you.”


    “Continue to keep your eyes open,” she says. “How are you progressing with your re-creation? I thought I might observe what you’ve produced so far.”


    A minute ago I was relieved to think I was almost done, but now a shyness creeps over me. Most of what I’m going to share was only between the two of us: Jeanant and me. I never expected to have an audience.


    “I’ve gotten it all in there,” I say, handing the device to her. “As well as I can remember. There are still a few things I need to tweak, but, well ...”


    Thlo steps inside, and I back up to make room. Her gaze is intent on the screen as the first scene starts to play. Jeanant says something vaguely French-sounding, and she pauses the re-creation to arch an eyebrow at me.


    “I don’t know French,” I say apologetically. “That’s the best I can remember it.”


    She doesn’t interrupt the sequence or look at me again. So I watch her. For the most part, she stands still and easy, her head tipped with a considering air. But the corners of her mouth tense when Jeanant makes the comment, in the caves, about being worried he’s hallucinating. Her jaw twitches when he mentions she hasn’t always been open-minded about Earth. And as the scene in Ohio plays out, as the exhausted Jeanant argues with me about whether he can risk trying to live rather than accepting his death as inevitable, her spine stiffens by increments. It’s so gradual I don’t realize how wound up she is until the moment of the blast comes, and her hands jerk. She clutches the vision well, settling her face into its usual calm.


    “I think everything that was important stuck with me,” I say into the silence that follows.


    “Everything that was important,” she repeats. Her lips purse, and relax again. I wonder how much of what she saw was unexpected. From what Jeanant said, he didn’t let her in on any part of his plan for Earth, even though she was his closest colleague, his friend, maybe more. He kept it all to himself to keep the others safe.


    Or maybe it’s all as she anticipated, and it just pains her to see it.


    “He thought ...” I start, and push myself to go on. “He thought that even if he’d managed to destroy the time field generator, his ship would have been shot down before he could get away. When we go back, will someone have to take that place?”


    “It didn’t have to be that way,” Thlo says. “We’ll have a full team, which will give us more options. He chose to go alone.” She pauses. Before she can say anything else, my door chimes.


    “Pavel said you’d be here,” Isis says to Thlo when I open the door, acknowledging me with a flick of her gaze. “We need to have a group discussion. My ‘mail’ just came in. There’s an electrical problem in my and Britta’s sector, and they’re closing it for repairs.”


    “That’s inconvenient,” Thlo says. “Bring Skylar to the cafeteria. I’ll call the others.”


    She sets the well on my bunk and sweeps out, moving to a communications panel in the wall as I follow Isis. “What do we need to talk about?” I ask. “What does that mean, closing your sector?”


    “It means Britta and I can’t go back to our apartment for at least ... one ten-day,” Isis says. “I can stay with my mother and sister, and Britta with her parents, but they don’t know about ... this. There’s no way we can hide you.”

  


  
    4.


    Everyone gathers in the cafeteria except Britta, who must be on navigation duty. Thlo takes her usual place at the end of the table, and Win heads straight to my side. I notice Pavel’s disapproving glance.


    Jule saunters in last, his eyelids heavy as if he’s just woken up. Which, given the staggered schedules around here, maybe he has. He drops onto the stool opposite Win and runs his fingers over the thick black stubble on his scalp.


    “Isis?” Thlo says.


    To my relief, Isis speaks in English—despite my practice, I still know hardly enough Kemyate to carry on a simple conversation, let alone follow a debate. She explains about the message she received. Mako frowns, and Jule rolls his eyes toward the ceiling as if we should have known I’d be too much trouble.


    “So we have to come up with an alternate plan,” Win says as soon as Isis is finished. “We can’t bring Skylar back after all this.” His hand finds mine under the table, and I grip it, grateful.


    “No,” Isis agrees. “The station will have logged our presence already. It’ll look too strange if we vanish for several days.”


    “Can I stay with you?” I ask Win. It seems like the most obvious solution.


    Win shakes his head. “I live with my parents and brother. They have no idea I’m involved in this.” He turns to Thlo. “What about the vacant apartments in the backup sectors?”


    “The power’s turned off there,” Mako says. “They’re uninhabitable.”


    Pavel says something in Kemyate, too tersely for me to catch a word of it, and Isis retorts. Thlo claps her hands together.


    “We had another viable option when we first discussed Skylar’s accompanying us,” she says evenly. “Pavel, Mako, and Emmer also have family members who would be a problem. Tabzi’s only been an active participant for a few months, so I’m hesitant to trust her with such responsibility. But Jule, you live on your own.”


    He does? Remembering my research about Kemyate housing restrictions, I have to wonder how he pulled that off.


    “Wait,” Jule says, blinking fully awake. “I told you before, I can’t get away with stashing someone in my apartment. My friends would get suspicious if I suddenly stopped inviting people over.”


    “But we can get around that problem,” Isis says. “We dismissed the idea before because it’ll be more complicated, but Britta can doctor the records for the next cargo shipment from Earth. You’re well off enough that anyone could believe you’d bought a ‘pet.’ Then Skylar wouldn’t have to hide at all—she could even come to our meetings.”


    Well off enough—that could explain the private apartment. And not having to hide does have a certain appeal, as much as I balk at the thought of Jule as a roommate. But ... “Pet?” I ask tentatively.


    “Some of the rich families pay to have an Earthling brought home for them,” Isis explains. “They usually act as a servant, or a social companion, or ...” She hesitates.


    “No,” Win says. “We are not going to pretend Skylar’s a pet.”


    “Is she going to fake being drugged, like all the older ones are?” Jule asks. “She can’t give away why she’s really there.”


    “I’m not stupid,” I snap, but inside I’m queasy. Win didn’t mention this before.


    He must read the question in my eyes, because he lowers his. “I didn’t want to give you another reason to hate us,” he says.


    To be fair, I kind of wish I didn’t know now. It’s bad enough that Kemyates have been treating Earthlings like lab rats for the last several millennia. Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised they’d take some of us as ... pets too. How many Earthlings are on Kemya right now, stolen from their home, drugged?


    “There is a shipment scheduled to arrive a few days from now,” Thlo says. “The timing is good.”


    “Britta has her ...” Isis says a Kemyate word I don’t know. “She could change Skylar’s appearance so she wouldn’t be easily identifiable to any of the Enforcers who’ve seen her.”


    Win’s free hand has clenched on the tabletop. “There’s got to be something else. What about Odgan? He has his own apartment on Kemhar, doesn’t he? We’ll be docking there before going on to Kemya anyway.” He looks at me. “It’s a smaller station, farther from the planet, mostly partitioned for science and industrial work.”


    “That might work,” Thlo says. “Though it would cut her off from the rest of us.”


    “Better than acting as a pet.”


    Jule opens his mouth as if to echo the thought. His gaze settles on Win’s curled fingers. He glances up at Win’s face, and then at me. A hint of a smirk touches his lips.


    “I thought the reason you wanted her to come along was how much she could ‘help,’ ” he says. “If staying with me is the best option, I’ll have to step up. What are you so worried will happen to her, Darwin?”


    “You didn’t want her here at all.”


    Emmer makes a remark in Kemyate that sounds teasing, though the only words I pick out are Earth and want. Pavel mutters darkly as if in agreement, and Win stiffens, his hand slipping from mine. “It’s not,” I think he says.


    “She’s here now,” Jule says, leaning back in his chair. He cocks his head at me. “I assume I wouldn’t have to worry about you tearing up my home like some stray mutt off the street.”


    “No,” I say, fighting to keep the anger out of my voice.


    “You’ll be safe enough, then,” Jule says, and to Win, “I haven’t had a guest complain about my hospitality yet.”


    I don’t like how much of this conversation is happening without me. “If I’m the one who’s going to have to live one place or the other, shouldn’t I get to decide?” I say.


    Thlo fixes her cool gaze on me, and I wonder if I’ve overstepped. But she says, “I think that’s reasonable.”


    Then everyone’s watching me the way they did that first moment Win and I appeared in the Travel bay. I take a breath. “So ... once I’m in these records as Jule’s ‘pet,’ I can’t just move over to Isis and Britta’s place when the repairs are finished—is that right?”


    “Yes, unfortunately,” Isis says. “By that time people outside our group will know about you in that ... context.”


    That makes sense. Maybe I wouldn’t even want to move, if that would restrict my involvement. “And what exactly would I have to do to act like a pet?”


    “When you’re with only members of our group, it won’t make a difference,” Thlo says. “But around others ... Jule is right: a new pet your age would be drugged. You’d need to act as if your feelings were numbed. Which might be difficult, because other Kemyates will see you as a possession, there to serve or entertain. They won’t necessarily be polite. If it seemed you couldn’t handle it, we might have to give you a small dose of the drug so you could maintain believability, for all our safety. Though presumably Jule can adjust his social activities somewhat.”


    Jule shrugs. “I can manage a few accommodations.”


    Well, that sounds ... completely horrid. But the alternative is hiding with a guy I’ve never even met, not even on the same station as Win and the others.


    So far Jule’s been all bark and no bite. Thlo wouldn’t have suggested this option if she didn’t trust him. It might even be her way of testing my nerve. I’ve been getting practice at suppressing my feelings since I started panicking over the wrongness of the shifts eleven years ago, and trying to hide that panic so I didn’t worry my family and friends—if any Earthling’s up to this role, it should be me. I certainly didn’t come all this way to let a little discomfort stop me from pitching in.


    “I can handle that,” I say. “If staying with Jule means I can be more involved, then I’ll stay with Jule.”


    “I’m glad we have that settled,” Thlo says. “All of you, back to what you were doing.”


    Jule tips his head to me with that hint of a smirk. I force a thin smile in return. As everyone ambles out, Isis bumps shoulders with Emmer and murmurs something. Pavel eyes me narrowly before jerking his gaze away. Mako seems to be studiously ignoring me.


    “I was on lab duty,” Win says, bringing me back to myself. “Come with me?”


    I follow him down the hall. The lab we step into is about half the size of the navigation room, with a dozen tiny consoles crammed along the walls. A thick glass column with bits of metal and plastic-looking material protruding from its sides stands in the center of the room, leaving just enough space to sit at the consoles without touching it. A wide rectangular screen on the far wall displays images from the universe outside. Every few seconds, it flickers to show a slightly different angle of the stars glinting around the hazy reddish arm of a nebula, as the ship soars on. I’d be awed if I weren’t so wound up inside.


    “I’m sorry,” Win says as soon as the door has closed. “I wish you could stay with me.”


    “I’ll survive,” I say, exhaling. “Jule isn’t going to, like, hurt me or something, right?”


    “No,” Win says, “but that doesn’t mean he’ll make it easy. He’s just ...”


    “A jerk?” I offer, and the tension in Win’s face breaks with a chuckle.


    “Yes,” he says. “That would be a word for it. I shouldn’t worry—I know you don’t let people push you around. Just tell him off like you’ve always done with me, and you’ll be fine.”


    I can’t help smiling. “I haven’t been that hard on you, have I?”


    “No,” he says. “Only as much as I needed.”


    Silence falls between us. I watch the stars travel across the screen. “So we reach Kemya tomorrow?”


    “Yes,” Win says again, but this time without any humor. When I glance back at him, his expression makes my heart pinch.


    “You’re not looking forward to it.”


    One corner of his mouth curls up. “It’s not as though I don’t want to see my family, or my friends, but ... Just being on the ship, I can tell it’s going to be harder. In Traveler training, the longest we ever spent on Earth was a day—and half of that was in one of the safe houses. This time I had a whole month.”


    He doesn’t need to say any more. I saw him there. A whole month of sun and unfiltered air, wide outside spaces and buildings with room to breathe. And as much as his companions here might hassle him, they believe in the same mission. How much harsher are his neighbors, his regular colleagues at home, who have even less respect for his family? I’m lucky they even let me into Traveler training, he told me back on Earth. We’re not considered worthy of very much.


    “But it’ll be easier too, knowing we’re so close to moving on,” he adds. “I can wait, for that.” He pauses, and then ventures, “Are you still upset about how I brought you here?”


    It’s the first time he’s mentioned it since my little freak-out. The question drags up the same jolt of alarm, the pain echoing what I can only imagine my parents have felt. But I can’t hang that on Win. It was my decision to come, my decision not to ask what it would cost.


    “I’m not happy about it, but I’m not upset with you,” I say. I don’t want to think about the hurt I left behind. I want to do whatever I can to get closer to going home and fixing it. I turn, motioning to the consoles. “What have you been doing in here?”


    “I suppose I should get back to that,” he says with the same half smile. “Right now it’s just running programs, putting the equipment through the motions, so if anyone checks, it’ll look like we did spend the last month doing what Thlo’s ship request said we’d be doing.”


    “Is there any way I can help?” I ask. “I can read some of the characters now. And I’m just about finished making the vision well re-creation of Jeanant.”


    Win’s eyes light up. “Did Thlo say when she’s going to show the rest of us?”


    I should have realized he’d be as eager as everyone else. Because he and Jeanant were from different present times, they could only communicate with each other through me. It’s the one part of our travels that he didn’t fully share.


    “I think she will soon,” I say. “Isis came before we were finished talking.”


    “You know, what you’re doing is a lot like him,” Win says. “Heading off alone to a planet that’s not yours to try to set things right.”


    “But I’m not alone,” I say.


    In that instant, despite the uncertainties ahead of us, I feel how true that is. Instinctively, I reach out and take his hand, like I did when he first asked if I’d come with him, like he took mine during the meeting. My skin tingles as I meet his gaze, and this time I don’t think it’s just because of how there his skin feels against mine. It takes me back to another time, when we stood sheltered from the rain in Win’s time cloth, when he leaned in and kissed me.


    Back then, it wasn’t okay—not least because he was doing it mostly out of curiosity, to know what it’d be like with an Earthling. But we’ve come so far since then. If he tried now ... I think I’d know he meant it.


    I think I might want him to.


    I’m leaning closer when Win recoils, dropping my hand and flicking his gaze away, breaking the connection I felt. He recovers quickly, motioning to the consoles with a little laugh. “Well, let me show you how all this works,” he says, but there’s terseness in his voice.


    My cheeks flush. Were my thoughts that obvious? If so, he clearly isn’t on the same page. It’s not as if he’s given me reason to believe he sees me as more than a trusted traveling companion and friend. I’m not even really one of his people.


    Well, that’s not what I’m here for anyway. It’s probably better for things not to get that ... complicated. A friend is all I really need.


    “Let me at it,” I say, and squash down anything that could be disappointment.

  


  
    5.


    Britta comes by early the next morning to tell me it’s time for my “makeover,” with a glee that makes me squirm. She’s holding a shiny copper-colored device about the size and shape of a lipstick tube.


    “How soon will we be at the station?” I ask after she’s motioned for me to sit on the bunk.


    “In a couple hours we’ll dock at Kemhar to pick up a few things from Odgan,” Britta says. “And from there it’s just a short run to Kemya.”


    “But I won’t need to act like a pet right away?” The information I managed to dig up on the network didn’t give me much guidance on how to behave. I know there are approximately two hundred and fifty Earthlings living as pets on Kemya now, that the trend of having them brought over started among the wealthier citizens only in the last millennia, and that as Thlo said they’re considered property rather than people. The Kemyates seem to view them not so differently than Earthlings view their own pets—a source of amusement and a sort of companionship, although here with the side benefit of being able to assign them errands and housekeeping duties.


    After a while, I had to stop reading about it, my teeth so on edge my jaw was aching. They think it’s okay to treat us as less human because of the degrading of the matter that constructs us, when that was caused by them and their experiments.


    “For the first few days, we’ll need to pretend you’re not even there, like we would have if you were staying with Isis and me,” Britta says. “Then when the cargo hauler comes in, I’ll fix the records so it appears you came on it.”


    “And no one’s going to check with the people who were actually on that ship?”


    “No reason to, unless something happens to make someone think you’re a problem. We’ve been working—how’d you put it?—under the radar for years. We’ve got the strategies down. The Security division has never even noticed our activities.”


    “But they have now, after what happened on Earth,” I point out.


    “We knew that would happen. They still don’t really know what they’re dealing with. We can keep ahead of them.” She lifts a chunk of my hair from my neck. “You’re nervous?”


    “I don’t want to screw this up,” I say. I don’t have years of practice blending in to Kemyate society. I don’t want to end up really drugged. Or caught by the Enforcers. Or ... I clamp down on that line of thought and the growing quiver of anxiety.


    “Why don’t you ask Jule to arrange something with Tabzi? I’m sure she has a couple of friends with pets—you could meet one and see how they act.”


    The image of a person being led over on a leash, like a puppy on a canine playdate, pops into my head, and my muscles twitch. But I can’t think of a better way to learn what I need to know. “I will once we’re there,” I say. “Thanks.”


    “Now, for your new look ...” Britta brandishes her device. “They don’t have cosmetic tools like this on Earth! We can keep it simple if you’re more comfortable with that—or do you want to try something extreme?”


    “Ah, no, simple sounds good,” I say. “Whatever will make me less recognizable.”


    “Hmmm. We can adjust your skin tone, give you more of a tan and even out the freckles. And your hair: chin length and darker brown?”


    “Sure.”


    She runs the device over my hair and weight slowly drops away. “I’ll tweak the shape of your eyebrows too. After that, anyone who’s seen you before would have to examine you close-up to recognize you.”


    A faint heat tingles over my scalp. “I’ll need to give you a touch-up every few days,” she adds. “The colors will fade.”


    “Of course,” I say with sudden relief. There’d be a lot of questions if I returned home with a brand-new complexion.


    She nudges me to turn toward her. “It might prickle on your face.”


    The heat races over my skin, making the corners of my eyes and mouth itch. Angela would kill to get her hands on one of these. The one time we put streaks in her hair, her mom got so upset she hasn’t dared try anything else since. A magical device that can adjust your looks in a few minutes—that’s exactly what she needs.


    Not that I’ll ever be able to tell her it exists.


    “Kurra,” I say to distract myself as Britta lowers the device, “she was using some kind of tech to disguise her face when she needed to blend in, but it seemed more like ... a hologram, or something?”


    “Ah,” Britta says. “I don’t know the details of Enforcer protocol, but from what I’ve heard, they use the ... projectors for when they need to make themselves look very different quickly. Bone structure is a lot harder to change than skin and hair. If someone like Kurra was going to make herself look, oh, Ethiopian, that could take hours to get right, and the projector can do it instantly. But projectors give you a headache if you keep them running very long.”


    She eyes me, surveying her work, and says a word in Kemyate I recognize as meaning, done well.


    “Thank you,” I say, the unfamiliar sounds clumsy in my mouth. Britta’s amber eyes brighten.


    “Hey!” she says. “Look at you, picking up the local language.”


    “Win showed me the language program on the computer,” I say. “It seemed like a good use of my spare time ...”


    Britta says something in Kemyate, too quickly for me to follow. She slows down, emphasizing the breaks between the words. The gist, as far as I follow, is that yes, she agrees it was a good idea. Then, in the same patient voice she’d probably use on a toddler, she asks, “How do you like our ship?”


    I scan through the vocabulary I’ve picked up. The Kemyate tongue seems a little peculiar in its range of adjectives.


    “It is well made and ... efficient,” I say. Britta beams, so I guess I didn’t mangle the words too badly. I switch back to English. “The pilot should be proud.”


    Britta bounces on the bunk, her chestnut ponytail swishing. Then her delight dims. “You’ll have to hide that when you meet anyone outside this group,” she says. “There’s a ... sanction, against teaching Earthling pets Kemyate.”


    “Oh.” It doesn’t surprise me. Letting us speak their language might make it too obvious how much like them we really are.


    “You never took up my invitation to visit,” Britta says, changing the subject.


    I feel odd mentioning Isis warned me off. “I didn’t want to interrupt at a bad time.”


    “I guess it’ll be a bit more complicated now that we’re in Kemyate space. Was your work on Earth anything like this?”


    “Well ... I was still in school. But I took all the math and science courses, and did some extracurricular stuff. I was thinking I’d go into chemical engineering.”


    Because it seemed safest, I realize, remembering that decision. I figured I’d find a position that would let me use math and the natural laws without having to cope with quite as many shifts as would inevitably come within constantly updating fields like electronics. For so long, that’s been my first priority—to avoid the wrongness and the panic attacks that were always on the verge of overwhelming me. When I make it back home, I could consider other options, couldn’t I? What actually appeals to me the most, instead of what protects my sanity.


    “I hadn’t read much on astronomy, though,” I add, and gesture to the walls. “How far is Kemya from Earth? Does this ship go faster than light speed? How does that even work?”


    “We have a unit for distance that doesn’t completely translate, but ... this trip is a little less than two thousand light years, I think, in your terms,” Britta says. “And the engines—we have drives based on ...” She says a word in Kemyate, and hesitates. “I’m not sure how to explain it in English.”


    “Don’t worry about it,” I say hastily. “I don’t know if I’d be able to follow it anyway.”


    “You’ll pick it up—you just weren’t exposed to concepts at this level on Earth,” she says, as if reassuring me that my deficiencies are my planet’s fault. “I can catch you up a bit as long as you have some of the foundation. This is my playground, out here. All this space to explore.”


    Her words remind me of the way Win talks about Earth. So much space. “Is that why you got involved with the group?” I ask. “To help work toward finding a new home for Kemya?”


    “A little of that, a little of this. To tell you the truth, I’m not sure I’m looking forward to living on an actual planet.” She gives a tiny shudder, and pokes the side of the cabin. “I like my protective walls. It’s what we all grew up with, you know? But I realize we can’t sustain the station forever. My parents, they were very vocal about pushing for moving to a new world. Until they were both, what’s the word? Downgraded, at their jobs.” She grimaces. “This way, I get to see more of the galaxy and spite the Council on my parents’ behalf at the same time.”


    She pauses, and a blush colors her tan skin. “I’m sorry. That must sound horrible. For you it’s about stopping us from completely ruining your planet. I’ll be glad when that’s over too. And ... anything else I say ... I haven’t talked to any Earthlings before now. If something stupid comes out, assume I don’t mean it, okay? I think it’s great that you’re helping us.”


    “It’s all right,” I say, touched. She is trying, clearly. And I need all the allies I can get.
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    Everyone disembarks when we dock at the smaller station of Kemhar—except me, because I’m not supposed to be here at all. But not everyone stays there the whole time. When I’ve had enough of the language program and wander over to the lab where I worked with Win yesterday, Jule is standing by the large screen, which is still set to a view of the space outside. I hesitate, and then make myself walk in.


    Jule doesn’t move, as if he hasn’t heard me enter. But as I approach the screen, he points to the bottom of the view.


    “That’s our final destination,” he says, in his perfect American accent. Somehow it makes me miss home even more in that instant.


    I can only make out the faint diamond-shaped outline if I stare, next to the curved edge of the shadowed planet. Most of the original Kemya is obscured by the station we’re docked at, an asphalt-gray surface dotted with box-like protrusions that fills one side of the screen. I step closer to it, resting my hands on the material that’s too dense to be plastic and yet too soft to be glass.


    “It still looks pretty far.”


    “When you’ve never been off your planet, I guess it would,” Jule says. He glances at me then, with what feels like a measured consideration. As if he’s only willing to expend a fraction of his mental energy on me.


    I make myself look back. A frank appraisal: he’s attractive enough, with those wide-set eyes, the toffee-brown skin, the muscular build Angela would gush over. But even when he’s not talking, hints give away the jerk underneath. The way the corner of his mouth curves at that angle that’s more smirk than smile. His casual stance as the silence stretches, as if it’s nothing to him how awkward I might feel.


    “Britta did a good job with your new look,” he says, just as that silence crosses over from awkward to excruciating. “So. We’ll be spending a lot of time together. If there’s anything you’re going to be fussy or weird about, I’d appreciate a heads-up.”


    He manages to make the request sound friendly even as he insinuates that I’m going to be a nuisance. My fingers curl by my hip, missing the beaded bracelet that used to ground me during my panic attacks, the touchstone I lost in my travels through Earth’s past. My new touchstone is the image I hold in the back of my mind: the Kemyate generator exploding. The time field that encircles Earth disintegrating. My planet free.


    “It’s a little hard for me to say, when I don’t know how fussy or weird you’re going to be,” I reply. “But I got by fine jumping with Win across several centuries and three continents while being chased by people who wanted to kill us. I doubt there’s anything so horrifying in your apartment that I won’t be able to handle it.”


    “That’ll depend on how horrifying you find me, then,” he says with a teasing lilt. “Darwin, well, you can’t judge the rest of us by that hopeless soft-brain.”


    Despite my best efforts at control, I bristle. “What’s your problem with Win anyway?” I say. “The way you go after him, when I’ve never seen him do anything to you, you’re the one who comes off like a ... a ‘soft-brain.’ ”


    Jule waves away my words. “Ah, I don’t care about him that much. It’s just so easy to wind him up. And he’s so ...” He shakes his head. “You should have seen him, the first year we were in Traveler training. Making the most obvious comments, asking the stupidest questions—he’s lucky Thlo caught on to just how Earth-favoring he is and taught him a few things before the instructors sent him off for interrogation.”


    I suspect he’s exaggerating, but there’s probably some truth in the picture he’s painting. Win’s never been able to hide his emotions, even with me. Which no doubt has made him an even easier target for people like Jule.


    “I’ll admit it’s not really his fault, considering the rotter family he’s stuck with,” Jule goes on. “Naming their kid Darwin?”


    “What’s wrong with that?”


    “It’s almost a cliché—picking an Earth figure that famous. They might as well have stamped on his forehead that they’re obsessives. His dad’s trying to be an artist, of all the useless things. It’s like they’ve forgotten where they live.”


    I raise my eyebrows. “And ‘Jule,’ what’s that short for? Julius, as in Caesar?”


    “Nothing,” he says. “It’s just Jule. That’s the way to do it. Let people take or leave the connotations—you’ve kept it your own. Most people back home know that.”


    Then most people on Kemya are not just over-cautious, self-centered hypocrites, but also snobs.


    “You don’t harass Isis,” I say. “Or are Egyptian goddesses more acceptable than British scientists?”


    “Isis has seven years seniority on me,” Jule says. “I respect that even if I don’t respect her parents’ taste in names.”


    “Well, growing up that way obviously did Win some good,” I say. “How much did your sophistication help you follow Jeanant’s trail? It’s because Win was willing to break a few rules that he thought to ask me to join in, and we put the pieces together in a fraction of the time you’d already spent wandering around revolutionary France.”


    Jule opens his mouth, but apparently he has no snarky comeback for that. He pauses, and laughs. “You know, you have a point there. I’ll give you that one.”


    He nods to me, with what might be a real smile. “I can see this’ll be interesting, anyway.” Then he saunters out. The door sighs open and closed. And I turn back to the skyscape on the screen. To the faint outline of the man-made world I will be both invading and trapped on in just a few hours.
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    When we reach the station I’m in my cabin, stuffing my backpack into the Kemyate bag Britta lent me to disguise it. A shudder runs through the ship. I grab the upper bunk to catch my balance, and the door chimes. But the name that flashes onto the screen isn’t the one I was expecting.


    “Quickly,” Isis says when I open the door, her face uncharacteristically drawn. “We’ve found out the Enforcers are doing an in-person inspection of every ship that’s been off-Kemya in the last few ten-days, as they come in.”


    I stiffen. So the Security division is tightening their efforts faster than anyone here anticipated. “What do we do?”


    “We can’t let them see you,” Isis says. “Come with me.”


    As she ushers me into the hall, Win rushes up. “We don’t have time,” Isis says to him.


    “It’ll just take a second,” he says, his breath short, and then to me, “I wanted to tell you, just in case ... If you need me once we’re on the station, my family’s apartment is Ward 23 Sector 8 Apartment 17. You’ll remember that?”


    23-8-17. My mind files away the numbers automatically. “Yeah,” I say. “But— I couldn’t just show up— your family—”


    “If you’re in danger, it doesn’t matter,” Win says. “I’ll figure out a story for them. And I’ll find ways to keep in touch with you at Jule’s.”


    He looks like he might say more, but Isis clears her throat and he just bobs his head, backing away. His words tumble inside me as Isis hustles me down the hall.


    Just a precaution, I tell myself. Hopefully, an unnecessary one.


    Isis opens a door at the end of the hall and motions me through, into a dark space so deep I can’t make out the other end. A smattering of tiny lights glint on ahead of us as we walk, illuminating the silhouettes of boxes and cylinders stacked around us. The air has turned cool.


    “We have a special section in the cargo bay that should be undetectable,” Isis says. “We’ve smuggled equipment back and forth dozens of times without any problem—you’ll be fine. This development just means we can’t walk you through the docking area the way I’d thought. We’ll have to cart you out with the luggage.”


    That doesn’t sound like fun, but I’ll take it over the Enforcers. “Whatever we have to do,” I say.


    She stops partway through the room. “Wait here.” As she hurries farther amid the cargo, the lights that flicker after her barely outline her curvy form. She nudges over a round-edged container about the size of the 150-gallon aquarium Evan’s dad is constantly puttering around in their basement. I don’t see any wheels underneath it; it glides along half an inch above the floor. When Isis pinches one corner, the side folds down.


    “Sorry,” she says. “You’ll hide in here during the inspection, and then we’ll bring it through processing and on to Jule’s apartment.”


    I drag in a breath and crawl into the tight space. “They aren’t going to, like, scan the luggage?”


    “I’ve got tech that can take care of that once we’re off-board,” Isis says.


    When she closes the side again, there’s just enough room for my shoulders to graze either side of the box. I rest my chin on my knees as it glides on. The motion stops abruptly. The world outside is silent.


    The container’s walls feel thick enough, but the cold still seeps in. Even with my arms wrapped around my legs, I can’t help shivering. I hope the others can get this inspection over with before I’m an icicle.


    The Enforcers have no reason to assume anyone’s smuggling an Earthling onto the station, I don’t think. They’re probably looking for signs of any suspicious activity, knowing the rebels who caught their attention on Earth a week ago will eventually come home. As long as Thlo’s cover story holds up ...


    And if it doesn’t? The box’s walls press in, inescapably there. I try to ignore the sensation, focusing on my feet, massaging warmth into them through the slipper-like shoes Win brought me a few days ago. Without any conscious decision on my part, my mind starts cycling through the three times tables.


    Three times three is nine. Three times nine is twenty-seven. Three times twenty-seven ...


    The minutes crawl by. I’ve spun through the numbers as far as my mental calculating abilities allow seven times and am starting on the eighth cycle when the box shifts again. I tense, not sure what I could do if I’m discovered, but the side doesn’t open. The box glides forward, and turns.


    A few muted voices filter in. My concept of distance is gone; I don’t know if we’re still on the ship or already in the processing area. I cringe when someone bumps the top of the box, but they leave it closed. I ball my hands into fists and relax them, ball and relax, ears perked for the slightest change outside.


    There’s a mechanical hum, followed by a high-pitched whine. My container rocks and then steadies. I set my palms carefully against the sides to brace myself, but the rest of the passage is smooth. My pulse slows, the alien solidness of the walls receding.


    Minutes later, the sense of motion stops completely. I ease my legs away from my body. I can’t make out anything from the world outside. My heart starts to pound again.


    Then the side drops, and Jule peers in at me with a crooked smile. “So, Earthling,” he says. “Welcome to Kemya.”

  


  
    6.


    The main room of Jule’s apartment forms a narrow L just slightly bigger than my living room at home. Jule rattles off the various features with a detached sort of pride, as if I should be impressed though it’s all old hat to him. I gather that one end of the L doubles as a dining area and general lounge, with velvety padded benches that fold down from the walls and a multisize table that can rise from the floor in various layers. The other end of the room holds a metal chamber like the one in the ship’s fitness bay and a giant glossy screen. The walls and floor, table and benches, are rich shades of red and ochre, warm rather than bright so the effect is homey instead of blaring.


    I’m struck by the lack of personal touch other than the color scheme. No decorations sit in the small alcoves that dot the walls; no pictures are positioned on any surface. It feels almost ... empty, compared to homes on Earth. But considering the Kemyate view of art—useless, frivolous—I guess it’s not surprising.


    Two doors open up in the wall beside the benches when Jule taps the tiny indents at their edges. “I assume you’ve got the hang of how the bathrooms work,” he says. “And this is the second bedroom—in other words, yours.”


    The room he points his elbow to looks a lot like my cabin did, only painted yellow and almost twice as wide. I understand why when Jule gives the top bunk a shove and it sinks down while the lower bunk eases out, until they form a joined surface nearly as big as a double bed.


    “You really needed a guest bedroom?” I can’t help asking. How often would you have people staying over when you all live in what’s essentially one densely packed city?


    “All apartments have two bedrooms,” Jule says with a shrug. “You either get the deluxe version, if you can afford it, or the standard. Isis and Britta’s place would be about half this size. You should be glad I let myself get stuck with you.”


    I shoot him a look. “You let me stay here mostly because you knew Win didn’t like it.”


    He grins. “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t feel grateful.”


    I take in the space, trying to imagine an apartment half this size. Without the fitness equipment and big screen, I guess, just the flexible living/eating area. Win must live like that, crammed in with his parents and his brother. No wonder he gaped at the amount of space in my house on Earth. By Kemyate standards, it must have looked like the grand manor houses in Victorian dramas look to me.


    “There’s a closet,” Jule says, nudging an indent inside the bedroom to reveal a stack of folded clothes in a range of colors and patterns. “You should be able to find something that suits you.”


    “Why—” I start, and catch myself. I can only think of one reason he’d keep a bunch of spare clothes on hand—and from the way he smirks at my hesitation, I suspect his overnight guests generally sleep in the other bedroom, with him.


    “I’ve turned the monitoring system on,” he adds. “There’s a built-in sensor for people with young kids or elderly parents—it’ll ping me if you show physical signs of distress. So if something here throws off your delicate Earthling constitution, get yourself in there and I’ll be on my way or send one of the others over.”


    “I don’t think there’ll be a problem,” I say. I really hope I don’t give him the satisfaction of proving that “delicate.”


    “Well, there you have it. Home at last.” He steps back into the living area, rolling his shoulders and letting out a breath in what sounds like pleasure. I’m so startled by his expression of contentment that the question just pops out.


    “You like it here?”


    He arches his eyebrows at me. “This is my home. I appreciate knowing what to expect.” A low tone sounds from the direction of the screen, and a series of Kemyate characters appears on it. Jule’s jaw tightens. “Even if some of it’s an annoyance. Make yourself comfortable. I’ve got conversations to catch up on.”


    I got so used to Win’s awe of Earth that I assumed all the rebels felt that way. But I remember the nervousness Britta showed when talking about planet life. Win did tell me that most Kemyates haven’t challenged their scientists’ insistence that they need to gather even more data on Earth before it’s safe to risk settling down on some unknown planet themselves, because it’s been so long it’s hard for them to even imagine living on a world different from this one. Because they feel comfortable and secure here. Obviously that affects even the more radical thinkers. Win’s discomfort must be one more thing that makes the others see him as strange.


    I duck into “my” bedroom and the door whisks shut. The air I inhale has a similar mineral quality to the stuff on the ship, with a little less tang. Now that I’ve gotten used to the other stuff, it tastes thin in my mouth.


    Flicking my hand toward one wall and then another, I’m rewarded with the flash of a computer terminal lighting up. In Kemyate, of course, but studying the characters, I pick out the controls panel, and then the language selector.


    Once I’ve set it to English, I turn to my bag, digging out my photos. I hesitate when they’re in my hand. Even after I’m officially in the station records, it’ll be only as a pet Jule’s bought. I don’t imagine it’s normal for pets to bring personal effects.


    Pushing down the queasiness that thought brings, I open the closet. There’s room to stash my backpack behind the pile of clothes.


    The bedroom door whispers to the side as I’m shutting the closet. Jule peers in. “I’ve got to head out for a while,” he says abruptly. “A family matter. I’ll show you where the food is.”


    I follow him back into the main living area. His movements are brisk, the tendon in his neck standing out as if he’s clenching his jaw.


    “Something wrong?” I venture.


    “Only the usual just-got-back chaos,” he says, but his chuckle sounds forced. He opens a few compartments in the wall, shallower than my closet and filled with plastic-like wrappers in various shapes and sizes. “Some of these require a little work. Since you can’t read the instructions, stick to this shelf for now. Like the rations on the ship, they don’t require any prep. Just open and toss the packaging here.” One last, smaller compartment opens into a vent-like hole like the one I lost my cell phone to in the Kemyate safe house on Earth. After Jule had taken it and smashed it.


    “Questions?” he asks, in a tone that suggests they wouldn’t be welcome.


    “No,” I say. “I’m good.”


    “Don’t let anyone in while I’m out, and don’t touch anything you don’t understand,” he says, already heading for the front door.


    [image: Section]


    If days on Kemya are twenty-five Earth hours, my body must have adjusted quickly. I feel surprisingly well rested when I get up the next morning, and when I step out of my bedroom, it looks as though Jule’s just emerged himself. He’s sitting on one of the benches with a mug in front of him on the table. A coffee smell that would make Win swoon laces the air.


    “Good morning,” he says without a trace of yesterday’s bad mood.


    “Is that—” I say. “I thought you didn’t have coffee here.”


    “We do when we can pay for it,” Jule says, swirling the liquid in his mug. “Or when we make a stop on Earth and know we can get away with smuggling a couple bags home.”


    Which isn’t something Win expects to get away with, I guess. Certainly coffee is beyond his family’s budget, from what I’ve gathered. “Drinking Earth beverages isn’t beneath you?”


    “Your planet does a few things well,” Jule says. “My grandfather Adka would say, ‘Take the good when you find it, regardless of the source.’ At least that’s the attitude he took when he got me hooked on this stuff. You want a cup? I can’t have you telling people I’m a miser.”


    “Thanks,” I say, surprised—I didn’t expect him to give up any of his stash for me. “You’ll probably be happy to know I’m not into caffeine. But, um, is there anything for breakfast other than ship rations?” I don’t care how many flavors those brownies come in, the thought of eating another doughy rectangle kills my hunger.


    “Hell yes, those are just the easiest to stock up on.” Jule nods toward the cabinets. “Try the third one over, second shelf. The round yellow packet. Turn it around. Twist the upper right corner, let it sit a few minutes, and you’ll get the Kemyate equivalent of cheesy scrambled eggs. Not exactly the same as you’re used to, but formulated for optimal morning nutrition.” I can’t tell from his tone whether he’s mocking Kemyate practicality or boasting about it.


    Now that I’ve followed his directions, the packet is already warming in my hands. “Thanks,” I say again, setting it on the table.


    “I told you I take care of my guests right.”


    I pause, and let myself say, with a glance toward his bedroom, “I figured you were talking about a different sort of guest.”


    Jule shrugs, with a suggestive grin. “Nothing saying you couldn’t be whatever kind of guest you want.”


    I tense, but he just sits there, drinking his coffee, as if it were a totally innocent comment that requires no response. Maybe from him, maybe on Kemya, it is. Or maybe he’s just enjoying trying to put me off-balance. I sink onto the other bench and open my breakfast packet. The soft, savory patty crumbles in my mouth in an almost egg-like way. The texture’s a little too even, and there’s that slight chemical taste underneath, but it’s exponentially better than ship brownies.


    That morning’s conversation seems to have set the tone for my stay. While Jule is around, a little longer that morning and then back from work in the evening, he’s upbeat and irreverent, his remarks often hovering between teasing and flirting. But they don’t go further than that, and he gives me an Earth-acceptable measure of personal space. Still, I decide to wait until he’s not around before ducking into the bathroom for my light shower, not wanting to find out how he’d comment on that. I continue to ignore the borderline flirting and give him a wide berth myself. Just to make sure the boundaries are clear.


    When I ask about his work as he’s getting ready to leave the next day, he explains the Traveler rotation.


    “Half the year Earth-side working hands on, half Kemya-side processing data and planning future projects,” he says. “It’d waste too much fuel having people making the trip back and forth constantly. I’ve got two months left, Kemya-side ... Two of our months—about eighty days. Of course, before then, in theory, there won’t be any Earth-side work to go back to.”


    In theory. “What if we’re not ready?” I say. “Win must have a schedule like that too, right? And Thlo? It took you all years before you were ready to make the first trip.”


    “Because Thlo was starting almost from scratch, and because she wanted to have as many resources as possible in place before taking the first off-Kemya step,” Jule says. “It’s really just the finishing touches now. The only thing that’ll delay us is finding time when we can use work areas unnoticed, for the parts we can’t do via our private terminals.”


    He doesn’t sound particularly concerned. But then, what’s it to him if Earth’s being shifted and worn down by his people for another year or two, really? I think of the Travelers and scientists who are Earth-side now, the effects of their adjustments rippling through the fabric of the planet—my parents, Angela, Lisa, Evan, fading by increments—and my stomach clenches. What if one of those tweaks is the shift that breaks our world completely? Win said it could happen, if the experiments go on long enough.


    I’m anxious to get to work. Now that I’ve sent my re-creation of my conversations with Jeanant to Thlo, I don’t have much to occupy my time except practicing my Kemyate with the computer AI, sifting through more information about Kemyate life, and following my cross-country warm-up routine in the hopes of stopping my body from atrophying. I mention Britta’s idea about meeting this Tabzi and one of her friends’ pets so I can prepare for my upcoming role, and Jule agrees, but we can’t set up anything until I’m “really” here.


    That evening, Jule calls me over to the large screen. “A message from Britta,” he says. “She’s attached a file—for you, apparently.” When he motions to the box of characters on the screen, a video appears in its place: of Win, not Britta. Jule shakes his head and ambles off.


    “I told you I’d find a way,” Win says in the recording with that familiar half smile, as clear as if he’s standing across from me. A pang shoots through my chest. It’s only been a couple days since I last saw him, but that whole week on the ship, I always had him to turn to when the strangeness of everything else around me was too much.


    “I should still keep it short,” he goes on. “I just wanted to send this to you—it reminded me of that painting in your house. I thought you’d like seeing it. What we’re working to protect.”


    His image fades out, replaced by aerial footage following a winding river through thick forest. Like the forest in the state park that a local artist captured in the painting he mentioned. A lump rises in my throat. For a second, I let myself fall away from this alien space, into memories of pine-laced air and the thump of my parents’ hiking boots ahead of me.


    The footage cuts out, and the screen blinks to black. “Good,” Jule says behind me. “Britta programmed it to self-delete. Safest if he didn’t contact you at all, but if he can’t help himself, it’s a lot less suspicious for her to send me a message, considering it’s well known how he and I get on.”


    I’m sure Win meant for the imagery to be comforting, but the walls feel even closer after, the atmosphere more synthetic. After dinner, while Jule brings up a project I can’t follow on the large screen, I slip into my bedroom and finally break my policy against checking in on my friends and family back home. I’ll start with Lisa, I decide. If Lisa’s okay, then I’ll look up everyone else.


    My search for Lisa’s full name and our state brings up some random records and listings, and then an article from seven years back—or, ten after I left. I get two sentences in before the words start blurring before my eyes. An accident, a drunk driver, Lisa hit crossing the street with her four-year-old son. The boy dead on arrival. Lisa in a coma with a spinal injury. Bile rises in my throat. I whisk the article away, turning my back on the computer terminal. It’s a few minutes before I’m sure I’m not going to vomit.


    It won’t happen. When I go back, that’ll change things. A freak accident like that, all Lisa would have to do is be on the street five minutes earlier or later—


    But my shoulders won’t stop trembling. There are no guarantees. I won’t find out whether she’s been spared that fate until the moment arrives. I’m going to spend the next ten years with her knowing what could be awaiting her, and having to pretend I don’t.

  


  
    7.


    After my encounter with Lisa’s future, the thought of looking up anyone else brings back a wave of nausea. It’s not hard to resist.


    Thankfully Jule provides a rather large distraction the next day when he returns from work with Britta and Isis in tow. “If I’d known being part of a rebellion meant an influx of attractive women into my apartment, I’d have signed up with Thlo sooner,” he remarks in his usual flippant tone. Isis rolls her eyes and Britta just laughs.


    Britta’s carrying the lipstick-tube device, and Isis a roll of plastic-y material that she flattens on the table into a thin stiff rectangle.


    “Britta said you’re eager to get up to speed on our tech,” she says. “I thought I’d see how much of the basics you’ll understand.”


    She brings up an image like a textbook page, diagrams and formulas and printed explanations in Kemyate characters. I study it, and flick to another page with my finger, while Britta examines my hair.


    “The color’s held well,” she comments. “Not much fading.” Her tattoo appears to have morphed since I last saw her, the spidery lines pulling back from her temples and trailing below her earlobes.


    “As long as it keeps me disguised,” I say. The image of Kurra jerking up her blaster to shoot that boy flashes through my mind. Not a second’s hesitation. I make myself focus on the tablet instead.


    “What do you think?” Isis asks after a minute.


    “Um ... I can follow some of the equations,” I say. I can’t read many of the characters, probably because advanced technical jargon isn’t high on the language program’s priorities, but I’ve made a point of looking up the common mathematical symbols. “The math’s what comes easiest to me. Stuff like this”—I point to a diagram and the notes around it—“I don’t recognize any of it.”


    Isis makes a humming sound. “Understandable. Our tech concepts go far beyond what anyone’s developed on Earth. You’d need to have a fairly good grasp of them to do any work with Jeanant’s weapon.”


    Britta motions for me to turn. “But if she has the math, there are other ways she could pitch in,” she says. “Maybe you could help Mako with her work, Skylar. It’s mostly numbers, nothing too much on the conceptual side.”


    I glance up, wondering if Jule has any thoughts, but he’s disappeared. Isis follows my gaze. “Jule isn’t much for tech talk,” she remarks.


    “Kind of funny, considering all his money comes from the tech his family’s refined,” Britta says. “His grandfather was the head engineer on the new mechanism that increased flight speeds by fifteen percent. Nobody’s been able to do more than build on that model since.”


    Win said something when Jule confronted us on Earth—about Jule coasting on his grandfather’s success. The same grandfather who introduced him to coffee?


    “Maybe that’s why he’s avoided it,” Isis says. “Family history can create a lot of pressure. It leaves some room for the more lowly of us to get placements.” Her lips quirk up. “Let’s see how far you can get caught up while we’re here.”


    A couple hours later, my head is swimming with terms and concepts I only tenuously grasp. I can’t help feeling Isis and Britta were hoping for a little more from me. I was hoping for a little more from me. Jule reemerges as they gather their things, and Britta gives a strand of my hair a tug with that overbright smile. “And after tomorrow you’ll be able to join us when Thlo puts us to work!”


    A different sort of anxiety solidifies in my gut. When they’ve left, I turn to Jule.


    “I officially ‘arrive’ tomorrow?”


    He nods. “The hauler’s due midday.”


    And then I’ll be on record as a pet, with all that comes with that label.


    “I’ve talked to Tabzi,” Jule adds. “She’s going to ‘borrow’ a pet from one of her friends for you to meet.”


    “Borrow” one. Some of my anxiety tips over into frustration. “How do the Travelers even justify it?” I demand. “Doesn’t grabbing people off Earth shift all sorts of things they can’t control?”


    “They’re careful,” Jule says. “Any Earthling they take ... They pick people who were about to disappear anyway—lost in the woods or at sea or in the desert—so it doesn’t change anything. Other than in a way, it’s saving their lives. Not that I think it’s a wonderful practice,” he adds. I notice he said “they” and not “we” when referring to the Travelers.


    Is it really saving lives, if the rest of those lives are spent as drugged-up slaves? A restless urge rises inside me. I’m so tired of being stuck in this little apartment. I haven’t run in nearly two weeks. I’ve hardly had room to walk.


    “When I’m official ... Will I finally be able to see something outside this place?”


    “Has my hospitality been insufficient?” Jule asks with a smile.


    “I’m just not used to this,” I say, and his expression turns more serious.


    “Of course you’re not,” he says. “We’ll work something out. There are places we can go where no one’s likely to pay you much attention.”


    Jule doesn’t leave for work the next morning—I guess they have days off even on the uber-efficient Kemya. When I emerge from my bedroom for breaks from my self-imposed studies, he’s mostly scanning through some task Thlo’s sent him, though once I find him watching a recording of that antigrav sport I came across before.


    Just after I’ve grabbed lunch, he calls over that he’s redirected a message to my private terminal. It’s from Win, via Britta—a list of links to music in the Earth database he hopes I’ll find “refreshing.” I lean back on my bed as the complex melody and rhythmic vocals of the first set of songs, from a group I’ve never heard of in Iceland, swell around me. I can see why he’d like it. There’s a sense of space amid the notes, an openness that makes me think of looking out over the ocean. Which reminds me of making spring break plans with Angela, Lisa, and Evan. Homesickness pinches my chest, and I sit up to try the next link.


    Jule opens the door as I’m reaching for the terminal. “Ah,” he says with a faint grimace when I wave off the sound. “That’s why you couldn’t hear me.” He eyes the message. “Win sent you that? It figures.”


    “Yeah, I’m not surprised he has better taste in music than you,” I retort.


    “Your mistake is assuming I’d bother having a taste in music at all,” he says with a grin, but the jibe sounds halfhearted. “Come on. It’s time to go.”


    I follow him to the door. “Go where?”


    “The fitness center seemed like an inconspicuous place to meet up,” he says, and stretches his arms. “Time for a better workout than the home gym can provide.”


    I wouldn’t know, since he hasn’t volunteered a tutorial and I haven’t asked for one.


    “You shouldn’t talk when we’re in the halls unless it’s to answer me,” he goes on. “Security only skims the general public surveillance, but better not to chance someone catching the wrong clip.”


    Right. Because there are Enforcers out there—Kurra might even have returned to the station. A familiar itch creeps into my fingers: the longing for my bracelet.


    “Ready?” Jule says. For an instant, I’m taken back to my first trip in Win’s time cloth, when he opened the flaps to the Roman Coliseum in the midst of a past two thousand years gone.


    If I could handle that, I can handle whatever Kemya has in store. “Sure,” I say, despite the tremor that’s rippling through me.


    Three times three is nine. Three times nine is twenty-seven ...


    The hall we step out into is so narrow I nearly brush arms with Jule staying beside him. I cross mine over my chest as we walk. The pearly floor and ceiling emanate a faint glow, as if they’re translucent, though I can’t make out even shadows through their glossy surface. I have to resist the urge to scan them for the recording devices Jule mentioned. The thought of Kurra watching intensifies the constricted feeling.


    There’s no sound but the soft tread of our feet as the hall curves a few degrees to the right. It stretches into hazy grayness as far as I can see up ahead—and behind, when I glance back—in a way that gives the sense of walking through a cloud. That impression is broken only by the outlines of apartment doors and a shallow alcove Jule directs me into. He presses his thumb to a panel there and taps in a command.


    A white oblong structure that reminds me of a cable car pulls up behind a set of clear double doors. A middle-aged man steps out, and I tense. But he merely gives Jule a dip of his head and continues past us into the hall.


    Just moments after that car pulls away, another arrives, this one empty. Jule motions me on. The inside is as spartan as every other Kemyate space I’ve seen so far, with narrow benches that fold down at either end and a gleaming pole that seems to float in the middle of the car. At least it allows a little room between me and Jule. It makes a sighing sound as it starts to rise.


    “If you know the right people to buy a code from, you can call a private inner-shuttle,” Jule says. “So you don’t have to share with strangers—or have your trip recorded. One of the benefits of staying with a guy who’s got plenty of extra credits to his name.”


    “You’re sure there’s no surveillance on here?” I ask quietly.


    “Completely,” he says. “There was a head of the Security division centuries ago who pushed for that, but he got kicked out of office in the uproar. There’s hardly enough crime around here for people to put up with a police state.”


    I think back to the diagrams of the station’s layout I’ve looked at—the main saucer shape with its rings of halls and rooms interlaced with glinting lines. “These ... shuttles go all over the station?”


    “Every second sector has a stop, and all the work sections too.” Jule pats the wall. “Not much flash to it, but you may have noticed we’re about substance over style around here.”


    “Flash?” I repeat with amusement. “You enjoy your American slang, don’t you?”


    “Not just American,” he says. “You should hear me in Hindi and Russian.” His voice takes on a British lilt that’s slightly more authentic than Win’s Kemyate-muddied accent. “Even different forms of English, if you fancy.”


    “Show-off.”


    “If you’ve got it, flaunt it,” he says, flashing his teeth as he falls back into the voice I’m used to.


    “I thought it was uncouth to flaunt anything related to Earth.”


    He waves off my objection. “This is a skill. A Traveler’s got to blend in as effectively as possible. You never know when you’ll have to make a comment on the fly. Most people learn just enough to watch the entertainment programs they want. I figure if you’re going to do something, you do it all the way.”


    He says it in that casual tone, but he glances away from me afterward, his expression almost solemn. As the shuttle drifts sideways, I study him. I’ve spent more time in close quarters with him than I have with anyone outside my immediate family and closest friends, and I’m less and less sure I have any idea who he is.


    I am starting to think he’s more than just a run-of-the-mill jerk.


    The shuttle slows, reminding me of the role I need to play. “What if someone tries to talk to me out there?”


    “Stay quiet for now—act shell-shocked,” Jule suggests. “It’s not likely anyone will bother us, but if they do, I can always say you’re overwhelmed. You did, theoretically, just get here.”


    I drag a breath in and let it out. The shuttle glides to a halt.


    Jule ushers me down another hall as narrow as the one we left, and turns us toward a transparent door. A girl about my age—pretty, with sculpted waves of russet hair framing her heart-shaped face—springs forward as we come in, beaming and holding out her hand at a stiff angle. It takes me a moment to realize she’s offering it to me. I take it carefully and give it a quick shake.


    “Hi, Tabzi,” Jule says.


    Beyond her, rows of metallic cylinders twice as wide as the one in Jule’s apartment fill the room. A large group of Kemyates is bunched along the wall where the light shimmers oddly, raising and lowering their arms. In one corner there’s a small windowed chamber where I can see several children practicing antigravity moves. Quiet music quavers around us in a rhythm I think is supposed to be energizing.


    It’s a lot more sterile and orderly than Mom’s gym back home, scattered with bikes and rowing machines and weight stations, noisy with the whir of levers and wheels and the chatter of clients. I wonder if she’s still working as a personal trainer, seventeen years later, and swallow down the burst of pain.


    “We’re over here,” Tabzi says in a hushed voice. “I got the private room.” She all but bounces as she leads us to a doorway etched in the closest wall. As soon as the door closes behind us, shutting out the murmur of activity on the other side, she spins around. “I’m so glad I’m able to meet you ... Skylar? It is extraordinary. There are so many things I would like to ask. Earth is so fascinating. But the Earthlings I have met ...”


    My gaze has already fixed on the figure standing inside the cramped room, which holds two of the cylinder contraptions and a tiny strip of flooring with that wavery light. The woman, who I’d guess is in her late twenties, gazes at us vaguely. Her dark hair is twisted into dreadlocks that fall to her shoulders, her athletic body clothed in a brightly patterned dress that looks more like a Halloween costume called “Tribal Princess” than anything I imagine any actual Earthling ever wore. There’s a slackness to her jaw, a distance in her eyes, as if that body isn’t totally inhabited.


    She bobs her head to Jule and me, saying something that sounds like a greeting. Tabzi says a few words to her in what I assume is the same language, and turns to us.


    “This is Yenee,” she says. “She doesn’t have any English. But you can still see. The ... implant, it keeps her ... relaxed.” She touches the inside of her own wrist.


    Implant—for the drug Thlo talked about. Yenee smiles dreamily at us, and a knot forms in my chest. Maybe her life on Earth wasn’t the best ever, maybe she’d managed to end up on the brink of death before some Traveler grabbed her ... but it had to be more life than I see now. No wonder Kemyates can keep Earthling pets around without seeing how human they are.


    I want to express my sympathy, but I don’t know what I could say even if I did speak her language. “It’s nice to meet you,” I force out. Tabzi leaps to translate, and Yenee keeps smiling. She says something and bobs her head to me again.


    “She is happy to meet you too,” Tabzi says. “And she wants to know if you will ... exercise with us.”


    “Sure,” I say, my own smile increasingly stiff. I can’t help adding, “Do you like it here?” I’ve left the question purposely ambiguous. Does she have any feelings at all about the situation she’s been forced into?


    When Tabzi repeats my words to Yenee, she answers in what I can hear is the affirmative.


    “It makes her feel well,” Tabzi says. “She is glad to share with a new friend.”


    A “friend”? I wonder how exact that translation is.


    “Must be pretty different from the exercise she used to get on Earth,” I remark, and Tabzi giggles.


    “I think so. She does not say very much about it. Even when I try to talk to her about where she came from, it doesn’t always ... make sense. Her memories are not very clear. She has been with her family here eight years now.”


    Tabzi beams again, as if proud to have produced that entire statement. From her hesitations, I guess English isn’t her strong suit either.


    “It’s better, hearing from someone who’s lived there, instead of ... recordings, and reports,” Tabzi goes on. “You are from close to the current century?”


    “In the current century,” I say, tearing my gaze away from Yenee.


    “You’ve had licorice?” Tabzi asks. “My friend’s father bought some once. There isn’t any snack here that’s the same. And—Jule has put you in Kemyate clothes.” She fingers the sleeve of my shirt, as if I’m a shiny new toy she’s figuring out how to play with. “What did you wear on Earth? Do you have it still? I would love to see ...”


    I have to resist the impulse to jerk back. I guess this is the first part of my training as a pet. Tabzi might know I’m not one, but she obviously has no idea how to relate to an Earthling who’s anything else.


    “I, um ...” I start, and Jule steps in.


    “We should make use of the equipment while we’re here, or someone might notice and wonder,” he says.


    “Yes, yes,” Tabzi agrees. She glances at Yenee—the old toy that’s no longer quite up to scratch—and gives an instruction. Yenee moves into the stretch of shivery light without question. The three of us follow.


    It’s not just the light that’s shivering. The air there oscillates into my skin, making my muscles from brow to toes twitch. Jule raises his arms over his head and then lowers them again, the way the people outside were. “Nice to have a proper warm-up,” he says.


    “This is very different from your ... gyms? On Earth?” Tabzi says to me.


    “Yeah,” I say. For one, we don’t let some weird tech do our warming up for us.


    “What do you do there? You have a job, or school?”


    “Both,” I say, forcing my tone to stay friendly. “Mostly I’m in school, but I also tutor—teach—a boy who’s having trouble with math.”


    “He does not learn at school?” she says, looking puzzled.


    “Well, there are a lot of kids in the class, and the teacher doesn’t have time to help the ones who are struggling as much as they need ...” I trail off at her increasingly befuddled expression. When you have programs like the Language Learner, the idea that anyone would need extra help from another human being must be pretty much inconceivable.


    “Do you—” she starts up again, and this time I cut her off.


    “I’m sorry,” I say. “I think I should concentrate on watching Yenee for a while.”


    “Oh. Yes, of course. So you can pretend. I love it. It is like spies in the movies.” She twitters, but thankfully continues her warm-up quietly, though I notice her sneaking regular glances at me. While I sneak glances at Yenee.


    Studying the woman this way gives me a creepy-crawly feeling I can’t blame on the vibrating air. I hate seeing another person like this, and yet I’m using her. But I have to. If I can get through this, if we can set things right on Earth, maybe there’s some way to return all the Earthlings here home.


    I try to imitate the slackness of her face, letting my eyes go unfocused. The slight hesitation to her movements, arms up, arms down, as if her body’s a little behind her intentions. I’m not sure how much time has passed before Jule announces, “I’m ready. You want to try a Kemyate-style workout, Skylar?”


    I eye the cylinders. I am eager to get out of this muscle-twitchy light. “Why not?”


    He fiddles with a control panel before motioning me over. “I’ve put it on the lowest setting,” he says. “For the shortest time. Just go with it, no resistance. ‘No pain no gain’ is Earth logic.”


    “All right.” I step inside the chamber with growing apprehension. The entrance slides shut, leaving me in a space just a fraction too wide for me to touch the lead-gray walls with my arms outstretched. Something clicks above my head.


    Then it starts.


    The air vibrates like it did in the warm-up area, but quickly rises to a higher pitch. My nerves wobble right down to my bones. The walls flicker—blue, red, yellow—and my limbs move of their own accord.


    A yelp jolts out of me as my arms swing up and around. In toward my sides and back out they go, as my feet step this way and that in an unfamiliar pattern. I try to yank them still and a prickle of pain shoots through my kneecaps and elbows. Tears, more from shock than anything else, form at the corners of my eyes.


    No resistance, Jule said. Just go with it. I let go as much as I can, but my teeth grit as my body continues to move with the vibrations in the air as if I’m a puppet on a thousand tiny strings. A thin layer of sweat breaks out on my forehead and is instantly wisped away by a tickle of cool air. I am getting a workout, as promised. But there’s none of the relief I’d get from a good run.


    Is this how all Kemyates stay fit? How can they stand it?


    My jaw is aching when the lights finally dim. I swipe at my eyes as the door glides open. Yenee is waiting on the other side. “Our turn!” Tabzi declares as Jule emerges from his cylinder. He must have taken the short version too, to make sure he’d be done when I was.


    I wobble on my feet. “Okay,” I say as Tabzi and Yenee slip into the cylinders. “I’m ready to go now.”


    Jule considers me. I hope my eyes aren’t red. “Not your thing?”


    “I don’t know how it can be anyone’s thing!” I snap. I’m not sure I’m just talking about the workout. Because I’m also thinking of Yenee, going through those motions like she’s going through her whole existence here, with all the resistance dulled out of her.


    He doesn’t rise to my anger. “It’s far more balanced than any fitness system on Earth,” he says evenly. “But I can see how it’d be an acquired taste. You don’t ever have to do it again. But—we should cool down a little. You’ll like how you feel tomorrow even less if you don’t.”


    His calm drains some of the ire out of me. I suspect I’d better trust him on this. So I stand with him in the area where we warmed up, where the shiver in the air feels more soothing than provoking now. The burn of muscles well worked has started to travel through my body, but my memory of the machine removes all pleasure from the sensation.


    When Tabzi and Yenee come out, Jule doesn’t make me ask again to leave. “I think we’re going to head out now,” he says to Tabzi. She whirls toward me.


    “We hardly talked! I am so much more curious. I want to hear about your house—your clothes— Do you drive? Cars! Well.” She seems to gather herself. “We will see each other again. I look forward to it.”


    “Thanks,” I say, not quite able to return the sentiment.


    She pauses, and then adds, in a lower voice that makes me feel guilty for how much I want to get away from her, “Win told me how you joined us—he says you are very brave. I think it must be true.”


    “Thanks,” I say again. Tabzi pats Yenee on the shoulder and makes a comment, and Yenee offers her mechanical head bob and a few words of farewell. My guilt slips away. “Thank you,” I say to Yenee, more emphatically.


    Jule hurries me into the public room. “Sorry,” he murmurs by my ear. “I didn’t realize Tabzi would go off quite that much.”


    Before I can decide whether it’s safe to reply, a voice calls out Jule’s name. He stiffens.


    A gangly guy with ebony-dark skin jogs over to us from near the door. “I didn’t think I’d see you in a ... in this sector,” he says. I’d be more pleased that I understood all but one word of his Kemyate if it weren’t for his light brown eyes zeroing in on me. “Who’s this?”


    My back goes rigid. I catch myself. If this guy knows Jule, Jule has to tell him I’m a pet—I’ve got to act like one. I think back to Yenee, ignoring the thudding of my heart. Limp, distant, hesitant. I let my gaze drift away, my arms dangle.


    “... no time to talk,” Jule is saying. The other guy nods, his gaze still on me. I make myself smile—Yenee smiled, when she met us—and then Jule is nudging me toward the hall.


    I can feel the guy watching me until the door slides shut between us.

  


  
    8.


    Late that afternoon, Jule pokes his head into my room. “Nice job you did with the Jeanant re-creation,” he says.


    I pull back from my reading. “What?”


    “Thlo sent the recording around,” he says, and pauses. “But not directly to you, of course, since she was already sending the message to this apartment once. Come here.”


    The large screen in the main room shows an image of Thlo’s placid face. Jule tweaks several characters near the bottom—a code to protect the message’s real contents, I assume. I hug myself, suddenly wondering how foolish my comments to the group’s esteemed leader must look to the rest of them.


    My re-created scene from the Louvre appears on the screen as Jule steps back: Jeanant’s initial warm politeness, his defiance when he suspected I was an Enforcer, his swift escape. Then we’re in the caves by the Bach Dang River. There’s a flicker, and the manufactured video cuts to the moment when Jeanant asked me why I’d come to meet him. It jumps again, skipping maybe ten seconds. “I’m going to do everything in my power to ensure I don’t make a second mistake.”


    The tension in my arms ebbs as understanding creeps up over me. Thlo didn’t just encode and send out my efforts. She’s edited them. Edited out the questions he asked about me, the admiration he showed. His guilt over how his people’s actions affected me and the rest of Earth for so long.


    In the final piece, near Fort Miamis, Jeanant moves through the forest to meet me with that dazzling smile. Gone is his stumble, and most of our argument about why he won’t hand over the last pieces of the weapon. Thlo’s left only fragments: “What I planned before was right.” “It’ll all follow the plan.” “For Kemya.” “I’m not going to let you down.”


    I frown. She must have wanted to hide the weaker side of him, the fears that wore him down. She hoped the others would be inspired—by his strength, his belief in what the group could do.


    But they should know. They should know how that Kemyate need for caution threw even him off in the end.


    And how much he was willing to sacrifice for them and for Earth. Thlo’s also cut Jeanant’s admission that he knew he was on a suicide mission from the start. His death scene jumps from his lunge for the weapon straight to his crumpled form and blackened face, as if he tried to fight and the Enforcers stopped him. As if he hadn’t intended that outcome from the moment he reached for the blaster.


    The recording stops, and fades back to Thlo’s message. I keep standing there. It’s her movement now. If that’s how she wants to present him ...


    “He was quite a guy,” Jule says.


    “Yeah.” That’s what’s most important. Most of the group, they never met Jeanant in person. Seeing him as their unflappable leader will help them stay dedicated to his mission, which is what matters most to me, isn’t it?


    I wonder what Win makes of this, though. I told him what really happened. He brought me to Jeanant—I can’t help feeling he, at least, should have gotten to see the full story.


    “My father hated him,” Jule goes on, his tone amused. “Probably jealousy. My grandfather used to comment what a loss it was, that Jeanant disappeared, all the good work he would have done. At least, that’s what I remember. Everyone stopped talking about him a few months after. It must have gotten out, some part of what he’d tried to do.”


    “The Enforcers didn’t announce it?” I ask.


    “We’re not sure how much of the truth they figured out,” Jule says. “And what they did know, they would have shared with the council of Earth Travel, and maybe the general Council too, but the average person—they wouldn’t want to stir up trouble with people wondering why someone might risk his life on a mission like that. Whether maybe he had a good reason to.”


    When we sit down for dinner, it occurs to me that the first job Thlo gave me is now completely done. The other, more secretive one ... I haven’t been seeing most of the group to watch for worrisome signs.


    “When will we meet with the others again?” I say. “Now that I can go out.”


    “Already arranged,” Jule says. “Thlo’s called a meeting for the morning after next.”


    My spirits lift. Just one more day.


    Jule quirks an eyebrow. “Eager to be back in Darwin’s company?”


    “Eager to free my planet,” I say. “But yeah, that too. Why, is it policy on Kemya not to enjoy seeing your friends?”


    “I’m just looking forward to getting to skip the five minutes every day reassuring him that I’m not carving you up.”


    I can believe Win’s been anxious, having some idea what Jule’s “reassuring” probably sounds like when directed at him.


    “You know I’m going to tell him you’ve been reasonably considerate?” I say. “No more tormenting.”


    “Oh no,” Jule says, a glint lighting in his eyes. “That’s just a different sort of tormenting. What would I have to do to upgrade ‘reasonably considerate’ to ‘incredibly charming’?”


    At that point it seems only reasonable to throw the wrapper from my dinner packet at him.


    I’m just getting up when the screen pings. Jule glances at the name and goes to take the “call” in his bedroom. When he shows up at the doorway to my room several minutes later, he doesn’t speak for a moment. He rubs his hand against his stubbly hair, and then sighs. “I thought this might happen.”


    “What?” I say, my pulse skipping.


    “The guy we bumped into at the fitness center,” Jule says. “Amad. Of course he went and told everyone that I secretly ordered a pet. So now my friends want to come meet you.”


    I’m so relieved it isn’t a problem with the Enforcers that it takes a few seconds for what he actually said to sink in. I’m not sure how well I can keep up the pet act in front of a whole bunch of people. The sum total of my practice has been about two minutes.


    “Right now?” I ask.


    “Whenever I say they can,” Jule says. “But they’re going to keep hassling me until I invite them over. And the more I put them off, the more weird it’ll be. They’ve already been asking why I’ve been too ‘busy’ the last few days to let anyone come by.”


    I take a breath. I don’t want to raise suspicions about Jule. This is the only responsibility I have right now—play my role, blend in. If I can’t handle that, maybe Thlo should dose me with that drug.


    “How bad is it going to be? I mean, if they’re your friends ...”


    Jule’s mouth twists. “You know how most Kemyates think about Earth. Even the people who are cool otherwise can get kind of ... uncivilized about it. Especially when there are one or two around who aren’t all that cool and enjoy being pricks. I didn’t pick everyone I hang out with. Some of them are family baggage.”


    “Oh,” I say.


    “It’s not as if they’d hurt you or anything—we have a lot of respect for personal property here—but they’ll talk. Some of it you’ll be able to ignore, you won’t be able to understand it anyway, but practically everyone has at least a little English they’ll want to try out on you.”


    I’m going to understand more than he realizes, after all my Kemyate studying. I haven’t mentioned it to Jule, liking having an extra skill in my back pocket—and bringing it up now will just make him worry more. If I deserve to be here, I can deal with this.


    “I’ll grin and bear it,” I say. “Better I get in some practice with regular Kemyates before I run into an Enforcer, right? It’s not as if we’re always perfectly nice to each other back on Earth.” I survived the stares and teasing through three years of elementary school before I got my panic attacks under control.


    “You’re sure?” Jule says.


    “Yeah,” I say, with more bravado than I feel. “Let me at them.”


    His lips curl with a hint of a grin. “I’ll tell them they can stop by tomorrow.”


    [image: Section]


    The next evening, Jule brings me the jeans and sweater I was wearing when I left home, laundered, from I don’t know where. He seems more wound up than I am. He paces the apartment, fiddling with a panel near the door and opening and closing the cabinets. “It’ll be best if you’re in your room when they get here,” he says. “Give me a chance to get them settled, okay?”


    “What if they ask what I’ve been doing all day?” I say, with a flicker of uncertainty.


    He considers. “You’re too new for me to have been sending you on errands outside the apartment. You can say you watched stuff from Earth while I was at work and, I don’t know, I taught you how to operate the food packets.”


    As if I really were a dog, left with something to distract it while its owner is away, trained to be useful while he’s here.


    In my bedroom, as I sit on the bunk, the space starts to feel too enclosed. I stare at my hands, and the floor beyond them looks too solid, too there. The bunk under me is more real than my entire body. I shut my eyes. Three times three is nine. Three times nine is twenty-seven.


    The feeling recedes, but it leaves my stomach churning.


    I still have my eyes closed, no longer multiplying but focusing on the in and out of air from my lungs, when the bluesy tone of Jule’s doorbell goes off. My shoulders stiffen.


    Jule calls a muffled greeting, sounding a lot more jovial than he did when he was talking to me. The voice that responds says something about how much time it’s been and then drops too low for me to make out. The doorbell intones again, and again. I grip the edge of the bunk. Numb, I remind myself. I don’t feel this nervous. I don’t feel anything at all.


    At this particular moment, I wish it were true.


    The rap on my bedroom door makes me jump. “Out you come,” Jule says, a faint edge beneath his usual wry tone. He nods to me, holding my gaze with a reassuring steadiness. I make myself step out into the main room.


    Jule’s friends are gathered in the lounge area, a few sitting on the fold-down benches and others standing around the table, which has been elevated at its smallest setting and is scattered with cans of a drink that wafts an acidic peppery smell into the air. My mind itemizes the scene automatically as they gaze back at me: eight people altogether, six guys and two girls, all around Jule’s twenty-ish in age. Like most of the Kemyates I’ve met, they’re somewhat dark in complexion, skin ranging from amber to bronze, hair from chestnut to black, except the ebony-skinned guy from the fitness center—Amad—and another whose tan face is topped by sandy curls.


    “This is Skylar,” Jule says, poised partway between me and them.


    I think back to my meeting with Yenee yesterday, the way she greeted us. “Hi?” I venture.


    “Not very alert,” one of the guys says in Kemyate, but a few of the others smile. A brawny guy sitting with his legs stretched out from the bench gives me a toothy grin that somehow feels the least friendly.


    “I approve,” he says to Jule, and the girl perched behind him tugs on his dark hair.


    “Hain,” she says pleadingly. He chuckles.


    The sandy-haired guy makes a comment I only catch part of—something about not having thought Jule was the type to spend his money this way.


    “I got a good deal,” Jule says. “The one who bought her first changed his mind.”


    “If I got one, I’d want something more ...” Amad says, the last word one I don’t know. The guy sitting next to him nods, studying me as if I’m a new car Jule’s bought.


    “Yellow hair is better,” he says. “Or red.”


    “I’d get one from ...” the other girl says, her final phrase something I think translates into “far back.” “This one looks very modern.”


    I let my eyes follow them as they talk, keeping my expression as still as possible, measuring each breath. “And quiet,” says the guy who complained about my alertness, and I wonder if I should be volunteering more. Jule speaks up.


    “She arrived yesterday. Still adjusting.”


    Hain leans forward, with the grin that’s looking more and more like a leer. “Tell us about yourself, honey. Where’d they pick you up from?”


    “Earth,” I say, and they all laugh. My face burns. Numb, I remind myself. “America.”


    “Definitely twenty-first century,” the girl who pegged me as modern says. She turns away. “You know ... last year got one from ...”


    “You got any skills?” Hain asks with a waggle of his eyebrows. “Singing? Dancing? Acrobatics?”


    “I— No, not like that,” I say.


    He shoots a look at Jule. “I can guess how you’ll be putting her to use then,” he says, and purses his lips in an exaggerated air kiss. The others laugh again, a little more stiffly. My face flares hotter. The girl next to Hain seems to be watching me with particular curiosity. I cover my blush at the comment I shouldn’t have understood by swiping at my bangs, fighting to keep my hand from shaking.


    Is that a normal way for Kemyates to put their pets to “use”? I suddenly remember Isis’s hesitation when she was first explaining the roles pets play. So Jule’s friends all think ...


    Jule rolls his eyes and says something along the lines of, that whatever happens in Hain’s head has nothing to do with him and he’s glad for it, and the laughter that follows is less restrained. Hain shuffles over on the bench and pats the now-open spot beside him.


    “Earthling,” he says. “Come sit.”


    My legs balk at the thought of following his command, but I’m not supposed to care that much. So I settle myself on the bench with a careful gap between Hain and me. The sandy-haired guy mentions some big game that’s coming up—I think he says the name of that antigrav sport Jule has been watching—and the others fall into a discussion about who is likely to win. The girl beside Hain reaches around him to finger my hair, so abruptly I can’t restrain a flinch.


    “Just looking,” she coos at me, twisting a strand around her finger and then letting go. Jule’s debating the merits of some player or team with one of the other guys, but he steps closer to me. His presence eases my nerves just slightly. Hain has joined in the chatter, but he peeks at me sideways from time to time with a slanted smirk.


    A fresh round of peppery beverages gets passed around the table, and everyone’s attitudes become more buoyant—something in that stuff must be making them a little tipsy. And they find a new way for me to amuse them. In the middle of a heated conversation about politics, one of the guys turns to me and asks, “What do you think of the Carmit Procedure?” His goofy grin when I just stare at him suggests that my ignorance is hilarious.


    The others are quick to pick up the game. Every new turn in the conversation, someone has to ask for my perspective, with a round of giggles when I acknowledge, my stomach clenching tighter each time, that I haven’t got a clue. A couple times they ask in Kemyate, so I have to fake complete obliviousness, and their giggles double in volume.


    “How do you think she’d like ...?” Amad says, opening a new can. When the others urge him on, he pushes it toward me.


    “Try it!” the girl beside Hain insists.


    I curl my fingers around the can, which is warmer than I expected. The liquid I can see through the square opening looks thick and red and not remotely appealing. Jule is still hovering nearby, but he doesn’t raise a protest, so I guess it’s safe enough. I raise the can to my mouth as if taking a gulp, only allowing a sip to pass my lips. The drink sizzles on my tongue. I wince, setting it down, and there’s more laughter all around.


    “Hey, Jule,” Hain says, leaning over far enough that he bumps my shoulder, “what would you think about lending your pet to a friend?”


    Jule smiles back casually enough, but I pick up the careful flexing of his jaw. “I wouldn’t trust you to take care of my ...” he says, the word I don’t catch setting the rest of the group twittering.


    “Oh, I’d take care of her well,” Hain retorts, his gaze sweeping over me. I have to ball my hands to stop myself from shoving him away.


    The response to this is more groans than laughter. As it quiets, a guy at the far end of the table, whose hazel eyes have grown suddenly round, says in a cautious voice, “Would you lend to someone you did trust?”


    The question is so much more unassuming than Hain’s, and yet it sends a shudder through me that Hain hasn’t quite provoked. Maybe because it sounds like this guy is completely serious. I look down at the can in front of me, forcing my expression to relax.


    “What a bunch of greedy friends,” Jule says. “I’ve only had her one day.”


    “And already very attached, it sounds,” Hain remarks. “Are you going ...?” The last part of the question is a word that sounds vaguely like the one for decay, but in a form I haven’t heard before. The girl beside Hain swats his arm, but Jule just shakes his head.


    “Not so much I won’t ...” he says easily, and whatever he finishes with, it manages to shut Hain up. The conversation drifts away from me.


    I take another sip from the can, to give my hands something to do other than fidget. The warmth burns down my throat and forms a pool of courage in my gut. I don’t have to just sit here and take this. Yenee wasn’t totally blank. A drugged-up Earthling can ask a few questions of her own, scope out the enemy. These are exactly the sort of people who’ve happily allowed Earth to stay imprisoned for so long.


    The next time there’s a lull, I test the waters. “How did you all become friends with Jule?”


    They blink at me. Then the girl beside Hain smiles. “We went to upper school together. He’d trade me the good snacks for ... what’s it? ‘Homework’ help.”


    “Lived four apartments away from his family,” Amad says.


    “Sectormates and schoolmates,” Sandy Hair puts in.


    “His mom and mine are cousins,” Hain says with a grin. “He had no choice.”


    From the look on Jule’s face, I suspect this is more accurate than Hain realizes.


    A couple of the other guys apparently met Jule playing the sport they were talking about earlier, and the others are from school. There’s a sly tone to their answers, as if they find my asserting myself comical. I grope for a more useful query that won’t sound too aware.


    “Everything’s always inside here,” I say, keeping my voice dull. Jule is watching me— I have to trust he’ll intervene if I go too far. “Not like Earth. Don’t you ever want to go outside?”


    Don’t you ever question the way you do things? I want to add. What you do, to people like me?


    “We go out,” Hain says. “I’ll take you for a ride in my jetter. Got the whole galaxy out there.”


    “It’s better like this,” the girl beside him says, as if trying to reassure me. “Everything’s monitored and safe. Earth is so ... messy.” She makes a face. “You’ll like it better here soon.”


    Does she seriously believe that? I think I manage not to look completely incredulous, but something must show on my face, because Sandy Hair remarks, “We might get a planet for ourselves, some day. But there’s no point until we’re fully ready. We have everything we need here.”


    He sounds as if he completely believes that. If this is how most Kemyates think, it’s no wonder Thlo and the others have to resort to working undercover to pursue their goals.


    “What if something breaks?” I ask, wondering if they know anything about the wear on the station Jeanant was concerned about.


    “We can fix anything,” Amad declares, raising his drink as if in a toast. “And the tech is always getting better.”


    Jule steps over to Sandy Hair and murmurs something to him. Then he ducks into the bathroom. Immediately, Amad leans across the table.


    “Should we tell him?” he says, directing the question mainly at Hain and the girl beside him. “About the parts?”


    “Parts?” the hazel-eyed guy inquires.


    One of the others answers. “Amad’s uncle picked up some ship parts, high tech, but discarded, and ...” A word I don’t know. “Best you’ll get outside the service.”


    “We’re going to light up our fun ships,” Amad says, which doesn’t totally make sense to me. There must be slang I’m not catching.


    “Leave Jule out of this one,” Hain says. “More for us. He’s got plenty already.”


    With those last words, he turns toward me, running a finger down my arm from shoulder blade to wrist. I recoil, almost sliding off the bench.


    “Don’t!” I snap before I have time to decide whether that’s a reasonable pet reaction. Hain gapes at me. It takes all my self-control not to visibly tremble the way I’m quivering inside. The others have gone silent. Hain lifts his other hand, and then Jule comes back out.


    Hain drops his arm. The girl beside him giggles nervously. Jule glances around the table, raising an eyebrow. “What did I miss?” he asks, and his gaze settles on me for just a second. He asked in English so I could answer if I need to, I realize, with a surge of gratitude. But I suspect getting Hain in trouble is not going to make this situation better.


    “Just appreciating your purchase a little more,” Hain says. “You might want to check her ... dosage—she’s a bit tense.” He swivels to face the girl. “So when is that ... going to start?”


    I swallow more of the peppery liquid, and immediately regret it. My head spins. The can feels too solid in my grasp, as if my fingers are going to sink right into it. I set it down and fold my hands in my lap. Stupid. I need to keep my head straight.


    The chatter moves on to something about Hazel Eyes’s mother’s work on the council of ... Business? It’s hard to focus. Councils are important. I have to pay attention. But I’m losing too many words.


    From the corner of my eye, I catch Jule making a short motion with his elbow. A moment later, Sandy Hair rubs his eyes. “Time to get going for anyone who doesn’t want to be ... with the boss tomorrow, I think,” he says.


    There are a few sighs, and murmurs of agreement. The group eases toward the door. When Jule has shut it behind the last of them, I drop back onto the bench. My head tips forward into my hands automatically. I feel like I’ve been dragged around by a choke collar all evening.


    Jule mutters something that sounds like it includes a few Kemyate swear words. Hearing the anger in his voice, a fury I didn’t know I had in me ripples through my body. I clasp my hands together on the tabletop, willing back tears and the shriek of protest that’s bubbling in my throat.


    “They’re idiots,” Jule says. “They’re all soft-brained idiots. I’d like to kick Hain out an airlock. When I stepped away—he didn’t pull anything ...?”


    I can’t speak, only shake my head. I don’t want to admit how frightened I felt in that moment before Jule returned.


    “I won’t have him here again,” Jule says. “Some of the others, I might have to, but I can find excuses to keep him out.”


    “Thank you,” I manage, hating the tremor that sneaks into my voice. I rub my forehead, as if maybe I can wipe that whole experience from my mind.


    Jule pauses. Then, tentatively, he steps closer. He sets his hand on the bend of my shoulder, so lightly I think he expects me to pull away. But the gentle contact sends a rush of relief through me. I haven’t had a comforting touch since ... maybe Win, that moment in the ship’s lab, before he jerked away from me.


    I lean toward Jule, accepting it. He stays there, still and present and undemanding. The anger inside me seeps out into the warmth of his fingers, the soft circles his thumb has started to trace over my shoulder bone.


    Then it dips a little too close to the spot Hain touched, and all those comments rise up in my mind. What Jule’s friends probably assume is happening right now—Jule touching me in a completely different way ...


    I straighten up with a sharp exhale. Jule drops his hand. “If you want,” he says, “I can get out something to eat?”


    “Okay,” I say. I can’t remember how much of our early dinner I choked down.


    He grabs two packets, sliding one across the table to me, and sits in his usual spot, perpendicular to mine. When I glance up at him, the concern is obvious in his dark eyes.


    “Are you going to be okay?” he asks.


    “Yeah,” I say, with a pang of guilt over the many harsh thoughts I’ve had about him in the last week.


    “They talked behind your back,” I add, as an offering of my own. “About some special ship parts Amad is getting through his uncle. I guess they’re going to use them on their own ships? Hain said they didn’t need to share with you.”


    Jule blinks at me. “They said all that in English?”


    “No,” I say. “I, ah, Win showed me the Language Learner program on the network. I’ve been picking up Kemyate since the trip from Earth.”


    “So then you—” Jule drops his head into his palms with a strangled laugh. “How much did you understand?”


    “Not a lot,” I say, to avoid getting into the subject of the more ... questionable comments. “There’s a lot of words I still don’t know, and when people talk fast, I miss more.”


    “But you got enough to pick up on the black market talk,” he says. “That’s impressive. Even more impressive that you made it through all that without letting on.”


    “I told you I’d be fine.”


    “Well, you were,” he says, raising his eyes to meet mine. “Thlo had nothing to worry about. I had nothing to worry about. You’re really something.”


    For a second I think he’s going to reach toward me again. For a second, I want more than anything to feel that gentle touch.


    My face heats and I jerk my gaze down, fiddling with my dinner packet. No matter what anyone speculates, the last thing I’m here for is that.
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    Though I’ve been outside the apartment before, I have the jitters when Jule and I leave early the next morning to meet with the rest of the group.


    “Is it safe, for us all to get together?” I ask as the private inner-shuttle carries us away.


    “Mako finds the occasional gaps when a workroom isn’t reserved, and Britta makes it look as if a little industrial group she made up has booked it,” Jule says. “Isis has a technique that ‘erases’ us from the surveillance footage around the meeting times so no one checking over it will see us. We have someone monitoring the Enforcer frequencies the whole time so we can get out if they look like they’re heading over. And we rarely all meet in the same place. Isis, Britta, and Emmer are going to be down in the tech bays testing out some of the weapon systems. We take every precaution possible, don’t worry.”


    I follow the shuttle’s movements on my mental diagram of the station: from the residential loops near the outer rim to the tighter inner circles of business and industrial space. When the shuttle stops, Jule checks the hallway outside and ushers me to the left. The room we duck into is a cluster of tiny interconnected spaces, the first with three computer consoles crammed against one wall and two rows of small screens on the opposite. Thlo and Mako are standing near the screens in conversation. Tabzi is sitting at one of the consoles. Win, who’s just inside the door, smiles at me as Jule ambles over to Thlo and Mako.


    “It’s been a while,” Win says in an apologetic tone. “You’ve been getting used to everything here?”


    “Some parts easier than others,” I say, but I’ve already started to relax in his presence. “I’m managing.” I tip my head toward Jule. “Anything he’s said, it’s only to needle you, you know.”


    “I figured that,” Win says, his smile slanting. “I just hope he isn’t needling you too much. It would have been easier with you at Isis and Britta’s.”


    “Except then I wouldn’t have been able to come to a meeting like this at all,” I remind him.


    “Of course,” he says. “No, that part’s good.”


    I register the strain in the muscles of his face, the stiffness in the way he stands—the tension I caught glimpses of on our journey back here.


    “I appreciated the messages you sent,” I say. “Thank you. That one band, from Taiwan, their songs are—”


    “Songs?” Tabzi says eagerly, rotating toward us. I hadn’t realized she was listening. “Have you brought music?”


    “Win sent—” I start, and cut myself off at the abrupt tightening of his expression. The others have glanced over. I remember Jule’s disparaging remarks. Maybe having a taste for Earth music isn’t something anyone here except me—and Tabzi?—would consider a virtue.


    I’m saved from having to reframe my answer when Thlo steps over to join us. Tabzi spins back toward her console, and Win draws his posture straighter.


    “Let’s get started,” Thlo says, her gaze settling on him first. “I’d like you to scan the records from ...” The rest is something about talking and “important words.”


    “I was thinking,” Win says in a rush when she’s finished, and takes a breath before he continues, “It might be more useful for me to look at the Enforcer communications from the last two weeks. To see what they’ve been saying about our recent ... activities on Earth. Since I’m most likely to recognize what they mean if they’re talking in code, as one of the two people most familiar with those activities.” He shoots me another small smile.


    Thlo pauses. I half expect her to tell him just to do what he’s been told, but after a moment she nods. “That’s a wise idea,” she says, matching his switch into English. “Here, let me bring up increased access for you. But remember, we’ll still need to take care of the other records after.”


    “Of course,” he says, lighting up for just a second. I can’t help smiling myself. It’s about time she decided his taking initiative is a good thing.


    As Thlo leans over the console Win will be using, Tabzi waves me to the other at her right.


    “I think you’ll be helping me with the ... monitoring work,” she says. “That’s what we get being the new ones!”


    “Okay,” I say, recalling Jule’s explanation of the group’s safety precautions. “That’s making sure the Enforcers aren’t heading our way?”


    “Ah, yes. I can watch both areas myself, here and ... downstairs, in the tech bays. But it’s easier with two.” Her fingers weave through the data in front of her, and the display above my console flickers on. Three boxes appear, periodically updating with strings of characters. “Oh!” Tabzi adds. “Of course.” Without asking, she leans over and taps something into my controls. The characters transform into English words and numbers. Logs of sectors and wards and other figures I don’t know the significance of, mostly brief reports of the “all clear” variety.


    “We’re in 2-29-7,” Tabzi says. “Just say something if you see any ... activity in 27 through 31. If they come right into 29 without us catching on, an alarm will go off. But it’s better to see faster.”


    I can handle that. Only a couple of new lines have come in so far, nothing that’s anywhere near us. I reach to rearrange the boxes in a way I find easier to follow, and an errant twitch of my finger flips one on its side. Still haven’t quite mastered gesture control. A yearning for my laptop back home fills me—a yearning, really, to have one piece of equipment here with an interface that feels normal.


    “Much nicer than your computers on Earth, yes?” Tabzi says. “Maybe a few things you’ll miss when you go back?”


    I suppress a laugh. “The ones at home I’m used to,” I say.


    “It’s interesting that you have so many different kinds. Here we keep everything the same type, the best type. Which kind do you use at home?”


    Does she want to get into a Mac vs PC debate? “Um ...”


    Before I have to answer, Thlo moves into my view. “Skylar,” she says, “if I could have a word?”


    “Of course,” I say, springing up. Tabzi’s face falls, but she tweaks her screen to reclaim the data she’d passed to mine.


    Thlo brings me into the narrow hall just off the main room. “Anything to report?” she murmurs.


    My observations of the group. I swallow. “Well, I’ve only seen Jule, Isis, Britta, and Tabzi since we got here,” I say. “And Win, just now.” What can I tell her? “Win seems a little tense, but I think that’s just because he doesn’t really like being on the station. I know he’d rather be working on this mission than anything else. Tabzi is ... maybe a bit overenthusiastically curious about Earth. Um, everyone else has been fine, as far as I can tell. I’ll keep watching.”


    “Good,” Thlo says, and I sense she’s about to dismiss me, back to the monitoring work that even Tabzi admitted she can do on her own. Is this the only reason she wanted me here—so I could take a brief look at people and give my report?


    Win had the courage to suggest an alternate assignment. And I have the idea Britta gave me, after all.


    “Britta suggested I might be able to help Mako with the scheduling and supply data,” I say. “I’m good with numbers—if you think that’d be useful?”


    I put on my best smart and responsible expression. Thlo tilts her head.


    “Perhaps,” she said. “It would be useful to see how you keep up, at least. Come here.”


    Keep up. That sounds ominous.


    She leads me past an automatic door at the other end of the hall, into an even tinier room with just enough space for two consoles. For a moment, the solid presence of the walls closes in on me. I drag in a breath, focusing on Mako sitting at one of the consoles. Her dark eyes narrowed at the display. Her caramel hair drawn back into what looks like a more intricate version of an Earth braid. Two shades of blue-gray alternating in stripes across her outfit.


    Thlo says something to Mako in Kemyate, so quickly that I only make out a couple words and my name. Mako frowns, but she gets up with a remark of agreement. “Do your best,” Thlo says to me as she turns to leave. I have no doubt Mako will report to her how well I “keep up.”


    “What can I do?” I ask quickly.


    “I’m currently locating sources for the last of the supplies we’ll need to ... skim for our trip out,” Mako says flatly. “Sit. I already have it started.”


    As I take a seat at her console, she leans over my shoulder. “Section list,” she says, bringing up part of the glowing interface. “Go through one at a time. Get the program to calculate the mean and standard deviation there. Here, you set a parameter of five percent of the second standard deviation above the mean. Run it through the data, and note down the list number here of any that are highlighted. Got it?”


    Her fingers have moved so fast I’m not sure I remember everything she pointed out. “I’ll give it a shot,” I say.


    “Any mistakes you make, I’m just going to have to do over,” she warns.


    “Right,” I say, with more confidence than I feel.


    She takes the other stool, so close our backs would touch if I tipped back a few inches, and I stare at my floating screen. Section list—that’s this—no, this one. Easiest to start at the top. I recognize the icon she said to use for the calculations, but the figures come up all in Kemyate even after I’ve set the terminal to display in English. I don’t know enough of the characters to figure out how to run the right operation. I hesitate, and then call Mako back.


    “That’s because it’s my addition, separate from the network,” Mako says curtly when I explain the problem. “Look, you select here, and here, and here, and the mean shows here, the standard deviation here. All right?”


    I nod, my face hot. She stays, watching over me, as I follow her instructions. When the numbers appear, I add and divide in my head without letting myself second-guess, and open up the field where she said to insert the parameters. Mako doesn’t make a sound, so I guess I haven’t screwed anything up. Two listings blink brighter, and I drag their numbers into the list.


    Mako waits as I go through the procedure a few more times. With each, my hand becomes steadier. The flow of numbers offers a sort of security I haven’t felt since Win first appeared in my life almost three weeks ago. I don’t know what exactly this list is for, but I’m putting together a concrete set of data the others can use. A tangible step toward getting home and setting everything right.


    Finally, Mako offers a small sound of approval.


    “Jeanant trusted you,” she says.


    “Yeah,” I say, startled. “I guess he did.” Not enough to let me try to save him, but enough to involve me in his mission.


    She touches my shoulder, lightly, as if she thinks his aura might have rubbed off on me and now will transfer onto her. “It isn’t the same, not having him here,” she goes on. “But I suppose you are better than if he sent no one at all.”


    “I— Thank you,” I say. From her, it’s high praise.


    She goes back to the other console, and I throw myself into the work. When I reach the end of the list, Mako gives me another set to go through, and when I finish that one, she directs me to the hall. “Not enough time for me to show you the next steps,” she says. “I could send you some samples to practice at Jule’s so you can do more next time.”


    “Yes, please,” I say. I grin at her, even though she’s giving me the same skeptical expression as before, and head out.


    I’m just coming up to the door to the first room when raised voices carry through it.


    “Just the two of us, every night,” Jule is saying in a haughty tone. “You must have some idea what a man and a woman—”


    “You think I don’t know her?” Win interrupts. “She’d rather kiss a ... than a ... like you.”


    Jule snorts. “You think you know her? I’ve been living with her for six days. Think about all the ... I might know that you couldn’t.”


    Oh, for God’s sake. Teeth gritted, I hurry forward. The door slides open to admit me just as Win snaps out, “You keep your ... hands off her. I found her. She’s mine.” And suddenly I don’t know which of them I’m angrier with.


    Jule’s lounging on one of the console stools, across from Win. Thlo and Tabzi are nowhere to be seen, which doesn’t surprise me. I’d hope the guys wouldn’t get into an argument like that in front of anyone else. It’s bad enough they’re having it in private.


    They both jerk around when I come in. Win’s mouth clamps shut, a flush creeping up his neck. Jule just crosses his arms, all casual, but I see that flex of his jaw.


    “What the hell is your problem?” I say, and switch into my halting Kemyate, to emphasize how much I understood. I fling my hand at Jule. “You know nothing. You would probably know nothing if we lived in the same apartment for six years. And you.” I wheel on Win. “I am not an object you found. I don’t belong to anyone.”


    There’s too much more I want to say and don’t know their words for. “You’re as bad as those jerks you call friends,” I tell Jule, slipping back into English. And to Win, “Do you really still see me as some ... souvenir you picked up in a tourist shop?” I’d thought we were so far past that. My eyes prickle.


    The flush has spread right over Win’s face. “Skylar,” he says, sounding strangled.


    Before he can get any further, a thin beeping splits the air. He flinches, and Jule whirls around. A message flashes on Win’s console screen. He must have taken over the monitoring from Tabzi.


    “The tech bays,” Win says. “There’s been nothing in the communication logs; someone just showed up.”


    Jule leans past him to jab at the display. The screens on the wall shudder on, showing video footage of various hallways. Win gets up, eyeing them.


    “What’s going on?” I ask, my hurt and anger momentarily swallowed by fear.


    “Someone the system thinks is an Enforcer has gone near where Isis and the others are working,” Jule says. He draws up one of the other console displays. “We should tell them to get out.”


    “Hold on,” Win says. “Maybe we don’t have to interrupt them. I don’t see anyone yet—it could be someone wandered a little too close and left again.”


    “Why risk it?” Jule argues. “If—”


    “There!” I say, pointing to the screen in the lower left corner, where a flicker of movement caught my eye. Two tall figures, one slim and one brawny, stalk into view, heading down the hall. We can only see their backs, but I recognize the belts they’re wearing, like Kurra’s. Win’s stance goes rigid.


    The door hisses open and Mako rushes in. “Is it—” she starts, and Win gestures to the screen. The Enforcers are just passing out of view, coming into focus from the front on the next screen over.


    “Tell Isis to move,” Mako says, her eyes widening.


    “Already doing it,” Jule says. Emmer’s face has appeared on his display. “Enforcers,” Jule tells him with a twitch of his hand. “You have to go, now.”


    Isis nudges Emmer out of the way. “How close are they?”


    I glance at the screens as Jule answers. The Enforcers have marched on to the third. The slender guy makes a motion toward a door, and his heavier companion shakes her head, striding on without pausing.


    My heart thuds. Isis might have Jeanant’s tech plates with her. If the Enforcers confiscate those, we’ll have to start over from scratch.


    Win steps closer. “They’ve got at least a minute. We’ve warned them in time.”


    But I can hear Isis’s worried voice cutting through his. “We’re right in the middle of an ... We have to delete all the data. They’ll see—”


    Mako pushes past Jule. “Leave it,” she says. “Removing the equipment—and you—is more important.”


    Her command carries a seniority, and thus a weight, Jule obviously didn’t have. Isis bobs her head. The display goes blank.


    The Enforcers have made it onto the fifth screen, on the top row now. “We should leave as well, in case they notice the connection to this room,” Mako says. “Where’s Thlo?”


    “She had to take care of the ...” Jule replies.


    “All right. Everyone, out! I’m sure Thlo will be in touch with more information when she’s able.”


    Win grabs my hand.


    “I’m sorry,” he says. It takes me a few seconds to remember what he’s apologizing for, and in those seconds Mako’s already prodded him out the door.


    “Tabzi?” she asks Jule.


    “She left,” Jule says. “Got a call she had to answer—family thing, I think. Let’s go,” he adds to me.


    There’s nothing I can do but follow.
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    They’ll be all right,” Jule says once we’re back in his apartment. “Isis and Britta and Emmer had plenty of warning.”


    “Isis sounded worried about the data they’d been using,” I say, slumping against the wall.


    “It can’t be that big a problem,” Jule says. “And whatever it is, we’ll work it out.”


    “What would happen if the Enforcers did catch them—or any of the rest of you?”


    “It depends on how much they figured out we’d done,” Jule says. “If they knew we were involved in the unauthorized activity on Earth ... We’d be temporarily imprisoned and then put on ‘medication’ to moderate our behavior. Have any saved credits confiscated, be reassigned to one of the lower jobs, or—” He shrugs off whatever that last thought was. “But that won’t happen. There are dozens of layers between each of us and proof of anything we’ve done. Thlo’s been doing this for more than twenty years; she knows how to take care of things.”


    Right, with all her council influence. But from the way Jule rubs his forehead, I think he’s more concerned than he’s letting on. To be drugged like a pet, sent into menial labor ... Then he yawns. Okay, maybe he’s just tired. We were up early for this meeting, and he still has a full day of work ahead of him.


    The thought of sleep and beds, and the other reasons one might not get enough of the former in the latter, brings back the conversation I overheard, with a trickle of nausea.


    “Did you really have to say that stuff to Win?” I ask.


    Jule lowers his eyes with a grimace. It’s the first sign of guilt I’ve seen since I burst into the room, and somehow that rekindles my anger. Back there, with Win watching, he just had to pretend he didn’t care, that my feelings meant nothing. As if allowing that he’d screwed up in even the slightest way would be losing, and what could be worse than that?


    “I went too far,” he admits.


    “You shouldn’t have gone anywhere near there!” I say. “You like to heckle him—it bugs me, but I realize you’re going to do it anyway. You don’t have to bring me into it, like that ...”


    “I didn’t say anything he wasn’t already thinking,” Jule says. “You should have heard him—I tried to be friendly, let him know you’d headed off with Thlo when he noticed you were gone, and he got on this high horse of ‘Don’t even talk about her.’ I’m supposed to just accept that?”


    I glare at him. I’d need to see video confirmation before I’d believe his “friendly” resembled my definition of the word in any way.


    “He should have known,” Jule goes on, throwing his hands in the air. “If you and I were getting up to anything remotely intimate, I wouldn’t be joking about it. I don’t go around broadcasting my and other people’s private affairs to the rest of the world. I never have. If Win paid any attention to who I am and not just the things he resents about my family, he’d have known the fact that I hinted at it at all meant there wasn’t any truth to it. He was being an idiot.”


    “Says the guy who started an argument that didn’t need to happen in the first place?”


    Jule opens his mouth, and closes it again. “Well,” he says after a moment, “that may have been a little idiotic too.”


    “You guys obviously just ... push each other’s buttons,” I say. “Whatever. I wasn’t exactly happy with him either, in case you didn’t notice. We’re supposed to be working on this mission together. I’d like to think that freeing my planet is more important than getting in a few digs.”


    As soon as that final sentence bursts out of me, my anger dulls. That was it. What I was most upset about, underneath. I’m working my butt off trying to see this through, this mission that’s about not just my planet but making all their lives better too, and it was nothing to them to waste time arguing over the stupidest thing. Maybe I shouldn’t have expected more from Jule, but I’d thought both Earth and Kemya mattered too much to Win for him to let a little goading distract him.


    But then, I’d never have thought I’d hear him say what he did either. She’s mine. Maybe he really meant something like, She’s my friend, and his words got twisted in the heat of the argument. Or maybe some part of him does see me as just a curiosity he’s brought home. Like everyone else here seems to.


    A heat has risen behind my eyes, threatening to turn into tears. I swipe at them, hoping Jule will take it for fatigue.


    When I raise my head, he looks startled. He takes a couple steps toward me, and then stops, his dark brown eyes holding my gaze. “You’re right,” he says. “I’m sorry.”


    “Can you manage to quit it?” I say. “The heckling, the arguing—at least, until all this is finished?”


    “You have to ask?”


    “You haven’t exactly been a model of self-control in that area.”


    He winces. “Fair.” Then he raises his hand, palm toward me, like a courtroom witness swearing in. “I will keep my smartass remarks to myself for the duration of this mission. At least, the smartass remarks that relate to Win.” He adds the oath I heard Win use back on Earth, though now I don’t need a translation. “By my heart, by Kemya.”


    As much as I hate to admit it, the tentative smile he offers as he drops his hand sends a whisper of warmth through me. But I can’t quite find it in me to return it. There’s too much else weighing on me.


    “All right,” I say, dragging in a breath. “You’re sure Isis and Britta are okay?”


    “They’re fine,” Jule says, but he isn’t looking at me anymore. “I’m supposed to be arriving for my shift at Earth Travel soon,” he continues abruptly, “I’d better get going, or the wrong people might wonder.”


    He retreats to the door, leaving me stuck in this enclosed space with no idea what’s happening beyond its walls. When he’s gone, I push myself toward my bedroom. I’m tired, but too wound up to consider trying to catch up on my missed sleep.


    How long will it take for Isis to check in with Thlo? For Thlo to contact the rest of us?


    I open the closet and tug out my two photos. Family and friends. The edges are already creased, the glossy surfaces curved from the last two weeks of handling. But the affectionate glow on my parents’ faces, my friends’ grins, are still just as bright. Seeing Lisa sends an uncomfortable twinge through me. I don’t know if she’s even still alive, back on the Earth in this present.


    Which just makes it all the more important that I stick with this, so I can go back to the world I belong in and reset all those lives to how they were supposed to be.


    [image: Section]


    The group reconvenes two days later, in an even earlier morning slot that has everyone except Thlo and Pavel, who must be on more complementary sleep-work schedules, blinking wearily. Relief washes over me seeing Britta, who shoots me a smile when I walk in, and Isis, bent over in discussion with Mako across the table—even Emmer, his tall form folded onto one of the stools and his dark auburn hair mussed, whose gaze settles on me for a moment and then flicks away. Thlo reported yesterday that the three of them had made it out safely, but I feel better having the proof before my eyes.


    In the cramped space around the table, only two stools are empty, between Win and Pavel. Win meets my eyes, his posture uncertain. But I’m not interested in testing Jule’s recent promise by making the two of them sit next to each other. So I take the seat beside Win, smiling automatically to cover my own awkwardness.


    “I’m sorry about the other day,” he says quietly. “What you heard, I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. It’s my fault, for letting myself get angry.”


    There’s a rehearsed tone to the apology that makes it feel more formal than personal. As I hesitate, groping for a response, a floating image forms in the middle of the table. Thlo claps her hands together to draw everyone’s attention. She inclines her head toward the image as it sharpens into the face of a man of about thirty, with straw-pale hair slicked back from olive skin.


    “Thank you for joining us, Odgan,” she says as the murmured conversations around the table fall off. Her gaze sweeps over the rest of us. “I’ll get straight to the point. Everyone here is aware of the disruption to our activities the day before last. Thankfully, none of us was directly compromised. However, we’ve faced a considerable setback.”


    My stomach sinks at the word setback, but at the same time I note that she’s using English. Does she think there’s some insight I can offer?


    Thlo motions toward Isis, who shakes back her red-tinged curls. “We were running a simulation of the primary beam, to confirm the exact density and curvature needed in the sections of its casing,” she says. “It required a certain amount of setup, and we didn’t have time to erase all the traces before we left. The Enforcers clearly discovered some.”


    “They seem to have determined that someone is planning an illicit use for kolzo,” Mako takes over. “The network is showing holds on all transfer of it, and checks on all requests. And we don’t have enough gathered for our purpose yet.”


    Kolzo. The special fuel we need to power the weapon’s beam. The stuff we lost when Jeanant was killed. If there’s a record of those past Enforcers confiscating it from his body, they mightn’t have needed much to connect the dots.


    “How will we get the rest?” Win says.


    Pavel frowns at him. “Let’s not push forward too quickly,” he says, obviously more comfortable in Kemyate. “We’re still determining whether Security found other significant information.”


    “Do you think they could follow it back to us?” Emmer asks, his jaw twitching.


    “We have no reason to believe any of us is at immediate risk,” Thlo says firmly. “But this does mean it’s currently impossible for us to gather what we need by the usual methods. I’ll be considering alternative strategies. In the meantime, I advise you all to be extremely careful not to mention kolzo, even in passing, anywhere your conversations could be recorded.”


    Alternative strategies. How much will this delay the mission?


    “We should all be aware of a second issue with the Security division,” Isis adds while I’m still processing that first concern. “Pavel’s heard talk about investigations of people who’ve been off-Kemya recently, and the communications Britta’s been able to access confirm that Kurra, who was pursuing us on Earth, has returned Kemya-side and is attempting to search out our group here.”


    “Just remember she doesn’t know anything,” Britta pipes up. “If someone comes to talk to you, stick to the cover story, and we’re good.”


    My skin goes cold. If Kurra crosses paths with me, I don’t think any story is going to cover it. Face to face ... I remember those icy eyes fixed on mine when she threatened me back on Earth. She’d recognize me despite my disguised appearance.


    “The final reason I wanted to gather all of you together,” Thlo says, “is to remind you that we haven’t lost anything essential. We’re still here, and we are still just as powerful as Jeanant promised we would be. Stay proud of that.”


    She makes a dismissive gesture. When everyone stands, Isis squeezes past the others to join me. “I need to talk to Skylar,” she says to Jule. “I’ll make sure she gets back to your apartment.”


    He shifts his weight, and then nods. As he leaves with the others, Isis motions for me to sit back down. Win lingers to approach Thlo. He says something to her in a low voice, but she seems to cut him off and sends him out. I try to catch his eye, but his gaze flits past mine, his serious expression unwavering. Thlo exchanges a look with Isis that I can’t read, and heads out herself.


    “I’ll keep this quick,” Isis says, her tone so urgent my attention snaps back to her. “I think you need to know,” she goes on. “Because of your position here, and how precarious it might be. Britta and I suspect someone inside the group leaked information about when we’d be in the tech bay.”


    “What?” I say. “To the Enforcers?”


    “Exactly,” she says grimly. “We’ve both scanned the networks. Britta can crack all but the most secure channels. There’s no reason we can find for those two Enforcers to have been patrolling those rooms at that time. And there were a few incidents, before the trip to Earth ... Smaller things that we hoped were just an unlucky coincidence, but that’s starting to seem unlikely.”


    My mind trips back to that awful moment in the workroom as I watched the Enforcers stalk toward the bay where she and Britta were working.


    “I saw,” I say, with a fresh chill, “when we were watching the surveillance footage and the Enforcers were coming your way—one of them said something to the other, like he was suggesting they check one room, and the other dismissed it and kept going. As if she knew a specific place they needed to investigate.” As if it wasn’t just a random patrol.


    Isis’s eyes widen. “Then it’s even more likely they had inside information. Look, we’ve mentioned it only to Thlo, and she’s not convinced. She wanted everyone here today so she and the two of us could watch for unusual reactions. I can’t say I saw anything definitive ... We’re not sure we can trust even Emmer, even though he seemed as startled as we were.”


    Thlo isn’t convinced? My chest tightens. I think she’s giving the problem more attention than Isis realizes. Her request that I report any tension in the rest of the group makes a lot more sense now. She must have already been wondering, watching for signs of betrayal. She gave me more responsibility than I knew.


    That’s why she kept this meeting in English, I’d bet—so I’d understand everything. So I’d have a chance at spotting a traitor. Emmer did seem uneasy, but then, why wouldn’t he be, when he was almost caught?


    “You really think someone would just turn on the rest of the group?” I ask. It’s hard to wrap my head around that. One of the faces around the table from me today tried to sabotage us. Tried to get Isis and Britta caught. Maybe more.


    Isis sighs. “I don’t want to think it. But Kemyate politics ... they’re complicated. And people’s circumstances can change. Maybe it was an accident, the wrong comment overheard by the wrong person. We’ll be limiting access to the most crucial information from here on, to make it harder for anything essential to be passed on. I wanted to tell you so you know to be especially cautious. If someone asks you to do something you’re not sure is part of the general plan, you can call Britta or me and confirm.”


    “Of course,” I say. I can’t really trust anyone except Thlo, and Isis and Britta, I guess. Win? Jule?


    Isis is right about one thing: the most vulnerable person in this equation is me. “If they want to get the group in trouble,” I say, “why wouldn’t they have already pointed to me? If they interrogated me, it’d take the Enforcers no time at all to realize you brought me here illegally.”


    “I don’t know,” Isis says. “I hope it’s that, if the sabotage is purposeful, whoever’s turning on the group still cares enough about at least some of us that they don’t want us all arrested, only to cause enough setbacks that we’ll have to give up. Or it could be just that they’re not sure how much they can trust Security not to turn on them too if they reveal too much. Just ... keep quiet, and keep your eyes open. We’ll do everything we can to protect you.”


    “All right,” I say. It’s not as if I have any other option.

  


  
    11.


    Jule heads to work shortly after Isis escorts me to the apartment, so I’m stuck there alone like a rabbit in a cage. After an hour or so of screwing up my current language lesson, I throw myself into my cross-country warm-up exercises and jog back and forth in the main room for a while, trying to burn off my nervous energy. I even consider Jule’s personal exercise cylinder, but my memory of the one at the fitness center makes me balk.


    My uneasiness lingers. Right now, someone could be revealing to the Enforcers who I really am and where to find me, and there’s no way I could stop them. Nowhere on the station, really, I could escape to. No chance of a reasonable trial. Earthlings have no rights here; that’s been made abundantly clear to me.


    I sit down on a bench, and the padded surface beneath me starts to feel too solid, my body too flimsy. I make myself breathe deeply, counting the faint ripples in the maroon floor.


    No matter what else is going on with him, I can’t believe Win would turn against the mission he risked so much for just weeks ago. And I saw how anxious Jule was to get Isis and the others out. Mako and Pavel have been with Thlo for ages ... but Isis is right, circumstances can change. Neither of them has seemed totally happy to have me involved. It’s been hard to read Emmer too. And Tabzi ... Tabzi has been nothing but upbeat. On the other hand¸ she left just before those Enforcers turned up. And she’s so new to the cause Thlo didn’t think it wise to bring her along on the expedition to Earth.


    Or it could be no one. It could be, like Isis said, simply a careless comment that was overheard by the wrong person.


    I itch to hash it out further, but I have no one to talk to. I find myself trying to imagine how Angela would respond to the dilemma, thoughtfully optimistic, or Mom, with her zealous determination, but this situation is so far beyond anything they’d ever imagined, that just leaves me homesick. I can’t even help the way Thlo wanted, by observing, while I’m trapped in here.


    Or maybe I can. I go to my computer terminal.


    There isn’t much on the network about anyone in the group—Thlo has probably encouraged them to keep a low profile. I find a recording of Tabzi with her mother, an elegant woman who seems to be important, given the way the camera focuses on her and her companions for several minutes at some official function. There’s an accolade for productivity in the resource management department from a few years back, for a Mako I assume is the one I know. A list of scores from a simulation racing competition that an Emmer placed highly in. Nothing that gives me any sort of lead.


    Jule hasn’t come back by what feels like dinnertime. I distract myself by examining every packet in his cupboards, testing how much of the instructions I can read. I only pause over a couple characters, but that doesn’t make me feel particularly accomplished. I keep imagining Kurra clicking handcuffs around Jule’s wrists—as if Kemyate police would use equipment that primitive—or striding down the hall toward this apartment with blaster in hand.


    Finally, I pick a meal and gulp it down, barely tasting it. The overhead lights dim, following the day and night schedule Jule’s programmed in, and I don’t bother to override them.


    Jule shows up just as I’m turning in for the night. I stop outside my bedroom door, relief flipping my stomach.


    “Sorry I was gone so long,” he says. He looks weary. “Work took longer than I expected.”


    “Is everything okay?” I ask.


    He shrugs. “As far as I can tell.”


    Stupid question, I think as I lie down on the double bunk. Nothing’s okay. Nothing’s going to be remotely okay until I’m back on Earth, where air moves of its own accord and light changes with the sun rather than computerized instructions. Where there are windows to let both in.


    I drift off somehow, but those images follow me into my dreams. I am falling through windows and up into the sky. The sun blinks out. Darkness closes around me, pressing in like a frigid blanket rolled tighter, and tighter ...


    I wake up, heart thudding, in the dark of the bedroom. An icy sweat has broken over my skin. The bunk is too hard beneath me, the walls too close. Too there. I am a flimsy piece of tissue, about to be crushed. There’s no way out.


    My breath starts coming in gasps. I fumble with the computer controls, my shaky hand bringing up a view of the sky outside. The cold black sky spotted with stars in completely different constellations from the ones I know. The sight of the endless space has the exact opposite effect from what I’d hoped. It’s too much, too ready to swallow me whole. I swipe it away and curl into a ball on the bunk, my forehead pressed against my knees. Three times three is nine. Three times nine is twenty-seven. Three times twenty-seven is eighty-one. My thoughts fragment around the numbers. I can’t hold on to them. A cry builds in my throat.


    Nothing is okay and everything is wrong and there’s never been any place I belonged less than right here. This world is trying to suffocate me.


    I register a faint shift in the air—the opening of the door—but I don’t open my eyes. “Skylar?” Jule’s voice comes, thick with sleep and worry. “Are you all right? Are you sick?”


    I manage to shake my head. No, I’m not all right. No, I’m not sick. “It’s just ... thinking too much,” I force out, which is the best explanation my jumbled mind can form.


    I shudder, and he’s beside me, crouching by the bunk, his hand on my temple, then my shoulder. A gentle squeeze. “Listen to me, okay?” he says. “You’re here for a reason. You’re going to protect your planet.”


    I laugh roughly. “Great job I’ve done of that so far.”


    “You found the pieces of Jeanant’s weapon. You showed us his last moments. You helped find materials we can skim.”


    His thumb slides back and forth over the peak of my shoulder, following the rhythm of his voice. His words slowly penetrate the frantic haze in my head.


    “You’ll see the weapon constructed, and head home with us, and everything will be the way you remember,” Jule goes on. “And then you can forget this crummy place forever.”


    The laugh that jolts out of me feels more real this time. I swallow thickly, suddenly aware of the cool streaks of tears drying on my face.


    “Blue sky,” Jule murmurs. “Bright sun. Your house. Your city. It’s still there. Just a few days across the galaxy.”


    I’m not sure what else he says. For a time, all I register is the rise and fall of his voice and the thought of home. As my panic fades, exhaustion takes its place, and I drift off.
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    The next time I wake up, I’m lying on my side with my arm as a pillow. There’s a comfortable pressure by my elbow and forehead.


    I open my eyes cautiously. Jule’s still here. The room’s lights are starting to glow with the space station version of dawn, revealing him leaning against the edge of the bunk, his face just beyond my line of sight. He must have fallen asleep sitting with me, drawing me out of my panic. I think that’s his jaw resting against my forehead. His hand is cupped around my elbow, holding me steady.


    Apparently he goes to bed shirtless. His muscled chest rises and falls against the side of the bunk, bare except for a sparse trail of dark hair down his sternum. Watching it, I have the urge to trace the contours of those muscles, to learn how the skin there feels. Or to scoot closer to him, wrapping myself in the warmth of his protection while I fall back asleep. Then I think of last night, of how unhinged I was, and all I want to do is cringe away.


    The hand that was on my elbow lifts to brush a strand of hair away from my face, and I realize he’s not sleeping anymore.


    My pulse stutters. I’m afraid to move. I’m afraid my heart will burst if I don’t.


    I tilt my head toward him as his hand drops to the bunk. He shifts back slightly, still so close I can see the pattern of shades in his dark eyes, flecks of copper that I never noticed before amid the deeper brown. There’s a lot I hadn’t noticed, I think distantly. He reaches to caress my cheek, and a wave of one particular want rushes through me.


    I don’t know who moves first—maybe it’s both of us, a perfect alignment of random points—but his lips part as if he’s about to speak, and no sound comes out, and then there’s no room for talking because those lips are grazing mine. The tingling thereness of him ripples through me in a much more pleasant way than the tremors that racked me last night. Making me feel that much more there too.


    I run my hand over the cropped coils of his hair, pulling him closer, and he kisses me harder. His arm slides around my back, sparking warm shivers through the thin fabric of my shirt. I tip back, instinctively making room for him on the bunk, and he follows. His mouth leaves mine to tease the edge of my jaw. His fingers slip down, finding the sliver of bare skin at my waist where my shirt’s ridden up, and suddenly it’s too much, he’s too there. My lungs seize up and my hand balls against his neck. The rest of my body must tense too, because Jule freezes, and then starts to draw back.


    “No,” I manage to say. “Don’t go.” I lean my head against his shoulder, dragging in the crisp filtered air and expelling it, until the feeling of free fall fades. Jule doesn’t move.


    “I’m okay,” I say quietly. He nods and eases away, already turning toward the door as he stands.


    “I’ll start breakfast,” he says. The stiffness in his voice jabs right through me. He thinks I’m crazy. How could he think anything else?


    When the door closes, I press my palms against my face. My head’s still groggy with sleep. My mouth is tender. I don’t even know what I’m upset about. Do I wish we hadn’t begun or that we hadn’t stopped? Or maybe just that we hadn’t stopped like that?


    I have never wanted to call Angela more than right now, to hear her cheerful voice telling me what the hell I’m supposed to do, or at least reassuring me I haven’t been a total wacko. But Angela is thousands of light years away. All I have is me. I push myself upright.


    Maybe I’ll be able to think clearer when I have some food in me. I can’t just hide in here until Jule leaves. I’m pretty sure Angela would tell me that’d look even worse.


    I comb my fingers through my hair and look down at my rumpled clothes, but it’s not as if he hasn’t already seen them.


    That thought gives me pause. Last night I woke up in a panic, and he came. He came, even though I hadn’t made a sound, as far as I remember.


    The monitoring sensor. His explanation, my first day here, comes back to me. It must have picked up my scattered heartbeat, my erratic breaths, all the symptoms of a panic attack that can look like physical distress. Good to know the sensor works as intended?


    That doesn’t explain how he understood how to help me, though.


    I step out cautiously. Jule is standing by the cabinets, the table already raised, the square orange packet that tastes vaguely like sausages wrapped in buttered toast, if the sausages were greaseless and the toast made of a cardboard compound, warming by my usual spot. I guess he’s noticed that one’s my favorite, as Kemyate breakfasts go.


    He’s put on a shirt. I kind of wish he hadn’t, and then chide myself for wishing that.


    “How did you know?” I ask, as soon as he turns around. “Last night. That I was ...” Freaking out. Falling apart. There aren’t any words for it that I want to use. “You weren’t confused. You knew what to say.”


    Jule rubs the back of his neck. “Win told us how your sensitivity to the shifts works and how they, and the Traveling, could affect you. I was there when he went over with Isis and Britta how to help you if you had a ... reaction. That you need to focus on something concrete, something that matters to you. And it’s pretty obvious what you think’s most important.”


    Protecting Earth. Getting home. A little ache forms in my chest. “Jule,” I say, but I don’t know where to go from there.


    “I’m sorry,” he says, his gaze snapping up to meet mine. “I got caught up in the moment. You’re dealing with a lot, and I shouldn’t have assumed— I shouldn’t have acted— It wasn’t fair. I know there are some strange ideas on Earth about ... guys pushing for as much as they can get, when they have the chance, but we don’t trick our way into intimacy here. There’s no point unless both people are enjoying what’s going on, completely.”


    I think of Hain. Of the creepy guy with hazel eyes. “Except with pets.”


    Jule winces. “That’s technically illegal. But, yes, everyone knows it goes on—there are pricks no matter what planet you’re on. But you’re not a pet. I wouldn’t have a pet. I haven’t for one second thought of you that way. All right?”


    It’s uncharitable, but as the tension ebbs from my body, his concern strikes me as amusing. I thought he was upset about the way I brought a halt to ... whatever that was ... or uncomfortable with my brand of minor insanity, but he’s just pissed off at himself. At how he thinks he’s behaved badly, been a poor representative of Kemyate romantic conduct. Of course Jule would make this all about him.


    Seeing the humor in the situation gives me a surge of confidence. “I’m not totally sure what I want,” I say, “so ... this isn’t an invitation. But, um, I was completely enjoying what was going on there up until the last five seconds or so. I just got a little overwhelmed. It’s been a while.” A while since I kissed anyone properly. I can’t say I’ve ever rolled around on a bed with a guy. The one actual boyfriend I’ve had, a couple years ago, we weren’t seeing each other long enough to make it to the horizontal stage. But Jule doesn’t need to know that.


    Jule considers me, and a hint of his usual cocky smile touches his lips. “Glad to hear it,” he says, in a way that leaves which part he’s referring to open to interpretation. Knowing him, maybe all of it. It seems like a good time to sit down and attend to my breakfast.


    He settles onto the bench and sips his coffee. When he sets it down, his expression has gone serious again.


    “Was it because of what happened the other day?” he asks. “That made you so upset? I assume that’s what Isis wanted to talk to you about, that someone in the group has turned traitor.”


    “She told you?” I say. Isis hadn’t mentioned him being in her trusted circle.


    He shakes his head. “Thlo.”


    Well, presumably it’s Thlo’s judgment that matters most. I nod, feeling one small weight lifted off me. He’s included in this; I don’t have to keep it secret. “Not a pleasant thought, is it?”


    “No,” he agrees. “At least we got out unscathed.”


    “It’s going to be harder to get the kolzo now.”


    He waves that off, in a way I think is easy for him when he’s not the one stranded a galaxy away from his home. “We’ll find another way.”


    “Do you think they did it on purpose?” I say. “Isis said the information could have gotten out by accident.”


    “Anything’s possible. We’d have to look over every conversation everyone’s had in the last few days to know.”


    “I guess it’d be hard for someone not to realize what they were giving away,” I say. Especially when everyone’s used to being so careful. Then I pause.


    There was a moment, just a few days ago, when I was sitting in almost this exact spot and Jule’s friends had a conversation in front of me that they never expected him to hear about. The thing about ship parts and Amad’s uncle. It never occurred to them that the Earthling in their midst might understand.


    Most of the rebel group still doesn’t know I’ve been learning Kemyate. And no one outside the group has any reason to suspect an Earthling could follow their talk. If this person keeps leaking information, there’s a chance someone, somewhere, will mention it in a public space. I just need to figure out how to be there to hear it when they do.

  


  
    12.


    I’m turning that idea over in my mind when Jule’s doorbell sounds. At the name that flashes across the screen, Jule stiffens.


    “Go into your room,” he says quickly, quietly. “Put on your Earth clothes. I think you’re going to have to play pet again.”


    One of his friends dropping by? The urgency in his tone stops me from pausing to ask. I hurry into my bedroom and dig my jeans and sweater out of the closet. I haven’t had a chance to shower yet. The echo of Jule’s lips lingers on my jaw, of his hand on the side of my waist. A flush spreads over my skin. No one could know we were doing exactly what Hain insinuated just by looking at me. But I know.


    Damn, damn, damn. I told him the truth when I said I enjoyed it. But I’m living with him—things could get serious so fast. They almost did. And before long, hopefully, I’ll be heading back to my planet, never to see him again. This isn’t a good time for getting—how did he put it?—“intimate.”


    “Skylar?” Jule calls from outside. I ready myself, falling into that dazed expression, and open the door. And my previous worries seem suddenly trivial.


    I know the man who’s standing behind Jule. I looked into those burgundy eyes for a second in an abandoned warehouse in my city, before Win intercepted the shot he was about to make and whisked us away. He’s one of the Enforcers who was working with Kurra.


    Heart pounding, I duck my head in pretend shyness, letting my hair hide part of my face. I got a much better look at him than he did at me on Earth. Britta’s work probably wouldn’t fool Kurra, who had a whole conversation with me, but this guy—please let it be enough.


    His gaze weighs on me. I don’t want to risk meeting his eyes again. Instead, I look at Jule.


    “What’s happening?” I ask lethargically.


    “This man wanted to take a look at you,” Jule says. “He’s like a police officer.”


    He couldn’t know I’ve seen this guy before, know all too well what his job is. Isis said Kurra was investigating people who’d been off-planet. But that was only yesterday—I didn’t realize that would affect us so soon. Kurra’s obviously determined to make up for her failure on Earth as swiftly as she can.


    “Hello,” I make myself say, glancing at the Enforcer through my eyelashes so I don’t have to completely raise my head. His expression appears disinterested. Am I okay then? I swallow past the dryness in my mouth, and dare to add, keeping my tone vacant, “A police officer? Is something wrong?”


    The Enforcer frowns at me, but he ignores the question, turning to Jule. “When did she arrive?”


    “Six days ago,” Jule says. “With the latest cargo haul.”


    The Enforcer makes a humming sound and taps something into the palm-size device he’s holding.


    “You should both sit down,” he says. “I’ll have a few questions for her after I’ve talked to you.”


    Jule motions me to the benches as if I wouldn’t have understood. I’m glad the pretense comes to him so easily. I fold my hands on my lap when I sit, to stop them from shaking.


    “This is just a necessary ...” the Enforcer says, followed by a few words I can’t translate, and something about being off-Kemya. He stays standing, resting one hand on the tabletop. “What was the purpose of your trip on the ...?”


    Jule gives a brief explanation laced with unfamiliar jargon, expanding on it as the Enforcer interrupts with questions. I sit there dumbly, as if it’s all just meaningless babble to me, as if my heart isn’t threatening to jump out of my chest. To distract myself, I study the man surreptitiously.


    His speech stays respectfully formal; he addresses Jule with the Kemyate equivalent of “Mr. Adka,” with a slightly altered honorific the language program informed me was reserved for citizens of “superior status,” though it didn’t tell me exactly how that status is determined. Maybe Jule’s family’s wealth—or the technological developments Isis mentioned they’ve had a hand in.


    Even the man’s posture is deferential, and he apologizes twice while continuing his questioning. But as my anxiety simmers down, seeing he seems barely interested in me, I notice subtle tics that feel like contradictions. The slant of his lips, as if he’s suppressing a sneer. The pause right after he cuts Jule off in midsentence, as if he enjoys being impolite when it’s allowed.


    My attention jerks back to the Enforcer’s words when a hint of that derision creeps into his voice too. “How do your parents feel about that?” he’s inquiring.


    Jule chuckles, but his jaw has tensed. “They’re pleased I’m keeping myself busy,” he says, or something to that effect.


    “I’d imagine so,” the Enforcer murmurs. “I’m sure they are ... with your grandfather’s condition.”


    Jule’s eyes narrow. As if sensing he’s overstepped some boundary, the man inclines his head, his voice dropping into its more respectful tone. “Thank you for your help. The situation is as I expected. I was required to speak to everyone.” His gaze slides to me for the first time since Jule presented me. “Now it’s required that I speak to the Earthling. Alone, if you will accept that.”


    My fingers tighten around each other. Maybe he did recognize me, and he’s only been pretending—


    No, if he knew who I was, he wouldn’t go through this whole charade. He’d have hauled me off in an instant. If there’s one thing I appreciate about Kemyate efficiency, it’s that they’re not inclined to beat around the bush.


    Still, the last thing I want is to be left on my own with this guy. But Jule can hardly refuse without raising other questions. “Certainly,” he says, standing up. “I’ll step out for a few minutes?”


    “That would be ideal,” the Enforcer says.


    Jule touches my arm in a gesture that would probably look proprietary to an outsider, disguising a reassuring squeeze. “You’ll talk with the policeman a little, all right?” he says. “You can answer anything he asks.”


    I stare at him in mock confusion while trying to read any message he might intend to pass on. But if there’s anything in his eyes, it’s only concern. “All right,” I say.


    As Jule goes out, the Enforcer slides onto the bench kitty-corner to me—the spot where Jule usually sits. “This will be quick,” he says briskly in stilted English. “I will ask a few questions, and you answer, and then we will be done.”


    “All right,” I say again. My pulse has condensed into a dull rushing behind my ears.


    “After you were taken from Earth,” he says, “on your way to meet Jule, do you remember anyone talking to you in your own language? Acting like a friend, perhaps?”


    He thinks the rebels might have hitched a ride on a cargo ship? I form a puzzled expression. “I hardly saw anyone. I slept a lot, and they brought me food.”


    “And since you’ve been here, no one other than Jule has tried to talk to you?”


    I allow myself to show a hint of my discomfort. I’m not supposed to be totally emotionless. “His friends came over. They asked me questions about Earth.”


    The Enforcer’s gaze sharpens. “What sort of questions?”


    “Where I came from, what I did there. They seemed to think I was funny. I don’t understand why.”


    “You didn’t like them.”


    “I don’t know. They mostly ignored me.” He seems to be buying my act. Good. As my nerves settle, it occurs to me that there are a few questions I’d like to ask him. What exactly Kurra’s hoping to find out in these interviews. How much they already know. How they know it. “What would you want to know about, that someone could have said?”


    “Anything friendly,” the Enforcer suggests. “Perhaps saying they would help you.”


    I shake my head dopily. “No, nothing like that.”


    He nods. “And Jule, what has he said to you about Earth?”


    I think back to the explanation Jule gave me about how pets are chosen. “He said I would have died if the people here hadn’t taken me. It’s like he saved my life.” I pause, and venture, “Why are you looking for people who’d be friendly? That’s not like policemen on Earth.”


    For a second, I think I’ve crossed a line. The Enforcer eyes me silently. I try to look as dim as possible, letting my gaze wander away from him and back.


    “There are people who act friendly but are lying,” he says after a moment, in a patronizing tone. “We catch the people who hurt the rest of us, as all police do.”


    “Someone might try to hurt me?”


    “I am sure your owner will look after you,” the Enforcer says, getting up with a thin smirk that sets my nerves twitching again. “And we are close to catching these criminals. Sometimes they decide to hurt each other too.”
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    The Enforcer’s words are still haunting me when Thlo calls another meeting. Sometimes they decide to hurt each other too.


    Jule passed on word about the interviews to the others. Amid the various industrial, commercial, and research projects that would have taken people off-Kemya during the period in question, it sounds like there’s no reason our group should stand out. But the narrow hallways of the station feel even more restrictive now. Kurra and the other Enforcers are actively looking for us. And her colleague all but confirmed that one of us is deliberately helping them do it.


    So I’m not surprised to find the workroom we enter relatively empty. Isis is just following Thlo into a connecting room. And Win is sitting at one of the two consoles, watching a familiar array of transmissions.


    I sit at the stool beside him. “Monitoring work?”


    “Someone’s got to do it,” he replies with a crooked smile. “And with the meetings so much smaller from now on ...”


    “It’s safer that way,” I say.


    “Safer and slower.”


    “You’re always in such a rush,” Jule remarks mildly where he’s waiting by the inner door for Thlo to return. “We can’t run wild here like you did on Earth.”


    “I just don’t want to see us—” Win cuts himself off with a jerk of his head. “It doesn’t matter.”


    He falls into an uncharacteristically gloomy silence. Suddenly I wonder if the Enforcers have stopped by his apartment. How they’d talk to him and his family, if they were derisive even of Jule.


    “Did something happen?” I ask. “Are you all right?”


    “I’m fine,” he says, in a way that doesn’t sound fine at all.


    A couple weeks ago, I’d have prodded him, teased it out of him. Now, after our last few conversations, I’m not sure how that will be received. Then he looks at me, and his stoic expression cracks.


    “It’s nothing,” he says, but this time he doesn’t sound as if even he believes it.


    “Win ...”


    His gaze darts toward Jule, who’s turned to push past the door into the other room, apparently tired of waiting. Win and I are left alone. Win rakes his hand through his hair and frowns at his console, his voice dropping even though there’s no one to overhear.


    “My parents—they’re part of this ... ‘club’—they’re doing their periodic petition to have art put up in the public areas around the station. But it’s all so ... I don’t know. Some of my younger brother’s classmates have been hassling him about it, messing with his work.” He makes a dismissive gesture. “Not that different from life as usual.”


    I get the feeling there’s more to it than that. “It wouldn’t be such a bad thing, having a little more decor around this place,” I say.


    “I don’t think it is,” Win says. “But the request is going to get shut down, like it has the first half a dozen times they tried it. And I’m starting to notice ... The way they talk about it ... I don’t know anymore if they actually respect anything about Earth, or they’re just using it for entertainment, the same way people have their stupid parties and fashion trends ...”


    The same way he talked about watching Earthling history, when we first Traveled into the past together. Before it sank in, just how real the inhabitants of the planet he covets are.


    “... and pets.” Win meets my eyes again. “And I’m going on about this without even asking how you are. I heard you had an Enforcer come.”


    “He mostly talked to Jule,” I say. Thinking back to that morning reminds me of the other things that happened, just before, and my cheeks flush. I haven’t even talked to Jule about our ... intimacy, since then. There’s not enough space in that apartment to fit a whole elephant, but there’s definitely been an invisible prickly porcupine in the room.


    The memory niggles with Win’s deep blue eyes fixed on me. Less than a week ago I was yelling about how nothing at all had happened with Jule. It wasn’t a lie then, but it feels like one now. And as much as Win just opened up to me, I can’t turn to him for Kemyate romantic advice.


    But we have more important concerns. Sometimes they decide to hurt each other too.


    “How well do you know everyone in the group?” I say abruptly.


    “Well, I saw Thlo and Jule regularly during Traveler training, and Pavel around, since he’s a Traveler too,” Win says. “We all talked a lot when we were getting ready for the trip to Earth, of course, but mostly about the mission.”


    “And everyone seemed totally dedicated to it?”


    “Yes. Why—are you having a problem with someone?”


    I ought to be able to tell him this. But if Isis hasn’t let him in ... It’s her secret, and Thlo’s. I bite my lip, torn.


    “Go ahead,” Jule says, and I startle. I hadn’t heard him come back. He nods toward Win from where he’s standing by the open door. “You trust him,” he says, his gaze so inscrutable he must be taking lessons from Thlo. “From what I’ve heard, you should. Isis will understand.”


    I stare at him. It’s the kindest I’ve ever heard him speak about Win. Maybe he really has rethought his opinions since our argument before.


    “Understand what?” Win says, glancing between us. “What’s going on?”


    I drag in a breath, and relate the suspicions Isis shared with me, the comment the Enforcer made—everything except the secret job Thlo gave me, which no one except the two of us know about. By the time I’m finished, Win’s jaw has gone tight.


    “I’d never have thought anyone in the group wasn’t committed to the cause,” he says. “I can’t imagine ...” He pauses. There’s nothing to imagine. The betrayal has already happened.


    Then he squares his shoulders, with a determination that in that moment reminds me of Jeanant. “It doesn’t change anything, really. You and I managed to outrun the Enforcers for days on Earth. We’ll figure this out and stop whoever it is before they hurt us any more.”


    His confidence doesn’t diffuse my fears completely, but it steadies me. “We will,” I say, hoping he’s right.


    Thlo and Isis step out then, Isis motioning for me to follow her. Win turns back to his job, but not before shooting me a quick smile that feels like a return of the guy I thought I knew.


    “We’re really going to put you to work now,” Isis says as we squeeze into the adjoining room, which holds only a single console and a couple of screens that fill the narrow walls on either side.


    “How?” I ask.


    Isis flicks on the console’s display. “Given the situation,” she says, “Thlo thinks—and I agree—it’s best to limit how much of our plans we share with the entire group. We have one obvious option for gathering the rest of the kolzo fuel, but it’s going to be difficult. We need skilled people to provide support. We know we can trust you, and I think you can handle this.”


    The display wavers to show a complex web of interconnecting lines that drift as I watch. “That looks like one of the navigation charts Britta was using on the ship.”


    Isis nods. “It is. Since all the kolzo stores on the station are being tightly monitored, we’re going to go off-station, straight to the source. It’s one of the materials we ... I suppose you could say ‘mine,’ from the planet of Kemya. So we’ll mine some of our own.”


    That does sound difficult. “How are we going to do that without anyone noticing? Doesn’t mining take a while?”


    “It does ... and it doesn’t,” Isis says with a quirk of her lips. “As soon as the early Kemyates who’d escaped here realized we were still going to need resources from the dead planet, they set up a series of localized time fields in the most valuable areas. Inside those fields, we can jump into the past and set the chain of reactions in motion, and then jump to a later point to collect those resources immediately. The risky part is getting to the planet. We’re in the outer edge of orbit, so it’s not a long trip, but there’s a lot of monitoring between here and there.


    “That’s where you’d come in. We’ll have to use a pod ship, and they don’t have full navigation systems—they need assistance the way your spacecraft on Earth rely on a control center. We’ll have a plan based on the records available, and I’ll be watching to make adjustments as new variables arise, but it’s best to have a second set of eyes. Yours seem keen. What do you think?”


    She’d know whether this is a task I can handle better than I would. “I’ll do my best,” I say.


    “Excellent. I’ll give you a rundown of how to use the navigation interface, and we’ll try to arrange for Britta to come by Jule’s to take you through a more detailed tutorial in the next couple days. A lot of it you can learn directly from the program, once you’ve got the basics.”


    The lines shimmer across the display. I can already make out patterns in their movement, parallels and interactions. I can do this. I might be just backup, but they trusted me with that responsibility above anyone else.


    “You should know, we’re going to be communicating less overall,” Isis adds. “Pavel intercepted further information on Kurra’s plans—she’s gotten permission to monitor the private transmissions to and from all the people who are being interviewed. We’ve gotten good at coding our messages, but any code can be broken if it’s noticed. So we’ll only be passing on the most essential information. No more notes from Win.”


    “Oh.” A twinge of loss passes through me, but he hasn’t reached out that way since the first meeting, when things got awkward between us. Maybe a little distance will help me sort out the different sides of him I’m seeing. “I understand.”


    “Good.” Isis bends over beside me. “Let’s get to work.”


    She runs me through the essential features of the interface, until I can distinguish between the three types of sensor sweeps, and between them and other objects around the planet’s atmosphere, and predict how all of them will move. My focus narrows automatically as we work, a habit formed by those years of practice at absorbing every detail around me.


    “You’re a natural,” Isis says as we wrap up, and I can’t help grinning at the praise. It’s nice to get something other than panic attacks from my weird mental habits. “How has the ‘pet’ role been going?” she asks when we turn toward the door. “You’re managing all right?”


    “It’s not exactly fun,” I say. “But I think I’m getting the hang of it.” Her question reminds me of my earlier inspiration. “Actually, I thought of another way I might be able to help.”


    “Explain.”


    I tell her about the comments I overheard from Jule’s friends. “I thought, if there’s a way we can arrange for me to be around people in the Security division, I guess, or anyone else who might be involved with tracking down a group like ours, they might say things they intend to be private even if I’m around, since I’m ‘just’ a pet. About what they know or who they found it out from. Or how they’re planning to try to catch us.”


    Isis makes an approving sound. “I like that. We’d have to consult with Thlo, and give some thought to how to best position you. The wealthy families, council members, and other people who are respected, they have ‘functions’ regularly to socialize away from the offices, and from what I understand a lot of business talk still goes on. Some important people from Security must go to those. And it’s become a trend in the last few decades to hire pets to act as servers.”


    “That sounds perfect,” I say.


    “Of course, to gather information efficiently, you need to know who to pay attention to. I’m not sure I like the idea of you doing a lot of that research from Jule’s apartment. Kurra could be watching all sorts of network activity ...” She brightens. “Ah! You should come to the Joining Day celebration—it’s in just a few days, and all the key people will be there. And you’d get to see there’s a more pleasant side to Kemya.”


    “Joining Day?”


    “It’s a historical holiday,” she says. “No one will think it’s odd for Jule to bring you along. You two meet up with Britta and me there, and we’ll give you a thorough introduction to Kemya’s ‘best and brightest.’ ”
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    Three days later, I walk into what Jule called the assembly hall and am struck dumb. Jule comes to a stop behind me as I stare at the crowd filling the tiered standing areas that circle a huge gleaming platform, at the doomed ceiling crisscrossed with a framework of supports and sparkling with hundreds of lights, at the space, at least as big as the baseball stadium back home. The hall looked large on the station’s maps, but after so many days of cramped rooms and narrow halls, I wasn’t prepared for its true scope. I grip the cool railing beside me and breathe, in and out, until the impact recedes.


    “Quite the place, isn’t it?” Jule says with a grin. “Come on, we can get a better view than this.”


    He directs me down a padded ramp. Kemyates of all ages hustle past us, gesturing to one another and clustering in conversation. Many have glinting strings woven into their hair or strung around their necks. “Is this everyone on the station?” I murmur to Jule as we sidle past a middle-aged couple with two young kids.


    “Nah,” he says. “This room only holds a quarter of us. They do the big event four times so everyone can come, and then there’ll be smaller celebrations in every ward.”


    “How do they justify having a room this big just for holidays?”


    “It gets used for presentations and sports too,” Jule says, “and when none of that’s going on, it can be sectioned off into smaller areas for specialized experiments and tech work. This is the best indoor space to do anything antigrav.”


    Because it’s in the middle of the station? “How do you maintain consistent gravity in here anyway?” I ask—one of the many puzzles I haven’t been able to find an answer to on the network that I can wrap my Earthling brain around.


    “Well, the gulmar fields have to be synced up properly with the station’s rotation, and that basically takes care of it.”


    “Great,” I say. “And what exactly are gulmar fields?”


    “They use the, ah ...” He grimaces. “We learned the basics in lower school, but it’s not my field. I’d have a hard enough time explaining in Kemyate.”


    Isis did mention Jule’s dislike of “tech talk.” “That’s okay,” I say. “Never mind. How are we going to find Isis and Britta?”


    “I’m not good enough company?” Jule says with mock hurt. A group of teenagers jostles by us. I stumble into him, getting a perfect reminder of why I’d rather it wasn’t just him and me. He steadies me by the shoulder. For a second, our bodies are pressed as close as we were in my bedroom the other morning. Then his hand falls and I scoot forward, and we pretend it didn’t happen. It’s about as awkward as all those random moments in his apartment when our gazes snag for a second too long, or he gets partway through one of his flirty remarks before he catches himself. That is, pretty freaking awkward.


    “Jule!” a voice shouts. Hain pushes through the crowd to meet us, the girl who sat next to him the other evening and Amad trailing behind. I edge to the side to put Jule between his friends and me. That doesn’t stop Hain from looking me up and down.


    “Didn’t want to let her out of your sight?” he says, with an arch of his eyebrows.


    “I’m curious to see how she’ll react,” Jule replies evenly.


    What’s there to “react” to? I wonder. I looked up the background on Joining Day: It seems the people who call themselves Kemyates now aren’t representative of all the people who used to live on the planet of Kemya. Their ancestors were from the most powerful republic—the only republic that happened to have a space station in orbit when the disaster happened—and that republic was officially formed on this day a heck of a long time ago, when the country at its center “convinced” its four surrounding neighbors to join it. I get the impression, reading between the lines about how technologically advanced those people were, it was an “offer they can’t refuse” type situation. Join us or we make you. But I guess it was so long ago that everyone’s happy to remember it a more positive way.


    “Where are you headed?” Hain asks, and I suppress a jab of concern. Jule and the others won’t be able to talk to me properly with Jule’s friends hanging around. We’re going to have to be careful enough as it is.


    “I’m supposed to meet up with Yori,” Jule says, and whoever that is, it’s obviously someone Hain isn’t keen to see. He wrinkles his nose.


    “Good luck with that. You’re coming to the party tonight?”


    “Of course.”


    Hain gives me a wink, which I pretend to be too zoned out to notice, and the three of them weave on through the bustle.


    “Thank God,” I murmur when they’re out of hearing.


    “Thank Kemya. Ah!” Jule raises his hand, and I spot Isis’s crimson hair amid the crowd ahead of us, a few tiers down. She waves back. “Looks like we’re going to ‘miss’ Yori.”


    We hurry the rest of the way to where Isis and Britta are standing, squished near the translucent wall that runs along the edge of the tier. A tickle of cool air rises from the floor—I guess temperature control would be important when you have more than twenty thousand people crammed into one space.


    Britta’s wearing one of those glinting strings like a crown around her head. Up close, I can make out five strands in different shades of metallic gray and brown. Symbolizing the five united countries?


    “What do you think?” she asks, knocking her elbow against mine.


    I look around me again. For a second, I feel every bit the dazed Earthling. “It’s ... big.”


    She laughs. “You’re getting too used to Kemyate life.” Her voice drops and she leans close to my ear, so the spectators around us have no chance of overhearing. “Check out the stage. Most of the people you’ll want to know will be around there.”


    Leaning against the dividing wall, I can see over the heads of the mass of people on the last two tiers that separate us from the platform at the hall’s center. There’s a low inner circle directly around the platform, dotted with stools to allow those spectators to sit. Front row seats.


    “That thin man with the silver hair,” Britta says, pointing her chin toward a figure standing beside the stage, “That’s Shakam Mol-Rilly Nakalya, the current ... I think you’d say ‘mayor’ of Kemya. Elected two years ago. Any unauthorized activity the Enforcers know about, they’ll be keeping him informed. The big woman in green beside him, she’s part of the council of Health, not as useful to you. But the short guy next to her, that’s Elt Madrin-Tomas Pirfi, the head of the Security council. And that woman next to him ...”


    I recognize her from my earlier research. “Tabzi’s mom.”


    Britta nods. “She’s not on a council, but she throws a lot of credits at whatever cause she’s into this week, so they like to keep her close.”


    “Why isn’t Tabzi with her?”


    “She’d probably rather celebrate with her friends than those stiff necks.”


    Understandable enough.


    Isis dips her head toward us. “There’s some of the council of Earth Travel people, that bunch by the left of the platform,” she says. “Along with Nakalya and the Security division, they have the most influence over policy here. The Enforcers will be talking with them about the investigation, since most of the activities they’re looking into happened on Earth.”


    “They’re the ones convincing everyone the Earth experiments need to keep going,” I say, and Isis nods in confirmation. “Why do people listen to them so much?” If the average Kemyate really thought about it, surely they could figure out that after all this time, there can’t be anything really useful left to learn from my planet?


    “It’s the way they present themselves,” Jule says by my other side. “They’re the ones who’ve ‘protected’ us for so long, by ensuring that we don’t make any rash decisions and that we’ll have every possible problem solved ahead of time when we finally do move on. The voice of wisdom.” An edge of sarcasm has crept into his voice. “The Travelers are only part of their jurisdiction—they recruit most of the best scientists to work out the experiments and improve the Travel tech too. No one sees any reason to doubt them.”


    “People don’t want to think our leaders could be swayed by selfishness,” Britta remarks. “They’re supposed to be the best of us. And everyone’s already afraid of setting off without being quite prepared enough to face the danger.”


    “Is that really why they’re still playing around with Earth?” I say. “Selfishness—because they don’t want to give up the little ‘vacation’ out there for the time it’d take to get everyone moved somewhere else?” Win explained it to me that way, but I still have trouble accepting it.


    “That’s oversimplifying,” Jule says. “The people in Earth Travel, in the Council, they all grew up like we did, hearing how important it is to avoid risks, how much we need the data we get from Earth to make sure we don’t make some new mistake that ruins everything in a new place. From the way they talk, I’m sure at least some of them honestly believe that. And who would want to be the one to stand up and say, ‘We’re ready,’ and then have to take the blame if it turns out we’re not? Whatever selfishness there is ...” He shrugs. “For some of the Travelers, maybe, it’s like a ‘vacation.’ But I’d say a bigger part is that you have a lot of people who’ve focused all their learning on a particular field, and once the experiments stop, that field is hardly going to be relevant anymore, let alone influential. We’ll continue to use time fields on a minor scale, of course, but nothing like the setup on Earth. Almost everyone in Earth Travel is going to have to find some new calling. Knowing that has to affect the decisions people make.”


    Can we really be sure that people won’t just campaign to put up a new time field over Earth, then? My fear must show on my face, because Isis gives my shoulder a quick pat. “It’s always easier to keep going the way things are than to veer off in a new direction,” she says. “Basic physics. But we’re not going to give them a choice. Ah, look—the woman Thlo’s talking to down there, that’s the head of the Earth Travel council. Milades Niko-Shen Silmeru.”


    I spot Thlo’s petite but sturdy frame next to a stately woman with one of those glinting strings wrapped around her upper arm. Strange, seeing our rebel leader in the midst of people who apparently hold so much power, even though I knew she worked with them. It must be awful having to hide the huge secret she does.


    I open my mouth to speak, and an elbow bumps me from behind. “No more room here,” Jule says to whoever was crowding closer, reminding me how suspicious this conversation would sound.


    “How many councils are there?” I say, modulating my voice carefully.


    Britta counts them off quietly with a press of her fingers against the railing. “Tech, Earth Travel, Industry, Health, Treasury, Education, Security.”


    “And the heads of all the secondary councils, along with Nakalya, make up the primary Council,” Isis adds. “The secondary councils can make decisions within their divisions’ areas of expertise, but it’s the heads who advise and bring wider proposals to the mayor, and that’s when the most important decisions are made.”


    My gaze snags on a familiar slouched posture at the edge of the tier closest to the inner circle. “Is that Pavel?”


    Britta cranes her neck. “It is. Prime spot he grabbed!”


    Close enough to talk to the council members if he wanted to. My skin crawls. There are so many people to be suspicious of.


    “Okay,” I say. “Who else should I know?”


    I let my mind absorb the faces they point out, cataloging features and mannerisms I hope will jog my memory if I see them again. One more way my overactive attention to detail may help us. Isis has just noted two more members of the Security council when Nakalya, the “mayor,” steps onto an invisible lift that elevates him to the level of the stage. A few other figures follow suit at intervals around the platform.


    As they congregate in the middle of the stage, Jule tenses.


    “Kurra’s the Enforcer who saw you on Earth?” he says.


    All the breath leaves my lungs. “Yeah. We ... talked. Is she—”


    “There are several Enforcers patrolling the hall to make sure no one gets disorderly,” he says. “She’s a few tiers up. But it looks like she’ll pass this way.”


    It takes an effort to peek over. Near the ramp maybe fifty feet above us, Kurra’s icy visage and white-blond hair stand out amid the darker figures around her. She’s not looking at us, just scanning the crowd, but she’s stalking steadily down the ramp. My pulse skips, my hands tightening on the railing. I close my eyes, the memory of her aiming her blaster flashing behind my eyelids. The jumble of sound and bodies surrounding me presses in.


    “She can’t get a good look at you from the ramp, and she probably won’t come right into the audience unless there’s a disturbance,” Isis says, but her brow has knit. We’re not that far from the ramp.


    “We’ll move farther over,” Jule says quickly.


    Britta tugs a lock of my hair. “I’ll come by tomorrow and give you another touch-up, and a navigation lesson,” she says.


    I hurry after Jule as he squeezes past the spectators squashed along the tier wall. Every nudge and jostle sends a tremor of thereness through me. I force myself to keep moving, one foot after the other, willing the panic back.


    We haven’t quite made it to the opposite ramp when a trumpet-like sound blares from above. The chatter of the crowd fades away. Everyone pushes closer, jamming us against the wall. Jule grasps my arm as if to reassure himself he won’t lose me.


    I glance back the way we came. Kurra’s patrol has taken her almost to our tier. I jerk my head back around. We put more distance and more faces between her and me. Now I just have to avoid looking her way.


    With the celebration beginning, it’s not as hard to focus elsewhere. Spirals of shimmering light loop out into the air above the stage in the same shades as the intertwining strands of the strings so many people are wearing. The spirals weave around each other until they form an interlocking circle, and then cascade down over the eight figures on the stage in a shower of sparks. The trumpet sounds rise, high and triumphant.


    “Kemyates,” the mayor says, his voice artificially amplified, booming over us, “we come together now to remember the moment we first came together as one people, one united strength. Let the Council hear your praise!”


    The crowd roars, so many voices mingling I can’t make out a single word. The noise floods up into the dome and rains down over us. Even though I have no desire to praise Kemya, the cheer propels a torrent of emotion through me. I have to catch my breath at the surge of elation.


    The woman to the mayor’s left—Silmeru, the head of Earth Travel—speaks into the ebbing cheer. “Let us remember the strengths of those who came before us. Their industriousness, their rationality, their prudence and benevolence. The qualities all worthy Kemyates share to this day!”


    Another roar swells around us, but it doesn’t quite carry me away this time. Benevolence? I’ve seen only the opposite shown to the people of Earth—the people they sent there and now treat like lab rats. And where is their benevolence for families like Win’s? I can’t imagine how he must feel, listening to this every year.


    Each member of the Council speaks in turn, heaping more and more platitudes on their Kemyate ancestors and Kemya itself. Although no one mentions the accident that forced all of these people off their treasured planet, I pick up an underlying tenor of warning. They all make some mention of caution or being prepared, of patience or restraint. Reminding everyone how important it is not to break from the status quo, not to challenge the “wisdom” of their leaders. It’s always easier to keep going the way things are than to veer off in a new direction, Isis said, and these people are reinforcing that inertia.


    Then the Council members drift to the edges of the platform. Five men and women in outfits echoing the interwoven colors of the holiday appear on stage. The trumpet tones blast out a brisk melody, and the five start to dance.


    It’s not like any dance I’ve seen back home. Every movement is sharp, precise but also powerful, stomping feet and jabbed arms and sudden dashes. The dancers’ clothing unfurls as they move, trailing streamers in each of the colors, which wind around each other and come apart, only to weave closer, and closer, with each peak in the music. Sparkles glint off the fabric and spiral up into the air as it thickens around us with a spicy scent.


    A lump rises in my throat. It’s beautiful. I can recognize that, objectively, even as my stomach knots. It’s a celebration of unification that allows no place for me or anyone I care about back on Earth. Angela would be awed by the imagery, Lisa would want to jump on stage and join in, and these people would never think them worthy of witnessing it. Isis suggested being here would show me a pleasant side to Kemya, but it’s only making me feel more like an outcast.


    The crowd shifts behind us, all the spectators eager to get a better view. Someone knocks Jule into me. He braces himself with one hand against the wall, his other arm encircling me. I stiffen automatically. But it actually feels nice, the solid warmth against my back. The knowledge that he, at least, sees the hypocrisy of this celebration too.


    I inhale, and relax against him. Why am I worrying so much about where this flicker of attraction could lead? It is what it is. I can keep spending all this energy fighting it, or I can accept that it’s as legitimate as any other emotion and just feel it.


    If Jule notices the difference, he doesn’t stir. But he keeps his arm there, his fingers careful against my ribs, while the lights below dwindle.


    As the brilliance dims, I catch sight of Kurra’s pale form near the edge of the inner circle. She swivels, and I turn quickly, hiding my face from her view. The mayor calls out a few last words, but I’m not concentrating enough to translate them.


    “We’ll be gone in a moment,” Jule murmurs. “She hasn’t seen you.”


    There’s one last hurrah from the crowd, and then everyone flows toward the ramps and up to the exits. I stick close to Jule as we’re crowded along, the clenching in my chest easing with each step I put between me and Kurra.


    Outside the domed hall, the throng disperses in multiple directions, packing into the tight network of hallways toward their apartments or the inner-shuttles that will take them there. We squeeze into a line for a shuttle. They arrive at a steady pace, carrying off groups of ten at a time. I stand beside Jule silently, playing my role as pet in case anyone who knows him passes by.


    There’s just one more bunch of revelers ahead of us, a cluster of preteens chattering between giggles, when a tall, broad-shouldered man and a similarly built woman push past the line to approach us.


    “Jule,” the man says, in a smooth voice a lot like Jule’s own.


    I’m not all that surprised when Jule inclines his head and says, “Dad.” He acknowledges the woman with, “Aunt Mar.”


    His aunt inspects me with heavy-lidded eyes, the narrow space forcing her so close I feel a wisp of her exasperated sigh. “So this is it,” she says.


    It takes me a moment to realize “it” is me. Jule holds the controlled indifference in his expression, but he brushes his hand against mine surreptitiously.


    “This is Skylar,” he says.


    “Hi,” I say with what I hope is suitable haziness.


    Both ignore me. “A lot of money to spend,” Jule’s dad says. “You don’t want to get careless.”


    “I know my expenses,” Jule says flatly. “Did you need to talk to me?”


    “I never understood this fad of bringing the creatures into one’s home,” his aunt remarks.


    Can’t understand, I remind myself. Numb.


    “Youth will be youth,” Jule’s dad sneers.


    The group ahead of us piles onto the next shuttle, and Jule taps in his request for a private vehicle.


    “How else have you been throwing your credits around?” his dad asks.


    “This is my only recent extravagance,” Jule says. “Maybe you should be more concerned about how you have.”


    They glower at each other, and his dad lets out a huff. “Sometimes I don’t believe I raised you. I hope you can at least spare a moment.”


    “Ah,” Jule says, as if he’s been waiting for this. The shuttle pulls up. “Skylar, you know the way to my apartment. I’ll be there shortly.”


    “Is that really wise?” his aunt says as I make myself step onto the shuttle alone. Then the door’s humming shut and I’m gliding away. I sag against the wall.


    Well, I can see why he wasn’t in any hurry to invite his family over to meet me.


    When the shuttle stops, I hurry down the hall to the apartment. It’s less than ten minutes after I’ve slipped inside before the door slides open again and Jule strides in. I close the cupboard I’d opened trying to decide if I was hungry enough to eat any of its contents. Jule sits down on his usual bench, nudges the table up, and leans his arms onto it, his head bowed.


    “One big happy family?” I venture, and he snorts.


    “You could say that.”


    He lets his hands drop to the tabletop. I have the impulse to reach out to him, an impulse I catch.


    Why? As frustrating as I’ve found him sometimes, I’d be lying if I said my heart didn’t ache a little seeing him look so unhappy. He’s worked his way in there somehow.


    So I sit down and set my hand over his. His gaze twitches to me, startled. Then he turns his hand over so they meet, fingers to palms. His thumb traces a soft line back and forth across my knuckles, sending a not particularly soft shiver over my skin. Hell.


    But how did Jule put it before? If you’re going to do something, you do it all the way.


    “It’s silly to keep pretending nothing happened,” I say.


    He smiles. “It is. I—” The smile falters. “I don’t know how to do this,” he admits, contemplating our joined hands. “It’s not like— People here— I can’t go about ‘courting’ the way I would if this were a normal situation.”


    Courting. The formality of the word makes me want to laugh, but it also provokes a twinge of jealousy at the thought of him courting other, Kemyate girls—of all those “guests” he used to hint about.


    I push that aside. This only works if I’m okay with how temporary we both know it’ll be.


    “I’ll be leaving soon,” I point out. “Going home. Hopefully.”


    “That doesn’t matter,” Jule says. “Carpe diem and so on. Better to have a short good time than none at all.” His eyebrows arch, but he still doesn’t look up. “I mean your position here. Your options. How few you have. You were practically forced to live with me. You don’t have the same ... footing another Kemyate would.”


    I take a breath. The conversation feels fragile, like a bubble that could shatter if I say the wrong word. I’ve never talked this frankly with a guy about feelings. Wants.


    “Should I assume from what you’re saying that you’d like to ‘court’ me?” I ask.


    The smile comes back, and this time he meets my eyes. “Assume away.”


    “Then ... I think you should do whatever seems normal to you, and see how it goes, and believe that I can handle myself like I have so far.” I swallow the nervous flutter in my throat. “I’ll tell you if you’re going too far. I know you’ll listen.”


    “You trust me, do you?” he says, in that familiar flippant tone, but his hand tightens around mine.


    “Yeah,” I say. “I do.” Odd that it seems to surprise him, to be trusted. Then I think of the brittleness to the Enforcer’s deference the other day, the way his father and aunt talked to him just now. There’s a simple explanation.


    He’s not used to it.
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    The computer terminal in my room can’t provide a completely accurate simulation of the navigation controls for Britta’s upcoming flight to the planet, so she and Isis “borrow” me a couple days later to practice on a proper console in one of the tech bays, while they conduct some final tests of Jeanant’s weapon systems. Thlo is waiting inside the compact room when we arrive.


    “I’d like to consult with our Earthling associate for a moment,” she says, and Isis nods. She and Britta step past the sliding transparent wall that blocks off the half of the room that’s filled with rows of tiny screens and control panels. I move with Thlo to the opposite corner.


    “You were able to enjoy our Joining Day celebrations,” she comments.


    “Yes,” I say, although “enjoy” is not the word I’d use.


    “Observations from then or elsewhere?”


    What have I seen that could be helpful? I’ve had so little to offer so far. “I noticed Pavel was standing near the councils’ area at the ceremony, on his own,” I say. “And Tabzi wasn’t with her mother, if that’s at all significant. Jule had an argument with his dad afterward, but it seemed to be about thinking he shouldn’t have spent money buying, ah, me.” I pause. “And Mako said she was going to send me some tutorials for the inventory work, but she never did. She might have just gotten distracted—she mentioned it right before the Enforcers showed up by the tech bays that day.”


    The memory makes me glance toward the door. But I know in another room somewhere above us, one of the others is monitoring the Security channels.


    I just hope it’s not the person who betrayed us last time.


    “Hmmm,” Thlo says, her gaze slipping away from me for a second. “Well, that could be something. And you’re planning on attending one of the top-ward functions?”


    “As long as you don’t think it’s too big a risk,” I say. “Jule’s looking into ones happening soon.” I think back to when Isis first told me about the traitor, about Thlo’s uncertainty. “You’re sure it was deliberate sabotage now?”


    “Yes. And I’ve been able to find out a little through the Earth Travel council.” Thlo’s lips purse. “It seems whoever wanted to expose our operations passed the information on to an employee of my division, who took it directly to the head.”


    “Silmeru,” I say, remembering the stately woman Thlo was talking to at the celebration.


    “She’s being very guarded about her source, who is apparently afraid of being implicated as part of our group, and has made arrangements with Silmeru to keep his or her identity quiet,” Thlo goes on. “But he or she has indicated more information will be coming.”


    “You’re sure this person isn’t the real traitor, just pretending to be a ... middleman?” I ask.


    “I gathered that Silmeru spoke with her source while we were Earth-side,” Thlo says. “All the members of our group who work for Earth Travel were with us then.”


    I suppose it makes sense for a traitor to put as many people between them and the Enforcers as they can, if Isis is right and they’re doling out information in limited quantities to avoid prosecution themselves, or to protect people they still consider friends.


    “Better not to focus on the details,” Thlo adds. “Your impressions may be more helpful if unfiltered by prior assumptions. Continue to report anything that strikes you as unusual to me.”


    She leaves me without another word, heading over to consult with Isis and Britta in the enclosed area of the room. No sound penetrates the clear wall. Isis starts demonstrating something with glowing figures projected from the panels there, and Britta ducks out to join me.


    “Ready to get to work?” she asks, cracking her knuckles and pointing her elbow toward the small console near the door.


    Within a few minutes, I’m sending readings and redirections down to a miniature spaceship heading for the planet’s surface. It’s a good thing the triangular shape on the display isn’t a real ship yet. Despite my earlier practice, I’ve already gotten it pinged by the sensor lines four times.


    “Don’t worry,” Britta says. “Isis will be watching too. It’s just a lot easier for two sets of eyes to catch everything.”


    There are so many variables in the scenarios she’s set up, sensors from the station and the satellites nearby, other ships that appear at the edges of the display, bits of orbiting garbage. “This is the super hard version, right?” I say. “The actual trip, it shouldn’t be this bad?”


    “I hope not!” Britta says with a laugh. “We’re trying to get you ready for anything.” She leans over. “The parameters you’re using are throwing the calculations off. Make sure you adjust the margin of error when the speed increases.”


    “Oh. Of course.” I start again, tweaking the figures in the boxes along the top of the screen more carefully as I go. Call for a quick burst of propulsion there. Then a dodge to the right. I let out a breath as the simulation ship finally descends to the target spot on the planet’s surface. One successful run completed.


    “Nice,” Britta says, and then, “So ... Jule?”


    My cheeks flare. “I—” I start, and find myself tongue-tied.


    She grins. “Ah-ha! I got a feeling, seeing the two of you on Joining Day.”


    “It’s not really anything,” I protest. Jule hasn’t made any moves toward “courting” yet, and bringing it up was as far as I’m comfortable pushing things. “Seriously.”


    “Sure,” Britta says, still grinning. “There are a lot worse people in this place, Skylar. I mean, he’s not my type, but you can’t fault him on smarts or diligence, and he can even be pleasant to talk to when that ego isn’t getting in the way.”


    “Well, I’m glad to have your approval,” I say, raising an eyebrow at her, but I can’t help smiling too.


    “If you’re done gossiping,” Isis says, emerging from behind the partition and nudging Britta, “I think we’ve found a way to do a minor upgrade on the guidance system. We just need some of the ...” She switches to Kemyate with a word I don’t know, a term that mustn’t easily translate. “You got the supply database from Mako?”


    “I did,” Britta says. “I can go grab it. Anything else we need?”


    “It’d be good to have the ... and the ... on hand. Thanks.”


    “You’re keeping Mako out of the loop?” I say as Britta ducks out.


    Isis’s mouth twists. “We’re keeping as much as possible to ourselves and Thlo. It means we have to move more slowly, but when we don’t know who’s leaking the information ...”


    “You have to be cautious,” I supply. The standard Kemyate refrain. True, in this case. But the thought of how much longer we may have to wait before we head back to Earth, before I see my parents, Angela, Lisa, and Evan in person instead of just photographs, sets my nerves on edge.


    I step toward the enclosed area, resting my hands on the transparent wall. Thlo must have left while I was working on the simulation. The projected images mean little to me, although some resemble the tech plates Win and I retrieved from Jeanant’s hiding spots on Earth. Isis slips back inside, making a gesture at the doorway so it stays open. I watch her fingers dance through the images. She has one of those flexible tablets fixed to the wall, showing a diagram with notes in careful handwriting along the margins. It looks familiar.


    “Those are Jeanant’s schematics?” I say, nodding to it.


    Isis glances up. “That’s right.”


    The plans for Jeanant’s weapon. The key to taking down the time field generator, according to everyone here. “Why did he go to all that trouble?” I find myself asking. “What’s wrong with the weapons you already have?”


    “It’s not what’s wrong with the weapons so much as what’s difficult about the time field generator,” Isis says. “The scientists working with Earth Travel have needed to keep it functioning for thousands of years—protected from solar rays and meteorites. It has three power sources to cover the failure of any one, and a thick protective shell around the whole thing that they’re constantly repairing and refining.”


    “And his weapon can deal with all of that?”


    “As far as I can tell,” Isis says. “Trying to break apart the whole generator with one big blast would require an extraordinary amount of power—and likely destroy the adjoining research satellite and everyone on it too, which we don’t want. So Jeanant focused on speed and concentrated energy. If we pierce the outer protections in just the right spot, quickly enough, we can shoot through to all three of the power sources and destroy them. Thankfully he managed to get a copy of the schematics for the generator itself, so we know exactly where to target. It’s a good thing you were able to find the processor and guidance tech plates. The materials he used, for the sort of delicacy he needed—it must have taken him years to gather them without being noticed.”


    All this trouble, because Kemyates cling so stubbornly to their experiments on Earth and their fear of the dangers that might await them elsewhere.


    “How close are we to finishing?” I ask.


    “The tests and refinements I’m doing today are the last batch,” Isis says. “We could leave tomorrow if we had the kolzo—and a ship to carry us. Jeanant designed the weapon so most of the actual construction can be done while we’re in unmonitored space on the trip to Earth.”


    “He really thought of everything.”


    “Yes,” Isis says. “I wish I could have talked to him about his work. I’d love to know where he got some of his inspiration.”


    “You never met him, before ...”


    She shakes her head, ringlets bouncing. “I was in lower school when he left. But he came to help with a talk on some new tech he’d helped design, a few years before that. I knew I wanted to do this work even then. And I knew as soon as he started talking that I wanted him as a teacher. I hate what this place did to him.”


    “What do you mean?” I say, startled by the sudden vehemence in her voice.


    “All the tech work we do, more than half of it is on the demand of Earth Travel,” she says with a jerk of her shoulder. “Better cloths, sharper monitoring systems, faster supply ships to ferry records and materials back and forth. For a program we probably should have discontinued centuries ago. I look at his designs, and I can see all the other things he could have created, to make life here more efficient, or to better prepare us for a new home. But he didn’t feel he could pursue that until the Travel program was stopped.”


    “And it’s the same for you?” I ask.


    She shrugs. “I’ve had opportunities to help with little projects on the station. I shouldn’t complain. But, working with his plans, seeing how far he went ... It’s hard not to be frustrated.”


    She glances at a sleek device mounted on her forearm, her forehead furrowing. “Britta should have been back by now.”


    My stomach drops. “Do you think she’s okay?”


    “Let me check in.”


    She moves to the console I was using, swiping away the navigation simulator. Before she can do anything else, Britta bursts in, her eyes wild.


    “They found it,” she says.


    “Who?” Isis says. “Found what?”


    Britta breaks into a stream of Kemyate too fast for me to follow. Isis asks her a few questions, which she answers in the same frantic tone.


    “What’s going on?” I interrupt when I can’t stand it any longer.


    “The materials Mako’s skimmed or otherwise collected are scattered through the storage areas, anywhere she’s found small unused spaces,” Isis says. “One of those spots has been discovered. Most of the material we had stashed there was taken. And whoever took it left a warning beacon that was supposed to be triggered when someone came for the rest. Thankfully Britta realized something was wrong before she set it off. But we have to take care of it, and check the other supplies to see if they’re still secure.”


    “I’ve already gone to the other two we talked about,” Britta says. “Those were fine. I think. You should double-check them—you know what tech to look for better than I do.”


    Isis turns to me. “I’ll put you on the inner-shuttle back to Jule’s apartment.”


    “If there’s anything I can do down here ...” I say.


    “It’d be hard to explain wandering around the storage areas with someone else’s pet.”


    “All right,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest to hide how my hands have clenched. I’m still so powerless here. “Be careful.”
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    “I need to do more,” I say the moment Jule gets back from work that evening.


    He blinks at me as the door slides shut behind him. “What?”


    “We have to figure out who’s tipping off Silmeru and the Enforcers about what we’re doing,” I say, pacing from one end of the room to the other. “Fast, before they ruin the whole mission. What’s happening with those ‘functions’ you were looking into?”


    Jule steps closer, tucking the box he’s carrying under his arm. “Is this because of the supply problem? You know Isis checked, and it was only the one spot. What we lost, we had more of the same materials elsewhere. Thlo’s insisted on having extra of everything stockpiled just in case. We’re fine.”


    I hadn’t known. Isis must have reported back to the rest of the group before the meeting broke up completely. But I didn’t hear, because no one called to tell me. Because they still don’t see me as a full member.


    “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “It shows that whoever it is, they’re still trying to chip away at us. I can’t let them screw this up, Jule.”


    I wonder if he understands just how much this means to me. If any of them feel it the way I do. For them, it’s about preventing an indeterminate disaster if the station’s systems wear down, about finding a new home it’s hard for them to even imagine, and stopping the injustice of how their people have treated Earth is just a side benefit. For me, it’s the immediate safety of my entire planet, as each shift wears it down more, increases the environmental chaos, and could mean millions wiped out in an instant. They have dreams of something big and new; I just want to protect what little we on Earth have left. My blue sky, my bright sun. My friends and family. The only home I’m ever going to have.


    A home I may never see again if the traitor succeeds.


    “I’ve looked through the requests for Earthling servers,” Jule says after a pause. “There are a couple of functions looking to ‘hire’ soon. We should probably pick just one, to start, so I don’t seem overeager to send you out.”


    “Okay,” I say. “Then get me into whichever one it looks like the most people from the Security and Earth Travel divisions will be at.” My thoughts trip back to Joining Day. Kurra prowling the assembly hall. “These functions, would Enforcers usually attend them?”


    “It’s more the higher-ups than the ground workers,” Jule says. “I don’t think it’s likely. But if you don’t want to take the chance ...”


    I set those fears aside. “No, I need to try this.”


    “I’ll see what I can find out, and arrange it tomorrow,” he says. “As long as you’re sure you can handle it.”


    “You don’t think I can?” I ask.


    “I know you can.” He smiles, and something inside me unclenches.


    “In the meantime,” he says, walking over to tap up the table and set his box on it, “you seem like you could use a distraction. How would you like to try a Kemyate game? I’ll teach you.”


    I eye the box. “A game?”


    “A traditional Kemyate diversion of strategy and will,” Jule says in a TV-commercial voice, and then, in his normal tone, “It helps keep the mind alert and hone problem-solving skills. I bet even council members play from time to time.”


    “Right,” I say dryly, sliding onto the bench. “Because you Kemyates couldn’t do anything fun unless you can explain it away with some practical purpose.”


    “Oh, there are a few things,” Jule says, his grin turning suggestive.


    “Mmhm?” I say. We’re not jumping straight into that. But I have to admit my curiosity is piqued—and I could use a break. “Too bad you brought this up first. How do we play?”


    He sits perpendicular to me and opens the box. The board he unfolds, a thin sheet that looks like fabric until he smooths it over the table and it stiffens, is covered with a couple dozen rows of squares. Jule hands me a cup full of little plastic-y discs and takes one for himself. Mine glint with a silvery sheen, while his have a dark garnet-like luster.


    “I assume you’ve seen chess before,” he says. “Ever heard of a Chinese board game called wéiqí—or Go, in Japanese?” I shake my head. “Well, you’ll get the idea. Rata is halfway between the two, with some extra complexity to make things interesting.”


    He lifts one of his discs. “Each turn you get to choose: place a token on any not already occupied space on the board, move a token of yours already on the board, or ‘upgrade’ one of your tokens to a higher level. The higher the level, the more flexibility of moves. As if you’re turning it from a pawn into a rook into a queen. I’ll explain that as we go.”


    When he sets the token on the board, the character for “one” gleams on its surface. I pick up a token of my own. “So what’s the point?” I ask. “How do you win?”


    “Officially,” he says, “you win by covering more of the board with your color than your opponent does with his. Put your token here.” He indicates the square next to his. I set mine down, watching another “one” shimmer on, and he immediately places a second crimson token on the other side of it. A streak of red blooms across my token, transforming it to look like his.


    “Hey!” I say.


    “A demonstration,” he says. “If you can surround one or more of your opponent’s tokens in a row, and the levels of your surrounding tokens are greater than those you’ve surrounded, you can take them over. Yours was first level, and both of mine were first, and one plus one combined is more than one on its own. If your token had been second, third, or fourth level, or if I’d surrounded two or more first-level tokens, I couldn’t have taken them. Got it?”


    “I think so. Sounds straightforward.” I reach to take back my piece, and he makes a noise of protest.


    “We keep going,” he says. “Unless you want to concede already?”


    “No,” I say. “But that wasn’t a real start. You made me give up my token.”


    He shrugs, with a lazy smile that sends a warmth over my skin even as I grimace back. “Consider that your first real lesson.”


    “Fine.” I kick at him under the table, and he blocks my leg, his ankle pressing against mine. We stare each other down for a moment. My heartbeat kicks up a notch. I’m pretty sure there’s a game going on here that’s about more than just tokens.


    Well, that just makes it a bigger challenge.


    I drag my leg back, and place another token, far from his current three. He moves one. I lay another. He runs his thumb over one to “upgrade” it, and the surface bulges into a low dome. And on we go. He explains each level’s movements as they come up. I manage to claim two of his tokens only to have him claim those back as well as a bunch of mine a few turns later.


    We’ve filled nearly a third of the board when I understand enough to realize I started with completely the wrong strategy, trying to build up my forces in one section while he’s set up pockets of power all around. I suspect I’m already screwed. But there’s still a lot of space to cover.


    I’ve just convinced myself that I’m getting the hang of it, regaining ground, when Jule slides over a third level token at an angle I’d forgotten it could move, and takes a handful of my key pieces in one swoop. A cry of dismay breaks from my throat.


    “Now do you want to concede?” he asks.


    “Like hell,” I grumble.


    “You know,” he says, “there’s no shame in it. Conceding when you can see you’re done for is considered excellent strategy. It means you can sooner start another game that this time you might win. Most games of Rata end long before the board is full.”


    “Well, you’ve never played against an Earthling before,” I retort. “We stick it out.”


    He laughs. “Have it your way.” And many minutes later, playing through a hastily consumed dinner, the board is swallowed by garnet red. I groan, sinking back on the bench.


    “It’s my first try,” I say. “No judgments should be made.”


    “Of course not,” Jule says, and then allows, “It wasn’t totally fair. You want to give it another shot?”


    I can’t possibly do worse than that attempt. I straighten up, and he scoots closer. His knee bumps mine as he sweeps the tokens off the board, the ones that were mine morphing back to their original silver color as they leave its surface. I glance at him, but he doesn’t make any indication the contact was on purpose. Only, as he finishes separating the colors, his knee comes back to lean against mine, and stays there. A comfortable heat.


    “Is that a cheap attempt at distracting me?” I ask.


    “Is it working?” he replies innocently. “I could go further.” He rests his hand on the bench so it just grazes my thigh. I arch an eyebrow at him.


    “Seduction by board game,” I say. “Now I’m starting to wonder how you’ve managed to have any ‘guests’ at all before me.”


    He throws back his head as he laughs at that, and the careless flash of his teeth, the pleasure in his expression when he looks at me again, wriggle into my heart in a way his touch hadn’t quite.


    “Maybe I just thought it would be fun,” he says, calling back to my earlier comment, and sets down his first token.


    “Seduction” was the right word, I realize as we play. In the game itself—the maneuvering around each other, the slow encircling, the recognizing of vulnerabilities. I take more time thinking through my moves, charting out the chains of reaction I can create. And in the way Jule’s playing. Somehow his arm keeps happening to brush mine. My hair drifts over my face as I concentrate, and he tucks the strands behind my ear with a light caress. I find myself leaning closer to him in invitation.


    No, not giving in that easily. I draw my attention back to the game.


    “Who taught you how to play?” I say. I’m having trouble picturing Jule sitting down with the father I met the other day, engaging in a battle of strategic will.


    “My grandfather Adka,” he says. A shadow crosses his face. “He used to say, ‘If you can master Rata, you can master the world.’ ”


    “Well, I guess it’s a good thing I’m learning it then,” I say, but that levity suddenly seems out of place. “He used to say?” The Enforcer who interviewed us said something about Jule’s grandfather’s “state.” I don’t know much about Kemyate life expectancy, but with their level of technology, I’d have expected they’d make it longer than the average Earthling.


    “He’s gone a bit ...” Jule hesitates. “On Earth you’d call it ‘senile.’ I don’t know if that’s quite right. He’s just not all there anymore.”


    “Oh,” I say, wishing I hadn’t brought it up. “I’m sorry.”


    “There are still some things even we can’t fix or explain,” Jule says. “It happens.” A smile creeps back across his face as he captures three of my pieces, “As does this.”


    Now it’s my turn to laugh. “Not so fast.” I nudge over a token I’ve been saving for this moment, and five of his gleam silver.


    I take a couple more on my next move, and another few a little after that, and somehow I find myself staring down at a board that’s half-covered and nearly two thirds silver. Jule studies it.


    “You’ve got me,” he says finally. “I concede.”


    “What?” I say. “No. You must have let me.”


    “Nope,” he says. “I’m not that generous. You learn fast.”


    He grins at me with such open admiration that the heat of his knee still resting against mine spreads through my whole body. Then he taps the table, sending it down to the floor with the board still laid across it.


    “I’m going to kiss you now,” he says.


    I’m not sure what’s gotten into me—the exhilaration of the win, the pent-up energy of being confined to the apartment so much, the desire I can see on his face that matches what’s been building in me—maybe all of that combined. “No, you’re not,” I say. And in the instant when uncertainty flickers through his expression, I shift forward, cup his jaw, and kiss him.


    Jule’s arms slide around me, and I end up halfway on his lap. Which is fine, because it makes it easier to keep kissing. I loop my arms behind his neck, positioned just a little above him. Just a little in control. He tugs me closer, his fingers tangling in my hair, an urgency I hadn’t expected in the way his mouth meets mine. As if I am exactly what he’s needed. And right then I feel more powerful than I have since the moment I stepped onto this space station.


    I don’t care how long we have, how long this lasts. Right now, it’s exactly what I need too.

  


  
    15.


    The party dress Jule brings me is stiff around the bodice and poufy with crinoline that springs back up when I push at it on the hanger. But this is the first time a guy’s bought me an article of clothing, so I guess I shouldn’t complain.


    “I have to wear this?” I can’t help asking.


    “These functions, the whole ‘point’ of having Earthlings as servers is to be exotic,” Jule says. “They want you to look like a stereotype from your approximate time period. This is supposed to be a 1950s prom dress replica.”


    “So I’m representing my grandparents,” I say, hefting it by the shoulders. Well, it’ll definitely convey a harmless piece of fluff vibe.


    “It’ll be close enough for the guests to appreciate the effort.” Jule leans closer, trailing his finger up my back, and his voice lowers in a way that sends a pleasant little shiver after his touch. “I could help you into it.”


    “Thank you, but no,” I say. “I’m supposed to be there in, like, half an hour, aren’t I?”


    “As you wish,” Jule says, with an unoffended smirk, and I haul the dress into my bedroom alone.


    I’m not sure how much he meant that offer. There’s been a fair bit of kissing in the last few days. And more than kissing. My face warms, remembering, as I pull off my clothes and struggle into the dress. I’ve drawn lines—I feel I need to, with him right here. He hasn’t been in this bedroom since that first morning, or me in his. All clothes have stayed on. We’ve never gotten to the point where it would be a problem if the doorbell happened to sound.


    It’s hard to imagine he wouldn’t like to go further. But I’ve never had anything even this intense—I’ve never been able to relax enough. Never felt normal enough. I think the only reason my one “relationship” lasted the two months it did is the guy didn’t care enough about me to notice my tics ... which is why it only lasted the two months it took me to realize that.


    Lisa would be so excited by this development. Tugging at my hands, insisting on, “Details, details!” with that mischievous glint in her eyes. She’s always been more comfortable with guys, and she’s been prodding Angela and me to find someone ever since she and Evan hooked up a year ago.


    Or rather, she was. I have no idea what she’s like now, whether she’s even still alive, seven years after the accident I read about. My fingers curl into the dress’s fabric, and I force them straight, smoothing down the skirt.


    I’m happy enjoying just this with Jule, without it getting more serious. I’d feel awkward asking, but I’m pretty sure from the way he talks that he’s happy to take this as it is too. After all, as soon as our mission is finished, I’ll be back on my real planet, in my real present, and never see him again.


    When I come out, Jule’s waiting by the door. “Well, the color suits you,” he says, studying the bright blue fabric. He holds out his hand when I join him, offering a thin loop of woven Kemyate metal. The flat plate mounted on it is imprinted with several characters, the ones that represent sounds rather than words—spelling out his name.


    “I don’t like that I won’t be able to stay,” he says. “I know this is strange and it isn’t at all the way I actually see you, but ... if someone hassles you, you can show this to them, and they’ll know you’re—supposedly—my property. And there’s an indicator here ...” He shows me a tiny button on the side of the plate. “If you press down on that for a few seconds, I’ll get a signal and know you’re in trouble, and I’ll be able to find you wherever. All right?”


    I take the bracelet, dangling it from my fingers. It’s lighter than I expected, like almost everything Kemyate-made. I’d be wearing his name, like a dog tag.


    “I wouldn’t want you to wear it when you’re here, or working with the others in the group,” Jule says. “It’s just, if you’re going to be out of the apartment on your own, please, if you could have it with you. You’ve seen how people can be when it comes to Earthlings.”


    He sounds honestly worried. Knowing he takes no enjoyment from it, that it’s only for my safety, dampens my revulsion. “Of course,” I say. When I slip it over my hand, the bracelet expands briefly to fit over my knuckles before contracting around my wrist. I slide the plate so it’s on the inside, where people won’t constantly be seeing his name on me.


    The silky smoothness of the alien metal reminds me of the glass beads on my old bracelet, the one my brother Noam made me, that kept me safe in a different way. Safe from the panic attacks, from being overwhelmed by my sense of the shifts.


    If all goes well, this function will take me one step closer to ending those shifts for everyone back home.


    “Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”


    The inner-shuttle ride is brief, just a short hop up and to the right. I twist my hands together, bracing myself for the hours ahead, facing dozens of strangers without any support. The shuttle’s starting to slow when Jule steps toward me, slips his arm behind my back, and leans in to kiss me, so quickly I’m hardly prepared. My gasp of surprise is lost in the tender but insistent press of his lips. I kiss him back, not sure if he’s looking for reassurance or offering it or simply getting off on the unexpectedness—and not really caring. Then the shuttle stops and we jerk apart.


    “Shall we?” Jule says, extending his elbow with a smile. I take it, shaking my head at him, but I’m smiling too. I’m no longer sure how much the flutters in my chest are thanks to him or my nervousness about the night ahead.


    The woman who opens the door to the event room is clothed in a dress that looks vaguely like a kimono, although trim and seamless, no extra fabric expended, in the usual Kemyate style. She must be the one who’s “hired” me for the evening—or rented, more like. My throat tightens as she inspects me, but I keep my gaze dull.


    “As agreed,” she says to Jule. “She will be well taken care of.”


    Jule’s fingers graze my back. “Behave yourself,” he says, his voice teasing, his eyes serious. Then he walks away. The hostess is already ushering me inside.


    “English is best for you?” she inquires, I assume having noticed Jule’s use of it.


    I nod, not quite trusting myself to speak. The room we’ve entered appears to be huge, the walls ahead of me and to my left so distant in the hazy light I can’t make them out—or maybe that’s a special effect, designed to give the impression of spaciousness in the limited real space available. A few clusters of men and women are already gathered around the glowing diamond-shaped tables that hover at waist height, and I think the dim distant figures are actually reflections.


    The rest of the room’s light comes from a view of space outside, a swath of darkness stretched across the ceiling, glittering with innumerable stars. I can’t tell whether that’s real or constructed either. Regardless, it’s hard not to stare.


    “We’ll be starting shortly,” the hostess says. She leads me to a doorway on the right. “Wait in here. I’ll instruct you when we’re ready.”


    She shuts the door behind me, and I find myself in a room only fractionally bigger than my bedroom in Jule’s apartment. Four others are already sitting on the L of benches along the walls. The woman in what appears to be an actual kimono, her face painted like a geisha, and the middle-aged man in a toga both look so dazed I assume they’re doped up on Kemyate tranquilizers. The other two, an older man wearing only a loincloth and stripes of paint, and a girl about my age in a loose hooded robe, appear more alert. Pets who were brought here young enough that they could adjust without the drugs?


    “Hi,” I say tentatively. The girl smiles shyly, and the older man says something that sounds like a greeting in a language I don’t recognize. The other two dip their heads.


    “How did you all end up here?” I venture, and get blank looks all around. Okay, so I’m the only English speaker among the Earthlings tonight. It looks like our hostess aimed to represent a variety of nations as well as eras.


    I paw at my expansive dress as I sit, trying not to take up more than my fair share of the room. My efforts don’t matter much, because it seems like only a few moments after I’ve sat down, the hostess bustles in. She motions us up and through another door into what appears to be the outer section of a kitchen area. Glass-like platters of shining cups and morsels of food are being set on a buffet opening between this space and a prep area on the other side. The hostess points to the platters and rattles off a series of instructions in four other languages before she gets to English.


    “You take one plate and go out,” she says. “Walk through the room, slowly, and if someone comes up to you, stop so they can take what they want. If they wish to speak to you, please answer them. When your plate is empty, come back and fetch another.”


    Simple enough. Each of my fellow servers has already taken a platter. I grab one covered with what look like real shrimp on a smaller, thinner version of the standard Kemyate brownie-bread in shades of orange and green, and follow the others into the main room.


    In the short time since I came in, the space has filled up. At least a few people stand around every table, others weaving between them, pausing to greet each other or exchange compliments or sympathies. I catch snippets as I circulate. The content of Kemyate small talk is pretty similar to what I’d hear on Earth: light comments about the job, the family, the latest sports game.


    Keeping my face slack, I let my eyes wander as I walk, watching for people I recognize. I spot one guy I think was in the Earth Travel contingent at Joining Day, but when I sidle closer, what I can make out of the conversation around his table has to do with apartment lighting options. My first platter is nearly empty when I catch the Kemyate word for Earth as I squeeze my dress between two chattering groups. Pulse skipping, I edge around the table, looking elsewhere but perking my ears.


    “Do you think they’d really go through with it?” a man’s voice asks, pitched low. I steal a glance at him and his companions, but I don’t recognize any of them.


    The woman next to him takes a shrimp-thing from my platter. “It would be shocking,” she says. “But I can see”—she lowers her voice further as a couple of laughing young men approach me, and I force myself to smile at them, straining to hear—“how it is with Earth.”


    How what is? Go through with what? I itch to ask, but then I’d be giving away that I’d been listening in—and understood them. I notice the hostess gliding my way. Planning to circle back, I push myself onward.


    Before I get very far, a ruddy-faced man plants himself in front of me and makes a comment that’s neither Kemyate nor English.


    “What?” I say, attempting to look befuddled rather than irritated.


    “Ah, American!” he says, and tugs at my skirt. “Nice dress. Did you bring it from home?”


    He guffaws without giving me a chance to answer, because of course that’s absurd. Pets don’t get to bring their wardrobes. I grit my teeth behind my smile.


    “No,” I reply, which just makes him laugh louder. He pats my head. Then a woman comes up to him with a disapproving stare and pulls him away. I’m grateful for the second before her voice carries back to me.


    “No one’s going to be impressed if you spend your time playing with the dirt,” she says.


    Someone snatches the last of the shrimp-things off my platter, so I head to the kitchen. As soon as I’ve returned to the main room, this time with a spread of steaming beverages, I look for the group that was talking about shocking developments on Earth. They must have moved; I’ve lost them in the crowd. I wander into its midst, hoping I’ll stumble on them.


    The guests are loosening up—this time I get several teasing or outright mocking comments in a variety of languages, and one girl stops me and demands to know the exact year I’m from so she can pump me for inside info on some TV show she’s hooked on. Others are turning to more serious subjects among themselves.


    “They brought her to the medical center yesterday, but I don’t see any improvement,” one woman says to her friend as they come over to me for drinks.


    “It makes you wonder, when something happens that they can’t cure,” her friend says. “Perhaps it’s an error in ... they don’t want to admit.”


    As they wander off, I spot the Earth-talking crowd again. I amble toward them, but from what I pick up of their conversation, they’ve gone on to a new topic, a debate about some financial issue involving a lot of terms I don’t know. I linger for a moment, wishing there was some way I could nudge them back to the subject I want, and one of them waves to a woman I know. Tabzi’s mother. She sweeps over, all smiles, asking after one of the men’s children.


    Another familiar face crosses my line of sight, and my gaze jerks away. Jackpot! It’s the woman who was talking to Thlo at the ceremony, the head of the Earth Travel division, Milades Silmeru. She’s striding over to greet an elderly man I don’t remember seeing before. I drift that way, ears pricked. She’s commenting on a dinner they had together. But who knows what else she might say if I stick close to her ...


    “Hey! Hey, Earthling!” A hand flails in front of my face, and I flinch, nearly losing my grip on my platter. The guy who wanted my attention doesn’t seem to notice. “Come here,” he says, grabbing my arm. I hurry after him, knowing I can’t do anything but get this over with as quickly as possible. He pulls me into the midst of a circle of avid faces.


    “You can settle an argument,” he says, sounding immensely pleased with himself.


    “Wait,” one of his friends says, eyeing me. “How long ago did you leave Earth?”


    Leave, as if I had a choice in the matter. “It was only a few weeks ago,” I say slowly, as if sluggish with the drug.


    “Perfect!” the first guy says to the others. “I knew I hadn’t seen this one at these parties before.” Then, to me, “So while you were on Earth, how many environmental disasters did you have to live through?”


    It’s easy for me to give him a blank look, because I really am confused. “Disasters?”


    The group twitters. “Earthquakes, flash floods, tornadoes—what do you call them?—hurricanes,” a young woman says. “Drought. Landslides. All those ... planetary problems.”


    “The Council makes it sound like any place on Earth, something happens at least a few times a year,” the first guy breaks in. “But I think it can’t be that much. Someone your age, you’ve maybe been through ten or twelve?”


    “I ... No,” I say. They seriously think everyone on Earth is experiencing earthquakes and hurricanes on a monthly basis? “I heard about ... disasters, but there haven’t been any where I live.”


    The guy frowns. “None?”


    “She’s too ... to remember,” his friend says with a sigh.


    “But ...”


    “Drop it,” the woman says. “What does it matter? Any disaster is more than we have here.”


    They wander away without so much as a thank-you. I stare after them. With all those scientists watching Earth, no one could really think the planet is that unstable.


    No one who had access to all the footage and media. What’s available on the public network is somewhat limited.


    It would suit a group who wanted to keep the positions and influence they have, and who got their influence by convincing everyone what they do is essential, to give the impression that planetary life is incredibly unsafe and unpredictable, wouldn’t it? I’m starting to suspect Jule was too generous to his superiors at Earth Travel when he suggested they might not realize they’re holding Kemya back unnecessarily.


    That thought reminds me of my earlier target. I head off in search of Silmeru, passing the Earthling woman in the kimono. She gives me a flat smile. What sort of questions has she been asked? I wonder just how numb the drugs make her, and feel sick. The only possibilities are not enough or too much.


    I’ve emptied my third tray and just come out with my fourth when I manage to cross paths with Silmeru again. She’s standing by the wall, slightly apart from the crowd, in intense conversation with a woman I think I saw in the inner circle on Joining Day too. I meander toward them. She looks up, but her gaze barely registers me.


    “I don’t understand why Earth would matter so much to them,” the other woman murmurs.


    Silmeru mutters a phrase I can’t translate. She falls silent as a bunch of men who’ve clearly had a fair bit of that tipsy drink barge over to me to pick from my platter.


    “I don’t know whether to feel more sorry for her or her parents,” one of them says to the others. “Did you hear, they put all their strength behind her younger brother, because of one mistake she made as a child. But you see what she’s made of herself since, and you have to wonder ... the sort of mistake a child like that might have made.”


    “To go from daughter of once-mayor, to Enforcer?” The reply comes with a tone of disgust.


    An Enforcer—here?


    “And just look at her,” the first man says. “Whatever reason she had to insist on coming, they shouldn’t have let her.”


    I turn, and my heart stops. Kurra is stalking through the crowd, her ice-pale skin and hair gleaming in the starlight. I spin back around before she can look my way. The room that seemed so vast suddenly feels far too small.


    I can’t avoid running into her here. I have to leave.


    But as the men saunter off, Silmeru leans close to her friend, saying something too low for me to hear. They were talking about the rebels—they must have been. Thlo said Silmeru’s the only one who knows who our traitor’s been talking to. I can’t leave when I am so close.


    I sneak a peek in Kurra’s direction. The man said she insisted on coming, but she seems to be surveying the partygoers at random. The winding route she’s taking shouldn’t come near me, not yet. I swallow thickly, and step toward Silmeru to offer her and her companion a drink.


    “They won’t accomplish what they want,” Silmeru goes on as if I’m not there, while her friend takes one of the cups. “We’ll make sure of that.”


    “It would be easier if ...” her companion says, followed by a phrase I can only tell has something to do with greed. Then, to my dismay, they start to amble away, heading toward Kurra. I glance around. She’s facing the opposite direction. If I keep Silmeru between me and her, and my head down ...


    I creep along, losing a few sentences of the conversation before I’m near enough to make out their voices again. “Even if it takes time,” Silmeru says, “we’ll get everything we need. I just hope he’s not too unstable, with all the ...”


    The last word I don’t know—something like chamari. Whatever it is, Silmeru crinkles her nose as she says it. Interesting. I lean forward, and glimpse a pale figure just beyond them.


    Kurra’s turned this way. I sidestep, my pulse hiccupping, hoping she didn’t see my face.


    “I don’t even want to think about it,” Silmeru’s friend says as they drift on. I don’t dare follow them any farther. I’d have to look around to check where Kurra is. If I look around, I could find myself staring straight into her eyes.


    My heartbeat rattles on, making me dizzy. If I had a moment to collect my thoughts ... I squeeze between two tables, as quickly as I can without dropping my drugged act. My tray is still half-full, but I duck into the kitchen area, thinking maybe I can hide in there long enough to gather myself.


    The hostess is standing near the buffet, examining the new platters. She glances at mine, and frowns.


    “Why are you back here?” she demands. “Finish that one first.”


    My tongue stumbles. “I, um, I don’t feel very well.” I make a face I hope expresses illness convincingly. I can’t go back out, not right away with my nerves scattered like this.


    Her frown deepens. “What? Are you—”


    I double over slightly, letting the platter wobble, as if only just catching the urge to puke. She leaps forward to snatch the drinks from me. “Oh no, you’re not serving like that,” she mutters to herself. “Defectives.” And then, to me, “Keep away from the food!”


    She glances around, and her mouth flattens. “I won’t have you making a mess here. Your owner will have to take you back early, and take a cut on his fee. Come on, quickly.”


    She rushes me back out into the party before I have a chance to prepare. There’s Kurra, standing at the fringes, her profile to us. I stare at the floor, pressing a hand to my stomach—which really is churning now—making the hostess hustle me even faster to the door. For a second, I think I hear the tread of boots following us.


    Then the hostess has dragged me out into the hall. She rushes to the inner-shuttle stop. No one follows us out. Her hand flicks over the command panel. The second the shuttle arrives, she shoves me in. I start to protest, just then—I hardly heard anything. Maybe Silmeru would have said more. Maybe if I’d waited, steered clear of Kurra and come back around when she was farther away ...


    But it’s too late. I slump against the pole as the shuttle whisks me away.
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    Jule’s jaw flexes when I tell him why I’m back early. “You should have signaled me,” he says.


    “Right,” I say. “Because you bursting in wouldn’t have drawn any attention.”


    “I could have come up with a story,” he says flippantly, but his tone doesn’t match his expression. “You know it doesn’t matter, don’t you? If you’re in trouble ...”


    “If I’m really in trouble, I’ll use the bracelet,” I say before he has to finish.


    I’m disappointed with the little information I was able to gather, but the next few days are full enough to distract me. The jaunt down to the planet’s surface to collect kolzo has been scheduled for later that week, and I put in dozens of hours on the navigation simulator to prepare. Britta comes by to touch up my disguise and check my progress, and gives me a thumbs-up. But my lungs still tighten as Jule and I hurry to the control room Thlo was able to arrange a slice of time in. It’s on Isis and me to make sure Britta and Odgan come back safely in their little pod with the last of the materials we need.


    The control room is only slightly larger than the other workrooms we’ve used, crammed with one long desktop that stretches through most of the space. Indicators and readings glint on its surface, and a couple of floating displays already glow in the air above it. The walls are lit with screens: four small ones off to the sides, and a broad one opposite the console that shows only a shifting haze of gray. Thlo’s standing by it, talking to Win. Isis, who’s sitting by the far end of the desk, spins on her stool as we come in.


    Win bobs his head to me as he smiles in greeting. It seems like ages since I last talked to him. I smile back, but I don’t know what to say. After so much time with Jule and Isis and Britta, I realize, he’s starting to feel like a stranger. That sense, contrasted with the memory of how close I felt to him our last few moments on Earth, sends an ache through me. Has he sorted out his concerns about his parents? Is his brother doing all right?


    There isn’t time to ask. Thlo comes around the desk. “A moment?” she says to me, in a way that’s not really a question.


    Since I didn’t hear anything of obvious value the other night, Jule and I didn’t break the ban on nonessential communications to report my observations to her. As soon as we’re a little apart from the others, I relate the few bits I did pick up—the group talking about Earth, Tabzi’s mother, Silmeru. “I wish I had more to tell you,” I finish. “But Jule’s looking into sending me to another, and—”


    Thlo interrupts me with a flick of her hand, her gaze elsewhere. “We’re going to put a hold on that enterprise for now,” she says. “In the present circumstances, it’s not worth the risk. You should stay away from anyone outside our group.”


    “But—” I say, startled.


    “I’ve decided,” she interrupts, her voice firm, her impenetrable eyes sliding back to me. “But I did want to ask you about something else.”


    “All right,” I say, smothering my frustration. The whole point of my attending the parties was to change present circumstances, to identify the traitor and eliminate the risk. But I suppose, if today’s part of the mission goes well, soon it won’t matter anymore.


    “I’ve been continuing to study your re-creation of Jeanant,” she says. “I wondered ... What was your impression of his mental state during your conversations with him?”


    “His mental state?”


    “Did he strike you as thinking clearly or being more ... disordered?”


    Thinking back to those moments with Jeanant, I can see why she might ask. “He was exhausted, and physically weakened,” I say. “I’m sure that affected his judgment a bit. But he still had focus. He never seemed to stop thinking about sticking to his plan as carefully as he could to set things right on Earth.”


    “On Earth,” Thlo repeats.


    “You’ve seen how he talked. It bothered him so much that he was the first person to try to put an end to the Traveling and the damage it was doing to us—I think he cared about making up for that at least as much as what his mission would mean for Kemya.”


    “Yes,” she says.


    “Even at the end,” I say, “he knew exactly what he was doing. He knew the chance of escaping was so slim, and that dying was the only way to make sure he didn’t jeopardize the rest of the mission—”


    “Yes,” Thlo cuts me off. Her gaze has drifted away again, her mouth tight. “Thank you,” she adds, though I have no idea how what I’ve told her is useful. “You’d better get ready.”


    Isis motions me to the seat next to her. The display there is lit, with a set of patterns and characters that’s now completely familiar to me. The little triangle of Britta’s jet-pod lies still against the arced line that symbolizes the station.


    “Everything looks as it should,” Isis reassures me. “All going to plan.”


    My thoughts slip back to the traitor. “Are we the only people who know about this?”


    She shakes her head. “Unfortunately, to pull off a maneuver this big, we needed a little extra help. Odgan, obviously, because he’s the only one who’s familiar with the mining equipment—but it’d be nearly impossible for him to be leaking information, as separated as he usually is from the station here. And we held off on involving Mako as long as we could, but arranging everything wouldn’t have worked without her expertise. We gave her as little detail as possible. I’ve been monitoring her movements and communications, and the others, and I haven’t seen anything concerning.”


    Mako’s probably smart enough to figure some things out, though. And the traitor might have already realized we’re suspicious, and found ways to ask about our plans that wouldn’t tip Isis off.


    “We’re watching the Enforcer channels too,” she says. “If someone’s notified them, if they take some sort of action, we’ll know.”


    Despite that, there’s a thread of worry in her voice. I swallow, resting my hands on the cool surface of the desk. I doubt there was any perfectly secure way to continue the mission. It’s not as if I’d have wanted them to put the entire thing on hold.


    “When do we start?” I ask.


    She checks her display. “Two minutes now.”


    I study my own. Britta and Odgan are down there, about to cast off into the vacuum of space in that little shell of a ship. It looks so fragile.


    Isis gestures to Thlo, who claps her hands.


    “Let’s begin,” Thlo says. “All eyes where they need to be.”


    Isis motions to her display and says, using Britta’s code name, “All right, Stell, we’re ready to go on my count.”


    “I hear you, Shep,” Britta’s voice replies. “Ready here too.”


    Isis pauses, following the flow of numbers. “Three, two, one ... Hit it!”


    The triangle on my display twitches and creeps forward, into the maze of sensor lines and satellite trajectories. As the ship leaves the arc of the station behind, the hazy screen on the wall ahead of us clears, revealing the view Britta and Odgan will be seeing right now. An edge of starry sky, the curve of an immense sunlit sphere below. Clouds tinted scarlet and purple bunch and swirl over its surface, offering tiny glimpses of brownish land below.


    That’s it. The planet of Kemya.


    I realize I’m staring, and jerk my eyes back to my display. The pod has cleared the first band of sensors, following the path Britta and Isis charted ahead of time. The figures look exactly as they should. Britta and Odgan just need to get to that point near the top right corner, by the edge of the planet’s main ocean, and then they’ll be within the industrial time field there, where they can jump back and start the kolzo mining. They’ll be safer within the time field, able to hop to another hour, another day, if they run into trouble—Britta plotted out several escape points just in case. And they’ll return in what will be only a few seconds for us.


    “Sensor 362 is extending,” Isis says. “Stell, adjust right five degrees.”


    “Done.”


    The pod shifts off its original course, narrowly avoiding a sweep I noticed a second after Isis did. Not fast enough. I scan all the lines, the flickering bits of data. For an instant, my vision blurs. I drag in a breath. I have to stay calm and alert.


    A twitch at the edge of the screen catches my eye. “There’s something at 12-7-3-9,” I say quickly, before I’m even sure what it is.


    “Stell, wait,” Isis says through the communication link. She touches her section of the desk. “Another ship is passing into your space ... A cargo hauler.” She falls back into Kemyate with a string of technical terms, but I gather she’s directing the pod to retreat closer to the station, where its emissions will blend in.


    “Good catch,” she says to me when she’s done. “If you hadn’t spotted it right away, they might have ‘seen’ the pod before we could pull them back.”


    I can’t quite feel good about it. “That ship wasn’t supposed to be passing by right now, was it?”


    “No,” Isis says. “It must have been a last-minute change.”


    A large, chipped-looking shape like a giant arrowhead is cruising into view on the large screen. Thlo frowns at it.


    “Can’t they go around?” Win asks from where he’s standing by one of the side screens.


    “Too difficult to avoid the sensors of a ship that large, along with the station’s,” Thlo says. “We’ll wait until it’s fully passed.”


    “It’s going slow enough,” Jule remarks. The terseness of his voice makes me glance over. He’s watching the large screen from where he sits farther down the desk, his body tensed.


    “The wait is going to throw off our previous calculations,” Isis says. “We’ll have to keep an even closer eye on the readings.”


    I nod, trying to block out the thudding of my heart. Jule’s right—the hauler is moving incredibly slowly. The minutes tick by as it slinks across the screen. Thlo paces back and forth a few times before forcing herself still. The rest of us stay braced in our positions.


    Finally, the tail end slips out of view. Isis consults her display. “Nothing concerning on the communication channels or the logs?” she asks.


    “Nothing,” Win says, and Jule shakes his head.


    Isis gives Britta the go-ahead, and the little triangle creeps forward again. I catch a shift in the sensors just as Isis does, and she calls over a change of course. The starry sky disappears on the screen, the image tilting as if we’re falling with Britta and Odgan into the rippling clouds.


    We make another tweak at the halfway point, and have them adjust their speed as they approach the target spot. Otherwise it’s all clear. My pulse is just starting to settle when a new shape blinks into the corner of my display. Isis makes a noise of dismay.


    “What is it?” I say.


    “Enforcer carrier,” she says, as a band of light sweeps from its symbol to the pod. “They’ve identified the ship. Stell, hold. Enforcers have a trace on you now.”


    My stomach sinks. “It’s possible they’re just surveying,” Win suggests, but his face is drawn. “I don’t see any Security alerts.”


    Britta’s voice breaks from the speaker. “They’re hailing us. They want our authorization codes.”


    Isis swears under her breath. “You’re going to have to get out, both of you. We’ll lose the ship.”


    “I have to wipe the course information,” Britta replies. “They’ll know—”


    Thlo has marched to Isis’s side. “Stell, you clear the caches. Ven, feed this information to the Enforcer ship. It should keep them occupied for the minute you’ll need.” Glancing at a palm-size device in her hand, she starts rattling off a series of numbers and syllables.


    Jule’s hand darts across his display. “The Travel bay Mako set up is ready when they are.”


    “Get in position for emergency jump,” Isis instructs.


    “Just let me ...” Britta says, and her voice descends into a series of mutters. Thlo keeps reading out data. I lean against the desk, my throat tight. What are the Enforcers going to do if they realize the ship is unauthorized?


    All I can see on the big screen are the same congealing wisps of red and purple. The pod was so close. It might have been a matter of seconds, and then they’d have jumped to another time and there’d have been nothing for the Enforcers to detect.


    On my display, the Enforcer’s ship is edging closer to Britta’s. I watch the shivering characters around it, the numbers rising and falling as the sensors continue their sweeps—


    A reading next to the Enforcer’s ship surges, tripling. “Isis!” I snap out, jabbing at it as a spark lights at the tip of the symbol. “The Enforcers—”


    Isis’s shoulders stiffen. “Stell, Ven, out now. Or they’ll have you.”


    There’s a crackle through the speaker, but no response. Then the spark flares on our displays, a wave of light shooting out across the empty space and washing over the little ship. The planetary image on the large screen blinks out. Thlo stops talking, her lips pressing flat. Jule raps at his controls.


    “Two arrivals in the Travel bay,” he says, exhaling sharply.


    Isis leaps up to join him. “Stell?” she says with her hand over the display. “Ven? Report. Are you both all right?”


    I stand up, glancing between them and my own display. The Enforcers’ ship has drawn up beside Britta’s. “What did they do to the pod?” I ask.


    “That was a ... stun beam,” Win says when the others don’t answer. “It’ll have disabled all the tech on the ship, and it knocks anyone on board unconscious for an hour or two. But they got out.”


    An image flashes on Jule’s display: the face of the man who joined us remotely for that one meeting. Odgan. His light hair is askew and his mouth twisted.


    “We made it,” he says. “But Stell jumped a little late. The beam hit her in the middle of transport—I don’t know what to do. Someone needs to come down. She doesn’t look good.”
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    She’s still breathing,” Thlo says. After a rush to the tiny Travel bay to collect Britta and Odgan, we’re clustered in the main room of Isis and Britta’s apartment, which thankfully they moved back into a few days ago. Britta is slumped on the floor, the bluish pallor beneath her usually rosy brown skin making the tattoo along her hairline look like threads of rot. Her eyes haven’t opened once. She hasn’t made a sound.


    Isis paces back and forth, her hands twitching at her sides. “What happened?” she demands of Odgan as Jule grabs a box from a compartment near the door and hands it to Thlo.


    “Cover her,” Thlo says, popping open the lid. “We need to warm her.”


    Win grabs a small square of fabric from the box and unfolds it into a thin blanket. I help him stretch it over Britta’s body, covering her from neck to feet. It doesn’t look very warm, but a faint heat seeps into my fingers where I’m gripping it.


    “... I thought we jumped at the same time,” Odgan is saying as Thlo retrieves a tube of orange liquid. “But the shock wave must have hit her just as she was ... and affected the ... That’s all I know.”


    Thlo drips the orange stuff into Britta’s slackened mouth, and I sit back on my heels, feeling painfully helpless. I’ve never had to deal with a situation this serious back home, but the time Angela crashed her bike and broke her ankle, the time Mom sliced open her thumb with the paring knife, I had some idea what to do. Who to go to for help, the basic medical steps to take. But that’s just my defective Earth knowledge, no comparison for Kemyate tech. Here, I don’t know where to begin. They must have something that can help her.


    Jule offers Thlo a glassy disc from the box, which she slides under the neckline of Britta’s shirt, over her heart. It starts to glow dimly through the fabric. Britta still hasn’t stirred.


    “Is there a ... hospital, or something?” I say, thinking of the medical “chair” in the safe house on Earth that healed Win almost magically after the Enforcers wounded him.


    “We can’t take her to any of the official medical centers,” Jule says, looking sick himself. “The Enforcers have to know someone jumped out of that ship. If she comes in needing treatment for a totally unexplainable injury ... She’d be flagged, they’d figure it out.”


    “She’s stable,” Thlo says, leaning back. She swipes her hand across her forehead, the delicate lines around her eyes and mouth twice as deep as I remember them being less than an hour ago. “I’m not picking up any permanent damage. I think if we keep her comfortable, she’ll come out of it on her own.”


    “You think,” Isis repeats. She lets out a strangled noise. “Whoever did this, whoever tipped them off— I swear I will blast them off the station myself when we find out.”


    “Mako?” Win says.


    “Unless she talked to one of the others,” I say.


    “Or ...” Odgan winces. “I ran into Pavel when I arrived on the station. I didn’t tell him anything, but he could have suspected ...”


    “When we know she’s okay, I’ll check the communications data,” Isis says. But I can’t help thinking about how the Enforcers showed up without any of the warning the group has counted on before. If they could keep their movements off the accessible logs, why couldn’t our traitor too?


    Mako, Pavel, Tabzi, and Emmer were all moving freely while we were occupied. It could have been any of them.


    “I don’t get it,” I say. “How could someone ...” How could they not care if Britta or Odgan died? My legs wobble as I stand up. Win glances at me, looking as shaken as I feel. He grasps my shoulder and I lean toward him instinctively.


    “This isn’t the time to be making a move, Darwin,” Jule says. I stiffen, but Win doesn’t let go. He gives me a reassuring squeeze.


    “We’re all upset, in case you haven’t noticed, Jule,” he says. Jule opens his mouth as if to retort, but then he stops, lowering his eyes.


    “I know,” he says roughly. “I am too.” I guess that’s as close as he can manage to an apology.


    The last thing I want right now is to stir up their rivalry. I crouch next to Britta again. Isis has sat down by her head, rocking a little as she strokes her girlfriend’s hair. I grope for the right comforting words to offer, but nothing comes. My throat’s too choked up.


    “Do we have enough?” Win says suddenly.


    “Enough what?” I ask.


    “Kolzo,” he says, his gaze intent on Isis. “We already have some, don’t we? Would it be possible for us to use the weapon with what we have, Isis?”


    She stares up at him in a daze. “I ... Yes. We might be able to power three shots. But I’m not sure. And we could need more than three.”


    “You’re an expert at this,” Win says. “You’ve been studying Jeanant’s schematics. You could figure out how to improve the efficiency, stretch it further, couldn’t you? And we’d train hard so we know we can do it in three shots. We could go, now, before there’s any chance for more sabotage—Britta won’t be any worse off on a ship than here—the six of us could handle what we need to do Earth-side.”


    He sounds so sure I start to believe it. We could. Race off now before the traitor has time to figure out our next move. Finish the mission. Isis said we had everything else we need.


    She frowns, as if working through the idea, but before she can say anything, Thlo breaks in.


    “No,” she says. “We’ll only have one opportunity. We need to be properly prepared. We can’t risk throwing that opportunity away out of fear.”


    “It’s not—” Win starts, and she makes a jerking gesture of her hand.


    “We don’t leave until we have everything Jeanant believed we needed,” she says, in a tone that ends all discussion.


    Odgan asks her a question that draws her to the side, and Win deflates, rubbing his face as if trying to cover his reaction to her dismissal. Isis leans back over Britta, checking the glowing disc. Jule rummages through the first aid kit in silence, his expression dark. Behind me, Thlo’s low voice has become laced with frustration. I glance over at her and Odgan, just as it rises enough for a few of her words to reach my ears.


    “I should have sent her. She’s the most expendable.”


    At the same moment, she looks at me. I stare back at her, comprehension sinking in. She’s talking about me.


    Expendable.


    Thlo’s eyes narrow. She didn’t expect me to overhear, or maybe to understand. My pulse skips. I’m not sure I want her to know I did. “Is there anything else we can do for her?” I ask, as if I hadn’t heard.


    “Not you,” she says brusquely. “Isis and I will take things from here. Everyone else should return to their quarters.”


    I turn back to Britta’s waxy, nearly lifeless face. What Thlo thinks should have been mine.


    Maybe she’s right. They do need Britta more than they need me. Who here is more expendable than I am? Hell, if I died, they’d have one less thing to worry about the Enforcers discovering.


    But I didn’t expect Thlo to think that way. What Jeanant told me, what feels like years ago, tickles up from my memories. She wasn’t always as open-minded as Earth’s people deserve.


    My eyes go hot. So what if she sees me as less than the others? Why shouldn’t she? I’ve been so caught up in thoughts of home, in all the things in my life I want to set right, maybe I haven’t extended myself the way I could. Found every way I can help. Proven they were right to bring me.


    Jeanant gave up his life for this cause, for a planet that wasn’t even his. Britta almost did the same. Everything that matters to me—writing over my parents’ pain, saving Lisa, getting my own life back—it’s tiny compared to seeing the whole planet free. If I’m not willing to take those same risks, to die for Earth if that’s what it comes to, then I don’t deserve to be here.
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    I wait about an hour after Jule leaves for work the next morning, and then I head out myself. My plan is not the most thorough—I doubt it’d survive Jeanant’s scrutiny—but I need to do something. To find more to offer Thlo. To make up for the image of Britta’s sickly face lingering in my mind.


    Thlo made it clear she doesn’t approve of my going out on my own, and I’m not sure about any of the others. Maybe Win would understand. But I’ve been letting them instruct me, guide me, lay down the rules for my actions since I arrived here, and it hasn’t gotten us enough. I need to push myself further.


    I’m not being stupid about it. Jule’s bracelet is a light but soothing weight around my wrist. If anyone asks, I’ll say my “owner” sent me on an errand.


    As I walk through the narrow halls, no one gives me a second glance. In Kemyate clothes, I look like just another Kemyate, after all. The biggest difference between them and me right now is that I don’t have a thumb sequence on record to summon the inner-shuttles.


    I found the addresses of our most likely traitors in the network before I headed out. Mako is the farthest down, in Ward 42, so I’m starting with her. A couple sectors over from Jule’s apartment, there’s an alcove with a tight spiral staircase that allows me to descend from the 80s to the 40s. Then I hurry along through the sectors to Mako’s, matching the brisk strides of the Kemyates I pass.


    I don’t expect to see her. In fact, I’m hoping I don’t. I just want to scope out the area, listen around, and maybe I’ll be lucky enough to come across a friend, a relative, even an acquaintance who might mention her—odd behavior, comments she’s made. Anything.


    The halls down here have a slightly different atmosphere, as if the lights are dimmer, the walls less freshly cleaned. The mineral taste in the air is thicker, almost acidic. Between the sectors, I pass doorways to public areas: fitness centers, recreation rooms, eating areas, education facilities. I don’t stop at any until I’ve reached Mako’s sector. There, I slow down, keeping my ears perked as I amble along the hall past her apartment. Two men go by, heading in the opposite direction, but they’re not speaking to each other. I linger near the last few apartments, the silence making my skin itch. Then I take a look at the cafeteria-like room just beyond the arched sector-dividing wall.


    Jule mentioned that most people eat in places like this, because it’s easier and less expensive than stocking your apartment privately. I step inside, taking in the packed rows of tables, the tangy smell wafting through the air, the murmuring of dozens of people talking over their meals. A few locals brush by me, swiping their thumbs over a panel just inside the door and heading to a buffet counter where trays materialize with a hum, holding a soupy mixture in a bowl of bread-like stuff. I guess the downside of cafeteria eating is you’re stuck with whatever they’re serving that day. I wonder if it’s any better than the packaged stuff. But I doubt my thumb will bring me a tray, and I’m not sure I want to find out what’ll happen if I try.


    More people are sidling around me. Straining my ears, I inch closer to the tables, where the cafeteria-goers are crammed shoulder-to-shoulder and nearly back-to-back. The voices blend together, no names I recognize standing out. And I’m starting to get a few odd looks. Obviously it’s not normal to stand around like this. I duck out and keep walking.


    I meander through Mako’s sector again, but there’s nowhere I can dawdle without looking out of place. So I head up to the next level of wards, where both Pavel and Emmer live, in sectors not far from each other.


    Just outside the stairwell, two women and a man have opened up a large panel in the wall and are tinkering with the circuitry there. I wander near, trying to make out their murmurs, and one of the women glances over.


    “Move along,” she says flatly. “Just routine work.”


    The hall in Pavel’s sector is empty when I walk down it. I circle through the local fitness center, pretending to be looking for someone, but the Kemyates bunched in the warm-up/cooldown area mostly go through the motions quietly. No one says anything that sounds useful.


    As I step out, I spot a stout figure marching down the hall, and my stomach flips. It’s one of the Enforcers I saw on the surveillance footage the time Isis, Britta, and Emmer were almost caught. I tense for the moment it takes me to remember that she didn’t see me. Forcing myself to move forward, I pass her with what I hope is a respectful nod of my head. Her gaze skims me, but she doesn’t stop.


    I could run into Kurra out here, I realize. I’d have nowhere to run to, no one to hide among.


    But what are the chances? I’m almost finished with the route I planned.


    My sense of failure mingles with fatigue as I stalk through Emmer’s sector and then trudge up the four floors to Tabzi’s level. Her family’s almost at the top—they must be even wealthier than Jule’s.


    The hall I emerge into certainly suggests as much. The pearlescent ceiling gleams, the air nearly flavorless. The cafeteria I peek into is smaller than the ones below, but with a little breathing space between its tables, though the food on peoples’ plates looks the same. I come across a different sort of eatery, a dim room where a few preteen guys are exclaiming over some glowing entertainment they’ve brought up on their floating tabletop, and a couple of middle-aged women are talking over sticks that smoke like incense. None of them look likely to be in Tabzi’s social circle, so I retreat.


    I’m almost at her sector when a door opens up ahead, and a familiar melodic voice carries through the doorway. I freeze. I wanted to find Tabzi’s friends, not Tabzi herself. If she sees me, I’ll have to make my excuses and leave.


    I spin around, darting close to one of the apartment doors as if I’m waiting to be admitted. Tabzi is stepping out of the room in the wake of a chorus of Kemyate “good-byes.” I don’t think she’ll recognize me from behind. I wait, breath held, as her footsteps pad away in the opposite direction.


    I peek over, watching her disappear around the curve in the hall, and then edge over to the room she left. What’s she been up to? She didn’t sound torn up about a colleague being seriously injured—but then, I guess she might not have heard about Britta yet.


    The phrase over the door has something to do with clothes. I step up to the entrance as if I have every right to be there, and the door whispers open, revealing a bizarre sort of boutique.


    Several consoles scatter the space, each taller than me and about twice as wide, with silver screens stretching across their fronts. Behind them, outfits dangle from rods. The wall at the far end of the room is lined from floor to ceiling with built-in shelves, which rotate with a faint sigh when the teenage girl at their foot presses a control. She and the two girls with her examine the new rows of merchandise they’ve uncovered, while a couple others take turns at a nearby console. When they step in front of the screen, it shimmers to show them clothed in a different outfit from the one they’re wearing.


    All of which, from what I’ve seen around Kemya, is unsurprising. What’s weird are the clothes themselves. The girls at the console are “trying on” kimono-like dresses of the style the hostess at the other night’s function was wearing. When I duck behind a console, I find myself staring at a rack of shirts, slacks, and skirts that look vaguely French peasanty. Another holds beaded fabric that makes me think of photos I’ve seen from traditional celebrations in India. But all, of course, with the trim Kemyate cut and sturdy flexible fabric, no colors too bright, no patterns too bold.


    What was it Jule said all that time ago, about using Earth things? Keep the connotations, but make it your own? Apparently that applies to fashion too. Play with Earth styles, sure, but “improve” them to be worthy of Kemyates.


    “You think she really does have a ... to finish?” one of the girls says. I ease closer, staying hidden behind the racks. She must mean Tabzi.


    “It could be that boy,” a second comments. “The one we caught her talking to on Joining Day.”


    “I hope not,” a third pipes up, with a sound of disgust. “She could do much better. Really, what kind of ... name their kid Darwin.”


    Tabzi was with Win on Joining Day? Well, it’s not like he can’t talk with—or do whatever he wants with—whomever he wants. It’s not like I haven’t.


    “Yes, you can tell he could never keep up with her,” the first says. “But maybe she’s just having fun, keeping it quiet because she knows it won’t last.”


    “No way,” the fourth girl says, stepping away from the console. “You know how her parents are about anything Earth-like. They won’t even let her buy the clothes here! She wouldn’t dare run around with a ...”


    “You’re right,” the second girl says, and they fall into chatter about a party another of their friends is throwing.


    I finger the outfit in front of me without really seeing it. So Tabzi’s parents are strictly anti-Earth? And her friends think she obeys them. One way or another, Tabzi must be a better actress than I’d have guessed. Either she’s fooling her friends and family into thinking she’s a devoted Kemyate while she sneaks around helping Earth ... or she’s fooling Thlo and the others into thinking she wants to help Earth when she’s really trying to undermine us.


    After several minutes, the conversation still hasn’t turned back to Tabzi. One of the girls starts glancing my way. I take that as my cue to leave, and amble out into the hall.


    There was one more thing I noticed on the map that I thought I’d investigate. A section about as big as five sectors put together, that had a label saying something about studying Earth. It wasn’t too far from here. I’m curious what they’re using that space for, when they have our whole planet to study directly. Maybe it’s the sort of place where people might discuss plans about Earth.


    I’m just coming up on a wide double-door entrance when a couple dozen kids who can’t be older than six or seven spill out of the nearest shuttle stop, two adults in tow. The adults herd them toward the entrance. A class on a field trip? I hurry to catch up. They could be my ticket in.


    The woman in the lead presses her thumb to a spot near the seam in the doors, and they part. I slip between the kids as they stream in, letting the class gather ahead of me once I’m inside.


    The adults—I assume teachers—shush the kids and organize them back into lines in the narrow foreroom we’ve come into, which holds a projected 3-D display of my planet, little spots of light picking out scenes from different countries and eras as it rotates.


    “One question at a time,” the woman reminds her charges. “Pay attention to the differences in the exhibits. We’ll be talking about changes when we’re back at school.”


    Exhibits. Is this some sort of museum, then? I drift after them into the next room.


    This one is longer, a low-ceilinged hall with glass stretching along one side, providing a view into an enclosure so deep I can’t see the back wall, though when I study it, the odd blurring in the distance makes me wonder if it’s a space-expanding visual effect similar to the one in the starry function room. The scene we’re looking at is Earth-like: ruddy soil dotted with shrubs and a few scrawny trees, a cliffside built up near the left wall with a couple of cave openings. A deer-like creature picks its way across the uneven ground. A zoo?


    “Hey!” one of the kids says, thumping the glass with his palm. “Where are they?”


    “Karac!” the teacher chides as she tugs him back. “They can’t hear you through the ... It wouldn’t be authentic if they knew we were here.”


    “Maybe they’re in the caves,” a little girl says, and the other teacher nods.


    “Good thinking. We can look inside.”


    He flicks at one of the displays glowing along the bottom of the window, and it expands several feet. A video image forms on it: a shadowy space lit by a low fire in a pit on the rocky floor, five figures sitting around it. Five human figures: an old woman, a couple who look to be in their twenties, and two little kids scratching at the floor with bits of stone. All of them are wearing rough clothes made out of animal skins.


    Cute. This must be footage taken on Earth, thousands of years before my time. A way to pretend the kids can see the planet and its history firsthand. It seems like a lot of space to set aside just for that, but obviously Kemyates have strange priorities.


    Another of which becomes evident when the first teacher speaks again. “This is the sort of living that people resort to when they have very little technology and understanding. Sad but inevitable.”


    “But how can people not understand tech?” Karac asks, and the teacher smiles indulgently.


    “When living on a planet, there may not be ... Much is out of control. The focus is on staying alive, which leaves little ... for other things. That’s why the Earth Travel scientists study Earth and consider everything that could happen, so we will be in control when it’s time to move to another planet.”


    “I don’t want to live somewhere like that!” another boy exclaims, his eyes wide.


    “It isn’t time yet,” the teacher reassures him. “We’ll only go when we know everything we need to, and then it will be perfectly safe.”


    “And we’ll do a better job making houses and things than those Earthlings do!” the girl who spoke before exclaims, and receives a pat on the shoulder. I cringe inwardly. So the teachings about caution and the dangers of planetary life start early—alongside those about Earthling inferiority. It sounds as if the teachers believe it as much as the kids they’re indoctrinating do.


    The kids murmur as the teachers point out a tool the old woman is using, the structure of the fire pit, and other details I tune out. It doesn’t look as though I’ll find anything that’ll help our mission here. But I follow the class down the hall to the adjoining room, reluctant to give up.


    The environment in the next “exhibit” looks more cultivated than the last. The trees in their cluster to the right have been pruned into neat shapes, with greenish fruit hanging from their branches. Several small buildings constructed out of clay blocks stand beside the grove. There’s some sort of platform made of the same material beyond them, in the depths of the space. I step closer to the glass to peer at it, and my heart stops.


    Someone’s moving on it. Someone human-shaped, in a dusty white robe, walking toward the buildings.


    As he draws nearer, a woman in similar clothing steps out of one of the houses, carrying a woven basket. She waves to him, and they fall into a conversation that speakers project into the hall. It’s not a language I recognize.


    I stare. Maybe they’re just ... projections, like that image of the Earth outside.


    “They’re almost like us!” one of the kids squeals.


    “Not as much as you’d think,” the male teacher replies. “Look carefully. Our scientists picked out the best subjects they could find, and created a ... as much like their natural area as possible, so we could watch real Earthling behavior with our own eyes.”


    My stomach turns, and I swivel around, toward the doorway. I can’t watch anymore. I think I might vomit.


    Those are real people, real Earthlings. Kidnapped and whisked away and caged here like ...


    Like animals in a zoo. My first thought, when I saw the exhibits. Shut away in a miniature version of our goldfish bowl on Earth, to be gawked at and giggled over by children, to be used as a lesson of how degraded we are, why it’s necessary to keep our planet under Kemya’s thumb ...


    When I stumble through the first hallway, the man from the footage in the caves has come out, standing beneath the cliff. I hurry on, trying not to look at him. Trying not to wonder what he must think, trapped in that replica of his home with strange boundaries he never encountered before.


    I burst through the foreroom with the globe and on into the hall outside. The air in the zoo felt so suffocating, but now I realize that was just me, my lungs clenched, my throat constricted. I’m trembling.


    “Are you all right?” someone asks.


    I jerk myself upright, as straight and steady as I can manage. A young man is eyeing me, halfway between concern and curiosity.


    If I answer him in Kemyate, he might notice my accent.


    I nod briskly with the best smile I can summon. He doesn’t look entirely convinced, but he walks on. It takes all my will not to sag against the wall. Every time I start to sort out my thoughts, my mind cycles back to the robed couple behind the glass. To the Kemyate voices. They’re almost like us! Not as much as you’d think. And my stomach churns even more.


    I stumble to the shuttle stop and press my thumb against the call button, even though I know nothing will happen. Nothing does. My legs wobble as a fresh chill washes over me. I don’t think I can walk all the way back to Jule’s apartment, not like this.


    I hesitate, and then reach for the button on my bracelet.

  


  
    18.


    What were you doing in there?” Jule demands the second we’ve stepped into his apartment. “What were you doing out of here?”


    He showed up at the shuttle stop what felt like hours after I signaled him, but I suspect it was actually only ten or fifteen minutes. He must have had to duck out of work to come, but I’m reeling too much from what I just saw to worry about that.


    “I was trying to find out more about who’s leaking our plans. I thought some place that was all about studying Earth, I might overhear people talking about something useful there ... I didn’t know what it was. How could I have known?”


    I sink onto one of the benches. Jule takes a can from a cupboard and opens it on the table in front of me. The mist that rises from its opening is cool rather than steamy, with a minty fragrance that reminds me of the stuff I drank while I was Traveling on Earth with Win, that soothed the nerves as well as thirst. But I don’t really want to be soothed. There’d be something wrong with me if I weren’t disturbed.


    “How many Earthlings do they keep in those ‘exhibits’?” I ask, hardly wanting the answer.


    “They’re not treated badly,” Jule says. “No one hurts them—they don’t even know people are watching. The curators give them everything they had on Earth.”


    I blink at him. “Except a whole world to move around in. More than a few people to talk to their whole lives. The chance to choose where they live and who they live with. Getting to exist without every movement they make being observed and recorded and turned into an educational lesson for the kids of the people who took them. ‘Not badly,’ Jule?”


    He grimaces. “I meant—they’re all people who would have died anyway. It’s better than no life, isn’t it?”


    “You really think so?” My stomach’s starting to churn again, and this time it’s got nothing to do with my memory of the zoo. “Would you rather live in a cage with people staring at and studying you than die the way you were supposed to?”


    “It’s not—” he says, and stops.


    “Not what? Not the same? Why—because they’re Earthlings and not Kemyates?” Just shadows of lives, dirt off the ground. Nothing truly important.


    “That’s not what I meant,” he says, but from the drop in his voice, I’m pretty sure that’s what he almost said.


    “Then explain it to me,” I say. “Explain how the exhibits, the pets—how any of that is even slightly okay. They’re human beings too, Jule. Just like me. Or do we only count when we’re willing to make out with you?”


    I mean the words to sting, the way it’s stinging me that I believed he saw me as an equal. But when he winces, my satisfaction only lasts a few seconds. Jule grabs the can I haven’t touched and takes a long, slow gulp. Then he looks down at the tabletop, his dark eyes fathomless.


    “No,” he says. “I know how horrible it is. I know they’re all— But there’s a difference between knowing, as information in your head, and knowing, all the way through. I know you, Skylar; I couldn’t possibly be around you and think ... But that’s just you. I don’t have that, with any other Earthling.”


    He sits down, leaving a careful space between us. “I grew up with this,” he goes on. “From the day I was born, everyone around me has talked and acted as if Earthlings are less than us. As if what we do to them is perfectly normal. I can’t scrub it all out in a moment, or a day, or a year ... There’s crap in my head so deep I don’t even know where it starts. It’s in everyone—Isis, Britta, Thlo—I doubt even Jeanant had it all dug out.”


    I remember Thlo’s comment: expendable. Jeanant refusing to consider my adjustment to his plan. Jule’s probably right. That’s hardly a comfort.


    “So I’m supposed to accept it?” I say.


    “I just want you to know I’m trying,” he says. “And that I’m not such a prick I don’t know when what I’m saying is crap. I’m sorry. You’re upset, and I had to go and ...” He makes a bursting gesture with one hand.


    I see, in the regret on his face, the guy who talked me down when I was spiraling into a panic. The guy who told me he didn’t want anything from me unless I wanted it too. The guy who insisted I take that bracelet, that he’d come if I needed him—and who did. I swallow thickly.


    Maybe there aren’t any of us without sides we’re ashamed of. How many messed up ideas do I have about other people, other cultures and countries back on Earth, because of where and how I grew up?


    I don’t want to argue. I just want to wash the images from the last hour out of my head.


    I shift a little closer, and lean against Jule’s shoulder. His arm comes around me, his thumb skimming the bend of my elbow. “I’m sorry,” he says again.


    “I know.” I pause. “It’s not just what they’re doing to us, Jule. They—the Earth Travel people, I guess, and whoever else is involved—they’re lying to all of you. Teaching everyone that living on a planet is so risky, so difficult to prepare for ... They have to know it isn’t really that dangerous.”


    “Yeah,” he says. “A little paranoia to help keep the program going. Like I said before, I think some of them believe they’re doing what’s best for everyone, and that’s how they justify the ... exaggerations.”


    “And you said for some of them it’s about holding on to their positions, getting to still be the authorities everyone looks up to ... Why do people do such horrible things for a little bit of extra power?”


    His hand stills. “I don’t know,” he says. “But we—the group of us—have been trying to counteract the messages the Council puts out there, as much as we can. That’s been one of my jobs, finding footage and media that shows Earth in a positive light and arranging it in more prominent spots in the network. Thlo believes it’ll make a difference.”


    The thought of all those “positive” sights and activities and feelings I left behind sends a jab of homesickness through me. The breeze tickling my hair, the fresh-washed taste of the air after a rain shower, the rhythmic thud reverberating through my joints when I lope through the park. “There’s so much good there, you know,” I say. “I’m not going to claim it’s perfect, but ... I miss it, so much.”


    “Of course you do.” Jule hugs me tighter. Then a hint of his usual levity creeps back into his voice. “And just to be clear, I would still think you’re an exceptional human being even if you’d never made out with me. Or if you never made out with me again. That has no bearing at all on my opinion of you.”


    “Well, I guess that’s good to know,” I mutter.


    “I’m not saying I’d be overjoyed about the situation,” he adds, but he laces his fingers through mine at the same moment, as if to counter the joke.


    “Are you sure people here really will let Earth go once we disable the time field?” I say, putting into words the worry that’s been swelling inside me over the last several days. “Earth Travel won’t just convince everyone they need to set up a new one and experiment some more?”


    “We won’t let them,” Jule says firmly. “It’ll be much easier to protest the constructing of a new field than continuing the current one. The resources they’d have to expend to repair the generator or construct a new one of that size, the limited time range it would give us once all the history the current one covers is out of our grasp—and our going that far at all will get people paying attention, really thinking about it—we’ll be in the perfect position to push for a change. Thlo has every possibility covered. I don’t think there’s anything she wouldn’t do to make Jeanant’s mission succeed.”


    I believe that. It’s not a guarantee, but it’s as close as I can imagine getting to one. I let out my breath.


    “All the people in that ... zoo. Do you think there’s any way we could bring them back to Earth?”


    I don’t really expect Jule to say yes, but he pauses as if he’s actually considering it. “No,” he says. “Even one or two, to get them out and onto a ship without any alarms being tripped ... We probably wouldn’t make it off the station.”


    Even I can see that’s not worth the risk. I close my eyes. Then all I can do is make sure no other Earthling ever ends up in that place.
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    There’s not a lot else I can think of to do, within the limits of my precarious situation. I spend most of the next day immersed in the Language Learner, determined to make sure that if I go out again I can understand as much as possible—and maybe even get away with saying a few things if confronted. To distract me, I think, Jule challenges me to a series of games of Rata, which ends with two wins for each of us and a different sort of distraction. There’s a restraint to his first few kisses that reminds me of my jab about making out with Earthlings. It’s so uncharacteristic of him that any last lingering anxiety I was feeling melts away.


    “I’m okay with this, I promise,” I say, my hand on his cheek. “I want this.”


    A tension I’d only distantly registered slips from his shoulders. “Good,” he says, with a more typical grin. “Because so do I.”


    But when Isis shows up the next morning with a familiar lipstick-shaped device, my worries about Britta come surging to the front of my mind.


    “Time for your touch-up,” she says with a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.


    “How’s Britta doing?” I make myself ask, afraid of the answer, as we sit on my bunk.


    “Better,” Isis says, running the device over my hair. “It seems Thlo was right: the beam didn’t do any permanent damage. But she’s still shaken up. Wobbly, physically, and scattered if she tries to think too hard about anything.”


    I can’t see Isis’s face, but she sounds both optimistic and weary.


    “There hasn’t been any problem—with her job, or her family ...?”


    Isis’s curls rustle as she shakes her head. “She’s been able to fake it well enough talking to them over the network, and it hasn’t been unusual for her to work from the apartment some days, working out course calculations and that type of thing. As long as nobody comes to visit unexpectedly, I think we’ll be all right.”


    I imagine Britta sitting in that tiny apartment, dazed and weak. Shaken up.


    “I’m sorry,” I say around the lump that’s risen in my throat.


    Isis nudges me to turn around. I assume she intends to re-shade my skin, but when I face her, she grips my arms, her eyes intent on mine. “What are you apologizing for?”


    “If I’d seen sooner that the Enforcers were going to send out that beam and warned you faster, Britta would have gotten out before they hit the ship,” I say.


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Isis says. “You saved her. Maybe all of us. You caught it before I did—if you hadn’t it might have hit her at an even worse time in the jump—it might have killed her. Or they might not have had time to jump at all. If they’d been taken into custody ...”


    I remember the way Jeanant talked about the Enforcers’ interrogations. No one’s strong enough to hold out forever. It still feels like I failed them. I haven’t even been able to make good on my resolve to accomplish more for the group.


    “Did you find out anything about who leaked our plans from the communication logs?” I ask.


    “Nothing definitive. No one contacted Mako over the network, but from the hall footage I was able to dig up, Pavel came by her apartment that day, and Tabzi may have seen her at work. So either of them could have found out something from her. I haven’t found evidence of any of them contacting someone in Earth Travel—though of course Pavel works there, so it’d be easy for him. We haven’t told any of them what happened to Britta, and no one’s seemed surprised that we haven’t mentioned any problems ... I don’t know what to think.”


    “If everything to do with the traitor has gone through Earth Travel,” I say as she starts on my freckles, her words sparking a new idea, “is there any way you could get me access to their files? Maybe I’d notice a pattern that Thlo and the others haven’t.” That’s been the one real advantage I’ve offered them: my sensitivity to detail. The people in the rebel group who work for Earth Travel, they’ll take things for granted, they might miss something.


    Isis nods slowly. “I can’t get you into everything—certain sections of their private network have locks even Britta can’t break—but we could key you into some. The question is how ... I think I could bring a portable terminal for you to work with temporarily, to make sure the activity isn’t traced here if it’s noticed.”


    “Great!” I pause. “But could you ... not mention this to Thlo. I think she’s been disappointed by how little information I’ve uncovered so far. I’d rather not have her expecting anything.” And I’m not totally sure she won’t shut me down before I even try. As Dad would have said, Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission.


    “I’m sure she’s not disappointed,” Isis says. “She just has a lot on her mind. But I don’t see any reason to bother her with this. There, finished.”


    She gives the computer terminal the mirror command. I turn toward it, staring into the face that hardly seems like my own. Hair chopped and darkened, skin tanned, freckles erased. Eyebrows curved with a sharper arc. I make myself smile, watching the muscles around my lips tighten. My mouth still looks the same. I still have that little bump partway down my nose. My eyes are the same shade of brown. Or are they different too—clouded by all the things I’ve seen and learned in the last few weeks?


    I’m not sure my parents would recognize me. My friends either. My throat clenches up again. But I already wasn’t the same girl they knew, after my journey with Win. I had enough secrets then to build a ten-foot wall between us. Now I’m just carrying more. Which means it’s never going to be the same. Even if I make it back to that life, it’ll never really be the life I would have had.


    I look away, trying to hide the pain Isis might assume is unhappiness with her work. I can’t let those thoughts get to me. However I’ve changed, I still care just as much about the people I left behind. I took this leap to protect them from the Kemyates’ meddling and the damage that comes with it, to free everyone on Earth, and I’m going to follow all the way through.


    “We just need that last bit of kolzo, and then Thlo’ll agree to us leaving?” I check.


    “That’s right,” Isis says. “We have a ship ready now. And we’ve even finalized the details for our new planet, the one Thlo will use in her proposal when we return. So everything is in place. We just need another chance to get that fuel.”


    Another chance without the traitor getting in our way.

  


  
    19.


    Isis drops off a tablet the next morning, and I spend most of the day combing through the Earth Travel division’s private network. None of the names in the employee directory jumps out. I come across a collection of what appear to be submissions from the general public: suggestions of possible shifts, demands for more of one type of media or another. It’s reassuring to see some Kemyates speaking up against changing Earth’s recent history. It sounds as though many Earthlings would die if this happened. Is there a safer way to test the theory? And, Similar shifts have been made in the past ten years. I don’t think the data from one more would be worth the negative effects on the planet.


    So there are people Thlo and the others can appeal to for support once the time field is down.


    Much less comforting are the information requests from the Security division I find. Several of the recent ones contain Kurra’s name. It seems she’s interviewing all the employees at Earth Travel now—given the disruptions Win and I caused on Earth, I guess it’s easy to deduce that someone with access to Traveler tech must have helped.


    Silmeru turns up all through the network, which isn’t surprising given that she runs the division. Nothing I dig up strikes me as particularly meaningful, though—no regular associations with one particular employee, no sudden decision changes. Then, as I glance over the schedules and room bookings for the next few weeks, one slot catches my eye. There’s an hour late every evening when little work is usually scheduled, because a maintenance crew comes through. But four days from now, one of the meeting rooms is reserved in the middle of that hour. While most of the reservations include a list of participants, this one has only one name on record: Silmeru.


    Who would she be meeting with that she’d keep secret—and at such an odd time? I have to find out. If it’s to do with her source, I need to be there, one way or another, to hear what they say for myself. Something they mention will make the pieces click, I’m sure of it.


    Which means I need help from someone with access inside.


    I’m certainly not going to ask Pavel. I can already hear Thlo shooting me down—even though her methods still haven’t gotten us the answer. And Jule ... I bite my lip, remembering our discussion about the Earthling zoo. He might insist on looking into it on his own, without me. But what if something comes up that only I’d catch the significance of? I can’t go on letting other people take all the risks for me.


    So that leaves Win. Win, who was willing to break the Traveler rules on Earth when he realized I could help him. Win, who was the only one who questioned our plans after what happened to Britta. We accomplished so much before, just the two of us. It almost feels meant to be.
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    Isis told me she’d embedded a coded channel in the tablet’s interface so I could contact her in case of emergency. I write as brief an explanation as I can, lock it the way she taught me, and insert it into a message to Isis beseeching her to pass it on to Win for me, which I lock as well. The response she sends is even briefer: OK. I won’t know if Win’s agreed until I get there.


    I plan to tell Jule I want to visit Britta and then change the destination once he’s put me on the inner-shuttle, but before I have to, he mentions he’s meeting up with his friends that night. “They’re starting to ask too many questions about how I’m spending my time,” he says apologetically.


    “That’s all right,” I say, awkward about the lie I no longer have to tell. “I get it.”


    So I walk, down a couple levels and on from the residential sectors into the business and industrial rings closer to the station’s core. When I finally come up on the entrance to the Earth Travel division and the tiny holographic globe hovering over its door, my mouth is dry and my pulse skittering. Win isn’t there.


    I slow down, dawdling on my way to the entrance. A few employees amble out and stride off in the opposite direction, having finished for the day, I assume. The division should be pretty much empty for the maintenance hour. The meeting I want to catch starts in fifteen minutes.


    I wander to a curve in the hallway, check to make sure no one’s watching, and then turn around and casually amble back. I’ve just passed the entrance again when Win emerges from the shuttle stop alcove. Relief washes over me, as quickly as his face lights up in anticipation, seeing me.


    How did I let myself think I didn’t know him? This is exactly the guy I ran around Earth with, risking the Enforcers’ blasters and Thlo’s anger to follow Jeanant’s trail.


    He glances around and presses his thumb to a panel by the entrance. We slip down the hall on the other side silently. The hum of tech tells me someone is still working behind one of the doors that line its walls. Win opens another, farther down, and motions me in.


    We’re alone in the room, which holds a large table lined with stools and a screen on one wall. “This is the one Silmeru booked,” Win says, his voice low but eager. He pats the pouch at his waist. “I borrowed some monitoring tech from the equipment area this afternoon. I just need to plant it, and then we can watch and listen from one of the consoles next door.”


    “Perfect,” I say, my heart lifting.


    “You don’t have to be here, you know,” he says as he studies the walls. “If there’s anything specific you’re watching for, you can just tell me. There’s no reason you should be in danger too.”


    “There is,” I say. “I don’t understand everything I overheard her talking about before. I might be able to make connections, from what they say or do, that I couldn’t tell you about ahead of time.”


    I tense for an argument, but Win just nods. “I can’t compete with your eye for detail,” he says. “It got us awfully far back on Earth.”


    That’s why I needed him for this. He’s the only one who’s seen just how much I can contribute. Maybe the only one who has a chance of comprehending how much this mission means to me too.


    That thought mingles with the memory of my argument with Jule. “I came across the Earth Studies ‘zoo’ the other day,” I find myself saying as Win approaches the far wall.


    He glances back at me. “Are you all right?”


    “I was pretty upset. I’m still upset. I just— There’s nothing we can do, right?”


    “I hate that place.” He drops his gaze. “That’s been the hardest thing, being back. Before, I felt bad for them, I had the idea it wasn’t right, but now, every time I hear people talk about the exhibits, the pets—all those people just like you, and everyone sees them as ...” He trails off with a rough sound.


    “Yeah,” I say quietly.


    He pulls out a strip of flexible material from his pouch. “I wish there was something we could do for them,” he adds. “I wish we were doing more, full stop.”


    “There’s only so much, with the Enforcers watching, and now this traitor ...”


    “I know,” he says. “I know we have to be careful. I know the others think I don’t care enough about the risks. Sometimes I feel they’re right, that I’m too ... impatient, or careless.” He hesitates. “Then sometimes I wonder if it isn’t the other way around. You said even Jeanant, at the end, got too caught up in being careful. Maybe I’m not impatient enough. Maybe I could be fighting so much harder for us, for Earth ... for you, and I can’t see it because I’ve lived in this place so long.”


    He shoots me a slanted little smile that sends an ache through my chest. I open my mouth, but suddenly I’m afraid that if I try to speak, tears will come out instead. I swallow hard, and manage, “You’re here right now. That matters.”


    “Let’s hope so,” he says, with a breeziness that sounds as if he’s trying to brush aside how serious he sounded a moment ago. It must have been hard for him to admit that much. It suddenly occurs to me that as much as he’s the only person here I think has any hope of understanding how I feel about Earth, I may be one of the few people he’s ever been able to share his true feelings with. How much has Win needed me?


    As he presses the monitoring strip to the wall, I peek past a door in the corner. A light blinks on as I lean in, revealing a storage closet with built-in shelves stacked with time cloths, rolled tablets, and other devices.


    “Done,” Win says, and I step back out. The strip, which looked gray in his hands, has blended into the beige wall so seamlessly I can hardly see it even from a few feet away. Anyone sitting at the table shouldn’t notice it at all. There’s a black speck in the middle, but that can pass for a tiny dent or a fleck of dirt.


    “We’ll be able to adjust the angle with the console,” Win’s saying, motioning me toward the outer door so we can go to the next room, when a tiny ping sounds. He flinches, stifling a curse. Before I have time to think, he’s hauling me into the closet. My shoulder jars against one of the shelves.


    “What—” I start to ask, and he claps his hand over my mouth.


    “Sorry,” he whispers. “They’ll hear. They showed up early—the meeting room doors give a warning when someone’s about to come in, so if a session is in progress and the intrusion’s unwanted, the people inside can signal that without being more overtly interrupted. But if we’d done that, whoever’s out there would know someone’s in here who isn’t supposed to be.”


    A faint warble of voices penetrates the closet door. Nothing I can make out. Win eases back, dropping his hand.


    “So much for monitoring,” I murmur, unable to suppress my disappointment. We’re stuck in practically the same room as Silmeru and we have no idea what she’s doing out there.


    “Maybe not. Let’s see if we can work with what we have.” Win peers at the shelves. He takes one of the tablets, turns it on, flicks through it, and must find it doesn’t meet his requirements, because he puts that one back and reaches for the next.


    “You don’t think they’ll need something in here, do you?” I ask with a chill. Win could have come up with an excuse for us being in a regular workroom, but hiding in the closet?


    “If they do, I’ll find a way to explain it,” Win says, but his voice is tight. “They only booked for half an hour, so whatever they’re doing, it shouldn’t be anything too involved.”


    I shift my weight from foot to foot, not sure which I want more: for the meeting to be over so we can escape, or for them to delay so we won’t miss anything important before Win finds a tablet that’ll access the monitor. The warbling outside has fallen into a steady back and forth.


    Win shuffles through several more tablets, his movements increasingly urgent. “Ah!” he says finally. “This one should have the programming to wake up at least some of the functions ... Here we go.” He steps next to me, holding out the tablet so I can watch too. His other hand rests on my back the way he used to steady me during the jumps in his time cloth, so briefly I’m not sure he even realizes he’s done it. I remember Jule, the other day at Britta’s, snapping when Win reached out to comfort me. But Jule didn’t see the way Win recoiled from me in the ship’s lab, that moment I thought he might kiss me.


    No embarrassment comes with the memory this time. I’m just glad that even if my fleeting romantic inclinations were dashed, I can still count on Win in the ways that matter most.


    The monitor’s view shows only half the table and three people sitting there, though I can make out the tops of a couple more heads at the bottom of the screen. My breath sticks in my throat. Silmeru’s poised at the head of the table. At her left is Thlo.


    “What’s Thlo doing here?” I say as Win pokes at the tablet. I don’t recognize the only other person whose face I can see, the man at Silmeru’s right.


    “This must have something to do with council business,” Win says. “Although, that guy ... I don’t think he’s with Earth Travel. He doesn’t look familiar.” He grimaces. “I can set this to receive footage but not to control the monitor. I think this is as good as we’re going to get.”


    His fingers patter across the slick surface once more, and voices trickle out. He sets the volume just loud enough for us to hear.


    “... at the diagrams, you’ll see exactly what I’m proposing,” Thlo is saying. “It would be quick and efficient.”


    The other people are eyeing something on small displays floating above the table, but from our angle I can’t identify anything but a mess of lines.


    “And extreme,” someone out of view says. “What makes you believe this is necessary, Ibtep?”


    Ibtep. The last name I saw flash on my screen when Thlo came to talk to me on the ship—her real name.


    “I’m only recommending this measure in the case of an extreme scenario,” Thlo says. “Of course we will do everything in our power to stop these people. But you have to recognize what the consequences might be if they succeed. Many of the ... we’ve encouraged may act against us. Most of the citizens are ... in outcomes on Earth. We here may have agreed that if the time field were to go down, it would be time to evaluate other possibilities, but it will take much effort to divert the public’s attention.”


    The time field going down—by “these people” she means us. Her. I raise my eyebrows at Win. We already knew Thlo had to pretend to be against the rebels with her colleagues. It sounds as if she’s already convinced them that the best course of action if we succeed is moving on. What is she trying to arrange now? Is this going to help us get the kolzo?


    “It would be important that we keep clear authority,” Silmeru says, though she’s frowning.


    “It won’t happen,” says another voice from offscreen. “We’re getting direct information about their plans. Soon we’ll stop them completely.”


    “That’s likely,” says the man at Silmeru’s right. “But we should be prepared for every possibility. It’s true in a case like this, people may focus on Earth rather than our needs. They may even want to ... there. But I’m not sure this is the right approach.”


    “As I said before,” Silmeru puts in, “my source hasn’t been able to ... any details about the one who has given him information, which makes it impossible to push for more. We don’t have full control over the situation.”


    Yes, her source. I bend closer. It seems she’s still keeping his name a secret.


    “And if the worst happens,” Thlo says, picking up the thread, “this would be the perfect way to set Kemya to rights. By setting a new course with the same process that ... us here.”


    There’s a murmur around the table as if they appreciate the analogy I didn’t fully follow.


    “Do you know what she’s talking about?” I whisper to Win.


    “They’re concerned that they’ve encouraged people to focus on Earth so much, that if the time field goes down, a lot of Kemyates will be unwilling to reconsider what’s actually best for Kemya. That they might even push to join the Earthlings and settle there rather than somewhere unfamiliar. But I don’t know what ‘process’ Thlo means. If we could see that diagram ...”


    Only we can’t. Something about the way she’s talking, the way the others are responding, makes me uneasy. My nerves quiver in a way that uncomfortably echoes the wrong feelings that used to affect me. But maybe the intensity of the conversation is just because these people have relied on Earth as a way to hold onto power for so long.


    “If it came to this, you could move the construction and transport along quickly?” Silmeru says to the man beside her, who inclines his head.


    “And you could help present the idea to the mayor and the rest of the Council,” Thlo suggests to someone we can’t see.


    “If I agree that this is necessary,” that person replies dryly.


    “We will all consider it,” Silmeru says to Thlo. “Let us keep the proposal between us until we are at the point where we must make a final decision.”


    “I appreciate you taking the time to listen,” Thlo says.


    Her gaze skims the room, and stops for a moment on the monitor, as if she’s looking straight at us. My heart stutters. Then her eyes flick away.


    Everyone gets up to leave. I peer at the three figures who emerge from the back of the room as they head out the door, but I only catch brief glimpses of their profiles. I think one is the man Britta identified as the head of Security. Thlo lingers, fiddling with something on her display. Silmeru pauses, touches her shoulder, and says something too low for us to hear. She heads out. As the door closes behind her, Thlo raises her head.


    I stiffen as she walks straight to the monitor. She stares at it—at us. Then she reaches toward it and the feed cuts out.


    Win swears under his breath and shuts down the tablet. Before he can return it to its shelf, the closet door opens. Thlo crosses her arms in front of her, her eyes narrowing further when her gaze slides from Win to me.


    “Well,” she says, in a tone that demands an explanation.


    “We didn’t know you’d be here,” Win says hastily, stepping forward to meet her. “We saw that Silmeru had a meeting scheduled at an unusual time, with no one else listed—we thought she was meeting her source, and we might find out who’s betraying us.”


    “We?” Thlo repeats. I can’t tell how angry she is ... or if she’s angry at all. “You, I’m not completely surprised. Why was it necessary to involve her?”


    “It was my idea,” I put in. I’m not letting Win take the blame. “I thought maybe I’d observe something that would lead us to the traitor.”


    “I told you to stand down,” she says, turning her attention to me.


    “You said I shouldn’t try doing the functions anymore ...” I trail off when her mouth tightens. Okay, she’s definitely angry.


    “Consider it a blanket order now,” she says.


    I’ve got nothing to lose, then. “What were you proposing to them?” I ask. “What was this meeting about?”


    “Can we see ...” Win glances past her toward the table, where the displays have flickered out.


    Thlo waves off the questions with a twitch of her hand.


    “That’s my end of the mission,” she says. “I’ll solve our remaining problems after the generator is disabled—that’s all you need to know.” She pauses. “But it seems we haven’t been keeping you busy enough, Skylar. I believe I have a new job for you.”

  


  
    20.


    A digitized voice barks out an instruction, and I slide my hand over the steering control, easing the simulated jet-pod view screen to the right. The image shudders. Apparently I pushed it too far, into a bit of orbiting debris I didn’t notice in time. Oops.


    I flop back on my bunk as the computer terminal returns to the start of the simulation. It’s the third in a series Thlo had Isis bring over. A series meant to prepare me for the job she has in mind: copiloting an actual jet-pod when we make our second expedition down to the planet next week.


    The thought of it, of venturing out of the station in that tiny ship surrounded by the cold emptiness of space, sends a chill through me. With the navigation program, I was just looking, reporting, not doing the physical maneuvers myself. This job is a lot more dangerous.


    I suspect that’s exactly why Thlo assigned it to me. So that if the traitor betrays us again, if we’re caught or something else goes wrong, the group will lose me instead of someone more important. She dressed it up with talk about how quickly I’ve picked up the other tech skills, but the words she used when we were gathered around Britta’s slack body are still with me. I’m expendable. Maybe even more so in her mind, now that she knows I was willing to go behind her back with my investigations.


    Well, if I can handle this and come out alive, it might prove that I’m not so expendable after all. To her and to me.


    I’m about halfway through my sixth run at level three when Jule knocks on my door. I startle, and the pod goes sailing off into a satellite. I hadn’t realized he’d gotten home. My stomach grumbles, confirming it’s well into dinnertime.


    I wave at the door and it opens to reveal Jule posed casually outside. “Hey,” he says. “How’re you doing?”


    “Ready to take a break from this and eat,” I say, standing up and stretching. Jule’s gaze follows the curves of my body with an appreciation that tingles over my skin. But the smile he gives me is oddly shy.


    “You remember you were talking the other day about missing home?” he says.


    “Yeah.”


    “Well ... I thought I could help with that.”


    A couple of steps into the main room, my legs stall. The large table is up, and covered with food: food that isn’t in packets or made of some unidentifiable substance. There’s ... there’s an apple. And an orange, and a pear. Two hunks of cheese, one yellow, one white with blue veins. A container holding three eggs. A bunch of carrots. A box of granola cereal. A small carton of milk. A package of macaroni noodles and a jar of marinara sauce. Peanut butter and crackers. A bar of dark chocolate.


    I think my eyes are going to fall out of my head. It’s real. I can smell it, the cheese, the fruit. My mouth has filled with saliva. I waver on my feet.


    “I waited until the next Earth cargo haul came in, so it’s all as fresh as possible,” Jule says. “And I wasn’t sure what you like, so I got things I won’t mind eating. Anything you don’t want, I’ll take.”


    He’s using that glib tone of his, the one he always falls back into no matter what we’ve been talking about, like it’s no big deal. But I know it is. If Earth food were easy to come by, he’d be drinking five cups of coffee a day. This spread—it must have cost a fortune.


    To bring a little piece of my home to me.


    Sudden tears prick my eyes. My hand gropes out, twining my fingers around his. Right then, I don’t ever want to let go. I wasn’t sure he understood, but he must have, better than I knew.


    The shyness I thought I saw earlier has vanished. Jule directs me to the table, a mischievous light in his eyes. “So what shall we start with? I can even cook! One of my many skills.”


    “Which you practice so often,” I say dryly, past the thickness in my throat. I haven’t seen him handle anything but coffee and packets in the weeks I’ve lived here. “Um, I think I’ll start with the basics.” I grab the yellow cheese and the box of crackers, and plunk myself down on the bench.


    “Then I claim one of the eggs,” he says, snatching up the foam container. “You’ll regret doubting me.”


    The first couple bites, all I can focus on is the soft cheese crumbling against my fingertips, the crunch of the cracker between my teeth, my mouth flooding with the grainy, salty, creamy taste Kemyate foods can’t emulate. I’d almost forgotten how good food could be when it’s not just a bunch of nutrients synthesized together with artificial flavoring.


    Jule flips down a panel from the wall beneath the cupboards, fiddles with a control on the side, and then cracks the egg. It starts to sizzle the instant it hits the panel. I watch as he pokes at it with a tool like a narrow spatula, and a strange little ache forms in my chest.


    Maybe this wasn’t such a big deal to him, really. From everything I’ve heard, he has plenty of credits to throw around. It could be just one more way to charm the girl who’s around right now. Requiring as little thought as breathing.


    I have to remember that. Because the sensation passing through me as he shoots me that challenge of a smile isn’t just one of fun and games, a quick fling to pass the time. It’s the distinctive feeling of falling.
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    Several hours later, I wake up to the muffled tone of the doorbell and the impression that it’s penetrated my dreams more than once already. I yawn, my head bleary. The lights are too dim for it to be morning.


    The Enforcers, I think, and my body goes rigid. I lie still, listening. Jule must have roused in the other bedroom, because a few seconds later, the tone cuts out.


    “There you are!” hollers a vaguely familiar voice. “I told you Jule would be good for it.”


    Laughter filters through my bedroom door. I sit up, debating whether I’d rather stay hidden in here not knowing what’s happening or go out and put myself in the middle of it. The uncertainty starts to gnaw at me. I smooth out my rumpled clothes and step into the main room.


    Hain, the girl I’m guessing is dating Hain, the creepy hazel-eyed guy, and another guy who was here the other evening have tramped into Jule’s apartment. “Hey, it’s the Earthling!” Hain says, raising the can he’s holding. “She can join in too.”


    They’re grinning, in a spacey way that makes me wonder what they were doing before they showed up here. From their clothes, it appears a costume party? They’re all wearing knockoffs from Earth cultures—not the Kemyate-adapted versions Tabzi’s friends were into, but garish facsimiles like my “prom dress,” which look like they’re meant solely for amusement. Hain has on a suede beaded Native American ensemble, Hazel Eyes Elizabethan tights and a tunic, the girl a gauzy wrap, and the guy a brightly colored poncho. Hazel Eyes is holding a plastic string with several more cans dangling from it, and Hain has a cloth pouch in his hand.


    Jule is squinting at the bunch of them as if he hasn’t quite woken up. “What are you talking about?” he mutters.


    “We ran into Misoni at Tekala,” the girl says, and giggles.


    “She had the good stuff,” Hain says, stretching out the word for “good.” “And she was ... I won.”


    The word he said that I don’t know sounds like chamari. It tugs at my memory. I’ve heard that before ...


    “There’s got to be at least ten doses,” Hain goes on. “We just need somewhere to ... You provide the space, and that’ll pay for your share.”


    Jule takes the pouch from him and pokes it open, looking skeptical. I can’t see the contents from where I’m standing, but whatever it is, he shakes his head.


    “No way,” he says, and switches to Kemyate as if he’s not sure they’ll understand him otherwise. “You’re already too ... You shouldn’t use this stuff unless you have a clear enough head to make sure you do it right.”


    “You’re fine,” Hazel Eyes whines. “You can measure the doses.”


    “Useless as they are, I’m not taking your lives into my hands,” Jule says. “And you know how much trouble I’d be in if this is found in my apartment?”


    Hain makes a dismissive swipe with his hand. “Like you couldn’t buy off the Enforcers ten times over. Give it back, then. We’ll find a real friend to share it with.”


    Jule jerks the pouch out of his reach. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Get some sleep, sort yourselves out. You can come back for it tomorrow.”


    Hain swears at him and steps closer, his eyes flashing. I edge toward them, momentarily sidetracked from trying to place that word. I don’t know how much help I’d be in a fight, but I’m not about to stand by and watch if they go at Jule.


    Jule scowls and straightens up, emphasizing his three or four inches over Hain, and Hain retreats. “All right, all right,” he grumbles. “But I’m going to check to make sure you haven’t skimmed any!”


    With my attention on Hain, I hadn’t noticed the girl studying me. “Your pet seems ... tonight,” she says.


    My pulse hiccups. I’ve forgotten to keep up my act. I make my shoulders go slack as she saunters up to me, letting my gaze drift over the others and back to her. Her own eyes are glazed. But I was obviously behaving oddly enough for her to notice even in her intoxicated state.


    “Are you upset, Earthling?” she asks in singsongy English.


    I blink at her, willing my voice to stay flat. “I don’t know what’s going on.”


    “Your owner is just being a ...” She says a Kemyate word I think translates roughly to spoilsport. But she keeps staring at me, as if she’s waiting for my facade to break. I grope for something to distract her.


    “Your dress is very nice,” I say.


    She glances down at it, and laughs. “Yes, you would think so.” Her curiosity dims, and she looks to Hain. “Jule’s no fun. Let’s get out of here.”


    “Happy to,” Hain says sourly. The four of them shuffle out into the hall. Jule enters a command into the panel by the door, and presses his hand against his forehead with a sigh.


    “No one’s getting ahold of us for the rest of the night unless it’s an emergency,” he says.


    I let out my breath, the tension I was fighting so hard to hide washing out of me.


    “What was that all about?” I ask. “Those clothes ...” I’d laugh if it didn’t make my skin crawl seeing them play dress-up with my planet’s cultures.


    “It’s a thing,” Jule says. “A stupid thing. They think they’re being ironic, but they’re just being morons.”


    “Is that what this Tekala place is for?”


    “Not really,” Jule says. “They were probably goofing off somewhere else, drank too much of the wrong drinks, and then wandered over there not thinking about how idiotic they look. Tekala’s more ... It’s somewhere between what you’d call a bar and a nightclub on Earth.”


    My mind trips back to the word that was familiar and yet not. “Hain said something about ... someone doing chamari there?”


    “Language Learner hasn’t caught you up on illicit activities yet?” Jule says with a half smile. “That’s gambling. One of the many not-entirely-approved pastimes that go on in those clubs. If you know the right people to talk to, you can get hooked up with black market trades, this stuff ...” He bounces the pouch in his hand.


    Gambling. Who would have been talking about gambling? I prod my memory, but my sudden waking has left my mind hazy.


    “That’s some kind of drug?” I nod to the pouch. “I didn’t think Kemyates would be into getting high.” Even that weird tipsy beverage doesn’t seem to make them anywhere near drunk.


    “Not in theory,” Jule says. “And like I said, no one exactly approves. But in practice ... People can get stir-crazy when all you’ve got is one enclosed city and a bunch of empty space to jet around in. Sometimes they don’t find their recreation in the most respectable ways. But this stuff is the worst.”


    “It’d hurt them?”


    “It’s essentially a neurotoxin,” he says with a grimace. “Very carefully refined, of course, but still ... You get an intense, extended trip up here.” He taps his head. “And in the meantime it paralyzes your body from there down. Take too large a dose, or more than one too close together, you get permanent nerve damage. I’ve never tried it. Not worth the risk.”


    He goes over to the opening I’ve come to think of as the garbage chute, bends down, and pauses. Then he swears at Hain. He straightens up, and instead nudges aside some of the packets in one of his cabinets to reveal a data panel I’ve noticed before.


    “This is worth a month’s spare credits to him,” he says. “Probably won’t even remember giving it to me, the state he was in, but he’ll be pissed off if he does and he finds out I tossed it.”


    “And it’d be such a shame to see him disappointed.”


    Jule chuckles. “You don’t have to spend the rest of your life putting up with the guy.”


    He says that, but some part of him obviously cares. Jule mentioned he could get into trouble for even having the drug here, but it was more important to him to make sure his friends, whatever else he thinks of them, didn’t take it with their judgment impaired. I have the urge to ask him about Hain, about growing up stuck with him as a constant familial presence, but if Jule wanted to talk about the subject more seriously, he wouldn’t be so flip about it, would he?


    I watch as he taps in the code, noting the numbers automatically. 8-3-4-1-5. I wonder if they have some significance to him. Another question that might sound too prying.


    The panel pops open, revealing a space behind it—a sort of safe, I suppose. Jule pokes the pouch inside, shuts the panel, and slides the packets back into place. Then he gives me a weary smile. “Sorry they woke you up.”


    I shrug, and then roll my shoulders, testing the tension in them. I’m sleepy, but I’m also too wired to go right back to sleep. “I think I’ll practice my piloting skills a little more before I go back to bed.”


    Jule’s eyebrows arch and he ambles over.


    “If you’re going to be up anyway, I can think of something else we could practice.”


    “Oh, yeah?” I say. A pleasant shiver races through me when he brushes his fingers down my face. “I thought we’d gotten in quite a bit of that already.”


    “Apparently not enough,” he says. “You insinuated that my skills weren’t up to snuff.”


    “I said that about your cooking,” I say, swatting him. “I don’t remember making any complaints later.”


    He just leans closer. His lips graze my cheek.


    “Tell me to stop, then.”


    “I will,” I assure him. My fingers, without consulting the rest of me, have curled into the fabric of his shirt. He doesn’t move, only waits for the rest of my response. “Just ... not quite yet.”


    I feel his smile against my skin a moment before his mouth finds mine.
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    As Jule guessed, Hain must have forgotten where he stashed his recreational substance, because he doesn’t turn up the next morning to claim it. The incident keeps niggling at me until after lunch, when I look up the place his friends said they bought the drugs. Tekala. The station map shows me a location in Ward 86. The description I’m able to find mentions food and drink, but, I suppose not surprisingly, nothing about the other activities Jule mentioned. Black market. Drugs. Gambling. Chamari.


    The word tickles at me the way it did last night. I pause, letting my thoughts drift. I know I heard someone say that ...


    A hazy room with a starlit ceiling pops into my head. The function. Silmeru. Her conversation with the other woman comes back to me in a rush. She said it, I think when she was talking about the guy who’s passing on information from our traitor—her source. Suggesting it made him unreliable? I guess being a gambler would fit.


    I skim through the Earth Travel employee records on the tablet Isis gave me, but there’s no mention of gambling in anyone’s profile. Of course, if he’d gotten in real trouble for it, he probably wouldn’t still be working there. Maybe Isis can dig up connecting information some other way. I shoot her a quick coded message.


    Then I throw myself back into the piloting simulator. When my nervousness about the task ahead starts to interfere with my concentration, I give myself moments here and there to lie back on my bunk and listen to the music I downloaded from Win’s message. The lilting notes carry me back to Earth in my head. This run down to the planet’s surface to get the kolzo, it’ll lead straight to my journey home.


    I itch to message Win now, to find out what Thlo said to him after she sent me off the other day. I don’t think I even thanked him for coming, for getting me into Earth Travel. There wasn’t much time after Thlo discovered us.


    So I’m looking forward to the next meeting—until Jule tells me a couple days later that Thlo is planning to evaluate my progress with the simulator. My nerves are jittering when we show up at the arranged workspace the next morning. As we step inside, the image on the room’s large screen catches my eye, and my uneasiness fades into the background.


    A planet is slowly rotating there, landmasses of green and gray interspersed with vast stretches of blue, hazed by streams of white cloud. It’s Earth-like enough that homesickness wells up inside me, even as I register that it’s not Earth. I don’t recognize those continents.


    Win and Isis are already in the room. “This is our future,” Thlo says, standing near the screen. “It will take nearly twelve years to move the station there, but there are few acceptable planets closer, and its environment is the most suitable. Mako has confirmed the station has all the necessary resources for the trip there accumulated and reserved, as long as we supplement them with scavenging and mining efforts as we travel. So here is our new world.”


    Win steps closer to the screen, the glow lighting his face, mingling with the awe there. Beside me, Jule stirs. I remember how he talked about his relief at being home on the station—maybe he’s not so enthusiastic about the idea of a new world. But when I glance over at him, he’s smiling.


    “I wanted you to see that, to help you keep in mind what all the risks we’ve taken were for,” Thlo says. “Now let’s get to work.”


    Jule and Win move to the consoles at opposite ends of the room. There’s a third on the back wall. I linger by the stool, watching the planet’s graceful rotation, as Thlo comes over.


    “Jeanant would have loved to see that,” I say. Even from the short time I knew him, I’m sure of that. He’d have loved knowing that we’re so close to finally realizing his goals.


    Thlo looks at me sharply, but her expression softens. “I wish he could have.”


    Sometimes she comes off so cold and aloof I forget how much he meant to her. The grief I saw on her face when I first told her he was dead. Her pain, watching his last moments in my re-creation. I don’t know exactly what they were to each other, but she’s shaped her whole life around his mission, even though he left her nearly twenty years ago.


    “It must have been hard when he first disappeared,” I venture. “Not knowing what happened to him. Going on without him.”


    “He did what he felt was best,” she says. “It was hard for him to completely trust anyone but himself.”


    I know. He praised my bravery, spoke to me with respect, and yet he wouldn’t give me the slightest responsibility beyond what he’d already planned. But then, maybe I should be glad he trusted me enough to even talk to me, Earthling that I am.


    “How did—” I hesitate, but the lifting of Thlo’s eyebrows prompts me to go on. “He grew up here like every other Kemyate. How did he start seeing Earthlings as being just as ... human?”


    A bittersweet smile curves her lips. “He was always very concerned about other people, wherever they were from,” she says. “He told me more than once about— His aunt and uncle bought an Earthling pet, a baby, shortly before Jeanant was born. Jeanant would visit them all the time, so he and the boy grew up together. They became very close.”


    And he was able to see there wasn’t any real difference. “Is he—the Earthling—still here?”


    “I’d imagine so,” Thlo says. “The aunt and uncle tired of looking after him after some time, and sold him to another family who didn’t want Jeanant visiting.”


    “Oh. He must have been so ...” Angry? Hurt? I can’t imagine.


    “Maybe he was a little too easily affected,” Thlo says. “That sort of emotion can get in the way of one’s focus.” She motions to the console, her expression shuttering. “Show me how far you’ve gotten.”


    Isis ambles over as I open the simulation program. “Do you want to see the last run I finished, or the one I’m working on?” I ask. I’ve made it through the seventh level, but I have no idea how good that is.


    “Let’s start with one you can complete,” Thlo says.


    My pulse starts to skip with her standing over me, but I manage to keep my hands still over the digitized controls, tuning out everything but the display in front of me. Ease forward. Veer left. Catch the engines as an errant scrap of metal tumbles by. The details change with every run-through, but the basic pattern stays the same. My pretend ship nearly falls into a spin, but I straighten it out just in time. Finally I navigate back to the “dock.”


    “And the next level?” Thlo says, with no hint of whether she’s pleased.


    In level eight, I finally get past the point that’s been tripping me up, where a speeding jetter and a cargo hauler are coming at the pod from opposite sides. Of course, ten seconds after that I fail to dodge a shifting sensor beam, and the display takes me back to the menu. I glance up, wiping my damp palms on my pants. “That’s as far as I’ve made it. But I’ll keep practicing.”


    “That’s great!” Isis says, with an enthusiasm that relieves me. “You’ve learned it quickly.”


    “I’ve been working my butt off,” I say. “I know how important this is.”


    The last bit I intend mainly for Thlo’s benefit, but she doesn’t react. “See how she handles the actual equipment,” she says to Isis, who nods.


    “I have a pod arranged—just need to adjust the security system.” She pats my shoulder. “Give me a few minutes.”


    “Sure,” I say, my stomach flipping. The actual equipment? I’m going out in a pod, now?


    Thlo gestures for me to stand and takes my seat, bringing up some sort of log. Isis has taken over the console Jule was working at. He saunters over and taps my elbow.


    “I could use your help in the other room,” he says.


    I follow him through the door into the even smaller side room, wondering what he’s talking about. The answer becomes obvious the second the door closes behind us. He stops, turning toward me and resting his hand on the wall beside my head, his dark brown eyes intent and the corner of his mouth quirked up.


    “I never realized how much I could enjoy watching a girl master a ship to her will,” he says slyly.


    I fold my arms in front of me, though he’s so close that means they brush his chest. “Even when it’s a fake ship?”


    “Hmmm. Maybe I just like seeing you impress the socks off everyone else.”


    He moves in, and I drop my arms, letting my head tip back against his waiting hand as the other traces along my neck and into my hair. In the heat of his kiss, my fears and uncertainties slip away. I tug him closer—one more, we have time for a little more of this—and the door across from us whispers open.


    I flinch in surprise, jerking away from Jule, and find myself staring into Win’s startled eyes. His gaze flicks between Jule and me. His jaw works. Then he swivels and stalks back out.


    “Win!” I say, but the door is already closed. Jule draws back as I push myself off the wall.


    “Does it matter?” he says.


    I turn, a sharp retort forming on my tongue, but the look he’s giving me isn’t defensive or haughty. More like he honestly wants to know.


    “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Win,” I say. “He’s put a lot of trust in me. And—I didn’t lie to him, but I was purposely not telling him.” He probably thinks I did lie. He’s been there for me every time I needed him and I didn’t trust him with this rather major change in my life here, one I should have known he’d stumble on if I didn’t. I bite my lip.


    “Well, if you need to talk to him, go talk to him,” Jule says with a terse shrug.


    “Are you just saying that because it makes you the bigger person?”


    That earns me a twitch that almost becomes a smirk. “I won’t say there’s no appeal there.”


    I shake my head at him, but I bob up to give him a quick peck on the lips too. “Thank you.”


    As it turns out, I don’t get the chance. I duck into the main room, and Isis grabs me.


    “We’re all set,” she says. “Let’s go—we’ve got a limited window.”


    “Right. Okay.” Win’s at his console, determinedly not looking at me. Maybe I’ll be able to talk to him after.


    The inner-shuttle Isis and I take drops low into the belly of the station. We hurry down a hall with dim lighting, into a narrow room that holds a row of teardrop-shaped pods only a little bigger than the average Earth SUV. Isis strides to one in the middle of the row and presses a control that opens up the front cabin. She gestures me in.


    The seat gives beneath me, and then firms, contouring to my body. I stare at the spread of controls in front of me. I had the vague hope this would magically feel normal once I was here, like driving my parents’ car back home. No such luck. I brush my fingers over the buttons and toggles, the glossy screen in their midst, connecting them to the images from the simulator. Then I glance at the neighboring seat.


    “I’ll have Odgan copiloting?”


    “Of course,” Isis says. “So you won’t need to take care of half the things the simulator’s been throwing at you. There’s a standard division of control—I’ll change how the simulation runs to reflect that now that you have the basics down. I just want you to get a sense of how the real thing feels.”


    She gestures at the screen, and several lights gleam on around the controls. An internal simulation appears on a display in front of me. “Just go through the first level,” Isis says.


    It’s been days since I completed that one, but using the real controls, it might as well be my first try. My hands reach at the wrong angles or distances; my fingers skitter. I make it to the goal, but I’m sweating. Isis squeezes my arm.


    “We can stay for a little while, let you get comfortable.”


    I inhale deeply, taking a moment to mentally prepare before diving into level two. I’m really going to be doing this—not just in a storage bay, but out there, sinking down toward those swirling red-and-purple clouds, with nothing but cold space all around. A fresh sweat breaks over me, chilling on my skin.


    I push myself to continue. The controls come a bit easier this time, but I end up “crashing” just a few seconds before docking. The simulator cycles back to the beginning. I go again, and again.


    By the time I’ve reached level four, my mind is finally caught up with the new arrangement, and I’m maneuvering the ship nearly as smoothly as I did in the console simulation. I finish that run on my first try. Then I stretch my arms over my head, giving myself a break.


    “Thlo and I are keeping all the information about the pod and where we’ll be launching from a secret, from everyone,” Isis says. “It’s meant a few delays, but we were able to borrow from Mako’s work last time to make all the arrangements ourselves. There’s no way anyone will be able to leak what we’re doing.”


    They didn’t think anyone would have before either. I swallow.


    “You got my message about Silmeru’s gambling comment?” I say. “Did that help?”


    “Britta searched the network, and I talked to Thlo,” Isis says. “No one currently employed by Earth Travel has any record regarding gambling that we can dig up—but that sort of activity, people do it where it won’t be recorded. It’s only if they get out of hand there’d be something filed.”


    “So we’re exactly where we were before.”


    “Not completely. It’s an extra data point for us to watch for.”


    I think back to the station map, the little square of the Tekala club highlighted on my terminal. “Could we go straight to where the ‘activity’ happens? See who from Earth Travel goes to those clubs? I could play the dumb Earthling again, listen in on people’s talk.”


    “That could be worth a try,” Isis says. “I’ve heard there are a few places that offer, ah, under-the-table type recreation. We can check which ones are closest to the Earth Travel division. Jule might have a better idea—he could take you around.”


    My mind balks at the idea. From the way Jule talked about those places, I suspect a request like that would lead to another argument. And there’s a practical problem too.


    “I don’t know,” I say. “If he’s been to places like that with his friends before, the regulars would recognize him ... and then they’d be more wary around me. I’m sure he’d let you ‘borrow’ me, if you’re up for it.”


    “Good point,” Isis says. “I have to admit I’m a little curious to see these places for myself. It’s not been my usual—how do you say it in America?—my usual scene.” Amusement curls her lips. “I’ll just run it past Thlo—”


    “No,” I say hastily, and Isis’s eyebrows rise. “She told me not to investigate anymore,” I admit. “But I have to do something, Isis. I can’t just sit in Jule’s apartment all day waiting for the next meeting. Not after what happened to Britta. Not when the same thing could happen to me. You’ve seen that I sometimes pick up on things other people haven’t. This could make the difference between us completing the mission—and not.”


    Isis glances away, twisting a red-streaked curl around her forefinger. She lets it spring back into its usual shape, and frowns.


    “Don’t you want to find out who’s been betraying us, who hurt Britta like that?” I add.


    “Of course I do,” Isis says finally. “I think we should let you help however you can. And ... Thlo has been mentioning Jeanant more than usual lately. She must be thinking about him a lot. Maybe, seeing the re-creation you made—maybe she’s fallen into his way of thinking, trying to take on everything herself.”


    Trying to make sure every detail of the plan is perfect. I wonder if Isis would have agreed to Win’s idea to leave early, to stretch the kolzo we have as far as we can, if Thlo hadn’t stepped in?


    “So what do you want to do?”


    Isis sighs, and touches my shoulder with a conspiratorial glint in her eye. “Let’s make this our little side project. If we find something, we can tell Thlo I was the one investigating.” She waves at the pod’s controls. “But that’s for later. Right now, you need to work on your piloting.”
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    Jule puts me on the inner-shuttle the next evening assuming I’m going to visit Isis and Britta and get some extra instruction on my piloting. It’s mostly true—I just don’t mention the additional extracurricular activities Isis and I have planned.


    Britta is as Isis described her, but it’s worse seeing her than hearing about it. Her movements are hesitant, her speech too, as if she needs to think twice as long to make sure she says what she means to. But she eagerly talks me through my few questions about the jet-pod before sending Isis and me off to explore these supposed gambling dens.


    We start with a place on the same level as the Earth Travel division, the “club” that would be most easily accessible to Silmeru’s source before and after work. I wander amid the patrons doing my dulled pet act, asking vague questions about what everyone is doing. The responses I get range from amusement to irritated dismissal, but no one seems hesitant talking in Kemyate within my hearing. Unfortunately, I don’t hear anyone talking about Earth Travel, rebels, or anything else useful.


    Two evenings later we drop in at Tekala, though Isis suspects it’s too upscale for the average Earth Travel employee. She winces when she looks at the menu’s prices. Raucous music that seems designed to scatter one’s nerves plays the whole time, and I have trouble hearing what people are saying even when they’re talking directly to me. Most of the clientele are young, wearing the edgy Kemyate-Earth hybrid clothes. We don’t stay as long as at the first place.


    “He probably wouldn’t go out every day,” Isis says. “We’d be very lucky to cross paths with this guy on our first few times out. Why don’t we check that place near Earth Travel again in a couple nights?”


    “Sure,” I say, but there’s a sinking feeling in my gut. Our expedition down to the planet is scheduled in four days. We’re running out of time.


    Before dinner the next day, I’m working on my Kemyate vocabulary with the Language Learner when the doorbell sounds, and sounds again, just a few minutes after I heard Jule come in. I ease away from the computer terminal, wondering if it’s Hain finally back to claim his drugs. The murmur of voices reaches me only faintly at first, but Jule and his visitor must walk over to the kitchen area, because after a few moments I can make out most of the words. And the voice. It’s Pavel.


    “You can’t tell me it isn’t happening,” he’s saying harshly. “I know it is. I want to know why. I’ve been a part of this team for ... than you have, and we’re supposed to be working together. Thlo’s never shut any of us out before.”


    “If you’re concerned about how Thlo is managing the group, you should talk to her,” Jule replies.


    “I’ve tried. She tells me there’s nothing to worry about. But it’s not just me—I know Mako’s been left out too.”


    “Why come to me about it?” Jule asks.


    “I tried Darwin first,” Pavel admits. “He wouldn’t say anything. I’m the one who ... you to Thlo, Jule. If there’s some problem in the group, don’t you think I should know?”


    “I think talking about Thlo’s intentions is up to Thlo,” Jule says.


    There’s a momentary silence, and then the smack of skin meeting the wall. I flinch. “Even that shadow girl is more ... than me now,” Pavel snaps.


    All Jule does is repeat, “Talk to Thlo.”


    As Pavel leaves, muttering too low for me to hear, his last words hang in the air. Shadow girl. He meant me. That’s what Kurra called Earthlings—called me, to my face, when she’d cornered me. Shadows. Beings so worn down by the shifts that we’re filmy outlines compared to the “real” thing. The bunk starts to feel too solid against my palms where I’ve curled my hands around the edge. I jerk them away, bringing them to my face.


    I’m not a shadow. None of us on Earth are.


    I have to show them that.
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    Jule leans in to kiss me just before we step into the hall, where he’ll send me off to Isis and Britta’s one more time. I grip him closely, guilt and desire mingling.


    “I’m starting to think you enjoy their company more than mine,” he murmurs.


    “I wouldn’t say that. There are certain types of enjoyment completely specific to you.”


    He chuckles. “Glad to hear it.”


    At my destination, it’s Britta who opens the door. She steps back to let me in, noticeably less awkward than just a couple days ago.


    “Hey,” I say. “How’re you doing?”


    “Still not fully functional,” she says with a grin, “but good enough today to—how would you say it?—hit the town with you.”


    “You’re coming?” It’s great to see her more confident, but I can’t help noticing that she’s braced herself against the wall a bit more stiffly than if it were just a casual lean. “You’ll be okay?”


    “Sure,” Britta says. She turns in a circle as if to prove she can be steady on her feet. “Isis got an urgent work assignment she really should be getting done, and I figured I’d better get back into the habit of interacting with the general public. It’s about time I left this apartment.”


    I change quickly into my Earth clothes. When I come out of the tiny second bedroom, Isis has emerged. She gives Britta a smile partway between worried and bemused.


    “Don’t push yourself,” she says.


    “Yeah, relaxing with a drink in my hand is going to be a real struggle,” Britta teases.


    We head to the club Isis and I checked out the first time. Britta marches right past the door with its large stylized characters, into the space that reminds me of the recreational hangout I peeked into near Tabzi’s apartment, except more cramped and less tech-y. The small, densely placed tables have actual stems holding them up, the ones not in use sunk into the floor to allow a little walking room. At the far end, a few steps lead to a raised area that’s about half the size of the main room. The lights are low, the walls painted a dark evergreen that reflects off the silvery fixtures. Kemyate music—a series of rising and falling notes that sound almost random—plays overhead. A faint not-quite-ginger smell laces the air.


    Britta taps up a table and a couple of stools. A menu blinks onto the table’s glossy surface. “You know what you want?” she asks. “You’ve got to be careful what you order in a place like this.”


    I have a sudden longing for a strawberry milkshake. A root beer. Any sort of drink that would make me feel a fraction more at home. Not likely. The memory of the one I tried here last time makes me grimace—it has a bitter artificial chocolate flavor I could hardly choke down.


    “Do you mind picking for me?” I say. “I trust your taste. I’m going to take a quick look around.”


    She nods, and I amble toward the raised area. I gathered last time that it’s where most of the illicit activity goes on. The tables up there are larger oblongs, slightly less cramped, set against the walls along the platform. Tonight, four of the six are taken: by a cluster of young women in hushed conversation, by three men chuckling as they play a game on their table’s display, by a couple making bedroom eyes at each other, and by a mixed group of five also poking at their tabletop display, though with much less joviality. One of them makes a disgruntled comment and looks up with a scowl, just as my gaze settles on them. My heartbeat stutters as I recognize Jule’s dad. He catches sight of me at the same moment. His scowl falters in surprise.


    My fingers curl instinctively toward Jule’s bracelet. But this guy already knows who I supposedly belong to.


    He lurches to his feet with an ungainliness that suggests he’s either drunk or high, but his strides toward me are firm. I step back, turning toward my table and Britta, and he snatches my arm.


    “What are you doing here?” he snaps.


    I open my mouth, and just in time remember I’m not supposed to understand. So I let it hang open, shaking my head and staring at him with what I hope is convincing confusion.


    “Where is he?” he goes on, so upset it apparently hasn’t occurred to him why I wouldn’t have answered. “If my son wants to know my business, he should come see for himself.”


    “Excuse me?” Britta says, coming up behind me. Relief rushes through my body. “What do you think you’re doing?”


    “This Earthling is my son’s property,” Jule’s father says. His gaze darts away from us, scanning the room. “What is she doing with you?”


    “Jule’s been busy,” Britta says. “He wanted his friends to take her out around the station, stop her from getting too ... And I don’t care how much blood you share with him, she’s not your property, so you’d better take your hand off her.”


    Her voice shakes in the middle of that last sentence. Thankfully, Jule’s father is too distracted or too inebriated to notice her distress. He shoves my arm away as if it’s a piece of trash he picked up by accident.


    “All the useless ideas he gets in his head,” he sneers.


    One of the women at his table waves him back, but he just glowers at them, squares his shoulders, and stalks out of the lounge. Britta raises her eyebrows at his retreating back.


    “Imagine growing up with him watching over you,” she murmurs.


    “Yeah,” I say with a wince.


    Two glasses have materialized at our table, tall and curved so you have to drink from the opening like the mouth of a bottle. The one Britta nudges toward me is bright yellow and tastes vaguely citrusy, like a creamy lemonade. Not bad. My gaze slides back to the raised area.


    “He interrupted me before I got to hear anything,” I say.


    “Go on, then,” Britta says. “I’ll keep an eye out in case anyone else gets aggressive.”


    “You’re all right?”


    “It wasn’t the most enjoyable conversation of my life,” she says, “but I survived.”


    I approach the steps again cautiously, carrying my drink with me to keep my hands from fidgeting. No one, not even the four people remaining at the table Jule’s dad left, gives me more than a passing glance. I amble over to one of the empty tables and poke at the display as if idly curious.


    The women at my left are discussing someone—a friend’s mother, I think—who’s recently fallen ill: “I don’t know why it’s taking so long.”


    “How serious can it be?”


    “She’s very worried.”


    “She just likes the drama. The medical staff will figure it out.”


    I sidle to the right, closer to the trio of men. They’re playing in silence now. “What game is that?” I ask in my best drug-dazed voice.


    One of the men looks me over and smirks. “Nothing you’d be able to handle.”


    The guy to his right curses as some move goes badly for him.


    “Transfer them over,” the first guy says, turning away from me.


    “Give me another few rounds and I’ll have them back.”


    They fall into a debate about probabilities and the elements of the game, the terminology beyond me. I wander over to the other empty table, near the couple and Jule’s dad’s group. The little I catch of the couple’s conversation makes me blush. I trail my fingers over the tabletop, watching the images flicker by, easing toward the others. They’re discussing Jule’s dad.


    “Those Adkas,” one of the women says with a little scoff.


    “He helps keep my account full,” the man beside her returns.


    “It’s just the recent generations,” the other man says, running a hand over his graying hair. “I worked with Theor Adka—he was as smart as they come. It’s a shame he’s lost control over his children.”


    “I hear he’s as bad as they are now,” the second woman remarks. “Spending credits on whatever ... catches his eye.”


    “He’s not what he used to be, but it’s the kids really emptying the family accounts.”


    “I’m surprised their accounts are still active at all. They must be deeper than anyone thought.”


    “Better for us!” the first woman says, and the others laugh. She starts up a new game, and their conversation switches to placing bets and critiquing what’s on the display. I drift off, my stomach tight. Is that why the Enforcer who interviewed Jule offered that not-entirely-hidden disdain?


    If what these people are saying is true, it’s no wonder it’s important to Jule to do things better than everyone else. He’s trying to avoid being associated with his dad.


    I haven’t made any progress on the matter I’m here for, though. Time to push harder. “Has anyone here been to Earth?” I ask, raising my voice to address the entire platform. The women look up, shake their heads at each other with what looks like pity, and go back to their conversation. Everyone else ignores me.


    “Get anything?” Britta asks under her breath when I rejoin her.


    “Not so far,” I say. “But if we hang out a little longer, maybe more people will show up.”


    “Sounds good to me,” Britta says, and holds up her nearly empty glass. “What is it they say? Cheers!”


    I can’t help smiling, despite my growing sense of time slipping away. This is probably my last chance to find the traitor before my trip down to the planet. We clink glasses, and I take a long sip from mine. This concoction doesn’t appear to have any special effects. I find myself wishing it came with the soothing properties of that minty beverage.


    Britta swirls the band of purple liquid left in the bottom of her glass. She glances around and then asks quietly, “How are things with Jule?”


    My first instinct is to play it down. But as I take a breath, the urge fills me to spill the uncertainties balled inside me. Britta’s the closest thing I have to Angela or Lisa here. Maybe she’d be more helpful, since she’s one of these people.


    “I don’t know what to say to him,” I admit.


    She tilts her head. “What do you want to say?”


    “I don’t know. We’ve ...” My face heats. “We’ve gotten close. But we don’t really talk that much. Not about anything serious. Sometimes I want to ask him what he thinks about things, but I don’t know how he’ll react. I don’t even know how to bring up that I want to talk more.” About how he feels about me, beyond what we’re doing together. About me doing this behind Thlo’s back. About all the parts of his life that don’t involve me. About anything, really, other than the playful banter that’s starting to feel hollow no matter how much fun it is.


    “And it’s easier just not bringing it up?” Britta suggests.


    “Yeah. Especially since— I mean, if everything goes as planned, soon I’ll be back to my life on Earth, so there’s no point in getting more serious. I think that’s how he sees it too.” I rotate my glass. “You and Isis seem really ... good together. How do you figure out what to say and what to leave alone?”


    “Honestly?” Britta says. “We’ve just taken it as it comes. It’s not as if we’ve never gotten angry at each other. There was a lot of that, early on. We cared about each other enough that we worked through it.” Her smile turns rueful. “I don’t think there’s a rule you can follow. Even here, where we like rules for everything. You figure out what you want, how you want things to be, and you work from there. And if he doesn’t want the same thing, well, then you know.”


    And then it might hurt. I might lose what we do have: the flirting, the kissing ...


    “You make that sound easy,” I say.


    Britta shrugs. “I don’t know about your exact era on Earth, but the way we think about relationships here, for the most part it’s very different. With the medical system we have, no one needs to worry about accidental consequences—pregnancy, or diseases. So we just ... There’s a saying, it won’t translate perfectly, but it’s something like, ‘The heart is trained through practice.’ The general feeling is that it’s good to explore attraction as soon as you’re ready, with whoever shares it with you, without worrying about how serious you’d want it to be or whether it’s for girls or boys or both, or anything like that. All that’s expected is that you’ll learn what appeals to you and how to manage that as you go, and be honest with your partners if it changes. Expending time and energy on someone or something you don’t really want—that’s a waste.”


    Amazing how Kemyates can take a concept that could be romantic and set it in completely practical terms.


    “What if you’re not sure?” I say. I don’t know what I want more—to see if Jule would open up to me, or to keep what’s already there.


    “Then you keep ‘practicing’ until you are,” Britta replies with a grin.


    I watch as the couple from the back area saunters out, hands intertwined, trying to weigh how I feel. If Jule wanted something different, why wouldn’t he have told me? My emotions are so tangled, between him and my aims here and my anxiety about the job ahead of me. Maybe it’s a waste to let myself worry about it when in less than a week any relationship we have may no longer exist anyway.


    One of the groups from the lower tables has moved up to the raised area. As I drain the rest of my drink, two older men come in and head straight up.


    “I’ll get us some more refreshments,” Britta says, bringing up the menu. As we wait for the drinks to appear, the bunch Jule’s dad was with leaves. They’ve just stepped out the door when Tabzi sashays in with a couple of friends—girls I think I recognize from the clothing shop.


    Tabzi’s expression flickers when her eyes meet mine. She obviously wasn’t expecting to run into anyone she knows here. I tense, wondering if her friends got a good enough look at me in the shop to recognize me now.


    But Tabzi recovers quickly. She leans over to one of her friends, making no other indication that she’s noticed us, and directs them to the other side of the room. “So this is the place?”


    “I’m telling you,” the friend says, “it doesn’t look special, but they have the most amazing ... Nowhere else does them the same. You have to try it.”


    I watch them from the corner of my eye as they claim a table in the corner. A thin man with a thinner mustache arrives with our drinks, mine deep pink this time. I give Britta a questioning look over the top of the glass.


    “She handled that well,” she murmurs. “It wouldn’t make much sense for her to know me—or you.”


    Tabzi did handle it well. Which just confirms that she knows how to put on an act when she wants to. I sip my tangy cherry-ish drink, keeping an eye on her table.


    Tabzi doesn’t do anything suspicious, just chatters with her friends as the mustached man brings them each a stick of the incense-like stuff I saw in the lounge in her neighborhood. They finish them, and head out again.


    Maybe I’m being unfair. It’s not as if Pavel and Mako, and even Emmer, haven’t behaved oddly at times too.


    Restless, I slide off my stool. “I’m going to circulate some more,” I tell Britta. I wander in the lower part of the club, so my movements don’t look too purposeful, before meandering back up the steps to the platform. The women who were there before are discussing that sport Jule likes. The trio of men are concentrating on their game. The new group is deep in conversation. I sidle over, pretending to be taking in the view from the railing over the rest of the room.


    “... really should know better than that.”


    “Well, he’s going to figure that out on his own, I think.”


    “It’s taking long enough. One day I bet—”


    They lower their voices further, so I can’t make out most of the words. I edge closer, and one of the men looks up at me quizzically.


    “You should really try this one,” I say, holding up my drink. “It’s the best.”


    The man snorts and nudges one of his companions. “I can’t believe Davic spends all day studying those.”


    Studying Earthlings? I sway a bit to the side, hoping they’ll dismiss me and go on talking about it, and one of the older men a couple tables over hollers at me.


    “Hey! English?”


    I glance at him, and he offers an over-wide smile. “Come here,” he says, beckoning. “I haven’t seen a real Earthling in a while.”


    I’m supposed to be numb and obedient. Reluctantly, I meander over. “Hi,” I say. “You like Earth?”


    “Sure,” the man’s companion says with what sounds like sarcasm. “Where did you come from?”


    “Well, from Earth,” I say, and they both guffaw.


    “You want to be more specific, darling,” the first man says. “You sound North American to me.”


    Maybe he’s a Traveler. “Oh, yeah. Have you been there?”


    “Me? To Earth?” The man laughs louder. “No, I’d rather stay comfortable here.”


    The second guy pats the seat next to him. “I should get back to my friend soon,” I say. “I was just looking around.”


    “You like our club?” he asks.


    “Yeah. Yeah, it’s nice.”


    I step back, maneuvering toward the other group. I can’t linger up here much longer now. “Have you come to my planet?” I ask the other table at large.


    This time, the woman there acknowledges me. “Come back in an hour or two when our friend Davic is here,” she says dryly. “He’s been Earth-side—I’m sure he’d love to chat with you.”


    The men in the group chuckle. “You’re awful,” one of them says to her.


    “He shouldn’t have joined Earth Travel if he didn’t want to be spending half his time with ... across the galaxy,” she responds with a toss of her hair.


    “Do you have any idea what all this big talk recently has been about?” another asks. “ ‘Things are going to change for me. I’ve got something invaluable to contribute now.’ What’s he onto?”


    “Whatever it is, it’s made him less interested in coming here,” the first man remarks.


    Something invaluable to contribute? Like information on a rebel group? I’m struggling to think of what to say to draw more out of them when the older guy who called me over earlier shouts my way.


    “Hey, what’s so interesting about them? Why don’t you want to talk to us, Earthling?”


    I look over, pretending confusion, unwilling to leave this conversation again.


    “I said come here!” the man says, getting to his feet. As I waver, the mustached man hurries up the steps.


    “Please quiet down for the ... of the other guests,” he says to the man, who grimaces but sits. I’m relieved for the moment it takes the barkeep to turn to me and grab my shoulder.


    “I think it’s time for you to go,” he says, propelling me back to the lower level. Britta’s gotten up, already apologizing. I glance back at the table with the Earth Travel friend one last time.


    Davic. It could be him—Silmeru’s source. And if it is, we’re just one step away from finding out who’s been talking to him.

  


  
    23.


    It’s late when the shuttle Britta called drops me off in Jule’s sector—late enough that his apartment lights have dimmed to half brightness. But I’m not surprised to find Jule waiting up. What surprises me is the edge in his voice when he says, “I thought you were just going to their apartment.”


    That early confrontation in the club comes back to me like an elbow to the gut.


    “Your dad talked to you,” I say. I guess I’m not putting off discussing this particular subject any longer.


    “He showed up,” Jule says with a nod to the door. Otherwise he’s standing so still and controlled, his face impassive, I can’t tell how upset he is or even what sort of upset: Angry? Embarrassed? Hurt? “He had this idea I’d sent you to keep an eye on him. But it wasn’t him you were ‘spying’ on, was it?”


    “A comment Silmeru made at that function came back to me,” I say. “Something about her source, and gambling. So Isis took me to a few places where that sort of thing goes on, in case I could pick up on any talk. It wasn’t that big a deal. I’m sorry about the thing with your dad. I had no idea he’d be there.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me what you were going to do?” Jule demands. “Why didn’t you ask me to take you?”


    “I didn’t know if people would recognize you, and be more careful talking around me because I was with you,” I say. “And ... I had the feeling you weren’t going to love the idea. I’m getting a pretty strong impression I was right.”


    He blinks, as if he’s only just realizing the figure he’s presenting. I remember abruptly the wonder in his voice when I told him I trusted him. But I haven’t, not completely, have I? Not since I listened to him defend the Earth Studies exhibits and their human captives the other day. There’s another reason I’ve shied away from more serious conversations. I’ve been so afraid of seeing that side of him again—afraid to see that he doesn’t really believe I can be an equal partner in this mission—that I avoided giving him the chance to show it.


    “I just worry about you,” he says.


    “I wasn’t alone,” I say. “I didn’t do anything stupid. It’s not like I was in danger.”


    “Of course you were,” he says, taking a step toward me. “If you’re close to finding this guy ... you could get hurt.”


    I think of Isis telling me how precarious my position here is. Of Thlo calling me expendable. Jule, now, trying to protect me by stopping me from doing the one thing that could save us. My voice goes tight.


    “I could get hurt anyway,” I say. “In a couple days I’m going to be out in that jet-pod like Britta was. The Enforcers could catch us again. We might not make it. I’m in more danger with the traitor still out there, passing information on. That’s what’s going to hurt all of us.”


    “We’re being even more careful now. Nothing else is going to get out.”


    “You can’t know that,” I say. “Not when we don’t even know who’s doing it.”


    “It still shouldn’t be you taking the risks,” Jule says. “Let Britta and Isis do the spying. Let me.”


    “I’m the best person for the job,” I point out. “As soon as anyone realizes I’m an Earthling, they stop caring what they say around me—they assume I can’t understand, that I’m too clueless to have an ulterior motive. None of the rest of you can accomplish that. And I want to do it, Jule. It was a huge risk coming all the way here, but I wanted to do that too. There’s a whole planet of people depending on me—” My parents. My friends. Aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents. Every teacher I’ve ever had, every classmate. Far more people than I’ve ever met, than I can even imagine. “—and no one here cares about them as much as I do. You don’t know what that’s like. I know you think Earthlings are ... deficient, and weak, but I’m not. I can handle this. I’ve been handling it.”


    He’s silent for a moment. Then he says, “No, I don’t know what it’s like. But there’ve been other things I’ve needed to protect. I have some idea. And I don’t think you’re weak, Skylar. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.”


    There’s no teasing or flirtation in his voice, just blunt honesty. I stare at him, suddenly unsure how to respond. He sighs, rubbing the side of his head. “I know I shouldn’t ask you to stop, so I won’t. Can you at least believe I’m worried not because of a ‘deficiency’ I think Earthlings have, but just because I hate the thought of something happening to you?”


    “Okay,” I say quietly, with a jab of guilt. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what I was doing. I will from now on.”


    “I get it,” he says. “But ... is it too much to suggest you hold off from now until after that run to the planet? Just sit tight for one day? I really think Thlo has the situation under control, and to risk drawing extra attention to you right before ...”


    “Okay,” I say again. I don’t think I could have gone out tomorrow anyway, not without it looking suspicious for both me and Isis and Britta. We got our lead. I’m best off waiting until we see what they dig up on this Davic guy.


    “Thank you.” He takes another step, close enough now to rest his hand on my waist. “And then we’ll be ready to go, and we can leave the station, and no one will be able to get in our way.”


    “And I’ll go home,” I say.


    “Yeah,” he says, bowing his head.


    In that moment, part of me doesn’t want to. Part of me would take the restrictions and the prejudices and the taunts, the dangers and the horrors of how people like me are treated here, just to keep this: the warmth of his hand, the tingling of my skin, the feeling of being simply wanted, with no expectations other than I offer whatever I want to give in return. I think I see the same thought in his eyes as he gazes down at me.


    “Jule,” I say.


    “Yeah?”


    I don’t have the words. So I reach for him, pulling his head toward mine.


    It’s easier just not bringing it up, Britta suggested when I asked her about knowing how much to talk. And that’s exactly what it is. Easy, the slide of his mouth against mine, my hand trailing down his chest, his tracing up my spine beneath my shirt. Nothing I could say would give me a reaction as certain as the tightening of his arms when I let my teeth graze his lower lip, the hum in his throat when my fingers slip along the muscles of his stomach. Or the hitch of breath that escapes my throat when he presses a kiss to the hollow of my shoulder, the corner of my jaw. The slow steady burn that fills my entire body, searing hotter everywhere I touch his, until I pull back and stomp it out, again.


    Why? The question rises up, and I can’t shake it. This is the one good thing I’ve found here. Why shouldn’t I go all in? Is leaving really going to hurt more that way—more than leaving knowing I gave up the chance?


    Angela and I talked about this, months ago: discussing boys and crushes and where those things lead. “Lisa says it hurts the first time,” she said. “How would that not be a little scary?” And I said, “I guess you know it’s the right person when you’re not scared.”


    I’m not, I realize. I don’t have the slightest fear of Jule getting too caught up in his enjoyment to consider mine or acting distant the morning after. I can’t imagine it feeling anything but good. And he knows parts of me I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to share with a guy on Earth, without being dismissed as crazy. I might not even make it back to Earth— I might die in the jet-pod two days from now, or tomorrow if the Enforcers come barging in to arrest us for treason, or a billion other moments.


    Of all the risks I’m taking, this is hardly one at all.


    I twine my hand around Jule’s so that when I ease back, I can tug him with me toward my bedroom door. An unspoken invitation. He glances at it, and at me. Then he closes the small distance between us with a kiss that’s somehow more crushing and more tender than any before.


    “Lead the way,” he says when we come up for air, a hint of a familiar challenge in his voice. I smile and curl my fingers between his, and he follows me through the doorway.
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    The morning of our second expedition down to the planet’s surface, I pull out my photographs and look at the people I care about most in the world I’m fighting to go back to.


    What would they say—Mom and Dad; Angela, Lisa, and Evan—if they could see me here? The first thing that comes to mind is Lisa’s laugh, amused disbelief at this whole situation. Angela would stare at me, trying to understand, but I can hear her bright voice saying, “Of course you can do it, Sky.” Mom’s favorite catchphrase: “Think positive.” Dad’s quiet smile.


    They couldn’t comprehend what’s going on here, but they’d believe in me anyway. I know that. I won’t fail them.


    “I want to go with you to the control room early,” I tell Jule as he finishes his morning coffee. “Before it’s time for me to be in the pod. I need to talk to Win.”


    Jule nods as if I’ve imagined any rivalry between them, not even a flicker in his expression. There’s been something mellowing about waking up next to each other—in his bed, this time, which was nice because it’s nearly half again as wide as mine. Not that my chest doesn’t still flutter when he gives me that sly grin, which brings to mind all the things we did before going to sleep. But I’m at ease in his presence in a way I wasn’t quite before, a shift in comfort that happened without needing to talk about it.


    But some issues do have to be talked out. Especially when I’m about to make a very dangerous trek into space. So a half hour later I’m stepping into the new control room Thlo’s arranged, my nerves buzzing with apprehension about both tasks ahead of me.


    “You’ll be fine,” Jule says, touching my cheek. He ambles over to join Thlo and Isis at the other end of the room. Only then does Win look up from the console he’s sitting at, as if he’d been waiting until he didn’t have to acknowledge Jule.


    “Hey,” I say. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”


    “Of course,” he says, but there’s a weariness in his voice, a stiffness in his posture as he stands. I step back toward the closed door, where we’ll have a tiny bit of privacy in the narrow room. Win joins me, running his hand through his jagged hair.


    “I’m sorry you found out the way you did,” I say. “About me and Jule. It just sort of ... happened. And before, when I said there was nothing with him, it hadn’t yet. I wouldn’t have lied to you. I just didn’t know what to say about it, after.”


    “You don’t have to apologize,” Win says, looking at the floor. “You didn’t do anything wrong. No surprise, right? Everyone likes Jule. He’s a great guy.”


    I can fill in the blank: except when he decides you’re only worthy of mockery. Though Jule’s backed off in the last couple weeks, been almost considerate at times, that doesn’t change the history. But Win doesn’t even sound bitter. Only ... matter-of-fact. As if this is just one more in a long line of frustrations, so long they’ve become expected. Maybe it is. Thlo trusted Jule before Win—with the information about the traitor, with more responsibilities on the mission to Earth. I can easily picture, in Traveler training, the instructors heaping praise on Jule’s language skills and confidence while disregarding every comment Win made because of his family background. Does Win think he’s lost me, the one sure ally he believed he had?


    “It’s not important,” he adds, and I grab his hand.


    “It’s important to me,” I say. “You’re important to me. It’s important to me that we’re all right. Whatever happens with Jule, it has nothing to do with you and me. Okay? After everything we’ve been through together ... We’ve saved each other’s lives, Win. You’ve helped keep me sane. I could be kissing every person on this station and it wouldn’t stop that from mattering. I’m still here if you need me.”


    He’s raised his head as I spoke, his eyes searching. At the kissing comment, his lips twitch. Whatever he’s found in my expression, his shoulders relax a little.


    “I know,” he says. “You shouldn’t be worrying about me. Just focus on making it back here safe, all right? That’s what’s important to me, more than anything.”


    He squeezes my hand, and the tension inside me releases too. “Believe me,” I say, “I’ll be doing my best to get back in one piece.”


    My nerves have maybe three seconds to settle before Isis says my name. She motions me to the door. “It’s time.”


    “Good luck,” Win says as I let him go.


    My pulse starts to skitter as I walk with Isis to the inner-shuttle. “Any luck with Davic?” I ask once we’ve stepped on.


    “We’ve found some interesting patterns,” she says. “I’m almost certain he is the one who’s been passing on the information. We haven’t been able to figure out from whom yet, but we’ll get there.” She pauses. “You know you’re okay today, right? None of the others has any idea we’re doing this. You shouldn’t run into anything worse than what the simulator’s thrown at you.”


    Shouldn’t. I wish I could feel as sure as she sounds.


    The shuttle glides to a stop. We duck through a side passage and then down an unlit hall with only the glow of a square Isis holds to guide us. She taps something into the wall and another door opens. We climb down a ladder and step into a dim, chilly space where a jet-pod and Odgan are waiting. The air feels thinner, or maybe that’s just my nervousness.


    Odgan tips his head to both of us, his eyes lingering on me with curiosity but nothing unfriendly. “Fueled up and equipment loaded,” he says.


    “Good,” Isis says. “You two met in my apartment? Skylar, Odgan. Odgan, Skylar. Let’s get you settled in.”


    I give Odgan an awkward wave of greeting. I don’t think we exchanged a single word that last time. Then I train my attention on the pod, sliding into the seat that molds against my body. No matter what happens, bad luck or sabotage, I’ll need the same skills to get out of it. I hover my fingers over the different areas of the dash, mentally rehearsing the practice I’ve done on my own and at Britta’s side.


    “I’m good,” I tell Isis.


    She grips my shoulder. “I’ll be with you the whole trip there. You might as well put your communicator on now.”


    I fumble with the device she hands me as she pushes the pod door shut. The space inside constricts. I drag in a breath as she vanishes up the ladder, and press the tiny sphere into my ear. Beside me, Odgan’s doing the same.


    “I know you’re new at this,” he says. “If there’s anything you’re uncertain about, tell me. I can pick up some slack.”


    “I’ll try to make sure you don’t need to.”


    “From what Isis says, I don’t expect I will,” he replies with a respectful dip of his head.


    I’m going over the controls again when Isis’s voice hums out of the earpiece. “Power up and prepare to head out. We have our opening in five minutes.”


    My heart thuds. But I have the initiation sequence down so well now that I don’t even have to think. The screen in front of us blinks on, offering the hazy gray view I saw from the control room last time. Odgan’s fingers patter over his side of the dash and the hatch ahead of us eases open. The hazy violet-red clouds of the true Kemya lie directly ahead.


    A faint shudder passes through the jet-pod as it lifts off the floor. It hangs there in the air, perfectly still, waiting for our next command. The filter kicks into a higher gear with a faint gasp, adding a metallic tang to the air.


    “Everything clear,” Isis says. “Full speed ahead!”


    Odgan revs the propulsion system and adjusts the angle of the pod’s nose as I release the pod equivalent of brakes. The tiny vehicle soars forward, picking up speed. The doorway slips away behind us. And then we’re out in the vastness of space. Even though I know the station is looming just behind us, a chill trickles through me.


    The others are back there keeping an eye on the wider view. We just have to deal with what’s in front of us. I hit the pressure regulator at the first glint of the sensors, my stomach lurching as the pod drops. Some bit of atmospheric debris too small to bother dodging tinkles against the pod’s shell. The ruddy clouds of the planet expand to fill the display.


    “Jetter at 4-23-8-1 is coming in 10 degrees off what we expected,” Isis says. “Sending course adjustment.”


    I reach to shift the controls to match the new data appearing on my display, Odgan working just as quickly beside me. I can’t see the jetter, and it hasn’t shown up in our limited navigation readings yet. If its sensors “see” us ...


    “Everything still looks okay?” I can’t help asking.


    “We’re doing well,” Isis says. “Keep it up!”


    The jet-pod dips into the clouds. A distant roaring penetrates the walls. The readings on the dash momentarily scramble as a wind shakes us, and my hands clench. I force them open. Keep the nose steady. Watch the electrical figures. Adjust our angle when the readings blink back into coherence.


    The roaring falls away as we break out the other side of the clouds, over a vista of gray-brown plains and mountains. Nothing below us looks remotely alive. Win said the atmosphere was poisoned, that everything down here died after the technological disaster he compared to the impact of every nuclear plant on Earth melting down, times a hundred. Thousands of years ago it happened, and their planet is still a wasteland.


    “We’re inside the time field now,” Odgan says. “You’re ready to jump?”


    I nod. I suspect after my whirlwind trip around Earth with Win, I’ve probably gone through more jumps than any non-Traveler has in their entire life. But this procedure is so complex that Odgan will handle the entire thing. I just have to make sure nothing else goes wrong.


    I brace myself as he enters a series of commands on his dash. The pod lurches, up and then down, the world outside blurring. I’m satisfied to discover I’m only slightly queasy when we jolt to a stop.


    “We land here?” I ask.


    “No, farther out. One of the islands. Isis recommended we enter at the opposite end of the time field because of the closer monitoring around the kolzo areas.”


    Right. I let the pod drop toward the planet’s surface as Odgan turns us on a curving course to the right. Some of the flat brown stuff below that I thought was plains is actually ocean, I realize as we descend low enough to make out the froth on the waves. Even the water has taken on that lifeless tone, except where it reflects the purple and scarlet of the roiling clouds, which admit only thin streams of sunlight overhead.


    Constructs of various shapes—some boxy, some like stunted pyramids, some dented spheres—dot the land and the edge of the ocean at seemingly random intervals. The authorized mining operations we’ll be copying, I assume.


    “Prepare for surface contact,” Odgan says. I toggle the pressure and adjust the weight values automatically. Then a flicker beyond the display catches my eye.


    “Is that another pod?” I say quickly, pointing out a speck by the distant mountains. Odgan’s head jerks around. He mumbles a curse and reaches for his controls. We’re jumping again before I have time to prepare. The breath jolts out of me, and then we’re in the same place, but the speck is gone.


    “You’ve got good eyes,” Odgan says, exhaling. “It’s likely they hadn’t seen us yet. And if they had, they wouldn’t necessarily realize we weren’t supposed to be here.”


    “If they did?” I ask.


    “We’ll find out soon enough,” he says grimly.


    The unexpected company has left me jittery. I scan the horizon periodically as we descend the last several meters, but there’s nothing to see now but the dull gray-brown landscape. We settle with a thump on a relatively smooth stretch of rocky ground.


    Odgan clambers out of his seat to the hatch behind us. “It’ll take me a little while,” he says. “Keep watching, and call if you see anything concerning.”


    I sink into the seat, letting my hands rest on my lap. My skin feels clammy inside my clothes. But we’re almost halfway through.


    “Isis?” I say, and in the silence I remember that I can’t reach her from here, this slice of past time we’ve jumped back to. Maybe before Isis was even born. Who knows what’s happening in the station over our heads right now? Not that we could reach it—the time field doesn’t extend that far. We’d be yanked back to our present the second we breeched the edge.


    Something rattles against the outside of the pod. I startle when a figure moves in front of the screen for the instant before I recognize Odgan’s face through his clear helmet, which sits like a filmy bubble on a space suit much slimmer than the Earthling version. He’s pushing a glinting cylinder as tall as he is ahead of him, toward the water.


    The land he trudges across is so ... dead. Dull mud-colored ocean spitting against chunks of pocked gray rock. Pools of dun soil so dry that puffs of it are constantly whirling into the air with the breeze. Even the Earth deserts I’ve seen footage of looked more vibrant than this place. There’s not the smallest sign of life, plant or animal. It’s just vacant. So vacant it’s hard to even picture trees dappling those far-off mountains, flowers sprouting along the shore, fish darting through that water. When I try, the stark landscape always breaks through. I itch to get out of here. Away from this vast devastation that seems ready to swallow us whole.


    Odgan scrambles back into the pod several minutes later. He takes his helmet off, the rest of the space suit trickling dust that’s gathered in the crevices. “All right,” he says. “Let’s give it time to work.”


    We lift off the ground for another jump. My stomach flips, and it’s over. The landscape around us looks exactly the same, other than the dirt being spread differently over the rocks. When we’ve landed, Odgan hauls himself out again and heads for the device he set up. I’m studying the skies when his voice leaps out of my communicator.


    “Skylar, I think I’m going to need your help ... The recovery process is a bit more complicated than the setup.”


    “I— Okay,” I say, my mouth going dry. “What do I need to do?”


    “There’s another protective suit in the back,” he says. “Here, I’ll come help you into it. We just need to be quick.”


    I squeeze into the back compartment as the circular inner seal crackles apart and Odgan steps in. He’s favoring his left leg.


    “What happened?” I ask.


    “One of the components came apart too quickly, whipped out and caught my ankle,” he says. “It’s nothing serious. I just can’t manage the whole thing like this. Here.”


    He hands me a bundle from the corner, and shows me where to secure the opening of the space suit when I slide the flexible helmet over my head. The layers of fabric weigh on my limbs. We ease out through the dual doorways and I set my feet cautiously on the dusty ground.


    Even the patches that look like smooth dirt conceal hard knobs of rock. I sway as we make our way to the water’s edge. A hint of the frigid air outside pierces even the dense material of the suit. The breeze sprays dirt at us, the flecks hissing against my helmet.


    “We need to twist this top part so it’ll release,” Odgan says through the communicator, gesturing when we’ve reached the cylinder. “Then we can turn on the air cushion and pull it back to the pod.”


    He wobbles as he reaches for it, only able to grasp it with one hand while keeping his balance on his uninjured leg. Pushing myself up on my toes, I grab the other side, and together we tug at it. It takes five solid heaves before the knobs turn and the cylinder tips toward us.


    Odgan fiddles with the panel on the side, and a cover opens near the bottom of the device. He scoops up a couple scattered pieces of tech that had fallen on the ground, one that looks like a large silver dreidel and another that’s doing a great impression of a brick, and slides them in. Then he taps another command, and the cover closes, dust clouding beneath the cylinder as it edges a few inches into the air. I drag it with Odgan back to the pod.


    “The kolzo is in there?” I ask, my voice tinny inside the helmet.


    “More than enough for our purposes,” Odgan says. “We just have to get it back.”


    We shove the cylinder through one sealed doorway and then the other, and peel off the suits in the tight space. I’ve never been so eager to climb into a vehicle’s seat in my life. Odgan starts the propulsion as I engage the pressure monitors, and we’ve lifted off in a matter of seconds.


    “Get ready to jump,” Odgan says. The pod rushes upward, and my teeth rattle. When I open my eyes, we’re near the hills again, hovering just below a patch of crimson cloud.


    “Glad to have you back,” Isis says into my earpiece, and I laugh in relief. “Don’t get cocky,” she adds. “We’ve only got about eighteen minutes before the next patrol passes by. Let’s not cut it too close.”


    We soar up through the clouds. On the other side, we’re met with a wide view of the space station, like an immense silver disc encased in a shard of glittering ice, against the star-scattered blackness beyond. Its rippled surface is tinted with the ruddy glow of the sunlight glancing off the planet’s atmosphere.


    My breath catches. That’s where I’ve been living for the last month. It feels so much less impressive on the inside, where nearly every space is cramped and designed for practicalities rather than grandeur.


    We speed across the space and into our dark bay without a hitch. The pod’s screen goes dim. “All shut,” Isis announces. “Great work!”


    I push the side of the pod open and scramble out. My legs wobble, but the still station air has never tasted so refreshing. I wipe my damp bangs from my brow and find myself grinning at Odgan.


    “We did it,” I say.


    The words are barely out of my mouth when lights overhead flash on and off and a siren wails through the room.
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    That’s the lockdown signal,” Odgan says through the siren’s peal. “Everyone on the station must go back to their living space.”


    “Isis?” I say, but my earpiece doesn’t respond.


    Odgan shakes his head. “They cut off all nonessential communications. And they’ve probably completely shut down parts of the station. We have to get out of here—fast.”


    He doesn’t need to tell me twice. I close the pod door and hurry to the ladder. As I grip the pebbled rungs, I pause.


    “What about the kolzo?”


    “I’ll get it to the others,” Odgan says. He’s already opened the back of the pod. There’s a clang, and he emerges with a gray capsule a couple feet long. All that work for one small container. He stuffs it into a canvas-like bag that he slings over his shoulder. “Go on!”


    We scramble up the ladder into darkness. I don’t know if Odgan’s forgotten to bring a glow square or if Isis was originally supposed to meet us, but it doesn’t seem worth stopping to discuss. Though we’ve left behind the flashing lights, the siren is still wailing, oscillating across the corded walls of the passage we clamber out into. The air prickles against the back of my throat as I gulp for breath. I nearly trip on a seam in the floor, scraping my hand as I catch myself against a rough edge beside me.


    “Here!” Odgan says a moment later. He tugs a door, murmuring a few Kemyate words of gratitude when it opens. A blinking light from the hallway spills over us.


    We rush to the shuttle stop, Odgan’s limp becoming more pronounced as he hefts his heavy cargo along. I hug myself while we wait. Half the station must be calling an inner-shuttle right now. Then a terrifying thought strikes me.


    “You said they might have shut down parts of the station?”


    “It’s unlikely we’d have made it this far if they targeted this sector,” Odgan says. “Thank Kemya Isis had us launch from a maintenance exit rather than any of the standard docking bays.”


    “You think this is because they know someone took an unauthorized pod out?” I ask. Did our traitor pass on the information after all, just a little too late? The timing seems too much of a coincidence to assume this has nothing to do with us.


    “Impossible to say,” Odgan replies, but his jaw is clenched.


    “What about the others—the control room ...?”


    “Those might have been targeted. I’d think Thlo and Isis would have been prepared.” He halts, his face paling, and drops his voice to the barest whisper. “I don’t know if Isis’s trick with the surveillance system will still be in place. We shouldn’t talk.”


    I snap my mouth shut. Thlo and Isis should have been prepared—but how prepared were the Enforcers?


    We hustle onto the shuttle when it finally arrives, and Odgan enters Jule’s sector. Every hitch of the journey makes me brace for the appearance of a security force. But we make it there unhindered.


    I nod to Odgan and dart into the hall, stumbling when I remember I should be playing the pet in case any cameras are watching. Would even a drugged-up pet be frantic now? The lights are stuttering all around me, the siren screeching at full volume. Dizzy, I totter on to Jule’s apartment. What if he’s not there? What if he, and the others in the control room—


    The door opens just as I reach it, Jule on the other side, poised to stride out. I could fall over, I’m so relieved to see him. His expression flashes from startled to pleased. He steps back, drawing me in and straight into his arms.


    “I was starting to get worried,” he says, leaning his head close to mine. “I thought I’d go look for you.”


    “We’d just have crossed paths,” I say.


    “Well, I didn’t say it was a great idea,” he replies, but his eyes are too serious to match his self-mocking smile.


    As much as I want to sink against him and imagine the chaos outside away, I can’t. I ease back. “What’s going on? All I know is a lockdown alarm went off. Did you get more information in the control room? Did they try to close you off there?”


    “Isis had a reroute in place that bought us enough time to get out,” Jule says. “Our best guess is Security caught and decoded one of Isis’s last transmissions to you and realized something big was going on, but not exactly what and where, and now they’re taking every possible measure to interrupt it.”


    “Or whoever’s betraying us figured out we were up to something and told them,” I say.


    Jule’s mouth tightens. “It could be. But we should all be okay. The important thing is that you and Odgan made it back before the lockdown started. Otherwise every hatch on the station would have been sealed.”


    The time between us landing and the alarm going off was no more than a minute. I swallow thickly. “So what do we do now?”


    He presses a kiss to my temple. “All we can do is sit tight, and see what they do next.”


    [image: Section]


    Information trickles in slowly. The next morning, a report arrives at every private terminal announcing that the Security division has identified a potential threat to the station, and they’re working to track down the perpetrators. Only essential workers are asked to appear at their jobs. Those who cannot eat in their apartments have assigned times by sector when they may leave to access the cafeterias; otherwise, we’re housebound.


    Jule and I spend most of the day scanning the public network for more details about what exactly the Enforcers believe this “potential threat” involves. There’s nothing. I don’t know whether to be reassured that they can’t know much or concerned about how much they could be hiding.


    “If the traitor just wanted to make sure we can’t go through with the mission, this seems like a pretty effective approach,” I say.


    “We’ll figure something out,” Jule says, but right now I can’t imagine what.


    I hole up in my bedroom once that afternoon, when an Enforcer stops by to ask Jule a few questions. It sounds like a routine door-to-door, trolling for leads. But when I come out afterward, Jule’s face is drawn.


    “You shouldn’t even step outside the apartment, all right?” he says. “The Enforcers have split up to cover different sets of wards in pairs. And he said the other one handling our area is Kurra.”


    I’ve spent a lot of days cooped up in here, but knowing at any moment Kurra could be on the other side of that door makes my skin crawl. Jule cooks a dinner out of the pasta and sauce he’s saved from his Earth food purchase, and gets me to play my favorite songs on my MP3 player for him with a promise to attempt to appreciate them, but the restless urge never quite leaves me. I keep getting up to grab a drink or use the bathroom only to realize I don’t want one or need to. Jule must notice. When we turn in for the night, he just pulls me to him and tucks my head under his chin, stroking my hair. I finally unwind enough to fall asleep nestled against him.


    The next day, Isis sends us a ping letting us know she’s set up a temporary protected channel through which we can conference. Jule taps in via the screen in the main room while I bring it up on my bedroom terminal.


    “Hey,” Isis says, her expression weary. The video image quavers and divides as the rest of the group joins in, until I’m looking at all ten of my co-conspirators. I study Pavel, Mako, Tabzi, and Emmer for signs of guilt. All of us look tired and tense.


    “The first order of business,” Thlo says, “is how this complication has affected our plans. Isis?”


    “We have all the materials we need, as assembled as they can be while we’re still on the station,” Isis says. “We just need to leave. That’s where the problem is.”


    She glances to the side, to something—or someone—in her real space. Britta nudges a strand of hair back toward her ponytail. Her eyes are hollowed, her face more worn than earlier this week. I hope the stress of the lockdown hasn’t set back her recovery.


    “The ship we were planning to use for the trip back to Earth is inaccessible as long as the lockdown is in effect,” she says. “Every docking bay is secured; only a limited number of Council-approved vehicles are being granted permission to exit the station. The Security division has added extra precautions to the docking records, and I can’t see any way I could falsify the data to get us ‘official’ permission.”


    Isis takes over again. “I could break the locks on one docking bay long enough for us to get the ship out, maybe, but they’d find out almost immediately, and our ship isn’t fast enough to outrun the Enforcers’ vessels.”


    “Pavel has been looking into the status of the lockdown,” Thlo says, and the dour man nods.


    “From what I’ve heard, I would say the Security division is preparing for a long term ... operation,” he says. His eyes flicker as if he’s scanning the faces across his screen, and I wonder how he feels about being let back into the group’s plans. Whether his frustration was really out of loyalty. “I don’t think they’d want to end the lockdown until they have their ‘criminals.’ ”


    “Is there any chance we could distract them with a false lead?” Emmer asks. “Point them in one direction and leave before they realize the trick?”


    “They won’t remove all the restrictions until they’re sure,” Mako says. “No criticism toward Britta, but I doubt even she could manage that without any trails leading back to us.”


    “And we can’t just set up someone who hasn’t done anything wrong to take the punishment,” Win puts in.


    “It doesn’t matter,” Isis says. “Mako’s right—it’d be nearly impossible.”


    “They can’t keep the lockdown going forever,” Jule says. “At some point, people will start to complain; Security will have to bow to the pressure.”


    “But how long?” Odgan says. “Ten-days? Months? You’re probably too young to remember what it was like after Jeanant disappeared. They loosened up on some of the primary station activities, let people go to work or school and do their fitness, but things like off-station travel stayed restricted for more than a year.”


    A cold pool forms in my gut. We’re stuck then. All the time we’ve spent, the work we put in, the risks we took ... We finished everything we needed to, we’re ready to see through Jeanant’s mission, and we’re trapped here more literally than ever before.


    I grip the edge of my bunk, not trusting myself to speak. At least for the rest of them, this trap is their home. Mine’s millions of miles distant. To live here like this while Kurra prowls outside, for another year? The thought makes me want to climb the walls.


    Thlo’s voice brings me back. “We’ll continue to work on our options. In the meantime, I’d ask that everyone stay quiet and keep to themselves until arrangements have been made. If you encounter information you think would be useful in making those arrangements, please communicate it to Isis, who can pass it on to me.”


    Pavel frowns, maybe at Isis being given priority over his more senior position. Mako stirs restlessly. But when Thlo makes a dismissive gesture, both their images blink out, as do Odgan’s and Emmer’s. I reach for the controls, and pause when I realize the others aren’t disconnecting.


    Thlo nods to us. “With the rest of you, I’d like to discuss another option. Tabzi has a proposal.”


    My gaze jerks to Tabzi’s box in the bottom right of my display. She ducks her head as if uncertain with the spotlight on her.


    “My brother just bought a new, ah, recreational ship,” she says. “It’s very fast, the best equipment—he likes it that way. He took it out before this happened, for a ... trial trip around the solar system. He should be back into Travel bay range in a few days.


    “I think if I asked to borrow it—if I said I want to get away from the station for a little while with friends—he would agree to let me jump on board and he and his friends jump off without docking, so the ship wouldn’t be ... stopped in the lockdown. We would only need to open ... access in one of the Travel bays to jump out.”


    Isis has brightened. “I could arrange that. We’d have to get the timing just right, to leave before the Enforcers pick up the discrepancy, but it could work. If we get out quickly enough, we might even make it without them noticing at all.”


    “And we’d have a head start if anyone pursues us,” Britta says. “What type of engines are we talking about?”


    Tabzi gives an embarrassed laugh. “I, ah, it’s not an area I know very much about. But he sent the ... specifications around to show them off. I can send them to you.”


    “Do that,” Britta says with more energy. “It sounds like a good possibility!”


    A thin smile crosses Tabzi’s face. I study her, trying to read the thoughts behind it. If she’s the one who’s betrayed us, this would be a perfect trick, wouldn’t it? A way to get us all in one place, where we could be easily apprehended. Maybe the traitor hasn’t been waiting so long to protect some of us, but to make sure we’re all caught together in a way that can’t be denied, for maximum glory.


    The others talk further about logistics and tech, most of which I don’t totally follow, until Thlo calls the discussion to an end.


    “Isis,” I say quickly, “can I talk to you privately for a second?”


    “Of course,” she says.


    She stays on while the others disconnect, the feed of her face expanding to fill the entire display.


    “Do you think it’s safe, letting Tabzi in on everything?” I ask.


    “I don’t know if we have much choice, if we want to move forward,” she says. “I’ve seen no more evidence pointing to her than to anyone else. And the longer we’re confined here, the more chance there is for one of us to be caught, or essential materials confiscated ... Thlo felt she could be trusted.”


    Which would be fine, if I totally trusted Thlo’s judgment. I bite my lip. “Have you told Thlo about Davic? What have you been able to find out?”


    “I did,” she says, “and you don’t need to worry, I managed to leave out your involvement. She agrees with Britta and me that the signs indicate he’s Silmeru’s source. Shortly after the incident in the tech bay, a glowing report was added to his file that’s so vague you’d almost think it was for nothing. After they caught our first jet-pod, his job recommendation score was nearly doubled. Things like that. Things I can’t find any explanation for in his documented work.”


    “Rewards for the information he passed on,” I say, my heart thumping. Things are going to change for me, he’s been telling his friends. He must be aiming for a big promotion, or more. “So what do we do now? Have you made any progress determining who’s been talking to him?”


    “I’ve looked at all of his communication records that we can access,” Isis says. “There was nothing out of the ordinary, nothing we could trace. Whoever it is has found ways to cover their tracks. I’d suggest investigating more at his favorite club, but that’ll be locked down. We’re going to keep monitoring him. Something will occur to us. We’re not letting them get away with this, Skylar.”


    We’d better not, I think as the communication link closes. It isn’t just us at risk, but Jeanant’s entire mission—and my entire planet.
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    I don’t doubt that Britta’s data-ferreting skills vastly exceed mine even in her current state, but I can’t help spending most of the next two days searching out every report I can find that mentions this Davic guy. His full name is Bitre Olka-Jia Davic, and as far as I can gather, he has a wife and two grown children. He’s been working for the Earth Travel division for the equivalent of twenty-four Earth years. Given that timeline, he might even have worked with Jeanant at some point. But there’s nothing notable about him in the public record, no accolades or controversies or anything more than brief notes in the midst of larger news. Nothing that gives a hint of any connection between him and anyone in our group, or a reason he was chosen to pass information to other than that they selected the least prominent Earth Travel employee they could find.


    By the evening of the second day, an official announcement goes out that the lockdown has been downgraded from first level to second. More employees will be called back to work, with special permissions on their network profiles to allow them to use the inner-shuttles. The main fitness centers have reopened. But all other recreational areas are still closed, and Enforcers are continuing to patrol, questioning anyone who appears to be loitering. Jule monitors their appearances in our hall for a few hours and determines that either Kurra or her male colleague passes by every thirty minutes or so.


    We’re running out of time. On the morning of the third day, Isis informs Jule and me that Tabzi’s brother’s ship meets Britta’s approval. Tabzi’s contacted her brother with our cover story and asked him to wait to enter the Travel zone around the station until she gives him a signal that she’s ready—sometime tomorrow. “So we can wait and see what the situation looks like then,” Isis says, “and plan around it.”


    Unfortunately, the one thing we can’t plan around is Tabzi’s loyalty, since we have no idea where it lies.


    “Britta and I will program access to the inner-shuttle system for Skylar using the thumb sequence we got before,” Isis adds at the end. “The fake profile might be caught in a few days, but by that time we shouldn’t need it. It’ll mean if we need to leave in a hurry and Jule doesn’t happen to be with you, you’ll be able to come quickly to meet us on your own.”


    “What about the hall surveillance?” I ask. “I can avoid the patrols, but—how closely are they watching the footage?”


    “I’ll take care of that too,” Isis says. “I can tweak the recognition program so when it identifies one of us, it automatically deletes that note and alters our image in the footage. I don’t usually like to use that trick for longer than a meeting, in case someone happens to be watching right when it kicks in, but, if all goes well, this is the last time I’ll have to.”


    She gives us directions to the three Travel bays we’re most likely to be able to get brief entry to, with a warning that she won’t know which one until the last minute. When she signs off, I sit there looking at the blank screen.


    “It’s happening so fast,” I say to Jule. The other day I was worried I’d be trapped here for months. Now I feel as though we’re hurtling forward blindly. The traitor is still at large, and we’re about to put ourselves in the most vulnerable position possible.


    “Well, Tabzi’s brother can’t keep pleasure-cruising much longer,” Jule points out. “He probably only brought supplies for the trip he expected to take. And he’ll get suspicious if Tabzi keeps him waiting. This might be the only chance we get.”


    “Aren’t you worried she could be the one sabotaging us?”


    “Of course,” he says. “But if Thlo and Isis haven’t found any sign of it ... Sometimes you’ve got to take the risk, isn’t that what you Earthlings say?”


    I shoulder him, and he smiles, wrapping his arms around me. And then the screen pings with a call for Jule to report to work that afternoon.


    After he leaves, the apartment feels even more confining. I pace the floor in the main room, force down a calming drink that barely touches my anxiety, and finally retreat into my bedroom to continue my search for even the slightest useful tidbit on Davic.


    I paw through the public channels so long I get a headache from staring at the glowing shifting interface. As I close the network, my gaze falls on the directory icon. I tap it, and enter Davic’s name. The interface offers me the option to send him a message, as well as listing his address. My fingers waver. Writing him a letter won’t work—even if I could figure out the right thing to say to provoke him to respond, sending it would leave a data trail straight to this apartment.


    My gaze goes back to the address. Ward 35, Sector 8, Apartment 4. Jule’s words echo in my head.


    Sometimes you’ve got to take the risk.


    I don’t care who Thlo trusts, or how much faith Jule has in her and Isis’s judgment. I can’t feel comfortable making a run for it without doing everything we possibly can to find out who’s betraying us. Confronting Davic wouldn’t be any more risky than dashing off onto a spaceship that there’s a good chance the traitor arranged. And if I’m the only one here who cares enough to take the right risks, so be it. Jeanant proved that even the most brilliant Kemyate can get too caught up in caution to see clearly. Maybe it makes sense that it’d take an Earthling to ensure Earth is freed.


    I call Isis’s apartment with the code she left us. It’s Britta who answers. “Hey, Skylar,” she says, her eyes wide. “Is everything all right?”


    “It is,” I say hastily. “I was just wondering—have you programmed the inner-shuttles for me yet?”


    “They should be ready. I worked out the code and Isis was going to access the shuttle controls as soon as she went out—she got called for some electrical problem in one of the laboratory departments, just a little while ago.”


    “What about her trick with the surveillance?”


    “That too. We wanted everything in place since we didn’t know if we might need it before she’s done at work.” She pauses. “Why are you asking?”


    I’m considering what to tell her when she closes her eyes, pressing her hand against her temple. “Britta?” I say.


    “Sorry,” she says, shaking her head. “I’ve been getting these dizzy spells. I’m okay.”


    My chest tightens. I can’t put another burden on her.


    “Get some rest,” I say. “I’m sorry I bothered you. I was just worrying about what would happen if I needed to get out of here, with Jule at work.”


    She gazes back at me, as if struggling to focus. “You be careful.”


    “Of course,” I say. As careful as I can afford to be.


    As soon as we cut off the connection, I take stock. I’m dressed in my usual Kemyate clothes—there’s nothing about my appearance that should tip anyone off that I’m an Earthling. So all I have to worry about is my voice. I’ve gotten in a lot of practice speaking as well as listening with the Language Learner now. Can I hope that I’ll startle Davic enough that I can find out what I need before he notices my accented Kemyate?


    I need to figure out what I’m going to say, what I want to draw out of him. Davic and our traitor must have some special method of communication set up. Britta or Isis could probably trace it if they knew what it is. And the easiest way to find that out would be for me to pretend I want to do the same thing.


    I can’t claim I have information for him right now. There’d be nothing stopping him from calling the Enforcers immediately. I have to catch his interest as a potential source, to discover how he’s handled his other informant, but make him believe I can’t offer anything yet. A fish he’ll want to keep on the line until it’s ready to reel in.


    I enter phrases into the language program, and imitate its pronunciation as it speaks them back to me. Over and over, until it no longer makes the slightest correction. My heart has started to thud. I walk around the apartment, murmuring the words until I don’t have to think about them. Then I scoop up Jule’s bracelet, fastening it around my wrist tucked under my shirtsleeve so I can play the bewildered pet if someone stops me, and head out into the hall.


    I hesitate in the doorway, but there’s no sign of Kurra or her fellow Enforcer. I jog over to the shuttle stop and press my thumb to the panel. Despite Britta’s assurances, I almost laugh in surprise when it chimes. She and Isis are an amazing team.


    The shuttle that arrives is empty—not surprising given that most people’s jobs are still reduced if not outright on hold. But when it lets me off in Davic’s sector, I catch the tread of footsteps in the hall just as I’m stepping out. I press myself into the alcove, holding my breath. The footsteps hesitate, and then continue on, getting fainter. After several seconds, they’ve followed the bend of the hall out of hearing. I peek out of the alcove. All clear.


    Apartment 4 is just down the hall. My back prickles as I leave the escape route of the shuttle behind. What if Davic’s been called to work? What if he won’t listen to me?


    Well, despite his bragging to his friends, Davic’s only earned a few small honors by way of our traitor’s information so far. I have trouble believing he’d pass up the chance to get more to bargain with.


    Outside the apartment, I eye the thumb panel. Isis said she made a false profile for me, which presumably has a false name, but I’m not sure I’d want Davic knowing even that. I rap on the door hard enough for the sound to carry through.


    It’s just occurred to me that it might not be Davic who answers, but his wife, when the door opens and I’m faced with the slim-jawed, mahogany-haired man I saw in the directory photo. His watery blue eyes take me in.


    “Yes?” he says with a frown.


    “Mr. Davic,” I say, as rehearsed, “I hear you’re a good person to talk to when someone knows about threats to the station.”


    Davic stiffens. A female voice calls out behind him, asking who’s there, and he turns to tell her he needs to step out for a moment. I back up as he edges out. His gaze twitches to take in both ends of the otherwise empty hall. I guess his wife doesn’t know about his bonus “work” for Earth Travel.


    “Who did you hear that from?” he demands, his voice low and harsh.


    “There’s been talk,” I say with what I hope looks like a casual shrug, and leap back to my script. “Is it true? I’ve gotten a feeling about a few of my coworkers. I think I can find out whether they’re doing something wrong. But I’m afraid the Enforcers will think I’m involved if I tell them myself. If they trust you ...”


    He pauses. “We might be able to arrange something. What do you want for it?”


    The question catches me off-guard. “Want?”


    “How much do you expect this information to be worth?” he says. “As a starting place. We can adjust the price based on what you’re able to give me.”


    “You’d pay me ...” Thlo never mentioned Silmeru giving financial compensation to her source. But then, maybe she hasn’t. Maybe Davic’s been paying our traitor out of his own pocket, knowing he’ll be repaid in a way with work bonuses. It hadn’t occurred to me that the traitor might want anything more than to get in our way. Is this betrayal—the danger they’ve put us in, the injury Britta’s suffered—about money, of all things?


    My accent must be slipping in my confusion. Davic’s eyes narrow as he studies my face. “What exactly have you seen?”


    “No proof,” I say, struggling to control my voice. “I’m not certain it’s anything unauthorized. But I’ll look into it, and give you the details when I have any. If we can come to an arrangement.”


    Davic still looks concerned. “Who are you? What division are you with?”


    “I don’t think that’s important,” I say. “Just tell me how I should get in touch with you ... discreetly.”


    I stumble over the last word, my anxiety tripping up my tongue, and Davic steps toward me. “I don’t like this,” he says. “You need to tell me more now.”


    He grabs my wrist when I jerk back, just above the spot where Jule’s bracelet is hidden. I brought it in case I needed help, but now it could hurt me. If it slides down, he might not only see I’m an Earthling, but also who I “belong” to.


    “Let me go!” I snap, trying to sound angry rather than terrified. “I’ll find someone else then.”


    “I don’t think so,” he says, yanking me toward him. I twist my hand but can’t force his grip to release. So I use the only other strategy that comes to me. I haul back my other arm and punch him.


    It’s not the best-aimed blow. My knuckles glance off the bottom of his cheekbone. But I hit him hard enough that he flinches, and his fingers slip. I drag my arm away and bolt for the shuttle stop, praying he’ll be too shocked to follow.


    There’s a shuttle pulling up just as I reach the alcove. I halt, torn between rushing onto it and retreating from whoever’s arriving. Then the doors slide open to reveal Win standing on the other side. He’s about to dash out, but he catches himself when he sees me, lips parting in surprise.


    “W—” I start, and clamp my mouth shut. Davic took a moment to recover, but I can hear him thumping down the hall after me. I don’t want him hearing Win’s name. “Let’s go!”


    Win doesn’t question me, just leaps back and taps a location into the control panel as I dash onto the shuttle. It pulls away before Davic rounds the corner.


    For a second Win and I just stare at each other. Then, without a word, he pulls me into a hug so tight I lose my breath, so quick I hardly have time to return it before he’s letting me go.


    “We’d better get off this shuttle and pick up another, in case he gets the Enforcers to track it,” he says. His gaze drops to my hands, the red marks where Davic gripped my wrist, and his jaw clenches. “What happened?”


    “I— What are you doing here?” is the only response I manage to form.


    “Britta was worried,” he says. “Something you said to her—she started watching the network and saw you’d taken the shuttle over here, but she’s not well, Isis couldn’t get out of work, and they couldn’t get ahold of Jule. So Britta called me and asked me to make sure you were okay. You are okay, aren’t you?”


    “Yeah.” I rub my wrist. I’m not sure what Davic thought he was going to do. Make me tell him my name so he’d have leverage? Hold on to me while he called the Enforcers? “That guy, he’s Silmeru’s source. I was trying to get something from him that would help us figure out who’s been passing him information—I didn’t expect him to turn ... violent. But I got away from him.”


    Even if the shuttle hadn’t been right there, I’m pretty sure I could have outrun Davic in the halls. He didn’t look like he’s ever done cross-country practice, or much of any physical practice period. But then I would have had to watch out for Enforcers on patrol, other Kemyates ... I’m glad it didn’t come to that.


    “Thanks for coming,” I say. I have the urge to reach for Win’s arm, as if I can better convey my gratitude through touch, but he’s stepped farther away since his earlier show of affection.


    “I’m still keeping my promise to keep you safe,” he says with a faint smile. The promise he made back on Earth, before that first leap to Paris, when all this really started. The promise he’s never broken, regardless of what else was going on between us.


    “Thanks,” I say again, softly. It’s not enough, but I don’t know how to express just how much I mean it.


    “So did you learn anything useful?” he asks.


    “I don’t know,” I say. Payments. There have to be records when credits are transferred. Records that will lead to the traitor. “I’ll have to talk to Isis. He gave away something that could be the connection we need.”
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    When I get back to Jule’s apartment, I head straight into my room and type out a message to Isis and Britta’s apartment. They’ll want to know what I found out as soon as possible. I’m not sure whether this will require more of Britta’s conceptual skills or Isis’s tech knowledge, or how much Britta can even handle on her own right now. From what she said it sounded like Isis could be working the whole night, but maybe Britta can forward the information to her and Isis can start investigating from there.


    I step back into the main room, opening and closing cabinets in my distraction even though I’m not hungry, trying to calculate how I could have controlled the conversation with Davic better. Maybe I couldn’t have. Maybe that was the best I could have expected.


    I’m staring blankly into the third cabinet when Jule emerges from his bedroom. I startle. I hadn’t realized he was home.


    “You’re back,” he says, stopping partway across the room. There’s an odd tentativeness in his stance, not at all the cocky posturing I’m used to. His face looks drawn. My pulse trips.


    “Did something happen at work?” I ask.


    “No,” he says slowly.


    “You seem ...” Off. Upset? He wouldn’t have known where I was. I open my mouth to explain, but he cuts me off.


    “It’s nothing,” he says, rubbing his face. “I just had to deal with idiots all afternoon.”


    He crosses the distance between us to rest his hand on my arm. I lean into his touch automatically. He holds my gaze for a long moment, and then reaches up to trail his fingers down my cheek, across my jaw and into my hair, along the curve of my neck and collarbone. As if he’s charting the planes of my body. My heart thumps in a much more pleasant way, but something still feels strange about the gravity in his expression.


    “Come with me?” he says, and clarifies, “To the bedroom?”


    “Oh, is that what you’re after?” I ask, keeping my tone light. For the first time since he saw me, he cracks a smile. Mischief lights in those dark brown eyes.


    “We’ve got the whole evening to kill,” he says. “Might as well pass the time enjoyably.”


    If everything goes according to plan, it’s our last evening in the privacy of his apartment. I don’t know what to expect from Tabzi’s ship. Maybe that’s what has caused his odd mood.


    “I can agree to that,” I say, smiling back. I could use a diversion from this afternoon’s events.


    But when we’re lying together on his wide bunk, Jule turns serious again. He keeps a few inches between us, continuing his charting over my clothes. His hand slips along the bend of my shoulder, the crook of my elbow, the underside of my wrist. The arc of my rib cage, the dip of my waist. Setting off sparks through my nerves. I reach for him, and he clasps my hand.


    “I want to tell you something,” he says.


    “Okay,” I reply, not sure whether to expect some dark confession or the punch line to a deadpan joke.


    He props himself up on one arm, and I tip my head to match the angle of his gaze. “I want you to know I mean it,” he says. “I haven’t told anyone this before. I don’t think I could have honestly said it before.”


    “Okay,” I say again.


    “I don’t want you to say anything back,” he goes on. “Just ... take it, as it is.”


    Before I can reply, he leans in and kisses me, so hard my skin tingles all the way down to my toes. I kiss him back, pulling myself to him, and he slides his lips across my cheek.


    “I love you,” he murmurs, like a breath by my ear. Before the words have sunk in, he’s captured my mouth again, his hands tracing bare skin now, and my own capacity for words starts to fragment.


    He told me not to answer. He told me just to take it. And he’s not letting me do anything else. But as our bodies press closer and everything in the universe but him falls away, a little glow of happiness lights up inside me.


    Love. I hadn’t put that label on this feeling, hadn’t let myself consider it. But in that moment, I can’t think of another that could possibly be right. So I try to offer it back, in the only way he’ll allow: with each kiss, each caress.


    I try not to think about how hard it’s going to be, to lose this. Because it doesn’t matter what I call it, what he calls it. There are people I love back home too. The idea of leaving them for good, of never seeing them again, of letting them worry and wonder for the rest of their lives so I can keep this one selfish thing—I know without question I couldn’t do it. So I focus on the moment, for as long as it will last.
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    Sometime during the night, the real world creeps back into my head. I sleep in fits and starts, my mind never quite settling. My restlessness gets me out of bed four times to check the terminal in my bedroom for an answer to my message. Jule stirs but doesn’t wake. The fourth time, early in the morning, there’s a reply from Isis waiting. All it says is “Call me.” I sink onto my bunk and ping her apartment.


    Isis answers almost immediately. “Hey,” she says, and then, without preamble, “Tell me everything that happened. Everything he said.”


    I repeat my conversation with Davic in all the detail I remember. When I’ve finished, Isis twists a curl around her finger, her brow knit.


    “Is there some way you can track the payments he’s been making, to whoever is leaking the information?” I ask.


    “It’s not easy,” Isis says. “The financial network has several layers of protection ... Except for the Treasury council, no one can access those records without the person’s pass code, and then only from the person’s private terminals or the Treasury division’s. We couldn’t even start to look at Davic’s or anyone else’s from here.”


    “So we need people’s pass codes, and access to their apartments,” I say.


    She nods. “Which we might be able to accomplish. If we come up with an excuse to get the others to open their accounts, I have a device we could use to capture the code, and then we could contrive an excuse to make them leave the apartment so we’d have a chance to look for ourselves. It would just take a little time.”


    “We have to do it,” I say. “We can’t jump into a ship we’ve never seen without confirming who’s on our side—and who isn’t.”


    “I know,” Isis says. “I’ll contact Thlo and tell her we need to delay the jump for as long as possible. We should be able to hold off until the end of the day. And then we’ll prioritize.”


    “Start with Tabzi,” I say.


    “I agree,” she says, “but only because the plan depends on her. If we can’t confirm the others’ loyalty, we may have to leave without saying anything to them. But knowing what we do now, I doubt it was her, Skylar. She’s the last person who’d need extra credits. Her family’s one of the wealthiest on the station, and they’ve never hidden the fact that they give all their kids a substantial ... what you would call a ‘trust.’ ”


    “You think Pavel or Mako or Emmer might have been struggling?”


    “I don’t know,” Isis says. “They could be. It wouldn’t be hard for them to hide it, if the situation wasn’t dire yet.”


    I still find it hard to imagine someone who’s devoted years of their life to a cause suddenly throwing the rest of us over to make some cash. “Maybe it isn’t really about the money,” I suggest. “Maybe that was just so Davic didn’t get suspicious about why they were offering the information.”


    “It’s possible. We’ll figure it out, one way or another.”


    “I’m sorry I couldn’t find out more.”


    “Forget that,” Isis says, her voice softening. “It was crazy, what you did, running over there on your own. You had no idea what he’d do. Britta was terrified when she realized where you were going, you know.”


    Guilt prickles through my gut. “I’m sorry,” I say. “Can you thank her for looking out for me?”


    “I will,” Isis says. “Just stay put from now on, all right? It was brave as well as crazy, and I’m glad you learned what you did, but ... If there’s another way we think you can help, I’ll let you know. I promise.”


    “Okay,” I say, but I can’t help thinking that if I’d kept waiting for her or Thlo or anyone else to tell me how to pitch in, we wouldn’t be anywhere near identifying the traitor.


    I go back to Jule’s room and lie down beside him, but my mind and my nerves are still buzzing. I close my eyes and manage to drift for a little while. Jule rolls onto his side, his shoulder brushing mine, nudging me back awake.


    There’s something else. Not just wondering how we’ll be able to check those financial records, or what’s really motivated someone in the group to betray us. A niggling tremor that’s worming through my thoughts, twitching under my skin, the way the wrongness used to whisper at me. Something’s not quite right.


    I go over the conversation with Isis, each comment and question. Remembering her last remarks, about how upset Britta was, I frown. But I still can’t put my finger on it.


    I cycle back to earlier in the day: the call to Britta, the visit to Davic, the trip back here with Win, the message I sent, Jule coming out to confront me—


    My breath catches in my throat. He didn’t really confront me, did he? You’re back, he said, and that’s it. He knew I’d gone out. I’d gone out even though the station is in lockdown and an Enforcer who’d kill me on sight is assigned to this sector, and he didn’t even ask where I’d been.


    I sit up, careful not to disturb him. Why wouldn’t he have asked? It was like he already knew. Win said Britta had tried to contact Jule, but that she hadn’t been able to reach him. I hadn’t talked to him about any plans to leave the apartment.


    My gaze falls on a glint of silver in the corner of the room. The bracelet Jule slid off my wrist and tossed there last evening. I’ll be able to find you wherever, he told me when he gave it to me. I assumed it sent a signal when I pressed the button. But it wouldn’t have worked that way.


    My arm feels very heavy as I lift it to turn on his bedroom terminal. I don’t let myself second-guess. I’ll just look, see if I’m being paranoid, and then I can go to sleep.


    The display blinks on, offering a layout similar to the one in my room, except naturally all in Kemyate. I hesitate, and then open up a personal network search, sketching in the Kemyate characters that spell out my name.


    No results. I start to relax. Just to be sure, I enter the joined characters for “bracelet.”


    A couple of documents and a program icon appear. I gesture open the program.


    At first all I make out is a tiny ring of light surrounded by a few seemingly random lines. I prod the image, and it contracts. My fingers recoil.


    It’s a layout of an apartment, set in a hall with dozens of other shadowy outlines around it, the sector and ward numbers hovering above the map. At another prod, the image contracts again, giving me a view of half this entire floor of the station. The little glowing ring hasn’t moved from its original position.


    In Jule’s apartment. Over there by my feet.


    I close my eyes, and open them again. It’s not that bad, is it? The idea of him following my movements without my knowing gives me the creeps, but maybe he saw it as a reasonable precaution, like the health monitor in my bedroom. So if I was in a position where I couldn’t activate the signal but he knew something was wrong, he could still find me.


    Only ... that means he knew I went to some random sector today. He didn’t ask why, or what I’d done there, even though he couldn’t have known.


    Or could he?


    I shake the question away as soon as it pricks at me, but it won’t let go. Swiveling on the edge of the bunk, I look down at Jule’s sleeping form. He’s turned away from me, one leg pulled up and the other stretched straight, his arms curled around his head. His face is soft with sleep.


    I remember how that face looked when I came in. The tentativeness ... almost nervousness. His intensity afterward. Why now?


    It feels like betraying him to even wonder. An ache closes around my heart. I dismiss the tracking program with a wave and get up, ducking into the main room as if my thoughts are becoming so loud they’ll wake him up.


    Jule’s friends talked about how rich he is. Isis said his family is respected, at least the older generations.


    But the people in the club joked about his father dragging the family under, about how they’d have expected the accounts to have run dry by now. His father seemed concerned about how Jule spent his money—Jule made that retort about throwing credits around.


    Tabzi gets her money from her parents. If Jule’s father really runs through credits like that ... where’s Jule getting his? He’s working the same job as Win, and Win’s certainly not rich.


    I press my hands against my forehead.


    There’s an easy way to get rid of the questions. I watched Jule tap a code into his safe the other day. I’d bet he uses the same one for his records. It’ll be like practice, in case Isis needs me to help investigate the others.


    I keep that interpretation of my actions at the front of my mind as I turn on the screen in the main room. It takes me a few minutes to locate the financial section, because my anxious fingers keep scattering the interface. When I flick open the program that holds Jule’s account records, a pass code request appears.


    He trusted me enough not to hide this from me. Now I’m using that trust against him.


    Nothing I’m going to see here will hurt him unless he’s been hurting all of us all along.


    I tap in the numbers. The request vanishes. A complex spreadsheet of labels and numerical characters flows across the screen. I ease through the records, gradually picking out deposits and withdrawals and dates and sources. Then my hand drops to my side, and I just stare.


    Heat pools behind my eyes. I have to blink it away to double-check what I think I’m seeing. And to check again. And again.


    It’s still there. Twice in the last month, transfers into Jule’s account several times larger than any of the ones from Earth Travel, from a source that’s just a scrambled series of characters.
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    When Jule ambles out of his bedroom at a more reasonable hour of the morning, I’m in the kitchen/dining area. Seeing me, he smiles with a hint of the shyness I’ve caught glimpses of before. It reminds me of his supposed confession last night. A sliver of pain cuts through my chest, but I make myself smile back.


    I worked out the dates of the first tip-off at the tech bay and the interruption of Britta’s flight down to the planet to the best of my memory, and his mysterious influxes of credits arrived exactly two days after each, which would make perfect sense if he’s using some complicated routing system to make sure the money can’t be traced between Davic and him. I scanned back through the records and confirmed those influxes only started about a year ago. After Jule joined the group. I even know where the money went. Because after most of the influxes, there are regular transfers out to an account labeled R. Adka. His father, no doubt.


    “Couldn’t sleep?” Jule asks.


    “Not really,” I say, blinking back to the present. “Big day, right? You want me to get some coffee going?”


    “That,” he says, “would be spectacular. Won’t be getting any more of the good stuff after this trip.”


    He skirts the table to slip his arm around me and kiss the side of my neck, and I manage not to tense too much. “You can wash up,” I say. “I’ll have breakfast ready when you’re done.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” he says with a grin and a mock salute, and heads into the bathroom.


    True to my word, when he steps back out in a fresh set of clothes, I’ve set a steaming mug and a heated packet of the pseudo-pancakes I know are one of his favorites at his usual spot at the table. I grab a can of the calming beverage for myself.


    “Not hungry?” Jule asks as I sit down.


    “Already ate,” I say, which isn’t true—my stomach’s knotted too tight. “And I need this.” Which is.


    He sips his coffee between bites of his meal, the swallows getting larger as it cools. I watch his hands. His fingers twitch as he smooths out the empty packet. He curls them into his palms.


    Time to get this over with.


    “So what’s the plan for your final payday?” I ask. “Get Davic to send the Enforcers to the Travel bay, or let them grab us on the ship?”


    Jule has just taken another gulp of his coffee. He sputters, choking on it, and manages to swallow while wiping his mouth. For a second, the gaze that meets mine looks haunted. And then I know it’s true with a certainty that hadn’t quite hit me before.


    “Davic?” he says. “Payday? What are you talking about, Skylar?”


    “You know,” I say, fingering the edge of the can. I could drink ten of these and I don’t think they’d take the edge off my anger. My horror. “The guy I went to talk to yesterday. The guy who’s been passing on information about our group to the Security division via the head of Earth Travel. I assume the guy who’s responsible for the encrypted payments into your financial accounts.”


    “My accounts.” He glances at the screen across the room, and back at me.


    “I looked at your records,” I say before he can come up with some new argument. “I looked at them for a long time. I wanted to be wrong.”


    His hands close around his mug. He takes a long drink from it, clutching it even after he’s set it back down as if it’s a life buoy. “Skylar ...”


    “Could you please just admit it?” I burst out. “You’ve been expecting me to stumble on something that points to you for—how long?” Every concern he’s raised about my “safety,” every way he tried to distract me, infatuate me, so I wouldn’t see clearly ... My eyes are welling up. I swipe at them, glad to at least find no tears have leaked out. “Or do you think I’m so stupid I’d let you talk it all away?”


    “I know you’re not stupid,” he says quietly.


    That’s not really an admission, but it’s not another denial either. I square my shoulders. There’s one thing I need to know, before anything else. One reason we needed to have this conversation at all.


    “What have you already told him about our plans to leave the station?”


    His throat works. “Nothing,” he says. “I haven’t told anyone anything since ... I never wanted to jeopardize the mission, Skylar. Everything can still go exactly the way we intended. I only ever gave him bits and pieces that I knew wouldn’t really set us back—”


    “Britta and Odgan could have died,” I say, staring at him. “Britta’s still a mess. And Odgan and I were almost caught the other day when the lockdown started. Are you saying we didn’t matter?”


    “No,” he protests. “It wasn’t supposed to happen that way. With Britta, I programmed the message to send— It wasn’t supposed to get to him until after they’d be safely back. Just close enough that the Enforcers could believe something had happened, that the information was good and they’d been too slow. But that cargo hauler showed up and threw everything off. And he must have read the message the second it got to him, and had Silmeru call Security immediately. I thought they’d still have enough time.”


    He cuts himself off, his mouth twisting. “I went too far. I could see that. That’s why I stopped. It wasn’t worth risking anyone else. The lockdown—that had nothing to do with me.”


    There wasn’t a new payment after the lockdown. He sounds like he’s telling the truth. But he’s sounded like that an awful lot of times before. Last night, that whisper in my ear. I bite my lip.


    “Why was it ever worth it? So you could pay for your dad’s gambling habit? You don’t even like him.”


    “It’s not just about him,” Jule says. “My whole family ... Our name used to be respected—people heard ‘Adka’ and they thought of the great scientists and tech developers in our past: my grandfather, his mother and uncle, their parents ... A standard was set, and my dad and my aunt, they decided they could just coast on what we already had, let it skip a generation.” His tone turns bitter. “What a disappointment that his son, the first in the line, had no head for tech or science. He gave up on me. My grandfather, I thought he cared about more than that, but as soon as his mind started to go ...” He stops, his voice dropping. “He’s refused to speak to me in three years. In most families, being a Traveler is almost as respected, you know? In most.”


    “And how respected are people who snitch on their friends?” I can’t help asking.


    “No one ever had to know.” Jule shifts as if uncomfortable in his seat. “I found out what Thlo was doing, and I knew she could pull it off, and when she did I wanted to be with her. I’d be one of the leaders of the new order. But it was taking time, and my father was burning through the family accounts, and my grandfather couldn’t understand he isn’t still lord over masses of wealth. I’d already used up most of the trust that was in my name, pulling them out of debt. In just a few months they’d have had to move to the lower sectors, sell off their collections, and everyone would have known. All I had to do was play the other side a little, make use of what I had. Sell little tidbits that weren’t going to hurt anyone anyway.” He shifts again, with a tremor of his shoulders. “Grandfather would have appreciated my resourcefulness.”


    “So that’s all it’s about?” I feel even more sick. “You risked probably the only chance of getting my planet out of your people’s control, maybe the only chance for everyone here to move on to a real home, so your family wouldn’t have to ... to live like most people on the station already do?”


    “There’s more to it than that,” Jule says. “You can’t understand, without having lived here.”


    “No,” I agree. “ I can’t understand putting a few people’s immediate comfort over the future of two entire worlds.”


    “I told you, I only gave them leads I knew we could work around. Except for that last one—”


    “You didn’t know for sure what would happen any of those times,” I interrupt. “You risked something like that, or something worse, with every single message you sent Davic.”


    He opens his mouth, and seems to struggle to get out the words. “I stopped,” he says hoarsely. “I swear to you, I never meant to sabotage the mission, I never meant to give him any information about our leaving for Earth, and I haven’t.”


    “How am I supposed to trust you now? You put all our lives—my life—everyone I care about—on the line for people even you admit don’t give a damn about you.”


    “I’ll show you,” Jule says. “I can show you the records—”


    He grips the table and starts to stand, but his legs tremble. He sits back down with a thump, frowning at himself.


    “Yeah,” I say. “I don’t think you should try going anywhere right now.”


    His gaze shoots to me, startled. But Jule isn’t stupid either. A second later, he turns his attention to his mostly empty coffee mug. He swears rather profoundly in Kemyate.


    I rest my hands on the tabletop, letting anger and satisfaction flatten the pain from my voice. “I did my research first. There’s a lot of documentation about illegal drugs in the public network. You got a standard dose. I didn’t want to risk your life. I did wonder whether the tripping or the paralysis would come first. I guess now I know.”


    “Skylar.” He makes a jerky movement, as if he meant to reach toward me but his hand only responded halfway. Then he starts to keel sideways toward the bench. He catches himself on one stiffly straight arm.


    “I had to make sure you can’t send any messages now.” I get up. The calming drink sits heavy in my stomach. “If you meant everything you said, then you’ll just be out for five or so hours, and when it wears off you can pretend nothing ever happened and you’ve got no idea what any group of rebels might be doing.”


    His eyelids flutter, but he keeps his gaze on me for a moment longer. “I never lied to you,” he says. “Things I didn’t tell you, but I—”


    He coughs, and his arm teeters. He slumps over, sprawling on the bench. When I step back, I can’t see more than the side of his leg, the rest of him hidden by the table.


    It’s too late to second-guess this. If the rest of us are going, we have to go now.
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    I’d already bundled my backpack into the Kemyate sack Britta lent me. It takes only a few seconds to grab that from my room. I can’t bear to contact the others over the network and wait here. This apartment is no longer safe. And if this isn’t an emergency worthy of showing up at Win’s place, I don’t know what would be.


    I’m heading for the front door when the large screen pings with an incoming call. I hesitate, glancing at the name. “Su Hika-Bai Ibtep.”


    Thlo.


    She wouldn’t be calling us herself unless it was important. And presumably anything she’d tell Jule, I need to know too.


    I glance toward the table. I’m pretty sure Jule’s mind is totally gone by now, lost in his involuntary trip, but he might still be listening—and understanding. I duck into his bedroom.


    “Skylar,” Thlo says when I accept the communication, a brief raise of her eyebrows her only show of surprise. “I need to confirm something with Jule. Is he not there?”


    I couldn’t have asked for a better opening to tell her what’s happened. But as I draw in my breath, little details in her expression send a wrong sort of shiver through me. The tightening at the corner of her mouth. The slight stiffness to her posture.


    I’ve seen that tension before—when I showed her the re-creation of my conversations with Jeanant. As if she’s bracing for something unpleasant.


    What exactly is it she wants to “confirm” with Jule?


    “No,” I say as my thoughts trip back over our interactions from the last few weeks. Her abrupt disinterest in my observations. Her insisting that I stop seeking out more information. Isis attributed it to overcaution ... but maybe it was something else. Maybe Thlo didn’t need more observations or information because she’d figured out Jule was the traitor.


    And then didn’t tell the rest of us? Why?


    I spent too long here trusting others’ instincts over my own. And every bone in my body is balking at the idea of revealing to Thlo what I’ve discovered.


    “He had to go out,” I continue. “Something to do with his father.”


    From the pursing of Thlo’s lips when she nods, I suspect she’s at least aware of how fraught that relationship is. “Well, tell him to contact me when he returns.”


    “If you want me to pass a message on to him ...”


    She shakes her head, and I see that tightening around her mouth again. “On this matter I need to speak with him directly.”


    Either she knows and she can’t be bothered to warn me, or she doesn’t and she trusts Jule more than me, even though he’s the one who’s been betraying us this whole time. Even though I’ve risked my life uncovering that fact. My hands clench on my lap.


    “Thlo,” I say before she can cut off the connection, and switch to Kemyate, “I’m not expendable.”


    Her level gaze evaluates me. I hold it, keeping my chin steady. After a moment, a faint smile crosses her face. It looks more sad than pleased.


    “No,” she says. “You’ve done better than I expected. I spoke partly out of frustration. And you must understand, when you’ve been working around the margins as long as I have, you learn to focus on people as practicalities first.”


    “Jeanant didn’t,” I can’t help saying.


    “No,” she agrees. “Jeanant was impractical enough to place every other life above his own—including those on your planet. And Jeanant is dead.” She pulls back, smoothing her hair behind her ear. “I have other concerns to attend to. Please tell Jule I need to talk to him.”


    The image blinks to gray.


    I stare at it for a few seconds longer, and then shake myself out of my daze. There are people here I do trust. It’s time to go.


    My gut twists as I pass through the main room again. I don’t let myself look toward the table, but I can see it from the corner of my eye. The memory of the awful conversation I just had with Jule is overlaid with moments longer past: him comforting me after his friends’ visit, that first game of Rata and everything after, the kisses and caresses over the weeks ...


    I shove those thoughts aside as I hurry out, but my eyes have gone watery. I’m blinking hard and swallowing the lump in my throat as I slip into the shuttle stop alcove, and don’t register the figure that was just coming around the bend from the neighboring sector until a voice calls out.


    “Excuse me. Could you wait a minute so I can speak with you?”


    Kurra. I’d recognize that sharp tone anywhere. My body goes rigid. I jab the summon panel, every other emotion scattering in my panic. I can’t face her, not now of all times.


    Footsteps tread along the floor beyond the alcove. I tense to run, but there’s nowhere to go. Back in Jule’s apartment, I’d be trapped. She’ll have her weapon on her, that numbing blaster—if I take off down the hall, I won’t have a chance. I mash my thumb against the panel again, as if I can implore the shuttle to arrive faster.


    A public shuttle pulls up with a sigh. Kurra’s footsteps have sped up, presumably because I didn’t respond. If she hears my voice, that might bring her even faster. I dash past the doors the second they open, earning a startled look from the middle-aged woman already on route. “Wait!” Kurra shouts, sprinting around the corner of the alcove. Our eyes meet for an instant. She springs forward, the doors click shut, and the shuttle speeds away.


    I shudder. Was there recognition on her face? I’m not sure it matters. She knows I was evading her; that’ll be enough reason for suspicion. I have to get off. Win said something, before, about the Enforcers tracing the shuttles.


    “Sorry,” I say to the woman, who’s goggling at me, and tap in a sector close ahead. The shuttle slows immediately. I rush out the second the gap between the doors is wide enough, dart a look up and down the hall, and take off in the opposite direction from Jule’s apartment.


    I just need to put a little distance between Kurra and me, then catch another shuttle, and—


    No. The metallic flavor of fear fills my mouth at the realization. I used the fake profile Isis made for me to call that last one. Kurra’s probably already lifted the file. Maybe already determined it’s falsified. If I use it again, she’ll know exactly where I am.


    I jog on, rehearsing Win’s address like a mantra. 23-8-17. 23-8-17. Will Isis’s trick with the surveillance footage still work if the Enforcers are looking specifically for me? All I can do is hope—and hurry.


    Four sectors along, I spot one of the maintenance staircases and hurry down it. It reminds me of my earlier explorations of the station, when I spied on Tabzi and her friends. Shame prickles through me. She really has been on our side the whole time, so much more than Jule. She’s put her standing with her family on the line to trick her brother into lending us this ship. There’s no way she’ll be able to hide her involvement when the group returns from Earth.


    I’m sweating by the time I reach the second level of wards, and I’ve still got a few dozen sectors to get through before I reach Win’s apartment. Wiping my forehead, I set off down the new line of halls. At least I don’t think there’s any way Kurra could predict where I’d go.


    I keep on at a steady lope, only slowing the few times I spot someone up ahead in the halls. The first two instances, it’s just a local resident headed to or from a shuttle stop. The third, it’s a young man with an Enforcer belt around his waist. I hang back until he heads into an apartment, and then I race past to the next sector.


    I feel as though I’ve run a marathon by the time I reach Win’s door. I stop for a moment to catch my breath and swipe my hair back from my face. After a moment’s hesitation, I knock.


    I wait what feels like a long time, and no one answers. But immediately after my second knock, a willowy woman with fluttery dark bangs opens the door. Her eyes, a slightly darker shade of Win’s deep blue, take me in with a quick sweep.


    “I’m sorry,” she says with an apologetic smile. “I wasn’t sure if I’d heard right at first.”


    She’s wearing loose slacks and a tank top that make me think 1960s hippie—in Kemyate-textured fabric, though not the typical trim styling, as if the maker was trying to be authentic to the Earth template with the only materials on hand. Given what I’ve heard about Win’s family, I guess that shouldn’t surprise me.


    “Is Win here?” I say, hoping my answering smile isn’t too tight.


    “Come in,” she says. “Is he expecting you?”


    “Yes,” I lie, remembering how odd it must be for anyone to be making social calls while the lockdown’s in place. “It has to do with work.”


    The apartment she motions me into is the same size and layout as Isis and Britta’s. A boy who looks about twelve sprawls on the floor opposite the doorway, poking at a tablet. By one corner, a lean middle-aged man with a sharp chin that reminds me of Win’s is peering down at a picture he has propped up on a makeshift easel. A painting, I realize, of a couple strolling hand in hand down one of the station’s hallways. Other small canvases clutter the walls between the cabinets and doors. Scenes from around the station—a cafeteria panorama, the domed ceiling of the assembly hall, a cargo hauler sailing across a starry sky—and ones I assume were inspired by footage from Earth—forests and farmlands and the facades of Victorian houses.


    The man looks up as Win’s mother goes to one of the bedroom doors. Like his wife, he’s wearing clothes of an Earth-like design: Kemyate pants but a collared, button-up shirt with billowy sleeves.


    “Hello,” he says with wary eyes, setting his hand almost protectively between me and the painting on the easel. I remember the way Jule mocked this “hobby.”


    “I like your style,” I offer. I don’t know enough about painting to say anything more profound, but his work looks good enough to me. Especially for someone who’ll have been discouraged from doing that work every step of the way.


    Win bursts out of his room with an almost feverish flush in his cheeks. If he’s been on edge knowing what we’d be attempting today, I’m about to make the situation even more complicated. Seeing me, his expression stutters from confusion to concern.


    “Hi,” he says, managing to keep his voice even, as if this is a perfectly normal visit. “Here, I can show you.” He gestures me into his room, away from the curious eyes of his parents and brother. As soon as the door shuts, he turns to me. “What’s wrong?” he asks quietly. “What’s happened?”


    An embarrassing impulse surges through me: to collapse onto his shoulder and bawl until I’ve let out all the hurt and fear I’ve been carrying alone. I grit my teeth, restraining myself. There’ll be time for bawling once we’ve made it off the station.


    “It was Jule,” I say. “Jule’s the one who was leaking information.”


    Win stares at me. “What? Are you sure?”


    The fact that he obviously never suspected should comfort me. I nod, lowering my eyes. “I got him to admit it,” I say, my voice rough. “He’s— I’ll explain later, but he’s knocked out right now. He won’t be able to alert anyone for at least a few hours. But we’ve got to go, right now. I almost ran into Kurra when I was leaving his apartment—she’ll have realized something’s up.”


    Win drags in a breath. “All right,” he says. “So ... We go to Isis and Britta. They’ll be able to organize what we need for the ship and get ahold of Thlo faster than anyone else. Then we gather the others and leave. You’ve got everything you need?”


    I heft my sack in answer. He pauses until I meet his eyes again. “Are you all right?” he asks.


    The tears I was trying so hard to contain seep out. I wipe at them, swallowing thickly. “I will be,” I say. “As soon as we’re out of here.”


    “Right,” he says with a gentle squeeze of my arm. “Let’s go.”


    We hurry through the apartment, Win tossing out an excuse to his parents that I hardly hear. “Nice to meet you!” his mother calls to me, and I raise my hand in acknowledgment. Then we’re hustling down the hall to the shuttle stop.


    “We’ll talk later,” he says in a hushed voice as we step onto the shuttle he summoned. I restrain a glance toward the ceiling. The public shuttles are under as much surveillance as the halls. I cross my arms over my chest, looking at the floor. Win fidgets with his sleeves in the silence.


    “Skylar—”


    Whatever he was going to say is interrupted by a siren blaring through the shuttle. I clutch the central pole, my stomach flipping. Win’s mouth presses flat.


    “Kurra must have convinced Security to upgrade the lockdown,” he says.


    The shuttle hasn’t stopped. “Will we still have a chance?” I ask.


    “Everyone will have an hour to get back to their apartments,” Win says. “The shuttles will keep running that long. As long as Isis’s ‘adjustment’ to the surveillance feeds is going, we’ll just have to keep clear of patrols—and hope she can break any extra restrictions on the Travel bay.”


    The shuttle drops us in Isis’s sector in the midst of flashing lockdown lights. We run to the apartment door. Britta opens it, looking steadier than she did when I talked to her yesterday but still weak.


    “This has something to do with you,” she says.


    “I found our traitor,” I say. “And the Enforcers know we’re on the move. We’ve got to leave as soon as we can.”


    She ushers us in. Isis ducks out of the bedroom where she must have been napping after her late night, her hair a wild nest of curls.


    I give them the most important parts of the story—including Jule’s claim that he hadn’t passed on any of our current plans. Then Isis hurries back into the bedroom to access the network. She’s frowning when she comes out again.


    “The only area that’s completely closed off right now is the eighth level of wards,” she says. “That’s where you were seen?”


    “Yeah,” I say. “When I was leaving Jule’s.”


    “All right. Then I can get us a Travel bay, as long as we make it out of here before the lockdown’s fully in place. I reached Tabzi, and Emmer to help with the piloting. No need to complicate this by contacting anyone else. But I couldn’t find Thlo. She could be in a meeting, or caught up in the lockdown.”


    “We can’t wait,” I say. We can do this without her. The plan’s already in place—and it was Jeanant’s plan, really, not hers.


    “I know,” Isis says. “We’ll have to make do with the four of us. She’d understand.”


    “Five,” Britta says firmly. “I’m coming.”


    Isis looks as if she might argue, but stops. “Of course,” she says. She grabs a satchel from the floor, and we hurry out.


    The siren keeps wailing as we pile onto another shuttle, which deposits us near the Travel bay, down a dim corridor. Tabzi’s already there. “I hailed my brother,” she says a little breathlessly. “He should be in Travel range in fifteen minutes.”


    Isis consults a tech piece on her wrist. “That’ll work.”


    Emmer shows up as we’re opening the storage room where Isis stashed the equipment we’ll need. He helps us maneuver four floating platforms draped with metallic fabric into the bay. Then we take our places around them. A hum fills the air as the bay powers up. Light swirls around Tabzi, and she vanishes.


    Win reaches out to grasp my hand. “We’re going to finish this,” he says. I manage a smile.


    A signal beeps. A flood of light surrounds me. And with a lurch I’m shooting across space onto the ship that’s going to take me home.
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    The moment we arrive on the ship, Britta and Emmer dash to the navigation room. I hurry behind them down halls cast in a hazy light that prevents the gleaming metallic walls from reflecting anyone moving past. The floor feels odd, so spongy it seems to push my feet forward at twice their usual speed. Tabzi’s brother has left a sound system on, delicate notes tinkling out around us.


    The music cuts out, and the air shifts. When I reach the navigation room with the others, Emmer and Britta are already hunched over the consoles, the huge screen filling the wall ahead of them dappled with the accelerating figures of flight. The transition was so smooth I hardly noticed it.


    “Are we okay?” I ask.


    Isis checks a panel in the corner. “No one’s tried to hail us,” she says. “And I don’t see anyone pursuing. But they may not have had time to respond yet. It’s unlikely no one caught this ship’s sudden departure.”


    “My brother will think it’s strange that I could ... jump here even in a full lockdown,” Tabzi puts in. “But he is ... discreet. He will not want to risk getting our family in trouble by speaking up.”


    “I’m setting us on a slightly indirect course,” Emmer says. “That should let us avoid any ships on the usual route between Kemya and Earth.”


    “But it means we won’t know who’s chasing us either,” Britta warns us. “When we’re out of their sensor range, they’re out of ours.”


    “At least we got a head start,” I say, my heart still thumping from our rush through the station.


    “Britta, you said this is one of the fastest ships available?” Win says beside me.


    “Top of the line,” Britta says. “My respects to your brother, Tabzi. This darling should get us Earth-side in three days even with the roundabout route.”


    “All right,” Isis says. “That means we have three days to prepare. I’ll finish assembling Jeanant’s weapon. The rest of you, I’m going to set you up with simulators. I want all of us trained in every aspect of this mission—ready to react to any problem we might face. If we’re going to pull this off and make it home safely, we need to be completely prepared.”


    So as much as my mind wants to leap ahead to my home, to the people I’ll be seeing again so soon, I find myself without much time for thinking. Isis gets me refamiliarizing myself with the navigation system and the piloting controls, and running through a module she’s created to teach us how to direct and fire Jeanant’s laser. I won’t be around for the final strike, but I might need to pitch in somehow before we get our opening.


    There are certain thoughts I’m happy to be distracted from. On the evening of the first day, Britta comes into the cafeteria as I’m gulping down a quick dinner, and sits next to me. Her eyes look clearer than they have since the incident with the jet-pod. Getting back into the pilot’s seat must be good for her.


    “Do you want to talk about it?” she says gently.


    I don’t have to ask what she means. The last bite of my ration bar sticks in my throat. I choke it down. “Not really,” I say. In a couple days, I’ll be back on Earth, away from alien politics and surrounded by people I understand. It’ll be easier to forget Jule then. I’m going to have to pretend he and his whole world never existed anyway.


    “None of us knew,” Britta says. “Any signs you missed, we missed them too, and we’d all known him a lot longer than you.” Her mouth slants. “You have no idea how angry Isis is with herself.”


    But I was the one sharing his apartment. His bed. At times his breath. I was the one who decided not to dig deeper, to just enjoy what he offered. Maybe if I’d tried to draw him out more, I’d have been able to tell he cared about me so little he was willing to throw away everything I was working for. All those times he claimed to be worried about me, about the danger I was putting myself in, when all he had to do to keep me out of it was admit the truth ... The knowledge still stings me. I believed him in that moment when he said he loved me.


    I look away. “At least we found out when we did. It’s over now.”


    After that she leaves it be.


    The next morning, I’m working side by side with Win in a recreation room we’ve converted into a training area. Win’s brushing up on basic piloting skills while I’m practicing the hair-trigger aim and fire sequence of Jeanant’s main laser. There’ll be less than five seconds to take down all three power sources—less than five seconds in which we can be sure the Enforcers on the adjoining satellite won’t have time to respond. My fingers keep tripping on the last one, sending the virtual blast into an inessential clump of tech plates instead of the core. After the tenth time in a row, I swear at the display and slump onto one of the tall cushioned chairs, gathering myself.


    “It’ll be Isis handling the laser, or Emmer if for some reason she can’t,” Win points out. “And you’ll be home by then.”


    “I know. I just want to do something right,” I snap, and immediately regret it. “Sorry. I’m not angry at you.”


    “No offense taken,” he says. He pauses his simulator and takes the chair across from mine, resting his hands on his knees. He looks at them, and then at me. “I’m sorry.”


    I blink at him. “For what?”


    “It was my idea for you to come to the station,” he says. “I said I’d look out for you. But I hadn’t really thought through the problems that could come up, the possibility that I might not be able to be around most of the time, to help ... I should have seen just how dangerous it could be for you.”


    “I didn’t hook up with Jule because you weren’t protecting me enough, Win,” I say. “It was a mistake, obviously, but I’m the one who made it.”


    “I know,” he says, looking startled. “That’s not what I meant. I was thinking—if I’d taken the time to consider the possibilities beforehand—if I hadn’t rushed in—then maybe I could have been more of a part of your plans, offset the risks you took. Maybe we’d have figured it out sooner, and we wouldn’t be stuck with only half our group on a ship none of us is familiar with, with the Enforcers not far behind us. With Jule, it’s not as if I could have told you what he was doing.” He pauses, and draws in a breath, his cheeks pinking under the golden brown of his skin. “I admit I’d hoped you’d want me, if you were going to turn to someone ... that way. But it’s not as though I couldn’t understand you making that choice.”


    It takes a moment for his confession to sink in, like a little clamp squeezing around my heart. He’d hoped—he’d wanted—


    “I didn’t realize,” I say. “I ... got the impression you weren’t interested like that. On the ship, on the way to Kemya, it seemed to bother you when I got too close.”


    Win frowns. “Bother me?”


    “In the lab, after the meeting where we decided I’d stay with Jule. We were talking, and I thought ... I moved toward you, and you looked like ...” My throat closes up trying to find the words for the flash of repulsion I’d seen on his face. “Like you had to get away.”


    “Oh.” He winces, dropping his head. His voice drops too. “That wasn’t you. Some of the others—when I was arguing against you pretending to be a pet, they made comments about my intentions, that I’m such an ‘Earth-lover’ I must have brought you along just so I ... It’s not worth repeating. It wasn’t true. But afterward, with you, it was in my head, what they would think if I made a move—whether you would think the same thing. I was trying to be careful, after the way I screwed everything up before. I wasn’t sure if you’d even be considering me, or anyone, that way, with so much else going on.”


    I remember now, the aside in Kemyate in the middle of that conversation, Win’s defensive reaction. It’s not hard to guess what the content of those comments might have been, given everything else I’ve heard said about Kemyates who show any interest in Earthlings.


    Win swallows audibly, and glances up. “You were thinking about it. So if I had ...”


    The rest of the question hangs in the air, as if he’s not sure he wants to ask it. I’m not sure whether it would hurt or help to answer. If he had. If he’d kissed me then like I thought he might. If I’d made what I was feeling clear. A twinge of that attraction flutters inside me as if it’s been there all along—pushed aside and then overwhelmed, but there.


    I spent so much of those first few weeks waiting for other people to take action, to guide me. But as much as Kemyates like to pretend otherwise, they’re just as human, and can be just as fallible, as I am. On Earth, I saw it in Win, in Jeanant, in Kurra. It was just easy to forget that on the station, that unfamiliar world that was far more theirs than mine. To leave the responsibility in their hands.


    What would the last month have looked like if I’d remembered sooner? Would my emotions have been so focused on Win that Jule didn’t affect me? Would I have seen through his act?


    I almost wish we could go back and shift this one thing to find out. It seems impossible all of us wouldn’t be better off than we are right now.


    But there is no time field here, no turning back the clock and unshattering my heart and beginning over again. It hurts, this rekindled tickle of longing, already bumping up against bruises and uncertainties I didn’t have before. The ache of recent betrayals leaves no room for it.


    “It doesn’t matter,” I say. Tomorrow I’ll be home. That’s all I can really bear to let matter.


    I hold out my hand, tentatively. When Win leans to take it, I tip forward, letting my forehead rest against his, closing my eyes. He curls his fingers around mine, accepting the little I can offer. And the slow-burning pain inside me eases fractionally.


    After a few seconds, I pull back. “You don’t need to apologize,” I say, speaking to his earlier remarks. “You said I’d be able to help see Jeanant’s mission the rest of the way through. I got that. I’m still glad I came.”


    His hand tightens around mine. I let them hang there a little longer in the space between us. Then the display chimes at me, reminding me of the simulation waiting to continue. Of the dangers still ahead.


    “Better get back to work,” Win says, but the small smile he gives me is warm enough that I can hold on to it even after I’ve let go of his hand.


    [image: Section]


    Isis calls for a halt the next day when we’ve reached the edge of my solar system. On the navigation room’s immense screen, that star shining brighter than the rest is my sun, my planet a gleaming speck to its right. I’m so close. I twist a strand of my hair, which has crept back toward its normal light brown over the last few days now that I no longer need the attentions of Britta’s appearance-wand. I look almost like my normal self, enough that I should be able to explain the difference away as a spontaneous haircut. We’ll zip into the time field and Win will take me back to my true present, and everything in my life will go back to the way it should have been. And seventeen years in my future, what’s the present for everyone else on this ship, I’ll know he’s out here with the others, destroying the time field that’s kept Earth captive for so long.


    “Emmer, take the safety pod for a discrete close scan of the area,” Isis instructs. “While we hold steady here, we’ll install the weapon on the hull,” she goes on. “Win, Tabzi, you can help with that. Skylar, keep an eye on our sensor screens. We’ll keep all communication channels open.”


    I sit down next to Britta as the others file out. Now that we’re not moving, the floating display shows only the slow trajectories of the nearest planets, their moons, a speckling of debris to the right, the jet-pod as it eases away from the main ship.


    “Will they be able to attach the weapon as easily as if we’d had the ship we were supposed to?” I ask after a while.


    “Easier, actually,” Britta says. “These rich-kid ships are constructed to be easily customized and updated. Glad I got a chance to fly one.” She pats the console affectionately.


    It occurs to me that she may not get a chance to fly any ship for a long time after now. There’s no way anyone here can avoid having been identified by the Enforcers, when they’re the only unauthorized people who’ll have left during the lockdown. “Do you think Thlo will still be able to smooth things over for you?” I say. “You won’t get into too much trouble?”


    “She’ll find a way to spin it,” Britta says. “She’s the only one in power who’s really prepared for this, and everyone else will be looking to her for answers. And ... even if she can’t get us out of punishment, I still think it was worth it.”


    “Thank you,” I say, and she smiles at me.


    “It’s for the best for all of us,” she says. “Anyway, there won’t be a lot of time for good-byes when we get in close enough for Win to take you home, so I should say now, it’s been great working with you.”


    “You too,” I say, returning her grin. There are a few things I’ll miss about Kemya.


    Isis’s voice drifts from Britta’s console. “Update the systems and confirm sockets six through twenty-seven are engaged.”


    “On it,” Britta replies. They go back and forth, double-checking all the ways the weapon’s internal circuitry has been integrated into the ship until Isis is satisfied.


    “We’re coming back on board,” she says.


    I spot the blip of the jet-pod blinking into view on the screen. “Emmer’s heading in.”


    Isis, Win, and Tabzi rejoin us in the navigation room as Emmer docks the jet-pod beneath the ship. A moment later, the network carries his voice into the room. He sounds grave.


    “It’s looking more complicated than we hoped, Isis.”


    “What do you mean?” Isis says.


    “I’m transferring the visuals to your screen. Take a look.”


    A moment later, the screen at the front of the room flashes to a closer view of Earth. The silvery sphere of the research satellite hovers at the fringes of the atmosphere, next to the smaller globe of the time field generator with its dappling of knobs and cones. They both look the same as in the training simulations.


    What I don’t recognize are the two small sleek ships, one hanging close to the satellite and the other lingering at a distance. My stomach tightens.


    “I don’t know what those jetters are doing here,” Emmer says. “The engines on them, they could have beat us here by a couple hours if they left right after us on a direct course. The far one looks purely recreational—I didn’t detect any weaponry except the usual maintenance beams—but the other’s got some firepower.”


    “The Enforcers, waiting for us?” I say.


    “We knew this was possible,” Isis says grimly. “They could be extra protection Earth Travel sent out ahead of time, which will at least mean they don’t know we’re on our way.”


    “We have to think they do know, don’t we?” Tabzi says, hugging herself. “We have to prepare for the worst.”


    “So we have one extra factor to worry about,” Win says. “We just need a bit more time.” But his voice is worried. It was going to be cutting it close just taking out the generator and the satellite’s weapon systems without our ship being disabled. If they have another ship taking the offensive, that could throw our plans completely off.


    “Use the jet-pod,” Britta says, standing up. “It’ll distract them, give them something to focus on while we move this ship in and get our shots off. Emmer should be the one on the controls up here. I’ll do it.”


    “No,” I murmur, thinking of the last time she was out in a jet-pod, of the shakiness she hasn’t quite cast off.


    “You won’t be able to outfly a jetter in that,” Isis says.


    “I won’t need to,” Britta says. “I’ll keep my distance. The pod’s small enough that I should be able to dodge its shots. I just need to draw it a little away from the satellite, and then you’ll get in there and take out what you need to, and it’ll go after you—once you’re ready to deal with it too.”


    Isis studies her, her shoulders tense. Britta stares back defiantly. Finally, Isis nods. “If we time it right, it’ll work.”


    “And if we don’t?” I can’t help saying.


    “Then I die for a cause worth dying for,” Britta declares.


    “Emmer, get up here.” Isis turns to the rest of us. “We need to decide how to redistribute the work here. Britta shouldn’t go alone. It’s going to take fast maneuvering to catch the jetter’s attention but not its fire, and we’ll be too occupied with our own work to monitor the pod.” Britta makes a sound of protest, but Isis cuts her off. “I wouldn’t let anyone do it alone. So. I wanted you and Emmer here, me on the laser, Win on the side beams, and Tabzi backing us all up. I suppose you can take her, which will just mean the rest of us can’t miss anything. Tabzi?”


    Or they could all die, and not even finish this mission. Before I’ve quite thought it through, I blurt out, “You’re forgetting me. I’ve piloted before. I’ll go.”


    “I have to take you home before we engage the generator,” Win says. “After we’re done, the time field will be down—you won’t be able to go back to your present.”


    “I know,” I say. I also know the only reason I left Earth at all was so I could see the mission through. So I’d be sure Earth was safe, because I couldn’t bear the uncertainty. And I see nothing but uncertainty now, if I let these five people go up against their enemies—our enemies—outnumbered and outgunned.


    “Your parents ...”


    That guilt is already swelling inside me. If I don’t go back to my own time, if I don’t reset the events of the last seventeen years since Win whisked me away, my parents will still have lived with the pain of my disappearance. I’ll lose any chance of averting Lisa’s accident, or any other awful things that have happened in my absence. My throat tightens.


    But I don’t know that everything would have worked out well if I had been there, do I? Isn’t it more important for them, and everyone else I know—for everyone on the planet, and everyone who’ll be born for generations after—that I do everything I can to make sure the time field is destroyed?


    “Whatever pain they felt, they’ve already felt it,” I say thickly. If I go back to them instead of staying here where I’m needed, it’ll be for my own conscience and comfort more than anyone else’s. I wouldn’t be any better than Jule. “This is more important. This is what I came here to do. So I’ll turn up seventeen years late. It’s better than nothing.”


    And it’ll be in a world that’s truly free.

  


  
    30.


    Everyone’s silent for a moment. Then Emmer hustles in, spurring Isis to action.


    “Okay,” she says. “I think we’re all right then. Britta and Skylar in the jet-pod. The rest of us keeping this ship on course.” She catches Britta’s gaze. “Don’t get any closer than you absolutely have to. Try to lead them around counter-side.”


    Britta nods with a jerk. She steps toward Isis, and Isis meets her for a brief kiss. I glance at Win inadvertently. He doesn’t hesitate, just pulls me into an equally brief hug. “I’ll see you soon,” he says, and then Britta is grabbing my arm.


    We hurry out of the control room. As we step into the airlift that’ll drop us to the jet-pod level, I notice Britta’s blinking hard.


    “We’re going to do this,” I say, with all the confidence I can muster. “We’re going to make it back. I’m not letting the Enforcers get another shot at you.”


    She laughs, a little of the tension in her face breaking. “I’m sorry we couldn’t take you home the way we planned.”


    “It’s the people in those ships who should be sorry,” I say. I can’t think about that anymore, only the task ahead. If we’re going to survive this flight, we’re going to need every ounce of concentration and skill we have. My stomach’s churning, but I’m ready. This is why I’m here. This is what all the risks and the pain have been for: to take down the time field, to bring Earth out from under Kemya’s thumb. “So let’s go make them be.”


    The pod looks like a posher version of the one I took my first flight in: a platinum glint to the walls, a pocket of air around the cushioned seat that makes me feel almost weightless. The displays blink on over the dash as we settle in. They offer a wider range of navigation data than we got in the other, but we’ll still be partly blind without Isis monitoring.


    “Ready,” Britta calls up to her.


    “We are too,” Isis says. “Give them the best chase you’ve got.”


    We power on the engines. A hatch opens below us, and the pod sinks down until it’s clear of the ship. Then we set off in a wide arc that will bring us all the way around Earth before we confront the generator’s defenders. On my display, the main ship starts to drift along behind us.


    “How close can we get before the sensors pick us up?” I ask Britta.


    “The signal alternation I programmed will start to lose effectiveness around the time we pass Mars’s orbit,” Britta says. “But if we stay on low power and keep the planet between us and them, any impressions they pick up will be fragmented. They shouldn’t be able to identify us as something Kemyate-made until we want them to—as long as they stay where they are.”


    One of Saturn’s moons looms on the edge of the screen, cold and pockmarked, and I’m abruptly reminded of how tiny this craft is in the midst of the universe. How thin the walls that separate us from the vacuum outside. It’s just Britta and me in this little bubble of air.


    I train my eyes on the controls, shutting out those thoughts. We skirt the moon’s gravity, and then Britta eases off on the speed to flit through the asteroid belt, my display a momentary mess of speckles and shifting lines. The screen dims to adjust for the intensifying glare of the sun. We swing around in our curve and veer straight toward Earth.


    My breath catches as the view of my planet expands on the screen, awe displacing my anxiety. I’ve seen pictures from space before, but they didn’t capture how beautiful Earth is when you’re seeing it at this distance with your own eyes. Delicate swirls of white cloud form a lacy veil that allows glimpses of the rich blue of the oceans, the deep green of the continents. Such a stark contrast to the gray-brown of Kemya. The sun now behind us glints off the atmosphere, as if the planet is an immense version of one of the glossy glass beads I used to spin to steady my mind.


    This is what keeps me steady now. Not number patterns or the feel of a bracelet: this world, my world that I’m helping to free.


    It’s not quite the world I left. We’re close enough that the fuzzy line marking the border of the time field appears on the display, reminding me of the seventeen years that have passed since I stepped into the time cloth with Win. I have no idea what’s waiting for me, really. The Travelers could have forced any number of changes on the places and people I knew. And I’ll be showing up as a seventeen-year-old in a world that would expect me to be thirty-four. I don’t know how I’m going to explain that.


    My throat closes up. I shut my eyes just for a second, willing my breaths to stay even.


    I’ll figure it out somehow. For that spectacular planet in front of me, for all the people living on it, for finally making all the decisions in our lives really our own. I would rather go through anything than keep living like a goldfish in the Kemyates’ bowl.


    “Are you all right?” Britta asks.


    “Yeah,” I say. “But I’ll be even better when the generator’s in little pieces.”


    She smiles. “Let’s get to it then.”


    At the edge of the atmosphere, we ease to the right, approaching the satellite, the generator, and the unexpected ships. A flicker passes through the display as their sensors identify us. I tense in my seat, but at first nothing happens. Then, as we follow the curve of the planet and the satellite comes into view not just on our navigation displays but also the view screen, a voice hails us.


    “Unauthorized jet-pod in quadrant 34-89, please identify yourself.”


    Britta presses the communication icon. “Why don’t you come and make me?” she hollers, and a nervous giggle escapes me.


    We reverse the propulsion to halt our forward momentum, and wait. I keep my eyes trained on the display. The more distant jetter is easing even farther away from both the satellite and us. But the other one, the one Emmer said was armed, is turning toward us. Britta braces her hands over the controls.


    “Not too fast,” she reminds me. “We don’t want them getting close enough to catch us, but they have to think we’re worth chasing, at least until the others have gotten into position.”


    A spike in the readings gives us a fleeting warning. “Here it comes,” I say, reaching for my own end of the dash. The jetter slips away from the satellite, sending a blast of energy rippling toward us. Britta hits the engines and I swing us to the left. The jet-pod only shivers as the edge of the wave tickles the hull.


    We flit back and forth, close to and farther from Earth. The jetter soars after us. My eyes flick between the view ahead and the display showing what’s happening around us. Abruptly, the jetter swings around at a sharp angle. A flare at its side makes me yelp.


    “They’ve got another weapon!”


    Britta pushes a fresh surge of speed from the engines as I yank us around. The pulse that blazes from the jetter’s side rocks us, and a warning light starts to beep. The structural integrity of the hull has been damaged.


    “Still at eighty-eight percent,” Britta says. “It’s holding.”


    My heart thumps even as I laugh, as much out of terror as triumph.


    “There it goes again.” Britta’s fingers dart over the controls as we continue zipping forward. I spin us to the left, ready to dodge. But the shape on my display is no longer chasing us. It’s slowed, swiveling away.


    “It’s heading back to the satellite. Why—oh.”


    “Someone must have spotted the main ship,” Britta says, her voice tight. “They’ve realized we’re just a distraction.”


    “Do you think we bought them enough time?”


    “I don’t know. Isis hasn’t called in.”


    Which means probably not. “Then we need to distract the jetter a bit more, don’t we?”


    Britta’s smile is hard. “However we can. We’ll ... how would you say it? Heckle it.”


    We rotate, pursuing the jetter now. I switch on the laser meant to clear passing debris, training it on the ship ahead of us. Its range isn’t as far as the jetter’s weapons.


    “How close can we afford to get?”


    “It doesn’t look as though they’ve got any weapons on their rear,” Britta says. “Just be ready to dash if they turn.”


    We dart closer as the jetter races back toward the satellite and the time field generator. I gesture at the laser controls. Tiny bolts shoot from the aperture in the front of the pod, speckling light against the back of the jetter when they hit. The jetter’s hull is too solid for us to do any real damage, but it’ll catch their attention.


    “Turning!” I bark out as the readings shift. Britta throws us into reverse, swiveling around at the same time. Our small size gives us one advantage—we’re able to get some distance before the jetter’s finished swinging to the side. As the blast rips from its secondary weapon, we skitter out of the way. And skitter is the word for it. The pod shudders, my collarbone rattling, and another warning light blinks on. The shock’s damaged the engines. They’ve dropped to two-thirds power.


    I look at Britta. The jetter’s righted its course toward the satellite.


    “Until the generator’s in little pieces?” she says.


    I drag in a shaky breath, ignoring the chill of the sweat that’s broken over my skin. “Sounds right to me.”


    We skirt the curve of the exosphere, Britta pushing the engines to their limit. The jetter’s just drawn up beside the satellite when a high-pitched signal pierces through our communications equipment.


    “That’s Isis!” Britta says.


    The words have barely left her mouth when a streak of brilliant light lances through the darkness of the space beyond. It slices into the generator. A second later, another follows, and another. The mottled sphere shivers. Chunks slough off its sides, tumbling out into the atmosphere. And the fuzzy line of the time field on my display disintegrates, releasing Earth from its hold.


    A cry, wordless and victorious, breaks from my throat. They did it. We did it. All those millennia of trapped history are free from the Kemyates’ prying fingers. And nothing they can do will recapture them.


    I wish Jeanant were here to see it. His mission, his dream, finally fulfilled.


    In a way, he is here, through the technology he built. Another beam of Jeanant’s laser splits through some apparatus on the side of the satellite—one of the defensive weapons, I assume—and a fifth arcs across the front of the jetter. But the jetter’s already veering to the side, as if the crew anticipated where Isis would aim.


    “I— Shep!” I blurt out, barely remembering Isis’s code name as I jab at the dash. “The jetter, it’s got a second weapon on the right side.”


    It seems like a split second later the jetter fires. We get nothing but silence through the communication link. Did she hear us in time? The ship is still out of our view. A gleam sparks on my display as the jetter prepares to fire again.


    A laser bolt sears out, cutting through the weapon. The jetter quivers and the spark dies.


    “Thanks for the warning, jet-pod,” Isis says. “Anything else we should know?”


    “Not that we’ve seen,” Britta says.


    There’s a grin in Isis’s voice. “Then I think our job here is done. Meet us on the far side.”


    [image: Section]


    The others surround Britta and me when we stagger into the ship’s navigation room, our legs still wobbly from the flight. Win embraces me, and then Isis, and Tabzi, all of us laughing and exclaiming between breathless laughter, as if we can’t believe it’s really done.


    “Now it all depends on Thlo,” Isis says, but she’s beaming. “We’re going to find ourselves a real home—no avoiding it. And you have your home back, completely.”


    “Yeah.” I gaze at Earth’s surface on the main screen. The time field was never visible to the naked eye, but somehow my planet looks different. Even brighter and more beautiful than before. I know, whatever’s waiting for me there, however the people I know have aged, I’ll be all right, one way or another.


    “It’s been amazing, working with you,” I say, starting to choke up as I look back at their bright faces. Even Emmer, who’s been standoffish before, radiates joy. “I wish I could have gotten to know all of you better. If you hadn’t been willing to do this ...”


    I can’t imagine that we Earthlings could ever have freed ourselves alone.


    “Working together, we can become something so incredible that we’ll set all our lives on a completely different course,” Win says, quoting Jeanant’s recorded speech. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”


    That sets off another round of laughter and chatter, until Isis clears her throat. “I don’t want to spoil the moment,” she says, “but while we’ve disabled the weapons on the satellite and the jetter, more ships could be on their way. It’s time for us to leave.”


    Which means it’s time for me to leave too. For a second I can’t breathe. Then she and Britta sweep me into a second embrace. I think all of us have damp eyes when we step apart. “Good luck back on Kemya,” I say.


    Win’s retrieved a familiar bundle of slick black cloth. “It can’t take us through time now,” he says. “But it’ll take us from the ship’s Travel bay down to one of those on Earth.”


    My last jump with him. I said good-bye to him once before, and it didn’t stick. But this time ... This time it’s for good.


    “Hey,” he says, catching something in my expression. “Maybe when we’re settled in on our new planet, I’ll be able to swing by and visit.”


    Years and years from now? I have no idea what my life will look like in even ten minutes. But I guess I’m about to find out. “Sounds like a plan,” I say, and reach to take his hand for the last time.


    “Wait,” Emmer says, leaning over his console. “I’m getting a strange reading from the satellite.”


    The celebratory energy in the room dampens. “What?” Britta says, dropping onto the stool at the console beside him. Isis moves to one of the wall screens.


    “What’s going on?” I ask.


    “I don’t know,” Emmer says. “The sensor readings are distorted this far around the planet.”


    “Adjust the ...” Britta switches into Kemyate, offering a series of suggestions in technical terms as she eyes her own display.


    “Can you see anything more?” I press after a minute.


    “It looks as if the satellite is expelling some large object,” Britta says, her expression puzzled. “We still can’t detect what it is.”


    “Let’s pull a little closer,” Isis says. “They’ve got nothing left to shoot at us with. Keep your eyes open just in case.”


    I step toward the main screen, watching the view adjust as our ship edges back toward the satellite, easing away from Earth at the same time to maintain our distance. Emmer taps at his console.


    “They’ve dropped the object into the planet’s atmosphere. Still no clear identification on it.”


    “No further activity from the satellite,” Britta says. “Hold on. The jetter’s starting to move.”


    “Is there any reason for them to be sending something to Earth now?” I say, but no one answers. Isis is poking at her screen, her face looking increasingly drawn. Win joins me, studying the view in silent confusion.


    “The object,” Emmer says, frowning, “it looks like it’s ... heating up.”


    “The jetter’s heading our way,” Britta says. “Should we retreat?”


    “We have to know what they’re doing!” I say. This is wrong, even if there isn’t a single shift involved. I know it, down to my bones.


    “Temperature continuing to increase,” Emmer says, and Isis backs away from her screen. She darts over to consult his.


    “No,” she says softly in Kemyate.


    “Isis?” I say, and at the same moment, a signal flares on Emmer’s display, so large and bright I catch it from across the room. He lets out a strangled yelp. And on the huge screen in front of us, the edge of the atmosphere catches fire.


    My mouth drops open as a wave of churning flame rushes around the curve of the Earth. Swallowing the clouds, the blue and the green, the entire globe in its wake. In the time it takes me to blink, the fiery surge has washed all the way around the planet, leaving the immense sphere before us alight with a pulsing, swirling, magma-like haze.


    My legs give out. I sag onto my knees, staring. Win wavers, and reaches to grip my shoulder.


    “They wouldn’t have—” Tabzi starts, gaping. “Why would they—”


    “What is it?” I finally manage, unable to tear my gaze away. The flaming mass that’s all I can make out of my planet rages on, flickering red, orange, yellow ... and starting to settle here and there into patches of a sickeningly familiar shade of violet. “What have they done?”


    Isis says a word I don’t recognize.


    “What?” I demand.


    “The power source, the one that melted down on Kemya,” Win says quietly. “They used it like a bomb.”


    The power source that melted down on Kemya. That turned their planet into the vacant, dust-strewn wasteland I saw with Odgan. My stomach lurches.


    “Make it stop!” I hear myself saying, though a distant part of me already recognizes that’s impossible. “Put it out! It’s going to—”


    My voice falters. The energy radiating across the console displays blazes right into the planet’s surface. It’s already happened. No one, no thing could survive in the midst of that.


    “There’s—ah—the Travel bay,” Britta says, struggling to control her voice. “Five people just came on board. They broke through our access codes.”


    The words barely register. The scorching haze on the screen in front of us fills my head. The image of it searing through my neighborhood, my school, my house, all the people ...


    The door whispers open behind us. I fall back against the floor as I tear my gaze away.


    Four figures in Enforcer uniforms stride into the navigation room, blasters out, faces grim. The fifth intruder slips in from behind them, her impenetrable eyes sweeping the room.


    “Stay where you are,” Thlo says to all of us. “By the authority of the Council, you’re under arrest.”
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