
        
            
                
            
        

    

 


 


 


 
MEG
 
PECHENICK
 
ASCENDING
The Vardeshi Saga
 
Book One
 










Copyright © 2018 by Meg Pechenick
http://www.megpechenick.com/
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.
Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.
Book Layout © 2017 BookDesignTemplates.com
Ascending / Meg Pechenick. -- 1st ed.
ISBN 978-1-7323123-0-2
















to the #braintrust




















PART ONE:
SIGNALS AND SILENCE




CHAPTER ONE

Phoebe Oliver said, “Divided by Stars. God, I used to love that show. What was the opening line again? ‘The Vardeshi have a saying …’”
I said, “‘A story has a thousand beginnings, but only one ending.’”
Phoebe slapped the glass patio table. “That’s it. I knew it had something to do with beginnings.”
“What was his name—the blond one?” Aria Lewiston asked. “Sirrus? So hot.”
“Sirran,” Phoebe corrected her.
Reflexively I glanced at Tenley Fuller, who could be counted upon to skewer any hint of fangirl ardor with withering contempt. She didn’t seem to be listening. She was looking at her phone. Her drink, I saw, was virtually untouched.
“They probably don’t even say that,” Aria said.
Surprised, I said, “No, they do.”
Dr. Sawyer paused in the act of topping off my drink to fix me with an intent look. Suddenly self-conscious, I went on, “I thought everyone knew that. It’s in the first contact footage.”
Phoebe shook her head. “I haven’t watched those videos in years. I always liked the fake stuff better anyway.”
It was one in a seemingly endless string of perfect afternoons, clear and cool, steeped in the late-autumn sunshine of northern California. I was a year into graduate school and discovering too late that it wasn’t what I’d expected: less cerebral, more about gossiping and currying favor with professors. Particularly those with good publication records. Such as Dr. Sawyer, the English expatriate and celebrated linguist on whose patio I was currently sitting, drinking margaritas and talking second language acquisition theory with a handful of favored classmates. Or at least we had been talking theory, right up until a few minutes ago, when the first drink took hold and the conversation drifted sideways on an eddy of nostalgia.
Dr. Sawyer tilted the dregs of the pitcher into his own glass and rose. “Back in a moment.”
When he was gone, Tenley angled her phone toward Aria. “Look at this.”
“Is that—”
“Sitting at the bar at the Dirty Dog. He literally just bought her a drink.”
I looked too. I recognized the woman in the photo at once. It was Mackenzie Fay, one of our classmates, draping herself triumphantly over a blond man who looked vaguely familiar. It took me a moment to place him as an aging B-list actor, safely mainstream. I’d never really understood his appeal, but from the gasps around the table, it was clear that the others did.
Tenley said, “It’s only a twenty-minute drive. He might still be there.” She stood up and reached for her keys. The others followed, as they tended to do. And just like that, in the impersonal West Coast way which never failed to catch me off guard, they went off in pursuit of something better. Tenley paused on her way down the patio steps. “You coming?” she asked me indifferently.
Annoyed, maybe, at being so clearly relegated to an afterthought, I shook my head. “I’ll stay.”
Dr. Sawyer, returning a little later with a full pitcher of margaritas, looked only briefly surprised to find me sitting alone at his table. He set the pitcher down and seated himself again. For a few minutes we shared a companionable silence. He traced an idle pattern in the condensation on his glass. He offered me an espresso; I declined. I wondered if he was about to ask me to leave. Through the screen door I could faintly hear his wife, Seline, clinking glassware in the kitchen.
“Avery,” he said at last. “Since you’re still here. I’ve got something that might be of interest to you. Wait here while I find it.”
I pushed my drink aside and waited. At length he returned with his computer, an older model. He clicked around for a few moments, looking for a file. I surreptitiously checked my phone. No new messages. It was too soon, in any case; Tenley and the others hadn’t even arrived at the bar yet.
“Here it is.” Dr. Sawyer turned the screen toward me. “Listen to this.”
I listened while he played a file, audio only, a few seconds in length. It was a recording of a language. The quality wasn’t ideal, but I knew at once that I’d never heard it before. It was clipped, staccato, yet somehow elegant. I liked it. “Again?” I said when it was done.
He played it a second time. I looked from him to the screen and back again: the avuncular white-bearded face over the shabby Hawaiian shirt. There was an intensity to his gaze that I’d never seen there. Finally I said, “It’s tonal. But that’s all I know. I don’t know where it’s from.”
“Farther than you think,” he said simply.
And with those words something clicked into place. I stared at him, doing a rapid mental calculation. Twenty-five years ago he had been in the prime of his career, a professor in the white-hot field of exploratory linguistics at NYU. In New York. Where a certain very newsworthy encounter had taken place.
“Can you play it again?” I said cautiously.
He obliged. Into the silence that followed, staring at his laptop screen, at a file that was indeed more than twenty-five years old, I said, “It’s them.”
He nodded.
I still couldn't take it in. “The Vardeshi.”
“As we call them,” he said. “It’s a rough approximation. They’re polite enough to let it stand. But I would expect no less of them. In person they’re tremendously courteous.”
I said weakly, “I think I’m going to need that espresso.”
The initial encounter between humans and Vardeshi had indeed been universally publicized, as had every incremental step leading up to those first titanic alien footfalls on Earth soil. In 1993, the year of my birth, a long-range satellite picked up an audio transmission originating from outside our solar system. The quality was poor, but the English was impeccable and the message unequivocal: we had been discovered.
“We call ourselves the Vardeshi,” said the iconic voice with its light, unplaceable accent. “We are a race of peaceful explorers. You are the first fellow sentients we have encountered among the stars. We have been looking for a long time.”
The speaker asked our permission for a small group of Vardeshi representatives to travel to the edge of the Sol system in order to conduct radio communication in real time. The governments of Earth debated for a few weeks before coming to a nearly unanimous resolution in favor of the proposal. From there, events moved with remarkable swiftness. Only a few months elapsed between the receipt of that first transmission and the touchdown of the first Vardeshi ship on a hastily assembled landing platform outside of the UN headquarters in New York City.
The five Vardeshi representatives who stepped out of their spacecraft and into the glare of our flashbulbs looked like humans who had accidentally wandered out of an anime convention in full costume. They had two arms and two legs apiece, properly distributed. They appeared to have two genders. They were a few inches shorter than us, and a fraction slimmer. Their eyes were set a bit wider, their foreheads a bit higher, their ten fingers (and presumably ten toes) elegantly long. Still, any one of them alone could have passed for one of us. It was only in the aggregate that their strangeness became apparent.
They wore simple, practical gray and gold jumpsuits. Their hair ranged in length from a close crop to an elbow-length mane, and in color from brilliant white through dull gray to inky black. Their eyes were gray or blue or black. Their skin was pale, with blue undertones, and it was presumed that their blood was blue as well. Each of them sported an intricate decoration like a tattoo, black overlaid with gold, on the back of his or her right hand. They carried themselves proudly, but their manner was gentle, reserved, almost courtly. Some people found them off-putting, claiming that their resemblance to us placed them squarely in a non-technological uncanny valley. Others—many others—found them very beautiful. And there were those who insisted that the likeness was too good, that they were actually human, and that the whole thing was a smoothly orchestrated hoax.
I didn’t think so. I had grown up with the stories and the songs and the shows. My knowledge of them was largely fictional, but I had watched the first-contact footage a thousand times, just like everyone else I knew. It didn’t look like a hoax to me. It looked like a handful of tentative, patient, immensely polite tourists visiting a third-world country despite rampant warnings about pickpockets and bad water. If you watched closely, a childhood friend asserted, you could actually see the moment—an exchange of glances almost too brief for the cameras to capture—when they decided they’d made a horrific mistake. A few minutes later, they rose collectively, shook the hands of the diplomats Earth had assembled to meet them, and walked back into their ship. And left.
I had no idea what had prompted their decision. Neither did the governments of Earth, or if they did, they weren’t reporting it. By all human accounts the meeting had gone perfectly, a textbook first contact, a diplomat’s fantasy. Evidently the Vardeshi had seen something different. Within a few minutes of their vessel’s liftoff they sent another audio transmission. It stated with unimpeachable courtesy, but also with conviction, that there would be no more such visits, at least not on any timeline of which a fragmented Earth could conceive.
“We thank you for your welcome,” said the original voice in the final transmission we were to receive. “As a people you show remarkable promise, and your world is beautiful beyond our dreaming. Perhaps in the future we will stand beneath your sky again. But for now you are too young, too angry, and too fractured. We cannot share deeply of ourselves with such a volatile race. We will wait for the day when you have conquered the darkness within. Know that we wait for it with eager hearts.”
And then silence. Our satellites tracked their ship as it departed from the Sol system. Within an impossibly short time it had passed beyond the detection range of our technology.  Humanity was, once again, alone in the dark.
The reactions to our abrupt rejection by the Vardeshi took a variety of forms. A new religion of kindness and tolerance called, inevitably, Vardeshism leapt spontaneously into being and spread like wildfire across the globe. The visitors were hailed as prophets, literal angels of our better nature sent down by God to call us back from the brink of self-annihilation. In immediate response, an American right-wing neo-Christian group began rallying against the aliens, calling them “Var-Devils,” a moniker that would have been laughable had it not so decisively proved the Vardeshi correct. The spacefaring industry exploded as companies competed to produce technological marvels that everyone now knew to be achievable: high-speed if not light-speed space travel, long-distance communication that maintained signal quality over immense distances, artificial gravity.
The world’s governments rallied together to ready themselves for a potential war, forming a tentative coalition that would eventually become the planet-wide governing body known as the Unified Earth Council. Analysts in underground bunkers worked overtime on the scant data that had been collected on the Vardeshi, trying to reverse engineer an entire people—their anatomy, language, society, politics, and above all military capabilities—from a handful of interactions. While the aliens’ conduct toward us had been peaceful, there were many who believed that their brief visit had in fact been a reconnaissance mission, and that they were now arming themselves for an invasion. There could be no doubt of their technological superiority. We had virtually no chance of withstanding an attack, but we prepared as best we could. Invasion drills became commonplace in schools and workplaces. Those people who had already been stocking their basements against an undefined apocalypse redoubled their efforts. Others did a swift reckoning of our resources and those of the Vardeshi and decided to simply enjoy whatever time they had left. If the aliens decided to take Earth from us, they would do it, and there was simply no point in worrying about it.
This particular theory—that the Vardeshi would quickly return to claim our planet with the full strength of their hypothetical fleet—fell out of favor as the years ticked by with absolutely no sign of them. 
It was suspected, though never proven, that we sent countless messages into the dark, pleading for another chance. If so, we received no response. The Vardeshi were gone. Their disappearance was as swift and thorough as that of a dream lost upon waking. All our satellites and telescopes, trained outward with a desperate and unprecedented focus, revealed nothing. Not a whisper of an echo. It was like the aftermath of the worst breakup in human history. As a species, we had been ghosted.
Within a few years after the revelation and subsequent disappearance of the enigmatic strangers, daily life on Earth looked much the same as it had before. The Vardeshists, like the devotees of so many other major world religions, settled down to await the return of their messiahs. For most people, the impact of the Vardeshi resonated longest in one facet of life only: the entertainment industry. Virtually as soon as that first audio message was publicized, people were hungry for more, and in the absence of the real thing, they were perfectly willing to settle for fiction. The first wave of television shows, movies, novels, and songs about the Vardeshi proved wildly popular. More soon followed. Many, many fortunes were made by capitalizing on our collective fascination with our cousins from across the stars. The quality of these offerings varied wildly, but it didn’t seem to matter. The human appetite for Vardrama was insatiable.
By now, a year into my graduate school career and twenty-five years into their silence, most people—myself included—assumed we’d seen the last of them. It was a bit disappointing, but Earth had undeniably profited from their visit. For one thing, we now knew for certain that we weren’t alone: one of the great questions, answered. And our spacefaring industry had developed at an incredible pace. In two and a half decades we had put permanent structures on the Moon, Mars, and Titan, each home to a rotating staff of scientists. We had assembled a collection of functional spacecraft that might be called a fleet and trained personnel to operate them. Our engines were getting faster and our signals clearer by the day. We were still far behind the Vardeshi, laughably far based on the little they had shown us of themselves, but the eyes of humanity had turned collectively outward again. After essentially giving up on our dream of space, we were giving it a second try. That was perhaps their greatest gift to us.
That, and a lot of really great TV. Which had to count for something.
“I don’t understand,” I said when Dr. Sawyer returned with tiny cups of espresso. “In person? You were there? But you’re not in the video . . . Are you?”
He shook his head. “Not in the film released to the public. That one shows the first meeting with the Vardeshi, the highest-profile one, but there were a few other meetings that day. I was asked to sit in on all of them, to provide linguistic expertise, although what I was supposed to have done in the case of a communications breakdown is anyone’s guess. I suspect I was only called because the NYU campus was close to the landing site and I could be got in at short notice.”
He was being modest, I knew. In 1991 he had collaborated with a software engineer to develop a prototype Spanish-language learning program called TrueFluent. Based on extensive analysis of current Spanish-language media, the program claimed to introduce words and concepts in the most efficient and natural sequence possible, cutting average learning time in half. It was hugely successful: a true revolution in the field of language acquisition. The military contracts alone must have run into the millions. Companion programs for English, Arabic, and a dozen other languages rapidly followed, and Dr. Sawyer might have been justifiably expected to take an early and lavish retirement. Instead, he stayed at NYU for a few more years, then sold his shares in the company to his engineer partner and took a position teaching linguistics at a small, selective graduate school in northern California. In 1993, when the Vardeshi arrived on Earth, he was already that rarest of things: a household name in the field of linguistics.  To a United Nations looking at the very real possibility of needing to teach a new language on a planetary scale at extremely short notice, he would have been the obvious choice.
While I was working my way through all that, he sipped his espresso and said reflectively, “To be candid, though, I think there was another reason they brought me in. To make certain the whole thing wasn’t a very, very well-executed hoax.”
I thought for a moment. “The language. You asked them to speak their own language. To see if they could.”
He nodded.
“It seems to me,” I said, “that anyone with the technical expertise to fake an entire spacecraft landing on Earth could probably mock up a plausible artificial language.”
“Oh, certainly. And I have no doubt there were personnel examining every detail of the landing, and as much of their craft as they allowed us to see. But the language angle would have been an easy one to overlook. After all, they had already demonstrated that they spoke excellent English. There was no real need for them to speak their own tongue in front of us.”
“They might have refused out of principle,” I said. “Believably, I mean.”
“They might have. But they didn’t.”
“So what did you think?” I asked.
He nodded at the computer. “Why don’t you tell me what you think?”
I played the recording again, struck by its musical quality. I had studied Mandarin in college, and the likeness, to my ears at least, was unmistakable. “Do you have any longer samples? Any with multiple speakers?”
He opened another file, this one nearly a minute in length. I played it a few times, then slowed it down to eighty-percent speed to listen again. I started counting on my fingers. “I can hear—what? Seven distinct tones? Eight?”
He smiled slightly. “Nine, actually.”
I blew out a dismayed breath. “Wow. There are three different speakers on this one, yes?”
“Correct.”
“Their tones all sound effortless. Crystal clear. The vowels are pretty easy . . . The consonants are a little trickier. Actually, some of them sound a little bit like Mandarin. But a human could make them. And did I hear an ingressive? Talking while breathing in?”
His smile deepened. “Yes.”
I played it a final time. “I mean . . . Do I think a human could create this recording? Absolutely. Do I think three humans got together and concocted this very technical sample of a fake language and then learned it perfectly? Absolutely not. We talked about conlanging last semester. I know people have built artificial tonal languages for fun, but . . . These guys just sound too good. If you called me in and asked me to construct a fake alien language, I would have gone with something that sounded way more glamorous to a non-linguist and was way easier to speak. I think this is the real deal.”
“So do I.” He paused. “Do you think you could speak it?”
I played the first recording again. Then I took a stab at repeating it.
“Congratulations,” he said lightly. “You just said ‘You do me too much honor’ in Vardeshi. Quite comprehensibly too.”
I stared at him. This last revelation on top of the others was almost too much to take in. “You . . . know what it means.”
“Of course. I’ve spent the last twenty-five years building a TrueFluent program for Vardeshi. If you accept my invitation, you will be the first student ever to use it. After myself, that is.”
“The first . . . But how? How is that even possible?”
“The program is a secret. As far as the government knows, it’s still a work in progress. They have their own linguists working on a similar program, of course, and for all I know, they have succeeded. But somehow I doubt it. When I sold my share of TrueFluent to Watson, it was on the condition that he keep the algorithms confidential.”
Something else came clear to me. “This is why you dropped out of the spotlight all those years ago.”
“Yes. I needed solitude—plausible, unquestioned solitude—to construct the software. The language is immensely complex, and I’m not a programmer by training. I finished the work perhaps ten years ago. Since then, I’ve been improving my own command of Vardeshi. I am confident that the program works reasonably well. I’ve never had anyone else to test it on, you see. Until today.”
“But why now? And . . .” I hesitated. “Why me?”
He took a moment before answering. “I suppose because . . . and this is perhaps the great vanity of my life . . . I had always believed that when the Vardeshi returned—and I do think they will return—humanity would be in need of someone who could speak their language. And I wanted it to be me. I spent three hours in a room with them, and it was the pinnacle of my life. I have lived richly, but nothing else has ever approached the feeling I had that day. I have spent twenty-five years waiting—expecting, truly—that my phone would ring again. I couldn’t bear to think that someone else would get that call. So I kept it to myself. I held it close.”
I waited, watching his face. In the gilded air of his afternoon garden I thought I could guess the end of the story, but I had just enough grace to let him tell it.
“I’m old, Avery,” he said simply. “I waited and I grew old. Ten years ago—five, even—I would have been ready. But my day is passing. I still believe they will come. But now I think that I will be the one who trained the first human speaker of Vardeshi. The conversations I dreamed of, the meeting of minds, human to Vardeshi, in our words and in theirs . . . I will never have that now. But perhaps you will.” He paused. “So what do you think?”
“Yes,” was all I could say. “Of course. Yes. But I still . . . There are others you could have asked. Some of them were here today. Any one of them would have said yes in a heartbeat. You know that.”
He nodded. “I know. It helps, of course, that you speak Mandarin already. The tonal aspect of Vardeshi won’t be a sticking point for you. But there is more than linguistic skill involved. The first human to speak freely to the Vardeshi needs to be someone with humility. Kindness. Patience. I see all those things in you. I believe the human race could have no better representative. For some time now I’ve been waiting for the right moment to say so. This one seemed as good as any.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. Finally I cast my mind back to a few minutes ago and essayed the Vardeshi phrase again, haltingly: “You do me too much honor.” Which seemed, in the end, to be the exact right thing to say.
Of course it had to be done in complete secrecy. Professor Sawyer was intensely protective of his life’s work. There existed only one copy of the Vardeshi TrueFluent program and two backups, stored on three separate non-networked computers in three different safes. All of them were kept in his house. He wouldn't hear of transferring the program to any of my devices for practice elsewhere. If I was going to learn Vardeshi—and I was—it was going to be on his terms, which meant on his patio, or on the threadbare old sofa in his sitting room.
It was still early enough in the semester that I was able to drop most of my course load, keeping only the two classes required to maintain eligibility for my scholarship. I attended those often enough to keep reasonably current with the material, skimmed through the readings in the student center after classes for maximum visibility, and was at the professor’s house by noon each day. From noon until six o’clock I immersed myself completely in TrueFluent Vardeshi. At six I would collapse, engulf a superb vegetarian dinner prepared by the professor and Seline, and return to the tiny three-bedroom apartment I shared with two classmates, Erica and Sophie, to lie in front of mindless TV until my brain finally shut itself off for the day.
Despite my time in the student center, there were questions about my sudden disappearance from the courses required for second-year students. My graduate program was small, and any such absenteeism would have been conspicuous. I had done well in the first year; not first in the class, maybe, but close to it. Now I was enrolled in a mere two classes and barely clearing the failing mark in both of them. Questions were inevitable. To preempt them Dr. Sawyer invented an independent study that involved transcribing and analyzing several hundred hours of voice recordings that had been languishing in a drawer—on casette, no less—for more than a decade. His colleagues, accustomed to farming old data and new graduate students for potential publications, accepted the fabrication without blinking. My classmates envied me or they pitied me, but they didn’t ask questions, either.
There were moments when I wished I was doing something as mindless as transcribing old recordings of regional American English. I had learned Mandarin with ease; it took time and concentration, but that was all. I worked at it and I learned it. It didn’t drill down into my dreams and jolt me awake in a sweaty, trembling panic at three o’clock in the morning. Vardeshi was different. I gave it everything I had for six disciplined hours each day, nine hours on weekends, and after three months I had gained almost no ground. As I had predicted, the phonology wasn’t the problem: the vowels were effortless; the consonants took only a little practice. The tones were harder. As with any tonal language originating on Earth, a shift in spoken intonation—from a querying “Hello?” to a curt “Hello.”—conferred a total change in meaning. Instead of “tentative hello” or “irritated hello,” it was “tentative hello” or “kitten.” The four tones of Mandarin had been easy for me to distinguish, but Vardeshi had nine, and two pairs were giving me particular trouble. They were simply too alike. There was also a complex system of honorifics, so that a sentence spoken to one’s social superior looked vastly different from the same sentence spoken to one’s inferior. And the verb conjugations were bewildering. Altogether it was stupefyingly hard.
My one reprieve came in the form of the writing system, which was an alphabet: twenty-eight compact, clean, elegant letters and nine tone markings. The samples of authentic written script in Dr. Sawyer’s possession, culled from the gifts the Vardeshi had given us upon their arrival, consisted mainly of a sheaf of poems by their most celebrated writers. The language they contained was far beyond my reach at present. To hone my literacy skills I studied Dr. Sawyer’s transcripts of his audio samples. When I mastered the alphabet he had me transcribe them again on my own. After that, I could read the poems aloud, even if I couldn’t understand them.
I was glad I found reading so intuitive, because it was the only thing that was. Every day, every hour of my study of Vardeshi was an exercise in frustration. And humility. I had always been conscious that my linguistic gifts were modest. It was impossible to attend a small, exclusive linguistics-driven graduate school and not know it. I had conquered Mandarin, but I had classmates who had waltzed with ease through Japanese, Arabic, Russian, and more, sometimes simultaneously. Still, I liked to think that even they would have been—albeit briefly—rattled by Vardeshi. After three months, I could carry on the simplest of conversations, nothing more. And Dr. Sawyer still had to stop me and correct every other word.
My respect for him had deepened in proportion to my growing understanding of exactly how difficult Vardeshi was. Somehow he had learned it. Alone. With no one to correct him, no one to pare a sentence down to its core elements, no one to offer examples perfectly tuned to his level of study. He had done it with only a computer, a few recordings, and a handful of poems. I had known from the start that his talents exceeded my own, but by the time I had been studying Vardeshi for several months, I knew that he was the real thing. A virtuoso. A genius. Had he been anything less, he would have failed. I still wasn’t sure how he had done what he had. The more I knew about Vardeshi, the less possible it seemed to me that he could have learned it successfully in solitude from such a limited store of material.
Over dinner one day I said, “I don’t understand how you even had enough language to build the TrueFluent program. You said you were in the room with them for three hours. That can’t possibly be enough source material. But you have a Vardeshi lexicon that’s—well, not complete, obviously, but extensive. Where did it come from?”
“In between the first communication and the last, there was a span of—oh, about eight months. Toward the end of that interval we recorded some radio communications traveling to and from the Seynath, the Vardeshi ship that eventually visited Earth. Enough, as you say, to assemble a working lexicon. Personally, I think they allowed us to hear them as a sort of challenge. To see what we would do with their language. If there was anything we could do. There wasn’t, of course, not in such a short time. But I had twenty-five years with it, and that proved to be enough.”
I shook my head. “But you were alone.”
“Not quite,” he said. “One of the Vardeshi who visited here was, I believe, in favor of opening a diplomatic channel between our worlds. You know his voice well—he’s the principal speaker on my private recordings, as well as the two public ones.”
“Novak Takheri,” I said.
“Yes. When I asked for samples of their speech, he guided the conversation, and I think he deliberately gave me the building blocks I would need to deconstruct the language. Introductions, simple questions, basic declarative sentences. A primer of sorts, really. I felt . . . it may be hubris, but I felt that he and I connected in some way. There was some likeness of minds.”
I imagined Dr. Sawyer twenty-five years ago: silvery blond hair, mild blue eyes, those gentle, self-effacing English manners. He must have seemed familiar to them; accessible, even. I didn’t think it was hubris. It made perfect sense. I said so, and he seemed gratified.
Before I went home that night, I listened to the recording again, the one he had referenced. It had sounded impossibly complex to me three months ago, but now I could comprehend nearly every word. Dr. Sawyer was right. It was a lesson. What is your name? What is your profession? Where is your home? Where are you now? Why have you come here? Whoever Novak Takheri was, he wasn’t the one who had made the decision to sever all contact with Earth. I was certain of that. And certain as well, now, that I hadn’t imagined the faint sadness in his voice when he said good-bye to our people on behalf of his. Perhaps he was simply waiting out the long years of silence, like Dr. Sawyer, with an eager heart.
I found it difficult to gauge the passage of time in northern California, with its eternal amber cool, but suddenly it was December and time for me to fly home to New England for Christmas. I had wanted to cancel the trip. Vardeshi had taken hold of me with an almost hypnotic possession, and the thought of two weeks without those strange yet intimately familiar voices was repellent. But Dr. Sawyer was adamant. “You must maintain a pretense of normality,” he insisted.
“I don’t know what normality means anymore. I’m secretly learning an alien language. Nothing about this is normal.”
He smiled. “A pretense, I said. Think of my career, if nothing else. As far as the government knows, the TrueFluent program is still incomplete. I should have informed them the moment I finished it. I’m not technically authorized to teach you a single word of Vardeshi. If anyone finds out that I have, my files will be confiscated, and your access will be cut off, perhaps permanently.”
I sighed. “You’re right. I just . . . don’t want to let it go.”
“It’s for the best. You need a break. Two weeks to recharge. Think about something else. Go to a movie. Sleep. Come back refreshed and ready to work. This may help to lift you off your plateau.”
I made a face. “You said the plateau was in my head.”
“I lied,” he said dryly. “Go home.”
I did. I flew in late, took a taxi home from the airport, and crept upstairs in the dark. Crawling into my childhood bed that first night, three thousand miles removed from the inexorable march of new words across Dr. Sawyer’s laptop screen, I sank into deep, longed-for, restorative sleep as if into deep water. Not even the ticks and groans of the ancient furnace, laboring to keep the cold of a Vermont winter at bay, could hold me on the surface for long.
In the morning I drank coffee with my parents, my first cup with their third, dodging their needling questions about my course load. Their worry was palpable. I couldn’t blame them; one glance into the kitchen mirror had shown me how pale and tense I’d grown in the last few months. Dr. Sawyer had been right. My pretense of normality was cracking. My father made lukewarm jokes about spending more time out in the California sunlight; my mother flatly ordered me to drop the independent study, as it was clearly more pressure than I could handle. I swallowed the rest of my still-scalding coffee and went to take our old golden retriever, Major, for a walk. Not for the first time I wished I had a sibling. A second target might have served to diffuse somewhat the concentrated beam of their anxiety.
I continued my pattern of avoidance in the days that followed, spending the brief hours of pallid daylight skating on the frozen lake or hiking in the woods around our house, and the evenings drinking bourbon with friends I hadn’t seen since high school ended. Within a few days I had lost the haunted look. My parents began visibly to relax. On the night before I flew back to California I stayed in. We cooked dinner together, and afterward my father built a fire in the wood stove in the living room. I sat on a blanket on the hardwood floor, glass of wine in hand, Major’s head a comfortable weight on my knee. My mother broached the topic of academic pressure again, more cautiously this time. I pacified her with promises to re-evaluate my course load. I didn’t like lying to her. I liked even less how easy it was. I had always been a terrible liar. But then I had never needed anything as desperately as I needed Vardeshi.
Two weeks was long enough, but only just. A day more would have been too long. I drove directly from the airport to Dr. Sawyer’s house. He had the laptop and headset ready for me. And, mercifully, the espresso.
It appeared that the holiday had been precisely what my mind needed to fit together some of the pieces of Vardeshi that had been giving me the most trouble. I didn’t scramble so much as vault off of that first plateau. There were others still to come, in the spring that followed, but I had finally acquired some momentum, and I was feeling again what I hadn’t felt since tackling Mandarin years ago: the deep, rich, private satisfaction of finding a message where there had been only static. Vardeshi was becoming accessible to me. I was beginning to hear it, to really hear it, and better yet, to listen for it—to anticipate rather than react. When I went home for Christmas I caught perhaps one word in eight of all but that first and simplest recording. By March, it was one word in five. By June, one in three. And then my courses ended for the summer and I was absolutely free, for three glorious months, to do nothing but swim and run and fall headlong into Vardeshi.
By the time classes resumed in September, I had it.
I would never sound like a native speaker, but I had never had any illusions about that. The grammatical structures were quickly becoming instinctive. The tones, second nature. There were levels of complexity that I hadn’t yet achieved—I couldn’t say, “If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind terribly doing me the honor of passing the bagels?” But I could say, “Honored sir, please pass me the bagels.” It didn’t matter that our lexicon was only partial and that we had no word for bagel. Dr. Sawyer and I were equally confident that slotting in the missing nouns would be child’s play compared to what we had already done.
I could see him beginning almost imperceptibly to relax. Over the past year, I had done the real work, but the anxiety had fallen to him, the more so because there was so little that he could actually do; his was the role of the mentor, the observer. He had so much more invested in this than I did. For me, this was at best a career-making gambit, at worst an unsightly dent in an otherwise pristine academic record. If it turned out to be a complete waste of time, I could retake a few classes and move on with only a few months and some pride lost. It was different for Dr. Sawyer. He couldn’t unpick his life’s work and start over. He had said it himself: he was old. If he failed with me, it meant TrueFluent Vardeshi was worthless. It would be the collapse of twenty-five years of hard, solitary, unrequited effort. He had been unfailingly patient with me, with my mistakes and frustrations and failures, but there had never been any question, really, of how much was at stake for him.
A day came in early October when there were no more new vocabulary decks in the TrueFluent program. I had learned all the words in all the levels. I went back and reviewed a couple of old lists. I recalled every word perfectly. Feeling a little lost, I played through the entire catalog of voice recordings. I understood nearly everything that was being said; the only words I couldn’t interpret were the ones Dr. Sawyer hadn’t been able to translate, those lacking adequate context. I skimmed over the written texts of a couple of recordings. Dr. Sawyer had had me transcribe them in Vardeshi script, then translate them into English, then back into Vardeshi, in order to compare the original and my translation. Everything was familiar, everything was known. There was no more work left to do.
I sat on the patio, staring out into the garden, and a gray emptiness crept over me like fog rolling in from the ocean. What was I going to do now? The drive to learn Vardeshi, to possess it, had carried me forward from the first moment, from hearing that first phrase more than a year ago now. It had been a consuming fire. I had scarcely thought about anything else—I hadn’t had time. While I was immersed in it, it had seemed likely, inevitable even, that the Vardeshi themselves would reappear at any moment. I had been racing against their return, certain that they were poised on the threshold of our awareness, just outside satellite range, a long-fingered hand raised to knock again. Now that I had finished the TrueFluent program and they hadn’t come, it suddenly seemed wildly improbable that they would. What if I had learned it all for nothing? I didn’t care about the lost time. It hadn’t been wasted, even if they never came back. Their language was maddening and lyrical and unpredictable, and I loved it. But I needed—I craved—more of it, real words from the strangers who thought and talked and wrote in it all the time. And there might not be any more words. Ever.
I heard the patio door open. A moment later Dr. Sawyer set down two glasses and a bottle of whiskey on the glass tabletop. He pulled out a chair and joined me. At first I couldn’t look at him. When I did, I saw that I didn’t need to say anything. He already knew the dark path down which my thoughts had turned.
“How?” I said. “How do you live with this?”
“I’ve had hope.” He poured the whiskey and pushed a glass toward me. “For twenty-five years. And then I had you. Seeing it again through your eyes has been . . . exhilarating. And now I have you to speak with, and I never had that before.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know what to do now.”
“Now you wait,” he said simply. “And in twenty-five years, if they still haven’t come, you find a student and you teach him. Or her.”
“It could be a century,” I said. “It could be a thousand years.”
“It could.”
We drank our whiskey in silence after that.
It could have been a thousand years. But it happened that my intuition that they were already there, ships hovering silently just outside the range of our vision, was correct. And within three weeks the whole world knew it.




CHAPTER TWO

I was sitting in the student center on a Thursday afternoon with my computer and books fanned out in front of me and the trifecta of student nutrition at my elbow: energy bar, latte, bottle of water. Outside the windows a chilly coastal rain was sheeting down. I was working in earnest, this time, trying to salvage a failing grade in a course I should have found riveting. I had attended all the lectures—for the last three weeks, anyway—and asked perfunctory questions and taken perfunctory notes. It all felt dull and empty after Vardeshi. Why had I thought I could make a career out of linguistics? It had no hold on me anymore. It had been a pathway to something better. Now it felt like a dead end.
But I needed to graduate, I reminded myself. What choice did I have? What else was I going to do with my life?
The hum of conversation seemed to be growing louder. It was crowded in the student center. Nearly all the tables were full. People came inside to study when it rained. I took a sip of my now-cold latte and tried to recenter my attention on the journal article in front of me. I picked up my highlighter. There was sense to be made here, somewhere, even if just now it felt more cryptic than . . . well, it felt cryptic.
I wasn’t imagining it. The noise was getting louder. I sighed, looked up. Everyone seemed to be clustered around the oversized televisions that hung at opposite ends of the room. I wondered if I should take my work elsewhere. It was hard enough to focus without—
My phone buzzed. I picked it up. It was a message from Dr. Sawyer. My office, it read. Nothing more.
I dropped the highlighter and ran.
“It’s on every news channel.” Dr. Sawyer looked remarkably calm, but the light in his eyes was nearly incandescent. “They’ve returned. And they’ve reconsidered.” He had the video queued up on his computer. I leaned in behind him as the message began.
“People of Earth,” said a serene young woman with dark eyes and close-cropped white hair. “The Vardeshi people send their greetings to you across the long night between our worlds. Twenty-five years ago we made the decision to turn away from you. It was not an easy choice, and there were many among us who questioned its wisdom. In the years that have passed since then, the questioning voices have come to outnumber the confident ones. We have tried and failed to reach a resolution regarding further contact with your world. Earth, or the potential of Earth, divides us as nothing ever has before.
“We come to you therefore with a proposition. We know too little of your people to rush forward into a binding alliance; on that, at least, our factions agree. What we suggest instead is a cultural exchange. Send one hundred of your people to live among us for one Earth year. Let us come to know you, not through the bright shards of yourselves that you send out into the void—your music, your television, your video calls—but through the true sharing that comes of companionship, of living and working and speaking together. Send us the best of yourselves. We, in turn, will send you the best of us: one hundred Vardeshi to be placed as you see fit in cities across your world. At the end of one year we will gather our delegates together and weigh what we have learned. Please consider our proposal and respond with your decision within one Earth month.”
She paused. “I will conclude with a request. For all that our races are strange to each other, there are likenesses between us. We feel, as deeply as you do, the fear of sending our loved ones to dwell among strangers. If you consent to send your citizens to us, we promise to shelter and protect them as if they were our own. We ask that you make the same promise. Some of us doubt that you can be trusted so far, but all of us hope that you will prove the doubters wrong. Refuse our offer if you must; but if you accept it, honor your promise. We will honor ours.” The recording ended there.
I looked at Dr. Sawyer. His eyes were already on me, expectant. “One hundred of our people,” I repeated. “A hundred. Out of billions.”
“Assuming the Unified Earth Council accepts the proposal,” he reminded me.
“They have to. Don’t they?”
“I believe so,” he conceded. “Out of simple pragmatism, if nothing else. The Vardeshi have far too much to offer us. We would be mad to reject this overture.”
“I have to be on that list,” I said. “Somehow.”
He nodded. “I think the time has come to inform our government that TrueFluent Vardeshi is complete and that it has already produced two proficient speakers. I suspect that once they know that, the rest will be quite straightforward.”
I took a deep, steadying breath. “I hope you’re right.”
“Listen to me.” There was a quiet certainty in his tone that commanded attention. “Your name will be on the list. I know it will. If they had asked for only one representative, your name would be on that list too. I am not a spiritual man, but I have faith in the work we have done together. No one else on Earth is as apt a choice for this role as you. The Vardeshi have returned, and you will have the life you imagined.”
There was a sadness underlying his words, one I thought I understood. Twenty-five years ago, it would have been his name on the list. Now he would almost certainly be needed here on Earth, to train new speakers of Vardeshi, and to serve as a resource for the hundred representatives they sent to us. To be an advisor. Not an explorer. It was honorable work, and crucially important. It was not the life he had imagined.
“Dr. Sawyer,” I said hesitantly.
“Alistair.” He smiled, with an effort. “Please.”
“The Vardeshi have returned. We have no idea what comes next. We have no idea how quickly things will happen. It’s still possible . . . ” I was crossing into uncharted territory, a matter of the heart, and we had never spoken of such things together. I chose my words carefully. “It’s still possible that you could see their world. Or one of their ships, at least. I know your name won’t be on the list. But this is only the first list.”
“It is a kind thought,” he said, ever courteous.
I hoped I had instilled a spark of hope in him. For myself, I had more than hope. I had, since his reassurance, a blazing conviction that I would be on that list. Because anything else was simply impossible. I had worked too hard for this. I was too ready. It just had to be me.
Two hours later my phone rang.
I snatched it off the table. I was sitting in my kitchen, temporarily alone. Erica was showering after a workout. Sophie was at a coffee shop on campus. I’d met her there after leaving Dr. Sawyer’s office, and we’d watched the newsfeeds together. When the clamor of gossip and supposition around us became so deafening that I started to worry that I wouldn’t hear my phone ring, I went home. Now I was glad I had. I glanced at the number: unlisted, of course. I answered it.
“Avery Alcott?” said a voice I didn’t recognize. Male, lightly accented—European, I thought.
“Yes?”
“Please hold for Hans Seidel.”
I squeezed my eyes tightly shut, biting my lip, and clenched the fist that wasn’t holding the phone until my fingernails dug into my palm. Hans Seidel was a member of the Council. This was it. This was the call.
“Avery?” said another male voice.
“This is Avery speaking.” I pressed the phone harder against my ear.
“My name is Hans Seidel,” he said. “Do you know who I am?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. I have been reliably informed that you speak fluent Vardeshi. That, in fact, you are one of only two people on Earth who do.”
“I do speak Vardeshi, sir. I don’t know how many others do. I know of one.”
“Alistair Sawyer.”
“Yes. He didn’t know if there were others.”
A pause. Then Seidel said, “There are not.”
I took a deep breath. “Wow.”
“Indeed. This makes you a rather precious commodity to the Council. We would like to bring you into custody for safekeeping while we evaluate next steps.”
He passed me back to his secretary, who introduced himself now as Stefan. He instructed me to pack my bags for a month’s stay in Switzerland. I would need casual, formal, and athletic attire. An official car would be coming for me in two hours. He gave me the plate number and the driver’s name and identification code. The car would take me to a private airfield, where I would be flown via charter jet to a conference center outside of Zurich.
“Why Zurich?” I said.
“The Council has voted to accept the Vardeshi proposal. The decision will be made public tomorrow. We’ll be refitting the conference center as a training complex for the hundred human representatives. You’re the first one on the List.” He paused. “Truthfully, as of right now, you are the List.”
“What about Dr. Sawyer?”
“He’ll be serving in an advisory capacity, training our representatives on TrueFluent Vardeshi. He’s already on his way.” Stefan continued briskly, “Don’t make or accept any phone calls in the next two hours.  Is there anyone in the apartment with you?”
“One of my roommates is in the shower.”
“Don’t tell her where you’re going. If she asks, say you’re taking an unplanned vacation. Only if she asks. Don’t send any texts or emails. Don’t worry about paying your utilities, cleaning out your room, or finding a subletter. Just pack and wait. Bring all your identification with you and all your technology. Do you have any questions?”
“One,” I said. “Can I look up the weather in Switzerland?”
“I think that should be fine.” He sounded amused. “Safe travels, Miss Alcott. I’ll see you in Zurich.”
Erica was just stepping out of the bathroom in a billow of fragrant steam as I dragged my rolling bag up the last stairs from the basement. She gave me an odd look, and another when I hurried down the stairs again with a load of laundry, but she didn’t say anything. I started packing with my door closed and a favorite album blasting. When I came out again to switch the laundry over, she was gone.
I finished packing in under half an hour, excepting that last load of laundry, and spent the remaining time pacing impatiently around the tiny kitchen, pausing on every circuit to peer out through the blinds of the window that overlooked the street. Precisely two hours after the councillor’s call, a sleek black sedan drew up to the curb outside my front door. After matching the plate number with my notation, I wrestled my luggage downstairs and out to the curb. The driver, a heavyset man with dark hair and a vaguely irritated look, helped me load it into the trunk. I verified his name and ID number, climbed into the passenger seat, and fastened my seatbelt. All of this was peculiar, but none of it was outside the realm of the familiar save for the fact that, before he turned the key in the ignition, the driver confiscated my cell phone.
Less than an hour later, I found myself in another world entirely: the lone passenger on a silent and beautifully appointed transatlantic jet, accepting a glass of champagne from a flight attendant whose sole objective was to ensure my comfort. Mine was a squarely middle-class family. We flew coach. Sitting alone in the softly lit cabin as the plane accelerated down the runway, I had the odd illusion that I was stationary, motionless, a fixed point in the universe, with everything rotating smoothly around me: California dropping away beneath my feet, the Earth wheeling below me, and then Zurich rocketing upward, slowing at the last possible instant to press gently against the wheels of the airplane. Only when I unfastened my restraints and stood up was the reverie broken. I stepped down onto the asphalt of another private airfield in the cool air of a pristinely clear Swiss morning and knew that I had been wrong. I wasn’t fixed in place. I was moving, gaining speed and altitude, hurtling onward into the life I had imagined.
Excitement had hummed in my veins throughout the long flight, keeping me from sleep, but as I climbed into yet another elegant black sedan, I had to acknowledge that I had now been awake for more than twenty-four hours and was beginning to feel tired. I fought to stay alert as the car wound through the hilly streets of Zurich and out into the countryside beyond. I’d never traveled in Europe, and I knew I ought to be paying attention to the scenery, but it was too much for my tired mind to take in. Isolated glimpses of color impressed themselves on my memory: leafy vines twining over an archway of honey-colored stone, wooden shutters painted deep red against the brilliant blue façade of an apartment building, a jewel-green sweater on a woman whose cropped fair hair reminded me of my own. I rested my head on the cushioned headrest and let it all wash over me in an impressionistic blur.
I wasn’t precisely asleep when the car stopped, but I came back to full wakefulness with a jolt. For some time we had been following a busy thoroughfare that ran through a patchwork of farmland and forest, but now we had turned off onto a narrow side lane. The driver was leaning out of his window, talking to a uniformed guard in a little gatehouse. Evidently the driver’s credentials (or mine) passed inspection, because we were allowed to proceed down the lane, which wound among vineyards and carefully curated woods before approaching a palatial white building. Here the driver parked, got out, and opened my door. He explained that I was to go in and register my arrival with the staff. My luggage would be taken to my dormitory.
While we were speaking, a man had come out of the white mansion. As he came down the broad stone steps I felt a lurch of recognition. It was Hans Seidel. His keen blue eyes and sharply cut features were instantly recognizable from the news broadcasts I’d been watching, as was his air of cool authority. Despite living in California for a year, I’d never met any celebrities in person, and as he approached I was filled with an edgy exhilaration. But I knew its source wasn’t his importance; rather, it was the confirmation that things were coming together as I so desperately needed them to.
He extended his hand, and I shook it. “Avery Alcott,” he said warmly. “Welcome to the Villiger Center. I hope your journey was comfortable.”
“It was more than comfortable. Thank you. I’ll never look at coach the same way again. When do I start?”
He smiled. “I appreciate your enthusiasm. Your training will begin in earnest tomorrow. For today, you’ll be completing the necessary formalities, processing paperwork and so on. It’s nine o’clock in the morning, local time. Are you hungry?”
“A little,” I said. “I could certainly use some coffee.”
“Excellent. If you’ll follow me.” And he led me back up the steps and into the ornate white building. Despite my best efforts to draft a mental map of the place, I became lost almost instantly in an elegant labyrinth of high-ceilinged rooms and corridors. Sunlight streamed in everywhere, through floor-to-ceiling windows and skylights, and the design was minimalist, white with touches of steel and pale wood. People moved purposefully around us, some in civilian wear, others in the blue and gold uniforms of the Unified Earth Council security forces. Almost everyone we passed was talking, either to a companion or into a phone or a minimal Bluetooth headset. The place fairly hummed with controlled urgency. No one gave me a second glance. Seidel held the door for me as we stepped out onto a wide shaded balcony overlooking the vineyards I’d seen on the drive in. It appeared to be an open-air café, with teak furniture and a coffee kiosk to one side. We ordered coffee and sandwiches from the briskly friendly young woman at the kiosk, and the councillor led me to a table.
“Is Dr. Sawyer here?” I asked as we sat down.
“I’m afraid not.”
I looked at him in surprise. “But I thought he left before I did.”
“Dr. Sawyer,” Seidel said slowly, “is currently in custody pending questioning by Council security forces. His decision to keep the TrueFluent program hidden for more than a year after its completion has given rise to some questions. For the first time in our history Earth is poised to enter into an alliance with a foreign world. We need Sawyer’s expertise, but first we need to be assured that his loyalties lie with us. There is a concern that he may have been covertly training Vardeshi spies—or that he himself may be an agent for the Vardeshi.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I said.
“Is it? He trained you.” I must have looked alarmed, because Seidel went on, “I’m not trying to frighten you. The interrogation is a necessary step. A formality. Dr. Sawyer has been extremely cooperative. And there are a number of things working in his favor. He came forward as soon as the Vardeshi message was released to the media. And he only trained one student, which suggests that he really was trying to troubleshoot the program. Naturally, the Council would have preferred that he leave the choice of protégé up to us. But so far we haven’t seen anything about you that we don’t like.”
“Can I see him?” I asked.
“Not now. But he should be released within a few days.”
I nodded, marginally reassured.
Seidel said, “If you’re ready to move on, I have a few questions for you. Avery, exactly how good is your Vardeshi? I know you’re a student of linguistics. I need an honest assessment. Remember that however much you know, it’s more than anyone else knows.”
This, at last, I had been expecting. “It’s proficient,” I said. “I wouldn’t say fluent. There are too many words missing from Dr. Sawyer’s lexicon. I’m literate. I can converse about daily life—easily, I think, although obviously I can’t be sure.”
“Most people with your level of skill would claim fluency,” he observed.
“Most people aren’t linguists.”
“Are you competent enough to live among the Vardeshi? Aboard a spacecraft, say?”
“Absolutely,” I said without hesitation.
“What if there were no other humans aboard?”
“That would be fine.”
“What if the Vardeshi spoke no English?”
“Still fine.”
“You’re very confident.”
“I’m ready,” I said simply. “This is what I’ve been waiting for. Send me out.”
“Oh, I will,” he said matter-of-factly. “There’s no question of that. You’re going into the field as soon as possible. I’m simply trying to determine your placement. When the Vardeshi invited us to come live among them, what they really meant was to live aboard their spacecraft and space stations.”
“Starhavens,” I said.
He nodded. “That’s the word they’ve been using with us as well. It’s a good sign that Dr. Sawyer’s translation matches with theirs. Vardesh Prime itself is six months from Earth at the top speed of which their vessels are capable, which of course far outstrips our own. They’ve asked for a single representative to visit their homeworld in reciprocity for their visit to Earth. The timeline of the exchange requires that that person depart within the next month. It’s a long trip—six months out, a few days or perhaps weeks on their planet, and then six months back. I won’t sugarcoat it for you. The mission will be lonely, difficult, and dangerous. Whoever we select will be the first human to leave Earth and the last one to return. He—or she—will be entering a world of which we know virtually nothing. The stakes are incredibly high, and the risks are tremendous. Problems could arise that we have no way of foreseeing—not just cultural issues, but problems with the artificial environment aboard their ships, or adverse reactions to Vardeshi food, drink, cleaning agents, and so on. And all this speculation presumes that the Vardeshi have been entirely candid with us about their purpose in reopening the dialogue between our planets. It’s possible that they proposed the program as a pretext to acquire specimens for scientific research. We don’t know. And we won’t know until after whomever we send to Vardesh Prime has already departed. Whoever takes on this role will need to be fully cognizant of the dangers it entails. Once a Vardeshi ship passes beyond the limits of our solar system, any human aboard that ship will be completely at the mercy of his hosts. Earth will be powerless to help him.”
I had scarcely registered anything after his first sentence. “You want to send me to Vardesh Prime?”
“I want you to know that you’re being considered. There’s some concern among the other members of the Council that you’re too young and inexperienced for the role. You have no military background, no training for a solitary mission of this duration. It’s unheard of to send a civilian into these conditions without extensive psychological preparation—far more than we can do in a month. At the moment, the prevailing view in the Council is that we should send a veteran soldier. We’re looking at a number of possibilities.”
“I thought I was the only one on the List.”
“You’re the only person guaranteed a place in the overall program. But that doesn’t mean we’ll send you to Vardesh Prime. There are thousands of people in the running for the other ninety-nine slots, and twenty or so are short-listed for this placement. People trained to maintain their physical and mental fortitude under extreme stress, to resist interrogation techniques, to work alone among enemies for extended periods of time.”
“But the Vardeshi aren’t our enemies! And none of those people can talk to them. I can.”
He nodded. “I know. I need you to prove that to the Council.”
“Put me in a room with them and I will.”
“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” he said. “Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” I echoed in astonishment. “They’re here? Already?”
“The majority of their ships will be arriving over the next month or so. But a few have already arrived, including the one designated to transport our delegate to Vardesh Prime. It’s in orbit as we speak, scheduled to touch down on our airfield tomorrow morning.”
“Tomorrow,” I whispered.
“Too soon?”
I looked up. His eyes were piercing. I knew—as I’d known from the moment I met him—that every question from him, every glance, however seemingly casual, was an assessment. I shook my head. “I wish it were today.”
After we finished our meal, he graciously passed me off to Stefan, who walked me across the green to a row of half-timbered cottages. These, he explained, were single-sex dormitories where the hundred representatives of Earth would be quartered for the duration of their training. Most would have roommates, but a single room had been set aside for me out of respect for my importance to the program.
“Who else is being considered for the exchange?” I asked as we walked. “Ninety-nine other linguists?”
“It’s quite a mix,” Stefan said. “The Vardeshi asked for a little bit of everything, so that’s what we’re giving them. You’ll recognize some of the names. Poets, photographers, dancers, singers. Scientists of all kinds. And yes, there are quite a few linguists. Most people have more than one area of expertise.”
“I don’t,” I said, instantly wary.
He smiled. “That’s all right. Your specialization is very special.”
We had arrived at the first cottage in the row. Stefan unlocked the door and we went in. I followed him up a narrow stairway to an immaculate second-floor bedroom, glancing curiously into the empty rooms we passed on the way. They were all identical. Mine was the smallest, which seemed fair, since I wouldn’t be sharing it with anyone. My luggage had arrived before me. “I’ll wait downstairs while you shower and change into athletic clothes,” Stefan said. “The bathroom is down the hall. Please use the toiletries provided. They’re unscented. The Vardeshi have asked us not to use any perfumed soaps or perfumes. Apparently they found the fragrances of Earth a little overpowering on their last visit. From here, you’ll proceed to our office wing for paperwork, then to the testing complex.”
“What kind of testing?”
“It’s designed to evaluate your fit for the program,” Stefan said. “That’s all I’m permitted to tell you.”
I showered and put on running clothes and a sweatshirt. I sat on the bed to lace up my sneakers. It had been made up for me, and I would gladly have climbed between its cool white sheets and gone to sleep, but no one had said anything about a nap. I ran a hand longingly over the bright patchwork quilt before pushing myself to my feet. Stefan was waiting downstairs as promised, scrolling through updates on his phone. He took me back to the main conference building. I spent the remainder of the morning being shepherded through an endless sequence of offices. It had never occurred to me that becoming an official representative of Earth would involve so much paperwork. Had all these forms been generated within the past few days? I hadn’t known bureaucracy could operate so quickly.
At one point I waited in an anteroom with a couch and a flatscreen TV while the next person on my schedule concluded a meeting. The TV was on and tuned to a news channel. The newscaster was speaking Swiss German, but the English subtitles revealed her to be reporting the latest exchange details released by the Council. “. . . Fifty men and fifty women,” she was saying. “For reasons of maturity and health, no one will be chosen who is younger than twenty years of age or older than fifty. No married couples, no relatives, no pregnant women. No known history of violence, mental illness, bigotry, or racism. No significant physical or mental disabilities. No citizen of a nation that does not send a delegate to the Unified Earth Council. No one without a college degree. No one who does not speak English or Mandarin, as those are the only Earth languages the Vardeshi currently speak.” She paused, head tilted slightly, presumably listening to her earpiece. “I’m told the first potential representatives are already being transported to a training facility in an undisclosed location. For security reasons, the final list won’t be published until after the representatives have left Earth, but here are a few reasonable predictions.” A list of names followed. Mine, unsurprisingly, wasn’t among them.
After I had signed away every possible legal privilege, verified my identity a dozen different ways, and confirmed my moral integrity and the absence of any malicious intent toward the peoples of both Earth and Vardesh Prime, I was permitted to eat lunch. Stefan showed me to a cavernous dining hall, where I wandered along a gleaming counter past a dozen different food stations, all enticing: salads, omelets, Thai noodles, fajitas. I chose noodles and a salad and carried them on a tray to a table by a wall of windows. Roughly half of the other tables were occupied. I looked for Dr. Sawyer but didn’t see him. I didn’t mind; my thoughts were swirling, and it was a relief not to have to talk to anyone for a little while. When I’d finished eating, I ordered a double espresso and took it back to my table. I sat drinking it, looking out at the sunlit vineyard, until Stefan came to find me again.
The afternoon was devoted to a bewildering array of physical and cognitive examinations. These included both the obvious tests—heart rate, blood pressure, eyesight—and some less intuitive ones, like balance, reaction time, flexibility. I ran on a treadmill for twenty minutes. I climbed into a tank of cold water, ducked under, and held my breath for as long as I could. Then I sat in a sauna until I felt lightheaded. After the sauna, I stood for a long time in a room I recognized from my stints in food service as being essentially a walk-in freezer. In between the physical challenges, I was asked to count forward and backward in English and Mandarin by ones, twos, fives, and sevens, memorize strings of random words and recite them on command, and play any number of diabolically complex memory games.
“Are these astronaut tests?” I asked Stefan when I’d gotten my breath back after the sauna.
“More or less. They’re designed to assess your stamina and your ability to stay alert under stress.”
“How am I doing? I know I totally screwed up that color-matching thing.”
“True, but you stayed calm, which is one of the qualities they’re evaluating. And they’re still testing you. That’s a good sign. Above everything else, they’re examining your endurance.”
“I’ll run on that treadmill all night if it’ll get me to Vardesh Prime,” I said. But I felt a chill of uncertainty. I was being measured against experienced military operatives, men and women—or just men?—who could undoubtedly continue with these tests for days on end without flagging or showing signs of confused thinking.
When the tests finally concluded, Stefan walked me back to my dormitory, where I showered and changed into warm dry clothes. Those sensations, added to the rigor of the day, left me practically asleep on my feet. I went downstairs to find Stefan waiting for me in the cottage’s tiny kitchen. We returned to the dining hall in the main complex, where I ate dinner alone at the same table where I’d eaten lunch. The room was more crowded than it had been at midday, but again no one troubled me. Again I welcomed the solitude. As I sat there, looking out at the lights of Zurich twinkling in the distance, I was unable to call up even a shred of the excitement I’d felt when talking to Councillor Seidel that morning. The tests had done their work. My dormitory and Vardesh Prime seemed equally remote. With dragging steps I followed Stefan out of the brightly lit building, across the shadowy green, and up the stairs to my room. “Sleep in as late as you can,” he said. “You don't have any appointments in the morning. Can you find your way back to the dining hall alone?” When I nodded, he said, “Good. I’ll meet you there at breakfast tomorrow.”
“Don’t let me sleep through the Vardeshi,” I warned him.
He laughed. “Don't worry. I won’t.”
A few minutes later, returning from brushing my teeth in the shared bathroom, I heard voices in one of the other rooms on my hallway. The door was closed. I knew I ought to knock and introduce myself. Instead I went into my own room, closed my own door, stretched out on the bed, and fell asleep fully clothed without even turning off the lights.




CHAPTER THREE

Awakening a full twelve hours later, according to the quaint analog clock on the bedside table, I knew two things immediately. The first was that every muscle in my body was excruciatingly sore. The second was that sometime today I would walk into a room with Vardeshi in it. That thought propelled me out of bed—and into a fuller understanding of the extent to which yesterday’s tests had taxed my body. Moving more cautiously, I pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt from my duffel bag, then took a few minutes to unpack its remaining contents into the chest of drawers and closet provided. When that was done, I headed downstairs. I didn’t hear any voices as I passed the other bedrooms. I made for the dining hall, thinking of that omelet bar and a juice station I thought I’d seen.
Stefan found me at the same table where I’d eaten the previous day. “You’re hungry,” he said—approvingly, I thought—surveying the assortment of plates and cups spread out in front of me.
“Starving,” I agreed. “Will you join me?”
“In a coffee, at least.” He went off to the espresso station and returned a few moments later with a double espresso in a tiny cup.
“So when do I meet them?” I asked between mouthfuls of omelet.
He smiled. “Hans certainly didn’t exaggerate your enthusiasm.”
“Does he often exaggerate?”
“Never, that I’ve seen. But his description of you sounded too good to be true. I think he expected some hesitation on your part. We all did. After all, you’re a civilian, even if you do speak Vardeshi, and we’re proposing to send you into real danger. Hans thought we would have some persuading to do. Instead, it seems to have gone the other way. You’ve persuaded him that you’re ready for Vardesh Prime. Now he’s trying to win over the other Council members.”
“Does that mean I did all right on the tests?”
“Apparently you did very well.” I felt an intense rush of relief, which subsided a little when Stefan qualified, “For a civilian, that is. In any case, you did well enough to keep your name on the short list for the homeworld. Pending success in the real test, that is.”
“The real test?” I asked, although I was fairly sure I knew what he meant.
“The Vardeshi themselves need to meet you and give their approval. They have final say over who visits their planet. If they don't like you, it doesn’t matter if you can recite Vardeshi Shakespeare. You’re not going to Vardesh Prime.”
“So when—” I started.
Stefan raised his hands. “Sometime this afternoon! That’s all I know. They’re meeting with half a dozen people before you, and more afterward. It all depends on how long those earlier meetings run.”
“Who?” I asked eagerly. “Who’s ‘they’? How many of them? And when are they landing?”
He gestured to a glass door cleverly inset into the panel of windows near our table. “Actually, if you’d like to step outside, we should be able to see it. They’re scheduled to touch down any minute now.” I was out of my seat before he had finished speaking.
It was the most profoundly surreal moment of my life thus far, standing on the terrace of a converted Swiss hotel, espresso cup clutched tightly in one hand, the other shading my eyes as I stared up into the brilliant autumn sky. For a very long time nothing happened. I started to wonder whether anything would. Could all of this—the private plane, the endless tests, the beautiful facility—be some kind of incredibly elaborate hoax? My eyes began to water. The glare was so bright I had to look down.
Stefan, beside me, seemed totally unconcerned. He took out his phone and read through some notifications, sent a few texts. Finally he looked up and pointed. “There it is.”
And suddenly I saw it too: a tiny fierce shining in the blue depths of the sky impossibly far above us. It was no larger than an airplane at its cruising altitude, but it moved with a swift light grace no Earth craft could match. I tracked the line of its descent with disbelieving eyes. As it approached, I was able to make it out in greater detail: a slender avian shape with a smooth metallic skin that gleamed like chrome. It drifted lower, hovered for a moment, then settled gently onto the grassy field behind the training complex, alighting precisely in the center of the white painted X that marked its landing zone. I belatedly realized that it was much, much smaller than I’d thought: roughly the size of the private jet on which I had flown to Switzerland. “Is that their ship?” I said. “It looks tiny.”
“I think it’s some kind of landing craft. Their main ship is still in orbit.” Stefan touched my arm. “I have to go. Finish your breakfast. Elena will take you to your next meeting. She’ll be your handler from now on. If you need anything, or have any questions, she’s the one to ask.”
“Sure. Fine.” I didn’t look at him. My eyes were fixed on the landing craft. I drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. Not a hoax, then. I stood motionless, watching, until a glimmer of movement caught my eye. A rectangular panel slid back into the wall of the landing craft. Then a narrow ramp unfolded from within, extending downward to rest on the grass. Three figures, dark slender silhouettes in the morning light, came down the ramp one after another. They looked human enough, or they would have, if not for a certain indefinable fluidity about their movement that triggered a warning somewhere in the primitive reaches of my mind. When they stopped moving, the strangeness dissipated at once. The ramp began to retract. I saw Hans Seidel and two others—Council members, I assumed— crossing the lawn to intercept the strangers. There were handshakes, greetings that seemed amicable. I kept watching until the little group had vanished into a wing of the training complex. I heard again my own blithe, arrogant words of the day before. Put me in a room with them. I had asked for this. I had ached for it. Now it was here, and I had never been so afraid in my life.
A few minutes later a young blonde woman named Elena joined me at my table. She greeted me with a handshake and a warm smile, explaining in beautiful Swiss German-accented English that I was essentially in a holding pattern until my meeting with the Vardeshi. “You need to be accessible—and alert—whenever they decide to call for you. But you’re a valuable resource, and your time here is too precious to waste. We’d like you to spend the morning working with the instructors who will be running the other candidates through TrueFluent Vardeshi.”
“Dr. Sawyer is the real expert,” I said. “He wrote the program.”
Elena nodded. “Once he’s released from custody, he’ll be in charge of language training.”
“Do you have any idea when that will be?”
“Not for a few more days, from what I’ve heard.”
The rest of the morning passed more quickly than I would have expected. The half dozen or so experts who had been brought in to supervise the TrueFluent program were an odd mix of academic linguists—I recognized one or two names from my desultory skimming of last semester’s course readings—and seasoned military language instructors. They had clearly all been working around the clock to develop a functional understanding of the structure of Vardeshi, and they immediately began asking questions about exactly the aspects of its grammar that had given me the most trouble. The discussion was demanding, but the opportunity to hear—and speak—Vardeshi was exactly what I needed. I’d been wishing Dr. Sawyer had allowed me to keep my own copy of the program. Now I had full access just when I most needed it. As the conversation became more technical, I started playing snippets of the recordings to isolate an example of the structure under discussion or to confirm my own intuition. With every phrase my confidence grew a little. All you have to do is talk to them, I reminded myself. Just talk to them. You can do that. Who cares what they look like? It’s what they sound like that matters.
We broke for lunch at noon. Elena and I went to the second-floor patio café and sat together at a table in the shade. I had been glad to be left alone yesterday, but I was grateful for her presence today. She made undemanding small talk, successfully (and, I was sure, deliberately) distracting me from my steadily mounting worry about the encounter to come. Her phone lay between us on the table, but she didn’t so much as glance at it until an alert sounded as we were finishing our meal. Then she picked it up and read the notification. “The meeting before yours has just started. That means they’ll be ready to see you in about an hour.”
“Great,” I said. “I have time for a shower.”
We returned to my dormitory. It was empty, just as it had been that morning. I wondered where the women whose voices I had heard the night before had gone. Were they in the running to travel to Vardesh Prime as well? Had they already had their interviews? I managed to tamp down my anxiety for the time it took to scrub myself rapidly but thoroughly with the neutral soap provided and blow-dry my hair. Afterward, though, as I stood in my tiny room, wrapped in a towel, I felt a surge of panic. No one had told me what to wear. I was going to the most important meeting of my life, and I didn’t even know the dress code.
I had left the door to the hallway ajar. I jumped as a tentative knock sounded. It was Elena. “Avery?” she called softly. “Can I come in?”
“Sure. I’m in here.”
“I came to tell you that—” She stopped, seeing my expression. “What is it? Is something wrong?”
“I don’t—” I gestured blankly at my closet. “This is going to sound idiotic, but . . . I don’t know what I’m supposed to wear.” As soon as the words were out, the hot, tight feeling in my chest began to ease. We both started to laugh. There was no mistaking the relief in her face. I wondered if she’d been expecting me to have some kind of breakdown.
“Let me look at what you brought,” she said. “I’m sure we can find something.” She pulled open the top drawer of my dresser.
“What about all the people before me? What have they been wearing?”
“Uniforms, mostly.”
“Oh Jesus,” I muttered.
Elena laughed. “It’s all right. They know you’re a civilian. I’m sure they’ll be interested to see typical human clothing.” She held up a royal blue cardigan. “What about this?”
“Whatever you decide.”
Before long she had assembled an outfit on the bed. I put it on mechanically and cast a cursory glance at the mirror above the dresser. “I think I’m ready.”
“No makeup?” She sounded surprised.
I shook my head. “I don’t wear it. It takes too much time. And, anyway, I never learned to put it on. I’d look like a three-year-old in her mother’s lipstick.”
Elena smiled. “In that case, yes, you’re ready.”
As we walked across the green and up the steps to the main complex, I asked, “Have you seen them up close? What are they like?”
“I’ve been in the room,” she said. “I haven’t spoken to any of them. It’s true what everyone says—they do look human. But their energy is different. They’re very . . . I don’t know. Calm, but poised. Watchful. I get the feeling that they’re holding something back.”
“Like they’re secretly dangerous?”
She shook her head. “More like they’re secretly really, really smart.”
“Oh,” I said ruefully. “That’s not a secret. They’d have to be smart. Their language is practically impossible.” I knew Dr. Sawyer would have scorned such a vapid remark. “So, there are three of them?”
“Yes. All male. All around our age—late twenties, early thirties. That’s how they look, anyway.”
“Who are they?”
“My understanding is that they’re senior officers on the ship that will carry our delegate back to Vardesh Prime.”
“So they’re not diplomats.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Then the Vardeshi are letting the crew of the transport ship choose the first human to visit their homeworld? Isn’t that kind of odd?”
“From what I’ve seen, the Vardeshi approach to the whole program seems to be incredibly low-key,” Elena said. “They feel that we’re already doing the bulk of the selection work for them by identifying the hundred human representatives. Whoever is chosen will be living with this crew—very intimately too, because the ship is apparently tiny—for six months in each direction. They want it to be the best possible fit. The simplest way to do that is to let the crew members themselves decide.”
“What do they look like?” I knew it was a superficial question, but I couldn’t stop myself.
“They look like us. But they’re all different. Their coloring, their hairstyles, everything. And one of them is . . .” She hesitated. “Well, you should probably know. One of them is just unbelievably striking. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.”
“Really? Good to know.” I remembered my question from before. “Have they interviewed any other women?”
“Not yet, but there will be one or two this afternoon, after you.”
“Maybe do me a favor and don't warn them about the really attractive one.”
She laughed, but I noticed that she didn’t promise anything.
“Exactly how small is their ship? Is it just the three of them on board? God, that would be awkward.”
“From what I overheard, the ship has a crew of nine or ten.”
“Still awkward,” I said under my breath.
“Most of them are waiting in orbit. The three highest-ranking officers are the ones who came to Earth.”
“Nine or ten,” I repeated. “That’s . . . not at all what I was imagining.”
“I think we’ve all been imagining a lot of things wrong,” said Elena.
She had led me to a glass-walled atrium. One side was in fact the exterior wall of the building, and it offered a view of a sunlit courtyard below. I went over and stood in front of the glass, looking down, for the few minutes that remained to the hour. I wasn’t afraid any more. I wasn’t anything. I couldn’t think. My mind seemed to have switched itself off.
I didn’t think I had been standing there very long at all when Elena touched my shoulder. “Avery? You can go in now.”
I turned around. I looked at the door she indicated: white, of course, in a white wall. I walked through it.
And there I was.
And there they were.
The room that lay beyond the door was the twin of any number of rooms I had seen over the last day and a half: clean, white, and silent. A number of people were already there, seated around a long conference table. On one side sat the humans. I recognized Councillor Seidel: he nodded a reserved greeting. Stefan sat beside him. The others looked vaguely familiar—other members of the Council, perhaps, and their support staff.
On the other side of the table were the Vardeshi.
I didn’t look at them directly until I’d sat down in the chair indicated by the councillor. Then I straightened my back, took a deep breath, and looked up. They were gazing at me expectantly. I didn’t want to appear rude—perhaps staring was as inappropriate in their culture as it was in ours—but for a moment I simply looked at them. I had to.
Elena had been right; they looked like us, and they looked nothing like us. They wore simple gray and gold uniforms identical to the ones their predecessors had worn. Their skin was pale, but was that due to the blue undertones, or to all those sunless months aboard their ship? Their right hands were decorated with elaborate black and gold symbols similar to the ones we had seen on their previous visit. My Mandarin-trained eye saw at a glance that no two designs were the same. The man in the center looked to be about my height, five foot six, or slightly taller. His eyes were black. His hair was black too, and cut short, although he’d left it a little longer in front. It was actually quite a trendy look on Earth at the moment. I wondered if he knew that, or cared. I knew nothing of Vardeshi facial expressions, but if I had to guess at his, I would have called it aloof, with a trace of boredom. The officer on the right was smaller and slighter. His eyes were pale gray, almost white, and his hair was gray as well, disconcerting on someone who looked to be scarcely my own age. He studied me briefly, then his gaze flicked down to the sheaf of papers on the table before him. On the left sat the man Elena had described. He was the tallest of the three. His hair was platinum blond, and he wore it long, well below his shoulders. His eyes were the most dazzling sapphire blue I’d ever encountered outside of, well, any number of guilty-pleasure Vardramas. The angles of his face would have guaranteed him a successful career in modeling if he’d felt any desire to remain on Earth. He also looked to be the friendliest of the three. This impression was confirmed when he was the first to speak.
“Avery,” he said, in flawless English with only a trace of accent. “Thank you for coming. My name is Saresh. I’d like to ask you some questions to evaluate your suitability for the program.”
And he proceeded to ask me some fairly generic questions about my interest in the exchange, my educational background, my experiences traveling overseas, and so on. Perhaps he had been told to start with simple questions in order to put the candidates at their ease. Whatever the reason, I was glad of it. My mind buzzed with anticipation. This was the moment everything had pointed toward. When should I say the first actual words? And what would they be? And, most importantly, would they be understood? If Dr. Sawyer was less than the genius I took him for, it would all have been was all for nothing. If his interpretations were incorrect, if his inferences had been a shade less than perfect, not one word I spoke would be intelligible. What he had done, learning a language alone, in a vacuum, was either sheer brilliance . . . or total, unmitigated folly.
There was a momentary silence between questions. The gray-haired officer, who had been paging through my file without paying any discernible attention to the conversation, leaned over and said quietly to the black-haired one, “Khavi, this is strange. Six hours of soldiers and scientists, and now they show us this girl with no technical expertise who’s on the verge of failing out of a linguistics program. What’s the point? Is it a mistake?”
And I laughed.
I couldn’t help myself. The relief that washed over me was overwhelming. Because he had spoken in Vardeshi. And I had understood every word.
The temperature in the room instantly dropped ten degrees. “I’m sorry,” I said hastily, as they all stared at me, humans and Vardeshi alike. “You’re not wrong. My grades last year were terrible. Because I spent all of last year learning Vardeshi.” I said it directly to the officer who had spoken, in his own language.
The silence that followed my words was absolute, and it went on for a discomfitingly long time.
Finally the platinum-haired one—Saresh—said, “You . . . are the first to speak to us in our own tongue.” I felt a thrill of triumph; he had answered me in Vardeshi.
I nodded. “I think there are only two of us who can.”
“Who taught you?” This from the dark-haired commander. I recognized the title of khavi from Dr. Sawyer’s files.
“A human named Alistair Sawyer. A language . . . expert? A linguist. He met the first Vardeshi who came to Earth. He has been”—I faltered—“to design . . . a computer program for learning Vardeshi.”
“Designing,” the gray-haired one corrected.
“Designing,” I repeated. “I am his first student. I have only practiced with him. Until today.”
The commander said, “Your accent is very . . . aristocratic.” He didn’t sound pleased.
“I learned from recordings. Old messages. There was a man . . . he spoke slowly. Clearly. You sound like him, actually.” I nodded to the gray-haired man. “Novak Takheri?”
All of them exchanged glances. Another unfathomable pause followed. Then the man I’d addressed said slowly, “We should sound alike. Novak Takheri is my father.”
I thought, He sent his son. Dr. Sawyer was right. I said, “My teacher will be glad to know this.”
The commander made an abrupt dismissive gesture. “Enough. This one.”
Platinum hair and gray exchanged a swift neutral glance. Then Novak Takheri’s son said, “Khavi. As I said before, her technical skills—”
“Are irrelevant. What, so the others are experts in their medieval technology? It won’t help them to learn our systems. Two days on this planet and I’m already tired of speaking their primitive language. Six months of it would be intolerable. This one at least can understand us. I’ve made my decision.” And in English he repeated, “This one.” He glanced down at my file. “Eyvri . . . Alkhat.”
And so, half disbelieving, I was selected—grudgingly—for a role so historic I could hardly take it in. I was going to Vardesh Prime.
The interview appeared to be over. The three Vardeshi officers said their farewells to Councillor Seidel and went out with another Council member. The commander didn’t look in my direction again; the gray-haired one acknowledged me with a little jerk of the chin that I was to learn was the Vardeshi equivalent of a nod. Saresh actually said good-bye to me, and I glowed a little at the fact that he said it in Vardeshi. I answered in kind, guessing at the honorific. I would have liked to ask him whether it was correct, but I couldn’t, because they were already gone.
Naturally, Councillor Seidel wanted a full translation of the Vardeshi portion of the conversation. When I’d recounted it to his satisfaction, with reference to a recording furnished by Stefan, I said, “They were surprised. They didn’t expect me to speak Vardeshi. It wasn’t in the file you gave them?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“The Council was not prepared to stake the reputation of Earth scholarship on the claims of one isolated and possibly delusional scholar. Surely you don’t think Sawyer was the only linguist working to deconstruct Vardeshi.”
“No,” I said. “He was sure there were others.”
“There were. Many of them. Yet no one else was able to do what Sawyer did. We weren’t about to advertise the presence of Vardeshi speakers on Earth without conclusive proof that his program worked.”
“What would you have done if I hadn’t been able to talk to them?”
“We would have ended the interview. It would have been embarrassing for us, but not fatal. Fortunately it didn’t come to that.”
“Did you think it would?”
Councillor Seidel looked thoughtful. “Truthfully, Avery, I had no idea.”
It quickly became clear to me that essentially the entire Villiger Center had been in a state of suspended animation pending the outcome of the day’s interviews. Now that the decision had been made, the wheels began to turn, and I had the sense of an incredibly complicated mechanism shifting smoothly into action. All the Council members and their assistants were busily engaged with their phones and laptops as the councillor walked me out of the interview room. In the atrium he passed me off to Elena, who was radiant with barely suppressed pride. “Congratulations, Avery! I knew they’d choose you.”
I found myself grinning in response. “I guess they liked the sweater.”
“Did you see the blond one?”
“Saresh? It would have been hard to miss him.”
“Your training schedule has just been finalized. I have it here.” She gestured with her tablet. “If you’d like to get some coffee, we can look over it together.”
We made our way to the second-floor café, procured the ubiquitous espressos, and settled ourselves at a table. Elena placed her tablet between us. “This is your schedule for the next two weeks. The commander of the Pinion—that’s the translation they gave us for the name of their ship—would like to leave for Vardesh Prime as soon as possible. Typically our representatives will be training for four weeks at the Villiger Center, but half that time is allocated to a starter course in TrueFluent Vardeshi, so your schedule has been accelerated. Your departure date has been set for two weeks from tomorrow.”
I skimmed through the schedule in mingled awe and dread. “This is intense. Medical training I understand, but hand-to-hand combat? And what’s this one . . . covert signaling through kinesics? How much of this do they expect me to learn in two weeks?”
“As much as you can. Let’s look at tomorrow.” I obediently paged backward. “You start every day with combat training,” Elena explained. “It’s a modified form of Krav Maga—Israeli self-defense. Next you have an hour of medical training. Then gear and menu prep. After lunch, you’ll spend an hour with your designated contact person on Earth.”
“Learning covert signals,” I said.
“Creating them, actually. Then you have a break for a workout, followed by a session with a psychologist. Finally, dinner and recreation time.”
“That’s two hours of workouts a day,” I observed.
“They want you in peak physical shape when you launch. It’s good that you’re already a runner. That was a point in your favor when you were still competing with all the special-operations people.”
“Do I get any days off?”
I was joking, but she answered me seriously. “The day before you ship out is a designated rest day. That time is set aside for you to see your family and talk to your friends before you launch.”
I stared at her, suddenly horrified. “Oh my God. My parents. They have no idea where I am. I haven’t even—I can’t believe I haven’t even thought about them since I got here.”
“It’s all right,” she reassured me. “They know where you are. The councillor called them as soon as you arrived. We’ll be flying them in next week.”
I scarcely heard her words. At the thought of my parents, a cold weight had settled in my stomach. What was I going to say to them? They had been shocked when I announced my intention of living abroad in China. My mother had rallied impressively, but I had seen the fear behind her eyes. The day before I flew out, we had stood in the kitchen and hugged for a long time. Then we had said our good-byes: true good-byes, final ones, just in case something didn’t go according to plan. They had been guardedly pleased when I made my way to California, but I knew they still resented the thousands of intervening miles. Now I was going away again, farther than any of us could imagine. The Vardeshi had issued an invitation to cross the dark void between our worlds, and they had issued it to me. And I was going to accept it. In my mind, the decision shone with crystalline clarity. But my parents weren’t going to see it that way. They were going to be scared, and hurt, and angry, and they were going to tell me not to go.
And I was going to go anyway.
“Avery?” Elena prompted gently. “Are you all right?”
I sighed. “I’m fine. But I think I need to call my parents.”
“They should be awake by now. I’ll find you a private room and set up the call.”
The conversation went more or less as I had expected. My father’s anger was less troubling than the silence from my mother. After I explained how I had earned a place on the List, and what I had been asked to do, she said quietly, “I knew there was something wrong, the last time you came home. You seemed . . . flat. Drained. This is why.”
“This is why,” I agreed.
“Is that how Vardeshi makes you feel?”
“No. That’s how failing at Vardeshi made me feel."
“And you’re really the only person who can talk to them? The only one in the world?”
“The only one apart from my teacher,” I said.
“I know you want to learn more about these people. But do you really have to go all the way to their planet to do that? They have spaceships. They can come here. A hundred of them are already on their way. Won’t they need translators?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. I wasn’t asked to do that.”
She sighed. “Avery . . . You’ve led such a quiet life. Now, for the first time, you’re caught up in something big, something important. Private jets, training in Switzerland—I know it must be intoxicating. Flattering. But forget for a minute that you’d be the first human on Vardesh Prime. Forget about making history. Put all of that aside and tell me: Do you actually want to do this? Do you want to live on a spaceship for twelve months? With strangers? Because that’s what this means. And I’m worried that you’re too caught up in the drama of it all to see how lonely you’re going to be. And that by the time you realize you’ve made a mistake, you won’t be able to turn back.”
“It’s not a mistake,” I said. “This is what I want. And I’m ready for it. The ship. The loneliness. Everything.” 
After a pause she said, “How do you know you’ll be safe?”
“I don’t. I can’t. I have to make a choice: trust them or don’t trust them. I choose to trust them. Look, Mom, they’re a thousand years ahead of us. They have technology we can’t even imagine. If they wanted to . . . abduct us or kill us or whatever, they wouldn’t ask for volunteers. They’d just do it. That’s not why they’re here.”
There was silence on the line. Then she said, “I can’t protect you out there.”
“I know.”
Another silence.
“I’m going,” I said.
“I know.”
After ending the call, I sat alone in the conference room for a few minutes. Telling my parents I was leaving had brought the reality home to me in a way that nothing else had, not even coming face-to-face with the Vardeshi themselves. My thoughts drifted back to that meeting. It had been so brief that I hadn’t really absorbed it. Now I pictured them again: the three officers, so disquietingly human, and yet with that unplaceable strangeness about them. But was the strangeness really there, or had I only imagined it? If I hadn’t already known they were Vardeshi, would I have noticed anything amiss? I would, I decided, but not from their appearance—absent the uniforms, of course. It would have been the air of slightly irritated forbearance, of superior abilities held firmly in check. I recognized the feeling from high school: the collective longing for the slowest student in the class to produce a credible response so that everyone could finally move on. Elena was right. They were definitely smarter than us.
She was right about Saresh, too. He was handsome, startlingly so. Oddly, though, it wasn’t his face that lingered in my mind but that of the gray-haired officer, Novak Takheri’s son. I could still see the measuring look in his light eyes, still feel the adrenaline charge of the moment when he leaned over to speak to his commander, inadvertently giving me the proof I needed to know that Dr. Sawyer’s labor—and my own—had not been in vain. I remembered with a twinge of dismay that he had thought I was in the interview room by mistake. Even after he’d heard me speak his language, he had argued against my selection. The khavi had overruled him. Would he hold that fact against me? Did the Vardeshi hold grudges? I had no way of knowing. But I did know that, if we were going to be sharing close quarters for the next six months, I would have to find some way to persuade him that he had been wrong about me. I hoped it wouldn’t be hard to do.




CHAPTER FOUR

The following morning my training began in earnest. At eight o’clock sharp I walked into the room indicated by Elena to be the martial-arts studio. I’d never taken any sort of self-defense course before, and I was nervous, but the instructor—an Israeli woman named Davnah—quickly put me at ease.
“In two weeks we won’t be able to do much more than develop your situational awareness,” she explained. “But even a little training is better than none. Dangerous situations unfold in seconds, not minutes. If you can block a single blow, or notice someone approaching you in a threatening way, you may gain enough time to cry out for help or reach for a weapon. Of course, if someone means you real harm, you probably won’t do more than slow them down. And we don’t know anything about the physical capabilities of the Vardeshi. All we know is that their size and proportions are roughly equal to ours.”
“I’ll bet they’re stronger than they look,” I muttered.
Davnah put me through twenty minutes of conditioning and then modeled some basic punches and kicks on a punching bag. I imitated her moves as best I could. Next she demonstrated, with slow and exaggerated gestures, how to escape from an assailant who grabbed one around the neck from behind. This was more challenging still. My movements were too cautious, and my hands kept slipping, or my intended blows missed their targets.
After a few minutes, Davnah excused herself and stepped out into the hallway. When she came back in, she was followed by two burly young men in workout attire. “All right,” she said. “Let’s try again. Blindfolded, this time.”
Something about the blindfold and the presence of masculine attackers transformed the exercise. My heart was racing, and I was sweating, and the men—while not unnecessarily rough—weren’t overly gentle either. I knew I’d have bruises tomorrow. I didn’t care. The shock of strange male hands closing around my throat heightened my concentration. I began to react more aggressively to the attacks. Eventually I succeeded in breaking their grip, although not consistently. When Davnah finally removed my blindfold, I read the satisfaction in her face.
From self-defense I moved on to medical training. It was from the instructor, a young doctor named Anton whose blond good looks rivaled those of Saresh, that I learned the first concrete facts about the ship that was to be my home for the next year.
“The Vardeshi have provided us with some basic information about the environment of their home planet,” Anton told me. “Their shipboard environment is engineered to match that of their home as accurately as possible. Luckily for us, their planet is a remarkably close match with Earth. But there are a few things you need to be prepared for. Their sun is a little brighter and bluer than ours, so you’re going to have to gauge your comfort level with their shipboard lights. You can dim the lights in your cabin, but you may need to keep a pair of sunglasses on hand for when you’re moving around the ship.
“Also, their gravity is two percent higher, so your workouts are always going to feel like you’re sweating off a couple pounds of holiday weight. The oxygen is a trace lower, but it’s within the range of what’s safe for humans. Over the long term, even such a slight difference may become a concern, so we’ll be sending you with a couple of different devices to manage your oxygen intake. One is a battery-powered oxygenator to install in your cabin. That will pump a little extra O2 into your air so that your levels can regulate while you sleep. The other is a pocket-size handheld dispenser. It looks just like a standard asthma inhaler. You’ll carry it around with you at all times and take a puff anytime you feel light-headed. We’ll send you with a couple dozen of those. Each one is good for about a month.” He had both pieces of tech with him, and he demonstrated their use.
“So far we’re looking at pretty minor changes to the conditions your body expects. Adjusting to the length of the Vardeshi day will be a bit more difficult. The Vardeshi clock has twenty-seven hours, each one just a little shorter than an Earth hour, so it works out to essentially a twenty-six-hour day. You’re going to have to work to adapt, and your body is going to fight you. My advice is to treat it like jet lag: get on their schedule the minute you go aboard, and don't let yourself sleep at odd hours until you’re pretty well acclimated. That being said, you should aim for an early bedtime in general. I’d like to see you getting nine or ten hours of sleep a night. You’re going to feel tired in ways you can’t even imagine yet. Remember, your body will be working overtime to adjust to all of these changes, on top of all the conscious work you’ll be doing in assimilating to an alien culture. As of now, every fourth day on your calendar is marked as a rest day—work is off-limits. You’ll gauge whether that’s enough or too much time as you go through the year.
“You’ll need to pay close attention to how you’re feeling at all times. I’m sending you with a full medical kit and a first aid manual, as well as a database of common human ailments and cures. We’ve been informed that there will be a Vardeshi physician aboard your ship. I’ve included copies of everything for her as well. If you start to feel sick, act immediately. Don’t ignore anything—not even something that seems minor, like a cough or a sore throat. Get the meds you need, hole up in your quarters, and rest. The Vardeshi will tell you the same thing. They’re worried about exposure to their people, but I’m worried about you. Your first duty is to keep yourself alive. There are no hospitals and no human doctors out there. You’re on your own.”
I nodded. “Yeah, I’m starting to get that impression.”
“That being said, we’ll be monitoring you as closely as we can from here. Before you launch, I’ll be injecting you with a couple of subcutaneous transmitters—one here,” and he turned my hand over to indicate the underside of my wrist, “and one somewhere more discreet. Don’t tell anyone about that one.”
“Why do I need two—oh. In case they dig the first one out?”
“Yes,” he said matter-of-factly. “The transmitters will continuously record your vital signs and transmit them to Earth on the back of any messages you send us. If I start to see trends that worry me—inadequate sleep, weight loss, elevated stress hormones—we’ll work together to identify the problem and find a solution.  
“Now let’s talk about preexisting conditions. I have the results from your arrival tests; I just need to confirm them with you.” He skimmed through documents on his tablet. “You’re in excellent health, which makes my job a lot easier. I see that you’re a runner. You’ll want to keep up your routine using whatever exercise equipment they maintain aboard their ship. It looks like you’re allergic to dust and mold—which shouldn’t be a problem on a spaceship—and you wear corrective lenses. I’ll send you with plenty of extras. You’re currently taking a hormonal contraceptive . . . I’d like to switch you to the continuous version. Make your life a little easier—menstruation is one logistical problem you won’t need.
“Speaking of the reproductive cycle, I’m under orders to inform you that you’re absolutely forbidden to engage in sexual contact of any kind with the Vardeshi. We don’t know enough about their biology yet to understand the risks. If that changes, we’ll be sure to notify you.”
“You must know someone’s going to try it anyway,” I said.
“I’m counting on it,” he said dryly. “That’s how we’ll know if it’s safe.”
After my session with Anton ended, I went to lunch. No sooner had I settled myself at my usual table than the quiet of the dining hall was shattered by the arrival of a dozen or so newcomers, all laughing and joking among themselves. They ranged in age from twenties to forties, more or less evenly divided between men and women. Several had a military look about them. I made eye contact with one of the women and smiled awkwardly. To my surprise, she grabbed the arm of the man next to her and pointed straight at me.
“I bet that’s her,” she said in a crisp British accent. She turned to the rest of the group and said loudly, “Guys! That’s her!” And the whole crowd descended upon my table.
The woman who had spoken shook my hand energetically. “Hi, stranger. I’m Kylie. You’re Avery, right?”
“Right,” I said warily.
“I thought so. You’re going to Vardesh Prime. Bitch.” I must have looked alarmed, because she laughed and said, “Only joking. But I am jealous. We all are.” She made an expansive gesture that took in the others. “We’re the rejects.”
“Oh.” Comprehension dawned. “The other candidates. But you’re all still on the List, right? You’re still going. Just not to Vardesh Prime.”
“Right.” She grinned. “Apparently we’re the best humanity has to offer. God help the Vardeshi. They have no idea what they’re in for.”
It quickly became clear to me that Kylie, and the others she introduced offhandedly as they sat down, were members of an incredibly elite cohort. The introductions were a litany of Special Ops veterans, Fulbright Scholars, Peace Corps volunteers, black belts in this or that martial art, and so on. Kylie herself spoke three languages and had qualified for the previous Winter Olympics in the biathlon. As I listened, I felt an unexpected twinge of guilt. Had Dr. Sawyer made a mistake? Worse, had he abused his power? Surely it was hubris for him to imagine that he, alone of everyone on Earth, had the right to control access to Vardeshi. The ethical thing to do would have been . . . what? To pass on TrueFluent Vardeshi to the Council as soon as it was complete? To upload the software into the cloud, giving everyone on the planet equal and unfettered access to it? But if he’d done that, I wouldn’t be sitting here. I tried to tell myself that it didn’t matter if I had a second-tier pedigree compared to these people. I had worked as hard as any of them. I had earned my seat at this table.
Right on cue, Kylie said, “So what about you, Avery?”
“Yeah,” said the man sitting next to her, an American whose name might have been Scott. “Your turn to brag.”
“Oh.” I hesitated. “Well, I’m not an Olympian or—”
Kylie snorted. “As if that matters. You speak Vardeshi. I want to hear that story, and I’ll bet everyone else does too.”
“We just came from our first TrueFluent session,” said Scott.
“Really?” I said eagerly. “How was it?”
He shook his head. “Pretty fucking brutal, to be honest.”
I felt an unwarranted rush of pride. “Yeah. I know.”
“So tell us about it,” Kylie urged. I demurred, hoping she would lose interest. She didn’t. Reluctantly I started talking. At the sound of my voice, the smatterings of conversation here and there around the table ceased. In a few quick sentences, I sketched out my language background—several people nodded when I mentioned Mandarin—and the saga of the previous year.
When I was finished, an Indian woman whose name I hadn’t caught said, “Six hours a day?”
“Nine on weekends,” I said. “And all day during the summer. But that was just me. I’m sure there are others who could do it in half that time.”
“Not based on what we saw this morning,” said Scott.
Kylie was studying me thoughtfully. “What was it Sawyer said he liked about you?”
I smiled. “My humility.”
“Maybe he was right,” she said. “Maybe the rest of us are just too bloody arrogant.”
“Speak for yourself, Braswell,” someone called from down the table.
Kylie winked at me. “I usually do.”
Arrogant or not, the group respected expertise when they saw it. I spent the rest of the meal fielding questions about Vardeshi. When Elena appeared at my elbow, explaining that it was time for my next training session, I found that I’d lost track of time entirely. Cutting off my explanation to the Indian woman—Rajani—in mid-sentence, I rose to leave, hurriedly piling dishes onto my tray.
“Bye, stranger,” said Kylie. The peculiar farewell was echoed by several others.
“What does that mean?” I asked Elena as we walked.
“It’s what they’re calling themselves,” Elena explained. “The Hundred Strangers.”
“Odd. It seems like that would make more sense as a nickname for the Vardeshi.”
“Maybe they thought we had enough of those already.”
Truthfully, we did. Humanity had had twenty-five years to invent our own appellations for the Vardeshi, and we had embraced the challenge. I could think of a dozen names offhand, all of them descriptive, not all of them kind. Pixies, for their small stature and the short hairstyles they seemed to favor, was one of the better ones. Likewise, Ice Angels, for their coolly ethereal beauty. Vipers was less complimentary. And there were names as well for humans who were inappropriately fixated on the Vardeshi. The most common was Vaku, a twist on otaku that retained the scornful tone of the original Japanese word. My interest in Vardrama had been more than a passing fancy, but I’d never strayed into Vaku territory. I wondered if there were any Vaku on the List. And whether there existed an equivalent category of human-obsessed Vardeshi. Somehow I doubted it. Not with the whole conquer the darkness within business. It seemed more likely that they regarded us as a community-service project which, while vaguely unpleasant, offered mild philanthropic rewards. A planet-sized soup kitchen, perhaps.
Elena had led me to a wing of the Center I hadn’t visited before. We walked into a room the size of a small gymnasium, stocked with what looked like the equivalent of an entire outdoor-gear store. Shoulder-high racks crammed with equipment for every conceivable survival scenario were arranged in neat rows. The place appeared to be deserted, but when Elena called “Max?” a man’s head popped up into view behind one of the racks. His face was lean and weathered, and his brown hair was frosted at the temples. He waved a friendly hello as Elena introduced us. “Max is our equipment specialist. He’ll be putting together your food and other supplies.”
Max further explained that he was an ex-Marine who currently specialized in outfitting backpackers for extreme climates. “The Vardeshi haven’t placed any weight restrictions on your equipment,” he said. “But I figure the simpler your gear is, the less stressful it will be to use it. You’ll be cooking all your own food. The Vardeshi are understandably concerned about the risk of explosion posed by alcohol stoves, so I’ll be sending you with empty fuel canisters, which will be filled with one of their fuels once you’re on board. Lower combustion risk, apparently. I don’t know any details, but they tried it in one of our stoves and it worked just fine. We know they carry water on their ships and that their galley has some kind of freezer compartment, but we don’t know anything else about their culinary tools. I want you prepared to be totally self-sufficient for a year at minimum. Dry or frozen food only. No hydroponics—it’s too complicated to set up on short notice. Anton will be providing your vitamins. We’ll start by going over all the supplies you’ll need. Then we’ll work on your menu. I’ll pack everything by hand myself before you launch.”
Gear and menu prep was by far the most enjoyable session of that first full day. The small amount of backpacking I’d done in college proved to be just enough to make the procedures and materials familiar. I knew how to filter my water (probably an unnecessary precaution, but mandated nonetheless), cook over a small portable stove, and wash up efficiently with minimal waste. As we assembled and disassembled the various components of my “space kitchen,” as he called it, Max saw how comfortably I handled the gear, and he was openly relieved.
“You’ll be able to cook without thinking about it. That’s a huge advantage. You’re going into an environment that’s totally unfamiliar. You don't need any additional stress tied to your food consumption, especially since you’ll be handling all of it alone.” He explained that to minimize the risk of cross-contamination, I would be doing my own food preparation and cleaning. A section of the galley would be set aside for my private use.
I frowned. “Wait, does that mean I’m not allowed to eat with them?”
He sighed. “Eating is such an essential part of culture—for us, anyway. Everyone is hoping that eating in proximity won’t be a problem. You’re going to start off in the mess with them and see how it goes. EpiPen in hand, naturally. Doctors from both planets will be working as fast as they can to identify foods that are safe for both races, if any exist. We’ll be sending you regular updates. Until then, no sharing. You eat your food, they eat theirs. And at the slightest sign of an airborne allergic response—on either side—you’re eating alone in your quarters. That’s why all the gear has to be portable.”
“If it’s that bad, will the mission still go forward?”
Max shrugged. “Impossible to say right now. We’re trying to cover all the bases. Unfortunately, there are bound to be things we won’t think of, and we won’t know what those are until . . .”
“Right,” I said. “Until it’s too late. Think hard, okay? For my sake?”
“I am,” he said seriously. “We all are. There’s a small army of people working day and night to think of every possible problem and find a solution. And the Vardeshi are doing exactly the same thing—and their tech is a whole lot better than ours.”
I had a thirty-minute break before Covert Signaling. I asked Elena if we could go to the dining hall for a latte. “You’re tired,” she said when we had been sitting in silence with our coffees for a few minutes.
“A little,” I admitted. “Long day.”
“I think you’ll like your next session. You’re a linguist, and covert signaling is all about communicating. Just not with words.”
The caffeine helped a little, but it required conscious effort to clear my mind and refocus my attention as Elena led me to yet another bright white room. This one was small, and empty save for a table and two chairs. In one of them a young man was sitting. He was so fair in complexion as to be nearly colorless. I wondered if he ever went outside. I could read nothing at all in his expression. I glanced back at the door. “I’m sorry—am I in the wrong room?”
“Avery Alcott?” His voice was level and soft.
“That’s right.”
“My name is Tristan. I’m your designated contact.”
“I . . . don’t know what that means.”
He blinked. “When you send transmissions home to Earth, I’ll process them for hidden messages, which I’ll decode and pass on to the Council.”
“Oh.” I paused. “What kind of hidden messages?”
“That you’re safe. That you’re in danger. That you trust someone, or don’t trust them. You may find yourself in a place where the things you most need to say can’t be said openly. You’re here to learn other ways of saying them.”
I thought about that. “If I were in real danger, wouldn’t they cut off my transmissions?”
“We can’t assume that. We don’t know enough about their intentions. As the first human to launch, and the only one who speaks their language, your position is especially perilous. You might overhear something that makes you question your safety or the integrity of the program, something you need to pass on to us, but discreetly. They may have an officer in the room with you every time you record a message. They probably will—we would. Or you might find yourself being held hostage and forced to send back the all-clear in order to trick us into giving them more hostages. These are the kinds of scenarios we’ll train for.”
“Worst-case scenarios,” I said.
“No,” he said quietly. “The worst-case scenario is that they kill you. There is no training for that.”
I stared at him. He gazed back at me levelly. “The purpose of this session is to give you the tools you need to tell Earth that something is wrong while there’s still time, and without alerting the suspicions of the Vardeshi. We want you to be able to protect yourself—and everyone we send out after you. This is for their benefit as much as yours.”
“Okay.” I nodded. “I get it. I’m sold. Teach me some covert signals.”
I thought he almost smiled. “Not today. Today I’ll study your natural kinesics. The best signals extend naturally from a person’s unconscious body language—what you do with your hands and face when you’re talking. I need to identify movements that will come to you instinctively in times of stress, signs you’ll be able to produce without conspicuous pauses or hitches. The Vardeshi will be looking for those things. To be effective, the code must be invisible to everyone but the contact.”
“Are you working with everyone on the List?”
He shook his head. “That would be too confusing. Each representative will be assigned a handler. I’ll only work with you. Do you know how to play poker?”
With that apparent non-sequitur, we transitioned to the learning phase of the session. We played for half an hour or so—mostly I lost—and then Tristan asked me a series of increasingly personal questions about myself. “When the questions become too intrusive,” he said, “stop answering.” I hung on gamely until the questions became explicitly sexual. By that point, I knew I was blushing. Tristan was impassive. He asked every question in the same soft, uninflected tone of voice. He might have been asking me how to go about renewing a driver’s license. After the question and answer session, he had me state ten basic facts about myself. “Tell me seven true things and three lies. I’ll try to guess which ones are false.” He guessed the lie immediately each time.
“I’ve never been a very good liar,” I said apologetically.
“That’s not what this exercise is about. I’ve been deliberately putting you in uncomfortable situations to observe your mannerisms. Did you know that just before you tell a lie, you press your lips together, as if you didn’t want to say it?”
I was taken aback. “Really? What else do I do?”
“When a question makes you uncomfortable, you look down, but when one makes you angry, you narrow your eyes and look slightly to the right. And you bite your lip when you’re deciding whether to bluff.”
“So professional card player is out, then.”
He didn’t acknowledge the joke. “You should understand that these mannerisms are incredibly subtle. Most people wouldn’t even notice them. I think I have enough information to begin working on a code. Tomorrow we’ll start working through the signals to see which ones are intuitive for you. Then we’ll assign meanings.”
The next activity on my schedule was a workout. I was already sore from the morning’s Krav-Maga session, but I dutifully changed into my running clothes and followed Elena to the pristine new fitness center. I ran a couple of very lackluster miles and dragged myself back to the dormitory. When Elena came to collect me again, I was wearing pajama pants and a fleece. “Please tell me I don’t have to change,” I implored her.
She laughed. “You don’t have to change. If anyone wants you to be comfortable, it’s the psychologist, no?”
The psychologist's office was the first room I had seen in the Villiger Center that had any personality. The walls were painted a deep eggplant purple, and the squashy armchairs and ottomans scattered around were various shades of red, orange, and gold. Soft lights set into the walls accented the warm colors. I wanted to curl up in the nearest chair, cover myself in the soft chenille blanket folded over the back of it, and drift off to sleep.
A slender dark-skinned woman stepped into the room. She smiled when she saw me. “Avery? I’m Celeste Okoye. Please make yourself comfortable.” The musical cadences of her voice were overlaid with a trace of a British accent.
I sat down on the chair I’d been eyeing. Despite my best efforts, as I settled back against the cushions, a yawn overtook me. Dr. Okoye smiled. “You’ve had a long day. I’ll keep this first session as brief as I can. Do you know why you’re here?”
“I know you’re a psychologist. I assume you’re going to tell me about the psychological effects of living among aliens.”
“I wish I could,” she said seriously. “Unfortunately, no one’s ever done it before. You’re breaking entirely new ground. However, I can tell you what I expect will happen. I specialize in treating military personnel returning from . . . intense cultural immersion.”
“Spies?” Suddenly I felt considerably more alert.
“Sometimes. Not necessarily. You won’t be living undercover, but you will be surrounded by strangers, isolated from those you trust. Your survival will depend on your ability to assimilate into Vardeshi culture, and yet the fundamental fact of your humanity will always be there, setting you apart. For today, let’s just look at the first month. You studied abroad, yes? Can you tell me about the typical pattern of acclimation to a new culture?”
“Sure,” I said. “There’s the honeymoon period—the first few weeks, when everything is fresh and exciting—and then that wears off and there’s the decline, when all the little differences start to add up, and you start to resent the new culture. And then, if you stay long enough, you climb out of the ravine, and you accept the differences and master the skills you need to function in daily life. In theory. Mostly I think people just go home.”
“That’s right. I doubt you’ll have any honeymoon period with the Vardeshi. I think you’ll plunge straight into the ravine. Frustration, anger, confusion . . . You’re entering an alien environment. Everything—every object you interact with, from toilets to beds to door handles—will be different. The Vardeshi look human, but they aren’t. They won’t think or act or respond in predictable ways. You may find a way to connect with some of them on a personal level. You may not. Either way, you won’t be communicating in the way that you’re accustomed to. Body language, pheromones, words, all of these things will work differently or not at all. You’re going to experience loneliness of a kind you’ve never imagined. In a very real sense, you’ll be flying out into the darkness alone.”
I’d never been one for the witty riposte. Give it to me straight, Doc. Don't sugarcoat it for me. All I could think of to say was, “Okay.”
She saw the dismay in my expression. “Don’t be discouraged. There will be moments of euphoria as well, as you do forge those connections, as you acquire the skills you’ll need to function in that world. And I believe you will acquire them. I don’t know you beyond what I’ve read in your file, but I know you wouldn’t have been chosen for this mission if you weren’t our single best hope of success. Twenty years from now, you’ll most likely remember the days to come as the best days of your life—and the loneliest.”
I tried to take comfort in the word best, but my mind seemed to have snagged on loneliest.
I left the psychology session in a darkly pensive mood that lingered through dinner. I pleaded fatigue and ate alone, though Kylie and the others exhorted me to sit with the Strangers again. The mood was still with me as I stepped out into the chilly evening air. Crossing the wide lawn to the dormitories, I breathed in the rich scent of fallen leaves. The fragrance of Earth—one of them, at any rate. One of the last I would enjoy for a very long time, if things went well; forever, if they didn’t. It had been a sobering day. I still wanted to be on the List, still wanted to go to Vardesh Prime, but I was beginning to see the shape of what was coming, and it frightened me a little. Living among the Vardeshi was turning out to be much more complex than I had imagined. All the constants were being taken away from me: gravity, air, light. It had been so much simpler when it was just about the words.




CHAPTER FIVE

Over the days that followed, my apprehension lessened a fraction as the disparate pieces of my departure began, incredibly, to come together. The gear room now contained a steadily growing pile of bright orange plastic crates with my name printed on them in neat black letters. Max and I had assembled, tested, and disassembled my portable stoves, cooking utensils, and water filters a dozen times over. I had extras of everything in case of breakage. We had designed a menu that was as appealing as it could be in the total absence of fresh foods. I had a full supply of unscented toiletries, bedding, and towels. The boxes from my apartment had been delivered a few days before, and we had sorted through them to assemble a wardrobe that fit the somewhat vague specifications provided by the Vardeshi. There had been a few upgrades, as well; some of my favorite companies had been more than happy to trade free clothing for the promise of photos of me sporting their products on my journey. There was a crate full of photographs and other items to decorate my private quarters. I liked my stack of orange crates. Looking at them made me feel safe.
A couple of crates were labeled Medical in both English and Vardeshi. These contained everything from vitamins to antibiotics to antiseptic wipes, as well as EpiPens, oxygenators, and a handheld device that analyzed the surrounding atmospheric content. I knew the location and purpose of every item in the kits. Anton had coached me exhaustively in their use. He had also assembled an impressive library of medical texts and videos for the Vardeshi doctor on board my ship.
I continued to attend my morning Krav-Maga sessions with Davnah, accruing bruises but no discernible skills. I asked her point-blank at the end of one session if she thought I was progressing.
“Well,” she said, “you’re certainly trying. And remember that the first principle of Krav Maga is situational awareness. The most important step in protecting yourself is avoiding potentially violent situations.”
“So . . . basically you’re saying I should try not to get attacked?”
“More or less,” she conceded. We both laughed. There wasn’t much else we could do. The Vardeshi prohibited weapons of any kind on their ships, and it was more or less guaranteed that all my belongings would be thoroughly searched. In terms of physical safety, I was entirely at their mercy.
After a challenging start in Covert Signaling, I had begun making real progress. The signals Tristan had designed for me were simple and memorable, and I was starting to get the hang of working them into my regular body language. He filmed me delivering the same basic scripted message—everything is fine, cooperation with the Vardeshi is going well, their culture is fascinating—with a number of different subtexts, from everything is actually fine to I’m in danger, please send help. Then we watched the videos together, and he coached me on improving the clarity and subtlety of the gestures. I was still far from adept, and I would never be able to tell a credible lie. It just wasn't in my nature.
“Remember,” Tristan said, “the Vardeshi probably won’t be able to read your facial expressions the way another human would. They’ll be looking for obvious signs. You’ll do well enough as long as you remember to keep talking. Don’t freeze in the middle of a sentence while you’re trying to remember the code.”
“Like I did the last three times, you mean,” I said ruefully.
My meetings with Dr. Okoye were paradoxically the most soothing and the most intimidating. In the sheltered quiet of her office, I admitted that I wasn’t at all sure I had the independence or resiliency it was presumed I would need to survive the coming year.
“What happens if it’s just horrible?” I asked her in a particularly dark moment. “I don’t mean violent; I already know I can’t prepare for that. But what if . . . If they don’t talk to me. If we hate each other. If, halfway in, it’s clear that it’s never going to work, humans and Vardeshi together, and they turn the ship around, but I’m still months away from home.”
“You establish your routines and you stick to them,” she said. “You do your workout every single day. You do something relaxing, something just for you, every single day. You look at photos of your family. You listen to your favorite songs. You think about the first meal you’ll have when you get home, the first place you’ll go, the first friend you’ll call. You dig as deep as you can until you find what you need to get you through those days.”
“But what if I can’t?”
She didn’t answer me directly. “If a Vardeshi ship landed outside on the lawn, right now, and a door opened, and you knew that this was your only chance to go to Vardesh Prime, would you do it?”
I didn’t hesitate. “Of course.”
She nodded. “Then I think you’ll do just fine.”
The saving grace of those long days of preparation was the presence of the other Strangers. I saw them only at mealtimes, but those few minutes were a desperately needed release. My training sessions were constant reminders of the solitude that lay ahead. As I fell asleep each night, the word alone, alone, alone reverberated in my mind, the beating of far-off war drums in the dark. I could trust no one but myself. Rely on no one but myself. And it seemed to me that the separation had already begun. With the launch still days out, I felt myself pulling away from the world. Those snatched hours of conversation with my fellow Strangers tethered me to humanity.
Kylie and Scott and the dozen others I’d met on my first day of training had quickly formed a tight-knit clique. It wasn’t the most harmonious of groups; they gossiped and competed and quarreled like children. For the most part, the endless infighting was all in good fun, but sometimes there was a darker edge to it. The Strangers had yet to be assigned to their destinations among the Vardeshi. They were still competing for what they regarded as the best placements: those farthest into Vardeshi space, those on long-ranging ships and populous starhavens. They were all being closely watched, and they knew it. A slip-up during training could cause even the most promising candidate to be downgraded to an “orbit crawler” making a slow, tedious circuit of our solar system. There was some trading of friendly pranks, and of less friendly ones. I heard stories of deleted language notes, “accidentally” reset alarms, and so on. I listened to the stories with outward sympathy and inward gratitude toward Dr. Sawyer for sparing me all of it.
Kylie was my favorite of the Strangers, with a quick sense of humor and an acerbic comment always at the ready. We fell into an easy friendship, seeking each other out whenever our training schedules aligned, which was frequently. She and Rajani shared a dormitory room down the hall from mine; I inferred that the voices I’d heard on my first night at the Villiger Center had been theirs. Most mornings the three of us walked to breakfast together. Kylie asked endless questions about my solo training sessions and my interview with the Vardeshi. Her interview had been scheduled immediately after mine, and she was desperately jealous of the fact that I had been in the same room with them, even for a few minutes.
“Couldn’t you have been a bit less impressive? Just enough to make them put off the decision for one more interview?”
“Two,” said Rajani, who had been scheduled to follow Kylie.
“I don’t know that I was all that impressive,” I said. “I’m not being modest. I know they picked me. But I’m not sure they liked me very much.” I repeated their comments about my deficient technical skills and our primitive language.
Kylie shrugged. “Only one of those things is actually about you—and they chose you in spite of it. And as for the rest, well, maybe that’s just how they talk.”
“That’s what Councillor Seidel said when I asked him.”
“I don’t know,” Rajani said thoughtfully. “It’s true that we don’t know anything about their culture. But they’ve apparently been sitting out there for decades, watching our television, listening to our messages. They probably have a fairly good idea of what counts as rude to us.”
“That’s what I thought. And it just seems odd that they would choose a ship to transport a human all the way to Vardesh Prime whose commander thinks that listening to English for a year is ‘intolerable.’ I mean, isn’t that kind of the point? And they didn’t know going in that any of us would speak Vardeshi. Couldn’t they find anyone who was maybe a little bit excited about the exchange program?”
“You’re overthinking it,” Kylie said. “Everything’s going to be fine.”
“I know. It’s just that the more I think about it, the weirder it seems.”
Kylie rolled her eyes. “That’s why it’s called overthinking. But if you want to back out, I’ll take your place. I’d make that sacrifice for you.”
“Thanks,” I said irritably. “You’re a real friend.” 
Rajani said, “Remember, you’re just there as a passenger—an observer. Taking notes, taking pics and videos, asking questions about language and culture. You’ll probably spend half your time in your quarters typing up your observations. You might go days without interacting with the khavi at all. It isn’t as if you’ll be reporting to him.”
“Right,” I said, still unconvinced.
“How would you like to go into the city tomorrow?” Elena asked me that evening as we walked back from the dining hall.
“The city? You mean Zurich?” I laughed. “Sure. Sounds great. We can sleep late, get espresso, do some shopping. Why not?”
“I’m serious,” she insisted. “Councillor Seidel wants me to take you into Zurich for the day.”
I stopped short, frozen with horror. “What? Why? Am I being thrown out of the program?”
“What? No! Of course not. You’re doing exceptionally well. But it’s been a long week, and your trainers all agree that it’s time for a break.”
“But the schedule . . .” I said helplessly. “I’ll fall behind.”
“The schedule is theoretical. It was always meant to be flexible.”
“It was?”
She nodded firmly. “Trust me, the last thing anyone wants to do is send an exhausted and overwhelmed human into deep space on an alien ship. Alone. If nothing else, a mental breakdown on your part would look terrible for Earth. We need you fresh and alert on launch day. If you want, you can look at this as another part of the training—the part we didn’t tell you about.”
“Oh,” I said, vastly relieved. “In that case, I’d love to go into the city. What time do we leave?”
“A car will be waiting to take us to the train station at eleven. We’ll be in downtown Zurich by lunchtime.”
“I thought leaving the Villiger Center was against the rules.”
“Officially, it is. There will be a security detail. You probably won’t even notice them. The risk is minimal. No one looking at the two of us would guess that we had anything to do with the Vardeshi. Just as a precaution, though, it’s been leaked that the training complex is somewhere in western Canada. Banff, I think. Oh, and I’m meant to ask if there’s anyone else you’d like to bring along.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Kylie.”
And so it was that I found myself sitting on a mostly empty commuter train shortly before noon the following morning, flanked by Elena and Kylie, watching the Swiss countryside unrolling through the windows on either side. It was a perfect autumn day, clear and cool, and in our sweaters and jeans and boots we must have looked like any other trio of young women out to enjoy a carefree day in the city. Elena was under strict orders to have us back at the train station by eight o’clock, and “not obviously intoxicated,” which she insisted were Councillor Seidel’s exact words. That gave us seven hours to spend in downtown Zurich. After the strictly regimented days at the Villiger Center, it felt like an eternity.
“What do you want to do?” Elena asked as we stepped off the train.
“Get drunk,” Kylie said instantly.
Elena smiled. “That’s easy. What else?”
“You’re the local,” I said. “Pretend it’s Saturday afternoon and you’re out with your friends. Show us the sights.”
“But no tourist garbage,” said Kylie. “And no museums.”
We didn’t go to any museums. Instead we ate pastries and drank espresso in a café by the river. We explored the winding streets of the old town, stumbling upon a tiny courtyard with a delicately carved stone fountain, where we sat and drank wine in the sun. We wandered through a deserted botanical garden, bare and austere in its autumnal golds and browns. When we felt hungry again we gorged ourselves on Indian food and Swiss beer in a crowded restaurant whose other patrons were too absorbed in shouting at the soccer match on the television to pay us any attention. Comfortably drowsy, we stopped to revive ourselves with more espresso, then wandered onto a row of boutique clothing stores. We spent a rapturous hour trying on designer evening gowns. I actually bought one, seduced by floor-length azure silk, an irresistible price cut, and the combined assurances of Kylie and Elena that I would probably need a formal dress on Vardesh Prime. As the brightness of the day faded, we sat on a bench beside the lake, cradling cups of hot chocolate, watching the light on the water. It was a perfect day—a perfect Earth day. It was exactly what I needed after the sterile white calm of the Villiger Center. I wondered how they had known.
We had been sitting there for twenty minutes or so when Elena’s phone rang. She answered it, listened for a moment, said something clipped in Swiss German, then rose with a decisiveness that caught me off guard. “Let’s go. Security wants us back at the center.”
In unison Kylie and I got to our feet. “Something wrong?” Kylie said.
Before replying, Elena glanced up and down the lakeside promenade. It was thronged with people, some walking or running, others sitting on the benches that faced the water. No one was close enough to overhear our conversation. “There’s an anti-alliance protest beginning in Bern right now.”
I said uneasily, “Isn’t Bern an hour away from here?” 
“Yes, but there was a march yesterday in Munich.”
Kylie frowned. “They’re hitting quite close to home. Lucky guesses, do you think? Or has someone twigged the real location of the training complex?”
“I don’t know,” Elena said quietly. “Either way, it’s time to go.”
I turned in the direction of the train station where we’d disembarked that morning. Elena shook her head. “Not that way. A car will take us home.” She led us toward the main thoroughfare running parallel to the lakeshore. Just as we reached the curb, an unprepossessing acid-green hatchback pulled up in front of us. “That’s our ride?” Kylie said skeptically.
“I think the point is to be discreet.” I tried to match her casual tone, but I felt unnerved. The abruptness of our departure was a false note in an otherwise idyllic day. On the ride home, I asked Elena, “Have there been lots of other protests?”
She looked momentarily surprised. Kylie said, “They took our phones, remember? And none of the dormitory rooms have TVs.”
Elena said, “I’m sorry. I’d forgotten. Only a few protests have been big enough to make international news. And they’re mostly who you’d expect. God’s Green Earth and so on.” I nodded. God’s Green Earth was the neo-Christian group that had spearheaded the original anti-Vardeshi movement. “Most people around the world are in favor of the alliance,” Elena went on. “But there’s a new group called the Liberty Coalition that’s staged a number of rallies. All peaceful, so far. Their claim is that any advanced power, no matter how well-intentioned, always has its own agenda, and that to allow another species to steer the course of our development is a betrayal of humanity.”
Kylie was looking out her window. Without turning her head she said, “Tell that to all the kids out there dying of diseases the Vardeshi can cure.”
“Obviously I agree with you,” Elena said. “But the movement is gaining ground in some of the same countries that opposed the creation of the Unified Earth Council.”
“Isolationists,” Kylie said dismissively.
I didn’t say anything. In my head I counted off the seven days that remained before I launched for Vardesh Prime. How many more protests would happen in that time? And how many would it take before the Council—or the Vardeshi—started to pay attention? I reminded myself that the Vardeshi themselves were divided on the topic of the alliance. Surely they weren’t expecting the entire human race to welcome them with open arms. Still, the knowledge that there were people on my world who thought we should reject their overture rankled. As if we could do better. As if a partnership with us wouldn’t be a massive step down for them in every possible way. For us to refuse them would be so … the word that came to mind was insolent. An instant after I thought it, I wanted to laugh. Maybe I was more of a Vaku than I’d thought. 
As I got out of the car in front of the training complex, I caught sight of the man who stood waiting for us, and surprise drove all other thoughts temporarily from my mind. It was Councillor Seidel. I had passed him once or twice in the halls of the Villiger Center, but we hadn’t spoken since the day of my interview with the Vardeshi.
“Avery,” he said. “Welcome back. I trust you had a pleasant day in the city?”
“It was perfect. Thank you.”
He smiled slightly. “I’m glad to hear it. There’s a matter I’d like to discuss with you. Privately, if possible.”
“'Night,” said Kylie. “Thanks for the day off.”
Elena scooped up my shopping bags. “I’ll take these back to your dormitory for you.”
When they had both gone, the councillor gestured to the far side of the green, where a gravel path led to the vineyards. “Shall we walk?”
“Sure.” We went down the steps to the green. I could see that Seidel was preparing to speak. I preempted him. “Elena told us about the protest in Bern. Do you think there will be others?”
“Of course.” I glanced over in surprise. He said, “Nothing on this scale ever happens cleanly. You shouldn’t let the news concern you. Those who hold decision-making power in the Council are almost universally in favor of the alliance. But it would be naïve to think that the promise of interspecies cooperation would speak to everyone on Earth in the same way that it speaks to you and me. You’re American. Think about your own countrymen who reject vaccines for their children. Some people simply will not be helped.”
“Some people are idiots,” I said.
“Precisely. We live in a society that embraces free speech. The protesters have the right to express themselves. Thus far the unrest has been on par with our predictions.”
“You were expecting people to protest?”
Seidel said again, “Of course.”
“The launch won’t be affected?”
“Absolutely not.”
I nodded, marginally reassured. He said, “Avery, the reason I wanted to see you is that the Vardeshi have proposed an adjustment to the terms of the exchange. This adjustment applies only to you. As you know, the role of the Strangers”—I was amused to hear that he had adopted the nickname as well—“is to live among the Vardeshi, observe their culture, and teach them about our own. You’re basically passengers on their ships. You’ll work among them, but not with them.”
I nodded, then, realizing that it was dark, said, “Right.”
“In light of your unique abilities, Commander Vekesh has—”
“Vekesh?” I couldn't help interrupting.
“Yes. The commander of the ship you’ll be traveling on. Apparently he’s proposed to his superiors that you be given additional responsibilities. There have been some changes to his crew complement, and he’s looking to fill a low-ranking position on the Pinion. The vacant position seems to be effectively a service role. The word he used was novi.”
“That’s the lowest rank in the hierarchy of their fleet,” I said. “I don’t know any more than that. Aren’t there plenty of Vardeshi in this region of space who could be brought in to fill the vacancy, even on short notice? Or couldn’t we pick someone up along the way?”
“That’s precisely what I said. Vekesh thinks his people will have no difficulty training you to carry out the duties of a novi, which are apparently quite simple. He sees no reason why a fluent Vardeshi speaker should sit idly by as an observer instead of contributing to the work of the crew. In his own words, it’s a waste of resources. His superiors seem to agree with him. They’ve granted provisional approval to the idea.”
“And the Council?”
“The Council has also given provisional approval. Pending your acceptance, of course.”
“These things happen fast,” I said.
“They do. So what do you think?”
We were passing under one of the lamps that intermittently lit the path, and I could see his expression clearly. I thought I detected an eagerness there beneath his habitual reserve. “You want me to do it,” I said.
His reply was swift. “Of course. This offer represents an unprecedented level of intimacy with their people. You’re already our strongest asset. You proved that in the interview. But think how much more you’ll be able to learn if you’re actually working alongside them. It’s an incredible opportunity for you. And, by extension, for Earth.”
“Tell me how it would work.”
He nodded. “The term of the contract is one standard Earth year. You would be employed by the Vardeshi stellar fleet, like anyone else who works on their ships. You’d be ranked in their hierarchy, you’d wear their uniform, you’d answer to their officers, just like any other novi. But your primary allegiance would be to Earth. The contract grants you the right to refuse any command that violates your ethical obligation to Earth. And you and the Vardeshi both have the right to terminate your employment at any time without penalty. Naturally, the contract is being examined by every legal expert on the planet—Earth, that is—but so far, it appears legitimate.” He smiled. “And it goes without saying that you won’t be signing anything that’s not in English. We don’t want to accidentally sell you to the Vardeshi as a slave.”
“No,” I said emphatically. “We don’t want that.”
“The contract also guarantees you safe and humane working conditions. You’ll be exempt from any duties or punishments that violate those expectations. So if, for example, they’re accustomed to beating their officers for incompetence, they won’t be allowed to do that to you. And your duties will be adjusted to fit the requirements of your schedule. One rest day out of every four, thirteen hours between shifts, and so on. Everything you’ve been told during training still applies.”
I took a deep breath. “Well, in that case . . . Where do I sign?”
Seidel smiled again. “I’ll make the call. Congratulations—Novi Alcott.”
It took me a long time to fall asleep that night. My thoughts veered wildly between exhilaration and terror. I had just begun to feel comfortable with the thought of living among the Vardeshi. Now I was going to be working among them—and for them. Had it been a mistake to accept their offer? What if our lawyers overlooked some small but crucial line of the contract and I did end up enslaved, or shoved out an airlock for insubordination? What if the commander was wrong about my capacity to learn the duties of a novi, and I made a fool of myself—or, worse, did actual damage to the ship or its crew? What if I just couldn’t handle the workload? It would be mortifying to fail and be relegated to a mere observer after serving, however briefly, as a crew member. Everyone on both sides of the alliance would know I had failed to make the grade.
Then again . . . They had chosen me. And now they had promoted me. Vekesh or one of his officers must have seen something in our brief interview—even if it was only my facility with their language—that made them think I was capable of doing this work. And the councillor was right: this was an extraordinary opportunity. To live among them not as an outsider, an observer, but as a comrade. A peer. If there was any chance, however slight, that I could rise to their expectations, then I had to take it. I would have accepted the offer on any terms. It wasn’t in me to refuse. When the Vardeshi had chosen me a week ago, I thought I had gotten what I wanted. Now I knew better. This was what I wanted, what I had wanted from the beginning. To belong.
And maybe, I thought as I drifted off to sleep, it was all a colossal joke, and the novi’s role was even more menial than they had told us, and I had just agreed to spend the next year cleaning alien toilets.




CHAPTER SIX

The Strangers were predictably jealous of my new title. I didn’t tell them about it myself; I didn’t have to. I arrived at breakfast the next morning to find them already discussing it.
“Come on, Avery,” Kylie said as I sat down. “A rank and a uniform? Are you going to have all the luck? Fucking leave something for the rest of us, can’t you?”
I shrugged and repeated my final waking thought of the night before. Kylie scoffed. “Right. They’re transporting you halfway across the known universe to be a bloody janitor.”
“Well, they could be. Councillor Seidel did say it was ‘effectively a service role.’”
“Avery Alcott,” Scott murmured. “Bringing harmony to the galaxy, one toilet at a time.”
I pointed a French toast stick at him. “That’s Novi Alcott to you.”
Rajani said skeptically, “So they’re just going to hand you a uniform and hope for the best? An alien civilian, with no relevant training and no clue about their policies or procedures? Are they giving you a sidearm too?”
“No sidearms,” Scott said. “They don’t carry weapons on board. Their fleet is quasi-military at best. Their ships are only armed enough to destroy asteroids in their path. They covered all this in yesterday’s briefing, you know.” I thought there was an unwarranted edge to his tone. Judging from the sharp look Rajani gave him, she thought so too.
In an attempt to smooth things over, I said, “Anyway, it looks like I won’t be completely untrained.” And I filled them in on what Elena had just told me: that arrangements had been made for a member of the Pinion’s crew to spend the day prior to launch training me in the rudiments of my tasks as a novi.
“Which crew member? Do you know?” I understood Scott’s interest; he had been one of the men interviewed during the morning sessions with the Pinion’s
crew.
“Not yet. But it probably won’t be a senior officer.”
“Not Saresh, then?” Kylie teased.
I rolled my eyes. “You’re as bad as Elena. If it’s Saresh, I’ll find a way to introduce you, I promise.”
“Don’t count on it,” Rajani said. “Whoever it is, they’re not just going to let him wander around the facility. Quarantine procedures will be airtight until we know more about the risk of cross-species contagion.”
Kylie waved a hand. “Whatever. I’ll spy on him through a window. I don’t care, I just want to see one!”
“They’re not fairies,” Scott said testily. “And you’ll be seeing plenty of them soon enough. It’s not like you’re going to be stuck on an orbit crawler.” He glanced at his watch and pushed his chair back from the table. “First session in five, people.”
After he had gone, I looked inquiringly at Kylie. She shrugged. “Preliminary assignments come out at the end of the week. There’s a new arrival who’s supposedly tearing it up in one of the other training groups—some kind of linguistic savant, I guess. Scott’s worried. For no reason, but try telling him that.”
I made a face. “Maybe I shouldn’t have talked so much about my thing.”
“Don’t worry about it. He knows he’s not competing with you.” She looked thoughtful. “Not any more.”
As I rose to carry my tray to the dish room, Rajani caught my wrist. She was frowning. “Listen, Avery, I know you’re excited. But you know what they say about things that seem too good to be true. Be careful, okay? You’re not like the rest of the Strangers. We’re paranoid assholes. We had to be to get here. You’re a different breed—a gentle soul. And you can bet the Vardeshi saw that in the interview. They may be from another planet, but they’re not blind. They may be trying to take advantage of you somehow. Don’t let them. Even if it means . . .”
“Being a paranoid asshole?” I nodded. “I’ll try. Seriously.”
My final training sessions had a perfunctory feel to them. I had learned as much Krav Maga as I could in two weeks, which to me was a depressingly inadequate amount. My food and gear were packed and ready for transport onto the Pinion. Anton had numbed my right wrist with an anesthetic spray and inserted a tiny medical transmitter under the skin. A second transmitter had been inserted on my left hip, below the line of my underwear. Anton had checked a dozen times to make sure both devices were functioning properly, which they were, sending a constant stream of medical telemetry to designated locations in the cloud and the Villiger Center’s data banks.
Tristan was finally satisfied that I would be able to at least approximate our covert signals under real strain. “Don’t worry about getting the codes wrong,” he said, deadpan as ever, at the conclusion of our last session. “The important thing is to keep sending messages. We know the Vardeshi have glitches in their communications network. No message doesn’t automatically mean there’s a problem. Silence isn’t a signal.”
I thanked him and left. The hours seemed suddenly to be accelerating toward the moment of my departure. I had the same unsettling feeling I’d had on the flight over from California of being a fixed point at the center of a vastly complex machine, a maze of tiny whirring parts ceaselessly clicking over. The sensation wasn’t entirely unpleasant, but it was peculiar.
The next day was the one set aside for me to see my parents. The visit didn’t go as badly as I’d anticipated. I wondered if someone—possibly Dr. Okoye—had cautioned them against upsetting me so close to launch. They didn't question me or make me feel guilty or urge me to change my mind. I showed them around the facility, and they made polite comments about it, and equally polite conversation with the Strangers we met on our way. We toured the local winery and had dinner at a little bistro in the village. To me it all felt as perfunctory as my last few training sessions. There was a hollowness to our interactions, a sense of artifice about the day, with its carefully composed itinerary. Inside, I was counting the hours until tomorrow, when my real training started, and from then until the next day. Launch day.  
The good-byes were real. I hadn’t expected that. After dinner, we walked along the main street of the village to the end of the sidewalk and back again. It took only a few minutes; there wasn’t much to see, only a cluster of storefronts, a café, a train station. The café was warmly lit and inviting, the other buildings dark and shuttered. When we returned to the restaurant, the inevitable black sedans were waiting by the curb: one to take me back to the Villiger Center, one to take my parents to the airport. My father began to cry. I had never seen him cry before, and I was horrified. I looked at my mother. She wasn’t crying. She was looking at me. Her expression was sad and intent at the same time. I understood. She was trying to fix my face in her mind. She was afraid she would never see me again.
She said quietly, “Avery, the hardest thing about being a parent isn’t the sleepless nights or the tuition bills. It’s that you have to trust so many people. So many strangers. And the leaps of faith just keep getting bigger. First day of school. First sleepover. First boyfriend. First trip abroad.”
“First trip offworld?” There was a catch in my voice: a laugh, maybe, or a sob.
“You have to believe, over and over again, that other people mean no harm to your child. And you have to do it knowing all the while that we live in an imperfect world.” She sighed. “At least all the people we had to trust before were human.”
“I trust the Vardeshi,” I said.
“You made that choice for all of us. Without asking us.” There were still tears on my father’s face, but his voice was steady.
“Dad . . . I can’t promise you that everything’s going to be fine. I don’t know that. But I do know that absolutely everything I’ve done has been leading up to this. I’m not saying it’s meant to be. I hate all that destiny garbage. You know that. But Dr. Sawyer picked me, and the Vardeshi asked for me, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to walk away from them just because I’m scared.”
“So you are scared,” said my mother.
“Of course I’m scared! How could I not be? Jesus, Mom, they’re aliens!”
“Well, good. I was afraid you’d lost all your common sense.” Her tone was matter-of-fact, but she wrapped me in a tight embrace and held me for a long time.
At breakfast the next morning I was nearly silent. The Strangers were preoccupied too. That evening they would receive their assignments to the various ships and starhavens the Vardeshi had designated as suitable for human habitation. Immediately following breakfast, they would be assessed on the linguistic progress they had made in two weeks of intensive TrueFluent sessions. Language skill wasn’t the only or the most important predictor of placement, but it was the only one that could still be altered. The Strangers knew this morning’s examination was their last chance to climb (or fall) in the rankings. I wasn’t surprised to see that most of them were bent over their notes. Scott and Rajani were studying together, at least at first. Halfway through breakfast, their collaboration degenerated into an argument. I listened for a few moments and then asked diffidently if they wanted a third opinion. By the time Elena arrived to collect me twenty minutes later, the discussion had turned into a full-on review session. It took me a few moments to process what she was saying.
“He’s here,” she repeated. “Zai? Zhey? I’m probably saying it wrong. The officer from the Pinion?”
“He’s here? Already? I thought he was coming at nine!”
“Apparently he wanted to get started. He’s waiting for you in the conference wing.”
I leapt to my feet and started stacking dishes on my tray. Elena waved a hand. “Don’t worry about that, someone will take care of it. Are you ready?”
I picked up the tote bag that contained my laptop, spiral notebook, and pens. I wasn’t sure exactly what form my novi training would take, and I wanted the freedom to type, hand-write, or sketch as the situation required. I nodded to the Strangers. “You’ll be fine, guys. Scott, remember to adjust your seventh tone if it comes after a third. Kylie, try not to reverse your demonstrative pronouns. I’ll see you tonight.
“So what’s he like?” I said excitedly as Elena led me down the hall.
“You’ll have to tell me. I haven’t met him yet, I just got a message that he’d arrived. It’s down this corridor, second door on the right. I’ll be back at noon to bring you to lunch. Good luck!”
I took a deep breath, smoothed my hair nervously, adjusted the strap of my bag, and opened the door. This was it—my first encounter with a crewman from the Pinion since becoming one myself. I was suddenly acutely nervous. What if he had some impenetrable regional accent? What if I couldn’t parse his descriptions of Novi duties? What if he didn’t like me? Khavi Vekesh clearly hadn’t, and he’d only been in the room with me for five minutes. I was going to be closeted with this Zai or Zhey or whoever for an entire day. And the year that followed it. I had to make him like me. Somehow.
The individual who met me was the least intimidating of the Vardeshi I’d seen thus far. For one thing, he was smaller than any of the others, a full head shorter than me. He looked younger too—scarcely out of his teens, though I had yet to learn how their ages mapped onto ours. His features were elfin, delicate; he had wide dark eyes, the characteristic high forehead, and a pointed chin.  A shock of artfully spiky silver-white hair stood out from his head like a halo. He studied me with frank curiosity. I liked him immediately.
“Hey,” I said by way of greeting.
He shook his head, placed his right hand on his chest, giving me a clear glimpse of a tattoo similar to the other ones I’d seen, and said, slowly and clearly, “Zey.”
I laughed and explained in Vardeshi, “‘Hey’ means ‘hello’ in English.”
“Vai,” he breathed. I recognized the word, an exclamation of surprise which appeared in several of Dr. Sawyer’s recordings. “You really do speak Vardeshi. I didn’t believe it.”
“I speak a little.” I held out my hand. “I’m Avery Alcott.”
“Eyvri,” he repeated carefully, taking my hand and shaking it like someone who’s had the procedure described to him but never seen it. He gave my name the same Vardeshi lilt I had heard from Khavi Vekesh; I liked the sound of it. “My name is Zey. Zey Takheri.”
“Takheri? Really?” The shock of hearing that particular surname snapped me back into English.
Zey stared at me, dismayed. “My name . . . angers you?”
“No!” I said hastily, returning to Vardeshi. “No, no. I’m not angry, just surprised. One of the officers who interviewed me was named Takheri as well.”
“One? You mean two. You met both of my brothers at the interview.”
“Your brothers,” I repeated.
“Saresh and Hathan.” 
I frowned. “I met Saresh. He didn’t give his family name. He’s a Takheri too?”
Zey nodded. “He’s the oldest. Then there’s Hathan.”
“About my height? Gray hair?”
“Right. Then me.”
“Huh.” I looked again at the bright hair and fine features. “I guess I can see the resemblance to Saresh. But Hathan doesn’t look anything like you.”
“Saresh and I look like our father,” Zey explained. “Hathan looks like our mother. If you saw us all together, you’d understand.”
“Are you sure . . .?” Still unconvinced, I took out my notebook. We spent a few convoluted minutes sketching out family trees and confirming my translations of father and brother. Over the course of the discussion, we oscillated between languages, finally settling on Vardeshi liberally salted with English as the most conducive to communication. At last I gave a resigned shrug. “Okay. You’re telling me that Novak Takheri—the same Novak Takheri who recorded the messages sent to Earth twenty-five years ago, yes?”
“And visited,” Zey said. “On the Seynath.”
“Right. That same guy has three sons, and somehow all of them ended up on the same ship, on the same mission? How is that even possible?”
“Why wouldn’t it be possible?”
I fumbled for words. “On Earth . . . First of all, we wouldn’t put three people from the same family on a ten-man ship. If there were an accident . . .”
Zey waved a hand dismissively. “We do that all the time. Space travel is difficult. Long trips, huge distances. It’s commonplace to send families starside together.”
“Okay, but even so, how did all three of you end up on this particular mission? Bringing the first human to Vardesh Prime? It’s a pretty”—I wanted to say “historic” but settled for—“important mission. Wasn’t there a lot of competition?”
“We didn’t know we’d be chosen. The Echelon only made the final decision a couple of months ago.”
“The Echelon,” I repeated.
Zey explained that the term referred to the governing body on Vardesh Prime. “It could have been any number of ships,” he went on. “We knew we’d be hosting a human, but that was all. And also I think my father might have pulled some strings. He’s a senator. Oh, and Saresh wasn't even assigned to the Pinion. He was transferred here at the last minute, just before we launched from the last starhaven. He was originally supposed to stay on Earth. So it would have been just me and Hathan.”
I had to smile at the image of Saresh on Earth, earnestly trying to understand why most of the women (and some of the men) he spoke to instantly grew flustered and incoherent. Maybe that was why the Echelon had pulled him out of the program. I also had to admit, grudgingly, that what Zey was telling me was starting to make sense. To be selected as the spokesperson for an entire planet, Novak Takheri would have had to be a prominent figure. It followed that he would have the political connections to engineer an advantage for his own children when the time came to choose a ship to ferry the first human back to Vardesh Prime. It also made sense—given his manifest belief in the promise of further contact between our people—that he would have taught his children to speak English.
Zey was grinning at me. “Do you have any other questions about my family?”
“No. . . Wait. Do you have any sisters on board?”
His laugh was so infectious that I couldn’t help joining in. It was the first time I saw—or heard—a Vardeshi laugh. To my overwhelming relief, he sounded exactly like a human, although unlike us, he squeezed his eyes tightly shut and wrinkled his nose. I had been mentally readying myself to accept some eerie alien facsimile of laughter, but the familiarity made things much easier.
“Let’s get started,” he said when he’d recovered. “We have a lot to get through in just one day.”
I opened my notebook. “Tell me what I need to know.”
Zey turned out to be a veritable fountain of (somewhat haphazardly organized) knowledge about life aboard the Pinion. The first and most important thing he taught me was the name and rank of everyone aboard. We started at the top and worked our way down. The title of khavi, as I already knew, translated to commander or captain. Each ship had one khavi. Then there was the suvi, or second-in-command. Some ships had more than one of these; the Pinion, being small, had only one. Next came rhevi, which was similar to lieutenant. This was the most common rank. Lastly, there was novi. “I’m a novi,” he explained. “The lowest-ranking person on the ship.” He brightened visibly. “Until tomorrow. Then it’s you!”
“I don’t mind,” I said. “I have absolutely no idea what I'm doing. I’m just excited that I get a rank. And a uniform.”
There was one more title, Zey explained, but it had no obvious analogue in English. The Vardeshi word was hadazi. We talked around it a bit and settled on mentor or monitor. The role of the hadazi was to provide guidance and support for the other members of the crew, particularly the younger ones. Serving as hadazi wasn’t obligatory; officers could apply for the role or be recommended for it. It was a temporary title, typically held for a single year by those transitioning from suvi to khavi. The hadazi wasn’t directly within the chain of command, but in dire circumstances he could step into a position of authority either above or below the suvi, as the khavi decreed.
“Huh,” I said. “Sounds vague.”
When I had written everything down, and Zey had checked my Vardeshi script, we added names. “Khavi Vekesh,” Zey said. “His first name is Reyjai, but you’ll never use it.”
“Vekesh.” I wrote it down. “I met him. The one with the black hair.”
“Next is Hadazi Takheri. That’s Saresh.”
“Oh, good.” I was relieved. “He seemed friendly.”
“He is. We’re lucky. He’s a good hadazi—and I don’t just say that because he’s my brother. He’ll help you. Then Suvi Takheri.”
“That’s Hathan?”
“Right.”
I looked at my notes. “Hadazi Takheri. Suvi Takheri. And you’re Novi Takheri? This is . . . unseemly.” I was going to need a word for ridiculous. 
“It’s really not that bad. You can just call me Zey. And for the others, most of the time you’ll just use their titles. That’s what we do for superior officers.” Zey sighed. “Which is everyone.”
Next we ran through the rhevis: Ziral, Daskar, Khiva, Vethna, Sohra, Ahnir. I dutifully wrote them down. “You’ll meet all of them tomorrow,” said Zey. “And then there’s me. Novi Takheri. And you.”
“Novi Alcott,” I said.
“Novi Alkhat,” he repeated, his accent transforming the name.
I wrote it out carefully in my still-tentative Vardeshi hand: Novi Eyvri Alkhat. A new name. A new identity. There was a rightness about it that went bone-deep, even though I had never heard it before that moment. Maybe, I thought, this was the person Dr. Sawyer had awakened when he played that first recording on his patio all those months ago. Maybe Avery had been fading imperceptibly into Eyvri all along. I didn’t want to wait until tomorrow to become Novi Alkhat. I wanted to be her today. Now. I wanted to put on that uniform and see my humanity recede in the white lights of my bathroom mirror. The long slow turning away from my own kind that had begun last year in California was now complete. I was ready to leave. I had the language, the gear, the skills, the uniform, and the title. All I had been missing was a name. 
By the end of that morning, I had amassed several typed pages of notes and a sheaf of hastily drawn sketches. Zey talked fast, and I had kept pace with him as best I could, but I knew I’d missed a lot. Every other line was starred or underlined or had IMPORTANT written next to it. Zey’s official mandate was to introduce me to my novi duties, but we spent most of the morning talking about Vardeshi culture and, more specifically, how to show proper deference. There seemed to be an appalling number of ways to give unintentional offense. Zey took it on himself to steer me clear of them as best he could.
“Although,” he said cheerfully, “I’m sure there are lots of things I'm forgetting.”
I sighed. “Well, if you see me doing any of them, stop me.”
Before the morning was done, I had learned the correct way to greet a Vardeshi, which was not unlike a salute—posture straight, left arm folded behind the back, right hand held vertically beside the face, fingers together, palm facing in.
“It’s to show the other person your house sigil,” Zey explained. “See?” He extended his right hand to me, palm down. I hadn’t wanted to risk offense by asking about the decoration earlier, but now I inspected it closely. An intricate symbol had been painted or tattooed in crisp, bold strokes onto the back of his hand. It was about two inches across and roughly circular in shape. The color of the ink was dark blue, not black, as I’d thought previously. Another, more delicate version of the same symbol had been overlaid on top of it. The second symbol didn’t look like paint. It looked like gold. I wondered how it had been affixed to his hand—some kind of adhesive?
“They’re beautiful,” I said. “What are they made of?”
“The first one is a special type of paint. It’s painless to apply, but it never fades or rubs off, and it can’t be removed. It’s designed to last a lifetime. The second one is a precious metal, similar to your gold or silver.”
“It’s metal? Is it uncomfortable?”
By way of reply Zey flexed his hand. “It moves with your skin—see? The alloy is designed to be flexible.”
“What are they for? Do they mean something?”
“The ink sigil is the symbol of your birth house. Everyone gets that one when they reach adulthood. You don’t get the gold sigil until your marriage has been arranged.”
“Wait—you’re married?” I said.
“Not yet. Just engaged.” He grinned. “You sound surprised.”
“You seem . . . young.”
“I’m older than I look. I’ve had my ink sigil for nine years. I’ve had the gold one almost that long. I probably won’t get married for another few years, though. That’s pretty typical for us.”
“Did you say your marriage was arranged?”
He nodded. “All Vardeshi marriages are. Well, you get the occasional love match, but those are incredibly rare. One in a thousand, maybe.”
I was writing furiously. “Hang on. Okay, I’ve got that. Tell me more about the sigils.”
“If you’re marrying into a higher-ranked house, you take the symbol of that house. If not, you keep the symbol from your own house.”
“Yours are the same,” I observed.
“Takheri House is ranked pretty high.”
“How many houses are there?” I began sketching the symbol in my notebook.
Zey put his hand flat on the table to give me a clearer view. “Nineteen ancient ones. There are probably thousands now, but everyone can trace their ancestry back to one of the Nineteen, so we still wear those sigils on our hands. Takheri House is one of the originals,” he added with an unmistakable note of pride.
“Okay, so when you greet someone, you look at their sigils and they look at yours, and then what happens?”
“The person from the lower-ranked house lowers their hand to their side, to show their palm. The person from the higher-ranked house closes their hand into a fist. That completes the greeting. If your houses are equally ranked, or you’re from the same house, no one has to lower their hand. Unless one of you married into that rank and one didn’t.”
“So someone who married into Takheri House would have to defer to you, if they were from a lower . . . birth house?”
“That’s right.”
“Even your wife?”
“Even my wife.”
I frowned. “Isn’t that a little divisive?”
“Not really. Not now, anyway. A thousand years ago, when the caste system was still in place, your sigil dictated your entire life. They don’t have that kind of power anymore. Now they’re just glorified ornaments. And the ritual is just a social reflex. A relic.”
I looked down at my own unmarked right hand. “So what about me? What am I supposed to do?”
“Just drop your hand for everyone,” said Zey. “You don’t have a birth house, so you’re unranked. You defer to everyone.” He paused. “Oh, sigils. That’s not going to be a problem, is it? You’re not offended by that? Because it really is just a custom.”
“I’m not offended,” I assured him. “Honestly, it makes things simpler. I don’t have to try to memorize nineteen different symbols overnight. And anyway, I’m already deferring to everyone. I’m a novi. That's what we do, right?”
“That’s right.” He sounded relieved.
“A minute ago, when you were upset, you said, ‘Oh, sigils.’ Is it a curse word?”
“Yeah. We have a lot of swears about sigils. Sigils and emblems, by the nineteen ancient sigils, sigils of our forefathers . . . Come to think of it, they’re all about sigils.”
“Those are swears?” I said. “They don’t sound very . . . profane.”
“I guess it’s all in the way you say them,” Zey said.
At noon I went to the dining hall for lunch. Kylie intercepted me just inside the door and dragged me over to our usual table. She was practically vibrating with excitement. “Scott was wrong!” she crowed. “They are fairies! I saw that little Pixie you’ve been talking to. He’s adorable! I want one! I want to scoop him up and carry him around in my pocket. Do you think if you finish out the year you get to keep him?”
I laughed. “I don’t know about that, but I do think they sent him on purpose. They must have been worried I’d be scared off after the interview. Now I know there’s one person on the ship who’s friendly.”
I went to assemble my lunch, tote bag tucked securely under my arm. I felt intensely protective of my few pages of scribbled notes. When I returned with a full tray, Rajani had joined Kylie at the table. “How was the exam?” I asked.
Rajani shrugged. “Fine.”
Kylie dipped a French fry in mayonnaise. “Ours were fine. Scott thinks he completely tanked his.”
“Where is he?” I looked around.
“Probably off brooding on his own somewhere. He said he was sick of listening to people talk about Simon.”
“Who’s Simon?” I said blankly.
“The prodigy—I told you about him, remember? He’s on Level Two of the TrueFluent program.”
“Already?” It had taken me a month to reach Level Two. I knew for a fact that none of the other Strangers was anywhere near it. “Still, the first level is the easiest, and he’s had two weeks—”
“One week,” said Rajani. “He arrived last Friday.”
“Oh. That’s . . . really fast.”
Kylie said around the straw of her soft drink, “Scott thinks he’s going to wreck the rankings. Push everyone else down. Someone’s going to get stuck on an orbit crawler who wasn’t before, and Scott thinks it’s going to be him.”
“What do you guys think?”
Rajani speared a tomato with her fork. “Honestly? I think that if this Simon is as good as everyone says, he deserves to be at the top.”
“Yeah,” said Kylie. “Who cares? We’re all still on the List.”
“What time do the rankings come out?” I asked.
“Eight o’clock,” Rajani said. “They’re posting them outside the dining hall.”
“On paper? That’s old-school.”
“Hackers,” Kylie said succinctly.
I glanced around the dining hall again. “So is he here? Simon?”
Rajani scanned the other tables. “I don’t see him.”
“He’s probably polishing off Level Two.” Kylie stirred the ice at the bottom of her cup. “You should meet us tonight. See where we’re placed. You must be stopping off at a couple of starhavens. Who knows, maybe you’ll cross paths with one of us on your way home.”
“I hope so.” I wondered if the words rang as hollow as they felt. They ought to be true, but they weren’t. I didn’t want to cross paths with another human—not even a friend. I wanted my year among the Vardeshi to be whole and intact. I wanted them all to myself. I knew the impulse was selfish, and probably irrational. It was impossible to imagine how I would feel six months from now. I might be desperate for the company of another human.
I raced through my meal. As I began stacking dishes on my tray, Kylie grinned at me. “Leaving already? Go on, then. He’s more interesting than us anyway.”
“I just have so many questions—” 
Rajani waved at me. “Go. You can tell us all about it tonight. Eight o’clock.”
“I’ll be there,” I promised.
When Zey entered the conference room, I stood up and tried out my Vardeshi salute. To my dismay, he laughed before returning the greeting.  “What is it?” I said. “Did I do it wrong?”
“No, it’s just—strange. It’s like greeting a child. I keep looking for a sigil that isn’t there.”
“So tomorrow morning, when I meet everyone else on the Pinion, they’re all going to laugh at me? That’s not exactly the first impression I had in mind.”
“It’ll be fine. They’re going to be completely thrown by you anyway—I was. Most of them have never seen a human at close range, let alone one on our ship, wearing our uniform, speaking our language—which, by the way, you do much better than anyone said.”
“Really?” I said eagerly. “What did they tell you?”
“Not much, actually. Khavi Vekesh just said he’d chosen a human, a female, and that you were ‘the best of the lot.’ He said it like he didn’t think much of the selection. Saresh said he thought you’d fit in well. He was the one who said you spoke a little Vardeshi. But he didn’t tell us you were fluent. I think he wanted to let you impress the others.”
“That was nice of him.”
“I told you, he’s a good hadazi. He’s already looking out for you.” 
“And what about Suvi Takheri?”
“Hathan? He didn’t say anything.”
“What does that mean?”
“It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just Hathan.”
“I don’t think he liked me,” I said. “He told the khavi to pick someone else.”
“He was probably just worried that you’d be out of your depth. They didn’t interview very many civilians.” Zey paused to see if any more questions were forthcoming, then said brightly, “All right, what’s next?”
“Next I think you need to tell me something about the Fleet. Is it military? Commercial? Who runs it? How does it work?”
Zey explained that the Vardeshi Stellar Fleet was essentially the merchant marine of their vast territories, facilitating commerce and transport on a massive scale. Nearly every ship that traveled in Vardeshi space was a Fleet ship, save for a handful of privately owned vessels and the small military force operated by the Echelon. Fleet ships were crewed by civilians and served civilian ends.
“Lots of our ships are passenger craft. Some carry cargo, some are mobile research stations. Most of them do a little bit of everything. Our territory is constantly expanding. Starhavens and colonies need resupplying. People need to get from one place to another. Crew jobs are competitive. There’s always work, it pays well, and if you’re young and want to travel, it’s the only way. Cross-system tickets aren’t cheap. ‘You’ll reach the stars, your credit bill won’t’—that’s one of the Fleet slogans.”
Zey told me that although crew positions were technically civilian in nature, the training regimen was intensive and highly standardized. The first and largest Fleet Institute was located on Vardesh Prime. He and his brothers had attended that one, along with most of the Pinion’s
crew, but there were a half-dozen other Institutes scattered across Vardeshi space. Institute training comprised three years of instruction in everything from celestial navigation to computer programming to systems repair.
“Everyone learns the basics of every discipline. After graduation, you’re assigned to your first ship. You spend a year or two as a novi. During that time, you intern in one field and then another until you choose your specialization. Then you find a mentor who’s willing to take you on as an apprentice. For a few years, you follow your mentor from one ship to another. Eventually you’re ready to work on your own. Assuming you stay in the Fleet, that is. Lots of people find that after five or ten years of floating around in the dark, they’re ready to settle on solid ground.”
“The rank system seems pretty hierarchical for a civilian organization,” I said.
Zey nodded. “It has to be. Long-range space travel is incredibly stressful. Confined spaces, fraying tempers. The early years of expansion were chaotic. We learned pretty quickly that discipline has to be absolute or it’s worthless. The Fleet may be civilian, but it’s run like a military. Don’t forget that. If you’re given an order, follow it. Don’t question, don’t argue, don’t think you have a better idea. They teach you at the Institute that a good novi is punctual, respectful, and obedient, and human or not, that’s what Khavi Vekesh will expect. What’s wrong?”
While he’d been talking, I had slumped slowly forward until my forehead came to rest on the desk. Without moving, I said, in English, “This is impossible.”
“Impossible means . . . it cannot be done?”
“That’s right. It cannot be done. Not by me.” I switched back to our improvised argot. “The only reason I can understand anything you say is that you’re willing to say it three times in Vardeshi and once in English. And I know I’m still missing things. Khavi Veketh—”
“Vekesh,” Zey said patiently.
“Oh my God,” I groaned.
The sight of my distress sobered Zey for a moment. He reached out, very shyly, and placed his hand on top of mine. His touch was cool and light. I stared down at the elongated fingers and the double sigil stamped dark and gold against the milky blue-white of his skin. Is that it? I thought distractedly. The first touch of an alien hand? It sounded like the title of yet another overwrought Vardrama. I would have watched that one in high school, but I would have pretended that I didn’t. I fought down the hysterical laugh, or shriek, that was rising in my throat.
“Eyvri,” said Zey in careful English. “Hear me. It will be fine. You will be fine.”
“You just told me I’m supposed to be punctual, polite, and obedient! I don’t know how to be any of those things. We ran out of time to talk about the Vardeshi clock. You spent the whole morning teaching me manners, but all I remember is seventeen different ways to insult someone who outranks me. And I can’t obey orders I don’t understand. It’s not going to be fine. It’s going to be awful.”
“This was only the first day. We have many more things to talk about, true, but we will talk about them. We can talk to each other. That is what matters.”
“But I have so much to learn. And it’s going to take me so long. And Khavi—whatever his name is—will probably shove me out an airlock before I have time to learn anything.”
“Time,” said Zey, “is a resource we have in very great supply. Don’t worry. Just wear your uniform, bring your”—he gestured—“writing book, and be ready to work hard. That will be enough. And,” he added with a gleam of irrepressible humor, “perhaps . . . practice saying ‘Vekesh.’”




CHAPTER SEVEN

It was after seven o’clock, much later than I’d realized, when Zey and I finally said good night. Stefan and a security officer were waiting outside to escort him back to his ship. Elena walked me to dinner. “I take it things are going well?” she said.
“I guess so,” I said dubiously. “Zey’s great, he was really helpful, but there’s just too much material to cover in one day. It’ll take months to get through all of it.”
“Just think how the other Strangers must feel.”
I shook my head. “I can’t even imagine. They’re braver than I am.”
“Says the woman who’s about to leave on a solo mission to a new planet,” Elena said lightly. “Are you going straight to the dormitory after dinner?”
“I’ll probably check out the assignment lists first. I told Kylie I’d meet her at eight.”
“Don’t stay too long,” Elena said. “You have one more appointment today.”
“What? How? Meeting with Zey was the last thing on the agenda. There’s nothing left to do. Except launch.”
“It’s a surprise.” She smiled at me. “Don’t worry, it’s a good one.”
I ate a pleasant solitary dinner in the dimly lit dining hall. The hour was late, and the room was empty save for a few support staff finishing their meals in a far corner. The quiet was a balm to my nerves after a day spent chasing meaning back and forth from one language into another. I had forgotten how draining the first immersion into a new language could be. All my days would be like this now; every conversation, no matter how simple, would be a negotiation.
At eight o’clock I went to meet Kylie. It took me a while to find her. The corridor outside the dining hall was thronged with what looked like the entire membership of the List, all milling around chatting with their friends while they awaited their assignments. Eventually I found Rajani, Kylie, and Scott huddled with several others from the first wave of arrivals. Kylie nodded to me but didn’t say anything. She looked tense. While I was trying to think of something encouraging to say, there was a stir at the front of the crowd. A staff member had arrived with a sheaf of neatly typed pages, which he began taping to the wall. There was a general drawing back to give him space and then a convergence when he’d finished. “Do you want to fight your way in?” I asked Kylie.
“No point, is there? We’ll know in ten minutes anyway.”
It was significantly longer than ten minutes before the crowd dwindled enough for us to make our way up to the front. After people found their names, they stayed close, hunting for their friends’ names, blocking the view of those behind them. There were cries of triumph and exclamations of disappointment. Finally the commotion subsided as people began to drift away. I went up with Kylie to look. Somehow I’d forgotten that I was still part of the List; it gave me an odd jolt to see my own name in the first space, with Vardesh Prime written next to it. Next to the List was posted an enormous two-dimensional map of the section of Vardeshi territory that lay between Vardesh Prime and Earth. Every starhaven that would have human occupants was marked and named, and the routes of the ships had been drawn in and labeled as well. I knew the map intimately—I, along with Kylie and Rajani, had spent most of an evening poring over it after the Vardeshi had released it to the Villiger Center a few days before—and I could have sketched in the Pinion’s route from memory. It spanned the entire breadth of the map. I found it thrilling, and a little disturbing, to see my journey laid out in such visual terms. The right-hand side of the map, where Earth was, was dense with the routes of orbit crawlers and short-range vessels. As the eye tracked left, past the cluster of starhavens within a few months’ travel of Earth, the map grew steadily emptier. The Pinion’s flight was a solitary line running on and on, leaving all the other markers behind, until it reached Vardesh Prime at the very margin of the paper.
Kylie was running her finger down the List. “Here I am . . . Arkhati Starhaven. Let’s see, that’s”—she checked the map—“three months into Vardeshi space. That’s brilliant, really. Three months out, six months at Arkhati, three months home. Perfect.”
“Congratulations.” I hugged her.
Rajani joined us. I’d already seen her name, but I let her find it for herself. “The Cloudspear? I don’t believe it! That’s the third-best placement! The route goes deep into Vardeshi space. And we’ll probably stop by Arkhati on the way out!”
“Where’s Scott?” asked Kylie.
“Right here.” I hadn’t heard him come up behind us. He reached a long arm over my shoulder to point out his name.
“The Seynath? Well done.” Kylie traced the arc of the Seynath’s route on the map. “You’ll get to see at least—let’s see—three different starhavens and a colonized moon.”
“And it was the original ship to visit Earth twenty-five years ago,” Rajani added. “You must be pleased with that.”
“I am.” I glanced back to see that he was smiling. “But I bet I can tell you someone who’s even more pleased than I am.”
“Who?” said Rajani.
Instead of answering, Scott rested his finger lightly beside the second name on the list. The placement had been highly coveted: Elteni Starhaven, one of the oldest and most heavily trafficked in the entire network, located only a month’s flight short of Vardesh Prime. The name was Fletcher Simon.
“The rumors must be true,” Scott said. “He’s a prodigy. The placement says it all.”
“Where is he?” I asked. “Was he here before?”
“I didn’t see him,” Rajani said. “Maybe he already found out.”
“Well,” Kylie said expansively, “he didn’t push any of us onto an orbit crawler, so he can have Elteni for all I care. What now? I could go for a drink, but that’s not really the thing here.”
Rajani said, “The dining hall’s still open, isn’t it? Let’s go get a coffee or something.”
“Good idea,” Kylie said. “Scott?”
He shook his head. “You go ahead. I’m going to call it a night.”
And so I found myself sitting once again at the same table I’d vacated shortly before, joined now by Kylie and Rajani, cradling a decaf latte. The other two chatted about their placements. I looked out at the dark glitter of the distant lake, thinking about the world I was leaving behind. Silence settled briefly over our table. I said, “I can’t wait to see Vardesh Prime. But I have a hard time imagining it could be any better than this.”
“Not more beautiful, maybe,” Rajani said. “But a place without crime? Without disease? Without poverty? That must be something to see.”
“We don’t know that it’s really like that,” Kylie pointed out. “All we have is their word. And they’ve been awfully vague on the details. We know they’re not a perfect society. They have factions. They fight.”
“About us,” I said. “Maybe that’s just what humanity does to people.”
“You’re nervous,” Kylie said.
“Of course I’m nervous. What if I screw it up? What if I do something to offend them? If they decide that humanity has no redeeming qualities, and that they have nothing to gain from an alliance, we’ll never hear from them again. They’ll disappear. Just like they did the first time, but forever. I only have one chance to get it right. What if I don’t?”
Rajani shook her head. “You’re taking it all on yourself, Avery. You can’t do that. It’s too big for one person. You need to think smaller or you’ll make yourself crazy. Forget about the alliance. Forget about Vardesh Prime. For now, just think about the ship. There’s one of you, and ten of them, and you have six months to figure it all out. And you will. It’s as simple as that.”
“And remember,” Kylie added, “It’s not just about impressing them. There are two sides to this exchange. An alliance might not actually benefit us as much as we think. And if not, the sooner we know it, the better. In a way, that's your real mission—to find out whether Vardeshi space is safe for humanity. That’s more important than making them like you.”
“Maybe you’re right,” I said, unconvinced. “But it’s not a very big ship. I’m hoping they like me at least a little bit.”
Kylie sighed. “It certainly will be a long year if they don’t.”
We finished our coffees and walked back to the dormitory. Kylie stopped outside the entrance. “I’m not coming in. There’s bound to be a party in someone’s room. I’m going to find it.”
“Seconded,” Rajani said. “I’d try to talk you into coming with us, Avery, but I couldn’t handle the guilt. You’ll have enough to cope with tomorrow without being exhausted. Let alone hung over.”
“Honestly, I’m not even tempted. I’m barely awake as it is. It’ll have to wait until next year.” I hugged them both. “I’ll see you guys on the other side. Good luck.”
“Be safe,” Rajani said softly. “Be strong.”
I went up the stairs slowly, lost in thoughts of the hot shower and clean pajamas that awaited me, and was halfway into my room before I realized I wasn’t alone. I gasped—and then flung myself at the intruder. “Dr. Sawyer!”
He stood there in my little slant-ceilinged room looking as neat and affable as ever, as if he hadn’t disappeared into police custody nearly three weeks ago. As he gently detached himself from my impulsive hug, I felt a rush of guilt. After all, I’d essentially forgotten about him in the heady excitement of selection and training. “What happened to you?” I demanded. “Where did they take you?”
“To a holding facility in France. Don’t worry, I was treated very courteously, as you see. As interrogations go, mine was remarkably civilized. It was a precaution the Council had to take, and one I fully expected. Now that I’ve been cleared of suspicion, I’ll take up a post here at the Villiger Center. I’ve been asked to serve as language director. Seline is flying in tomorrow.”
“Good,” I said. “That’s good. But will you ever be allowed to go offworld?”
“I don’t know. Someday, perhaps.”
“I’m going,” I said.
“Tomorrow. I know.”
“I’m scared,” I said.
“Avery, do you remember why I chose you as a student? It was because there are qualities in you, good human qualities, that I wanted the Vardeshi to see before they passed sentence on us as a people. I’m not surprised that you were the one they asked to come to Vardesh Prime. I take it as a testament to their good judgment. They saw something in you too, something beyond merely language ability. They knew, just as I did, that you were the right choice—the inevitable one.”
“You make it all sound so . . . predestined.”
“Perhaps I do. There’s a certain comfort, at my age, in imagining that things unfolded precisely as they were meant to do. I’m sure Novak Takheri will tell you the same thing when you meet him.” He reached into an interior pocket of his coat and withdrew a small paper-wrapped parcel. “I’m sending you with a gift, by the way, in the hope that you do meet him. It’s a token of my thanks.”
I took it carefully. “What is it?”
“A gold pocket watch that belonged to my grandfather. Not very original, I know, but I’m more than usually certain it won’t be a duplicate. During the silent years, I used to look at it and wonder if the seconds were counting up from our only glimpse of the Vardeshi or down to our next encounter with them. Now that I know, and the waiting is finally over, I’d like him to have it. I think he’ll understand.”
“I’ll do my best to get it to him,” I promised. All my luggage had already been transported to the launch site. I tucked the parcel into the tote bag with my notebook and turned back to Dr. Sawyer.
He was studying the uniform that hung on a hook next to the door. I hadn’t even noticed it until that moment. I had no idea who had delivered it, or when; I hadn’t been back to my room since morning. At a glance the garment looked identical to Zey’s, but I’d been too distracted by his presence to pay much attention to what he was wearing. This one was mine. Since the moment I had known I was permitted to wear one, I had been desperate to hold it in my hands. As a symbol it was potent, but even more than that, it was the first physical artifact of the Vardeshi to come into my possession. My fingers itched to stroke the fabric, to puzzle out the unfamiliar fastenings.
Dr. Sawyer must have felt something of the same compulsion, because he reached out and brushed a hand down one silky gray sleeve. Without looking at me he said, “Avery, I need you to promise me something.”
“Anything,” I said instantly.
“That may be easier said than done. You and I are the same. We feel the allure of the Vardeshi like a gravitational pull. We’re drawn to them. It’s more than curiosity. We don’t just want to comprehend them. We want to become them. Somehow, they make us want to transcend our own humanity.”
I was silent. I hadn’t realized he knew me so well.
“It appears that they are offering you the chance to do precisely that, and I can’t deny that I’m jealous—profoundly so. But I’m also afraid for you. I’m afraid that out there, far away from your own kind, you’ll forget your reason for going. After all, it’s meant to be an exchange. A sharing in both directions.”
“I know.”
“Wearing their clothing, speaking their language, following their orders . . . Your immersion will be nearly complete. I need you to promise me that you won’t let yourself drift so far into their world that you begin to reject your own.”
“I’ll . . . try,” I said.
He nodded. “Just remember that humanity has something unique to offer the universe. So does Avery Alcott of Earth. She was here before Novi Alkhat of the Pinion. She’s the one I’m proud of. She’s the one I love like a daughter. And she’s the one I hope will come back to me when it’s all over.”
I hugged him again, wordlessly, and then he was gone, and with him my last lingering connection to Earth. I was adrift in the dark, alone, and my journey hadn’t even begun.




















PART TWO:
ADRIFT IN THE DARK




CHAPTER EIGHT

The shuttle flight to the Pinion was uneventful in every respect save that it was my first excursion beyond Earth’s atmosphere. The launch itself was intentionally low-key: no cameras, no reporters, just Councillor Seidel and Dr. Sawyer and myself standing in the field behind the Villiger Center at seven o’clock in the morning, shading our eyes against the sun. The orange crates containing my gear were stacked on the grass in preparation for transport later that morning. The pile looked at once enormous and impossibly small, given that it was intended to keep me alive in space for a year. I had a day’s worth of food and toiletries and a change of clothes in a brightly patterned duffel bag slung over one shoulder and felt ludicrously like a college freshman headed off to her first year on campus.
As I waited I felt restless, uneasy in my new uniform. I had examined every inch of it the night before. Zey had told me the Fleet was a civilian organization, but the uniform looked vaguely military to my eyes. It was austerely simple, slate gray with dull gold panels on the shoulders, its only ornamentation a scattering of brass studs on the collar and the top of the right wrist. The seams were so fine as to be nearly invisible, and finding no obvious zippers or buttons, I had puzzled over how to put it on. Eventually I discovered that one of the collar studs was in fact a snap, and when I unsnapped it, a seam running the entire length of the torso fell open. After overcoming my initial horror, I ventured to put it on. The length was correct—someone on the Pinion had estimated my height with remarkable accuracy—but the cut was far too generous. The sleeves flapped loosely around my arms. Dismayed, I looked at my reflection in the mirror, contrasting it with the trim figures of the Vardeshi I had met. It definitely didn’t fit. I would ask for another one tomorrow, I thought, and snapped the collar fastening into place. To my astonishment, that simple action triggered some sort of automatic adjustment process. The garment tightened around my body into the neat, slim cut of the other uniforms I’d seen, the excess fabric vanishing as if by magic. I stared at my transformed reflection. No item of clothing I had ever worn in my life had fit me with such precision. What would the clothing designers of Earth pay for this technology? I couldn’t imagine. With the fit adjusted, the uniform was actually rather flattering. The brassy gold of the shoulder panels was nearly an exact match for my hair. I doubted there were many Vardeshi who could say the same. If nothing else, I would look the part when I stepped aboard the Pinion tomorrow.
Assuming I was still invited, I thought now as I stood on the frost-rimed grass, toying anxiously with the strap of my bag. What if they’d changed their minds? Until the gleam of the landing craft appeared directly above us, I was certain they wouldn’t come. When I finally saw it, I felt a momentary reprieve. Then, as the silver vessel settled down neatly onto its painted cross, a new host of worries crowded in. I watched with my heart hammering in my chest as the panel slid back and the ramp extended onto the grass. No one emerged. They were waiting for me.
I shook the councillor’s hand, gave Dr. Sawyer a last quick fierce hug, and went up the ramp without looking back.
The passageway was narrow and climbed at a steep angle. It led directly into the main chamber of the little craft. The interior was dim after the brightness outside, and I had to blink away the glare before I could make out my surroundings. What I saw fascinated me. I had seen more than my share of economy-class airplane cabins and train cars, and none of them had looked anything like this. There were no straight lines, no sharp angles to be found. In their place were smooth curves and organically rounded contours. Soft light emanated from globes the size of oranges set into the walls and ceiling. These, too, were placed at deliberately irregular intervals. A bank of softly twinkling lights at one end of the chamber indicated a control panel of some kind. Directly in front of it, where the pilot’s and copilot’s seats would have been on an airplane, were two backless cushioned stools. Zey was standing in front of one of them. I smiled at him, but my attention went immediately to the woman at his side—the first Vardeshi woman I’d met. She was a little shorter than me and looked to be around my own age. Her slate-gray hair framed her face in a neat bob, the center section pinned back in a complicated braid. I couldn’t see the color of her eyes—they were blue, I learned later—but their gaze was cool and appraising.
“She’s tall,” she observed to Zey in Vardeshi. “They had to give her a men’s uniform, did you know that?”
Crestfallen, I looked from my own uniform to hers. “Are they different?”
Her face registered surprise before resuming its neutral expression. “Vai,” she said softly, the same exhalation of surprise I’d heard from Zey. She added directly to me,
“You understood what I said?”
“Yes.”
“Yes, Rhevi,” Zey murmured.
“Yes, Rhevi,” I amended quickly.
She looked from me to Zey and back again. “Good. That will make things easier—for everyone.” She raised her right hand in the traditional greeting. “I am Athra Ziral, flight specialist aboard the Pinion. You may introduce yourself.”
I returned the salute. “I am”—I hesitated and then gave my name the Vardeshi pronunciation—“Eyvri Alkhat, Novi . . . ?”
“Second Novi,” Zey corrected.
“Second Novi aboard the Pinion.”
Rhevi Ziral smiled a little. “You have a very incongruous accent, Novi Alkhat.”
“Khavi Vekesh said that too.”
“I don’t doubt it. To answer your question, the uniforms are identical.”
“What about the . . .” I touched the cluster of studs on the top of my right wrist. I had noticed during her greeting that the pattern on her sleeve didn’t match mine.
“That’s your rank indicator. Yours is the same as Zey’s.”
He held out his wrist to give me a closer look.
Rhevi Ziral sat down on her stool, bent over the control panel, and made a few swift adjustments. “We’ve been cleared for launch. Take your seats, novis. We’ll be aboard the Pinion in a few minutes.” Zey sat down on the seat next to hers. I found a few more of the low stools at the rear of the chamber and seated myself on the one offering the best view of what Rhevi Ziral was doing. I watched eagerly as her long fingers flickered over the control panel. I didn’t see anything that looked like keys or buttons, just constellations of tiny glimmering lights. She made a final adjustment, and the blank gray wall above the control panel blinked into sudden illumination. I stared at the array of angles and spirals and diagrams, all etched in lines of white or orange or yellow light against the dark background. I couldn’t begin to interpret them. There were lines of text here and there as well, but the words seemed to be shifting even as I watched, much too quickly for me to follow. I wondered how long it took to prepare for launch. I settled more securely onto my padded stool and felt surreptitiously along its sides for straps or restraints. I couldn’t find any. Maybe the Vardeshi had transcended seat belts.
“Docking now,” Ziral announced.
“Docking?” I repeated. “We’ve been moving?”
Ziral glanced back at me, then touched a control. The colorful diagrams vanished, replaced by a vista of a night sky clearer and crisper than any I had ever seen. Ahead and slightly above us a ship hung suspended against the black. If the landing craft had looked avian to my eyes, this ship looked vaguely piscine, an elongated shape with unexpected fins and curves. Its mirrored surface reflected starlight and sunlight. It was elegant and alien and impossible. And real. My breath caught.
“That’s the Pinion,” Zey said fondly.
“Oh my God,” I whispered, and knew the words were entirely inadequate. The human tradition of meeting extraordinary moments with extraordinary eloquence ended with me. Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds. One small step for man. I should have looked up a quote in advance—Shakespeare, or maybe Yeats? Reaching for inspiration, I found only a line from an old Vardrama I’d been watching the night before as I drifted off to sleep: Did we conjure you out of our dreams, or chase you out of your nightmares? Gazing at the shape that hung in the darkness before me, luminous and improbably delicate, I knew it was both.
I sat silent and overawed as Ziral deftly guided the landing craft through a hatch in the underside of the Pinion and into a hangar of some kind. My stomach lurched when, after passing through the hatch, the craft pivoted abruptly into a new orientation perpendicular to the previous one. The artificial gravity held me in my seat, and I felt no physical change, but my view of the hangar swung in a dizzying arc. After a touchdown so light I hardly felt it, Zey and Ziral remained in their seats, presumably waiting for the hangar to repressurize. Ziral touched a few more controls, and the panel went dark. At some signal I didn't detect, both of them rose to their feet. I did likewise, shouldering my duffel bag. Ziral gestured to the narrow passageway at the rear of the chamber. “After you, Novi.”
I went slowly down the ramp, trying to watch my footing and look around at the same time. The hangar was taller than it was wide, and while its far corners were lost in darkness, I saw no straight lines or sharp angles here either. Next to the landing craft rested a second vessel about half its size. I stepped down off the ramp—to my surprise, there was no metallic click to accompany my footfall; the floor absorbed the impact like wood—and went to take a closer look. Zey, following behind me, said, “It’s a two-person shuttle. Short flights only.”
I extended my hand and, when he nodded, brushed my fingers tentatively across a ridge of cool metal. “Can you fly it?”
“Of course.” He sounded surprised. I supposed it was like being asked if I could drive a car.
Just then a door slid open in the wall of the hangar, and two men walked in. They came directly toward me and Zey. I raised my hand in greeting. One of them returned the salute; the other ignored me completely and called to Zey, “Hey, how much cargo is the nivakh bringing with her? Can we take the flyer?”
Zey passed a hand over a section of the little ship’s hull that looked no different to me than any other, and a display shimmered into life. “The charge is low. And she can understand you.”
The man who’d spoken made a sound in his throat that I took for skepticism. “Right. Say something if you understand me, human.”
He spoke quickly and with an unfamiliar accent, but the words were comprehensible. I looked at his sleeve. “I understand you, Rhevi. But I don't know what a nivakh is.”
The second man hissed something I couldn’t make out. The first one stared at me. “On second thought, I think I like them better when they don’t talk. Ask Zey what it means. I don’t have time for a tutoring session.” He nodded to his companion. “Come on, Ahnir, let’s get moving. I want to get this over with before lunch.” He stalked up the ramp onto the larger of the two shuttles without a backward look, followed by the second man. Ziral came down the ramp a moment later and headed for the door.
“Let’s go,” said Zey. “We need to clear the hangar for launch.”
Outside in the corridor he said, “A nivakh
is a type of animal. They’re tall and clumsy and they’re not very smart. It’s one of our names for humans. Not one of the nice ones.”
“Are there any nice ones?”
“A few. Remember, some of us like you. A lot of us, actually.”
“Not him, though,” I said.
“No. Not Vethna.”
I sighed. “I’ve been on the ship five minutes, and I’m already making enemies.”
“Vethna isn’t that bad. He’s just annoying. Right now he doesn't like you because he thinks you’re going to make more work for him. Once he knows that’s not true, he’ll ignore you like he ignores me.” I must have looked unconvinced, because Zey said, “Really, it’ll be fine. Come on, I’ll take you to your quarters to drop off your bag. Then we can go exploring.”
I followed him up a gently sloping corridor lit by the same hand-sized globes I had seen on the landing craft. The walls were smooth and gray, their blankness enlivened at intervals by a pattern or design. No two were the same as far I could see, but each one evoked a memory of Earth for me: stones in a riverbed, leaves on a tree, feathers on a bird’s wing. I wondered what they evoked for the Vardeshi. I stopped to study a cascade of tiny shards of color like the glimmer of reflected sunset on water. “What are these for?”
“For decoration.”
“They’re beautiful.”
“You won’t really appreciate them for a couple of months. By the time we reach Arkhati Starhaven, you’ll be able to draw them in your sleep. And you’ll have favorites. Everyone does.”
We walked on. The corridor spiraled gradually upward. “We’re going to pass through the axis chamber in a minute,” Zey explained. “Crew quarters are on the far side.”
“What’s the axis chamber?”
“It’s the most important room on the ship. Command center, meeting room, navigation and communications hub. All the corridors lead into it. Khavi Vekesh will be there, and probably some of the others as well. Here we are.” He led me through another door.
The axis chamber resembled a shallow amphitheater, with a ring-shaped upper level surrounding a circular floor. The lower level had only enough space for a low round table flanked by cushioned stools like the ones on the landing craft. A few steps led up to the second level, which housed individual workstations, although I couldn’t tell at a glance what function any of them served. Looking around, I could see four or five doors opening onto the upper level in addition to the one we’d just come through. I thought I would have identified this room as the central node in a network even if Zey hadn’t explained it in those terms. I wondered how defensible it was, with all those doors, and if there was a way to bypass it in case of a hostile occupation. I also thought that, for a command center, the walls seemed curiously blank. Where were all the banks of flatscreen monitors and elaborate control kiosks? Was all Vardeshi technology like the little I’d glimpsed on the landing craft, invisible until summoned into view? Was I going to be expected to operate those mysterious workstations? Uneasiness mingled with the elation I had been feeling since I stepped aboard the shuttle. Over the past few weeks, I had slipped without realizing it into a certain arrogance about my level of expertise regarding the Vardeshi, fueled no doubt by my celebrity status at the Villiger Center. On Earth, having a relatively strong command of their language had meant—or seemed to mean—a great deal. With Earth only a few minutes behind me, I was rapidly discovering how little it truly counted for.
Zey nudged me with his elbow. “Eyvri? They’re waiting for us.”
I trailed him down the flight of shallow steps to where the khavi and both of Zey’s brothers were gathered around the conference table, absorbed in a discussion. As we drew closer, I recited their names and titles in my mind. Saresh: Hadazi Takheri. Hathan: Suvi Takheri. And, of course, Khavi Vekesh. He must have been conscious of our approach, but he didn’t glance up until we had joined him and the others on the lower level. He remained seated while Zey said the official words of introduction. I didn’t understand half of them, but Zey had explained in the corridor beforehand that he would essentially be presenting me for service and asking for the khavi’s approval. He had assured me that the latter part of the speech was only a formality.
While Zey was speaking, Khavi Vekesh looked me over thoughtfully, his eyes taking in my inexpert salute, my patterned duffel bag, and my borrowed uniform. After a pause that made me itch, he nodded. “Very well. Welcome aboard, Novi Alkhat. Novi Takheri will show you to your quarters.” To Zey he said, “Help her get settled. I’ll expect both of you at the evening briefing.”
“Yes, Khavi,” said Zey. Apparently we’d been dismissed, because he turned and started back up the stairs. Before following him, I glanced at the other two Takheris. Saresh caught my eye and smiled briefly, then returned to the display he was studying. Hathan didn’t look up, although I lingered for a moment, trying to catch his eye. I felt a surge of renewed unease. Was it possible that I already had not one but two enemies on board?
Outside the axis chamber, I stopped and extracted my notebook from my bag. “What are you doing?” Zey inquired.
“Drawing a map. I should have started it before. Okay, so we landed in the . . .”
“The hangar. That’s on helix one, with the storage chambers. You’ll see those later. Then there’s helix two, which houses most of the ship’s major systems. The axis chamber is on helix three, along with the mess hall, the galley, the exercise room, and the medical clinic. Helix four is the smallest—just the lounge and living quarters.” He watched with a proprietary air as my map began to take shape. “That’s about right. You won’t do much better than that with a two-dimensional picture. But the central corridor isn’t straight.” He took the pencil and sketched in a lazily spiraling line. “Like that.”
“Oh,” I said, illumination dawning. “That’s why each level is called a helix.”
As I shaded in each section of the map, it reminded me more and more of the interior of a seashell. The ship’s structure was roughly conical, with a single main passageway corkscrewing tightly around the vertical axis. Rooms opened off of the passageway at regular intervals. The largest chambers, the hangar and storage rooms, were placed at the wide end of the seashell, the lounge and living quarters at the narrow end. I liked how the rooms fitted together, each chamber echoing the shape of the one before it.
The novi quarters, at the extreme end of the spiral, were tiny. Zey hesitated before opening my door. “I don’t know what you’re used to, but novi quarters aren’t very big. They’re really just meant for sleeping.”
“I’m sure they’ll be fine,” I said. “How do you open the door?”
“Like this.” He passed his hand over a section of the doorframe, an echo of the gesture I’d seen him make in the hangar. Just as before, a matrix of lights appeared.
I leaned in for a closer look. The lights were in fact tiny, softly illuminated symbols. I didn’t recognize any of them. “What are these? They’re not letters or numbers.”
“They’re . . .” I didn’t know the word he used. “More complex than letters. There are forty-nine of them. You’ll see them everywhere. We use them for keys and codes.”
“Forty-nine?” I repeated.
Zey laughed. “Don’t worry, you’ll learn them quickly. I’ll help you make a list.”
“You’ll have to.” The symbols had faded away. I waved a hand, and they winked into visibility again. “Okay, show me how to open my door. Slowly.”
When I had successfully unlocked and relocked the door a few times, we proceeded to actually enter the room. I set my bag down and looked around eagerly. It was smaller than my dormitory room at the Villiger Center. The inner walls were roughly perpendicular to the floor; the outer ones sloped inward. On one wall there was a bed set into an alcove with storage space below. Another wall held a narrow table flanked by two low stools. Here, as elsewhere on the ship, walls, furnishings, and floor were subdued shades of gray, blue, and sand. Most of the surfaces were smooth, but here and there a texture provided visual interest: a lattice design on the floor, a pattern like twining vines on the arch of the wall above the sleeping alcove. My gaze was drawn to a small hexagonal portal in the outer wall. I went over to it and found myself looking directly out through the Pinion’s hull into space. The hull was immensely thick; it was like peering down an arrow slit in a medieval tower. The medallion of darkness framed by the portal contained a handful of stars.
“I didn’t know spaceships had windows,” I said.
Zey smiled. “Ours do. We like to see where we are. Without viewports, we might as well be underground.”
He showed me how to raise and lower the room’s lights and how to activate another interactive display set into the wall beside the bed. “This panel shows you the time and your schedule for the day. You can also use it to check updates and messages.”
“Time,” I said. “We didn’t get to that yesterday. I still can’t read a clock.”
“It’s not complicated.”
Despite Zey’s words, it took us the better part of an hour to decode the bedside panel. Then we investigated the fixtures in what Zey called the “sanitation room.” I was deeply relieved to have a private bathroom. I hadn’t asked him yesterday whether the shipboard facilities were shared, because I’d been terrified of the answer. My commitment to the mission was sincere, but the specter of communal showers—let alone communal toilets—would have given me pause.
“Everyone has a private bathroom in their quarters,” Zey explained. “And every crew member has individual quarters. Even people who might reasonably live together, like couples or siblings. It’s Fleet policy. Tensions rise when people can’t get away from each other.”
“The Pinion seems pretty spacious to me,” I said.
“Say that again in six months,” Zey said dryly.
I was encouraged to find that the fixtures in the sanitation room were more or less identifiable. Evidently the hygiene procedures of our two species were as similar as our bodies appeared to be. The sanitation room was tiny, but it had a recognizable toilet—set into the floor, like the squat toilets of East Asia—as well as a washbasin and a mirror. “Where do I shower?” I asked. “Or bathe. Or whatever.”
“We ration our water pretty carefully. There are two shower cubicles just down the hall. You’re allotted two fifteen-minute intervals every four days. You can use your intervals separately or combine them. There’s a panel in the hallway where you reserve your time slots—I’ll show you how to do that.”
We left my quarters and worked our way slowly along the residential corridor, pausing at each door while I added its location and occupant to my map of helix four. Just beyond the last two doors—Suvi Takheri and Khavi Vekesh—were the shower cubicles. Zey helped me reserve a shower slot for the following evening. Between the pictogram code and the arcane timekeeping system, it would have taken me twenty minutes to decipher the display on my own. I felt a disproportionate surge of triumph as I laboriously punched Novi Alkhat into the space I’d chosen. Then Zey keyed open one of the doors and I looked inside. The shower room was larger than I had expected and suffused with a brilliant blue-white radiance like sunlight on the ocean. The floor was tiled with smooth round stones that were clearly meant to be walked on barefoot. “I can see why you have to ration your water,” I said. “I could stay in here all day.”
“Some people use them as meditation rooms. You can reserve additional time slots; you just can’t use more than your ration of water. And the system gives priority to anyone who actually needs to take a shower.”
The tour occupied the remainder of the morning. I did my best to stay attentive, but it was a little overwhelming. The rooms all looked more or less alike, and some of them—the exercise room, the medical clinic, the propulsion chamber—were filled with things I didn’t recognize. Zey assured me that he would help me figure them all out. He had more or less taken over the task of drafting my map, and I was glad of it, because he was doing a better job than I would have. Along the way I met more of the Pinion’s crew members—Rhevi Daskar, the ship’s doctor, a brisk middle-aged woman with silver hair and piercing dark eyes; Rhevi Khiva, who supervised general systems and operations; and Rhevi Sohra, the programming specialist. Of everyone I’d met, Sohra would have had the least trouble passing for human. Her blue eyes and long dark hair wouldn’t have drawn a second glance on Earth, unless it was from an admirer.
“And that’s everyone,” said Zey after we said good-bye to Sohra. “You’ve met them all.”
“Really? I’ve met everyone on the ship?”
He ran through the list on his fingers. “Vekesh, Hathan, Saresh, Daskar, Khiva, Sohra, Ahnir, Ziral, Vethna. And me. And you. That’s it. You won’t see another new face for six months. Well, unless you count starhavens. So, what do you think?”
“About what?”
Zey made a sweeping gesture. “The ship. The crew. Everything. Your new life.”
“I think . . .” I paused. “Actually, I think I’m starving. Can we take a break?”
Zey consulted a tiny screen clipped to the left sleeve of his uniform. “Sure. Lunch is about to start. Let’s see if you can get us back to the mess hall.”




CHAPTER NINE

My first meal on the Pinion felt exactly as excruciating as the first lunch at a new school. By the time I had navigated us back to the mess hall, with a stop by my quarters to retrieve the cooler bag containing my food, the other crew members had already gathered and were eating their meals. As I entered, carrying my neatly packaged lunch on a tray, there was a noticeable hitch in the flow of conversation and the soft clatter of cutlery against plates. For an instant I stood frozen at the intersection of nine different gazes, some indifferent, some unfriendly.
With an equally noticeable effort, the crew of the Pinion collectively went back to what they had been doing before I arrived. There were three tables in the mess hall, but only two of them were occupied. I followed Zey to a pair of vacant seats at the nearer table, trying not to drop anything on the way. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so quick to veto Max’s idea about eating in my quarters. 
I put my tray down and settled onto the low stool beside Zey. Opposite me was the dark-haired programming specialist, Sohra, who smiled warmly when I caught her eye. At the other end of the table were the man who’d called me a nivakh—Vethna?—and the operations officer, Khiva. Vethna met my curious look with a challenging stare. I glanced away quickly. He didn’t like humans, or he didn’t like me, I wasn’t sure which. It was a question to be answered. Later. I fixed my eyes on my tray and didn’t look up again until I’d finished the turkey and avocado sandwich and the fruit salad—no honeydew, extra mango—that Max had packed for me. Still unsatisfied, I emptied my bag of trail mix directly into the yogurt that was meant to have been my afternoon snack and devoured that too. When I tore open the bag of trail mix something fluttered out of it: a scrap of paper. I picked it up. It was a handwritten note. Food is life, it said. Bon appetit. Max. I smiled.
As the signals of satiation reached my body, I began to relax. I’d let myself get too hungry. I was going to have to be careful about that. I looked around the mess hall with renewed interest. It was a trove of cultural data, from the fine wood grain of the table—real or synthetic?—to the oddly shaped Vardeshi cutlery to the food itself. Zey had left some of his portion untouched, and I studied it curiously. It looked like black rice with green stew ladled on top of it. Pushed to one side was what I took to be a garnish, thin slices of something yellow and radish-like. None of it looked especially appetizing to me, but my companions had eaten heartily. As I watched, Zey picked up the long-handled triangular spoon next to his plate and scooped up another bite. “What is that?” I asked.
“A spoon,” he said thickly through the mouthful of food.
I laughed. This triggered another of those little pauses as everyone at my table—and probably most of the people at the next one—darted quick assessing looks in my direction. I tried to ignore them. “No, I know what a spoon is. What are you eating?”
“Oh. It’s—” He rattled off a couple of words I didn’t recognize.
“I have no idea what that means.”
Sohra spoke up. “It’s a cooked grain. And a soup with vegetables and . . . a type of seed that’s high in protein.”
I pulled out my notebook and lifted it inquiringly. She took it and the pen I handed her and began to write. “Are you vegetarian?” I asked while she worked.
“When we’re starside we don’t eat much meat, but it’s for practical reasons, not philosophical. Meat is harder to process and store, and it can’t be produced on board ship.” Sohra nodded at her plate. “All of this was grown in the Pinion’s hydroponics bay.” She passed the notebook back.
“Hydroponics?” I said to Zey. “I don’t remember seeing that.”
“We can swing by before the evening briefing.” He rose and picked up his tray. “Let’s go. We have a lot to do.”
I followed him into the galley, where he showed me the waste disposal, the water tap, and the basin designated for my dirty dishes. When we’d cleaned up, we headed for the cargo holds, into which my gear had been deposited seemingly at random by Vethna and Ahnir. Organizing my equipment took all afternoon. My medical supplies had to be transported to the clinic, my food to the galley, and my personal items to my quarters. It would have taken at least a full day to carry the crates by hand, but Zey taught me how to use the hoverlifter, which looked like a thin metallic sled. It was placed on the floor and loaded with heavy items, then activated by touching a control on one edge, at which point it rose slowly to waist height and hovered in place. When aloft, it could be steered through the air with the lightest touch.
Afterward, as promised, we stopped by hydroponics. The bay was long and narrow, and every inch of it was filled with Vardeshi plants in orderly profusion. They climbed the walls and burst out of elaborate tiered hangers extending from floor to ceiling. My imagination had conjured the lush greenery of an Earth hothouse, but as I stood looking around in amazement, I couldn’t spy a single green plant. Instead I saw strangely shaped leaves and vines in a hundred shades of blue and red and gray. The warm air was heavy with fragrances, some sweet, some astringent, all unfamiliar. We had only been in the room for a few moments when something made me sneeze. I turned to Zey and saw my own panic mirrored in his face. He grabbed my elbow and dragged me bodily out into the corridor. I had been right about one thing: the Vardeshi were stronger than they looked.
“That was a bad idea,” he said when the door had closed behind us. “I never should have taken you in there. I’m calling Daskar.”
“Don’t,” I said quickly. “Not yet. I think I’m all right. If I were having an allergic reaction, the symptoms would be getting worse. Just give me a minute.”
He frowned and tapped a command into the screen on the cuff of his left sleeve, but did as I asked. I fumbled through my bag and extracted the EpiPen Anton had instructed me to carry at all times. Then we waited. For good measure I took a couple of puffs from my handheld oxygen inhaler. When it was clear to both of us that I wasn’t going into anaphylactic shock, Zey heaved a sigh of relief. “Sigils, that was close. I could have gotten you killed. Both of us, actually—if you die on my watch, my father will flay me alive.”
I smiled. “He’d have to do it intergalactically. Isn’t your father on Vardesh Prime?”
“He’d find a way. He’d get my brother to do it.”
“Saresh? He seems so nice. I don’t think he could flay anyone.”
“Hathan could,” Zey said grimly.
“I still think he doesn’t like me,” I said. “This morning, in the axis chamber, he didn’t even look at me.”
“He wasn’t ignoring you. He’s a navigator. We were getting ready to leave orbit. He was doing navigator stuff.” Zey looked back at the door of the hydroponics bay. “Promise me you won’t go in there again. Please.”
“I promise I won’t go in there again,” I said wistfully. My glimpse of Vardeshi flora had been tantalizingly brief. There must be some piece of technology, either in my gear or in the Pinion’s medical supplies, that would let me explore the room safely. Maybe Daskar could refit an oxygen mask to filter out pollen. If nothing else, I could borrow a pressure suit and breathe canned air.
We weren’t technically late for evening briefing, but we were the last to arrive, and it would have been impossible to enter the axis chamber discreetly in any case. No one commented on our near-lateness, but as we took our seats I saw Hathan, who was seated across from us, fix Zey with a look of cool reproach. Zey ignored him, apparently absorbed in accessing the meeting agenda on a thin semitransparent tablet he seemed to have conjured into existence while I’d been looking the other way. I glanced around. Most of the others were holding similar tablets, but a few people seemed to have accessed computer interfaces built into the surface of the conference table. Saresh, sitting to my left, was one of them. As I watched, he flicked the fingers of his right hand, and an array of luminous orange and white glyphs slid down the table and came to rest in front of me. I recognized it as a digital copy of the agenda in front of him. “Thanks,” I whispered. His answering smile was brilliant and swiftly gone.
I was expecting Khavi Vekesh to call the meeting to order, but to my surprise it was Hathan who spoke first. He made a few brief remarks related to navigation before calling on Rhevi Vethna to report on the engines. I lost the thread of Vethna’s speech almost instantly. My attention started to drift. I looked around the table, caught by the strangeness of the assembly. My eyes wandered from one attentive face to the next, from one sigil to another, all of them perfectly visible because the hands they decorated were perfectly still. Humans at a meeting of this type would have fidgeted, checked their messages, sipped their coffee, or taken notes. Someone would have tapped his foot; someone else would have shifted in her chair. The collective immobility of the Vardeshi was a bit unnerving. I felt even more disquieted when, halfway through the meeting, I ventured to retrieve my water bottle from my bag. Ten pairs of eyes swung around to stare at it. After drinking, I set the bottle carefully down on the floor and left it there until the meeting adjourned. It probably didn’t help that its lurid turquoise finish was the brightest thing in the room.
One of the last items on the agenda was an update on my novi training. As the end of the meeting approached, I steeled myself to ask Hathan to speak more slowly. His questions to the other crew members had been crisp and concise, and I hadn’t been able to parse more than half of them. To my relief, however, he directed all his inquiries to Zey. I was accustomed by now to the rhythms of Zey’s speech, and I was just able to keep pace as he narrated the events of our day. Laid out so simply, our achievements sounded a little meager. Was that really all we had done—wandered around the ship, signed me up for a shower, and shifted some crates around? I repressed a sigh.
Zey had finished talking and I’d just begun to relax when Saresh said, “Novi Alkhat, would you like to add anything?”
“No,” I said, too quickly. He and Zey both laughed. I hurriedly corrected myself. “I mean, no, sir. Hadazi.”
“Tell us what you think of the ship,” said Khavi Vekesh.
He spoke lightly enough, but I knew a command when I heard it. “It’s . . . very beautiful,” I said. “And very different.” Everyone seemed to be waiting for more, so I added, “Everything is much more . . . natural?”
“Organic,” Saresh murmured.
“Right. More organic than on an Earth spaceship. Not that I’ve been on any of those. I like my quarters. And all the designs in the hallways.”
“And the showers,” Zey added. Someone snickered. I was almost positive it was Vethna.
“They’re nice,” I said defensively. “But the computer system is . . . intimidating.”
“Well, your people are still working with electronics,” Ziral said, and several people murmured knowingly, as if that explained a great deal. I looked down at the luminous symbols on the table in front of me. Until this moment I hadn’t known they weren’t powered by electronics. What did the Vardeshi computers run on, then? To my mind the words computers and electronics were synonymous. We must seem like such troglodytes to them.
“How was hydroponics?” Sohra asked.
The question was innocent enough, but at the mention of hydroponics, Zey tensed slightly. In the silence that followed Sohra’s words, a number of people trained critical looks on him. The one I noticed was Hathan’s. Just as during my initial interview, it was the movement of those arrestingly light gray eyes that drew my attention. I’d had a moment to study the suvi’s features covertly earlier in the meeting, searching for a resemblance to the other two Takheris. If it was there at all, it was too subtle for me to detect. Hathan’s face was narrower, his features sharper than those of his brothers. I had also decided that the reason he’d made so little impression on me at our first encounter was that his expression disclosed nothing of his thoughts. “You took her to hydroponics?” he said quietly.
“I asked to see it,” I said.
Hathan glanced at me, then returned his attention to his brother. “That was an ill-considered risk.” Again the tone was mild, but the admonition was clear.
“Did anything happen?” Daskar inquired.
Zey hesitated, so I answered for him again. “I didn’t have any kind of allergic reaction. But we didn’t stay very long. We . . . thought better of it. I won’t go there again until we know it’s safe.”
That answer seemed to be satisfactory, at least for the present. I hoped Zey wasn’t going to be scolded again in private. The error in judgment had been mine as much as his, and I desperately needed him on my side.
The meeting adjourned, and Zey explained that there was an hour of recreation time allotted to all crew members before dinner. “I’m going to go work out,” he said. “Will you be all right on your own?”
“Oh, yeah. Fine.” I waved a hand airily. “Have a good workout. I’ll see you later.”
I watched him walk away. It was all I could do not to run after him. Where was I supposed to go? Not back to my quarters. I knew that if I went there, I wouldn’t emerge again until tomorrow morning. I wandered around a little and eventually found my way to the lounge, a dark, intimate space that reminded me of Dr. Okoye’s office. Its most striking feature was an enormous viewport running the entire length of one wall. A standing bar invited people to take in the view over their refreshment of choice. The opposite wall housed several little raised platforms screened by filmy hangings and scattered with colorful cushions and rugs. I settled myself down in one of them and attempted to read through my notes from the day. Concentration was elusive. My memory kept flinging random images from the preceding hours into the foreground of my mind. I abruptly gave up, tossed the notebook down, and went over to stand in front of the viewport, leaning my elbows on the bar. I had followed enough of Hathan’s navigation report to know that we had already left Earth inconceivably far behind. All at once I felt utterly lost. There was nothing beyond the transparent barrier but featureless black and a distant impersonal glitter of stars. My world, my home, was gone as if it had never existed.
I took a deep breath. Then I went back to the platform where I’d left my things, retrieved my notebook and pencil, and carried them over to the viewport. I opened the notebook to a fresh page and wrote in Vardeshi, slowly and carefully, A story has a thousand beginnings, but only one ending. It was the opening line of Divided by Stars, my favorite late-90’s Vardrama, the one I had quoted on Dr. Sawyer’s patio. The expression had fascinated me in childhood because it was one of the only things we knew for sure that the Vardeshi actually said. I could vividly recall the triumph I had felt upon realizing, several months ago now, that I could translate it into the original without having to think about it. I wasn’t sure why it had come to me now, but the words were comfortingly familiar.
From behind me came the metallic hiss of the door opening and closing, followed by the sound of footsteps. Expecting Zey, I turned around and was startled to see Hathan approaching instead. “Suvi,” I said, and saluted. He did the same. We stood at an awkward impasse until it dawned on me that he was waiting for me to lower my hand. I dropped it hastily. “God. Sorry. I’m new to this.” 
“It’s all right.” He came over to stand beside me. “What do you think of the view?”
“It’s, uh . . .” I tried and failed to find a tactful substitute for what I was actually thinking. “Empty.”
“Yes.” Hathan looked down at my notebook page. “There’s a saying about that, actually, if you’re starting a collection.”
“Really? Do you mind?” I offered him my pencil.
He took it—in his left hand, I noticed—and wrote another sentence beneath mine. I filled in the English where I could, then handed the pencil back for him to complete the translation. His English handwriting, I saw with admiration but no surprise, was as neat and compact as his Vardeshi.
“‘To the wanderer,’” I read aloud, “‘one step into the desert is the same as a hundred; the sailor, an hour out of port, beholds a trackless ocean.’ That’s perfect. That’s just how I feel.”
The suvi corrected two of my tones. Then he said, “It isn’t just you. And it isn’t just the first time. Going into the dark always feels like losing something.”
“Well, it’s good to know it’s not just me.” I hesitated for a long time over my next words. Then, feeling that I owed it to Zey, I forced them out. “I really did ask to see hydroponics. That wasn’t Zey’s fault. I hope he isn’t in trouble because of me.”
“If you’re asking whether he’ll be disciplined, the answer is no. But it was a mistake. Yours as much as his.”
The reprimand was gently delivered, but shame flooded through me all the same. “I know,” I said. Then, remembering that one stolen breath of perfumed air, I smiled in spite of myself. “It was a wonderful mistake.”
Hathan walked me to the mess hall, which I appreciated, because I wasn’t sure I would have found it on my own. I ate dinner with Zey and Sohra at the same table where we’d sat before. The mess tables, Zey told me, were segregated by rank; as a novi, I would be eating all of my meals at this one. Max had packed me a salad and a cup of instant soup. I ate the salad first. I knew it was a luxury; I had only a few days’ worth of fresh produce in my stores. I hardly tasted it. Fatigue had set in all at once. It felt like someone had crept up from behind and draped me in a weighted blanket. Zey and Sohra were deep in conversation on the other side of the table, but the words slid over and past me, a current of sound with no meaning attached. I ducked my head and ate. When I had finished the salad, I took my soup cup into the galley, where Ahnir, the ship’s cook, was busily stacking dishes and wiping down surfaces. I asked him diffidently if there was any hot water available, as I hadn’t yet had a chance to set up my own equipment. He produced a carafe of steaming water and stood watching impassively while I filled my cardboard cup to the level marked on the side. I thanked him, returned to my table, and sat cradling the soup in my hands. Warmth equaled comfort, and since I couldn't shower until tomorrow night, and couldn’t curl up under my blankets until after I’d cleaned up my dinner things, the meager heat of a cup of instant miso would have to suffice.
I didn’t look up when someone slipped into the empty seat beside me, but I recognized the hadazi by a glint of platinum hair even before he said, “How are you doing, Avery?” He spoke in English, which was a small kindness, but desperately needed.
“I’m done,” I said.
Saresh nodded. “Do you want to go home?” The words were level, uninflected, and I had the sense that he would accept any answer with equanimity.
Even through my exhaustion, I had to laugh a little. “I’m not quitting. I just need a good night’s sleep.”
“You’ve earned it,” he said. “You did well today. The crew are impressed.”
“With me?”
“Is that surprising?” He sounded amused.
“Well . . . kind of.”
“Why?”
Now I did look at him. “Because I can’t do anything. I can’t do the stuff you guys can do.”
“No one expects you to. You’re not here to calibrate the engines or read a star chart.”
“Okay, but how about a clock? Or an email? I’m talking about the easy stuff. The basics.”
“You’re learning them.”
“Not as fast as I should. We didn’t get through half of our assigned tasks for today. And every problem I solve creates three new ones.” I sighed. “Not very impressive, if you ask me.”
Saresh nodded. “Keep in mind that most of us had never even seen a human in the flesh before this morning, let alone spoken to one. The others had no idea what to expect—and we’ve all heard some terrible stories. Some of the crew thought you were going to be essentially a sort of . . . overgrown pet.”
“A nivakh,” I muttered.
“Yes.”
“They thought that even after I was promoted to novi?”
“Some people assumed that Khavi Vekesh was being wildly optimistic—or looking for an easy in with the pro-alliance factions. I think it’s now clear to everyone that whatever his reasons, his instincts were sound. You’ve only been here a day, but you can already find your way around the ship. You can ask questions and follow instructions. You’ve shown yourself to be inquisitive, courteous, adaptable. That may not seem like much to you, but it’s well beyond what most of us expected.”  
“Ah,” I said. “So what you’re saying is that you set the bar really, really low.”
“You could say that.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, it will be higher tomorrow. We’re quick learners.”
I started to say something like “I believe it,” but it turned into a yawn.
I found my way back to my quarters with only one wrong turn. As the door hissed shut behind me, I heaved a sigh of relief. The first day was over. I changed into my pajamas, washed up in my tiny bathroom, and settled down on my little bed, which appeared to slope slightly downward from the outer edge to the inner one. I’d been planning to unwind with a little music, but as it happened, I didn’t need it. With my shoulder pressed against the wall, I could faintly feel a deep pulsating hum that I imagined to be emanating from the ship’s engines. I had no idea how Vardeshi propulsion actually worked. It didn’t matter; whatever its source, the vibration had a tranquilizing effect. I pulled a fleece blanket over myself and fell asleep more or less instantaneously.




CHAPTER TEN

When I awakened ten hours later to the clanging of my phone alarm, it was with a raging thirst and a nearly complete sense of disorientation. I fumbled for my water bottle, which I found on the floor next to the bed. For a couple of minutes I just sat there in the dark. More than anything I wanted to pull the blankets over myself again and go back to sleep. Some of yesterday’s naïve excitement had dissipated, and in its place came apprehension. I now knew that even the simplest task—in this case, checking the time on my bedside display—would be dauntingly hard. Break it down into steps, I told myself. Turn on your phone light. Find your notebook. Find the page with the clock words. Turn on the panel. Figure out what time it is.
It took a few minutes, but eventually I established that my hasty mental calculations of the night before had been more or less correct; my phone alarm had woken me about an hour before the morning briefing was due to start. Today I would have to learn how Vardeshi alarm clocks worked, assuming they existed. It would be more efficient to set a recurring alarm tied to shipboard time than to continue relying on guesswork, with its inherent risk of error. I washed up, dressed in the same uniform as yesterday—another item on today’s list was procuring more uniforms—and went to the mess hall in search of a hot drink. There was no one in the galley, but a little judicious poking around revealed the same carafe Ahnir had shown me the day before, half full of recently heated water. I mixed up an instant cappucino and headed for the axis chamber. I’d decided that I didn’t care whether the Vardeshi gave me odd looks. On Earth we drank coffee at morning meetings, and as Dr. Sawyer had reminded me, the cultural exchange went both ways.
As soon as I entered the axis chamber, I saw that it wouldn’t be a problem. At each seat around the table—except for mine—was a small rectangular tray carved from a dark stone that looked like slate. On the tray was a tiny cup and plate and a delicate silver spoon. The cup and plate looked as fragile as eggshells, and their iridescent surfaces caught the light and refracted it in tiny rainbows. I leaned closer for a better look. They appeared to be made of blown glass. I saw that each plate held a few round pastel-colored pellets. Candy? I wondered. Or medicine? I heard the door hiss and looked up to see Zey enter the room carrying an elaborate silver vessel that reminded me of a Russian samovar. “Wow,” I said. “What’s all this stuff?”
He placed the silver vessel carefully on the table beside the seat that belonged to Khavi Vekesh. “The morning senek ritual.”
“Senek?” I’d heard the word on Dr. Sawyer’s recordings. We knew it was something edible, but not much more than that.
“It’s a drink. Like coffee.” He nodded to my thermos.
“It wakes you up,” I said.
“The opposite, actually. It calms us down.”
“Why?”
“Our ancestors were predators. Their most active times were dawn and dusk. Twice a day our brains still release a hormone that makes us restless and hyperalert. Good for hunting, not so good for sitting in a meeting. There’s a chemical in senek that counterbalances that hormone. It helps us relax.”
“What about those?” I pointed to the tiny pastel balls.
“Those are just sugar. The different colors are for different flavorings.”
I scanned the table and saw that no two assortments of sugar pastilles were alike in number or color. “You know everyone’s preferences by heart?”
“Of course. The senek ritual is novi work. I do it every morning. Tomorrow I’ll show you how to do it, and then we can take turns.” Now that I was listening for it, I could hear that there was something odd about the cadence of Zey’s words. They sounded clipped, hurried, as if he were feeling anxious—or as if he’d had one too many cups of coffee.
“Aren’t you going to have some senek?” I nodded to the silver container.
“No!” He sounded shocked. “It goes in order of rank. The khavi is first. I’m last.”
Once again most of the meeting’s discussion was lost on me, and I passed the time by drinking my cappuccino and watching my crewmates serve themselves senek. The liquid that issued from the silver spout was pale green, the color of absinthe, and accompanied by plumes of steam, but I was too wary of an allergic reaction to breathe deeply when Zey served himself on my right. When I got around to sending a message home, I would have to urge our doctors to put senek at the top of the list of Vardeshi foods to be tested for safety. The ritual was clearly a significant one. And since preparing it was apparently one of my novi duties, I needed to know whether contact with the substance posed any risks. For the time being, I’d have to wear gloves.
That day passed as quickly as the one before it. Our first stop of the morning was Requisitions. “Is that where I get more uniforms?” I asked Zey.
“Yes. And, more importantly, it’s where you get your flexscreen.”
“My what?”
He showed me the tiny screen on the underside of his left wrist. “Your portable tech. We use it for calls, messages, small-scale work. Every flat surface on the Pinion is an interactive screen, but it would be a waste of time to pull up a display on the wall every time you need to send a text.”
“It’s a phone,” I said, relieved. “I knew you guys had them.”
“Of course we have them. But it’s more than a phone. You’ll see.”
When we had obtained my flexscreen and its strap harness from Rhevi Khiva, who supervised equipment requisitions, Zey said, “Here. I’ll show you how to log in.” With a few quick confident strokes of his fingers he called up an array of shimmering orange and white symbols on the little screen. “You just log in with your passcode—the same one you used to unlock your quarters—and choose from a standard menu of options. Messaging, video calls, schedule, status reports, ship’s systems . . .” He went on to name a few categories I couldn’t translate.
“All right, slow down,” I said. “Let’s see if I can even do that first step.”
I couldn’t, or at least not immediately. It was difficult to manipulate the tiny screen, which was feather-light and semitransparent, about the size and thickness of a credit card. “It’s so small,” I said. “I know our Earth tech is obsolete and all that, but how can you even see what you’re doing?”
“Like this.” Zey slid the tiny screen free of its harness, then pinched its corners with the thumb and forefinger of each hand and pulled. To my astonishment, the screen expanded until it was about the size of a standard laptop screen.
I stared at it. “You can’t be serious.”
“You try it. Make it smaller—just push on the corners.”
Disbelieving, I did so, and the screen shrank by a couple of inches on each side. “This is insane,” I said. “It’s magic. It has to be.”
“Not magic. Just tech that’s a little ahead of yours.”
“I saw these last night,” I said, enlightened. “At the briefing. I thought they were tablets.”
He shook his head. “Just flexscreens. You can make them any size and orientation you want, but the largest dimensions are the ones I showed you at first. You can bend them and even fold them if you want. See?” He took my screen and folded it briskly in half. I winced, expecting a crack, but none came. When he unfolded the device again, I looked for a mark or a crease. It appeared intact.
“So if everyone has these flexscreens,” I said, “why make the whole ship a touchscreen? Isn’t it redundant?”
“Some work benefits from a larger display. If Vethna needs to work on an engine problem, or Hathan needs to do long-range mapping, they’ll use a table or a wall. It’s good to have options.”
“It sure is,” I said. “Here’s the real question, though. Which one do you guys use for an alarm clock?”
Zey explained that the Vardeshi had no need for alarm clocks as such, but that it was possible to program my flexscreen to play an audio file at a given time each day. Once we’d set that up—and he’d promised to call me over the shipboard communications network the following morning to check that the alarm had worked—we returned to exploring the different functions of the flexscreen. Before long I had more or less grasped how to send texts and make audio and video calls to the various members of the crew. The only adjustment I needed to make—which Zey, for some reason, found hilarious—was to wear the strap on my right rather than left wrist. “I don’t get it,” I said. “If you guys are ambidextrous, why does it matter which hand I wear it on?”
He shrugged. “I guess it’s just convention.”
“Well, the convention isn’t going to work for me. I’m left-handed.”
“Left-handed? What does that mean?”
“It means that my left hand is dominant.”
“Why?”
“Because . . .” I gestured vaguely. “It just is. It’s how my brain is wired. It’ll be easier for me to use the flexscreen with my left hand.”
Zey frowned. “So one of your hands is . . . better than the other?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
He laughed. “And all humans are like that?”
“Almost all of us, yes. What about Vardeshi? You don't have a dominant hand?”
“No, of course not. That would be like . . . having a dominant foot!” Another wave of hilarity claimed him.
“Yeah,” I said, smiling in spite of myself. “Crazy.”
Thus forewarned, I wasn’t at all surprised by the amused glances cast at my right-side flexscreen during lunch by Ziral and Daskar, who were sharing our table, along with Vethna. For my own part, I was concentrating so hard on watching the others at my table eat their meals that I nearly forgot to eat my own. Zey had been right. They all used their left and right hands with equal dexterity.
I was trying to be unobtrusive about my investigation, but I knew I’d failed when Vethna snapped, “What are you staring at, Novi?” He spoke loudly enough that the conversation at the khavi’s table faltered. I didn’t glance in that direction, but I knew Vethna’s exclamation must have drawn the attention of the khavi, as well as Saresh, Hathan, and Khiva, who were sitting with him.
“I was just . . . Zey said your people use both hands interchangeably. I was trying to see if he was right.”
“Humans don’t use both their hands?” said Vethna. The words themselves were inoffensive, but the tone was caustic, as if he’d never heard anything so ludicrous.
I looked at Zey, who quietly summarized our conversation from a few minutes earlier.
“So you can’t use your flexscreen with your right hand?” said Vethna.
“Well, I’ve had it for about an hour, so I wouldn’t call myself an expert no matter which hand I use.” I could hear the edge in my voice. I could also hear that my accent was slipping. Stay calm, I told myself. He’s trying to provoke you. Don’t make it so easy.
He nodded at my fork. “Can you eat with your right hand?”
Silently I transferred the fork to my other hand, stabbed a penne noodle with it, and held it up for his appraisal.
“Well,” Vethna said dismissively, “your people eat with shovels anyway, so it’s not much of a test.”
I brought the fork to my mouth and chewed methodically until my anger began to subside. Zey, Ziral, and Daskar returned to their own meals. I heard the murmur of conversation begin again at the far table. When I dared to glance that way, only two of its occupants were still looking in our direction. Saresh was watching Vethna, his expression thoughtful. Hathan was watching me. I couldn’t read anything in his face at all. He held my eyes for an instant, then looked away. A wave of helpless frustration washed over me. Last night, in the lounge, I’d thought I was beginning to gain some ground with the suvi. Now I didn’t know what to think. He must have heard Vethna baiting me. Had I won points with him for standing my ground? Or lost them for showing disrespect to a superior—or, bizarrely, for having a dominant hand?
In the afternoon I met with Rhevi Daskar at the medical clinic. Our stated task was to go through my medical supplies so that she understood what they were used for, but when we’d finished the inventory she said briskly, “If you don’t object, I’d like to take this opportunity to give you a complete medical examination as well. You’re my first human patient. I won’t be much use to you as a doctor until I know what you look and sound like when you’re healthy. I take it you’re presently in good health?”
I nodded. “Yes, Rhevi.”
“Remarkable.” She produced a slender wand-like scanning tool and waved it over my forearm. “Are all human heartbeats so rapid?”
The examination, which proceeded from the instrument-based to the physical, proved instructive for both of us. I learned more about Vardeshi physiology from Daskar’s observations than I had in my training. Vardeshi bodies seemed to operate more efficiently than human ones. In addition to the slower heartbeats and lower body temperatures, they took several fewer breaths per minute. Human senses were a little duller than Vardeshi; she informed me that my hearing and vision tested on the extreme low end of her scale.
“And that’s with corrective lenses,” I commented.
“With what?” I understood her confusion—I’d finished the sentence in English, as I knew no Vardeshi translation for the last two words. I explained. Daskar looked closely at each of my eyes. Then she watched in faintly horrified fascination as I removed and reinserted my contact lenses. “Barbaric,” she murmured.
As the examination progressed, it revealed a few interior differences as well; some of my organs didn’t seem to be quite where Daskar expected them to be. However, she was quite unruffled by what was revealed when I removed my uniform and undergarments at her request.
“Outwardly, you’re very similar to us,” she commented. “Just built on a larger scale. And your sexual characteristics are exaggerated. Wider hips, fuller breasts.”
I looked down at my modestly endowed figure and laughed. I thought I saw a glint of answering humor in her dark eyes. Maybe there were some jokes that crossed the cultural abyss intact.
The examination concluded shortly thereafter, and Daskar said I was free to dress again. As I did so, the question I’d been weighing for the past few minutes found its way to my lips. “So, from what you’ve seen, do you think our species are sexually compatible? Hypothetically, I mean,” I added hastily as her expression changed. “I wouldn’t . . . I mean, I have orders not to . . . I’m just asking.”
Her face relaxed a little. “I can’t speak with any certainty without a more thorough examination than this one—and, of course, corresponding access to a male specimen. Based on what I’ve seen, though, I’d imagine that humans and Vardeshi are physically compatible. Whether a cross-species coupling would be mutually pleasurable is another question. And one I hope you don’t propose to answer.”
“God, no,” I said with conviction.
“Good.” She turned my right hand over to inspect the back of it. “I don’t know how your people signal their marital status. Are you unattached?”
“So far.” I smiled. “Twenty-six and single. And on the shelf now for at least another year. I think my parents are getting a little nervous.”
She looked directly into my eyes, her clear dark gaze holding mine, and said, “Eyvri, I can promise you that at this moment your parents are a great deal more than nervous.”
My throat tightened, and I had to look away. At last I said, “I had to go. They know that.”
“They know,” she said. “That doesn’t make it easier.”
I looked down at her hands, which were clasped right over left, the double sigil clearly visible. “You have a family.”
“A husband,” she said. “On Evrathi Starhaven. A son on another ship. And a daughter on this one.”
“Here? On the Pinion? Who . . .?”
She smiled. “Sohra.”
I pictured the dark-haired Systems specialist. Certainly their coloring was entirely different, but now that I thought about it, the two women were alike in demeanor. Each of them radiated a calm steady certainty that made me feel instinctively that I could trust them.
“Zey told me families tend to ship out together,” I said. “But the Takheris all have the same last name.”
Daskar nodded. “Sohra and I share the same rank, so she goes by her first name. Her full name is Sohra Daskar.”
“Are there any other families on the Pinion?”
“Just the two.” She paused, then added, “But Ziral and Ahnir are engaged.”
“Everyone’s engaged,” I muttered.
“Take heart,” she said encouragingly. “By the time you return home, your parents may have found a suitable husband for you.”
“Yeah, maybe,” I said dubiously. “But I wouldn’t put much faith in their taste.”
After my medical appointment I spent an hour or two organizing my food and cooking supplies in the galley. Ahnir was in and out, absorbed in his own tasks. He was civil but brief, and I wondered how he felt about the intrusion of a foreigner into his space. As stipulated in the exchange documents, he’d cleared a workspace and some cabinets for my food and cooking gear. I unpacked the crates containing my first month’s supply of food. I set up my camp stove and screwed the fuel canister into place, breathing a sigh of relief when the Vardeshi fuel source ignited as promised. I turned it off at once; I wasn’t planning on doing any actual cooking, merely verifying that my equipment worked. When I’d finished up in the galley, I returned the empty food crates to the cargo hold.
As I was walking back from helix one, my flexscreen chimed. I stopped and fiddled with the screen until it displayed an incoming message from Saresh. Earth would like you to check in. Can you meet me in the axis chamber to record a message?
My first reply was the Vardeshi equivalent of Y?@. On the second attempt I managed to write Yes. Then, belatedly realizing that I was probably in violation of Fleet texting etiquette, I sent a third message that said simply Hadazi. I hoped Saresh would recognize the attempt at courtesy for what it was. Barring that, I hoped he had a sense of humor.
When I arrived at the axis chamber, I found him seated at a workstation on the upper tier. “Novi,” he said by way of greeting. “I see you’ve learned to use your flexscreen.”
“After a fashion,” I said. “As you saw.”
He didn’t smile, but I saw a glimmer of restrained humor in his blue eyes. “Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of chances to practice.” He indicated the display on the workstation terminal. “We’ve received a transmission from Earth. I thought you’d like to see it.”
“Please,” I said, and leaned in over his shoulder as the message began. It was a video transmission from Councillor Seidel, predictably succinct, sending greetings from Earth and requesting confirmation that all was well aboard the Pinion.
“I could send a written reply,” Saresh said, “and in fact I’ve already done that, but they’d prefer to hear it from you. And I thought this would be as good a time as any to show you the basics of the communications network.”
“Is that your specialization? Communications?”
He nodded. “I coordinate all incoming and outgoing transmissions. The Pinion is in more or less constant contact with Vardesh Prime—and Earth, now—as well as any nearby ships and starhavens, and I’m responsible for maintaining those connections.”
“Something tells me that’s more complicated than just clicking Send on an email.”
“A little,” he agreed. “Your messaging technology relies on satellites, yes? Imagine that your satellite system spans light-years, rather than miles, and the chain of relaying stations has fifty or a hundred links in it. There’s a great deal of calculation involved. Most of it is handled by the shipboard computer, but when a message goes astray—and they do—it’s my job to find out why and make sure that the next transmission reaches its destination. Eventually.”
“Silence isn’t a signal,” I murmured in English.
Saresh glanced at me. “What’s that?”
“Something one of my trainers said. The lack of a message isn’t a message. Sometimes ships go quiet and it doesn't mean anything. This is why. What you’re talking about—the complexity of the network.”
“Exactly. It’s an imperfect system. There’s no guarantee that the comm network will work, especially out in deep space, so we have to send transmissions when we can.”
“Like now,” I said.
“Like now.” Saresh logged himself out of the terminal and asked me log in so that we could work from my account. The communications system was, like every other computer function I’d attempted to navigate thus far, discouragingly complex. As always, I took copious notes. We’d been working for nearly an hour when Saresh said, “I think we’ve done enough for today. Let’s record your message. If you can, try to keep it brief. Don’t bother repeating any information that will be in the notes you send home. More than anything they want to know that you’re alive and well.”
He adjusted the position of the screen and told me where to look. “Whenever you’re ready.”
I thought for a few moments and then nodded. I didn’t need much time to prepare; what I had to say was simple enough. I looked into the screen, smiled, and said, “Hey, guys. It’s me.” From there it was easy going. I talked for thirty seconds or so, then signed off with the farewell I’d heard from Rajani and Dr. Sawyer: “Be safe. Be strong.” I nodded to Saresh again, and he terminated the recording. Only then did I realize that I’d completely forgotten to work in any covert signals. Rookie mistake, I thought. Well, I’d make sure to use them next time. I didn’t think their absence from this first transmission would be a problem. Tristan could tell when I was lying. He’d know I was fine. 
Saresh touched a few more controls and confirmed that the message had been sent. “Amazing and confusing,” he said, and I recognized the words I’d used a minute ago to describe my life on the Pinion.
“And fascinating,” I said. “And maddening. But you said to keep it short.”
“So I did,” he agreed. “Did you know I was originally assigned to Earth?”
“Zey told me.”
“I can’t help wondering what it would have been like to be in your place. What my first impressions of Earth would have been.”
“Do you know where you would have been posted?” I asked.
“Somewhere in Japan, I think. Kyoto, maybe?”
“I think you would have liked it. And they would have loved you.”
“Maybe I’ll visit there when we drop you off next year.” He nodded to the screen. “You can log out.”
I had risen to leave and was halfway to the door when a thought struck me. I turned back toward Saresh. “Do you know why you were reassigned?”
“The Echelon has their reasons,” he said simply. I recognized the evasion, but let it stand. Whatever the explanation was, he wasn’t inclined to share it with me.
Both the evening briefing and the dinner that followed it proceeded without incident. The highlight of that evening was my long-awaited turn in the shower room, which was exactly as decadent as I’d been imagining. Standing under that glittering cascade for fifteen minutes was as rejuvenating as an afternoon by the sea. I’d underestimated the psychological import of a hot shower. As I toweled my hair dry and dressed in clean pajamas, I felt the easing of a tension I’d hardly known was there. My new life was thrilling, but it was draining too. I felt divided, as if there were two distinct selves sharing space in my body. One of them was a graduate student enthralled by the intellectual puzzle of a new civilization. The other was a jungle animal twitching at every noise and scent and shadow. Dr. Okoye would tell me that the animal self had always been there, and that if I was more conscious of her presence now, it was because I needed her awareness. She would tell me to listen to both voices. I fell asleep that night listening for the animal voice, and just before I drifted off, I was certain I heard it. It was whispering in Vardeshi, the same word I’d heard in my dreams at the Villiger Center: khadrath. Alone.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

On my third day I began to do what I viewed as my real work aboard the Pinion: carrying out my novi duties. These began early in the day. Zey and I met an hour before the morning briefing to prepare the senek. This wasn’t as difficult as I was anticipating, as senek was a steeped beverage like tea. We brewed it in the galley, then carried the silver senek pot to the axis chamber. After arranging the trays, Zey went over to a cabinet and opened the door. He removed several gray stoneware jars and placed them on the table. “This is the important part.”
“The sugar,” I guessed.
“Right. People get irrationally angry when you get it wrong. You’d better write this down.”
“Way ahead of you.” I smoothed down the page of my notebook.
“There are six different flavors. It would help if you could taste them, but for now I’ll just tell you the combinations.” He rattled off the personal preferences of each member of the crew with such practiced ease that I stopped writing and stared. He grinned at my expression. “Remember, I’ve had six months of practice.”
After I’d assembled the various combinations, I replaced the jars in the cabinet. As I did so, I noticed a seventh jar, smaller than the others, with a matte black finish. I lifted it inquiringly. “What about this?”
Zey took it out of my hand and replaced it on the shelf. “Not that one.” It was unlike him to be so abrupt, and I could see that something about my question had unsettled him. He turned away from me, ostensibly to double-check the arrangement of sugar pellets on each plate. I had the feeling that he was deliberately avoiding my gaze. Discomfited, I went to my seat and pretended to look over the notes I’d made until the others began to arrive a few minutes later. I hoped I hadn’t inadvertently hurt his feelings. I had no idea how I could have done so.
When the senek ritual began that morning, I watched anxiously as each crew member in turn poured out a measure of delicately green liquid and stirred in the tiny sugar tablets. Zey’s comment about irrational anger was still fresh in my mind. When the silver vessel had traveled the full circuit of the room and Zey was serving himself, I began to relax. The rest of the meeting passed without incident until Hathan asked for Zey’s report on our training. Zey said that I was adapting well—which I appreciated—and was ready to assume my formal novi duties.
“And when will she attend senior officers’ dinner?” asked Khavi Vekesh.
“Tonight, sir,” said Zey. “Just to observe, of course.”
The khavi nodded. “Good. While we’re all assembled, I’d like to amend our expectations of Novi Alkhat.” I looked at him, startled. He continued, “It will be in your best interest to practice your Vardeshi as much as possible. As of this moment, your command of the language is passable, but no more. I expect more from my crew than minimal competence. Until you attain full fluency, you will restrict your communication to Vardeshi only.” He looked around the table. “This policy applies to the rest of the crew as well. No crew member will address Novi Alkhat in English without my permission.” He looked back at me. “I trust that’s sufficient motivation to make your language skills a priority.”
I knew I had to say something, so I said, “Yes, Khavi.” My mind was whirling. Could he do this? Did my contract allow it? I reached back in memory to the conversation I’d had with Councillor Seidel on the night he informed me of my change in role. You have the right to refuse any command that violates your ethical obligation to Earth. Being required to speak only Vardeshi didn’t conflict with my ethical obligation. But there was no question in my mind that it violated the spirit of the exchange.
The meeting had moved on without me. I said tentatively, “Khavi?” half raising my hand in a gesture I knew looked as awkward as it felt.
Hathan, who had been speaking, fell silent at once. The khavi’s dark eyes narrowed. “Yes, Novi?” he said coolly.
From the looks on the others’ faces, it was clear that I’d spoken out of turn. I forged on without looking at Zey. “About the language policy. I just have a question. If the purpose of my being here is to represent humanity in a cultural exchange, doesn’t that . . . infer . . .”
“Imply,” murmured Saresh.
“Imply that both cultures should be treated equally? And doesn’t that include speaking both languages?”
“Are you under the impression that the members of this crew are deficient in their English?” the khavi inquired.
“No, sir,” I said.
“Neither am I. Your Vardeshi, on the other hand, is inadequate. I haven’t placed any restrictions on the content of your interactions. You should feel free to discuss Earth culture with anyone on the ship who shows interest. But until future notice, you will do so in Vardeshi. The matter is closed.”
So, it seemed, was the meeting. As the others moved on to their various responsibilities, I helped Zey collect the senek dishes. Saresh lingered after everyone else had gone. “Novi,” he said, “if you have questions about your orders, it’s standard procedure to bring them to me. Or to arrange a private meeting with the khavi. In general, I’d advise against challenging him directly in front of the entire crew.”
I winced. “Is that what I just did?”
“In essence, yes.”
“That sounds really bad.”
Zey said, “It wasn’t great.”
“Do I need to apologize?”
“No. He’ll make allowances for your inexperience.” Saresh paused. “Once.”
“I won’t do it again,” I said quickly.
“I didn’t think so.” The hadazi turned to go, then added, “I thought you expressed yourself well.”
“Tell that to Khavi Vekesh,” I said, but I waited until he was gone to say it.
Zey was uncharacteristically quiet as we finished cleaning up. I sensed that he was hovering on the edge of saying something, and when I moved to pick up the carrying tray, he stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Eyvri . . . I know this new rule seems unfair. I don’t like it either. But try not to let it bother you too much. It won’t last forever. Your Vardeshi is going to get better. It’s already getting better.”
“That’s not the point.” I had to stop to frame the words, and he waited patiently for me to put them together. “Learning Vardeshi is the whole reason why I'm here. I don’t need any more motivation to work hard. Khavi Vekesh didn’t give me anything I didn’t have before. All he did was make it impossible for me to relax. I need—humans need—to be able to talk without having to think so hard about it. Not all the time. But sometimes.” I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “He’s never going to reverse that order. And don’t tell me I’m wrong, because you know I’m right. It doesn’t matter how much better I get.”
“But you have a whole year to practice,” Zey said.
“Exactly. A whole year with no English. I have to be on all the time. It’s only been three days, and I’m already exhausted. I don’t know if I’m going to make it.”
“Well,” Zey said slowly, “if you want, you can speak English to me. When no one else is around. Like right now.”
“But isn’t that against orders?”
“Who’s going to know?”
“I don’t want to get you in trouble,” I said uncertainly.
He shrugged. “So don’t get caught.”
For the remainder of the morning I shadowed Zey as he went through the daily housekeeping tasks assigned to the novis. Only now did I begin to understand why the rank of novi was designated as “essentially a service role.” According to Zey’s explanation, novi duties were another manifestation of the intensely hierarchical nature of Vardeshi culture. Much of the work could have been engineered away from living hands, and after three years of intensive training, any Institute graduate was wildly overqualified for it. However, some menial work was deliberately preserved in order to enforce the separation of lower and higher ranks. The dynamic reminded me of the squires and knights of medieval Earth, or the age-based stratification of some Asian cultures.
Zey and I spent the morning cleaning the common spaces and ensuring that the mess hall was stocked with clean dishes and the laundry with clean linens and uniforms. After the noon meal there was an hour’s respite, a concession to the fact that a novi’s day typically began early and ended late. In the afternoons, Zey said, he observed one rhevi or another as they went about the tasks specific to their fields. This was the mechanism by which he was to narrow down his area of interest and eventually choose a specialization.
“You’re exempt from that part, of course,” Zey said. “Since you’re not an Institute graduate, you’ll never be promoted beyond novi, so there’s no point. You’re expected to spend that time making word lists or writing essays about culture or . . . whatever Earth wants you to do.”
“Oh, good,” I said. “I was wondering when that was supposed to happen.”
Zey explained that the next round of novi duties took place after dinner, when one of us would go to the lounge to prepare the evening senek. “It’s the same as the morning ritual,” he said, “just in the lounge. That takes about an hour, and then you’re done for the night. Unless there’s senior officers’ dinner that day.”
“That’s what Khavi Vekesh was talking about,” I said. “What is it?”
Once a week, Zey said, a formal dinner was offered for the three senior officers as well as any rhevi favored with an invitation. The dinner consisted of several stages; from Zey’s description it sounded like a three-course meal with coffee and brandy to follow, or, in this case, senek and some concentrated spirit I didn’t yet have a name for. Ahnir served as steward, but there was always a novi present to help serve and clear, refill glasses, and prepare the senek.
“It doesn't sound that bad,” I said. “Kind of like waiting tables. I was a waitress in college. I bet I’ll be OK.”
“It’s not hard; it’s just really, really boring. Basically you stand in one place for a couple of hours and try not to fall asleep. You have to watch what everyone’s doing without looking like you’re listening to their conversation. Which you are, obviously, because how could you help it? It’s not a very big room. The most important thing is to do whatever Ahnir tells you. And keep quiet. No matter what they’re saying. Even if they’re talking about you, that doesn’t mean they’re talking to you.”
“Seen, not heard,” I said. “Got it.”
“This is serious,” Zey insisted. “Khavi Vekesh might overlook what happened this morning, but he won’t overlook it if you speak out during officers’ dinner. Or drop something. Or do anything to draw attention to yourself. You have to disappear.”
“I understand. Really.”
He still seemed anxious, despite my reassurances, and once I’d been standing beside the door of the officers’ dining room for an hour, trying to disappear, I had to concede that he’d been right to be worried. Officers’ dinner was a challenge unlike any I had faced thus far. More than anything, it was a test of my patience. And endurance; I was bored, thirsty, and restless, and the effort of remembering not to clear my throat or shift my weight from foot to foot occupied all of my attention. As for listening in on the conversation taking place around the table, I understood the temptation, but I was immune. The simple fact was that I couldn’t follow it. I caught an isolated word here and there, but no more. A very few minutes into the hour it had become clear to me that, much as I’d resented his choice of phrasing, Khavi Vekesh had been entirely correct. My Vardeshi was . . . inadequate.
I hadn’t realized until then just how consistently the Pinion’s crew had been adjusting their pacing and word choice downward to accommodate me. The conversation that ricocheted between the khavi himself, Saresh, Hathan, and Sohra, punctuated by laughter, was impenetrable. They might as well have been speaking Korean—or, more aptly, Klingon. I had never felt so out of my depth. A sense of despair washed over me, made all the worse by the fact that I couldn’t move, speak, or in any way distract myself. This is impossible, I thought bleakly. I’m going to fail. I am failing. What colossal arrogance I had shown in thinking that I, out of seven billion humans, was an apt choice to represent our species. A phrase Dr. Sawyer had used more than a year ago came back to me. The great vanity of my life. Was this mine? Thinking I could do the impossible? Thinking I could ever truly understand these people, these elegant strangers in whose company I felt continually awkward and wrongfooted? Tears stung my eyes. I looked resolutely up at the lighting fixtures above the table until I finally fought them back. The only thing that could possibly make my predicament worse would be to start crying in front of the Pinion’s senior staff. If that happened, there would be nothing for it. I would have to go home.
When Ahnir finally signaled to Zey and me to clear away the dinner things, I could have flung my arms around him in gratitude. Instead, I focused on stacking plates as quietly as possible. Here, at last, I was on familiar ground. My waitressing experience stood me in good stead, and I didn’t clatter the silverware any more egregiously than Zey did. Preparing and serving the senek went smoothly too. Saresh was in the middle of narrating a story—I could tell that much, although I couldn’t have guessed what it was about—and the others were too engrossed to notice when I gave Sohra the wrong flavoring. To my human eyes, the two canisters looked identical in the dim light. Fortunately Zey caught the mistake before she did. After the senek and spirits had been served, Ahnir dispatched me with the senek vessel to the lounge. The remaining members of the crew—those who wished to partake, anyway—would be gathering there. When I was safely out in the corridor, I leaned against the wall and breathed a sigh of relief.
Zey came to find me later as I was collecting the senek dishes in the nearly empty lounge. He picked up the senek pot, tilted it to gauge its fullness, then poured a little into a clean cup. “So, how was it?”
“Let me ask you this. If I happen to . . . I don’t know . . . spill something on the khavi, or accidentally stab him with a fork, do you think he’ll take me off dinner duty for a while?”
Zey looked alarmed. “For a while? Try forever.”
“Yeah, I might do that next time.”
He laughed. “I did warn you.”
“Well, you were right.” I checked the time on my flexscreen. “Are you just finishing up now?”
“It ran a little long. This is good, by the way.” He saluted me with the cup.
“Great. When the khavi fires me and I’m too embarrassed to go home, I can go wait tables on some backwater starhaven.”
“You’ll have to go home eventually. You didn’t bring that much food.” Zey took another sip. “What’s wrong? You did well in there. No one’s talking about firing you.”
“I wouldn’t know. I couldn’t understand anything. Not one word.” My throat tightened, and I had to stop.
“Oh.” Zey looked at me doubtfully.
I waved a hand. “I’m fine. I get like this when I’m tired. What’s next?”
“Nothing. We’re done.” He nodded in the direction of the door. “Go get some sleep. You’re off duty until morning briefing the day after tomorrow.”
“Great,” I said. “Good night.”
I made my way slowly down the corridor from the lounge to the crew quarters. I wasn’t sure I’d ever been so tired. Alone in my quarters, I more or less fell into my little slanted shelf bed. I’d thought I would fall asleep instantly, but I didn’t. Every time I started to drift off, I was jerked back into wakefulness by a sound like a cacophony of voices all shouting simultaneously in Vardeshi. I’d experienced something similar during the first few weeks of my term abroad in China, and I knew what it meant: my brain was taking advantage of idle time to process the language it had absorbed that day. Unfortunately it wasn’t waiting until I was fully asleep to do it. Eventually I got up, found my laptop, powered it on, and selected a random episode of an old sitcom. I set the laptop on the floor next to the bed. The images weren’t important, only the sound. I needed to hear voices speaking English. The khavi’s announcement that morning hadn’t included a prohibition against watching English-language media, and anyway, there was no one here to report me. I listened through the opening of the episode and heard only a few notes of the familiar theme song before sleep overtook me.
I slept for nearly twelve hours. When I did finally wake, I lay in bed for a while longer, reveling in the luxury of not having to race through my morning routine. Eventually hunger propelled me to get up and dress. I’d been instructed to wear Earth clothes on my days off—part of my role as cultural ambassador, I assumed—so I left my uniform on its hanger and put on jeans and my gray Institute sweatshirt. It had struck me as funny that the word Institute served as shorthand for both the Vardeshi Fleet Institute where my crewmates had trained and the graduate school I’d attended in California. I also put on a vest. Vardeshi bodies might run only a couple of degrees cooler than human ones, but by my standards, the Pinion was cold.
Because the crew were between meals, the mess hall was deserted. I cooked an elaborate brunch—coffee, orange juice, toast, hash and eggs, granola and dried fruit—and took my time over it. Then I cleaned my dishes and workspace, made more coffee, and carried it and a book to the lounge. The rest of my day off passed swiftly by. I read, worked out, took another blissful shower, and spent a desultory hour drafting my report for Earth. I ate a leisurely dinner—alone, again, because I’d misread the clock in my quarters—and then decided to make my way to the lounge and see how my companions were occupying themselves. I’d heard mention of an event taking place there tonight, but that much was drawn from an overheard fragment of conversation between Ziral and Khiva in the corridor, and I hadn’t caught any details.
When I stepped into the lounge, an unexpected sight met my eyes. What looked like all the members of the Pinion’s crew were kneeling in a circle around Ziral, who was seated on a stool. All of them, including Ziral, had their eyes closed. Ziral was speaking—I could hear the murmur of her voice from the doorway, but couldn’t make out any of the words—and the others appeared to be listening intently. The preternatural calm on their faces was like nothing I had ever seen. They seemed to be in a trance. No one stirred or shifted. The stillness in the room was absolute. My gaze traveled slowly from one tranquil face to the next, lingering longest on Hathan, who looked startlingly young in repose. I had no idea what I was witnessing, but I was instantly certain I had violated some deeply private—and deeply alien—ritual. The sense of transgression was overpowering. Whatever this was, I wasn’t meant to see it. I backed slowly toward the door. When I touched the control, it opened with a hiss that seemed impossibly loud, but none of the assembled Vardeshi responded in any way to the noise. I wondered if they were even conscious.
Safely out in the hallway, I hesitated. What had I walked into? I would have to ask Zey for an explanation tomorrow. For tonight, the lounge was clearly off-limits to me, and I didn’t want to go back to my quarters just yet. I decided to go back to the mess hall. I had been there for twenty minutes or so, sitting alone at one of the tables with my e-reader and a cup of tea, when the door hissed open. Startled, I looked up. I'd assumed that all my shipmates would be absorbed in—whatever it was—for a while yet.
It was Zey. He looked equally startled to see me. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
I shrugged. “I went to hang out in the lounge, but . . . something weird is happening. I didn’t feel right being there.”
“The Listening,” he said. “I should have warned you.”
“The Listening?” Something about the way he said it implied the capital letter.
“Yeah. Someone tells a story and everyone else Listens.”
“And that’s it? Just storytelling? It looked pretty . . . intense.” In my mind I saw again those rapt, still faces.
“That’s because of rana. It enhances the story. Makes it more real.”
“Rana?” I felt more confused than ever.
“Remember the senek ritual? The black jar, the one I told you not to use? That’s rana.”
“It’s a drug?”
“A powerful one,” Zey confirmed. “A tiny amount is enough to make people—most people—feel as if they are living through someone else’s story, instead of just hearing it.”
“It makes you hallucinate?”
Zey smiled. “No. What you see on rana isn’t a hallucination. It’s real. The function of the drug is to allow two different minds to connect. Not perfectly, and not for very long, but enough to share memories.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “Are you saying that rana . . . amplifies empathy?”
“Not empathy,” Zey said. “Telepathy.”
We stared at each other. I knew Zey’s facial expressions well enough by now to know that he was entirely in earnest. “Telepathy,” I said slowly. “You’re telling me your people have telepathic abilities. You can communicate via thought.”
“Most people can only do it with the help of rana. And like I said, it doesn’t work all that well. Or at all, sometimes.” He gestured to himself. “There’s a reason why I’m not in the lounge with the others. Rana doesn’t work on me at all. I don’t know if it’s because I’m missing a piece that everyone else has, or if the drug doesn’t work with my body chemistry, but for whatever reason, it doesn’t touch me. Nothing comes in, nothing goes out, and it doesn’t matter how much rana I take. I’m a Blank.”
“A Blank,” I repeated.
“That’s what we call someone with no telepathic abilities.”
“Is that rare?”
“It’s not common. It’s estimated that less than five percent of the population are Blanks. And there are about an equal number of Voxes.”
“Okay, you lost me again. What’s a Vox?”
“The opposite of a Blank. Someone who doesn’t need rana to share thoughts. Their abilities are fully under their control—they can access them at will. And they’re incredibly powerful. A connection with a Vox is a hundred times clearer than one created by rana. Or so everyone says. I wouldn’t know. Even the most gifted Vox can’t join minds with a Blank. And believe me, we’ve tried. If Saresh can’t do it, no one can.”
I said, “Saresh?”
Zey nodded. “He’s a Vox. And a strong one, although he doesn’t like to admit it. Too modest.”
I was still trying to process what he was telling me. “A Blank and a Vox in the same family?”
“Actually, it’s more common than not. The extreme ends of the spectrum tend to cluster together. There’s speculation that the same genetic marker that’s activated to create a Vox will produce a Blank when the switch is flipped the other way.”
Thinking furiously, I said, “So then, if these things run in families, what about Hathan?”
“Hathan is right in the middle of the spectrum. Completely ordinary. Latent abilities activated by rana.”
“And what about the rest of the crew? Any other Voxes? Or Blanks?”
Zey shook his head. “Just Saresh and me.”
I pictured again the silently gathered crew. “So right now, in the lounge . . . What’s happening? What are they doing?”
“Ziral is telling a story, and the others are Listening. Sharing the memory—experiencing it through her eyes. Everyone took rana with their evening senek. Well, everyone but Saresh.”
“So the Listening is . . . a social activity? A form of recreation?”
“It’s our primary form of entertainment.”
And you’re excluded from it, I thought. “Okay, let me see if I’ve got this right. You’re telling me that on average, out of every twenty Vardeshi, nineteen are to some extent telepathic?”
“That’s right,” said Zey.
“How has this never come up before?” I said in disbelief.
“Why, is it important?”
“Are you kidding? On Earth, telepathy is a myth. A fantasy. We’ve imagined it, but we’ve never been able to prove that it’s possible. But apparently for your people it’s not only possible, it’s commonplace.” I paused and looked at him closely. “Unless you’re just messing with me again.”
“I swear I’m not.” He gestured to the empty mess hall. “Why else would I be here, alone, when everyone else is in the lounge?”
“Fair enough,” I conceded.
“Are there really no telepaths on Earth? None at all?” I thought I heard a note of longing in his voice.
“Not one. It’s a whole planet full of Blanks.”
“A whole planet of Blanks,” he repeated. “I knew there was something I liked about you.”
“Other than my rank, you mean?”
“Other than that.”
I stirred my tea pensively. “So what do you do when everyone else is at the Listening?”
Zey made a wry face. “Mostly I get really, really bored.”
“Isn’t that kind of unfair?”
“It doesn’t often happen like this. Most ships will have at least a handful of Blanks. The Fleet makes sure of that. Originally there was another Blank assigned to the Pinion, but she was replaced at the last minute. By Saresh.”
“Ironic,” I said.
“Yeah, but I’d rather have my brother on the mission than a stranger. Even if she was a Blank.”
“Well,” I said, “I know we already spend all day together, so I won’t be offended if you’d like some time alone. But if you want company, we could . . . I don’t know . . . play cards or something. Humans have all kinds of ways to pass the time that don’t involve being able to hear someone else’s thoughts.”
“Cards?” Zey said curiously.
“It’s a game. A lot of games, actually. Wait here, I’ve got some in my quarters. You’ll like them, I promise.”




CHAPTER TWELVE

The second four-day cycle passed as swiftly as the first. By the end of the first week, I had begun to shoulder some novi duties on my own. The increased responsibility brought with it a few tense moments. I tried to remind myself that mistakes were inevitable, and at least the ones I made were relatively minor. I touched the wrong control in the galley and put the cleansing machines into an extended cycle, leaving Ahnir without enough clean dishes for the noon meal. I mistook cleaning solvent for detergent and ruined a dozen uniforms. I misread the byzantine Vardeshi clock and missed half of an evening briefing. I unknowingly selected a group-text option on my flexscreen and spent two mortifying hours sending error-strewn replies to the entire crew before Zey stopped laughing long enough to enlighten me. I brewed senek that was too weak and too strong and, bewilderingly, too cold. Most damningly of all, in my eyes, I made one linguistic error after another. I flubbed word endings and verb tenses and tones. When these mistakes were pointed out to me—which they were, frequently and patronizingly—I swallowed hard and repeated the correction, trying to fix it in my memory, then went back to my quarters and cried. I wasn’t used to feeling like the slowest student in the class. I hated it.
For no reason I could name, I dreaded most the corrections that came from Hathan. He wasn’t one of the patronizing ones. He didn’t gloat, as Vethna did, visibly, as though each error of mine gave him personal satisfaction. He simply noted the incorrect form and offered the correct one in a tone that was unvaryingly patient. Saresh and Khiva and Ziral did precisely the same thing, in precisely the same manner, half a dozen times a day. Their comments, though, didn’t cause my face to burn with humiliation. I couldn’t understand it. The only explanation I could find that was even halfway satisfying was that Hathan had argued against my being selected to join the Pinion’s crew, and Vekesh had overruled him on account of my language skills. Every error I made in Hathan’s presence felt like a tiny weight added to his side of the scale. I had been chosen over the other candidates because I spoke Vardeshi. If I couldn’t even do that, then I didn’t deserve to be here.
By the end of that week I had begun to form a general opinion of each of the members of the Pinion’s crew. In most cases, my first impression had proven to be a fair representation. Vethna was unquestionably my least favorite. Always the first to point out a mistake—linguistic or otherwise—and the last to offer a useful answer to a question, he made it clear that he had no patience for my unfamiliarity with Vardeshi culture and customs. Our forced proximity as lower-ranking crew members sharing a mess table was unfortunate. I avoided or ignored him whenever I could, but sometimes this simply wasn’t possible. During one breakfast I was telling Sohra how courtships worked on Earth—she had been dismayed to learn that I wasn’t yet betrothed—when he cut in with, “Typical human stupidity.”
It was the third such comment in the last day. Giving in to my exasperation, I snapped, “Who are you to comment on typical human anything?”
“Excuse me?” he said coldly.
“I’m just observing that you’ve never shown much interest in our way of life. You’re not exactly an expert on humanity.”
“I know as much as I care to. Novi.”
I felt a stab of pain as, unseen beneath the table, Zey’s foot connected with my ankle. “If that’s true, then why are you even here? Why take part in the exchange at all?”
“Maybe I was giving you a chance to prove me wrong. Which—let me be clear—you haven’t.”
“It’s kind of hard to prove anything when you won’t let me finish a sentence,” I shot back.
“That’s enough, Novi,” said Ziral, who’d arrived with her tray early on in our exchange. “Your tone is impertinent. You owe Rhevi Vethna an apology.”
I looked at Zey, who nodded slightly, his eyes on his plate. “I will endeavor to be more satisfactory,” I said tightly. This sentence, which I viewed as irritatingly penitent and self-effacing, was the one Zey claimed Khavi Vekesh—and, by extension, everyone else—favored for formal apologies. I’d already had cause to use it several times that week. It grated a little more with each repetition.
I thought my display of contrition had ended our skirmish, but the last word went to Vethna, who murmured, “I should hope so.”
I didn’t know what to think of Ziral. If she disliked me, or humans, or humans trying to do Vardeshi work, she hid it better than Vethna. But our conversations never achieved any real depth. While she was polite, she was also dismissive. I had the sense that she saw me as a minor but persistent irritation which she was dutifully trying to ignore. I placed her and Khavi Vekesh in the same category. Along with the injunction to speak no English until my Vardeshi had reached some wholly subjective standard of his own designing, he had spoken to me in that first week only to tell me that the morning senek was too weak and that Suvi Takheri’s water glass needed filling at officers’ dinner. I hadn’t forgotten Zey’s assertion that he was equally terse with everyone, and it was true that I had seen him speak critically to a few other crew members as well. I still didn’t think he liked me.
Ahnir was another one whose attitude toward humans seemed to oscillate between neutral and negative. Because we shared space in the galley during meal preparation times, I found myself in closer physical proximity to him than to anyone else save Zey. He watched me closely and made no attempt to disguise his opinion of my conduct. I knew when I annoyed him, which was frequently: by selecting the wrong cycle on the cleansing machines, by taking up too much workspace with my food preparation, or by making something he didn’t find appetizing. The transparency of his reactions was useful when it came to gauging how my food would be received by the other crew members. I found the Vardeshi response to the odors of Earth food impossible to predict. Ahnir didn’t object to tuna or garlicky pesto, and he hovered over my Pad Thai for so long I almost offered him my fork. The main offenders were breakfast foods: toast, coffee, and especially bacon. I put the bacon away and unpacked my oatmeal, but I kept making coffee. My commitment to interspecies harmony had its limits.
Khiva, too, seemed undecided about humans, but I thought I could like her, given the chance. There was a directness about her that reminded me a little of Kylie. One morning I was in the galley cleaning my dishes when she and Ziral came in to deposit their trays. I heard Khiva ask who was scheduled to do the next Listening. “Sohra,” I said without thinking; I’d been looking at the next week’s schedule a few minutes before. Ziral looked taken aback, but Khiva laughed. “Well done, Novi. We’ll have to start watching what we say around you.” Of course, later on I heard her laughing with Vethna about my unintentional group messages, but I didn’t think there had been any malice there. Not on her side, at least.
I did count a few tentative allies among my crewmates. Daskar and Sohra were two of these. I saw glimmers of interest and kindness—guarded, but nonetheless there—in my interactions with them. I sensed that my predicament as a young woman alone among strangers engaged Daskar’s maternal instincts. Furthermore, her role as ship’s doctor demanded that she keep a close eye on me. At some point during each day she pulled me aside to assess my appetite, quality of sleep, and general well-being. I recognized these as the diagnostic questions they were, but it felt good to be looked after. Sohra was unfailingly patient with my interminable computer questions, and she welcomed my halting attempts at mealtime conversation. On more than one occasion she evinced real curiosity about my life on Earth. I didn’t know how she and Daskar had come to be on this mission together, but as I pictured it, Sohra had leapt at the chance to participate in the exchange, and her mother, unable to talk her out of it, had had no choice but to follow.
Like Daskar, Saresh had a clear incentive to be kind to me: as hadazi, he was directly responsible for my success or otherwise as a novi. After each of my half-dozen failures that week, he had come to see if I knew what I’d done wrong, which I did, and if I needed encouragement, which I did. Every conversation, however brief, confirmed my perception of him as warm and courteous and insightful. I kept those conversations as brief as I could, because being around Saresh for too long triggered an irrepressible urge to giggle. I couldn’t take him seriously. With his height and those silvery good looks, as well as his endlessly calm demeanor, he was like an artist’s rendering of a Vardeshi. He could have stepped out of any of half a dozen Vardramas I’d watched over the past ten years: all the ones where the heroine fell in love with an elegant blond Vardeshi aristocrat. He was an archetype made flesh. And, as if all that wasn’t enough, he was a telepath too.
My newfound knowledge about the Vardeshi capacity for telepathy fascinated me. Whenever I was alone with Zey, I peppered him with questions. I knew I could have asked another crew member, but I felt more comfortable with Zey. And it was easier to frame my questions—and understand his answers—in the Vardeshi-English argot we continued defiantly to speak when no one else was around. “So Saresh can read anyone’s mind? At any time? Without them knowing it?”
“It doesn’t work that way. He has to be touching the person. And it’s supposed to feel really strange, so they’d definitely notice it.” Zey reached for another sheet. We were folding bedsheets in the laundry, and we had to speak over the hum of the cleansing machines. There was a bank of them against the far wall, and most of them were running.
“I wonder if he could read my mind,” I mused.
“He’d never try it.” Zey spoke with conviction. “It would be too risky. Who knows what the effects would be? It could kill you. Or leave you alive but with no mind at all. Just an empty shell. A living death. That used to happen, back before there was a code of ethics for Voxes. In wartime they were used as interrogators. They extracted information from their enemies by force. If you tried to resist, your mind would just . . . shatter.”
“That’s horrifying,” I said.
Zey nodded. “It was a pretty dark moment for us. Good time to be a Blank, though. Since we’re impervious to forced Listening, we were used as spies, couriers, even battlefield commanders. It was probably the most powerful we’ve ever been. Unfortunately, other forms of torture work just fine on Blanks.”
“I don’t know anything about that part of your history,” I said.
“We don’t like to talk about it. It’s not who we are anymore.”
“You conquered the darkness within.” My translation was imperfect, and Zey looked puzzled until I explained the reference.
“Oh, right,” he said. “I always thought that part was kind of patronizing.”
Comments like that made me grateful for Zey’s presence on the Pinion. His reactions to things were immediate and authentic. His shout of laughter when I mispronounced a word, transforming towel into something like brothel, was as genuine as his scowl when Saresh noted that he’d been late for two successive briefings. He seemed to be more or less an open book, although he could guard his emotions as well, as I discovered one day in the mess hall when Vethna made an offhand comment about someone being “as ignorant as a Blank.” I looked immediately for Zey’s response. There was none. He remained impassive, though I knew he’d heard the words.
It was Hathan, passing by our table with his tray, who said coolly, “Is that supposed to be an insult, Rhevi?”
As Vethna fumbled for an apology, I looked again at Zey. He was staring down at his plate, deliberately ignoring both the slur and his brother’s objection to it. Maybe he was embarrassed. I’d suspected from the first that, despite Zey’s attempts to downplay any perceived inequality, the status of Blank was not a coveted one. The exchange confirmed my inference. It also made me like Vethna a little less, and Hathan a little more.
After a week on the Pinion, the middle Takheri brother remained more or less an enigma to me. We sat at separate tables in the mess, and outside of morning and evening briefing, the orbit of his duties seemed never to coincide with the orbit of mine. Twice in those first few days he came by to check on the progress of my training, once accompanied by Saresh, once alone. On each of those visits he asked questions about what I was learning and what I found difficult, speaking directly to me, rather than using Zey as a proxy as Khavi Vekesh had done. The questions were intimidating, since he made little effort to accommodate my developing language skills. I didn’t know if this was a compliment or an oblique insult. Both times I struggled to answer and came away certain I’d looked even more incompetent than I really was. I clung to the memory of the one occasion on which he’d spoken kindly to me, in the lounge on the day I came aboard. If not for that moment, I might have wondered if what I was interpreting as neutral politeness was in fact carefully guarded dislike.
On the last night of my first week on the ship I made a linguistic error of a different kind, one that unquestionably caused me to fall another few degrees in his esteem. There was another Listening that evening, and Zey and I had arranged to meet in the mess hall for a game night. I’d brought along my deck of cards as well as one of the trendier tabletop board games. Zey had promised to bring a Vardeshi dice game which he claimed was simple enough for me to understand, although I had my doubts. When the door opened I was shuffling the cards and said in English without looking up, “Hey, Zey, did you want to start with poker or . . . ” I trailed off, belatedly registering that it was Hathan, not Zey, who had entered the room.
“Suvi,” I said lamely in Vardeshi. “I wasn’t expecting you.”
“Evidently not.” I winced inwardly and waited to see if he would embellish the reprimand, but he said only, “I hope I’m not intruding.”
“No, of course not. I just—” I broke off, disappointment mingling with relief, as Zey walked in behind him. “I thought you’d be at the Listening.”
“They’re not compulsory,” Hathan said. Which wasn’t really what I’d meant, but it didn’t seem worth the effort to clarify.
After that inauspicious beginning, the evening that followed was surprisingly pleasant. My two companions shared a pitcher of foamy gray Vardeshi beer, which looked to my eyes unappetizingly like dishwater, while I drank herbal tea and wished it was beer. There was some on board, along with a few bottles of stronger spirits, but I’d been strictly forbidden to touch any of it until I was fully acclimated to shipboard life. Zey did most of the talking, which was fine by me. It had been a long week, and my mental reserves were taxed to their limit by the demands of the games. Hathan said little, but he joined in the gameplay with apparent interest, although I was reasonably sure his presence owed little to any burning curiosity about Earth’s tabletop gaming culture. It seemed more likely that, in keeping with his command role, he was evaluating what took place on the ship when the rest of the crew were engaged in a Listening. Whether he was here on his own initiative or under orders from Khavi Vekesh, I couldn’t guess.
Zey was as good as his word. Before he’d even sat down, he handed me a tiny wooden box that proved to contain six Vardeshi dice. I examined them curiously. They were small but surprisingly heavy, made of a metal resembling pewter. On each of their nine facets a glyph was stamped in gold. I recognized these as belonging to the set of forty-nine symbols used in the door code system. Zey explained that each one had a different number value assigned to it. He and Hathan looked on critically while I sketched the symbols in my notebook. It didn’t take long; I only had to look at each glyph once to reproduce it. “Very precise,” Hathan said when I’d finished. I thought I detected a note of surprise in his voice.
“I studied Mandarin in college,” I said. “It uses a . . . picture-based writing system.” I slid the notebook and pencil over to Zey, who began assigning the numbers.
“Ideographic,” Hathan said. “And it’s tonal. Good practice for Vardeshi.”
I smiled at him. “Only four tones. No comparison.” He nodded, but didn’t return my smile. I felt a sting of regret. Had I been too—what was the right word? The only ones that came to mind evoked the airless social rituals of a bygone century. Too bold? Too forward? Did Vardeshi not smile at each other? I knew that couldn’t be true; Zey, for one, smiled more or less constantly. I picked up a die and pretended to study it until the moment passed.
We sampled each of the games, beginning with poker. Zey already knew the rules; Hathan politely refused any explanation from either of us, glanced over the rule sheet I offered him, folded on the first hand, and laid down a straight flush on the second. He won the tabletop strategy game handily as well, efficiently pitting Zey and me against each other while he collected tokens and territories. In the dice game, however, Zey emerged triumphant, with me an unexpectedly close second. Zey gloated so outrageously that I looked for signs of irritation in his brother. I saw none.
“Well,” he said philosophically, “you were at the Institute more recently than I was.” I’d learned that the dice game was popular among trainees at the Fleet Institute.
“Yeah, right.” Zey grinned. “Eyvri beat you too. Explain that.”
I said, “On Earth we call that beginner’s luck.” I hesitated over the translation.
Hathan corrected one of the words, then repeated, “Beginner’s luck. Perhaps that accounts for my wins too.”
“Maybe.” I doubted it though. From our first meeting that level gray gaze had signaled intelligence to me, and nothing I had seen tonight contradicted that impression. I replayed in my mind his seemingly instantaneous appraisal of the poker rule sheet, which implied both an outstanding grasp of English and a quick strategic mind. There had, of course, been another factor contributing to his victory: an excellent poker face. I wondered if his fellow Vardeshi found him difficult to read as well, or if my limited acquaintance with their body language was to blame. He hadn’t seemed angry when Vethna insulted his brother. Or when he’d caught me speaking English against orders. Recalling that little awkwardness, I wondered if he had decided to forgive what was surely, in the scheme of things, a minor transgression.
Apparently he hadn’t. The table had been cleared, and we had all risen to leave, when Hathan turned to me and said, “Novi, a word of advice.”
Zey looked from one of us to the other in perplexity. I thought I knew where this was going, but I feigned confusion. “Sir?”
He paused as if considering his phrasing. “You haven’t been among us very long, and I know you’re still finding your way, so let me be explicit. An order from the khavi—any order—is not to be taken lightly. You were commanded to speak no English until your Vardeshi improves. Did the order confuse you?” I studied his face, searching for mockery, but there was none; the question was sincere.
“No, it was clear. But . . .” I faltered. I knew what I wanted to say: It’s unfair. It’s unreasonable. It’s exactly what Dr. Sawyer warned me about. Humanity has something unique to offer the universe, so let me offer it. It’s why I’m here. I didn’t know how to make it sound like anything other than the petulant complaint of an undisciplined subordinate. And even if I could have found the right words, given to whom I was speaking, they were bound to come out wrong.
“Yes?” Hathan waited patiently for my objection.
“I—” I abandoned the attempt. “I . . . will endeavor to be more satisfactory.”
“I don't doubt it,” he said, and departed without another word.
“Sigils,” Zey said from behind me. “He caught you speaking English?”
“I’m an idiot. I heard the door, and I thought it was you. I should have known better.”
“I should have told you he was coming. Hathan comes down pretty hard on insubordination.”
“He should. I ignored a direct order.” I sighed. “It’s just such a stupid order. Well, if he didn’t hate me before, he definitely hates me now.”
“He doesn’t hate you.” Zey sounded surprised. “Why would you think that?”
“Oh, I don’t know, maybe because all he does is point out my mistakes.”
“He points out mine too. It’s his job. And trust me, he’s a lot nicer about yours.” When I shook my head, Zey insisted, “I’d know if he hated you. He’s my brother, remember?”
On the last evening of my first week I sent home another video transmission. This one was longer than the first, though still brief; I knew my medical telemetry and mission notes would tell a more complete story. I had spent some time rehearsing the message beforehand and managed to work in a few covert signals for Tristan. I began with the direct smile and left-hand wave that was our general all-clear, but later on, in the midst of declaring that everyone on the Pinion’s crew was helpful and completely supportive of the exchange, I scratched my right thumbnail against my right eyebrow to signify I have reservations about this detail. I let it stand at that for now. It was too early to know for sure if my instincts were correct, and I didn’t want to say anything I would have to walk back in a future message, especially not with Saresh standing politely just out of view of the camera. Khavi Vekesh had asked him to sit in on my recording sessions, he had explained, to ensure that the technical aspects of the process went smoothly. I didn’t mind. Thanks to Tristan, I had expected as much.
I closed the message with good wishes for Kylie and the other Strangers, who were due to embark on their own missions in only a few days. “You guys are going to do fine,” I said. “Be safe. Be strong. And look for the Blanks. They’ll help you figure things out.” Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Saresh smile at that.
When the transmission was away, he said, “Good work, Eyvri. Your first week as a novi is finished.”
“To be fair, I didn’t do any actual work until day three,” I pointed out.
“I think you’re wrong about that. But in any case, you’ve been starside for a week. What do you think?”
“About the Pinion? The crew?”
His gesture encompassed the room as well as the viewport through which a glimmer of stars was visible on our right. “All of it.”
“I think . . .” I ran an idle finger along the edge of my flexscreen. “I think I don't understand why your people would want to have anything to do with us. We’re so far behind you. What could you possibly get out of this alliance? It seems so one-sided.”
“It doesn’t seem that way to me.”
“Really?”
“Really.” Once again I would have missed his smile if I hadn’t already been looking at him; it was there and then gone like a brief spill of sunlight on a gray day. “But it’s a good question, and I don’t want to influence your thinking, so I’m not going to tell you why I feel that way. Not yet, at any rate.”
“I thought your job as hadazi was to answer all my questions.”
“My job as hadazi is to give you the tools you need to answer them on your own. But if, a year from now, you still don’t know what the Vardeshi stand to gain from an alliance, I’ll tell you. You have my word.”
“Well,” I said, my eyes on the viewport now, “I don’t know why you guys changed your minds about us, but I’m glad you did. Because without the Vardeshi I never would have seen any of this. I know it’s only been a week, but it’s been the most incredible week of my life.”
And it had. What I admitted only to myself—acknowledging Dr. Okoye’s insight as I did so—was that it had also been the loneliest.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Dr. Okoye had been wrong about one thing: there was a honeymoon period. It lasted exactly eight days. On the ninth morning it was as if my body suddenly caught up to what my mind already knew: that my time in this slightly off-kilter world wasn’t a brief sojourn to be endured and forgotten, but a prolonged immersion, with no end in sight. It was as if I had been unconsciously filtering out the unfamiliar elements of my new environment as a form of self-protection, and all at once the filter had been ripped away. Suddenly the differences were all I could see.
The first thing to draw my attention was the lighting. There was a quality to the Pinion’s lights that strained my eyes. I’d already decreased the brightness on my flexscreen, and I did the same for the illumination in my quarters, but I had no control over the lighting on the rest of the ship. Anton had sent me along with a selection of tinted glasses for exactly this eventuality, but they all looked idiotic, and none of them seemed to help much. I left them in their cases and went to bed with a headache every night. The Pinion’s gravity was a shade heavier, too, and the oxygen content of the air was minimally lower than that of Earth. I wasn't in any danger, because the air in my quarters was oxygenated to compensate, but the high gravity and low oxygen combined made me feel sluggish and short of breath all the time. Workouts were particularly hard; Anton’s post-holiday analogy had been a good one. Furthermore, the Vardeshi had minimally better hearing than humans, so everyone’s voice was pitched a bit too low. I found myself constantly asking people to repeat themselves, which was aggravating because everyone assumed the flaw was in my comprehension, not my hearing.
And on top of all this, the clock was different. Those extra two hours wrecked my circadian rhythm. After the first week, I had absolutely no innate sense of time, and I would wake in the middle of the night and squint at the faint blue symbols on the panel by my bed without the slightest idea what they meant. I felt like I was continually recovering from jet lag. Before going to sleep each night, I set two alarms for the morning, spaced fifteen minutes apart, and triple-checked them. The one benefit of the long and draining days was that I climbed into bed each night so deeply exhausted that it didn’t matter what time my body thought it was. I fell instantly into sleep and stayed there, submerged beneath its dark waters, until the shrill klaxon of my Vardeshi alarm jolted me awake.
Almost at once I started to understand what Anton had been trying to tell me: in conditions of extreme stress, immediate physical needs become emergencies. When I was thirsty, or cold, or had to use the bathroom, or needed lip balm, the horizons of my world narrowed to that single burning pinpoint of need. I couldn’t focus on anything else until it had been satisfied. I took Anton’s advice. “Don’t stand on ceremony,” he had said. “Don’t wait until it’s convenient. Remember that you’ll be the only one who’s actually living in an alien environment. Your body will be working harder than it ever has before. Listen to it. Every instinct is a survival instinct.”
I would have held my ground on this front even if I hadn’t had any support among the crew; after all, my rights were clearly spelled out in my contract. Fortunately, though, Daskar was firmly on my side. The first time I got up and left in the middle of a briefing, she came after me, concerned about my well-being. I hadn’t gone far; I was sitting on the floor of the hallway, my head between my knees, breathing from my oxygen inhaler. I’d raced from a long workout to a shower to the briefing and hadn’t realized until I started feeling light-headed that I’d forgotten to supplement my oxygen. Daskar sat down on the floor beside me and stayed there until I recovered. As we took our seats again, with only a few minutes left in the meeting, Ziral made a pointed comment about subordinates who left the room while their superiors were speaking. I pretended I hadn’t heard her, and Daskar didn’t address it at the time, but Zey told me she raised the subject at a meeting on my next day off. Apparently she told the crew in no uncertain terms that they were obligated to respect my needs. “Don’t deceive yourselves,” she said. “No one else in the Fleet is having this conversation, because no one else needs to. The other humans are passengers, not crew, and they’re free to do whatever they want. It’s a testament to how well Eyvri is adapting to our ways that we notice it when she doesn't.”
I wished I’d been there to hear her speech. I thought Anton would have appreciated it. Dr. Sawyer too. After I’d sent my first packet of notes home, he’d written to compliment me on their thoroughness. “This is good work, Avery. I would have expected nothing less, of course, but everyone at the Villiger Center is singing your praises. You’ve done a great deal to ease the way for the other Strangers. I can only imagine the richness of the conversations in which you and your crewmates must be engaging.”
When I reached that line, I sighed and closed the file without reading the rest of the letter. I could imagine those conversations too. I could imagine all manner of far-ranging dialogues spanning human and Vardeshi culture, history, and philosophy. Somehow, though, I reached the end of each day without having done any more than imagine them. Most of my exchanges with my crewmates were brief and logistical. And while Sohra, Zey, and Saresh seemed receptive to discussion of the sort Dr. Sawyer was envisioning, my Vardeshi vocabulary failed me in precisely the areas I most wanted to explore. Because the lexicon used in the TrueFluent program had been drawn largely from inter-ship transmissions, it had prepared me beautifully to talk about the day-to-day operations of shipboard life. It just hadn’t prepared me to talk about anything else.
With every passing day I chafed more under the khavi’s decree. Nearly every member of the Pinion’s
crew spoke excellent English. I’d heard some of them firsthand, and Zey had told me early on that the language requirement had been a component of their selection process. It infuriated me to know that the potential for real communication was there, going untapped day after day, and all because Khavi Vekesh refused to see reason. Toward the end of the third week I gathered my courage and requested two meetings: one with Saresh, one with Vekesh. Both of them accepted. I used the first meeting to prepare for the second. With the hadazi’s help, I painstakingly scripted and rehearsed an apology for my earlier transgression that segued into a renewal of my plea for a more relaxed language policy. I marshaled every defense I could think of: I was here as a cultural ambassador; I was human, with unique emotional requirements; my conduct thus far on the mission had earned me some leniency. When I’d practiced my speech to our mutual satisfaction, I closed my notebook and said, “Well, that’s the best I can do. Do you think it’s good enough? Will it convince him?”
“I think,” Saresh said slowly, “that those are two different questions. I think you’re able to articulate your points in a way you couldn’t do”—he glanced at his flexscreen—“an hour and a half ago. I believe that time was well spent. But I don’t think you’ll change his mind. And I’d be doing you a disservice if I sent you to that meeting thinking anything else.”
“Do you think he’s still angry about the last time?”
“I doubt it. Vekesh is a reasonable man. He’ll give you a fair hearing.”
I could feel the beginnings of a headache, two pinpoints of white-hot pressure at my temples. “If this doesn’t work, what am I supposed to do?”
“Accept it,” Saresh said simply.
I looked at him, trying to read some shadow of the thoughts that lay behind those tranquil features. “Is that what you would do?”
“Yes.”
“But do you think it’s fair?”
“It doesn’t matter if it’s fair. This is what you signed on for. This is what makes you a novi. It’s not brewing senek, or laundering uniforms, or wearing one. It’s following your khavi’s orders without hesitation. Everyone’s loyalty is tested at one time or another. Yours is being tested right now.”
“I just . . . don’t even really know what it is I’m being asked to be loyal to.”
Saresh collapsed his flexscreen and slipped it back into his sleeve. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. You don’t have to be a novi to go to Vardesh Prime.”
My meeting with Khavi Vekesh took place on the evening of that same day, the last day of my third week. I had been steeling myself for a cold and uncomfortable interlude, but he was civil enough. I did exactly as Saresh had instructed me. I remained standing, hands clasped behind my back, in a show of deference even after I’d been offered a seat. I kept my facial expression neutral and my voice soft. While I was speaking, Vekesh divided his attention between me and his flexscreen, on which he made intermittent notes. I couldn’t tell whether they had any connection to what I was saying, but I didn’t really care; it was a relief to be spared the intensity of his full attention. I thought I delivered my message well. My tones were note-perfect. When I had finished, I studied the khavi’s remote expression and tried to anticipate what his response would be.
Saresh’s prediction had been accurate. Vekesh thanked me for following proper procedure and for bringing the matter directly to him rather than rallying support among the crew, but he refused to reconsider his decision. He ticked off my reasons on his fingers as he countered them. “Your real work as a cultural emissary will begin on Vardesh Prime, and these six months on the Pinion will be better spent honing your language skills. Your schedule has been generously adjusted to give you time to fulfill your species-specific needs—you have an additional day of rest every week. And while your work as a novi has been satisfactory, surely you’re not arguing that you deserve special treatment for fulfilling the minimum requirements of your position. The policy stands. I won’t discuss it with you again. Is that clear?”
There was nothing I could do but agree. I’d already made every argument I could think of, and even if I’d been able to produce another one on the spot, I wouldn’t have known how to phrase it. I said, “Yes, Khavi,” and when his eyes remained on his flexscreen, I quietly made my exit.
I tried to take Saresh’s advice. I tried to accept it. At meals and briefings I listened until my mind refused to process another word. I filled my first spiral-bound notebook with dubiously organized vocabulary lists and started another one. Words cascaded over me, a torrent of them seemingly without end, hammering against me like rain. There were moments of exquisite clarity when I understood nearly every word in a sentence or an anecdote. One evening in the lounge I happened to be sitting near Ziral when she was telling Ahnir and Khiva a story about getting accidentally drunk at her first officers’ dinner. The next day, certain that she was on the verge of demotion, she’d been shocked to be invited back the next week to reprise her collection of off-color Institute jokes. When she reached the punchline, I laughed with the others. Ziral shot me a look so startled it was like she’d forgotten I was there.
Those moments were rare. More common were the ones in which the machinery of comprehension ground to a halt and I came completely unmoored in the sentence I was listening to or, worse, saying. The first time it happened, I was asking Sohra how to capture an image with my flexscreen. I was hunting for a word—something banal, like folder—when my mind went blank and I lost not only that word but all of them. For an instant I thought I was having a stroke. I couldn’t conjure up any language at all: not Vardeshi, not English, nothing. Sohra must have seen the panic in my eyes. She called for Saresh, who arrived in an instant with Hathan close behind him. More flustered than I’d ever seen her or any other Vardeshi, Sohra started telling them what had happened. At first her explanation sounded like static, but halfway through, the words clicked inexplicably into focus again. I raised my hands and tried to tell them that it was over and I was all right. At the sound of my voice their eyes widened. I replayed the words I’d just said and realized that they weren’t English or Vardeshi, but an impenetrable tangle of both languages. That night I dreamed in Vardeshi for the first time.
If the immersion had been confined to language, I would have had no trouble with it. I’d learned most of my Mandarin in mainland China. I had loved the experience of being enveloped in the gray fog of ignorance, with illumination breaking through at first in glints—a word here and there—and then in fragments—phrases and half-sentences—and finally in complete utterances. The progression from my first labored attempts at communication to the virtuosic thrill of naturally paced speech had been electrifying. But for all the strangeness of the language, the world I inhabited had been familiar. That wasn’t the case now. It wasn’t just the environmental factors. It was the fact that living on an alien ship meant negotiating technologies that had been engineered over millennia on a different planet: not just computer panels, but chairs, faucets, and forks. Daily life was an infinite series of tiny, infuriating puzzles. I was continually reaching for objects that weren’t there: door handles, light switches, drawer knobs. Most of these functions were replaced on the Pinion by touch-sensitive panels, but their settings were hardwired into the mechanisms themselves and couldn't be altered in any way. Naturally, the panels were designed for Vardeshi hands. Their response to mine was temperamental. Sometimes the lights or the water just didn’t turn on, and I would stand there inanely stroking the wall until something happened. And people were forever walking into me from behind because I kept stopping short in front of closed doors that stubbornly refused to open.
Eating was especially challenging. Instead of knives and forks, the Vardeshi used a tool that was like a combination fork and knife, with two fine serrated prongs, for cutting and piercing. There was another tool, like the blunt end of a chopstick, for holding the food in place. Although the Vardeshi were fully ambidextrous, as Zey had told me, some actions were designated for the left or the right hand. The cutting tool was held in the right hand, always. As a left-handed person, this took some negotiating. And there was an etiquette to the wrist angles that was entirely lost on me. I didn’t have the mental bandwidth for it. I was too busy knocking things off my plate onto the table and trying to discreetly scoop them up before anyone noticed. For the most part, my crewmates—even Vethna—seemed to respect the effort I was making, and the mocking comments I expected didn’t materialize. As the days passed, my dexterity with the Vardeshi utensils improved. But when I was especially tired or hungry or exasperated, I used a fork. I hadn’t realized the association was so apparent until I set my tray down on the table one night at dinner. Before I’d even sat down, Khiva said, “Long day, Novi?”
“I—what?” I said blankly.
Sohra, who was sitting next to her, nodded at the fork lying next to my macaroni and cheese. “No kevet tonight.”
The kevet was the two-pronged cutting tool. I looked from my tray to the two of them. Sohra read my expression and said quickly, “It’s not what you think. We haven’t been watching you—or not you in particular. It’s just living in close quarters. We know each other’s habits. Zey would rather eat leftover dinner than breakfast food. Ziral drinks hot water instead of tea. And you use your . . . Earth kevet when you’re having a difficult day.”
“I guess that makes sense,” I said. But as I took my first effortless bite of macaroni I thought that, despite Sohra’s reassurance, it was very clear that I was being watched. Without obvious antipathy, perhaps, but watched nonetheless.
For the balance of that first month I struggled to find my footing. Instead of the improvement I expected, it actually felt like I was getting worse at everything: speaking Vardeshi, completing my work, navigating my flexscreen. I knew I wasn’t imagining the decline, because I made more mistakes in the fourth week than I had in the first. After the worst day—when I’d delivered three loads of clean laundry to the wrong rooms, forgotten a meeting with Sohra, spent twenty minutes trying to access a storage room that turned out to be an airlock, and spilled brandy at officers’ dinner—Saresh pulled me aside for a meeting. He was gentle and tactful, but I broke down in panicky tears the moment he asked me what was wrong.
“I don’t think I can do this,” I said, wiping my eyes on my sleeve. “I think it’s too hard. I think my brain can’t handle it.”
He was studying something on his flexscreen, and he tilted it so I could see it too. “Daskar sent this to me. It’s a description of a known phenomenon associated with interstellar travel. Our psychiatrists call it environment shock. Apparently it was commonplace when we first started traveling to other planets. Explorers who found themselves in radically different surroundings would experience a minor decline in cognitive function as their bodies adjusted to the new living conditions.”
“That seems counterintuitive,” I said. “In a stressful situation, shouldn’t the brain be the first priority?”
“You might think so. But our records suggest the opposite.” He skimmed through the document. “This is encouraging. It suggests that if what you’re going through is in fact environment shock, it’s more of a temporary glitch than a long-term problem. You should come out of it fairly quickly. Presuming, of course, that the diagnosis is accurate, and that your physiology responds to a new environment in a similar way to ours.”
“But this environment isn’t radically different from mine.” I waved a hand at the room around us. “A little different, sure, but nothing like what you’re talking about—fifty percent gravity or a totally different light spectrum.”
“True. But Daskar thinks the language component counts as an environmental factor.”
I couldn’t disagree. “So how long did this . . . environment shock last for the Vardeshi explorers?”
“A few days. A week or two at most.”
I tried to remember when I had begun feeling like this—like I was endlessly driving through fog with broken windshield wipers. When had the grayness settled over me? The end of my first week? “If you’re right, then even if you double that time—which seems reasonable, since everything takes me twice as long as it takes you guys—it should be almost over.” I sighed. “I really hope you’re right. I don’t want to be stuck like this forever.”
“You won’t be. Give it a few more days. If things don’t get better, we can talk about lightening your workload to see if that makes a difference.” I made a face, and he said, “Well, you have to admit, it’s a good thing Hathan came along before you got that airlock open.”
“Yeah. I guess.” I cringed inwardly at the memory. Even the normally imperturbable suvi had betrayed alarm at the sight of me doggedly punching my access code into the airlock keypad. He had stepped in front of me and disabled the panel with a single swift movement, saving the explanation for afterward. At first I had simply been relieved that he had prevented me from depressurizing the ship. The embarrassment had come later.
Saresh said, “You think it would have been better if you’d opened a hatch into deep space?”
“I think it would have been better if someone else had come along. Anyone else.”
“Why?”
Under his mildly interested gaze I cast around for the right words. “Hathan just always seems to catch me at my worst. I don’t know if I actually make more mistakes in front of him, or if he’s just more conscientious about pointing them out. Either way, at this point, he definitely thinks I’m stupid. Or, you know, suicidal.”
“I doubt it,” said Saresh, still studying me thoughtfully.
I changed the subject. “So, how long can you give me? Before we have to talk about . . . a workload adjustment?”
“We’ll reevaluate at the end of the week.”
I nodded and pledged silently that I would snap myself out of environmental shock, the fourth-week blues, or whatever this was by sheer force of will if necessary.
Luckily it didn’t come to that. A couple of days after my conversation with Saresh, the fog seemed suddenly to lift. I awoke on the last morning of the fourth week feeling light, energized, and clearheaded. The higher gravity didn’t drag at me the way it had before, and the lights didn’t trouble my eyes. The world seemed bright and crisp. On my way to breakfast I noticed things I hadn’t before: scuff marks on the floor, a subtle pattern on the wall of a corridor I’d walked down every day. The door to the mess hall opened for me on the first try. Later, at morning briefing, I asked Zey about a word in the agenda I didn’t recognize, only to learn that it was a typographical error. “I didn’t even see that,” he said, sounding surprised. The day continued as it had begun. I moved through the morning’s tasks without error and with growing assurance. At lunch I had an odd moment of vertigo as I listened to Ahnir tell a meandering story about an ongoing miscommunication with the resupply officer at Arkhati Starhaven. At some point I forgot that he wasn’t speaking English. The sensation lasted only an instant, but it was distracting. Officers’ dinner that night was exactly as tedious as the other two I’d attended, but I played my role—menial as it was—to perfection. Khavi Vekesh actually nodded to me on his way out, the only hint of approbation he had ever shown me. When I’d finished cleaning up, I went to the mess hall and did something I had been longing to do for the last month: I cracked open a celebratory beer. The slump was over. I had acclimated to life on the Pinion.
It was around that time that things started to go wrong.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

My newfound clarity of perception had its drawbacks. One of them was that I now had attention to spare for the attitudes and humors of my crewmates. The physical climate of the Pinion was controlled with pinpoint accuracy by the ship’s systems, but the emotional climate was constantly shifting. The changes were subtler than they would have been in a group of ten humans, but I was growing attuned to them now. And after a few days of observation I knew one thing for certain: Zey was lonely.
We had fallen into the habit of spending our evenings together whenever the rest of the crew engaged in a Listening, which happened once every four or five days. At first we played card games from Earth and dice games from the Vardeshi territories. Shortly after I surfaced from my environment shock, however, there came a night when Zey pushed the deck of cards away. “Not tonight. I’m not in the mood.”
I returned the cards to their box and slid it into my bag. “What’s wrong?”
“I just . . .” He ran a hand through his hair, leaving its spikes in even greater disarray than before. “Sometimes I just . . . hate this.”
“Hanging out with a human,” I said sympathetically. “I know. We’re pretty lame.”
He threw a die at me. “Not that. Knowing there’s a Listening going on and I can’t be a part of it. Not now. Not ever. It doesn’t matter how much I want it. It’s like I’m standing in front of a locked door, and everyone else has the key.”
“But aren’t there other things you can do? Other activities? Music concerts and . . . poetry readings?” I tried to infuse the words with enthusiasm, but even to my ears, they sounded feeble.
“It’s not the same. The Listening is at the core of who we are. It’s how we connect with each other. Ask any Vardeshi what defines us, and they’ll say the Listening, no hesitation. Saresh is lucky. You must have noticed how people treat him.” He hesitated. “And how they treat me.”
Vethna’s insult had found its mark, then, even if Zey hadn’t given him the satisfaction of reacting to it. Aiming for lightness, I said, “Hey, from where I’m sitting, being despised by Vethna is a good thing.”
“It isn’t just Vethna. Being a Blank is humiliating. People pretend it doesn’t matter anymore, but it does.” Absently he rubbed the gold sigil on the back of his hand. “When my parents went to find me a match, it took them twice as long as it did for Hathan. And Saresh? He could have had anyone he wanted.”
“But they did find someone,” I said gently.
“Sure. Another Blank. Latents and Voxes won’t marry us, did you know that? They’re scared that we’ll contaminate their children. And even after we’re married, it won’t be the same. People act like . . . like there’s something missing. Like it isn’t a real marriage if you can’t share a Listening with your partner. They pity us. I hate that.”
“You know,” I said, “there are a lot of people on Earth who would tell you it’s a good thing not to be able to read your partner’s thoughts.”
“I’m starting to think I was born on the wrong planet,” Zey said gloomily.
I picked up the dice—including the one that had landed on the floor—and handed them back to him. “Well, I can’t solve all the social problems of Vardesh Prime tonight. But I can solve ours. Earth has plenty of entertainment, and you don’t have to be a telepath to enjoy any of it. I still think it’s weird that there aren’t any hobbies designed for Blanks.”
“We just don’t think that way.” Zey had explained that the various forms of Vardeshi entertainment—music, storytelling, and some poetry and theater—tended to take place on a small scale. Performers were nearly always acquainted with all of their listeners. The experience was intimate and immediate and often enhanced by rana, and it wasn’t recorded, ever. To the Vardeshi, distributing the recording of an event to strangers who hadn’t been present for it was unheard of. It was the relationship between artist and audience that gave a performance its power. Listening to an unknown singer or storyteller held no appeal. “We do have the equipment to make recordings,” Zey had said. “But we don’t use it like you do. We use memory crystals to record images, or voices, but they’re private keepsakes. And we would never spend the time and money to put together a performance like the ones you’ve told me about.”
“What about our recordings, though?” I said. “Didn’t you guys all learn English from our TV shows and movies?”
“Not directly,” he said. “Our linguists analyzed your broadcasts for information about your grammar and lexicon. But I don’t think they recognized them as entertainment. I’ve never heard of anyone actually watching them. When I learned English, it was from textbooks and audio clips.”
“That seems like a waste of a perfectly good resource,” I said.
“You know we’re pretty divided on the subject of humanity. English is still an elective at the Institute. Some people are against it being offered at all. Scrubbing the language of cultural content was the only way to make them happy.”
I’d been weighing the possibility of showing him some of the media I’d brought on board. Abruptly I made my decision. “Come on. Let’s go watch a show.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah. Why not? We’ll go to my quarters. Everyone else is in the lounge.”
“Isn’t that against the rules?”
I considered the question. “Why would it be? We won’t be speaking to each other in English, just watching old recordings of other people talking. Vekesh’s stupid policy doesn't say anything about that. And if you like any of my shows, we can talk about them in Vardeshi. The only part we have to say in English is the names.”
“I guess you’re right.” Zey sounded dubious. “It’s something to do, at least. Something new.”
He continued to be skeptical until the moment the opening credits rolled on the first episode of the first show I selected, at which point his face transformed. I had never seen anything like it. As a lifelong consumer of video media, I had long been inured to all the subtle cues television used to heighten the emotions of its viewers—music, lighting, camera angles—but to Zey it was entirely new, and he took to it like it had been made for him. He watched in childlike wonder, his face illuminated by the blue flicker of the screen, until I paused the episode and said, “What do you think?”
“I love it! I want to keep watching.” He paused. “But I have no idea what’s going on.”
It took us a little while to identify his genre. Comedies bewildered him, with their hailstorms of cultural references, and he had no context for dramas that explored the nuanced conflicts of contemporary human life. The genre he preferred, although at first I was hesitant to introduce it, was Vardrama. He was rapt and wide-eyed as I played the first scene of Divided by Stars. The show was widely acknowledged as dated, but was still respected for its evenhanded portrayal of humans and Vardeshi alike. As the episode progressed, setting up the predictable doomed romance between a human woman and a Vardeshi man, he was so enthralled he kept forgetting to breathe. As the ending theme swelled, he whispered, “Are there more like this?”
“Oh, yeah.” I tapped the sleek silver hard drive connected to the laptop. “It’s all here. There are thousands of hours of TV stored on this device. The show you were just watching has . . . let’s see, about a hundred more episodes.” 
“More stories about Sirran and Zoe?”
“It’s all the same story. It just keeps going. I’m a little jealous, actually. You have quite a ride ahead of you.” I gave him a sidelong look. “If you want to keep watching, that is.”
By way of a response, Zey leaned over and pressed the command to play the second episode.
He followed the story easily, and while I’d feared he would take offense at our clumsy depictions of his people—the early costumes and makeup were shockingly inept—he just laughed at them. We watched three episodes that night. Within a week, we had polished off the first season. The last night ran a little late, but Zey wouldn’t hear of waiting another day for the conclusion. The next morning at breakfast there were indigo shadows under his eyes. He leaned his head on his hand and said bleakly, “It just can’t happen. I can’t believe they’ll recall Sirran to Vardesh Prime. Not when he’s finally going tell her how he feels.”
“Vardesh Prime? You mean Greater Vardesh?” I was enjoying pointing out the factual inaccuracies in the show nearly as much as Zey was enjoying watching it. Given the paucity of their source material, the writers had done better than one might expect, but the show was still riddled with errors. They all were. It was inevitable for a genre built entirely on the strength of two radio transmissions and one brief face-to-face encounter.
“They won’t. They can’t. Can they?”
“I don’t know,” I said teasingly. “But you’ll find out in another two months.”
“Two months?”
“Sure. I had to wait a whole summer to find out what happened next. I figure you can start season two when we get to Arkhati Starhaven. It’s only fair.”
“Nothing in my world or yours is ever fair,” Zey intoned. It was Sirran’s closing line, still recognizable in translation. I laughed.
“What are you talking about?” Vethna had sat down with his tray just as Zey finished speaking. He sounded irritable. He usually did when he was speaking to one of us.
“Nothing,” Zey said flatly.
“Watch your tone, Novi. I asked you a question.”
“It was a cultural reference, sir,” I said. “It would take a long time to explain.”
“This cultural reference wouldn’t involve speaking unauthorized English, would it?”
“No, Rhevi.” I had to remind myself that it was true. As agreed on the first night, we had been policing our language use as strictly as if Vekesh himself were in the room with us. No one could find fault with anything we had said to each other. And the khavi’s rule, as I had pointed out to Zey, only applied to the language spoken between me and the others. It made no provision for recorded media. I tried not to dwell on the fact that that angle might not have occurred to Vekesh, as the Vardeshi had no equivalent form of entertainment.
Vethna still looked skeptical. I got up and went to make another cup of coffee in the hope that he would lose interest while I was gone. When I returned to the table, Sohra had arrived and was asking him about a recurrent error in the self-diagnostic for one of the engines. I was glad he’d been distracted, but I knew better than to think he’d forgotten what he’d overheard. I was reasonably sure by now that no Vardeshi ever forgot anything. And Vethna’s manner toward me had only grown more abrasive over the past weeks. If he thought he’d caught me in some error, however small, he would store it away until he found an opportunity to use it.
Zey waited until we were alone in the axis chamber, setting up the senek ritual, to pick up the thread of our conversation. “You’re not really going to make me wait two months, are you?”
“Nah.” I grinned at him. “Maybe a day, though. There’s no Listening tonight. We should probably make an appearance in the lounge. If we keep spending all our free time alone in my quarters, it’s going to look weird.”
“I don’t care how it looks.”
“All right, one episode,” I conceded. “But then we should stop by the lounge.”
“Whatever you say,” Zey said glibly. To neither of our surprise, we didn’t end up making it to the lounge that night.
I found it both absurd and utterly natural that a twenty-year-old television show about fictional Vardeshi should turn out to be the catalyst for my first real friendship with one of their people. There was no doubt that that was exactly what it was, though. Our double fellowship as novis and Blanks had laid the groundwork for closeness between me and Zey, but something had been lacking. Now it felt as if a final necessary piece had been slotted into place. Suddenly we had private jokes and a topic of conversation that didn’t involve cleaning something. The sudden emotional richness overwhelmed me. I fell into it, just as I had fallen into instant intimacy with the Strangers. The rational side of my mind knew I was growing too dependent on him; I should be building relationships with other crew members as well. I didn’t care. I needed a friend. And I knew he needed one too.
For a couple of weeks everything seemed to be going smoothly. I carried out my novi tasks in the mornings with only occasional mishaps. In the afternoons I made notes and word lists and worked through my incoming messages, which were beginning to accumulate. Most of them made for amusing reading. Now that the other Strangers were in transit to their placements—or, in some cases, had already arrived—I was starting to receive frantic pleas for advice and translation help. At first these came only from the dozen or so Strangers I’d thought of as my particular cohort at the Villiger Center. I laughed aloud the first time I received a missive from Kylie addressed to Hadazi Alkhat. Gradually, however, word seemed to spread, until I was fielding inquiries from people I’d never met in person. Answering their letters was time-consuming, but I didn’t mind it. Their questions were fascinating. And it was encouraging to feel like I had something useful to contribute to my fellow Strangers, even if it was as minor as explaining that the words for help and seduce sounded virtually identical save for a slight tonal variation on the third syllable, so the reason Scott was receiving odd looks was that he’d been asking his hadazi on the Seynath if she’d like to take things to the next level. I laughed again when I read that letter. At least I hadn’t been going around asking people on the Pinion if they wanted to get busy. As far as I knew, anyway.
Not all the missives cluttering my inbox were quite so entertaining. At regular intervals the Villiger Center batch emailed the Strangers a collated summary of major Earth news. As Councillor Seidel had predicted, there had been more anti-alliance protests. Pro-alliance groups had begun staging rallies of their own, most of which dwarfed the anti-alliance ones in scale and impact. One of these had turned bloody when a card-carrying member of God’s Green Earth drove a pickup truck into a march in Houston. Miraculously no one had been killed. Still, I felt sickened by the image. After reading that particular letter, I began scanning the subject lines of my incoming messages and deleting unread any which looked to be news-related. As far as I was concerned, the ugliness of Earth could stay exactly where I’d left it. 
To my immense relief, I finally had some notes to send home that weren’t exclusively linguistic in nature. I was beginning to be allowed little incidental glimpses into Vardeshi culture. One evening I attended a music concert in the lounge. I sat with Ziral and Sohra on one of the little veiled platforms against the rear wall. I was wearing jeans and sandals and had a couple of beers in a stainless steel thermos beside me. My two companions were sharing a flask of wine and a bowl of sugared fruit. It was a little like being at a music festival. The effect was heightened by the fact that an enormous panel built into the Pinion’s outer hull had been retracted to reveal that most of the lounge’s ceiling was in fact a single enormous viewport. We were literally sitting under the stars.
The performers—mainly Saresh, Daskar, and Ahnir, though others joined them intermittently—sang and played their various instruments interchangeably and with ease. The latter comprised a slender stringed instrument like a mandolin, a flute that looked like it had been carved from animal bone, and a delicate spiral frame strung with tiny silver bells. Sometimes one of them sang alone, sometimes two or three or all of their voices joined together, weaving over and around each other in melodies as poignant and haunting as any I could have imagined. I couldn’t understand the words they were singing, and Ziral explained that the form of Vardeshi I was hearing was archaic.
“Are these old songs, then?” I asked.
“Most of them were written close to a thousand years ago,” said Sohra.
“Can you understand them?”
She smiled. “Of course.”
Of course, I thought ruefully. Why write songs in the vernacular? That would have been too easy. I took a fortifying gulp of beer and told myself firmly that it didn’t matter if I couldn’t follow the lyrics. For the first time in my life—perhaps in any human’s life—I was listening to music from another world. It was an extraordinary gift to be permitted to hear it at all.
Over the course of the evening I observed that the audience circulated as freely as the musicians. The occupants of my little dais had changed several times over the course of the last hour. Ziral had gone to sit with Ahnir when he left the stage, and Zey had taken her place until Saresh persuaded him to join the singers. Khiva had joined me and Sohra for a few songs. Then Daskar had called Sohra up to sing a harmony she knew especially well. Her place had been taken by Hathan. Khiva had gone to stand at the bar with Vethna. Now Saresh and Zey were beginning a duet; Ahnir was playing the mandolin and Sohra had taken possession of the bone flute, providing a lilting counterpoint that soared above their voices, touching down lightly on the melody from time to time. I leaned back against the wall, thinking how much they looked like any group of human musicians. They watched each other with the same intentness, they traded the same quick smiles and knowing glances. Probably the first human-Vardeshi musical collaboration wasn’t far off. But the lyrics, if there were any, would have to be written in English.
“You should sing,” said Hathan.
I was startled out of my reverie. “What?”
He nodded to the impromptu stage across from us. “Earth has produced some beautiful music. I’ve heard a little in your radio transmissions. Why not showcase some of it tonight? Aren’t you always telling us you’re here as a cultural emissary?”
“Are you being serious?”
“I am. I think the crew would appreciate it.”
“I’m not the most talented of singers,” I said. It was true. I had a tolerable singing voice. I thought of it as a backup singer’s voice. I could carry a melody or a harmony, and the result was fairly pleasant, but no one had ever fallen over himself to offer me a solo.
“We’d rather watch a halfway competent performance than listen to a recording, no matter how brilliant. You must have learned that about us by now.”
“Would it even be allowed? The only songs I know are in English.” He said nothing for a moment, and I added quickly, “I’m not trying to make trouble. That was a serious question.”
“Your Vardeshi is progressing rapidly. Khavi Vekesh can see that as well as I can. Exceptions can be made.”
Praise from him was so unexpected that my stock of conventionally polite replies deserted me entirely. I sat in a silence that felt slightly foolish, wondering if someone had adjusted the temperature control in the lounge. An hour ago, when I walked in, I’d thought it was cold. Maybe I’d depleted the contents of my thermos more than I thought I had. Finally, feeling that banality was preferable to continued silence, I said, “It’s hard to feel like I'm making any progress when I still make so many mistakes.”
He nodded once. “I have friends on some of the other ships hosting human representatives. They’ve passed on a few errors that put yours into context.”
I laughed, relieved to be in familiar territory. “I know what you mean. My friend from training just messaged me asking what he’s been doing wrong.” I related Scott’s anecdote.
Hathan said, “He’s been saying that to his hadazi?”
“Yes,” I said. “Repeatedly. And publicly.”
“What ship?”
“The Seynath.”
The suvi looked briefly thoughtful. Then he said, “Well, I suppose there’s no accounting for taste.”
I looked at him in astonishment. His face was perfectly controlled. If it hadn’t been, I would have been almost certain that he had just made a joke.
A burst of laughter from the bar, where Vethna and Khiva were standing, drew our attention. Hathan continued watching them after I’d lost interest. I found myself studying his profile, or what I could see of it in the dimness of the alcove. A shadow fell across his face. It hid his eyes, but I could tell from the set of his mouth that he was contemplating an irregularity in the otherwise smooth running of the ship. I recognized that expression because it was the one he generally wore when he was speaking to me. I wondered what he was thinking.
I said, “If you really think anyone here would like to hear me sing, I’d be happy to oblige. But not tonight.”
“Next time, then.”
“Sure.” I thought I could safely agree to that. “What about you?” I ventured to ask. “You haven’t sung anything tonight.”
Hathan said, “I prefer to wait for inspiration.”
The song ended a few moments later, and he rose, nodded to me, and made his way to another of the platforms. An instant later Zey flung himself down on the cushions beside me and grabbed a handful of fruit from the bowl my original seatmates had left behind. “So? What do you think?”
“I think you’ve been holding out on me. You have a beautiful voice.”
“Really?” He looked pleased. “I always thought it was pretty ordinary.”
“I don’t think it’s ordinary at all,” I said. “Get yourself a leather jacket and some ripped jeans and you’ll have it made on Earth. An instant star.”
“Actually, I was thinking of taking up acting.”
“Still, it’s good to have a backup plan.” I glanced over at the bar. “Hey, is something going on with Vethna and Khiva? They look pretty checked out. Your brother was watching them a minute ago.”
Zey didn’t ask which brother. “They’re on rana,” he said dismissively.
He was right. The following morning I saw that there was a distinct violet cast to Vethna’s and Khiva’s skin, rather than the blue undertones I had come to expect. Zey had told me the purple tint was the signature of a rana hangover: that, along with a general listlessness and malaise. I didn’t think much of it at the time, as Zey had explained that rana could be used to enhance any sensory experience, not just the Listening. The next week, however, I was serving at officers’ dinner when the topic came up again.
I had been out of the room briefly on an errand to the galley. I returned with the flask of wine Ahnir had requested just in time to hear Daskar declare, “I’m cutting him off.”
“Aren’t you being premature, Doctor?” said Khavi Vekesh. “It’s a long mission. Anyone can overindulge.”
Ahnir finished opening the flask and passed it to me. I stepped forward, eyes deferentially lowered, to refill the empty glasses on the table. Hathan said, “Occasional overindulgence is one thing. This is something else. I’ve noticed it as well.” He shifted his glass so that I could reach it more easily.
Vekesh nodded and turned to Saresh. “Hadazi?”
Saresh appeared to be studying the color of the wine remaining in his glass. He said soberly, “I’ve already warned him about it. Twice.” 
“I see,” said Vekesh. “Then it appears that we have no choice. It’s unfortunate, though. We run the risk of creating a bigger problem than we solve. Cutting him off may alienate him further, and he’s a good engineer.”
Hathan said, “He’s better when he’s not on rana.”
“Agreed. Doctor, you have my permission to speak to Rhevi Vethna in the morning. I’d like all three of you to monitor his temperament until he’s had a few weeks to adjust to the change. And it should go without saying that any illicit rana use should be reported to me immediately.”
When Ahnir dismissed me a few minutes later, I had to fight the urge to seek Zey out and tell him what I’d overheard. The conversation I’d witnessed would have been better suited to the privacy of a senior staff meeting than a dinner with attendants. It was entirely possible that Vekesh had chosen that venue specifically in order to test my discretion. If I breathed so much of a word of what I knew, I would lose the privilege of serving at the weekly formal dinners—which, now that I was able to follow portions of the dialogue, were finally getting interesting. I knew my charge was to keep silent. I went to the lounge and began setting up the senek things. Zey came in after a while and asked how the dinner had gone. “It was fine,” I said. “You know. Boring.” Vethna arrived sometime later. I noticed that he was the one to go to the cabinet and take down the small black rana jar from the shelf where I’d left it. I also noticed that he was the only one to partake.
It was an odd position to find myself in, the possessor of privileged knowledge about someone I didn’t like—and who clearly didn’t like me. I didn’t have enough context to know how serious a rana addiction was, and the senior officers hadn’t seemed overly concerned, but I knew the situation was more complex than that of a simple substance addiction on Earth. In cutting off Vethna’s access to rana, Daskar would also be cutting off his access to the primary form of Vardeshi entertainment. He would no longer be able to participate in the Listening. The other crew members were bound to notice that fact, and they would probably guess the reason, which meant his punishment would be not only isolating but mortifyingly public. The little I knew of Vethna suggested that he was proud and irritable in more or less equal measure. He wasn’t going to take it well. Part of me thought that it served him right for making snide comments about Blanks, but another part felt—against my will—a little compassion for Vethna.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I was right. Vethna didn’t take it well. He wasn’t at early briefing the following day. As I made the round of my morning duties, I did my best to avoid his usual haunts, knowing he was likely to be ill-tempered and in search of an easy target. That strategy worked until lunch, when, inevitably, we found ourselves at the same table. In short order he castigated me for addressing Sohra with the wrong honorific, picked a fight with Zey over an imagined slight, then flung down his kevet and stormed out. A brief thoughtful silence followed his departure. I didn’t look over at the higher-ranking table.
“What the hell?” said Zey. He picked up his own kevet and went back to his lunch, looking remarkably unfazed by the unprovoked attack.
“He’s off rana,” Khiva said.
“Well, then he’d better get back on it.”
She shook her head. “He’s not off it by choice.”
The look that passed among the three of them was so swift I would have missed it if I hadn’t been watching for it. I interpreted it to mean that the topic wasn’t one to be pursued within the hearing of senior officers. An instant later, Khiva asked Sohra an innocuous question about a recurring glitch on her flexscreen, confirming my theory. Later, though, when I made my way to the lounge in the pre-dinner recreation hour, I found Sohra and Zey discussing Vethna’s predicament in low voices. They were curled up in one of the curtained platforms. I ducked my head in and asked if there was space for another. This, I’d learned, was the social convention for requesting entrance to an alcove. If the occupants didn’t wish to be disturbed, they would answer in the negative, regardless of how much space was actually available. Sohra beckoned me in.
She was saying quietly, “When I stopped by engineering this morning to reprogram one of the sensors, I asked him a simple question, and he lost his temper. I thought . . . I didn’t know what to think. I thought he was just being Vethna.”
“He was,” Zey replied. “The undiluted version. I liked him better on rana. At least it kept him civil. Most of the time.”
Sohra traced the outline of her gold sigil with a slender forefinger. “Khiva says Daskar told him he has to stay clean at least until we get to Arkhati.”
“That’s . . . six weeks from now.” Zey made a face. “I don’t want him gunning for me for the next six weeks.”
“The irritability won’t last long. The drug will be out of his system in a couple of days; the withdrawal symptoms will be gone in a week or so.” Sohra said in response to my curious look, “My brother went through it a couple of years ago.”
“Vethna’s been taking rana even on days when there isn’t a Listening, right?” I said. “Why would he do that? What’s the point?”
“It feels good,” Sohra said simply. “It’s a mild intoxicant. Combined with senek, it makes you feel relaxed. Euphoric.”
“Is it dangerous?”
“If you take it too often, you start to feel like you’re . . .” Sohra looked to Zey for assistance, then belatedly realized that he wasn’t in a position to offer any. He smiled slightly. It was the most cynical expression I’d ever seen him wear. “Like you’re seeing the world through a cloud,” she went on. “It dulls your senses—only a fraction, but enough to slow down your reflexes a little, make you less decisive. The Fleet takes it seriously, because when things go wrong out here, they go wrong fast, and a delay of a few seconds can mean the loss of an entire ship.”
“So how hard is it to stop the addiction?”
Sohra said, “It typically isn’t that hard. But the more you take, the harder it is. And Vethna was taking a lot of it.”
I frowned. “Why would one person take more than another?”
“There’s a spectrum of abilities even among latents. Vethna is a latent, but he’s on the weaker side. He has to use a little more rana than the rest of us to get the same effect. So his intake was higher even before he started taking it on days when there wasn’t a Listening.”
Vethna continued to act sour and peevish for the next couple of days, and I continued to avoid him. After that, though, it was just as Sohra had predicted. He seemed to come to terms with his situation. He stopped complaining about it, at any rate. The other crew members acted as if nothing was out of the ordinary. I had already discovered that this was a defining trait of the Vardeshi—the instinct to smooth over others’ embarrassment by pretending to take no notice of it. Where humans might have mocked, Vardeshi conveniently looked away. I had had cause to be grateful for their discretion many times in my early days on the Pinion. I was sure Vethna was grateful for it too.
My second month on the Pinion drew to a close. I settled more securely into the round of my days. I was now fielding so many letters from fellow Strangers that the questions were beginning to repeat themselves. Dr. Sawyer suggested that I publish my advice in the form of a newsletter to be distributed to the entire List. I drafted the first edition—a melange of cultural advice, essential vocabulary, and thoughts about home—and sent it to Kylie and Rajani for review. They responded with unfeigned enthusiasm. Kylie especially approved of the newsletter’s title, which I’d debated internally for a long time before selecting “A Little Strange,” a joke I suspected (or hoped) would fly over the heads of the older generation. Rajani suggested a new section featuring Earth food cravings and humiliating moments from a guest columnist of the week. I quickly made the edits. In the absence of guest content I slotted in my own answers: queso and margaritas and my determined attempt to open the storage room that was actually an airlock. I sent the updated document to the entire membership of the List before I could lose my nerve. I included an invitation to opt out. No one did.
My friendship with Zey was becoming a solid and tangible thing, but it was no longer my only connection to my crewmates. Sohra and I had begun to talk a little more openly about the differing visions of love and romance offered by our two cultures. She told me about her fiancé, whom she scarcely knew, as he had been two years her senior at the Institute and they had met only a handful of times. One night she went so far as to show me the memory crystal containing his image, which she kept wrapped in a piece of silken fabric inside an ornate wooden box in her quarters. I cradled the crystal reverently in my hands. Pale blue and about the size of a walnut, it was faceted like a gemstone. When my skin warmed its surface, it projected into the air a holographic image of a young man with gentle features and striking silver hair. “He looks nice,” I said. “Kind, I mean. He looks like a good person.”
“I think he is.”
I passed the memory crystal carefully back to her, and she began wrapping it again in its square of silk. Still turned away from me, she said softly, “It does work, you know. Our way of doing things.” She paused. “Most of the time.”
“Those sound like pretty good odds to me,” I said.
I had told her a little about the vagaries of dating and partnering within my own culture, making sure to contextualize it as only one of Earth’s many cultures. Sohra understood the desire to choose one’s own partner; she said there were a few Vardeshi, a very few, who rejected the traditional arranged marriage in favor of finding their own mates. But it seemed to trouble her that there was no safety net in place for me, no discreet network of matchmakers and parents waiting in the wings, poised to take action should the search fail to yield a suitable candidate. “What happens if you don’t find someone?” she had asked.
I shrugged. “Then you don’t find someone.”
“Isn’t it lonely?”
“We have friends, family, coworkers. Other people in our lives. But yes, it can be very lonely.”
She twined a strand of dark hair around her finger, a gesture so humanlike it took me by surprise. It was rare to see a Vardeshi indulge in an unnecessary movement. “That sounds awful. I can’t imagine spending my whole life alone. I don’t think I could stand it. Wouldn’t you rather have a nice companionable marriage? At least you’d have someone to share your days with. Another voice at the table.”
“I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it. It’s not like there are a lot of dating services on Earth that advertise nice companionable matches. If there were, I don’t think they’d make much money. Most people are looking for something more. Not fireworks and rainbows, necessarily, but a partner who chooses you for who you are. Marriage is complicated enough as it is. It seems to me that to have the slightest chance of succeeding, it ought to begin with love.”
“Not just with love. With passion. Infatuation.”
“Yes,” I said.
“And everyone expects this?”
“I’m not sure ‘expects’ is the right word. But most of us hope for it.”
She shook her head.
“You think we’re crazy,” I said lightly.
“Not crazy. But perhaps . . . you ask too much of the universe.”
Conversations like that one were still rare, but that they happened at all was encouraging. That exchange in particular called to mind a phrase from the message with which the Vardeshi had broken their twenty-five years of silence: Bright shards of yourselves. My crewmates were beginning to show me those same bright shards of themselves, and I was beginning to piece them together. I told myself that, if the Vardeshi never permitted me to know them any more deeply than I did at this moment, it would be all right. I was content. It didn’t matter that with every passing moment we drove deeper into the darkness and Earth fell farther behind.
One evening a few days after my conversation with Sohra I was granted another uncurated glimpse of my shipmates. It was the hour designated for the evening senek ritual, a time when the fitness center was typically deserted. It had taken me some time to overcome my fear of using the fitness center, as most of its apparatus was bewildering to me. The room was full of sleek and complicated machines that were in no way analogous to the standard equipment found in an Earth gym.
Early on in the mission, Khiva had offered to show me how they worked. I chose the simplest one I could find: an elevated circular platform with a simple control panel set into the wall beside it. Khiva told me to step onto the platform and passed me a pair of what looked like minimalist high-end sunglasses. These turned out to be a fully immersive virtual-reality visor projecting an obstacle course that consisted of a series of colorful platforms floating freely in the depths of space. I craned my neck to look down over the edge of the first platform. The darkness and simulated stars seemed to go down a long, long way. I lifted the visor. Khiva was adjusting the controls.
“What gravity setting do you want?” she asked.
“Gravity?” I repeated.
“I’ll make it a little lighter than the Pinion’s
standard gravity. Hold still.” She snapped a harness around my waist. “All right, now you can move.”
I pulled the visor into place again and looked out at the floating platforms. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Run. Jump. Try not to fall.”
I took a couple of tentative steps forward, my hands outstretched, expecting at any moment to collide with the wall I knew was there. I felt nothing. I lifted the visor and found myself still standing at the precise center of what I belatedly recognized as an omnidirectional treadmill. “Oh. I get it.” I backed up a few steps, then started to run. When I reached the edge of the first platform, I took a flying leap and landed on the second. I successfully negotiated three more platforms before I misjudged a gap and plummeted into empty space. Stars streamed past me on all sides. “How do I stop it?” I gasped.
Khiva laughed. “Take off the visor.”
It took a few moments for the adrenaline from the fall to subside. Shakily I said, “I think this is a little too advanced for me. Can I just run? Without the visor—or the harness?”
“You mean . . . flat? In a straight line?”
“Exactly.”
“I guess you could,” she said. I could hear her unspoken question: But why would you want to?
The other Vardeshi evidently shared Khiva’s attitude. Whenever I ran on the treadmill without a visor or harness, I was guaranteed to draw amused looks. My other workout routines drew stares as well. It didn’t help that my athletic attire, conservative by Earth standards, was more revealing than theirs—and more colorful. I tried to ignore the attention. I knew it was only my own anxiety that caused me to read contempt into what was for the most part genuine curiosity. Still, I preferred to exercise when no one else was around. I was in good shape for a human, but by the end of a workout I was inevitably red and sweaty, whereas my crewmates completed their own workouts with hardly a hair out of place. The evidence of their exertions was limited to a delicate azure flush. And I knew the contrast wasn’t in my head, because the first time I stepped off the treadmill at the end of a run, Ziral sprinted up to me and asked if I needed medical attention.
“You look like you’re in pain,” she said. “And are you supposed to be that color?”
I assured her, somewhat emphatically, that I was fine and a perfectly normal color for a human. No one commented on my skin tone after that, but my crewmates continued to watch me with concern, especially when I paused mid-workout to replenish my oxygen. So now I exercised in the afternoons or evenings, when I knew I’d have the fitness center more or less to myself. On this night, though, I arrived to find the room unexpectedly occupied. The circular space was divided roughly in half, and the farther hemisphere was empty, with thick protective mats lining the floor and walls. I’d seen people practicing fitness routines in that space—Daskar doing something resembling tai chi and Ahnir shadowboxing in a virtual-reality visor—but the only activities I’d seen thus far were solitary ones. Tonight the space was occupied by more than half of the Pinion’s crew, including all of the Takheris, Vekesh, Ziral, Vethna, and Sohra. The others were grouped in a semicircle around Vekesh, who was speaking. All of them were barefoot and wore loose pants and tighter-fitting shirts of deep indigo with a broad gold stripe down one side. Some sort of martial-arts uniform? I wondered. As I thought it, Vekesh beckoned to Ziral, and she stepped forward. The others moved back to make space for them. At a command from Vekesh, he and Ziral assumed what was clearly a fighting stance, poised on the balls of their feet, hands raised. Then Ziral attacked him, and he flung her off. She landed at an angle that should have snapped bones. I winced. She leapt to her feet again, and they went through the steps a second time at half speed. Even slowed down, the movements were almost too swift for me to track. The initial encounter had been a confused blur of motion: first inward, then outward. Vekesh gave another command, and his six disciples found partners and began practicing the steps under his appraising eye.
This, I decided, was my karmic reward for all the times I’d let myself be stared at. I stepped onto my treadmill and began my own run. Using a trick familiar to any denizen of Earth’s public transportation, I put on my wireless headphones but kept the volume muted. I didn’t want anything to distract me from the martial-arts lesson.
I’d known the Vardeshi were strong. The freeweights I used in my own regimen were the lightest Khiva had been able to find. The couple of other machines I’d ventured to try—with assistance, of course—had been almost impossible for me on their lowest settings. I wasn’t deceived by the fact that my shipmates looked as cool and tidy after exercising as before. Any one of them, at any given time, was working substantially harder than I was. But I hadn’t known they were so fast. Watching them fight, I felt a mixture of pure aesthetic pleasure and profound dismay. Was I ever going to stumble upon anything they didn't do well?
Toward the end of my run, just as I was deciding whether my current mile would be the last or second-to-last one, the lesson ended. Sohra and Vethna, whom I’d observed to be the weakest of the group, made their way off the mats and threaded through the machines to the door. The others paused for a water break before moving into a session of unstructured combat. Hathan and Ziral partnered off for a round of advanced sparring that involved hurling each other repeatedly into a wall. I could hear the impacts of their blows, as well as those of their bodies striking the mats, and I wondered if they would have bruises tomorrow. Somehow I doubted they cared. Saresh and Vekesh were working on a series of kicks I vaguely recognized from the earlier stages of the lesson. Zey stood watching until Vekesh pulled him in to assist in a demonstration.
After a few minutes the impromptu sessions concluded. The three Takheris were last on the floor. They were nearly to the edge of the mats when—with no apparent provocation—Saresh went down. I’d finished my run and was stepping down off my treadmill, water bottle in hand, when the unexpected movement caught my eye. Saresh leapt to his feet, muttered a curse word so vile I’d only heard Vethna use it, and swung around. Hathan and Zey were behind him. Both wore innocent looks. I wondered which one had tripped him. Saresh launched himself at Hathan, who dodged him adroitly. Older brother pursued younger halfway across the practice mats. Then, just as they came to blows, Zey—who had circled around them unobserved—took a flying leap and tackled Saresh from behind. In the ensuing collision all three of them went down. When they got to their feet all three were laughing. I knew Zey would laugh at the slightest provocation, and Saresh, for all his sober demeanor, was quick to smile. But I had never seen Hathan so unguarded. And, suddenly, there it was: the resemblance to his brothers, hitherto elusive, now stamped clearly on features lit by a rare flash of humor. I wondered how I could have failed to see it before.
I was staring again. Knowing that fraternal affection was far less defensible as a subject of scrutiny than an unfamiliar martial art, I turned away and reached for my sweatshirt. I just had time to pull it over my head and run my fingers through my damp hair before Zey called, “What do you think, Eyvri? Ready to learn ranshai?”
“Is that what it’s called?” I zipped up my gym bag and slung it over my shoulder. “I think I’m better off as a spectator. I’m not very coordinated.”
“Wasn’t there a martial-arts component to your training?” said Hathan.
“Sort of. I spent two weeks learning that the range of scenarios in which I can’t defend myself is a lot wider than I thought. Pretty much infinite, in fact.”
“Your instructor couldn’t have been very good,” Saresh observed.
I grinned. “Believe me, she didn’t have much to work with. And in any case, based on what I just saw, I seriously doubt that any amount of training would make a difference. It’s hard to fight an enemy you can’t see coming.”
“I guess we’re pretty intimidating,” Zey said smugly.
“You in particular are downright terrifying,” Saresh said.
Hathan said, “Especially when you look away in the middle of a drill and let Ziral kick you in the ribs.”
“I actually saw that one,” I said. “I almost brought you my oxygen inhaler.”
Zey grinned. “I would have used it, too.”
Some instinct prompted me to look at Hathan just then. I was surprised by the mingling of affection and exasperation I saw in his face. Was he annoyed at Zey for making a mistake in the drill? Or for some other reason? If there was another cause, I couldn’t guess at it. He looked back at me and said—a shade too abruptly, I thought—“We should go. Good night, novi.”
“Good night,” I said.
They were halfway to the door before I recalled that I hadn’t yet made a plan with Zey to watch the next installment of our show. Evidently he had the same thought, because he called over his shoulder to me, “My quarters? Half an hour?”
“Better make it an hour. I have to wait for my shower slot.”
He lifted a hand in acknowledgment and turned to catch up with his brothers. As they went out the door, I heard Saresh say something with the unmistakable lilt of a question. I caught the words Earth culture in Zey’s response. Well, it was true, I thought, trying to suppress a surge of what I was certain was misplaced guilt. I was helping Zey to gain a better understanding of Earth culture. We weren’t doing anything wrong. Technically. I refused to entertain the question that naturally succeeded that thought: Why, if we weren’t breaking any rules, had we tacitly agreed to keep our nocturnal activities a secret?
By the time I arrived at Zey’s door an hour later, laptop tucked under my arm, I had managed to reassure myself that everything was fine. I felt a twinge of renewed unease when, just before Zey opened his door, Vethna came sauntering down the corridor toward his own quarters. He saw me and stopped. “What are you doing?”
“Going to see Zey,” I said.
He frowned. “Now? Alone?”
The leer in his voice was unmistakable, but I couldn’t confront it without going on the defensive, so I said simply, “Yes.”
His eyes moved from my face to the laptop, and I braced myself for another question, but he said nothing more. He just stood there leaning indolently against the wall, making no move to unlock his own door, until Zey’s door hissed open.
“Finally,” Zey said as I slipped inside. “I’ve been waiting all day for this. Next time, we’re watching the season finale whenever we get to it. I don’t care how late it is.” He registered my expression. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” I hesitated. “Probably nothing. Let’s watch.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I was just finishing an errand the following morning, delivering a medical scanner to Daskar after Sohra had made some repairs to it, when the chime of my flexscreen signaled an incoming message. I waited until I was out in the corridor to read it. To my surprise, it was from Khavi Vekesh, summoning me immediately to one of the conference rooms on helix two. The message comprised only a single directive sentence, with no illuminating details, and I had no idea what had prompted it. I sent back an acknowledgment and hurried on my way. I had lately been experimenting with finding my way around the Pinion via the network of narrow secondary passageways that honeycombed the ship, winding around and behind the main corridors, both as an added challenge and to familiarize myself with their twists and turns. Zey had shown me the passageways a few days ago, and I had immediately recognized their usefulness in providing alternate routes to a given destination. This time, though, I took the direct path.
I had never been to this particular conference room before. It was long and narrow, furnished only with an ovoid table and a few seats. Vekesh himself was seated at the end of the table farthest from the door. He was flanked by Zey and Saresh on one side and Vethna on the other. It was an unexpected grouping. I studied my crewmates’ faces, searching for any hint of an explanation. Saresh looked grave, Zey uneasy. When my eyes moved to Vethna, he gazed coolly back at me. I moved to take a seat next to Zey, but before I could do so, Khavi Vekesh said, “Remain standing, please.”
I frowned but did as instructed. Vekesh continued, “Novi Alkhat, I’m told you and Novi Takheri have been spending a substantial amount of time together. In private.” He glanced up at me, his dark eyes direct. “Is this true?”
“Yes, Khavi.” Even had I intended to lie to him—which I didn’t—the memory of Vethna standing in the corridor last night was fresh in my mind. Zey and I hadn’t concealed our meetings, only our activities. I doubted there was anyone on the ship who didn’t know we’d been spending time together. I glanced again at Vethna. His face wasn’t nearly as well controlled as before; he now wore a faint self-satisfied smirk.
“Doing what?” asked Vekesh.
I looked at Zey. He continued to stare straight ahead.
“Exploring Earth culture,” I said.
“How?” The single word was deceptively soft. I heard the steel underlying it, the first indication of the anger I sensed Vekesh was holding tightly in check.
I lifted my chin. “I’ve been showing him recordings of theater productions.” There was no direct translation for television.
“Videos.”
“Yes.”
“Videos in which English is spoken.”
“Yes,” I said again.
Vekesh gazed at me. I looked back for as long as I could, but I was the first to glance away. I felt vulnerable and unsettled, standing in the center of the floor like a supplicant while he lounged comfortably on his stool.
I expected him to pursue the subject of language, but his next question surprised me. “What is the content of these performances?”
“The content? They’re . . . stories about how things might have gone if the Vardeshi had come back to Earth twenty-five years ago.”
“Be more specific,” he said.
“I’m not sure what you want to know.”
“Allow me, then. The stories are about a Vardeshi spy who betrays his own people and renounces his allegiance to his homeworld after he falls in love with a human woman.”
I felt a chill of foreboding. The description was technically correct, but it would never have occurred to me to describe Divided by Stars in that way. I was sure it hadn’t occurred to Zey either. Vekesh must have compelled Zey to tell him about the show in exhaustive detail. He had then extracted the pieces he needed to fit together a narrative that suggested something far darker than the reality.
“They’re . . . stories,” I said.
“Stories about treason.”
“Khavi . . .” I heard the tremor in my voice. I was losing ground in this exchange, and we both knew it. “This is what humans do. We tell each other stories. They don't mean anything. They’re just one of the ways we explore the world around us. We use stand-ins for humans to talk about humans. Every couple of years there’s a new trend. Vampires, robots, werewolves, wizards. After you disappeared, we told each other stories about you. This was one of them. It’s more than twenty years old. Nearly everything in it is invented, because the writers had no real information to work with. They thought there were two planets called Greater and Lesser Vardesh. They thought your people lived for three hundred years. It’s fiction.”
“It’s subversive,” Vekesh said quietly. “And I won’t have it polluting the mind of my youngest and most vulnerable crewman. I want these recordings destroyed.”
“That’s . . . idiotic,” I said.
“Avery,” Saresh said.
I heard the appeal in his voice, and in the fact that he gave my name its English pronunciation. I ignored both. “Well, it is! There’s nothing subversive about what Zey and I are doing. Come to that, there’s nothing wrong with it either. I’ve been following your language policy, but there’s nothing in my contract that says you have the right to police how I spend my off-duty hours. And if you’d watched any of the show—which, by the way, you’re welcome to do—you’d see that it’s not actually about spies or allegiances or any of that. It’s about humans and Vardeshi getting to know each other. Which is exactly what Zey and I are trying to do. If it bothers you that we were doing it in secret, we’ll watch it in the lounge. Or the mess hall. Or wherever you prefer. But to talk about destroying it is just . . . ridiculous.”
During my diatribe Zey had grown paler and paler, while Vethna looked first incredulous and then exultant. I hadn’t intended to speak so forcefully, but I had allowed myself to be borne along by the force of my conviction. Now that I’d finished speaking, however, my certainty began to ebb. I knew that, whether or not I was in the right, Vekesh was likely to hear the insolence in my challenge and ignore any truth it contained. While I had been speaking, his eyes hadn’t left my face. Now he looked off into the distance for a pause that seemed interminable.
Then, unexpectedly, he said, “You’re right.”
Vethna blinked. I said disbelievingly, “I’m right?”
“Yes. You’re right. The restrictions are unreasonable. From now on, you can spend your recreation time however you choose. And speak whatever language you choose. Consider the language policy rescinded.”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“Neither do I,” Saresh murmured.
A look passed between him and Vekesh that I couldn’t decode. Then Vekesh said—almost defiantly, it seemed to me—“Permit me to clarify. You’re to turn in your uniform and flexscreen to Rhevi Khiva tomorrow morning. You are no longer a member of my crew.”
“What?” I said.
“The experiment has failed. It’s not your fault. The error was mine. Clearly our two species have less in common than initially appeared to be the case. It’s become increasingly clear that it isn’t realistic to ask you to adhere to our standards of conduct. You’ve made a credible effort; no one on either side of the alliance will deny that. I’m sure you’ll make an excellent cultural representative. In time, when our two races come to understand each other better, the Fleet may extend a similar offer to another human—a military officer, perhaps. It’s a problem of compatibility. Don’t you agree—Miss Alcott?” The last two words were said, tauntingly, in English.
I glared at him. He looked coldly back. He had complete control of the situation, and we both knew it. He knew how desperately I wanted to belong on the Pinion, to be enmeshed in the daily round of its life, rather than peering in from outside like all the other Strangers were relegated to doing. I wondered how long he had known that. Perhaps from as far back as the interview, when my revelation of my language skills had disclosed something else as well: the ferocity of my hunger for more access to the Vardeshi. The other candidates had wanted the placement for its prestige and the adventure it promised. I had wanted it more. No, I had wanted them more. Vekesh must have known even then how easily I would be led. Unbidden, a sentence Saresh had spoken nearly a month ago came back to me. You don’t have to be a novi to go to Vardesh Prime. He had been trying to warn me that the title was a privilege, a gift. It would be the work of a moment for Vekesh to snatch it away.
I swallowed hard and said the only thing I could say, the thing I knew I’d been manipulated into saying from the moment I came through the door: “What do you want?”
His reply came swiftly. “Allow your Earth technology to be confiscated. All of it. Today.”
“Done,” I said before I could stop to consider the bargain I was making.
“And give me your sworn word that you won’t spend time alone with Novi Takheri—or any other member of my crew—either in their quarters or in yours.”
“You have my word,” I said. “Sir.”
“Then I think we understand each other. You may return to your duties.”
I turned to go. His voice stopped me. “One more thing, Novi.”
I looked back.
“Raise your voice to me again and I’ll see that you never wear a Fleet uniform again, on this ship or any other. You can be thankful that you’re not Vardeshi. If you were, I’d have you beaten. Next time, that’s exactly what I’ll do, human or not. No more allowances, no more exceptions. Is that absolutely clear?”
“Yes, Khavi.” I hurried out before he could change his mind.
I didn’t have a chance to speak to Zey again until lunch, and even then we were constrained by the presence of Vethna and Khiva at our table. We lingered over our meals and at length had the mess hall to ourselves. When everyone else had filtered out, Zey stabbed an unoffending slice of root with his kevet and muttered, “Vethna.”
“Yeah,” I said. “He saw me going into your quarters last night.”
“He’s been looking for a scapegoat ever since Daskar kicked him off rana.”
“Well, he found one.”
“You didn’t have to make it so easy for him, though.”
I looked up in surprise. “What would you have done?”
“Well, not launched myself totally out of orbit in front of the khavi, for one thing. But then, I’m not as brave as you are.”
“Out of orbit?”
Zey made a gesture with his hand like a spacecraft taking flight. “You know, when you take off in a weird direction and then you just . . . keep going.”
I winced. “Yeah. I may have gotten a little carried away.”
“‘Humans and Vardeshi getting to know each other,’” he mimicked ruthlessly. “That’s one way to put it. I’d say Sirran and Zoe know each other pretty damn well at this point.”
I laughed in spite of myself.
“You were right, though,” he conceded. “It just didn’t do you any good to say it.”
“It did someone some good. Vethna looked like he couldn’t believe his luck.”
Zey’s mouth quirked. “He couldn’t. Finally someone’s in more trouble than him.”
“When you put it like that, it seems even more ludicrous. The ship’s engineer is addicted to a substance that could compromise his ability to do his job. But clearly the real problem is the hired help who’s speaking a forbidden language. Which has exactly zero impact on my ability to run a cleansing cycle.”
“I know,” Zey said sympathetically. “You’d find a way to screw that up in English too.”
I aimed a kick at him under the table, which missed, then checked my flexscreen. “It’s late. I’d better go. Khiva’s waiting for me to turn in my tech.”
“Couldn’t you just accidentally lose it in the corridor on the way to Requisitions? Say, right outside my quarters?”
“I could, but I think I’ve gotten you in enough trouble for one day.”
He sighed. “Now I’ll never know what happens in season three.”
“A lot can happen in a year,” I said. But the words rang hollowly in my ears.
We carried our dishes into the galley. As I turned on the water and began to run it into the stainless steel basin I used for washing, something I’d missed in our conversation abruptly resurfaced. I turned the water off again. “Hey. I’m not braver than you.”
“Sure you are.” Zey waved eloquently at the ship around us. “You’re traveling toward another planet with a bunch of strangers. I’ve never done anything like that.”
“That wasn’t what you meant before.”
“I never would have spoken to the khavi the way you did. Even though I felt the same way.”
“I . . .” It took me a long time to find the necessary words. Finally I said, “I have to stand up for humanity.”
“That’s what I mean,” he said quietly. “I can’t even stand up for myself.”
I went to my quarters and stuffed all my Earth tech into a backpack. When I thought I’d collected everything, I made another pass through the room, looking for chargers, thumb drives, anything I might have missed. My e-reader in its leather cover was nestled among the other personal effects on my bedside shelf. I picked it up and stood looking down at it for a long, difficult moment before I slipped it into the bag. There was a duplicate laptop in a crate in one of the cargo holds, and I retrieved that too. When I arrived at the Requisitions room, I was glad I’d been so conscientious. Khiva took all the items out of the backpack and checked them off on a list I hadn’t known existed. Of course the Vardeshi had inventoried my belongings when I came aboard. In a way it made sense, but seeing the list still made me vaguely uncomfortable. I felt still more unsettled when Khiva stacked my tech neatly in a shallow metal bin, settled the lid on it, and slid my empty backpack to me across the table.
“You can go now,” she said. “I’ll inform the khavi that everything is accounted for.”
I nodded and forced myself to turn around and walk out. I made it halfway back to my quarters before a dizzy spell made me unsteady on my feet. I sat down abruptly in the middle of the hallway. What had I just consented to? I hadn’t brought those things aboard as luxuries. My laptop’s hard drive contained thousands of photos and videos of my friends and family, a digital library of my life. It also held more than a hundred favorite albums and playlists in which I had sought refuge when the foreignness of life on the Pinion overwhelmed me. I had two laptops, an original and a backup, because Dr. Okoye and the other psychologists had believed it was vitally important for me to have access to those resources when I needed to ground myself in thoughts of Earth. I had just willingly surrendered my most potent memories of home.
I arrived at the evening briefing a decorous five minutes early. While the meeting proceeded, I sat quietly, my eyes on my flexscreen, mentally composing a message. Only once was I distracted from my thoughts. Khavi Vekesh said my name, and I looked up, startled, only to realize that he was describing to the crew the agreement we had reached that morning. I didn’t see how the others reacted—if anyone did—because I immediately returned my gaze to my flexscreen.
After dinner, when the crew scattered to the lounge or the other entertainments offered by the Pinion, I went to the axis chamber and recorded a video message. Briefly I summarized what I had done to incur the khavi’s anger and explained the bizarre truce we had struck that morning.
“I need an outside opinion,” I finished. “If you think these conditions fall within the terms of my contract, I’m prepared to live with them. But for what it’s worth, things are starting to feel weird out here. I’m out of my depth, and I’m scared. Please get me an answer as soon as you can. I’ll stand by whatever you decide.” For good measure I included half a dozen covert signals, four for I’m uncomfortable and two for I don’t trust this person when I mentioned Vekesh by name. I replayed the message to make sure the recording was complete, double-checked the destination, and touched the Send control.
I spent the next few days treading very carefully around everyone. Word of my “insolence,” as Vethna gleefully described it at least twice within my hearing, spread as quickly as the news of his disgrace had done. I found it remarkably easy to identify the various sources of the information. Hathan and Ziral, to judge from the wary glances they cast in my direction, had heard it from Khavi Vekesh himself. The markedly more sympathetic attitudes of Sohra and Daskar suggested that Zey had told them his side of the story. And Khiva’s barely contained hilarity was certain proof that she’d heard about the incident from Vethna. I wondered if Saresh was talking about it to anyone. He continued to address me with the same gentle courtesy he had shown from the beginning. If anyone on the ship shared my intuition that the alliance, or at least our tiny corner of it, was beginning to sour, I thought it might be him.
I’d been scheduled to serve at officers’ dinner on the day following my clash with Vekesh. I thought he might reassign me out of spite. Part of me hoped that he would; I wouldn’t put it past him to test my patience by rehashing the incident in tedious detail and with minimal effort at impartiality. I checked my flexscreen repeatedly throughout the afternoon, anticipating a notification of a duty change, but none came. As the dinner hour approached, I steeled myself and went to help Ahnir bring the serving dishes in from the galley. I felt an easing of tension when I saw that the dinner guests were Ziral and Daskar. Ziral could be counted upon to be professionally courteous, and Daskar was my staunchest defender aside from Zey.
The conversation that evening touched upon a number of topics—none of them, mercifully, in any way connected with me—and then settled on a security report Ziral had received regarding an incident of some kind on a remote starhaven. The fact that I didn’t recognize the name of the starhaven meant there were no humans in transit to it, which alleviated my immediate concern. The nature of the event eluded me; it sounded like an attack, or an outbreak of disease, I wasn’t sure which. All I could determine was that the incident had been violent. The name of the illness, if such it was, was repeated over and over again: azdreth.
After dinner was over, I went back to my quarters, pulled up a Vardeshi dictionary, and looked for a definition. Because the most complete Vardeshi-English dictionary to date was the one I was currently constructing, there was no simple way to translate an unfamiliar word without asking someone what it meant. I couldn’t do that without violating the confidentiality expectation attached to officers’ dinner. After half an hour of looking up each individual word associated with the definition of azdreth
and then cross-referencing it with my own records and Dr. Sawyer’s twenty-five-year-old notes, I identified a word I thought might serve as a rough translation. The Flare.
My weekly checkup with Daskar took place the following morning. Since she’d been present at the dinner, and we were alone in the medical clinic, I judged it safe to broach the subject with her. After she had run through her standard checklist and noted down my heart rate, blood pressure, blood oxygenation, breathing rate, weight, and a few other statistics, I said tentatively, “What’s the Flare?”
She placed her medical scanner into a drawer and closed it slowly before looking up. “The Flare?”
“What you were talking about last night. At dinner.”
Instead of answering, Daskar placed her hands flat on the countertop in front of her and gazed down at them. I waited. Just at the point when I was readying myself to say that it was all right if she couldn’t answer the question, she said quietly, “We don’t really know. We think of it as a sort of contagion that affects long-range missions, but we know virtually nothing about its nature or its origins. We have reports of it dating back thousands of years. Outbreaks are so infrequent that at times we’re certain we’ve seen the last of it, but inevitably, after a decade or a century, it resurfaces.”
“What is it?”
“A sort of temporary insanity. Those afflicted with it become irrational, aggressive, often brutally violent. They attack those around them, sometimes fatally. The illness seems to be transmitted by physical contact or close proximity. For no reason we can determine, it affects some people and leaves others on the same ship untouched. Men and women are equally at risk. The symptoms last only a matter of hours, days at the most. Contracting it seems to confer immunity; no one has ever been infected twice. The madness itself does no permanent cognitive damage, and the hosts are left with clear memories of the things they did while they were infected. Often they claim to have been fully conscious but unable to control their own actions—up to and including murder.”
“It sounds nightmarish,” I said.
“It is. It’s the darkest fear of any deep-space traveler. Our poets call it the madness that lies between the stars. Some people say it’s the price we pay for the gift of interstellar flight. Some are so afraid of it that they never venture to travel beyond their own birth worlds.”
“You’re not worried, though?”
Daskar shook her head. “Why worry about something that’s both incredibly rare and entirely out of our control? Risk is an inherent part of life. I’m a physician. I know that staying in one place isn’t a safeguard against disease or death.”
“If it’s so rare, do you think the incident in Ziral’s report really was the Flare?”
“On Shadanrai Starhaven? Hard to say. It’s not easy to separate superstition from fact where the Flare is concerned. Once the word has been spoken, the hysteria is quick to spread. Most of the reported outbreaks turn out to have much more prosaic causes. I’m inclined to think that what happened on Shadanrai was one of those. A crime of passion, probably.”
“You guys have those too, huh?”
“Still,” she said.
“The darkness within,” I murmured.
Unlike Zey, Daskar placed the reference immediately. “Yes. We’ve conquered it, for the most part, as a people. But it would be arrogant to think we’ve eliminated it for good. Violence has a way of reappearing just when we find ourselves growing complacent about its absence.”
“Like the Flare,” I said.
“It’s an apt metaphor,” she agreed. “I hope never to know it as anything more than that.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

My third month on the Pinion began. A week passed by with no events worthy of note. I dared to hope that my concessions to Vekesh might have won me a reprieve, that the equilibrium we had achieved, however tenuous, might hold. I did my novi work. I drafted another newsletter to the Strangers. I exercised in the fitness center, my workouts still cathartic but less invigorating without a soundtrack. I cooked palatable meals and ate them at the lower-ranking table, alone or in company. I spent my evenings in the lounge. Zey and Sohra could generally be counted on to play a hand of cards or simply sit and talk. When they weren’t present, I sat in front of the long viewport and wrote in my journal. There were two Listenings that week. I spent both of those nights reading in my quarters.
Throughout that week I waited, first patiently and then less so, for a reply to the distress call I had sent Earth. With every chime of my flexscreen I felt a jolt of anticipation, followed by a plunge into melancholy when I saw that it was only another incoming text message or an update to the duty roster. After seven full days of silence, I finally received a notification of an incoming video message from Earth. I hurried to my quarters to watch it. To my dismay, the video was only a few seconds long. In it, Councillor Seidel requested a status update from the Pinion. His tone was level and calm. He didn’t address any of my questions. I watched it twice, searching for hidden meanings. There were none. I was forced to conclude that the Council hadn’t received my message at all. Somewhere in the long miles of darkness, by accident or design, my transmission had gone astray.
I knew Saresh would have an explanation, if any existed, but the nature of the message made me cautious about approaching him in public. I didn’t want to find myself explaining to a crowd why it was so urgent that this particular message reach its destination unimpeded. I waited for a chance to catch him alone. A few hours after receiving the transmission from Seidel, I crossed paths with the hadazi in the residential corridor. He was alone. He nodded to me and would have kept walking, but I stopped him and asked, “Is there a way to see if a long-distance transmission was sent successfully?”
“I can’t confirm that it arrived at its endpoint,” Saresh said, “but I can verify that it was sent.”
We went to an unoccupied workstation in the axis chamber. With trembling fingers I pulled up the messaging interface and indicated the transmission I’d sent to Earth. Saresh frowned. “This is dated seven days ago. We were already within the signal shadow at that point.”
“The signal shadow?”
“The relay station nearest to the Pinion was damaged by a piece of debris. When a station is damaged, it casts what we call a signal shadow. We’ve been out of communications range for several days. No messages coming in, no messages going out.” My face must have betrayed my alarm, because he said gently, “I did mention this in the briefings. Twice, at least. You didn’t hear me talking about it?”
“I never know what anyone’s talking about in the briefings,” I said.
He smiled slightly. “Understandable. We cleared the shadow a few hours ago. I can help you resend the message, if you’d like.”
“I don't understand,” I said. “Why don’t the pending messages just send automatically when the ship comes out of this shadow thing?”
“It can take days or weeks to enter the signal range of another satellite. Any messages composed before entering the shadow are assumed to be out of date.”
“I’d still like to send mine,” I said. “Please.”
He nodded, touched a few controls, and said, “It’s done.”
I stared at the screen. All at once the letters and symbols I had labored so hard to decode looked like nothing more than shimmering hieroglyphs again. I didn’t know how to interpret the display. I didn’t know how to interpret anything. I felt a sudden stab of doubt. What if Saresh was lying to me, and there was no such thing as a signal shadow? What if he, or someone else, had screened my original transmission and deliberately held it back? What if he had diverted or deleted the message he claimed to have sent just now? The plea for help had been direct. I should have been more subtle. That was the entire point of the covert signals. In my mind I heard Tristan say again, Silence isn’t a signal. How long would Earth wait before deciding that the absence of a transmission from me was more than just a technical glitch? And once they realized there was a problem, what could they possibly do to help me?
“Eyvri?” Saresh said quietly.
I couldn’t look at him. A yawning chasm of fear and doubt had opened up in front of me, and only by holding myself perfectly still could I avoid tumbling headlong into it.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“No,” I whispered.
We sat there in silence. I knew he was waiting for me to say more, but that single syllable was all I could manage. I felt paralyzed, torn between my longing to confide in him and my terror that confiding in anyone would only make matters worse. I had no idea what Saresh was thinking. When he spoke again, his voice was pitched so low I had to strain to hear it.
“Eyvri, you need to understand that in the Fleet, the hierarchy of rank is absolute. Orders given are meant to be followed without question. On long journeys like this one, a ship becomes a world unto itself, and as you’ve seen, the khavi’s domination is complete. If you knew our history, you would understand that there are very good reasons why this is the case.” I nodded. He continued, “That being said, even the best commanders aren’t infallible. Some of Vekesh’s command decisions with regard to you have taken on an oddly . . . personal . . . cast. I’m not sure why that is, but I’m not the only one who’s concerned. Rhevi Daskar and I have reported the situation to the Echelon and requested mediation. We expect a response within two or three days. Until the Echelon responds, you should do whatever you can to keep from antagonizing Vekesh further. Comply with whatever orders he gives you. Try not to draw his attention. Am I being clear?”
“Yes.” I sighed. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
“I wasn’t going to tell you any of this,” he said. “But you looked like you needed to hear it.”
“I really, really did.”
“I can’t promise you anything except an objective opinion,” Saresh cautioned. “It’s possible that the Echelon will approve all of Vekesh’s policies, and then you’ll be exactly where you were before. And even if they do decide to reverse his orders, you’ll want to act as if nothing has changed. Above all else, you should avoid the appearance of . . .” He hesitated.
“Gloating?” I suggested. “Believe me, that’s the last thing I’d do.”
“Good.”
“He hates me enough already,” I muttered.
“I wouldn’t think of it that way. It’s not easy to have a command decision overturned, especially one as public as Vekesh’s policies have been.”
I shook my head. “How can you be so considerate of everyone’s feelings all the time?”
“I’m a Vox,” he said simply. “I feel other people’s feelings.”
I accepted the answer, although I didn’t understand why being a Vox made a difference in a society in which nearly everyone had access to telepathy. I thanked him again and left the axis chamber feeling noticeably lighter. I trusted Saresh. It was impossible not to; he was so calm and articulate and assured. It was immensely comforting to know that both he and Daskar shared my conviction that Vekesh was singling me out for inexplicable persecution. Other than Vekesh himself, the two of them were the oldest and most experienced members of the crew. If their instincts aligned with mine, it meant that I wasn’t overreacting or imagining things. Something was wrong. And within two days, or three at the outside, the Council and the Echelon would both weigh in, and I was certain that both entities would side with me. Everything was going to be restored to me: my technology, my friend, my pride. All I had to do was wait.
“You’re in a good mood,” Zey observed that night. We were sitting with Sohra on one of the platforms in the lounge. I had a rest day tomorrow and had indulged in a couple of beers. I didn’t know whether credit was due to the alcohol or the afterglow of my conversation with Saresh, but I had just conquered both of them in two consecutive dice games, a personal best.
“I’m winning,” I pointed out.
“It’s more than that,” Sohra said. “You seem . . . happy.”
“I’m looking forward to getting some messages from Earth. I feel like we’ve been out of touch for a long time.”
“Remember the signal shadow just after Elteni on our way out?” Zey asked Sohra. “What was that, a month?”
“Talk about out of touch,” she agreed.
“A month?” I echoed.
“Three weeks, anyway. It was a long time.” Zey rattled the dice in his hand and tossed them onto the board. It was a poor cast. Both he and Sohra hissed deep in their throats in disapproval. It was an ineffably exotic sound, one that never failed to startle me and which I hadn’t yet managed to imitate to my satisfaction.
“It sounds lonely,” I said. I made my own throw, which wasn’t much better, and shoved the dice toward Sohra.
She weighed them thoughtfully in her hand. “We’re always alone out here. We just pretend that we’re not.”
I was the first of the group to turn in. I walked back to my quarters alone, lighthearted and still a little buzzed, stopping on the way to rinse out my bottles in the galley. Stepping out into the corridor again, I nearly ran into Vethna.
“Watch where you’re going,” he said irritably.
“Sorry.” I turned in the direction of helix four.
He caught my arm. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
“Sorry, Rhevi.” I tried to jerk my arm free, but he held it fast. “Hey,” I snapped. “Back off. I said I was sorry.”
“Not as sorry as you’re going to be. You and your little pikvith.”
I’d never heard the word before, but I didn’t like the sound of it. “What the hell is a pikvith?”
Vethna snorted. “You tell me. You’re the one fucking him.”
I recoiled. The vulgarity was startling, and my revulsion was as real as if it had been spoken in English. The Vardeshi weren’t much given to profanity as a whole. They were particularly sparing in their use of obscenities that carried sexual overtones. It was one of the things I admired about them.
I pulled harder against his grip, but he didn’t let go, and in the resulting spike of adrenaline I lost my temper completely. “What the hell is your problem?” I demanded. “Why can’t you just leave me alone? I know you were the one who told Khavi Vekesh that Zey and I were hanging out. Why do you have to turn it into something ugly? We’re just friends! Can’t you understand that? Or has rana completely liquefied whatever you had for a brain to begin with?”
Abruptly Vethna let go of me. Thrown off balance, I windmilled backward and would have fallen if I hadn’t been caught by someone I hadn’t known was there. By pure chance, he grabbed the same arm Vethna had been holding, and I pulled violently free before I realized who it was.
“That’s enough,” said Hathan.
I went cold. How much had he witnessed of our confrontation? What had it looked like to him? If he’d arrived too late to hear the sordid insinuation that had prompted my outburst, all he knew was that I’d been screaming like a banshee at someone who outranked me. I replayed my last sentence. No, that wasn’t strictly accurate. He also knew I’d ridiculed someone for a drug addiction. I looked at Vethna. A smug smile played around his lips. I’d been tricked, I realized. He must have known all along that the suvi was approaching. He had engineered our entire argument. I had stepped neatly into his trap.
“I—” I said.
Hathan raised a hand. “Back to your quarters. Both of you. Now.”
“But he—”
“That was an order, Novi,” he said quietly. “I advise you to follow it.”
Tears of rage and humiliation stung my eyes. I knew better than to protest again, but the words burned in my throat as I walked away. He hurt me. He insulted your brother. He manipulated both of us. You saw what he wanted you to see. My arm still ached where Vethna had gripped it. Too angry for sleep, I used one of my precious shower slots instead. It took me three tries to enter the door code correctly; my hands were shaking. Rage, or lingering adrenaline, or more likely both. The hot water eased the soreness in my arm, but the sense of outraged fury wasn’t nearly so quick to subside.
When I woke the next morning, my first thoughts were of Saresh and the mediation request he and Daskar had sent to the Echelon. I checked my messages hopefully. There were no new transmissions either from Vardesh Prime or from Earth. I’d known there wouldn’t be. It was still too early. It was unlikely that we would hear anything before tomorrow. At least I had a day off. Saresh had recommended that I stay off the khavi’s radar, and I had every intention of following his advice. All I had to do was avoid crossing paths with Vekesh.
I froze, sweatshirt halfway over my head, as the memory of last night’s confrontation with Vethna came flooding back. It wouldn’t matter if I sat in my quarters all day. The damage was already done. When Hathan reported the incident in the hallway to Vekesh, as he was no doubt obligated to do, it would place me squarely in the khavi’s sights again. I sat down on the edge of my bed and put my head in my hands. Why had Vethna gone after me like that? And what had prompted him to be so aggressive? I had observed the Vardeshi to be sparing in their use of physical contact among themselves, and they were particularly so with me. I could think of maybe a dozen times over the past two and a half months when one of them had touched me. Not one of those instances had been violent. On the contrary, they had been immensely tactful—a slight readjustment of my fingers on the kevet or a consoling touch on the shoulder so light I hardly felt it.
Remembering Vethna’s grip, I worked my right arm free of the sweatshirt sleeve and looked at it closely. He had grabbed me hard enough to leave a bruise just above the elbow. I’d known from the first that Vethna disliked me, but until now he’d restricted his malice to the occasional verbal taunt. This was something else, and while it was infuriating—and frightening—it was also out of character. The brief surge in hostility caused by his withdrawal from rana had long since subsided. I went to the mess hall and ate my solitary breakfast, still pondering the escalation in his behavior. The only explanation that presented itself was almost too ridiculous to contemplate. Could Vethna have been infected by the Flare?
I rejected the idea almost at once. It had been many hours since our encounter. If a disease that induced homicidal violence were spreading through the Pinion’s crew, surely someone else would have noticed by now that something was wrong. And Daskar had said that most suspected cases of the Flare turned out to have utterly prosaic causes. All the same, it might be worth asking her. She might have some insight into what the prosaic cause in this case might be. More importantly, she was a doctor, and the bruise on my arm unquestionably belonged in her weekly medical report. I washed my breakfast dishes and headed for the clinic. My heart sank when I saw that its front room was dark and unoccupied. I thought about hailing Daskar on my flexscreen, then decided against it. We were certain to see each other at some point that day. The bruise, and the questions, could wait a few hours. And if for some reason she happened to be with Vekesh at the moment, I didn’t want to encourage his suspicions that I was trying to meet with other members of his crew in solitude.
I was too restless to read, so I changed into my workout gear and went to the fitness center. Ziral, who also had the day off, was alone on the mats at the far side of the room, dressed for ranshai, working her way through a series of forms. She nodded briefly to me without pausing in the sequence. I watched her for a few moments, drawn as before to the power and grace of the movements. Then I powered up the treadmill, snapped on the harness, settled the visor on my face, and started my run.
Running without music had quickly become tedious, and I’d made a few tentative forays into the platform-jumping program for which the treadmill had been designed. I’d discovered that at the absolute lowest level of challenge, with the gravity set absurdly low, I could just about manage the easiest track. I still dreaded falling, but I didn’t do it often, and it didn’t startle me the way it had the first time.
Twenty minutes into my run, I was absolutely focused on the brilliant yellow platform stretching ahead of me, gauging the distance to the next gap, when a voice spoke my name directly into my ear. I stumbled sideways and plunged off the left-hand edge of the platform into darkness. Panicked, my heart slamming in my chest, I snatched the visor off. The voice was Ziral’s. She was standing directly to my right. Saresh stood beside her, looking incongruous in his uniform. The vaguely troubled expression on her face was mirrored on his. “What?” I gasped. “What’s wrong?”
“Khavi Vekesh wants to see you,” Saresh said.
I stepped down off the treadmill and picked up my flexscreen, which I’d tossed on top of my sweatshirt prior to beginning my run. “I don’t have any messages.”
“I know.” Slowly he extended his right hand. “I’m afraid I need to confiscate that.”
I was starting to get my breath back, but I felt dazed and a little disoriented. I didn’t process the words at first. I stared blankly at his outstretched hand. “What?”
“Your access to technology is being . . . restricted.”
“Why?”
“We weren’t given an explanation,” Ziral said. “Just an order.”
“I’m sure the khavi will be able to answer your questions,” Saresh said.
I stared at him. He met my eyes candidly, but he said nothing more. His face was as grave as I had ever seen it. Without further protest I handed him my flexscreen. He took it and folded the wrist strap with what seemed to me unnecessary precision.
“What happened to your arm?” Ziral asked.
I followed her gaze. She was staring at my upper arm, where the marks of Vethna’s fingers were unmistakable.
“Those are from Vethna. He grabbed hold of me in the corridor last night.”
“Why?” Again the question was Ziral’s.
“I have no idea. Maybe so I would hold still while he insulted me. That’s what he did, anyway.”
Ziral and Saresh exchanged a look I couldn’t decipher at all. Then he said, “We should go. They’re waiting.”
Sweaty, flushed, and disheveled, I followed them to the khavi’s private office. Vekesh was sitting at a table that faced the door. He looked up from his flexscreen as we came in. Silently he gestured to a stool on the opposite side of the table. I sat down; the other two remained standing. After a moment Hathan came in quietly and stood beside the door. The silence stretched out torturously. I had been on the receiving end of too many reprimands from Vekesh to venture a question or comment. I waited.
Finally he said, “Novi Alkhat, is there something you’d like to tell me?”
I looked at each of them in turn. All four of them met my eyes unflinchingly, but their faces were closed. I said, “Khavi, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you mean.”
“No? Well, you must be accustomed to that by now.”
I stared at the floor. When he failed to elaborate, I steeled myself and asked, “Could I please have a glass of water?”
Vekesh nodded to Ziral. She left the room and returned with a cup of water. I downed it and passed it back to her. “Thanks. Can I get a refill?”
Vekesh said, “You’ve had enough. Ziral, you can go.”
She left, but not without looking back at me with an expression that was both guarded and concerned.
The water had done little more than draw my attention to the raging thirst induced by my run. The sweat was rapidly cooling on my body, and I knew that as the warmth of exertion faded, my running shorts and sleeveless shirt would be inadequate protection against the chill of the air. I looked at each of them in turn: Vekesh, Saresh, Hathan. They all looked cool and poised in their uniforms. I felt—and knew I looked—laughably out of place. I didn’t feel like laughing. I had no idea what was going on, but I knew it wasn’t good.
“Is this an interrogation?” I asked.
Vekesh gave a short humorless laugh. “If the Vardeshi were interrogating you, human, you’d know it.”
The word human set alarm bells tolling in my mind. Trying to project a calm I didn’t feel, I said, “Then I’d like to shower and change and eat something before continuing with . . . whatever this is.”
“I’m afraid we don’t have time for that,” Hathan said. But he stepped out into the hallway for a moment. Ziral reappeared shortly with a bottle of water, an energy bar, and the sweatshirt I’d left in the fitness center. I pulled the sweatshirt on and made an effort to neaten my sweaty hair. Then I ate and drank while the others waited silently. It was exactly as unnerving as I would have expected, but I forced myself to do it anyway. In the aftermath of the workout, I was starting to feel slightly lightheaded. When I’d finished, I nodded to Vekesh.
He glanced at Hathan, who began to speak. “Earlier this morning the Pinion’s entire communications network went down without warning. Attempts to restart the system have failed. We have no ability to send or receive signals of any kind, either within the ship or beyond it. No other systems seem to have been impacted, and we seem to be in no immediate danger. But as of now, we’re effectively mute.”
I waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, I said, “That sounds really bad.”
“It is,” Saresh confirmed.
“Can you fix it?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Does this happen a lot?”
“I’ve never seen it before.”
No communications network, I thought. No incoming transmission from Earth, then. Or from Vardesh Prime. The timing was unfortunate—but was that all it was? Was it merely a coincidence that the system had gone offline just before Saresh and I were due to receive replies to our messages? I knew Saresh was on my side, but that didn’t preclude the possibility that someone else on the ship was working against both of us.
When no one else spoke, I said, “This sounds like a big problem, but I don’t know what it has to do with me. Is there something I can do to help?”
“I’d say you’ve done enough,” Vekesh said.
The chill in his tone was unmistakable. I replayed his words until I was certain I’d interpreted them correctly. Then I said, “I don’t understand.”
Saresh said, “I’ll try to put this in terms you can relate to. We seem to be dealing with a hardware problem, not a software problem. Communications equipment all over the ship has been damaged, apparently by a high-intensity signal designed to exceed the capacity of our systems. The best analogy might be an electromagnetic pulse. Some of the equipment may be salvageable, but most of it is worthless. It will have to be replaced.”
“You said ‘designed,’” I said slowly. “Does that mean you think the damage was intentional?”
“That appears to be the case.”
I looked at Vekesh. “I’m still not sure why I’m here.”
Hathan said, “Rhevi Sohra has been running diagnostics on the other systems, looking for anomalies. Just before the network went down, the engineering computer flagged an unauthorized device drawing power from the ship’s engines. The amount of energy consumed was minimal, just enough to charge a single-use signal disruptor like the one Saresh described. Under ordinary circumstances we might not even have noticed the loss of power.” He paused, looked down at his flexscreen, and selected a different pane of the display before concluding, “The source of the unauthorized power drain was in helix four. The residential corridor.”
“So you’re searching everyone’s quarters for this . . . signal disruptor?”
“No,” Vekesh said.
Finally I understood. “But you want to search mine.”
“We intend to search yours. We don’t need your consent, but Hadazi Takheri insisted you be informed. You should thank him, by the way, for continuing to serve as your advocate. Not everyone would be so impartial, especially when his own equipment has just been targeted for destruction.”
“You think I did this? You think I tried to damage the ship?” I wasn’t sure who I was asking—all of them equally, perhaps.
“It’s a possibility that has to be explored,” Saresh said quietly.
I was looking at Hathan. He was still studying the display on his flexscreen. His gaze, when it snapped upward to meet mine, was icy. “The evidence is difficult to ignore.”
“What evidence?”
“I think that’s been summarized quite effectively,” said Vekesh.
I shook my head, incredulous. “I can’t believe this. Is this really what you think of me? After three months of watching me try to learn your language, understand your culture, adapt to your life . . . I wanted to be here so badly—” I had to stop. The tightness in my throat made it difficult to speak. When I recovered, I said, “I wanted this more than you could possibly understand. I love the Pinion. I would never do anything to damage it.”
By way of a response, Hathan turned his flexscreen around so that I could see it. At once I recognized the image he had been studying. It was a diagram of the Pinion’s living quarters. The rooms were outlined in white on a dark background. A blinking orange symbol, presumably marking the location of the unauthorized power drain, drew my eye. There was no mistaking its location: the smallest room on the right-hand side. My quarters.
“This doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “I don’t know the first thing about how your technology works. Earth is still using electronics, remember? Even if I had any reason to sabotage the ship—which I don’t!—I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to do it.”
“The device wouldn't be difficult to operate,” Hathan said. “It might even have been remotely activated. Or timed. All you would have had to do was position it.”
“How would I have even gotten it on the ship? My bags were scanned and searched the day I came aboard. For exactly this reason. You didn’t find anything. There was nothing to find!”
“Then perhaps we missed something. Or you may have had a collaborator who placed the device on board.”
“Everything you just said could be equally applied to anyone else. And of everyone on the Pinion, I’m the least likely suspect. I have no motive and practically no means. Any other crew member has had a hundred opportunities to sneak something onto the ship. How many starhavens did you stop at between Vardesh Prime and Earth? Has someone been scanning every single object you guys have brought on board?”
“There have been regular security checks,” Saresh said, but I thought the words lacked conviction.
“I take it you don’t consent to the search, then?” Vekesh looked faintly pleased, as if my protests were precisely what he had expected.
“Of course I consent,” I said wearily. “Go ahead. Search my quarters. You’re not going to find anything.”
I followed the three of them to my quarters. Vekesh and Hathan went in first. I stood in the doorway to watch. Saresh stood in the corridor behind me. I wondered if he had been ordered to collar me if I tried to run. I could have told him there was no need; flight was the last thing on my mind. I wanted to see exactly what was going to happen. I didn’t trust Vekesh any farther than I could throw him, and I had a sinking feeling that I’d just been skillfully played. Again.
After a final glance at his flexscreen, Hathan went to the wall opposite the door, the one that housed the tiny hexagonal viewport. The viewport had a screen that could be pulled up to reveal the starscape beyond or snapped down to hide it. He raised the screen, lowered it, frowned, and then pulled the screen out from its housing to look at the underside. He went still for a moment. Then he detached something from the fabric of the screen. Wordlessly he held it out to Vekesh. It was a small metallic object about the size of my thumbnail. I had never seen it before in my life.
Vekesh took it distastefully. “Check the room again,” he instructed Hathan. “There may be more than one device.”
There was. It took Hathan a little longer to find the second one. It was tucked into the back pocket of my favorite pair of jeans, which were neatly folded at the back of my off-duty drawer. Which was odd, considering that the last time I’d seen them, they’d been rolled and at the front of the drawer.
At the sight of the first device I went cold all over, but it was the second one—and the accompanying thought of hostile fingers picking so cavalierly through my personal belongings—that made me angry. This was my private space, my sanctuary, and someone had intruded on it. Worse, they had done so in order to pin suspicion for what was effectively a terrorist act squarely on me. The Pinion was a symbol of human-Vardeshi cooperation. An attack on the ship was an affront to the alliance. Whoever had disabled the ship’s communications network was attempting to sow the seeds of division between our peoples, and they were using me to do it.
“Someone’s been in my quarters,” I said.
Vekesh gave me a look so absolutely cold it trapped the words in my throat for a moment. I tried to push forward through the fear. “No, listen to me. Those pants were folded. I don’t fold my clothes. I roll them. Look at the rest of the drawer. Someone came in here and put those . . . things . . . in with my stuff, but they didn’t do it right. If you check the—I don’t know, the door access logs—you’re going to see that someone else entered my quarters while I was out.”
Ignoring me, Vekesh turned to Hathan. “Are there any more?”
“No other signals were detected.”
He nodded. “Check the room for weapons and contraband tech. I’ll assemble the tribunal.”
“Tribunal?” I said.
Vekesh turned to me. “You’re confined to your quarters until further notice.” He left without waiting for a response.
Left alone in my room with Hathan, I squared my shoulders and looked at him directly, challenging him to look back. At length he did. I was reminded abruptly that he wasn’t human—that none of them were. At such close quarters, the otherness was almost palpable. His face was impassive; his eyes were disconcerting, the irises pale within their startlingly dark rings. He didn’t like me. I hadn’t been able to make him like me. Why hadn’t I understood before how important that was? At this precise moment, he saw me as an enemy and a threat. I knew before I spoke that I wouldn’t be able to change his mind. All the same, I had to try. “Suvi—” I said.
“I have to search your room.”
“Go ahead.”
He did so in a coldly methodical fashion, moving from the drawers to the shelf beside the bed and the storage spaces beneath it. I sat down on the bed, folded my arms across my chest, and watched. He pulled out my duffel bag and looked through the pockets. He stepped through into the sanitation room to rifle through my cosmetics. When he emerged, I tried again to make myself heard. “Look. This is completely insane. I’ve never seen those things before, and I have no idea who put them here, but they were planted by someone to frame me. I—”
He held up a restraining hand. “You’ll have an opportunity to speak for yourself at the tribunal.”
“What tribunal? Who’s putting me on trial? No one here is exactly impartial. Vekesh has clearly already made up his mind. And whoever put the signal disruptor in my quarters has everything to gain by making me look as guilty as possible. If there is a trial, it’s going to be a sham.”
Hathan sent an eloquent look at the uniform hanging from its hook beside the door. “You signed your contract voluntarily. You’re subject to the same regulations as the rest of us.”
“I didn’t sign on for this,” I said.
As he moved to the door, I called after him, “Do I even get to shower before this tribunal?”
“I’ll talk to Ziral,” he said, and left.
Ziral arrived a few minutes later and escorted me down the corridor to the showers. She didn’t speak except to say curtly, “Your uniform,” when I asked her what I was supposed to wear. I put my uniform on and paced restlessly around my quarters until Ziral opened the door again to walk me to the axis chamber.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

There was a trial, or the façade of one. It was brief, perfunctory, and one-sided. Vekesh presided, with Saresh, Hathan, and Ziral serving as de facto jury. The other crew members assembled to bear mute witness to my humiliation. I was permitted to speak briefly in my own defense. My words were halting and inadequate. They dropped one by one like stones into a silence as deep and cold as a crevasse in a glacier. I felt as if just such a crack had opened in my own life, and I had fallen unwittingly into it. The alliance, the mission, and the chain of decisions that had led me here were suddenly revealed to be riddled with errors. Why had I willingly placed myself so far beyond the reach of help? I was months away from my home, unable to communicate with my own kind, completely in the power of people about whom I knew far less than I had imagined, and I was utterly alone.
By the time the trial concluded, I was no longer Novi Alkhat. That identity had been stripped away, along with my door access codes, my computer privileges, and my dignity. Until the communications network was restored, I would be a virtual prisoner on the Pinion, confined to my quarters save for designated intervals in the mess hall, the fitness center, the laundry room, and the showers. I would be escorted to and from all of those locations by a crewman, and I knew without having to ask that Vekesh would select my chaperones from among those who were least inclined to sympathy. No one was to speak to me unless given explicit permission by a senior officer. I was to eat my meals alone at the previously unoccupied third table in the mess hall. Less than a passenger, I was now essentially an item of cargo, to be delivered in more or less functional condition to the security officers at Arkhati Starhaven. I had no idea what would happen at that point. Given the current state of Earth-Vardeshi legal policy, I would probably spend several years sitting in an aesthetically appealing cell while our two planets negotiated an extradition treaty. I didn’t care. None of it seemed real. I saw now that none of it had been. I should have known from my first glimpse of the Pinion, from the first laugh I shared with Zey, from my very first Vardeshi sentence, that it was simply too good to be true. You do me too much honor. I was horribly, horribly tempted to laugh.
After the trial, Saresh was assigned to walk me back to my quarters and lock me in. I drifted along at his side in a fog of bewilderment and self-recrimination until we reached my door. To my surprise, after keying in the new entry code, he followed me inside and closed the door. “Avery, listen to me,” he said urgently. “I can’t stay long, but you should know that there is another possibility. Another way to prove your innocence.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I may be able to clear your name. If you’re willing to give me a chance.”
“How—”
He didn’t say anything, but he raised his right hand and brushed two fingers against his temple.
I stared at him. “Are you serious? You want to try to read my mind?”
“I can’t promise that it would work.”
“Can you promise that it wouldn’t kill me? Or incapacitate me?”
“I can’t promise anything.”
I shook my head. “I can’t believe you would even suggest this. What about the Vox code of ethics? Zey told me about that. He told me about what it was like before. About the people whose minds just . . . cracked.” I couldn’t suppress a shiver.
“I can’t make any promises,” Saresh said again, “but I believe I could make the attempt without injuring you. Zey was essentially right, but his understanding is limited, for obvious reasons. And he was talking about wartime interrogations. This would be different. It wouldn't be forced. Of course there’s an inherent risk, but I think the very worst that’s likely to happen is that it doesn’t work. Our minds may not be compatible. If that’s the case, you’ll be no worse off than when we started. And if it does work, I’ll see your innocence in your memories, and I’ll be able to advocate for you. A Vox is a powerful defender. I could exonerate you instantly.”
“By reading my mind,” I said. “By looking at my memories.”
“It is intrusive,” he acknowledged, reading my tone with his usual precision. “There’s no denying that. But wouldn’t it be worth the loss of privacy to show that you’re innocent? Now, immediately, not after months or years of legal wrangling. If the alliance even survives that long.”
“I can’t,” I said. “I’m sorry. I just—can’t.”
The door hissed open. “Saresh,” said Khiva from the hallway. “The khavi wants everyone back in the axis chamber. Unscheduled briefing.”
Saresh nodded, fixed me with a last compelling look, and said, “Think about it.” Then he followed Khiva out into the hallway and closed the door. My imprisonment had begun.
Left alone in my quarters, I stripped off the uniform and replaced it on its hook. I put on jeans, a striped shirt, and a cardigan. I might not be entitled to wear my uniform any more, but I’d be damned if I’d shuffle around the ship
in my pajamas. At five o’clock Ahnir came to collect me for dinner. I’d known the meal would be agonizing. My imagination hadn’t prepared me for the reality. The silence as I walked through the mess hall toward the galley was frigid. Ahnir watched intently while I prepared my meal, as if he expected me to lay siege to the room with a three-inch folding knife or eight ounces of boiling water. I cooked slowly and methodically, hoping the mess hall would empty out in the interval. My hopes were disappointed. No one had left, and in fact a few people had arrived while I was cooking. The murmur of conversation was pitched below my hearing, but I had no doubt that I constituted the principal subject of discussion at both the higher- and lower-ranking tables. I knew I was expected to sit alone at the empty third table, and I’d given a little thought to which seat I would choose. I didn’t want to sit facing the wall like a punished child. More than that, I didn’t want to turn my back on ten people who had collectively designated me as their enemy. I sat down on a stool that squarely faced the rest of the mess hall, swept the room with one defiant look, picked up my fork, and took a bite of rehydrated rice and vegetables that tasted like dust. I had never felt so exposed.
I had always been excruciatingly sensitive to others’ opinions of me. When Rajani had called me a gentle soul during training, she had really meant I was painfully eager to please. Dr. Okoye, too, had pinpointed it instantly.
“To be frank, I wouldn’t authorize sending someone with your personality profile on a sensitive mission on Earth,” she had said. “But the fact remains that the Vardeshi did like you, and I can’t rule out that that element of your psyche may have contributed to your being selected. It may continue to work in your favor, as long as you can keep it in perspective. If the Vardeshi change their minds about you, a week or a month from now, you’re going to have to find a way to live with that. Your job isn’t to be liked. It’s to observe and record, but more than that, it’s to survive.”
Well, I thought, they had changed their minds, abruptly and collectively. The fact that they were wrong was completely beside the point. I still longed for their approbation. Now I was going to have unearth from somewhere the strength of will to sit in the same room with them and eat one bite after another of tasteless food, knowing how thoroughly they despised me, knowing that the best I could hope for was to endure their disdain without completely breaking down.
The days that followed were the loneliest of my life. If I had thought the Vardeshi were reserved before, I knew my error now. Any semblance of warmth they had ever shown me had been utterly obliterated. I had been right to expect that Vekesh would select my jailers carefully. I was never permitted a moment alone with Zey, Sohra, or Daskar. Vethna, Khiva, and Ziral were my most frequent attendants. Saresh served as my escort a handful of times. So did Hathan. I dreaded seeing him outside my door. He radiated a palpable coldness. When circumstances forced him to speak to me, he did so in flat, uninflected English. It was the worst insult he could have offered. There was no trace of contempt in his voice, but it was there, implicit, in his choice of language. I had suspected before that he disliked me. Now I knew he hated me.
I missed Zey and Sohra desperately. I caught intermittent glimpses of them in the mess hall or the residential corridor. I never looked directly at either of their faces. I was terrified that I would read kindness there. Any hint of sympathy would undo me. I worried, too, that their friendship with me had already done irreparable damage to their professional reputations. While I knew myself to be completely innocent of wrongdoing, I also knew that that fact had yet to be proven. I protected them the only way I could: by ignoring them. At mealtimes I kept my eyes fixed on my tray, but I listened eagerly for the rise and fall of their voices at the next table. They were only a few yards away, yet it felt as if an ocean lay between us. 
I was released from my quarters for three one-hour meal periods, a forty-five-minute workout, and a fifteen-minute shower slot. In contrast to mealtimes, my daily trips to the fitness center and the showers were highlights of my day. I wondered if there was a subtle insult in the fact that my access to the showers had been doubled, as if I required twice as much time as anyone else to wash off the stains of my transgressions. Whatever the rationale, those fifteen minutes were the closest I came to feeling happy. Sitting under the curtain of warm water with my eyes closed and the lights dimmed, I didn’t have to think about anything. I didn’t have to be Eyvri or Avery, the novi or the outcast. I could just breathe.
The hours in my quarters in between excursions were interminable. When I could find the motivation, I worked. My notes on language and culture and shipboard life had accumulated faster than I could keep pace with them. I collated and annotated and cross-referenced and reworded. I hated to think all my effort had been for nothing. And work, however pointless, was still better than sitting idle.
When I couldn’t muster the energy for work, I lay on my bed and counted the days of my imprisonment. By my reckoning, we had been two Vardeshi weeks from Arkhati Starhaven when the communications network went down. The longest my isolation could possibly last was sixteen days. One of two things was bound to happen: either Saresh would restore the network, or the Pinion would arrive at Arkhati. Even if Saresh succeeded in repairing the network before we reached the starhaven, however, my tenure on the Pinion would end when we docked. It might be possible to prove I had been framed for the activation of the signal disruptor, but it would take time. There would be delays, both diplomatic and logistical. When I left Arkhati it would be on a different ship. If my name was cleared before the end of the exchange, I might be offered a place on an orbit crawler, a consolation prize of sorts. If not, I had to believe, a transport vessel would eventually take me home. However events unfolded, I would never return to the ship that had been my home for three months, and unless a second tribunal was convened, I would never see my crewmates again.
Sometimes I speculated about the identity of the real saboteur, but I knew too little to hazard more than a guess as to whom it might be. I didn’t know how difficult it would be to break into a crewmate’s quarters. For all I knew, everyone on the Pinion possessed the technical skills to hack my door panel. Maybe they had all been given my access code for security reasons. I tried to think strategically. If the target hadn’t been the communications network, but rather my reputation and by extension that of my species, then the obvious suspects were those who had shown me the most antipathy: Vekesh, Vethna, sometimes Ziral, sometimes Khiva. But what did I really know about the thoughts or motivations of anyone on board? Maybe Daskar had a reason to despise humanity. Maybe Ahnir did. I couldn’t bring myself to consider Sohra or any of the Takheris. Try as I might, I couldn’t envision any of those four as a closeted anti-alliance criminal. I liked them all too much. If that was naïve, then so be it. Even Hathan, however distasteful he might find me personally, was still the son of Novak Takheri, and I didn’t believe he could extend a personal aversion into a planet-sized vendetta. But eliminating four members of the Pinion’s
crew still left six possibilities. For the first time, I wished my taste in entertainment had run less toward Vardramas and more toward mysteries. Presented with a real-life conundrum, I had not the slightest idea how to begin solving it. Not that there was much I could do to unmask the real traitor from my quarters in any case.
Late at night, when sleep was unattainable, I found myself thinking about what Saresh had offered. Had I been wrong to dismiss his invitation to try a Listening? If there was a chance, however remote, that he might be able to prove to the satisfaction of everyone on board that I wasn’t responsible for the destruction of the comm network, did I owe it to the others, not to mention myself, to take that chance? After all, while I sat waiting for the intercession of higher powers, the real antagonist continued to move freely about the ship. I had no idea what, if anything, he or she might be planning next. But the failure of the comm network hadn’t actually endangered anyone. It was inconvenient, to me in particular, but it wasn’t technically violent.
And my crewmates had been awfully quick to dismiss my protestations of innocence. With the exceptions of Zey and Sohra, who as the crew members with the least seniority had been more or less powerless to affect the outcome of the tribunal, I didn’t really feel that I owed them anything. Especially not when the integrity of my own mind was at stake. For now, my penance was unpleasant, but it was endurable. The Vardeshi hadn’t cut off my oxygen supply. They weren’t denying me access to water, food, sanitation facilities, or sleep. They had simply elided me from their lives. I could outlast two weeks of cold silence and scornful looks. I wasn’t so fragile that a little ostracism would break me.
Or at least that was what I told myself. The tally of my days crept upward: first three, then six, then eight. My hours of wakefulness during the night grew longer. I spent fewer daytime hours working and more staring out through my tiny viewport. My appetite dwindled. If I ate less, I could escape the mess hall faster, and the mere thought of sitting there on display for a roomful of former acquaintances was beginning to turn my stomach. There was an intimacy to their disdain that the derision of strangers could never approach.
Only once in those days did anyone attempt to break my isolation. One morning, when I went into the galley to wash my dishes, Zey happened to be already there, stacking trays in the cleansing machine. Khiva had followed me into the room to supervise my conduct, so there was no chance of even a whispered word between us. Zey stepped around me to retrieve a tray from the far end of the narrow work counter. He passed me more closely than he needed to; his shoulder brushed against mine. The contact was fleeting, but its warmth lingered. After Zey had started the machine on its cycle and left the galley, I stood over my basin with my head bowed and my hands stilled in the warm water. The Vardeshi were precise and controlled in their movements. The touch had been no accident. He was still on my side. The force of my relief was overpowering. But that momentary pressure against my arm had awakened a need for physical affection that was startling in its ferocity. I needed not a lover’s caress but a friend to lean against. Unthinkingly I wrapped my soapy hands around my elbows and hugged my arms tightly to my chest. It was a pathetic imitation of a real embrace, but it was all I had.
On the ninth day I cut myself in the galley. I was using my folding knife to saw open a packet of dried noodles, as I had done countless times, and I allowed my mind to wander. The edge of the knife skipped over the slick material and bit deep into the flesh between my right thumb and forefinger. I breathed in sharply as I felt the skin part. The knife clattered to the floor. I stood transfixed as the blood welled up and began to trickle down over my hand and onto the floor. My chaperones had begun to relax their guard in the mess hall, but the sound of the knife falling must have drawn Vethna’s attention, because he hurried into the galley. He froze when he saw me. Then he stepped out into the mess again, shouting for Sohra to fetch Daskar. I continued to stand motionless, watching the pool of dark blood form on the floor, while people rushed around me. Sohra wrapped my hand in a towel. Daskar came in with one of my orange emergency medical kits and began to minister to the cut. They might have been speaking to me, but I couldn’t make any sense of their words. I didn’t even recognize the language. I was dimly aware of Vethna being sick into a serving bowl on the far side of the doorway. It’s because of the blood, I thought. It’s red. He’s never seen red blood before.
That night I dreamed I was sitting again in Dr. Okoye’s office. I pleaded with her to tell me what to do. Dig deep, she said. Dig down and find the parts of yourself you’ve never seen because you’ve never needed them before. Trust me when I say that they are there, and you will find them. If you have to. The office dissolved, and I found myself alone on my hands and knees in the Pinion’s arboretum, digging with my bare hands in the shallow red soil of one of the plant beds. There was something buried there, something important, something I needed to find. I dug through a few inches of loose soil before my fingers struck something flat and solid. Frantically I brushed away the dirt, but what lay beneath it was only the metal of the Pinion’s
hull, smooth and impervious. I scratched at it with my fingernails. It was then that I realized that the atmosphere in the room was growing thinner. The oxygen generators were failing, and I was going to suffocate, to smother in the hot fragrant air of the arboretum, without ever finding what I needed.
On the eleventh day I broke the silence and asked Hathan for help. I knew Vekesh wouldn’t listen to me, and I was sure Saresh would be deemed too close to me as my former hadazi. I would never be permitted to meet with him. Hathan was my only choice. And he had always been evenhanded in his dealings with me. I couldn’t speak to him directly, but on the way back to my quarters from the shower room, I asked Ziral to relay a message. She waved me into my quarters without responding, and I spent the next hour veering between rage and despair. At length, however, the door opened again.
“He’ll see you,” Ziral said. She led me to a corridor in helix two. Stopping outside a door, she jerked her chin at it, then ostentatiously directed her gaze at the opposite wall. Evidently we had arrived.
I went in, uneasily recalling the last time I’d been in this room, when Khavi Vekesh had summoned me to be reprimanded in front of Vethna, Saresh, and Zey. Hathan was sitting at the table in precisely the seat Vekesh had occupied. There was a cup of tea at his elbow. Nearly half the table was lit up with diagrams I hazily supposed to have something to do with navigation.
As I approached, he said without looking up, “You’ll have to be brief. I have several billion miles of space to check against our most recent records. If possible, I’d like to avoid punching us through an asteroid that wasn’t there a week ago. A navigator’s job is a little more complicated without a functional communications network.”
As before, he spoke in English. The edge in his voice was unmistakable. He was already angry with me—or, more plausibly, still angry. I had been counting on his objectivity. “Suvi—” I began.
He cut me off. “Avery, I don’t know why you asked to see me, but if you’re here to argue for your reinstatement as a novi, you’re wasting your time. I stand by the khavi’s decision.”
“I’m not here to argue with you,” I said. “I’m here to ask for your help.”
“My help,” he repeated. “What exactly does that mean?”
“You seem like a reasonable man. All I’m asking you to do is consider, for one minute, that I might be innocent.”
“That’s asking a bit much at this point, don’t you think?”
The sharpness of his tone silenced me briefly. While I struggled to frame a response, he continued, “Let’s consider the evidence. There’s the direct order from Khavi Vekesh which you acknowledged and then repeatedly ignored. There’s the inflammatory material you shared in secret with at least one crewman. There’s the fact that you deliberately antagonized Vekesh, Rhevi Vethna, and possibly others I’m not aware of. And, of course, there’s the terrorist device you smuggled aboard and used to cripple the Pinion’s communications network—from the convenience of your own quarters. Given all that, what, exactly, are you claiming to be innocent of?”
“I—”
He held up a hand to forestall my objections. “Even if I were willing to listen to you—to take your word over that of Khavi Vekesh, who, by the way, I’ve known and respected for years—I can’t overlook what you’ve done to my brother.”
I had been prepared for the other accusations, but this one took me by surprise. “What I’ve done? To Zey? What are you talking about?”
“As soon as you arrived on the ship, you started trying to isolate Zey from the rest of the crew. You must have seen from the start how simple it would be. He’s young, he’s inexperienced, he’s the only Blank . . . He was an easy mark. You drew him into an activity you knew contravened your orders and his. You’ve been encouraging him to think that Blanks are mistreated and that Earth has something better to offer them. Everything I’ve seen suggests that you’re grooming him; for what, I’m not sure—to serve as an agent of disinformation among other Blanks, maybe. I don’t know what your orders are. But I do know that you’re using my brother.”
“I am not . . . using . . . him.” The word was so repellent I could barely get it out.
“No? What would you call it?”
“How about being his friend?”
“His friend? Really? Zey has spent years training for a career in the Fleet, a career you’ve managed to jeopardize in under three months. You’ve tarnished both his record and his reputation with Khavi Vekesh. He may already be irrevocably tainted by his association with you. I don’t know what friendship means in your world, but after what I’ve seen, I hope I’ll be spared the friendship of humans. And I pray that Zey can recover from yours with his future intact.”
“Suvi,” I said again, helplessly.
He nodded to the door. “I think we’re done here.”
I had to stand there for a long time before I could find the composure to speak, and I had to do it in the full glare of his barely contained irritation. I knew he was deliberately allowing me to see it, which made me feel even worse. At last I pulled myself together enough to say, “You’re getting it wrong. All of you. You’re wrong about me. You’re wrong about everything. And I don’t know how to make you see that.”
Hathan bent over his star charts again. Without looking up, he said, slowly and deliberately, “Try not to damage any other major systems on the way back to your quarters.”
I held the tears in for as long as I could. I didn’t quite make it. By the time we were passing the axis chamber again, they had begun to fall. Ziral must have seen, but she didn’t say anything. Fortunately for my shattered pride, we encountered no one else on our way to helix four. When the door to my quarters slid open, I walked in, flung myself down on the bed, and cried until I had no tears left. I was bitterly disappointed in both of us: in myself for failing to make my case, and in Hathan for failing to rise to my expectations. I hadn’t known he could be so effortlessly cruel. Spent at last, I fell asleep for a little while.
The hiss of the door opening jarred me awake. Someone had come to collect me for dinner. Without lifting my head from my damp pillow, I told whoever it was to leave me alone. My putative escort said nothing. I turned my face away from the door. A moment later I heard it close again.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

I hardly slept that night. When the door opened at seven o’clock the next morning to release me for breakfast, it was Saresh who stood in my doorway. His eyes widened as he took me in. I knew I looked terrible; I was still wearing the same rumpled clothes from the night before, and a cursory glance in the mirror had revealed a troubling pallor and charcoal smudges beneath my eyes. Saresh stepped back to allow me access to the corridor. The walk to the mess hall was as silent as it would have been with any other escort, but there was something comforting about his presence. Silence from him wasn’t the condemnation it was from the others.
We arrived at the mess hall, and I went through to the galley and began to assemble my breakfast. The bandage on my right hand made me clumsier than before, but even so, it was only a few minutes before I was ready to go. I stacked my items on a tray and went out into the mess.
Saresh had seated himself at the higher-ranking table and was talking to Ziral, the table’s only other occupant. His back was to the galley, and because I’d been quicker than usual in my preparations, he hadn’t troubled to lower his voice. “When the network comes online tomorrow—” he was saying.
Ziral saw me emerge from the galley. She made a quick gesture of warning. Saresh turned around. “Avery? Is something wrong?”
“I’m ready to go,” I said.
His eyebrows lifted. “You haven’t eaten anything.”
“I’ll eat in my quarters. I’m not doing this anymore.”
Saresh and Ziral exchanged a doubtful look. I waited, my fingers tightening on the edges of my tray. I’d spoken with confidence, hoping no one would think to question my statement. I was fervently glad both Vekesh and Hathan were absent; one of them would undoubtedly have challenged my assertion, and short of a hunger strike, I had no real recourse. Ziral tilted her head slightly, signaling her indifference. I gave an inward sigh of relief as Saresh got to his feet. I marched out of the mess hall and back to the residential corridor before he could delay or seek confirmation.
In my quarters I set my tray down on the bed and went to study the handful of stars visible through my tiny viewport. I was too restless to sit. At last, after twelve stifling days in a vacuum of information, I had learned something useful. The comm network would be restored tomorrow. If my estimate of our position was correct, that meant there was just time for a message to reach Earth and for a reply to be received before we docked. I knew better than to think that a single transmission could exonerate me, but even if I still found myself in a holding cell four days from now, I wanted Vekesh and the others to feel the Council’s outrage on my behalf. Whatever might pass for justice among the Vardeshi, humanity had very clear ideas about due process, and the treatment I had received at the hands of my crewmates failed to meet even our most minimal standards. What would Seidel’s immediate response be? To suspend the entire exchange? To dispatch a team of lawyers to Arkhati for the first cross-species retrial in history? Whatever happened, I knew the news of my imprisonment would infuriate my fellow humans. The thought filled me with a fierce glow of satisfaction. For now, Vekesh might be able to shout me down, but soon my voice would be only one among many. I wanted the full weight of Earth’s indignation added to my own.
Furthermore, given our proximity to Arkhati, the turnaround time for a transmission to the starhaven itself shouldn’t be more than an hour or two. Sufficient time remained before the Pinion’s
arrival for an actual dialogue with the branch of the Echelon based on Arkhati. Outside intervention, whatever its outcome might be, was imminent. My purgatory was almost over. I knew I was equal to another day of isolation. I wondered then about Saresh. Why, as a member of a softspoken race, had he pitched his voice louder than it needed to be for Ziral—sitting on an adjacent stool—to hear it? It seemed likely that he had wanted to be overheard. Was that giving him too much credit, though? Was I still being naïve, reading partisanship into actions that might have had nothing at all to do with me? He could simply have been inattentive. But carelessness of that sort would have been out of character in any Vardeshi. And Saresh had been my ally before.
I spent most of that day pacing around my tiny room, filled with an edgy excitement that refused to be contained. When the time came for my workout, I drove myself as hard as I could. Afterward I prepared dinner and carried it back to my quarters, as I’d done with my previous two meals. The mess hall was crowded; Vekesh and the others watched my entry and exit without comment. I ate sitting on the floor with my tray resting on the bed. The combination of exertion and spent adrenaline had done its work, and shortly before eight o’clock I fell into bed and into a deep, dreamless sleep.
When I awakened a few hours later, I was floating.
I knew instantly what had happened: the Pinion’s artificial gravity generator had failed. I was suspended weightless a few inches above my bed, still tangled in my blanket. I must have shifted in my sleep and unknowingly propelled myself into the air. The darkness in my room was absolute. The dim blue radiance of my bedside panel was gone. I’d left a light on in the sanitation room, and that too had been extinguished. I felt a surge of nausea that was only partly due to the sudden absence of gravity. If multiple major ship’s systems had been compromised, was it possible that life support was among them? Were the oxygen generators inactive as well? I thought at once of my dream about the arboretum. Was I about to suffocate, hovering here alone in my tiny room, without ever knowing what had happened?
The gravity and the lights kicked in simultaneously. I slammed back down onto my bed. A dull orange glow suggestive of emergency lighting illuminated the computer panel by my door. An instant later, a klaxon began to wail in an eerie alien register. The sound was chilling. Something had gone horribly wrong, and I had absolutely no idea what it was, but as I clawed free of my blanket and scrambled to my feet, one thought overrode all others: I needed to find Saresh. I needed to beg, cajole, or threaten him into trying a Listening. All my previous misgivings had been silenced. I no longer cared about the risk that a telepathic contact, successful or otherwise, might fracture my mind like a pane of glass. If the ship had been damaged by deliberate hands, I would be blamed. My crewmates had already shown their willingness to believe unproven accusations. If Vekesh thought I had tried to destroy his ship, he might actually kill me.
And whether or not he did, every moment that I remained the prime target of suspicion gave the real saboteur more time to work. The destruction of the communications network hadn’t endangered any lives. But whatever had caused the gravity failure and triggered the klaxons must be far, far worse. It was possible that the ship had already been crippled beyond its capacity to preserve the conditions for life, but if it hadn’t, then I needed to prove myself innocent so that my crewmates could identify the aggressor before he or she acted again.
I pulled on whatever clothing came to hand, slid my feet into slip-on shoes, and ran to the door. It opened on the second try. Either the emergency had triggered an override of the locking mechanism, or someone had liberated me. I stepped out into the residential corridor, which was intermittently lit by the same orange glow I had seen in my quarters. The klaxon was louder out here. The hallway was empty. Where would I find Saresh? The axis chamber, maybe. I set off at a run, ducking into a secondary passage at the first opportunity. With the comm network still disabled, it seemed likely that my crewmates would choose to move about the ship via the wider primary channels, to increase their likelihood of encountering each other. I wanted to minimize my risk of running into anyone who would assume the worst about my unsupervised wanderings. Of course, it was equally possible that I would miss seeing Saresh himself, but the conservative approach seemed the safer one.
I reached helix three without incident. Outside the axis chamber, I hesitated. There was no way to know who was inside. How could I catch a glimpse of the room without revealing myself? As I stood there irresolute I heard running footsteps behind me. I turned around. It was Sohra. I lifted my hands to indicate the absence of weapons. She did the same.
“What’s going on?” I had to shout to be heard over the noise of the klaxon.
“An explosion blew a hole in one of the cargo holds.”
I swallowed hard. I had no technical understanding of the safeguards and redundancies built into Vardeshi ships, but I knew that on an Earth spacecraft, an explosion was tantamount to a death sentence. I tried to take comfort in the fact that we were still standing here. In the absolute worst case, I assumed, explosive decompression would already have ripped through the ship, expelling everyone on board into the vacuum and the swift cold death that awaited us there. And enough of the Pinion’s
crucial systems were still functioning to provide us with artificial gravity and breathable air—for now, at least.
Pleadingly, knowing there was nothing I could do to persuade her, I said, “I don’t know how that happened. I didn’t have anything to do with it.”
“I know,” she said. “But Vekesh thinks you did. They’re looking for you.”
“Where’s Saresh?”
Sohra pointed. “Secondary systems. Helix two. Hurry.”
Between helix three and helix two I didn’t see anyone else or hear any voices. At some point the klaxon stopped its incessant howling. I knew roughly where secondary systems was located, but I didn’t think I could access it from the narrow passage I was currently navigating. I went out into the main corridor, breathing a sigh of tentative relief when I found it unoccupied. Then I rounded a corner and came face to face with Hathan.
Both of us froze in surprise. Then he moved, shifting his weight just slightly, something I wouldn’t even have registered were it not for my handful of Krav-Maga sessions. He was readying himself to fight. I registered something else as well: the glitter of metal in his hand. He was holding a knife. Never before had I seen a weapon in a Vardeshi hand.
“Hathan, please,” I said. I raised my hands slowly, fingers spread, as I had done with Sohra. “I am not your enemy. We’re on the same side. And I need your help.”
There was a long pause while he studied me. Then he said, “I’d like to believe that. But you’re a long way from your quarters.”
“I need to find Saresh.”
I saw the flicker in his eyes. He hadn’t expected to hear his brother’s name. “Why Saresh?”
“Because I’m innocent, and I need him to prove it. He’s a Vox. He offered to do a Listening. I said no. Now I’m saying yes. Can you help me find him?”
Hathan took a step forward. I held my ground, though I wanted to retreat. He said, “When was this?”
“After the tribunal. When he walked me back to my quarters.”
“You’re lying.”
I shook my head slightly. “I’m not.”
“He wouldn’t have said that.”
“He did.”
He shifted his grip on the knife. “Even if that’s true, by your own admission you refused him before. Why change your mind now?”
“Because everything’s different! No one’s life was on the line when the comm network went down. Now we’re all in danger.”
“Or worse,” he said. “Not all of the crew is accounted for.”
“Is Zey all right?”
He hesitated before answering. “He’s fine. I’ve seen him.”
“Is there any chance that the explosion was an accident?”
“No.”
I didn’t ask how he knew. It stood to reason that if a navigational error and subsequent collision was to blame, he would know about it. And while technical problems of the sort that triggered mid-flight explosions did sometimes occur, I had been assured that they were incredibly rare. I took a deep breath. Hathan had answered my questions thus far, which was more than I had expected. I knew his patience must be reaching its end. I needed to make my case as concisely as possible. “I know you don’t trust me,” I said. “Do you trust Saresh?”
“Yes.” His eyes never left my face.
“Then talk to him. That’s all I’m asking you to do. Ask him if he offered to do a Listening after the tribunal. Bring me with you, so you don’t lose track of me. If you don’t want to do that . . .” I looked around. “Lock me in an empty room or something. I don’t care. If I’m lying, Saresh will tell you right away, and you’ll already have me in custody. But I’m not lying, and if by some miracle the Listening actually works, I’ll be able to prove it. Right now.”
Hathan advanced another step. “How do I know that you’re not just stalling? For all I know, you could have another incendiary device in place and ready to be activated.”
“You said yourself that I’m a long way from my quarters. If I had a remote detonator, why would I come all the way down here?”
“An explosive can be programmed,” he pointed out. “You could have set it to ignite at a prearranged time. Maybe you’re here to lead us away from the true location.”
“If that’s true, Saresh will know it the minute the Listening starts.”
“If it works.”
“It has to work,” I said flatly. “We’re all fucked if it doesn’t.”
His gray eyes narrowed. He didn’t know whether to believe me. I didn’t know how to persuade him that I was telling the truth. In that instant I thought our longing for communion, for shared understanding with or without rana or the near-supernatural powers of a Vox, must be nearly identical. I didn’t know what factor tilted the balance in my direction—the logic of my argument and the rare use of profanity seemed equally likely—but at last he gave a strange little nod, almost a twitch, and lowered the knife.
“Sigils of our fathers,” he said, “stand witness that I am trying to do the right thing.”  He gestured down the corridor in the direction I had initially been heading: away from my quarters. “Let’s go. Saresh is in secondary systems. Don’t make me regret this.”
I wasn’t sure how he would have explained our movement away from the more populated areas of the ship to anyone we encountered, but fortunately we didn’t see any other crew members on the short trip to secondary systems. Shortly before we arrived, Hathan grabbed my elbow and pulled me out of the main corridor and down a side passage. There were doors to our right and left. He released my arm and keyed open the right-hand door. “Wait here. I’ll get Saresh.”
I looked into the room. “It’s a storage closet.”
“And?”
“It’s dark.”
“Good. No one will see you.” He shoved me through the doorway.
The storage closet was long and narrow, about the size of a twin bed. After Hathan closed the door behind me, the darkness was complete. I felt my way to the back of the room and stood there, hands braced against the opposing walls, trying not to panic. What if he hadn’t decided to trust me after all? What if he was looking for Khavi Vekesh even now, to tell him he’d located the human spy? What if he himself was the traitor? He could have killed me with the knife, of course, but it was easier—and cleaner—simply to lock me in a closet in the bowels of the ship and leave me to die. If anyone found me, they would think I’d been looking for a safe hiding place and accidentally locked myself in. If they found me. 
When the door finally slid open, I gasped in relief and blinked against the bright light from the corridor. There were two figures silhouetted in the doorway: Hathan and Saresh. “Avery,” Saresh said. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.” I was pleased that my voice didn’t shake.
Saresh stepped toward me. “You’ll need to sit down.” I sat cross-legged on the floor of the closet, and he seated himself opposite me. “Hold out your hands,” he instructed. I obeyed. He took my hands in his. Again I was startled by the coolness of Vardeshi skin. Hathan stepped into the room, leaving the door open behind him. I drew a long breath and let it out slowly. My nerves jangled with an excitement that verged on panic. The clamor of ideas and questions and fears that filled my mind was so cacophonous I was half convinced he could already hear it.
“Are you ready to begin?” Saresh asked. He didn’t sound like someone currently sitting in a vessel in the remote depths of space with a hole ripped in its side. His voice was utterly serene.
I nodded. “I’m ready.”
“All right. I want you to relax. Breathe deeply. Let your mind drift. I’m going to try to connect with you. It’s a little bit like opening a door. I’ll do it as slowly as I can.”
I took another deep breath and reached for a semblance of tranquility. I could still feel the pressure of his fingers on mine. I tried to focus on that sensation, to picture the vivid and intricate lines of the sigil on his right hand, to let the image fill my thoughts.
And suddenly there were two people in my head.
I gasped. The feeling was astonishing. I sought a comparison and ended up, oddly, with a memory of swimming over coral reefs in the Caribbean. I felt as if my mind, my entire being, were suspended in cool, silken, luminous water. It even had a color: clear, pellucid blue with elusive flashes of gold at the corners of my vision. A sense of kindness and deep calm pervaded me. This was Saresh, his presence, his mind. I felt enveloped by it, but the feeling was strangely peaceful, not oppressive. I felt safe.
Remarkable, I heard him say—or think? I heard his voice, at any rate. You sound nothing like a Vardeshi, but I can hear you. I can’t believe it. I really didn’t think this would work with a human.
I still can’t believe that it works at all, I said. So what happens now? What do I need to do?
Think about the communications network, he instructed. You don’t need to give me words, just images—memories.
I tried to place myself back in Khavi Vekesh’s office at the moment of the accusation. It was easier than I had expected. Something about the Listening trance brought the memory to the surface of my mind, as fresh and vivid as if I had just left the room. I heard myself ask, “You think I did this?” My voice climbed precariously high on the last word. Just as before, my stomach churned with fear, bewilderment, and rage. How could they have gotten it so wrong?
I understand, came Saresh’s voice. Think about what Vekesh found in your quarters.
And instantly I was there in the doorway, staring in utter confusion at the two sinister silver objects in Vekesh’s palm, realizing with a horrible, vertiginous lurch that the plot against me reached further and deeper than I had imagined.
Good. This is the last one. Remember the explosion.
I had scarcely accessed the memory—the shock of weightlessness, the unrelieved darkness of my quarters, the sudden inrush of terror—when he said, I’ve seen enough. I’m going to break the link now.
And the sense of being bathed in cool blue-lit serenity was abruptly gone.
If the Listening trance was akin to being underwater, coming out of it was as abrupt and disorienting as breaking the surface after a deep dive. It was a moment before I remembered where I was and what was happening. Then I looked up. Saresh was still holding my hands. There was a depth of understanding in his blue eyes that I had never seen there before. And in a sudden heady rush of comprehension I knew why. The Listening had worked. Our minds had connected. My innocence had been revealed. But something more than that had happened. Saresh had seen something in my memories that I hadn’t known was there, something I hadn’t even known to look for. By some unfathomable mechanism, the Listening had uncovered a truth so private I had been keeping it hidden even from myself.
I was in love with Hathan.
Seen through the lens of memory, it was unmistakable. Hathan drew my attention with an almost gravitational pull. I knew precisely when he entered a room and when he left it. I knew the rhythm of his footsteps, I knew how many times he stirred his senek, I knew the deft flick of his fingers as he paged through incoming messages on his flexscreen. I was attuned to the sound of his voice. His light staccato syllables cut across all other noise. Even in the midst of the terror and confusion that had plagued every memory Saresh had asked to see, my awareness had been centered on him. It was centered on him now, as he stood behind his brother, lit from behind by the dull orange radiance from the corridor, wariness and suspicion evident in every line of his body.
“Oh my God,” I said. My voice caught on something that might have been a laugh. I dropped Saresh’s hands and half shifted, half fell backward into a sitting position, bringing my hands up to my mouth. I wasn’t crying, although I probably looked like I was. I was hiding my face from them—from him. I needed time to think, but I didn’t have that. I had only a few precious seconds in which to adjust my expression into something more properly resembling the defiant pride of the falsely accused than the numb bewilderment I actually felt.
“Eyvri,” Saresh said. “I’m sorry.”
The pronunciation wasn’t lost on me. Hathan, at the doorway, heard it too. “What happened?” he snapped.
“Do I have your permission to share what I learned about the sabotage?” Saresh asked.
Dazedly I nodded.
“It’s done,” he said. “It worked. Eyvri is innocent.”
“What?” The word was a whipcrack.
“She’s innocent,” Saresh repeated. He helped me to my feet, then turned toward the door and faced his brother squarely. I wondered fleetingly if he did so on purpose to block me from Hathan’s sight. There was silence while they stared at each other. I had a sense that the moment—the ship, my life, everything—was poised on a fulcrum. I waited to see which direction it would tilt. I could do nothing else.
Finally Hathan said, “You’re certain?”
Saresh nodded.
I couldn’t bear to look at either of them. I stared down at the floor, crossing my arms against a sudden chill. At last Hathan said, “An innocent human equals a guilty Vardeshi. We’ve trusted someone we shouldn’t have.”
I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. He knew. Whatever else happened, he knew now that he’d been wrong about me.
Saresh said, “We need to tell Vekesh.”
“What?” I said sharply. “No! What if it’s him?”
Both of them looked at me incredulously. Saresh spoke first. “Eyvri, I know you may have had some . . . difficult exchanges with the khavi, but he needs to know this information.”
“You said it yourself,” I insisted. “Somewhere on this ship is a guilty Vardeshi. How do you know it’s not him?”
Hathan answered. “That’s impossible. I’ve known Reyjai Vekesh since the Institute. He’s an honorable man. He would never endanger this ship or its crew. If you can set aside your personal grudge against him even for a moment, you’ll see that. It’s unthinkable.”
“Is it? Yesterday you would have said that a Vardeshi trying to destroy the Pinion was unthinkable. I may have a grudge, but you guys have some pretty serious blind spots too.” I looked imploringly at Saresh. “If you guys had listened to me two weeks ago, you might have been able to stop the explosion. Now you’re just going to ignore me all over again? Even after what we just went through? What’s it going to take for you to start paying attention?”
“You have our attention,” Saresh assured me. “But Hathan is right. Khavi Vekesh needs to hear this immediately. If we keep the truth from him—or worse, take any action without informing him—we could be charged with mutiny. It would destroy our careers. Neither of us would ever get another post in the Fleet with a mutiny charge against our names. I know this is hard for you to understand.”
“It’s not—” I pressed the heels of my hands hard against my forehead. “I understand it. I just don’t care. You need to stop thinking about your careers and start thinking about your lives. And my life. For God’s sake, someone just blew a hole in the cargo hold! And unless you can prove to me right now that Vekesh isn’t the one who planted the bomb, then there’s a chance that he could be. Forget his rank. Right now we can’t trust anyone. Not even him.”
“I’m afraid we have no choice,” Saresh said. His tone was gentle but firm. “We trained for this scenario at the Institute. Fleet policy is unequivocal: in the case of presumed sabotage, the commander has to be informed. Whatever else we do, we need to tell the khavi. Now.”
“But it could be him,” I said miserably.
The look they exchanged was eloquent. I knew further arguing would be fruitless. I lifted my hands in a gesture of concession. “Fine. Fine. Tell him. But I think we should tell someone else too. What about Zey? Where is he?”
“The last time I saw him, he was in the medical clinic with Daskar.” Hathan glanced at his brother for confirmation. Saresh nodded. 
I sighed. “I wish the comm network were operational. This would be so much easier if we had our flexscreens.”
“We’re still hours away from fully restoring the system,” Saresh said. “But I might be able to program two flexscreens to send each other a signal. Not text or voice, just a pulse. Something that would function as a primitive distress call.”
Hathan nodded. “That would allow us to separate. How long would the modification take?”
“Twenty minutes?” Saresh hazarded.
“Good enough,” Hathan said. “Let’s go.”
I followed them out of the storage closet and through the maze of minor passages to secondary systems. The two of them seated themselves at a table, took out their flexscreens, and went to work. I paced up and down an empty stretch of floor. The roiling of my thoughts was rapidly approaching incoherence. I couldn’t even take comfort in the fact that my cognitive faculties appeared to be intact, and, better yet, that the Listening had been successful. My newfound awareness of Hathan blazed in my mind like a brilliant light, driving all other thoughts away like shadows. I couldn’t think about anything but him. And I knew that Saresh, sitting quietly opposite his brother, apparently absorbed in his work, had to know that that was the case.
I willed myself to focus on the present. I had cleared my name with the suvi and the hadazi, but we were still in danger. How were we going to find the criminal? Where would he have gone after the explosion? Where would I go in his place? I realized that I already knew the answer to that question. Anyone with something to conceal would go after the person who posed the greatest threat to his continued anonymity. He would come after me.
I heard Saresh say, “I think that’s it. Go out into the hallway and I’ll signal you. If you hear anything, send back a response.” Hathan stood up, flexscreen in hand. I swallowed a protest; I didn’t want him to leave. After the door closed behind him, I drifted over to stand next to the table, staring down at the tiny screen. Its surface was dark; it looked like it had been powered down. Saresh said, “Go ahead. Push down on the screen.”
I pressed down firmly in the center of the little rectangle. There was a delay that strained my nerves before an answering pulse caused the little device to rattle loudly against the table. Saresh looked startled. Despite the urgency of our circumstances, I found myself smiling. It sounded exactly like a smartphone on its vibrate setting.
“It works,” Saresh said when Hathan had rejoined us. “I don’t know what the range will be. We should try to stay within the same helix.”
“The khavi and Zey should both be on helix three. Zey was in the clinic an hour ago; Vekesh was in the axis chamber. I’ll go after Zey. We’ll meet in the axis chamber.” Again I had to press my lips together to stifle a protest. Of course we had to split up. It was more efficient than traveling together. And of course I had to go with Saresh. As the Vox, he held in his mind the only certain proof of my innocence. Hathan waited for his brother’s nod of assent and then slipped out the door without another word. When he had gone, Saresh picked up his flexscreen from the table. “I think this rightly goes to you.” He handed it to me.
I took it hesitantly. “Are you sure?”
“Completely. I trust you. After everything that’s happened, I’m starting to think your instincts may be sounder than mine.”
I closed my fingers around the tiny screen and shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket. Saresh led the way to helix three via the primary corridors. My heart thudded in my chest every time we approached a turn or a junction. Outside of one of the engineering chambers we encountered Khiva. She looked at me curiously. “What—”
Saresh cut her off. “Where’s the khavi?” The words were clipped.
“Helix three or four, I think. He said something about checking rooms. Seeing if anyone was injured.” I could feel her eyes on us as we walked on, but she didn’t call after us.
The axis chamber was deserted. “Helix four, then,” Saresh said.
I clutched the device in my pocket as if it were a talisman. “But what about the flexscreen? Will it still work?”
“We’ll have to hope so.”
There was something troubling about what Khiva had said, but I couldn’t quite place it. Too much had happened in the last hour. Shock and fatigue were beginning to overtake me. Perhaps the Listening had taken a toll as well; I was struggling to think clearly. I tried to keep pace with Saresh as we entered helix four. It wasn’t until we had already reached the residential corridor and were approaching the solitary figure standing at its far end that I realized what was troubling me. Checking rooms. That was what Khiva had said. And that was exactly what Vekesh had been doing. The door he was standing in front of was mine.
At the sound of our footsteps he swung around to face us, and any words I might have been about to say to Saresh died in my throat. My eyes went at once to his right hand and the long cold gleam of metal there. Impossibly, he was holding a gun. An Earth weapon. I stood as if frozen. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. At the sight of the gun, everything seemed to stop. As I stood there, riveted to the spot by horror, I heard the faintest of whispers in my mind. I trust you, it said. It sounded like Saresh’s voice. The words unlocked some tiny part of me. I was able to move again; only a finger, but that was all I needed. I shifted my right thumb, hidden in the pocket of my jacket, and began pressing it over and over against the modified flexscreen.
“Hadazi,” Vekesh said coolly. “I see you’ve located our fugitive. Well done.”
I couldn’t take my eyes away from the gun. I had no idea if Saresh recognized the danger it posed. How much did the Vardeshi know about human weaponry?
When Saresh spoke, he matched Vekesh’s tone so perfectly I couldn’t tell whether he had the slightest concept of what he was looking at. If he knew Vekesh was holding a weapon, he didn’t comment on it. “Khavi, it appears we’ve been deceived. Avery is innocent. She’s not responsible for the detonation in the cargo hold.”
“Ah,” Vekesh said. “How do you know?”
“I’ve seen it.” The words were simple, but carried infinite conviction.
Vekesh raised an eyebrow. “A Listening?”
Saresh nodded.
“With a human? You’ve never struck me as a man who takes foolish risks.”
“The circumstances were compelling,” Saresh replied. “And the risk was justified. Avery was falsely accused.”
“How can you be confident of anything you read in an alien’s mind?”
I had wondered the same thing, but if the question gave Saresh pause, he showed no sign of it. “Our minds aren’t so different. The memories were perfectly clear. She’s not at fault.”
“Unfortunately there’s no way to be sure,” Vekesh said. “And if she’s innocent, how do you explain the projectile weapon I just found in her quarters?” He glanced at me. “This is a weapon, yes?”
I gave a single jerky nod. There was a coldness in his eyes at odds with the light curiosity in his tone. Hidden in my pocket, the flexscreen buzzed once against my fingertips. I closed my hand around it in sudden panic. Exactly how good was Vardeshi hearing? Was it possible that Vekesh had heard the noise, muffled though it was by layers of fabric?
Saresh spoke, drawing the khavi’s gaze back to him. “Obviously it was placed there by the same person who hid the signal disruptors among her things.”
“Obviously,” Vekesh murmured. “You make a convincing case, Saresh. But the Echelon will require absolute certainty. Avery isn’t Vardeshi. Your authority as a Vox won’t stand against the possibility of error.”
“It won’t have to,” Saresh said. “There will be other Voxes on Arkhati who can verify what I’ve seen. And there are other human representatives only a few weeks behind us on their way to the starhaven. It shouldn’t be difficult to establish the accuracy of human-Vardeshi telepathic contact. Once that’s done, Avery’s innocence will be beyond question.”
“That may be true,” Vekesh said. “For now, we need to be cautious. I won’t stake the safety of my ship on the integrity of a human’s mind. Tell the crew to assemble in the axis chamber. We’ll begin individual questioning as soon as possible. I’ll escort Avery back to her quarters. As a precautionary measure,” he added to me. “If Saresh is right, your knowledge of the truth makes you an obvious target for the real saboteur.” He gestured with the hand that wasn’t holding the gun. “Come with me. I’ll see that you’re out of harm’s way.”
“No,” I whispered. The constriction in my throat made speaking at a normal volume impossible.
Saresh heard me; in my peripheral vision I saw his head turn slightly. “With respect, Khavi, I’d prefer to stay with Avery.”
“That’s not necessary. You’ve done enough. Now I need you to gather the crew.”
“I’d like to stay.”
Vekesh’s gaze sharpened. “I gave you an order, Hadazi.”
“And I intend to follow it. But let me take Avery to the medical clinic first. I’m sure Daskar will want to examine her for aftereffects of the Listening.”
The strain in the khavi’s voice came through clearly in his next words. “The ship has sustained catastrophic damage. I could have you charged with mutiny for the time you’ve already wasted. Don’t try my patience, Saresh.”
“I’m not going anywhere without Avery.” Saresh stepped in front of me. In the same moment, Vekesh raised the gun and leveled it at him with a hand that was perfectly steady.
“Step aside,” he commanded.
“No.”
When Vekesh spoke again, I was surprised to hear weariness in his voice. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
“There’s no need to hurt anyone,” Saresh said.
“Yes, there is,” Vekesh snapped. “Can’t you see that? Can the Takheris really be that blind? This alliance can’t be allowed to happen. The Vardeshi people have better things to do with their time and resources and technology than waste them on this race of . . . animals.”
“Reyjai.” It was Hathan. At the sound of his voice something twisted painfully inside me, half terror, half relief. I hadn’t heard him arrive, and I saw by the startled flick of the khavi’s eyes that he hadn’t noticed his approach either. I took my eyes off the barrel of the gun for the briefest of instants to look at him. He was alone. Where was Zey? I wondered. Hathan came forward until he stood level with me, a pace to my left, and stopped. “Even if you’re right—even if there are more of us against the alliance than for it—this is insanity. This is killing in cold blood. I know you’re not capable of that.”
“Shut up, Takheri. You have no idea what I’m capable of.” There was an edge to Vekesh’s voice. He was close to hysteria, I thought. Close to losing control.
Saresh spoke up. “Even if you don’t care about Avery’s life, think of your own. If you do this, you’ll be finished. And Vekesh House will never recover from the shame.”
The khavi started to laugh. “Vekesh House,” he repeated. “Vekesh House is on the brink of ruin. We have no money, no land, no power. Nothing. Of course you Takheris don’t know that. You’re too busy planning your grand alliance with the humans to pay attention to what’s happening on your own world. It may surprise you to know that there are Houses that will pay very, very well to see that alliance crushed. I can make Vekesh House greater than it’s ever been. And all I have to do is pull this trigger.”
“Reyjai,” Hathan said again. “Don’t do this.”
Vekesh shook his head. “I have no choice,” he said, and his voice broke on the last word. There was a blur of movement and a blinding flash of light. I heard two gunshots in quick succession. I saw Saresh fall. I felt a searing pain in my arm. Then everything went dark.




CHAPTER TWENTY

Consciousness returned slowly. At first I was aware of nothing beyond a murmur of voices. They rose and fell like waves on a distant shore. I lay for a long time with my eyes closed, listening, until the current of sound resolved itself into words. I heard a man’s voice and a woman’s. Before I could identify them, I drifted into sleep again for a little while. Swimming up toward wakefulness a second time, I recalled what I had seen in the moments before the darkness closed in: the flare of light, the confused blur of movement, the stabbing pain high on my right arm. In a rush of terror I tried to sit up. Strong hands caught me and held me gently but insistently in place. I opened my eyes. The hands were Daskar’s. She was sitting on the edge of my bed, which I recognized as one of the narrow cots in the medical clinic, with my trauma kit open beside her.
Instantly I relaxed. Daskar eased me back down on the bed. “It’s all right, Avery. It’s over. You’re safe.”
“Vekesh?” I whispered.
“In custody and under guard. He can’t hurt you again.”
The tears came without warning. Daskar had been watching my face, and she must have known before I did, because she slid forward along the bed and opened her arms to me. I went into them as if into a mother’s embrace. Daskar held me while the sobs shook my body. They went on for a long time. Recovering at last, I straightened, wiping ineffectually at my eyes. “Thank you. I’m sorry—your uniform is drenched.”
She smiled. “I’ll survive. We all will. No thanks to Reyjai Vekesh.”
“Saresh?”
She nodded to the adjacent bed, which, I saw, was occupied by the hadazi. He appeared to be peacefully asleep. His uniform had been cut away from his left leg below the knee, and the exposed flesh was heavily bandaged. “Saresh will be fine. The bullet struck him just below his knee. There are clean entry and exit wounds. He’ll have a scar, but that’s all.”
I became aware of a throbbing pain in my arm and looked down. The right sleeve of my jacket had been cut away too. The outside of my arm, just below the shoulder, bore an angry red furrow. The track of Vekesh’s second bullet, I guessed. The skin around the wound had been cleaned. A small tray next to the bed bore a small green canvas heap which I recognized as my discarded jacket sleeve. The fabric was dark with blood. A metal bowl next to it on the tray contained a pile of gauze pads, also soaked with blood.
“I administered a dose of anesthetic when you came in,” Daskar said, “but you’re due for another one.” She held up a hypodermic needle in mute inquiry.  I nodded.
“What happened?” I asked as she inserted the needle with a steady hand. “I remember him shooting Saresh, but after that . . .”
“The first bullet found its mark,” Daskar said. “He was trying to remove Saresh from the line of fire. The second bullet was meant for you. Thanks to Zey, it went wide.” She clicked her tongue in distaste. “Not wide enough, obviously. After it grazed your arm, it went through two bulkheads and lodged in the inner hull. A surprising amount of firepower for such a primitive weapon.”
I said, “Zey was there?” I didn’t remember seeing him in the residential corridor.
“He used the secondary tunnels to flank Vekesh while Hathan was talking to him. He tackled him from the side. If he’d been a moment sooner, neither of those bullets would have found a target.”
If he’d been a moment later, I thought, the second one would have killed me. “Is he okay?”
“He’s fine. He and Hathan both took a couple of blows—Vekesh put up quite a fight before they were able to subdue him. Nothing worse than bruises, though. For any of them.”
I turned my face away as Daskar continued the meticulous work of cleaning the singed fragments of sleeve out of the wound. Wave after wave of nausea and shock and sadness rolled over me, all tangled hopelessly together. When I left Earth, I had carried with me brilliant images of the year ahead as I imagined it: the slow unfolding of trust and friendship between me and my Vardeshi crewmates, the patient yet rewarding work of building cross-cultural understanding. Instead I lay here in the bright clinical quiet of an alien medical ward while shreds of jacket sleeve were extracted from a bullet wound in my arm. Beside me slept one of my most trusted companions, injured in an effort to protect me, an act of courage I could hardly take in.
The words Vekesh had spoken in the hallway came back to me in snatches. The Vardeshi people have better things to do with their time and resources and technology than waste them on this race of animals. This alliance can’t be allowed to happen. There are Houses that will pay very, very well to see it crushed. So it had been about me, or, more accurately, about humanity. Now that I knew Vekesh was the saboteur, now that I understood his motives, I saw how everything he had done had been part of a single overarching effort. The early work had been patient and psychological: keeping me continually off-balance, distancing me from the rest of the crew, prompting them to question my motives. Later on, as he grew desperate, his attempts to sow discord had become physical and violent: disabling the comm network, setting a bomb in the cargo hold. His plan had never been to destroy the Pinion; it had been to make it look like I had tried and failed to do so. After the blast, he had gone to my quarters with a gun. He must have been planning to kill me and simulate a suicide. Maybe he would have left a note explaining my racial pride and concomitant hatred for the Vardeshi. Maybe not; an ineptly executed detonation and a dead human saboteur together told their own tale. It would hardly have mattered that an in-depth forensic examination would prove I wasn’t actually guilty of anything. The Vardeshi wouldn’t have hung around waiting for the fingerprint analysis. They would have ferried their surviving human passengers home as quickly as possible, turned their ships around, and left us alone in the dark.
I thought back to Dr. Sawyer’s office in California and the first words the Vardeshi had spoken to us in twenty-five years. Earth, or the potential of Earth, divides us as nothing ever has before. Why hadn’t we paid closer attention to that sentence? And why hadn’t they? If I had given it any thought at all, I had assumed that the anti-alliance factions would be won over in time by the obvious cultural benefits of an association with another sentient people. I had never imagined that their dissent could turn violent. The Vardeshi abhorred violence. They prided themselves on having excised it as completely as possible from their lives. How passionate must Vekesh’s handlers have been to resort to attempted assassination to achieve their end? And had I, or we, somehow driven them to it? In our eagerness to draw closer to the Vardeshi, had my fellow humans and I forced ourselves on them, ignoring the legitimate reluctance of many among their number? I remembered my flippant rejoinder to Kylie’s observation that the Vardeshi had not yet risen beyond conflict, that they still had factions with incompatible aims. Maybe that’s just what humanity does to people. Was it?
I looked at Saresh again. Asleep, he looked utterly peaceful. If Daskar’s appraisal was accurate, both of us would eventually recover from our wounds. But could the nascent alliance between our peoples sustain such a blow without collapsing? Vekesh had failed in his attempt to take my life, but was it possible that he had achieved his goal anyway?
At last the analgesic began to take hold. With the reduction of the pain, my thoughts settled a little. I studied Daskar’s face as she finished cleaning the wound. I had never seen her look so grave. I reflected that, as tragic as Saresh’s injury was, in the eyes of my crewmates mine was almost certainly worse. I had been harmed by a Vardeshi hand. I knew enough of their collective pride to know how mortifying that must be. The words on which the exchange was founded—their words—pledged to ensure the safety of the humans in their care. If you consent to send your citizens to us, we promise to shelter and protect them as if they were our own. The events of the last few hours represented a spectacular failure to do that. While I lay unconscious, all of the senior officers, but particularly Daskar as the ship’s physician, must have been under enormous strain. I cast around for a joke, a quip, any lighthearted comment that would prove that I was beginning to recover. As she approached with the bandages, I said weakly, “I knew you guys just wanted me for medical experiments.” No one would have counted it among my wittiest remarks, but it was worth the effort to see the tension ease in her face.
“You should sleep for the next few hours,” she said. “I’d like to administer a sedative. Would you rather stay here or rest in your quarters?”
“In my quarters.”
She nodded. “I’ll get someone to carry you.”
“No! I can walk.” Daskar looked skeptical, and I amended, “I can try to walk. Please.”
“All right. But don’t do anything quickly.” She helped me into a sitting position. The world rushed away from me for a moment as I came upright, but it rushed back again almost at once. Before I slid off the bed onto the floor, I had a sudden thought. “Who carried me here?”
“Hathan.”
With any luck Daskar attributed my wince to the movement of my right arm as she settled the left one over her shoulders. We made our way slowly to the door. As we stepped out into the corridor I saw with a flood of gratitude that it was empty. After helping me inside my room, Daskar assisted me in undressing. I was too tired to be embarrassed by the intimacy of the contact. I stretched out on my bed, obediently swallowed the sleeping pill she handed me with a cup of water, and was asleep before she had left the room.
When I woke I saw immediately that she, or someone else, had visited while I slept. Conspicuously placed on my bedside shelf was one of the tiny saucers used for the senek ritual. It held two ibuprofen tablets. Beside the saucer was something I prized much more: my flexscreen. I reached for it eagerly. A first-priority message from Daskar read, Contact me when you wake up. Clearly the communications network had been restored, or at least the part of it that controlled intra-ship transmissions. I sat up slowly, gauging the extent of my discomfort. My head ached, my throat felt dry, and there was a dull rhythmic throbbing in my right arm. I got up and made my way into the sanitation room. I felt better when I’d cleaned up a little and put on civilian clothes. I went back out into the main room, picked up my flexscreen, and hesitated. I knew I should contact Daskar immediately. I didn’t. I put the flexscreen back on the shelf where I’d found it. Then I switched off my overhead light and sat down cross-legged on my little tilted bunk, my back pressed against the wall, with its deep soothing vibration from the ship’s engines. The faint radiance of the stars beyond my viewport was the only illumination in the room. I drew the darkness over myself like a blanket and turned inward, focusing on a solitary thought.
Hathan.
It didn’t make sense. Saresh would have made sense. In my mind’s eye, I placed them side by side again at that interview table in the Villiger Center, elder brother and younger, neatly excising Vekesh from the image. My first glimpse of them had been incomplete, impressionistic, but now I refined the picture, adding in details gleaned from hours of observation. If anything, Saresh had grown more attractive in the intervening months. His silver-white hair, long and loose, was caught back at the sides by a braid above each ear. His eyes were arrestingly dark by contrast, a blue so rich it looked black in some lights. His profile was classically handsome, almost Roman, with none of the flatness of feature that marked some of the other Vardeshi faces I was now familiar with. Mentally I catalogued his personal qualities as I had come to know them. He was an attentive listener, quick to laughter, quicker to make an unlooked-for gesture of kindness. In his role as hadazi he had spent more time with me than anyone except Zey. He had been my confidant and my defender. My champion, even.
Hathan, at his side, waited quietly for my scrutiny. There was nothing remarkable about his appearance, certainly not in comparison to his brother. He was precisely my own height and very slim; I thought I probably outweighed him. In the interview room I had thought his eyes were actually white, but now I knew them to be pale blue-gray, with a deep gray ring around the iris. His hair was dark gray too and cut in a vaguely Japanese shag that would have prompted me to reject any other man on sight. It should have been ridiculous. Somehow on him it wasn’t.
As I had done for Saresh, I assessed his personality, or tried to. This wasn’t as straightforward a process as it had been with the elder Takheri. Hathan was, at all times, alert, thoughtful, and coolly self-contained. He didn’t get irritated or flustered. I had never seen his composure crack. With everyone except his brothers he was remote but not cold. Even with Saresh and Zey, he maintained a certain level of reserve. But there was a lightness in him too, and a sense of humor that I knew was there but couldn’t fathom. I had seen the others laugh when he spoke, although I almost never followed the jokes. Over the last three months I had overheard a lot of people asking him for advice. He seemed to inspire confidences. I didn’t think he reciprocated them. That faint distance, that slight sense of withholding, was there all the time. Unless I was wrong, and it was only there with me.
In the darkness of my room I sat contemplating that portrait of them, waiting for enlightenment. In the end I was left with nothing more illuminating than the fact that, faced with the two of them, my gaze drifted as inevitably as a compass needle toward the smaller figure on the right. Something about Hathan drew me. I didn’t know what it was. Maybe that was all right. Maybe it didn’t matter.
But how could I have been blindsided by something so fundamental? I had fallen in love before. I knew how it felt: the electrifying awareness of the other’s nearness, the thrill of incidental eye contact, the obsessive reliving of every interaction. There, I thought, was my answer. I had felt all those things with Hathan, especially the last. But I had misconstrued them. I had dismissed the nearly constant discomfiture I felt in his presence as the inevitable unease of a not-quite-adequate subordinate. I had thought he made me nervous in the same way that Vekesh or Saresh or Ziral did, only perhaps a little more so because he was more difficult to read. I was wrong. When had I ever blushed hotly in the shower at the memory of a rebuke from Ziral? When had a gentle correction to my tone progression from Saresh ever made me flinch? It wasn’t the same thing at all. Abruptly I remembered the ranshai session and the lighthearted sparring match that had followed it. I should have known then. I should have known when I saw him laugh.
I sighed. The whole thing was ridiculous. The idea of my being infatuated with a Vardeshi—any Vardeshi, let alone one who had despised me virtually from the first instant of the mission—was clichéd. It was inappropriate. It was unprofessional. Above all else, it was completely unrequited. And I was going to have to find a way to hide it from Hathan. Unless, of course, it was too late, and he already knew.
I’d been alone with my thoughts long enough. I reached for my flexscreen and texted Daskar. She arrived a few minutes later to walk me to the clinic. The bed Saresh had occupied yesterday was neat and empty. “He’s fine,” Daskar said, seeing my stricken look. “He’s returned to duty. He’ll be walking with a crutch until we reach the starhaven, but their facilities are better equipped than ours, and he’ll be as good as new by the time we launch again. If I knew our medical tech was safe to use on humans, I could have you almost completely healed by the time we reach Arkhati.”
“We’re only a day or two away, aren’t we?” I said.
“We were,” she said grimly. “Before the damage to the cargo hold. Fortunately, no essential systems were compromised, but a large section of the Pinion’s
hull is now open to space. The emergency bulkhead system did its work well, but we’re limited to about twenty percent of our typical flight speed. We won’t reach Arkhati for at least another ten days.”
I sat on one of the cots and slid my right arm out of the sleeve of my sweater. Daskar removed the bandages covering the bullet wound, inspected it critically, and then—to my surprise—took several pictures of it with her flexscreen.
“I need to document the stages of the healing process for your doctors on Earth,” she explained. “We haven’t heard from them yet, but we will soon, and I know they’ll expect a detailed account of everything I’ve done.”
When she’d replaced the bandages, she asked me some questions, first related to my symptoms, then more general. Next she had me perform some simple physical exercises. I recognized a few of them from my admittedly cursory medical training. I didn’t think they had anything to do with my arm.
“Are you looking for neurological damage?” I asked in surprise.
She nodded. “Neurological and cognitive. I haven’t heard the full account yet, but I know Saresh performed a Listening, and that it was successful. He doesn’t seem to think there were any negative effects, but I wanted to see for myself. Fortunately, everything looks fine. I know you haven’t had a chance to process the effects of the experience yet, but if you notice anything that seems at all odd or unusual, don’t hesitate to tell me.” Ruefully she went on, “I wish I could be more specific, but we’re in uncharted territory here—the first cross-species telepathic contact in history. I have absolutely no idea what to look for.”
“Trust me,” I said, “if there had been any other way, I wouldn’t have picked this one.”
“I trust you,” she assured me. I knew she was only echoing my words, but it still felt good to hear them.
As I pulled my sweater on again, Daskar gave me a measuring look. “There are a number of people waiting to talk to you. I can stall them for as long as you need me to, but Saresh and Hathan are both getting restless. Zey is practically climbing the bulkheads. What would you like me to tell them?”
I sighed. “I could use a shower and something to eat. After that, I’ll be ready to talk.”
She sent a couple of quick messages on her flexscreen. “I’ll walk you to the showers.”
In the shower room I reached immediately for the control panel on the wall; the dazzling blue-white lights made my head pound with renewed vigor. Reducing the brightness helped a little. I undressed mechanically and dropped my clothes in a pile on the floor. The caress of the water was like a benediction. I closed my eyes, lifted my face, and let it sluice away the last remnants of the headache. For the first time since arriving on the Pinion, I used the full allotment of thirty minutes.
When I emerged, Daskar went with me to the mess hall. Outside the door she said, “I need to go check on Saresh. Will you be all right here on your own?”
“Please don’t—” The words caught in my throat, and I had to start again. “Please don’t make me go in there alone.”
The compassion on her face was so intense I had to look away. She sent another message on her flexscreen. Zey arrived within seconds. At the sight of his familiar face with its spiky silver halo, I felt a relief so intense it brought tears to my eyes. Disregarding cultural mores and the possibility of giving offense, I seized him in an awkward but heartfelt one-armed hug. He went still for a moment, then put his arms cautiously around me.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said. “Thanks for saving my life.”
He grinned. “Thanks for giving me an excuse to knock Vekesh down. I’ve been wanting to do that for months.”
I stepped back and examined him. There was a blue-gray bruise on his chin. “Is that the only one?” I asked, pointing to it.
“There are a couple more that don’t show. When I tackled him at the beginning, it knocked the wind out of me. I spent most of the fight lying on the floor trying to get my breath back. Hathan did the actual fighting. He looks worse than I do. But both of us got off easy compared to you and Saresh.”
He followed me into the empty mess hall and helped himself to a bowl of vegetable soup while I prepared a meal of macaroni and cheese. When he had carried both our trays to the lower-ranking table, over my protests that I could carry mine one-handed, we sat in silence for a little while. I couldn’t guess what Zey was thinking. For my part, I was fighting the pull of memory. This room had not been a place of safety for me for a long time. I looked once at the exile table and then resolutely away from it. No one would ever force me to sit there again.
Zey rested his elbows on the table and sighed deeply. “Vekesh,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“When did you know?”
“That it was him? Not until I saw the gun.”
“But you suspected.”
“I wasn’t sure it was him. I just wasn’t sure that it wasn’t.” I took a bite of macaroni, reveling in food that tasted like something again. “Where the hell did the gun even come from? He was only on Earth for a few hours. What, did someone slip it to him under the interview table?” 
“Probably not,” Zey said. “Hathan thinks forensic analysis will show it to be a fake. A Vardeshi imitation of an Earth weapon. We know what they look like. Making one would be easier than stealing one.”
I nodded, recalling Daskar’s surprise at the distance the bullet had traveled. “Was anyone else involved?”
“Such as, just to pick a name totally at random, Vethna? Nope. Vekesh was working alone. While you were unconscious, every single member of the crew voluntarily submitted to a Listening to prove that they weren’t involved.”
“Except you,” I pointed out.
Zey grinned at me. “I’m innocent too. But you’ll just have to take that on faith.”
“So who’s in command now?”
“Hathan, with Ziral as his second. But they’re temporary promotions. The Echelon is going to reevaluate when we reach Arkhati. They might assign a completely new commander. They’ve made it pretty clear that they’re not very happy with anyone on the Pinion right now.” He made a face.
“They’re angry at the crew? Not just at Vekesh?”
“They think the senior officers should have known from the start that Vekesh’s policies were out of line.”
“Do you think they’re right?”
He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I think they have to say that. Whether it’s true doesn’t really matter. This whole thing is incredibly embarrassing for us. Would things have been any different on another ship, with another crew? Who knows? Whoever was paying Vekesh picked him for a reason. We don’t question our commanders. It isn’t our way. No matter what the Echelon says after the fact.”
After I’d finished eating, I lingered over a cup of cocoa, luxuriating in the simple comfort of Zey’s innocuous chatter, knowing I would soon be exchanging it for more difficult conversations. Eventually, though, I had to admit to myself that the moment had come. I stood up to clear my dishes and felt a rush of dizziness. I steadied myself on the edge of the table until it passed. The delay on wasn’t lost on Zey, who said, “Do you need to go back to your quarters? I can have Saresh meet you there.”
“Yeah, that might be a good idea.”
When Saresh arrived, I observed that he was favoring his left leg and that he walked with the aid of a slender silver cane. “Very aristocratic,” I commented.
He smiled slightly. “Is it? Maybe I should keep it, then. I won’t need it after Arkhati.”
“Does it hurt?”
“My leg? Yes. What about your arm?”
“It hurts.”
I’d made my bed before sitting on it as a compromise between propriety and comfort. Saresh limped over and sat down on the edge of the bed an arm’s length away from me. The moment was oddly intimate, like encountering a new lover after a few hours’ separation. I considered the analogy and then rejected it. The Listening had been nothing like lovemaking, and what I felt now was nothing like that shy, eager self-consciousness. I felt safe. Known. As I looked into his eyes, the profound calm I had experienced during the Listening enveloped me once again. I wondered if I would always feel that way around Saresh now. I wondered if it was an aftereffect of what we had shared, or simply my awareness, heightened by the sharing, of the astonishing kindness at the heart of who he was.
He said, “I imagine you have questions for me.”
“Lots of them. First of all, what happened at the end of the Listening? And don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about, because I saw how you looked at me afterward, and I know it isn’t true.”
“I won’t pretend,” he said calmly.
“Then what the hell?” My voice cracked on the last word.
“Occasionally the process of revisiting memories through another person’s eyes can bring . . . new features to light. The experience can be as surprising for the host mind as it is for the visitor, if not more so. I would have warned you about that possibility, but there wasn’t time.”
“Fine.” I sighed. “Have you told him yet?”
“Have I—”
“Hathan,” I said. “Have you told him.” It wasn’t a question.
Saresh looked perplexed. Impatiently I went on, “It doesn’t matter. I know you have to tell him. I get it. He’s your brother. I just need to know what to expect when I talk to him.”
He held up a hand to forestall me. “Are you asking me if I’ve told Hathan about your feelings for him?”
“Yes.”
“No,” he said swiftly.
I sighed. “Good.”
“I haven’t told him,” Saresh said, “and I won’t. Ever.”
It was my turn for confusion. In response to my blank look, he went on, “Avery, that’s what I’m here to tell you. It’s why I insisted that you see me before Hathan, which he was less than pleased about, believe me. The Listening is confidential. Nothing I saw can be shared without your consent.” He paused, then said more emphatically, “Nothing.”
“But . . . you told him I was innocent,” I said.
“You gave me permission to do that. Remember?”
I vaguely recalled something along those lines. My memories of yesterday were shaky, as if someone had been filming them with a handheld camera.
“Zey told you about the Vox code of ethics,” Saresh said. “This is part of it. The Listening isn’t an easy thing to control. We see more than we mean to, always, and this . . . Your heart is full of it. I would have seen it no matter what I went looking for, whether you yourself saw it or not. But you have my sworn word that I’ll never share those feelings. Not unless you want me to. Not with him. Not with anyone. I can’t. It’s as simple as that.”
“I . . . want to believe you,” I said.
“You can.”
“You know it’s not that easy. He’s your brother. Can you really promise me that you’ll never let it slip? Never. Not over too many drinks in some dark bar somewhere. Not when he’s having a bad day, if he ever has those, and needs a laugh. Never.”
“Never,” Saresh repeated. “And you don’t know us at all if you think that he would laugh at this, or that I would. You’re drawn to my brother. How could I laugh at that? Hathan can be . . . difficult to know. Not everyone sees his gifts. You do, somehow. I’m honored to carry that secret for you. And for whatever this is worth, I’m sorry. I know it makes things harder for you, to have someone else know. And one of us, no less.”
I shook my head. “I was never going to tell anyone. Well . . . maybe my best friend, when I got home. But God knows if I were going to tell someone . . .”
“It wouldn’t have been me. I know.” He sighed. “If we’d had more time yesterday, I would have tried to make the Listening more of an exchange. I have no idea if it would have worked, but I would have tried. I wish I could show you the truth of my intentions. I wish I could show you that you really can trust me with this. As it is, all I can do is tell you, and hope that you believe me.”
“I’m going to have to,” I said.
The door chime sounded. Saresh glanced at the closed door. “That’s Hathan telling me not to overstay my time. I should go. We can talk again later. Or, if you’d prefer, we can never talk about any of this ever again. It’s your choice.”
“Thanks,” I said. “For all of it. Yesterday too.”
He said, “It was my privilege.”
It was like Saresh to say that, and to mean it too. I had liked him even before I saw the inside of his mind. I liked him more now. I still wished he didn’t know my secret.
Just before he left, I remembered something I’d been meaning to ask him. “Wait. Yesterday, when we saw Vekesh in the hallway, I thought I heard your voice in my head. You said you trusted me. It was really faint. Did I imagine it? Or were we still . . . connected somehow?”
“You didn’t imagine it. I wasn’t sure if you heard it. Sometimes two minds will remain joined together beyond the end of the Listening. The connection is weak, and it only lasts for a few minutes, an hour at most, before it dissolves. It’s like a mental echo.”
“So it’s not permanent,” I said.
He smiled. “No. It’s not permanent.”
“Good.” Hastily I clarified, “I wouldn’t want that kind of connection with anyone.”
“Who would?” Saresh asked rhetorically.
He left. I took a breath. I hadn’t been ready for that conversation, and I felt even less ready for the next one. Before I could do more than acknowledge that fact, the door slid open again, and Hathan stepped in. Zey had been right; of the two of them, he did look worse. His uniform was torn at the collar, and he was sporting a bruise on his jaw and another high on one cheek. There was a scratch on his forehead, and a smudge of blood so dark it looked like blue ink. The uniform, together with the indigo shadows beneath his eyes, told me he hadn’t seen his quarters or his bed since the explosion. Yesterday had ended for me when Daskar administered her sedative. His day hadn’t ended yet.
He cleared his throat. “Avery,” he said.
I didn’t know what to call him. I had never used his first name. I didn’t want to start doing so now. Remembering that he was now acting commander of the Pinion, I said, “Khavi.”
On my first day on the ship I had strung battery-powered twinkle lights across one wall of my quarters. I had clipped a dozen or so photographs to the strings. Hathan went over to them. “May I look at these?”
He spoke in English, which was jarring. Language had become such a charged thing over the past weeks: both a battleground and a weapon in itself. Denied access to my native tongue, I had felt rage at my crewmates’ effortless Vardeshi and mortification at my own ineloquence. What did it mean that he had chosen to speak English now? Was it a signal of contrition, or merely an attempt to pacify someone who was clearly on the verge of a breakdown? I toyed with the thought of answering in Vardeshi—a deliberate snub in both our cultures, as I had come to know—and then rejected the cheapness of the idea.
“Go ahead,” I said. As I sat on the bed, watching him study each photo in turn, I was forcibly reminded of the day two weeks ago when I had sat in this exact spot watching him examine my personal belongings. I knew he must be thinking of that same moment. It struck me that he had asked permission to look at the photos in order to draw a clear line of demarcation between that interview and this one.
Without turning around he said, “I can’t imagine what these days have been like for you.”
“Sure you can.” The words came out sharper than I’d meant them to. “Or are you going to tell me intimidation and isolation only work on humans?”
“No. They work on us too.”
I wrapped my sweater more tightly around myself and folded my arms across my chest. “You know, I’ve had a lot of time to think about it, and I still can’t figure out what I did to make you guys hate me so much.”
He turned around. “I’m not sure it really had very much to do with you.”
“Really? That’s funny, because in the last two weeks I’ve been demoted, mocked, imprisoned, and shot. Oh, and I had my head examined. From the inside. So from where I’m sitting, it has kind of a lot to do with me.”
He shook his head slightly. “I’m not expressing myself well. I only meant that Vekesh would have found something about you to use, no matter who you were.”
“He picked me,” I said. “He knew exactly what he was doing.”
“Yes.” Hathan went over to the table in front of my viewport, picked up a stool, carried it to a spot adjacent to the bed but a respectful distance away, and sat down. “Nothing I say can undo the things that have been done. But if you’ll allow me to explain why they were done, it may help you to understand some things a little better.”
I waved my hand in an exaggerated gesture of invitation. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and laced his fingers together. I saw that the knuckles on his right hand were bruised. I knew the Vardeshi were fully ambidextrous, but did they tend to favor one side when fighting? I wasn’t about to ask.
Hathan said slowly, “I met Reyjai Vekesh at the Fleet Institute. He was a year ahead of me. He was a brilliant commander. A gifted strategic mind. I admired him—enormously. I requested a placement on the Pinion because I knew it was his ship. That was over a year ago, before anyone knew we would be sent to Earth. Shortly after I was assigned, the word went out that we would be reopening communication with your people and that, if the exchange proposal was accepted, a number of ships would be needed to host humans. Ours was an obvious choice. A commander who was a rising star in the Fleet, a second whose father had been one of the most outspoken advocates of the alliance since our first contact with Earth.” He paused. “Now, of course, I find myself wondering about that. About how far back the roots of these events can be traced. Was it coincidence that put a Vekesh and a Takheri on the same ship? One of us a clear target for coercion and bribery, the other one a natural fit for the exchange? And did whoever was controlling him know how unquestioningly I would follow him? Was my hero worship a piece in play? Or was it a wild card?”
“Different metaphors,” I observed.
“It’s been a long day.”
“So what? So you idolized him? So when he started doing . . . whatever it was he did to systematically turn everyone against me, you just hopped on board?”
“Yes.” The simplicity of the answer surprised me. Hathan made no attempt to equivocate. “It was subtle, at first,” he went on. “There were things . . . You made mistakes. You offended people. Nothing that can’t be explained away in hindsight by the language barrier, or cultural differences, or a host of other reasons—inexperience, fatigue. But taken together, they gave Vekesh enough material to work with. He convinced me and Ziral that you were acting out of malice. That your interest in our culture was a sham, and that you and your people were inferior and jealous. According to him, you were sent here to make trouble in any way you could—to contaminate a race that was so far beyond your own that the only way you could catch up would be to drag us backward.”
“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said. I had never been so bluntly critical in his presence before. Exhaustion and annoyance seemed to have unlocked my tongue. The carefully curated version of myself I had been so careful to present was nowhere within reach.
“The misdirection didn’t work on everyone. Saresh saw through it. So did Daskar. And Zey and Sohra, although their opinions didn’t carry much weight. Arguments over you split the crew in half. And that made me resent you more. Managing the personal dynamics on a long-haul ship is a constant challenge. You arrived and immediately wrecked six months of work.” When I would have spoken, he held up a hand. “I’m almost done. The worst part, for me, was when Zey came into it. Vekesh was using him against me. I see that now. All those threats about Zey’s career were vitriol and nonsense. But he made me think he was trying to look out for my brother’s best interest. Meanwhile, Zey was adamantly—and vocally—on your side, and the worse things got for you, the louder he shouted. I was caught between the two of them. When you came to ask me for help three days ago . . . I haven’t forgotten the things I said to you. They were unforgivable. I can’t take them back.” He stared down at his hands. “All I can do is assure you that the depth of my shame and regret is beyond anything you could possibly wish on me. I trusted the wrong man. My error almost cost two people their lives. One of them is my brother.” He paused. “And one more thing. If it’s any consolation, you’ve done what you set out to do. In three months, you’ve seen the full spectrum of what the Vardeshi have to offer. Saresh and Zey are the best of us. Vekesh and I, it turns out, are the worst.”
“I don’t know what I’ve seen,” I said. “I think I know less about your people now than I did when I started. And just so we’re clear, whatever you think you know about me, or about humanity, it’s probably wrong.”
Hathan said, “I know that now.”
My arm was starting to ache again. I fished under the bed for my medkit. As I dug through the meticulously labeled envelopes, I said, “You didn’t have to tell me any of this.”
“Given what you’ve been through at the hands of my people, I think perfect honesty is the least of what we owe you.” He indicated the flexscreen on my bedside shelf. “We’re expecting the first transmissions from Earth and Vardesh Prime in the next few hours. You already have at least one message waiting from the Echelon.”
“It’s going to have to wait a little longer,” I said.
“I’ll leave you alone, then,” he said, and did so.
I turned off the light and lay unmoving on my bed for the few minutes that remained until the ibuprofen took effect. Half-formed thoughts fluttered around me like moths. Maybe the Listening had shattered my mind after all, and this was what it had left behind: isolated glints of memory divorced from their original meanings. They flashed up at me, one after another, like a handful of coins tossed in the sunlight, as I drifted into sleep. Sohra holding out her memory crystal to me. Zey rattling the dice in his palm. Saresh extending his hand to help Hathan up from the practice mats in the fitness center, both of them laughing. The darkness in Vethna’s face as his hand closed on my arm in the corridor. And Vekesh standing in front of my door, a still, waiting figure in the half-light that reduced his form to a shadow and the weapon in his hand to a gleam of liquid silver.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The day after my conversations with Hathan and Saresh, the first messages from our respective homeworlds began to arrive. The ones from Earth were exactly as strident as I would have predicted. I could understand the Council’s panic. Their last message from me, sent immediately after the confiscation of my tech, had been freighted with alarm signals. After two weeks of radio silence, they had received one characteristically terse message from Hathan himself—apparently recorded while Saresh and I were both unconscious in the medical clinic—summarizing the explosion, the confrontation, the fact that a firearm had been discharged with injuries to both me and a Vardeshi crewman, and the subsequent removal of Vekesh from command. Councillor Seidel’s reply was equally terse, but every word rang with cold fury. He wanted a video message from me confirming the truth of the previous account, incorporating high-resolution footage of the damage to my arm, and he wanted it now. The Council was poised to terminate the exchange program. If they failed to receive immediate and satisfactory evidence of my well-being, they would do so without hesitation. This fact had been communicated to the Echelon. Every ship carrying a human passenger was currently awaiting the order to turn around.
I sent a reply at once. Despite a cursory effort to make myself presentable, I knew I looked tired, and I hadn’t yet mastered the art of styling my hair while favoring my right arm. I didn’t think the Council would care about those things. Striving to be as concise as Hathan himself had been, I told them simply that everything he had told them was true and that I was well and safe and receiving good medical care. I had removed my bandages, and I panned the flexscreen over my arm to provide the requested close-up footage. Daskar had noted the signs of healing, and I knew the physicians on Earth would too. I promised to send more information in a written report that would follow shortly. I sent love to my parents and assured them—and, with a couple of well-placed covert signals, Tristan—that I was shaken but more or less intact. I dispatched the message and had Saresh confirm for me that it was gone. The last thing we needed at such a tenuous point in Earth-Vardeshi relations was another technical glitch.
When I had dealt with the highest-priority messages from Earth, I moved on to the transmission that awaited me from the Echelon. In it, a gray-haired woman who might have been a cousin of Ziral’s offered me the profound apologies of the Vardeshi people for the suffering inflicted on me by one of their own. The Vardeshi had been distressed to learn of the conduct of former Khavi Vekesh and horrified that it had culminated in an attempt on my life. A full investigation had been launched; members of Vekesh House were already being questioned on Vardesh Prime. Of more immediate relevance to me were the hearings scheduled to take place on Arkhati shortly after the Pinion’s arrival there. The spokeswoman explained that my role in the hearings would be minimal. Vekesh’s words before the shooting had been tantamount to a confession, and my innocence had furthermore been established by a Vox. I would not be subjected to another Listening. My participation would be limited to one brief interview to confirm the facts of the case. After that, I would be free to dictate my own path. If I wished to return to Earth, a ship would be provided for me. I could also continue on my original mission to Vardesh Prime. If I wished to trade places with another human participant in the exchange, or join one of them at his or her posting, I was free to do that as well. The Echelon would facilitate any course of action I selected. All I had to do was choose.
I sent back a brief and awkwardly worded acknowledgment thanking the Echelon for its sympathy and stating my willingness to comply with the hearings. As for the offer that had been extended to me, I said, I honestly didn’t know what I wanted to do next. I repeated my message to Seidel, aloud this time: I needed time to think. I hoped it would be acceptable to defer my response at least until the Pinion arrived at Arkhati. I didn’t think I would be ready to make a decision before then.
Message sent, I went to the medical clinic to solicit Daskar’s help in replacing the bandages on my arm. I found Zey there as well, sitting on one of the beds with the top half of his uniform undone, his undershirt pulled up to expose his ribs. Daskar was examining a contusion of a livid grayish-mauve that bloomed alarmingly dark against his pale skin. At length she straightened. “It’s not getting any worse, at least. Do your ribs still hurt?”
“Only when I breathe,” Zey said cheerfully.
“I’ll give you something for the pain. Come back tomorrow. And tell your brother to come see me.”
Zey pulled his shirt down and tucked it into the waist of his uniform. “Which one?”
“You know which one,” Daskar said irritably.
As she went to find fresh bandages, I said, “A couple of bruises, Zey?”
He shrugged, then winced. “Nothing’s broken. It could have been a lot worse.”
I had been avoiding picturing the actual mechanics of the fight that had left those marks. Now, involuntarily, I saw Zey paired with Vekesh again as they had been toward the end of the ranshai lesson I had watched. There was no question as to where the advantage lay. Vekesh was a foot taller than Zey and correspondingly broader; he must outweigh him by half. In terms of skill, too, he was the clear superior. He had been the instructor, Zey the novice. I pictured again those unnervingly swift exchanges of blows. Even in practice, Vekesh had been a terrifying opponent. What had it been like to face him in earnest? I hadn’t been meaning to speak the words aloud, but I couldn’t help myself. “How did you beat him?”
Zey didn’t seem troubled by the question. “I caught him off guard. And there were two of us. And I think Vekesh was pretty rattled. We don’t use weapons, ever, and he had just shot two people. He was distracted. Enough for Hathan to get the upper hand. And ranshai fights don’t tend to last very long.”
I shivered. “I believe it.”
Zey waited while Daskar finished taping my new bandages in place, then walked with me to the mess hall. Lunch was finishing up when we arrived. I hesitated just slightly in the doorway, dismayed to see the tables so crowded. Then I raised my head and forced myself to step forward. I was innocent. And now everyone knew it. It wasn’t going to be like before. Even so, I went straight through to the galley without meeting anyone’s eyes. I wasn’t ready to be the center of attention, positive or otherwise. As it happened, I needn’t have worried; while humans would have felt the need to make some kind of scene, the Vardeshi shared my aversion to exuberant public reconciliations. Their manner of making amends was more personal.
While I was standing in the galley, hunting through a cupboard I was sure had had instant pancake mix in it a week ago, Sohra came up to me. Without saying a word, she took my right hand in both of hers, pressed my palm to her forehead, and bowed her head. I stood perfectly still. I had no idea what was happening. After a little while she tightened her fingers on mine, then released my hand. There were tears in her eyes. “Avery, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry for everything.” Not until then did it dawn on me that I was receiving my first formal Vardeshi apology.
The sight of her distress brought me immediately to the verge of tears myself. “Sohra, it wasn’t you. You didn’t do anything wrong. You don’t have anything to apologize for.”
It took a good deal of additional reassurance to persuade her that I knew she hadn’t shunned me by choice and that, furthermore, I still counted her as a friend. Stubbornly she said, “I don't see how you can just forgive me for ignoring you for two weeks.”
I sighed. “From what I’m hearing, those two weeks weren’t easy on anyone. I know you were just doing what you had to do.”
Sohra was the first to offer the hand-to-forehead apology. At intermittent times during that evening and the days that followed, Ziral, Khiva, and Ahnir approached me and did the same. Daskar didn’t, nor did the Takheris, but I considered myself more or less reconciled with all of them. Vethna was conspicuous by his absence. I wasn't sure which of us was avoiding the other. Part of me was irritated. Part of me was just glad not to have to look at him.
I spent that day and the two that followed in a twilight state reminiscent of jet lag. The compulsion to eat or sleep came upon me at odd times, and I indulged both freely. There were, inevitably, a few urgent tasks that demanded my attention. First and most important, I had to make a full accounting of all my remaining food and gear. Two of the Pinion’s nine cargo holds had decompressed in the explosion, and one of those had housed a considerable quantity of my supplies. Thanks to the foresight of Max and his fellows at the Villiger Center, I was in no danger of starvation. However, I’d lost nearly a year’s worth of food—almost half of what I’d brought with me—and several crates of clothing and medical equipment. One of my two spare oxygenators had been among the losses. The Council had requested a prompt and complete inventory of everything that remained. To my eyes, it looked like more than enough gear to sustain me for the nine months that remained of my original mission if I elected to continue, but I didn’t know what their metric would be. If necessary, I thought, they’d delay me at Arkhati long enough for another human representative to arrive. All the Strangers had been sent with surplus gear for exactly this reason. I didn’t think the Council would recall me on the basis of provisions alone.
When I wasn’t otherwise occupied, I colonized one of the alcoves in the lounge with a blanket and my e-reader. I cooked and ate elaborate meals in the mess hall. Zey and Sohra joined me in the lounge in the evenings. We played dice games, or Zey played snatches of songs on a mandolin he’d borrowed from Ahnir, but mostly we drank beer and talked. They filled me in on everything I had missed. Shortly after the shooting, with Vekesh restrained and Saresh and myself in the medical clinic, Hathan had called an all-hands emergency briefing to fill everyone in on the facts as they had been revealed over the course of the night. No one had questioned his assumption of command, although, Sohra said, there had been a few tense minutes at the beginning. Ziral and Khiva had been especially resistant to the thought of Vekesh’s guilt.
“Ziral insisted on going to the medical clinic to see you and Saresh for herself. I think that convinced her. As soon as Saresh was awake again, there was another briefing. He told everyone about the Listening. Hathan had already talked about it, but no one questions the word of a Vox. And the first thing they did was get the communications system working again. If this had been some kind of Takheri coup, the last thing they would have wanted was a functional comm network.”
Stabilizing the ship and repairing essential systems had taken the entire day and night following the explosion. Now, Sohra told me, everyone was more or less where I was: exhausted, confused, and trying to adjust simultaneously to a new chain of command and a sudden lack of purpose.
“I don’t understand that last part,” I said.
“Our mission was to take you to Vardesh Prime,” Zey said. “We know what the Echelon said to you. Every ship in Vardeshi space has seen that message by now. You can go anywhere and do anything you want. If you decide to go home, we’re all of out of a job. We’ll be stuck on Arkhati until we’re given new assignments. And the Fleet won’t be in any hurry to find us new postings. They’ll make us wait as long as they can.”
“They’d punish you like that? For what Vekesh did?”
“He almost killed you,” Sohra said. “And the alliance is hanging by a thread. We’ll be lucky if that’s the worst they do.”
“You should see the messages they’re sending us,” Zey said darkly.
I picked aimlessly at the label on my beer bottle. I didn’t like the thought that my friends might be punished for their commander’s mistakes. I had seen firsthand how deeply ingrained was the Vardeshi respect for authority. It had been nearly impossible for Hathan and Saresh to question the khavi’s innocence. The cultural taboo against challenging those in power had been almost insurmountable, even with the lives of the Pinion’s
entire crew on the line. It was troubling to think that the Echelon intended to make examples of Fleet employees who had simply been doing what they were trained to do. There could only be one reason for making their message to me public knowledge: if I chose a different assignment, the crew of the Pinion would bear the stain of my rejection in a manner that everyone in the Fleet could see. I didn’t like what the Echelon was doing. It made me angry. I didn’t know if anger alone was enough to keep me here.
I was walking back from the lounge one night when I heard a voice say diffidently, “Eyvri?” Recognizing it as Vethna’s, I looked up and saw with a start that he was standing right beside me. I took a step back, remembering our last corridor confrontation.
“What is it?” I said coldly. There were any number of honorifics that would have been appropriate to the circumstances. I didn’t use any of them.
He reached for my right hand. I jerked it back reflexively. He stared at me, his jaw working. I stared back. Then he said, “I’m here to apologize.”
Belatedly I realized that he had been reaching for my hand in order to press it to his forehead in the ritual gesture of apology. I clenched my fist and lowered my hand to my side, well out of his reach. “So apologize.”
Clearly irritated, he said, “That time outside the mess hall, when I grabbed your arm. It wasn’t personal, all right? Vekesh asked me to do it. He wanted you scared. He thought if you were unhappy enough, you’d quit and go home. He was going to put me back on rana if I . . . helped things along.”
“You’ve been after me ever since I came aboard. You can’t blame that on Vekesh.”
“Part of that was me. Part of it wasn’t. Vekesh didn’t like humans.”
“So you were bullying me to score points with him?”
He gave a one-sided shrug. “Like I said, part of it was me. I don’t like humans either.”
“What the hell did humanity ever do to you? And if that’s how you feel, why bother apologizing? Because I have to say, you’re not really selling it.”
Vethna’s mouth tightened. “Do you accept the apology or not?”
“Do I accept it? Sure. Do I think it’s worth anything? Not after what you just told me. Unlike you, though, I actually do believe in the alliance. So let’s call it a clean slate. On both sides. I’ll give you a chance if you’ll give humanity a chance. If you’re not an asshole, stop acting like one. And one more thing.” I waited until he met my eyes. “If you ever touch me again, I’ll have you thrown off the ship. You know what the Echelon offered me. Right now they’ll give me anything I want. All I have to do is ask. So if I were you”—in a moment of inspiration, I seized on Vekesh’s self-denigrating mantra—“I’d endeavor to be more satisfactory.”
At the end of my third day of recovery, I sent Hathan a text asking if we could meet. I was sitting at the bar in the lounge, attempting to draft a report to send to Earth. It wasn’t going well. I had watched Hathan’s original message in order to discover what gaps needed to be filled in. There were details he had omitted for the sake of brevity, things I knew would intensify the Council’s anger. They were already irate about the language restriction; Seidel had touched upon it in his message, stating in no uncertain terms that the policy violated both my rights and the spirit of the exchange. Now I had to explain the tech that had been planted in my quarters, the tribunal, the demotion, the imprisonment, and the Listening. I was worried about how they would react to those revelations. I was aiming for as neutral a tone as possible, but there was really no way to put a positive gloss on the events I was describing.
I feared, too, that my description of a successful telepathic contact would prompt them to recall me at once, either as a research subject or as the victim of an apparent psychotic break. I didn’t dare omit the Listening from my retelling, though. There was no chance of keeping it a secret. The Echelon and the Council were in communication as frequently as the one-day turnaround time on messages between Earth and the closest starhavens would allow. To the Echelon, the Listening was the single most compelling proof of Vekesh’s guilt. Earth was going to hear about it in any case. It was entirely possible that they already had.
I was sitting with my head in my hand in front of a thermos of coffee and a mostly empty notebook page when Hathan arrived. I looked up, startled, when he sat down. “Oh. I didn’t—it’s not urgent. I hope I didn’t give you the wrong impression.”
“You didn’t. I was passing by.” He indicated the notebook. “Is that your report?”
“What there is of it.” I angled the page toward him, and as he surveyed the mess of half-finished sentences and crossed-out phrases, I studied him. The cut on his forehead had been seen to. He was wearing a clean uniform, with a different pattern of studs on the sleeve. I recognized them as the khavi’s insignia. Khavi Takheri, I thought, trying the words out in my head. They sounded a hell of a lot better than Khavi Vekesh.
Hathan tapped the notebook page and said, “You’re trying to defend us. Don’t bother. We can speak for ourselves.”
I’d forgotten how perceptive he was. I immediately regretted showing him the draft. “I’m not trying to defend you. I’m just trying to be precise about who was really at fault.”
“Ultimately, that will be up to the Echelon to decide.”
“I know, but if the Council pulls me out in a panic, it won’t matter what the Echelon says.”
“Would they do that?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I’m trying to stall them. I need some time to think.” 
He nodded. “Good luck, then. What’s your non-urgent question?”
“Actually,” I said tentatively, “it’s a request. I haven’t made any kind of final decision yet, but . . . I think I’d like my job back, at least until we get to the starhaven. I know you’re shorthanded, and I can help. And it might wash away some of the ugliness of the last couple of weeks. I’m sick of being an outcast. Or a victim. I’d like to be part of the crew again. I’d like a fresh start. If that’s possible. So . . . What do you think?”
“It’s your decision.”
“But it’s your ship. If you think it’s a bad idea, I’m not going to force it. I’ve already had one commander who didn’t like me, and we all saw how that turned out.”
Hathan said quietly, “You’re not alone in wishing for a fresh start. I think it’s a good idea. If you’re fully recovered, you can resume your duties in the morning. Novi.”
Novi. That single word told me everything I needed to know. The warmth of it spread through me like a swig of whiskey on a winter night. I had only a moment to savor it before he said, “Do you have any other requests?”
“No.” I looked down at my notebook. “Wait. Yes. My technology? Can I pick it up now? I asked Khiva about it, but she told me to talk to you.”
Hathan went completely still. “Your technology,” he repeated.
“My Earth tech? My computer and everything? I was ordered to turn it in . . .” Seeing the look on his face, I broke off.
“Eyvri,” he said slowly, “there’s something I have to tell you.”
I sat in appalled silence while he explained that although to all appearances my technology had been powered down and inactive when I submitted it to Requisitions, there had been a suspicion that it might contain hidden transmitters or explosive devices. After the communications network failed and the signal disruptor was found in my quarters, that suspicion became a real concern.
“Sohra took your devices apart and investigated them under my supervision,” Hathan said. “You shouldn’t hold her responsible. It was done on my initiative. Afterward the pieces were expelled through an airlock. It was an extreme measure, but it seemed justified at the time. I should have told you sooner, but I just didn’t think of it.”
“It’s . . . gone?” I said.
“I’m afraid so. I’m sorry.” He did look contrite, and a little anxious. I pressed my lips tightly together to contain the words that threatened to spill out. Recriminations were useless. He had already apologized. But not even in the midst of the tribunal had I felt such unmitigated rage. It was a petty betrayal, but it still stung, all the more for its being so unexpected. I had been prepared to live without the things the Vardeshi had taken from me. But I had thought they were done taking them away.
When I thought I could trust my voice again, I said, “It’s all right. I’m just surprised. But I guess you guys had to take every precaution.”
“The original files are stored on Earth, yes? The ones you lost were duplicates?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry,” he said again.
I downplayed my distress as best I could, but there was a hollow feeling in my chest, and I was glad when he was gone and I could stop pretending that it wasn’t there.
I was almost but not quite late for morning briefing the next day. I had lingered in the sanitation room a few moments longer than was strictly necessary, studying my reflection. I’d missed my uniform. Putting it on felt like slipping back into a boyfriend’s sweatshirt or one of my mother’s sweaters: there was something deeply comforting about it, something that had nothing to do with the garment itself, but rather with an association of warmth or scent. Or, in this case, belonging. Novi Alkhat, I thought, welcome back. It’s been a long time.
Arriving at the axis chamber, I sat down next to Zey and took out my flexscreen, wishing I’d had time to stop at the mess hall for a hot drink. As if on cue, Ahnir pushed something toward me across the table. It was my thermos. I took it, surprised, and unscrewed the top. Steam fragrant with the scent of coffee wafted up from within.
“I hope it’s all right,” Ahnir said. “I’ve watched you make it often enough.”
“Thank you.” I tasted it. “It’s really good.” Actually it was a little weak, but I would have drunk engine coolant if Ahnir had prepared it for me with his own hands. I knew how much he disliked the smell of coffee. It was as poignant a signal as any I could have imagined that the cultural exchange was no longer a one-way street. If I hadn’t known how much the Vardeshi disliked effusiveness of any kind, I would have hugged him. As it was, I had to blink hard at my flexscreen to dispel the tears that threatened to gather. I took another sip and began pulling up the agenda for the meeting. It occurred to me that, for the first time in three full months, I was consuming something I hadn’t made for myself. I had brewed senek for the others dozens of times, but even two days ago, with my arm still heavily bandaged from the shooting, I had cooked my own meals.
It caught me off guard when Ziral was the first to speak, but then I remembered her promotion. Hathan, as suvi, had run briefings in the past; now that duty fell to her. She began, as I had been afraid she would, by acknowledging my return to service. She explained that I had resumed my position on a provisional basis and that I wasn’t to be questioned or pressured in any way while I weighed my various options. Embarrassed, I toyed with the studs on my uniform sleeve until the topic shifted to status updates from the various departments. I listened more attentively than usual to Vethna’s engineering report. It sounded like everything was running smoothly; the ship was in no immediate danger of explosive decompression. Daskar’s report, too, was of interest to me. She said that Saresh was healing well and that my own recovery appeared to be proceeding at a typical pace for my species. She mentioned a couple of other injuries I hadn’t known about; evidently the glitch in the artificial gravity had left Sohra with a sprained wrist and Vethna with a broken collarbone. Served him right, I thought.
At the end of the meeting, Ziral announced that Khavi Takheri—there it was again, the new title—had a few policy updates to share with the crew. There were murmurs and shifts around the table indicating a sharpening of attention. It seemed that people had been waiting for this moment. I hadn’t, and I looked inquiringly at Saresh. He lifted a cryptic eyebrow, but said nothing.
“With only a week left before we dock at Arkhati, I’m not making any substantial changes to existing policies,” Hathan said. “But there are a few adjustments that need to be made. First of all, the language policy. From this moment forward, any member of this crew should feel free to speak in the language he or she judges most appropriate to the situation. I anticipate that that will continue to be Vardeshi for most matters relating to ship’s business. Beyond that, there are no constraints. And I would encourage all of you to take advantage of Novi Alkhat’s English expertise for as long as she chooses to remain with us. You should also feel free to socialize with anyone else on board, anywhere, at any hour and in any configuration, without fear of reprisal.” He paused. “Though I’d advise all of you to keep your hands off Khiva.” There was general laughter. Zey explained afterward that Khiva’s fiancé was gaining systemwide notoriety as a ranshai champion. I was too elated to care about missing the thrust of the humor; for the first time ever, I’d actually understood the punchline of one of Hathan’s jokes. When the laughter subsided, Hathan went on, “The last change is an exception to standard Fleet policy, but it’s one I’ve been authorized to make. Officers’ dinner is traditionally restricted to those holding the rank of rhevi and above. That condition no longer applies. Everyone on the ship, novis included, will now be eligible for invitation.”
“Damn right,” Zey said, softly but audibly. There was another ripple of amusement. I wondered if it was my imagination or if everyone really was slightly more relaxed than they had been under Vekesh. Maybe they were just relieved to be getting back into a semblance of their familiar routine. I was more than relieved. I felt as if a crushing weight had abruptly been lifted off my shoulders, like the ship’s artificial gravity had been turned up too high for weeks—months, maybe—and the error had finally been corrected. It was one thing to be permitted to reprise my role as novi for a week. It was another to be welcomed back into the crew on the terms of my original contract. Hathan had meant what he said in the lounge the night before. This would be a new beginning—for all of us.
The meeting adjourned, and I moved on to my morning duties. Given Hathan’s final announcement, I wasn’t at all surprised when my flexscreen chimed midway through my work. I stopped unloading the cleansing machine in the galley and read the incoming message, which was, unsurprisingly, an invitation to attend officers’ dinner the following night. There would be five of us: me, Sohra, Hathan, Saresh, and Ziral. I wondered about the logistics of serving two entirely distinct multiple-course meals. I would have to ask Ahnir if he wanted me to prepare my food in advance. I didn’t mind. I would gladly eat cold spaghetti if I could eat it at the same table as Hathan. It had struck me in reading the message that this would be the first time I had shared a meal with him—or with Ziral, for that matter. As hadazi, Saresh had moved freely between the tables in the mess hall, but none of the other higher-ranked officers had done so. To me, it had always been one of the most bizarre facets of the hierarchical ordering of ship’s life. Recalling Zey’s reaction in the briefing, I realized that it must seem bizarre to him too. He had two brothers on the Pinion, and he hadn’t eaten a meal with one of them in nine months. Not on board, at any rate. Maybe the rules were relaxed on starhavens and planets. I would have to ask about that.
The invitation also noted that attire for the dinner would be semiformal civilian wear—no uniforms. That was intriguing. Uniforms had been compulsory at all of the officers’ dinners at which I’d served. I’d seen my crewmates in uniforms and loungewear but not much in between. I wondered what constituted semiformal attire among the Vardeshi, and what I should wear to match them. The fact that half of my wardrobe had just been blown out into space would streamline the decision a little. During the recreation hour that day I caught up with Khiva, who had admired the beaded necklace I’d worn to the music concert, and asked if she’d be willing to serve as my fashion consultant. She seemed genuinely flattered to be asked. In my quarters, I waved to my cabinets and the narrow vertical compartment which housed my dresses and spare uniforms. “Help yourself.”
Watching Khiva peer into my drawers was like another visual echo of Hathan’s search of my belongings. Her inspection was thorough but decisive; she immediately rejected everything except the dresses, which narrowed down the possibilities considerably. Studying the handful of garments that remained, she asked, “How do you want to look?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Presentable, I guess. Can you point out the ones that are too revealing? I think our concept of modesty is a little more relaxed than yours.”
She held up a couple of dresses against my body to gauge their length and moved one of them to the reject group. I cast a dubious look over the others. “Do you think I should just borrow something? Maybe that would be easier.”
“Definitely not,” she said firmly. “You’re human. You should wear something from Earth. I think . . . this one.” She held out the dress I would have chosen on my own: green, with a modest but flattering scoop neckline. The long sleeves would hide the bandages on my arm. “Sohra and Ziral won’t be wearing anything like this.”
I frowned. “So what you’re saying is that I’m going to stand out.”
“Well, of course. But you’d stand out even in your uniform.”
I sighed. “Yeah, I know.”
I spent a couple of desultory minutes picking through the minimal jewelry I’d brought, although I was fairly sure I was going to wear my gold bar necklace and matching studs. Khiva had drifted back to my dresses. “It’s too bad this one is too formal,” she said. “I love it. It’s so vibrant. We almost never wear this color.”
I looked up, surprised, and saw that she had found the floor-length blue silk gown I’d bought in the Zurich boutique. She ran an admiring hand along the lustrous fabric.
“Vardeshi don’t wear blue?”
“Not this shade. Most people would say it’s a little too dramatic. Since it’s the color of blood.”
Crestfallen, I said, “I didn’t think of that. And I bought it in case I needed a formal dress for Vardesh Prime. I guess I’ll never wear it now.”
“Why not? You should. It’s stunning.”
“Dramatic, you said. I think I attract enough attention as it is.”
Khiva looked from me to the gown and said pensively, “You know, for someone who volunteered to leave home and represent your culture among strangers, you’re pretty reluctant to stand out.”
I took the dress gently out of her hand and slotted it into place at the far end of the rack, behind my uniforms, where it would be more or less hidden from sight. “It may not matter. I don’t know if I’m even going to Vardesh Prime anymore. For all I know, the Council’s already recalled me to Earth, and I just haven’t gotten the message yet.”
I showered and dressed in the same peevish mood, but as I entered the officers’ dining room a little later, I found my spirits lifting. I’d rejected my gold stud earrings at the last minute in favor of the tiny diamonds my parents had given me at our farewell dinner. Sohra admired them at once, which gratified my feminine vanity, though she was alarmed to realize that the posts went all the way through my ears. I was glad Vethna was absent; he would have felt obligated to make some comment about human barbarism. If the others had thoughts along those lines, they went mercifully unvoiced.
Sohra looked beautiful, and I told her so. She and Ziral were both wearing dresses in rich velvety fabrics that gleamed in the dim light. Sohra’s was pale gray, with almost architectural pleating at the neckline. Ziral’s was purple and had a scattering of stones like tiny amethysts stitched onto the bodice. Saresh and Hathan wore dark colors, but each of their overcoats had a wide band of bright contrasting embroidery ornamenting a sleeve or a hem. As we settled into our places for dinner, I wondered whose idea it had been to relax the dress code. Whoever it was, I applauded their foresight. Sartorial observations eased us through the first awkward minutes, and by the time I was seated between Ziral and Hathan, a glass of prosecco in my hand, I was genuinely beginning to enjoy myself. Adding to the entertainment value of the evening was the fact that Zey was present as a server. He was supposed to be ignoring me, and vice versa, but every time I caught his eye I had to struggle to keep from laughing.
I had meant to spend the evening as an observer, but my companions seemed determined to draw me out. Their initial questions about how I’d come to speak Vardeshi led inevitably to others, and soon I found myself fumbling for words to evoke the chilly seas of northern California and the cries of gulls and sea lions drifting through the fog as I bicycled along the water on my way to class. Sohra asked me about my hometown. My reference to the autumnal colors of New England prompted a comparison with Nasthav Province on the southern continent of Vardesh Prime, and I listened enthralled as Hathan described its storm-tossed gray seas, stony shores, and the eternally gold and copper leaves of its forests. From there the talk flowed more easily. I learned that the Fleet Institute was located in the city of Khezendri on the northern continent, which was snowbound for much of the year. Saresh painted a picture of a landscape that was spare and forbidding yet hauntingly beautiful. I found that I could almost picture it, the city with its illuminated glass spires nestled deep in the cleft of a valley, enclosed on all sides by knife-sharp peaks honed by the wind to irregular shapes. Ziral, who had grown up on a planet called Rikasa, spoke with palpable yearning of its twin moons, one white, one gold, and of spare hours spent wandering in its mountains, where twisted gray trees spread a canopy of crimson leaves overhead.
“Rikasa,” I repeated, wondering if two new planets were too much to hope for. Could life possibly offer so much richness? For those few moments, I allowed myself to imagine that it might.
We were finishing our entrees—a palatable vegetable curry for me, a small roasted fowl served with variously colored dipping sauces for the others—when I made the comment that we had spent most of the meal talking about geography. “Is that odd?” I asked.
Sohra murmured something, a Vardeshi phrase I couldn’t quite catch. The others nodded.
Hathan said, “It’s a mood that takes deep-space travelers from time to time. We weren’t designed to spend months in artificial environments. We miss the feeling of being soilside. Living without walls, with the sky overhead and solid ground under our feet. We call it ivri avanshekh.”
“The longing for . . . stability?” I ventured.
“I might say permanence.”
“Can you feel ivri avanshekh
for a world you’ve never seen?”
His smile was slight, but it was there. “That’s ivri khedai.”
“The longing for another sky,” I said.
Saresh quoted something that sounded like a proverb. Sohra translated it into English for my benefit, but I’d caught most of it on the first hearing. “Ivri khedai
brings you into the dark, ivri avanshekh
brings you home again.”
If that was true, I thought, then what was to be done when one felt the conflicting pull of both desires at once? Until I’d tried to describe California, I hadn’t realized how desperately I missed Earth, the physical fact and texture of it. But the images my companions’ words had conjured in my mind of Vardesh Prime and Rikasa were equally compelling. I felt drawn impossibly toward two destinations at once, or even three. I wondered if the Vardeshi had a phrase for that. The longing for direction, maybe.
The conversation was intoxicating, Hathan’s nearness even more so, but I was careful throughout the night not to turn my attention to him any more frequently than to the others at the table. Instead I watched his dark sleeve with its pattern of bronze stitching, which I could see clearly without turning my head. Once or twice I looked up to meet Saresh’s level blue gaze and knew we were both thinking about the truth that had been exposed during the Listening. This was the first time since then that we had been together with Hathan in anything resembling a social context. Saresh was measuring my circumspection as much as I was measuring his.
All of us had been avoiding bringing up Vekesh or the catastrophic events of a few days ago, but I knew the subject was bound to arise eventually. Toward the end of the meal it did. In place of dessert, the Vardeshi ended their formal meals with small plates of savory morsels. These had been passed around, as had the brandy. I had a glass of whiskey and my own tiny plate—laid out that afternoon—of cheese and smoked almonds. There came a lull in the conversation. I was studying the color of my whiskey and mentally adding the evening to my other favorite recollections of the preceding months, like fitting a bead onto a string.
Then Sohra said, “Tonight never would have happened under Vekesh. He wouldn’t have allowed it. I’m glad he’s gone. I’ve learned more about Earth tonight than I did in the last three months.”
Her directness took me by surprise, but the others seemed unfazed. Ziral made a comment to the effect that the lowest-ranking crew members, namely myself, Zey, and Sohra, had been the first to sense that something was amiss with Vekesh.
Unthinkingly I answered, “Well, the eagle may have the keener eyes, but the sparrow flies closer to the ground.” It was an odd thing to say for two reasons: first because I’d never heard the idiom before, and second because the words came out in rapid and nearly accentless Vardeshi.
Everyone at the table stared at me. Zey, who had been moving around collecting dinner plates as silently as a shadow, froze in place. Then Hathan said slowly, “What did you just say?”
I looked around at their startled expressions. “I have no idea where that came from. I’ve never heard that expression before.”
“I have.” Saresh looked at each of his brothers, casually ignoring the fact that Zey was supposed to be invisible. “We all have. Our father says it.”
He and I stared at each other. Uncertainly I said, “Is it possible that you . . . sent it to me somehow? During the Listening? Is that a thing that happens with telepathy?”
“Not to my knowledge, no.”
Thinking back, I realized that over the past few days I’d understood a number of idioms I couldn’t recall consciously learning. And there had been that joke of Hathan’s in the briefing. And, a few minutes ago, the proverb whose translation I hadn’t needed. If I’d thought about the change at all, it had been to assume that the weeks of immersion were finally taking effect. But maybe that was wrong.
Even as I was thinking it through, Saresh said, “At odd moments, these last couple of days, I’ve heard snatches of songs. Earth songs. Ones I’ve never heard before. I think . . . maybe they’re yours.”
“Can you remember any of them?” Ziral asked.
He quoted a couple of lyrics. I laughed incredulously. “Yeah, that’s one of mine.” The song was a thoroughly overplayed pop hit from a couple of summers back. I drank some of my whiskey. My hand trembled on the glass. This was more than a faint affinity that lingered for a few minutes and then dissipated. This was a permanent transfer of memory from each of us to the other. It was a tiny change, but a change nonetheless: the imprint of his mind on mine, and my mind on his. Saresh was watching me again. I met his gaze. “I guess the Listening didn’t go as smoothly as we thought.”
“Apparently not,” he agreed. “But if idioms and song lyrics are the worst we have to contend with, I think we’ll be all right.”
Hathan said, “All the same, you’ll need to inform Rhevi Daskar. And the Echelon. And I think it’s safe to say that there won’t be any more cross-species Listenings for a while.”
I turned my glass around, watching the shifting play of light in its amber depths, lost in thought. I had already known that Saresh and I would carry the marks of that night for the rest of our lives, burned indelibly into our skin. Now I knew we were doubly marked. We would carry its traces in our minds as well. I had never been much given to superstition, but as I sat there I had an odd sense of convergence, of the fatedness of things. I pictured Dr. Sawyer and Novak Takheri sitting across from each other in a small white room not unlike those at the Villiger Center, forging the first in a series of links that would propel me twenty-five long years later into friendship with one Takheri son, love with another, and a peculiar yet undeniable kinship with the third. It was like catching another glimpse of a winding path laid out before me, radiant and ephemeral, luring me onward. And all at once I knew in a flash of pure conviction what my answer to the Echelon would be. I wanted to go on. I had set my feet on that path, and I might be shaken and frightened, but I wasn’t ready to turn back. The tidal pull of ivri khedai still drew me forward into the dark. I would follow it as far as it took me.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Ahnir began arranging the senek dishes. There was something odd about that, but I was so absorbed in my thoughts that it took a moment for the strangeness to register. Then I realized what was wrong: Zey should have been the one to serve the senek. I looked around for him, in vain. He was gone. I had never known him to abandon a task, however menial, when it was only half finished. But that was exactly what he had done. Sometime after I quoted his father’s idiom, perhaps during my moment of shared discovery with Saresh or the introspective pause that followed it, he had left the room.
When dinner ended I set off in search of him. I went to his quarters first, but there was no response when I pressed the call button on his door panel. Either he was ignoring me or he wasn’t there. He wasn’t in the mess hall either, or in the lounge, which was nearly empty. Khiva and Vethna were playing a desultory dice game at the bar. Khiva told me she’d passed Zey in the residential corridor a few minutes ago. Vethna sat silently, avoiding my eyes.
I went back to Zey’s quarters and pressed the call button repeatedly. After the third buzz, he opened the door. “What do you want, Eyvri?”
The words stung, though I had been bracing myself for rejection. “Can we talk?”
“I don’t feel like talking.”
“Can I come in, then? You don’t have to talk to me.”
“I don’t feel like company either.”
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll leave you alone. But I hope, when you’re ready, you’ll talk to me.”
I waited for him to close the door. He stood on the threshold with his fingers resting on the panel for a long irresolute moment. Then, unexpectedly, he stepped back and allowed me in. I had been in Zey’s quarters many times before, back when we were still watching Divided by Stars. They were nearly identical to my own, but with little ornamentation of any kind. Whether their sparse furnishings denoted a personal preference or a universally masculine disregard for interior design, I didn’t know. In the past, we had sat side by side on his bed in comfortably platonic fashion with my laptop resting on a stool on the floor. I knew from experience that the gray blanket habitually folded at the foot of the bed was impossibly soft.
Not knowing what else to do, I sat down on the edge of the bed, took hold of a corner of the blanket, and began mindlessly folding it over, smoothing out the crease, and folding it again. Zey still hadn’t moved from the doorway. He wasn’t much better at disguising his emotions than I was; he looked as if he was already regretting the decision to let me in.
When I couldn’t stand the silence any longer, I said, “Look, I didn't know what else to do, okay? I was scared. I had to protect myself. The Listening was the only way I could think of to get anyone on my side.”
“I know that.”
“I didn’t want to do it.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
There was another little silence. Again I was the one to break it. “I’m sorry. You’re right. That was a stupid thing to say.”
Zey shook his head. “Saresh said it too. Don’t you see that it doesn’t change anything? It doesn’t matter what you wanted. The Listening worked on you. That door that won’t open for me . . . You’re on the other side of it now. You’re just like the rest of them.”
“That’s not true,” I said. “The door did open for me, you’re right. But it might not open twice. And I’ll never find out, because I’m never going to try another Listening.”
“You might feel that way right now, but that’s an impossible promise, and you know it.”
The temptation to lay the truth before him—to explain exactly what had been revealed during my brief communion with Saresh, and why I was so certain that I would never allow another Vardeshi into my mind—was almost overpowering. The words rose unbidden to my lips. I forced them down. Telling Zey about my feelings for Hathan wouldn’t help either of us. And I couldn’t afford to share my secret with anyone else, least of all another Takheri. All I could do was repeat, “I won’t do it again. It’s too private.”
“Of course it’s too private!” he exploded. “It’s not meant for you.”
“Do you think I don’t know that? You were there tonight. You heard what Saresh said. He’s never heard of a memory transfer like ours. What if it means something went wrong? Do you have any idea how terrifying that is for me?”
“Do you have any idea how humiliating it is for me?” he shot back. “He’s my brother. How do you think it feels to know you’re carrying a piece of him around in your head? When he tried to Listen to me, there was nothing. Not a whisper. We must have tried a hundred times. And it worked for you on the first—”
He broke off abruptly, clenching his fists and screwing his face up tightly in a way I knew meant he was trying not to cry. I felt an answering ache at the back of my own throat. I didn’t say anything.
After a little while the lines softened in his face and he said again, “He’s my brother.”
He sounded so young and so hurt that I wanted to scoop him up in my arms like a lost child. I knew better than to act on that impulse, least of all because my arm was still healing. I settled for saying, “I know. I’m sorry. It’s not fair.”
Zey sighed deeply. He hadn’t left the doorway all the time we’d been talking, but now he came over to the bed and sat down beside me. “I’m not angry at you.”
“That’s not what it sounds like.”
“All right, I’m a little angry at you,” he conceded.
“That’s okay. At least you’re talking to me.”
“Can I be angry at you and still be your friend? Is that something humans understand?”
“Yeah. We do it all the time. What about you guys?”
He nodded.
“I don’t know how to fix this,” I said. “I know it changes things. But I’m not going to start taking rana and hanging out in the lounge when there’s a Listening. I’m still the same person I was before. I’m still your friend.”
“For now,” he said gloomily.
“What do you mean, for now?”
“Until you go home.”
“Ah,” I said. “In that case, it looks like you’re stuck with me for another nine months.”
Zey had been staring down at his bedspread, apparently examining its weave. Now his dark eyes lifted to mine. “What?”
“You heard me.”
“You’re staying?”
“I’m staying. If the Council and the Echelon will let me.”
“Since when?” he demanded.
“Since . . . oh, about an hour ago. I just decided.”
“You’re sure?”
“Completely.”
“Good,” he said simply. “You should stay.”
The tightness in my chest eased a little. I sent up silent thanks to the universe that he had been willing to talk to me. I didn’t know what I would do without him. I had survived Vekesh’s attack, and I could handle the destruction of my tech. But if I lost Zey’s friendship, I might as well turn around and go home.
Zey swung his legs up onto the bed and stretched them out behind me, then lay back, folding his arms behind his head. Taking the movement for implicit permission to stay a little longer, I settled myself more comfortably against the wall.
He said, “I wish we could just forget everything that’s happened over the last week and watch some TV. But we can’t even do that, because my brilliant brother shoved all your tech out an airlock.”
“You know about that?” I had been dreading breaking the news to him.
“Of course. You should have heard the fight we had over it. If I had my way, he’d be out there right now, picking up the pieces. Preferably without a pressure suit.”
“Did you say that to him?”
He snorted. “Say it? I was trying to drag him to the airlock when Saresh stepped in. Poor Saresh. He always gets stuck playing diplomat. He’s patched up a lot of arguments over the years, but that had to be one of the worst.”
“Are things still bad between you and—the khavi?”
It was an awkward verbal sidestep, and it drew an odd look from Zey, but he didn’t comment on it. “Oh, we’re fine now. One thing about Hathan, he always admits when he’s wrong.”
Back in my room, I contemplated checking the shower schedule, decided against it, and undressed slowly for bed. My last thoughts before sleep were shot through with images of what might lie ahead if the Council didn’t compel me to return to Earth. I wanted to see the snows of Khezendri, and the red forests of Rikasa with its two moons. I wanted to visit Nasthav Province, where the Takheris had grown up, and stand on the shore, looking out across the dark water. If all of that was denied me, I wanted to sit at that table again, drink in hand, listening as the conversation shuttled back and forth in English or in almost-attainable Vardeshi. Next to Hathan, who had heard in my question about ivri avanshekh
the ardency of a fellow explorer. He had smiled. I wanted to see him smile again.
In the morning I awakened to an influx of messages from Earth. There was one from Councillor Seidel. I watched it first.
“Avery,” he said briskly, “the Council has reviewed your report, and we’ve reached a decision. If you can possibly stomach it, we’d like you to stay in the field. What the Vardeshi have given you, first through the telepathic contact with your hadazi and now with the Echelon’s offer, amounts to unprecedented access to their people. They seem to feel they owe you something. We’d like you to capitalize on that feeling. In purely practical terms, the Vardeshi have far more to offer us than we have to offer them. You’ve given us an edge we can’t afford to waste. That being said, no one on the Council is dismissing your recent experiences. The imprisonment and the injury are both significant traumas. You’re the best judge of your own physical and mental competence. If you’re ready to come home, just say the word. We’ll welcome you back like the hero you are.”
Well, I thought, that made things easy. I’d suspected the Council would see things in that light, but I hadn’t been sure. It had always been a numbers game; if the pragmatic voices outnumbered the sentimental ones, Earth’s interests would come before mine. Seidel’s take was cynical, but he was right. The Vardeshi could walk away from the alliance at any point with no material loss. The cost to Earth would be far greater. There was no end to the gifts the Vardeshi could bestow upon us if they chose to. Their superior tech had the potential to revolutionize our medicine, transportation, food production, virtually any of our industries overnight. Our best hope of accessing those benefits was to press any advantage they gave us. The Council wouldn’t pull me out for a mere graze on the arm. Idly I wondered how bad the wound would have had to be for them to bring me home.
There was a message from Anton as well. He was less cavalier about my health than Seidel had been. “I don’t like what I’m seeing, Avery. You’ve lost weight, and your sleep patterns are erratic. Frankly, your telemetry is alarming. It’s clear that you’ve been under sustained stress since we initially lost contact with you. And you’ve had more incidents of concern than I’d like to see. Obviously the shooting wasn’t your fault, but if that cut on your hand had become infected, you might have been in real trouble. You need to be more careful. I’m glad to see that your doctor on board the Pinion seems to be relatively capable. I can’t find fault with her treatment of your gunshot wound. But I’d like you to continue sending daily photos for at least the next ten days. And if your sleep and blood-pressure stats don’t improve, you may need to stay on Arkhati Starhaven for a period of observation before moving on. Your exposure to telepathy is another area of concern, but I’ll let Dr. Okoye speak to that.”
I had tensed a little during Anton’s message, but as soon as I saw Dr. Okoye’s face, I relaxed again. She had filmed the message in her office; I recognized the vibrant orange and yellow tapestry hanging on the wall behind her. “I know you’re in the midst of deciding whether to continue with your mission,” she said. “Councillor Seidel will urge you to go on. I’m not going to push you either way. After three months among the Vardeshi, your instincts are better than mine. And you have one extraordinary asset: if the reports of your telepathic contact are true, you’ve seen inside the mind of one of their people. That fact places you so far beyond the realm of my experience, and I think all human experience, that I don’t feel qualified to advise you. But if you want my opinion, here it is. Whatever else you may have gained from the Listening, it gave you a glimpse into the thoughts of one Vardeshi. What did you sense from him? Kindness? Integrity? Sincerity of intent? Did the contact leave you feeling safer than before, or more at risk? Vekesh has given you one point of reference for the character of his people. Saresh has given you another. If you weigh them against each other, it may help to illuminate your path going forward.”
That, I thought, was exactly what had happened last night. The way forward had been illuminated, though not quite in the manner she suggested. I hadn’t arrived at a clean and impartial judgment as to whether the collective honor of the Vardeshi outweighed their capacity for treachery. I had simply realized that I wasn’t yet ready to let them go. I wasn’t sure anyone on Earth would accept my reasoning, if it even merited the term. But I understood now, in a visceral way I hadn’t before, that the life on the line was my own. My reasons were the only ones that mattered.
When I had viewed all the messages from Earth, I sent one of my own to the Echelon. In it I said simply that I had weighed my options and wished to continue on my way to Vardesh Prime as initially planned. I added that my preference was to remain with my original crew—minus Vekesh, naturally. I said our two races were different enough that it seemed wasteful to abandon the relationships I had begun to form. I concluded by stating that the changes implemented by Khavi Takheri had convinced me that the Pinion would be a different ship under his command than it had been under Vekesh. I reviewed the transmission, sent it, and went to the mess hall.
Hathan was there, finishing breakfast with Ziral. To my surprise, he waved me to a seat. Quickly I summarized my message to the Echelon.
“Excellent,” he said. “I’ll inform the crew. This will be good for morale.”
Ziral favored me with a smile almost as rare as Hathan’s.
The others, too, seemed touchingly pleased that I had chosen to stay on the Pinion. The only one of my crewmates to express any misgivings about my decision was Saresh. Tactfully, he waited until we were alone to voice them. It was evening, and I had found my way, as I usually did, to the lounge. I had traded Daskar a mystery novel for a series of Vardeshi poems in the vernacular—another sign, if any were needed, that the Pinion was becoming a place for genuine cultural interchange—and I had curled up in an empty alcove to puzzle out the first one.
I hadn’t made much progress, though, because I kept getting distracted by the noise from the bar. Hathan was sitting there with Zey, Ahnir, and Vethna. The four of them were absorbed in a fast-paced game I hadn’t seen before. It seemed to involve rolling three many-sided dice, not the ones I’d played with, and threading colorful glass discs onto an assortment of metal rods of different heights. The game was punctuated by curses and bursts of masculine laughter. As I watched, Ahnir refilled all the participants’ glasses from a tall carafe of frothy gray beer. I couldn’t hear their talk at all, but during a lull in the background noise, I caught enough of it to realize that it wasn’t standard Vardeshi. Of course, I thought with grim humor, as soon as I started to gain some facility with their language, an impenetrable new dialect would have to appear.
I had just settled myself down to work again when I heard a light step outside my alcove. I glanced up to see Saresh looking in through the curtain. “Room for another?” he asked.
“Of course.” I pulled my feet up to make space for him.
He leaned his cane against the frame of the canopy, ducked under the curtain, and sat down beside me, settling his injured leg carefully on the cushions. There came another shout of laughter from the bar. We both looked toward it.
“What are they speaking?” I asked.
“That’s the north continent dialect. Ahnir’s family is from the north. The others picked it up at the Institute.”
“And so did you,” I guessed.
“Of course.”
“It sounds completely different from standard Vardeshi,” I said. “Is it difficult?”
“Not if you happen to find yourself living in Khezendri for a few years. Otherwise, yes, I expect it’s very difficult.” I wrinkled my nose. Saresh laughed. “Don’t worry. You chose right. The climate is better on the south continent, so most of our aristocratic families made their way there. The southern dialect is the refined one.”
My gaze had drifted again to the bar. I watched as Hathan took his turn with the dice. He studied the columns of glass discs. Then he and Zey seemed to see something at the same instant. They both lunged for the top disc on one of the metal rods. Zey was a split second faster. He snatched the disc triumphantly out of Hathan’s reach. The entire group erupted in laughter. I couldn’t help smiling a little myself, for reasons that had nothing to do with Zey’s incomprehensible victory and everything to do with the savage delight on his face.
“Speaking of difficult things,” Saresh said, and something in his tone pulled my eyes back to him. “I’m glad you’ve decided to stay. I hope you know that. However—and I may be overstepping the boundaries of our friendship by saying this—I hope you’re staying for the right reasons.”
I felt a tiny spark of warmth inside at the words our friendship. “Don’t worry. I’m—let’s just say I’m aware of the realities of my situation.”
“I know you are. But understanding the facts is one thing. Living with them is another. Are you sure you wouldn’t be happier in another posting?”
“I’m sure. I like the Pinion. I’ve made friends here. I don’t want to start over on a ship full of strangers. I like the changes Ha—the khavi’s been making. No more language policy. No more isolation. And maybe I’m imagining it, but the Pinion just feels like a safer place without Vekesh.”
“You’re not imagining it,” Saresh said. “I feel the same way. And the crew? Everyone is treating you with respect?”
“Pretty much. I’m never going to be Vethna’s favorite person, but then, he’s never going to be mine.”
“Has he apologized?”
“Yes. Reluctantly.”
Saresh nodded. “Good. It’s important for things to move forward.” He hesitated. “How are things with Zey?”
“They’re . . .” I bit my lip. “Moving forward. They’re not perfect.”
“I don’t see how they could be. And I don’t see any other way things could have gone. Hathan would never have believed you without the Listening. It was necessary.”
“I know.” I took a breath and let it out carefully against a sudden ache, like a cramp, in my chest. “Can I ask you something? It’s not about the Listening.” Saresh nodded. I went on, “I asked this once before, and you promised to answer me at the end of the year. But I don’t know how much longer I’ll be here, and I want an answer now. Your people have starships. You have telepathy. Your lives are full of things we would call miracles, and you hardly even notice them. What can humanity give you that you don’t already have?”
“I thought you would know the answer to that, after what happened with Vekesh.”
I shook my head. “I don’t.”
“A reminder,” Saresh said quietly, “that the universe can still surprise us. Until you arrived on the Pinion, I thought I’d seen Zey truly happy. Until a week ago, I thought I knew who Reyjai Vekesh was. I was wrong on both counts. It isn’t a comfortable feeling, but it’s a necessary one. You challenge our complacency.” He paused, then added soberly, “That may be why so many of us hate you so much.”
The days passed quickly after that. On the afternoon before we were scheduled to dock, I packed my things. I felt an unexpected ache of loss as I stood looking around my quarters. My duffel bag sat beside a stack of orange crates next to the door. Denuded of my decorations and personal touches, the little room was startlingly bare. No matter what was decided in the tribunal, this would be my last night here. The repairs to the Pinion could take months, assuming the ship was even deemed salvageable by the mechanics on Arkhati.
If my crewmates and I continued on toward Vardesh Prime together, we would do so on a different ship.
At evening briefing Ziral announced that there would be another music concert after dinner. “This may be the last time we’re all together as a crew,” she said. “Let’s not waste it. Tonight in the lounge, after senek. No uniforms.”
After the requisite half hour of agonizing in front of my closet, I put on jeans and a velvety top and went to grab beers from the mess hall. Khiva was there doing the same thing. “You singing tonight?” she asked.
I laughed. “Definitely not. I don’t want you all asking for new assignments tomorrow.”
She poured the cloudy liquid into a glass vessel, tilted her head to judge the level, and added a little more. “Are you sure? This could be your last chance.”
“I’m crossing my fingers that the Echelon sees things my way.”
Khiva looked perplexed at the expression. I explained, demonstrating with my right hand, as the left one was holding two beers and a bottle opener. Her expression cleared. “Ah. You’re raising your sigil toward the stars.” She lifted her own right hand, palm flat, as if to indicate the height of someone substantially taller than herself.
I nodded. “If I had a sigil, that’s exactly what I’d be doing with it.”
We walked to the lounge talking companionably about fashion—there were some good boutiques on Arkhati, Khiva said, and it was time to expand my Vardeshi wardrobe beyond the five uniforms of which it was currently comprised—and settled ourselves in one of the middle alcoves.
Within a few minutes the rest of the crew had arrived. Ahnir, Saresh, and Daskar had produced their instruments and were tuning them when Hathan approached and said a few quiet words to them. Ahnir offered his string instrument to Hathan, who took it and made a few final adjustments as the other three went to stand against the bar.
“What’s he doing?” Khiva said in an undertone. “He doesn’t sing.”
“Never?”
She shrugged. “Not in the nine months I’ve known him.”
Ziral peered through the curtain, and Khiva waved her in. She sat down, folding her feet neatly under her, and held out her glass for Khiva to fill. “This should be interesting. The concert was his idea. But I didn’t know he was planning on singing.”
Hathan had finished tuning Ahnir’s mandolin. The rest of the crew must have been watching as closely as I was, because he silenced the room with a single look. Without further prelude, and with no evident apprehension or self-consciousness, he began to play.
I was instantly transfixed. His touch on the strings was deft, and the melody it produced was simple and plaintive. He played a few bars and then started to sing in a tenor voice that washed over me like light, it was so rich and clear. His singing was as minimal as his playing. It was like he was trying to vanish within the music, offering up nothing to the audience but the sound itself. The song he had chosen was whimsical and contemplative. I heard humor in it, and sorrow, and a sense of solitude as deep as an ocean. Without being able to understand any of the words, I knew intuitively that it described a search for something elusive.
Hathan’s eyes never left the strings of the mandolin as he played, and I was glad of it, because mine never left his face. He sang three or four verses in all, played a few more measures of the accompaniment, and stopped.
When the last golden notes had faded into silence, Ahnir came forward to reclaim his instrument. I couldn’t make out his words, but the gesture he made was unequivocally one of invitation; he was entreating Hathan to sing again. Hathan, smiling a little himself, raised a hand in polite demurral and went over to stand next to Saresh at the bar.
“Well, that was unexpected,” Ziral murmured. “What do you think brought it on?”
“Eyvri, probably,” Khiva said so easily that she took my breath away. She went on, “Who knows what the Echelon will decide? Tonight could be his last chance to perform for a human. Yours too, by the way.”
“Good point.” Ziral swung herself out of the alcove and went with enviable confidence toward the musicians.
I leaned back against the wall, grateful for the partial shelter of the gauzy curtain. My heart was pounding so violently I was certain it must be audible to the Vardeshi, with their sharper hearing. Khiva’s offhand words had confirmed what I already suspected. Hathan’s song had been for me. I hadn’t forgotten his words at the last music concert: I prefer to wait for inspiration. He hadn’t decided to perform tonight on a whim. He was apologizing, in his own oblique way, for the way he had treated me under Vekesh’s tenure. There was nothing remotely romantic about the gesture, and I would have been beyond deluded to interpret it that way. But he had sung a song tonight, after nine months of silence; and he had sung it for me.
The concert went on. When, some time later, I found myself standing next to Hathan at the bar, I was able to tell him in a passably normal voice how beautiful his song had been.
“What did you hear in it?” he asked.
We were speaking English, so for once I was able to answer without fumbling for the right words. When I had finished my description, he said, “Are you sure you don’t speak archaic?” I flushed with pleasure at the compliment, a fact I prayed the dimness would conceal as he continued, “That was the 'Lament for Lost Travelers.' It’s about looking for the way home.”
“Ivri avanshekh,” I said.
“That’s right.”
With a rueful laugh I said, “Sometimes I think our people understand each other better without words.”
“A strange sentiment,” Hathan said, “since it was our words that drew you to us in the first place. But I know what you mean. The old songs are expressive. That’s why we’re still singing them. Then again”—his gray gaze flicked upward to meet mine, the same quick assessing look I had seen in the interview room all those months ago, with a glint of humor in it that I hadn’t known to look for then—“it’s been a thousand years. Maybe it’s time we learned some new ones.”




Glossary of Vardeshi and Translated Terms
azdreth: the Flare; a malady affecting deep-space travelers which causes temporary madness
Blank: one who lacks even latent telepathic abilities
Echelon: the governing body of Vardesh Prime
hadazi: ship’s mentor
ivri avanshekh: the longing for permanence; homesickness
ivri khedai: the longing for another sky; wanderlust
kevet: eating utensil
khadrath: alone
khavi: commander of a ship
Listening: a telepathic exchange
nivakh: a large, slow-witted bearlike animal
novi: the lowest rank in the Fleet hierarchy
pikvith: sexual plaything
rana: a drug that temporarily unlocks the abilities of latent telepaths
ranshai: a martial art
rhevi: lower rank analogous to lieutenant
senek: tea-like beverage with mild tranquilizing qualities
starhaven: space station
suvi: second-in-command
Vox: telepath whose abilities are under conscious command at all times
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