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  Chapter 1
Kai


“Hsst, Kai,” Hesk calls from the corner where he’s on lookout. “Hurry lad, there’s lawkeepers a block away.” 
I slap paint onto the door, smearing it over Habeni Corporate Council Headquarters in the rough shape of a flower petal. It looks more like a purple-yellow blob than a nascent bloom surrounded by thorns, but it’ll do. I’ve got to go, or my first time tagging Habeni property for the resistance will be my last.
Hesk tears past me into the night. I toss the brush and take off after him, accidentally kicking over a paint can. Bright yellow splatters across the sidewalk. I wince. No way is any smug Habeni going to clean up the mess. They’ll force a Matalan, one of my people, to do it. While their so-called betters howl at them to hurry the job.
No time for regrets. I run harder.
“Having fun, my boy?” Hesk yells back over his shoulder.
A glance behind me and I see three Habeni lawkeepers in armored black uniforms racing up the sidewalk, getting closer. Light glints off their helmets and their long-barreled silver weapons.
Yeah. Fun.
I pour on the speed, desperate to get out of range. The lawkeepers shout for us to stop. I wonder if that command ever works.
We reach the Osch River. The waterway slices the city in half as cleanly as a knife, the posh Habeni estates and businesses on this side, the shanties and stench of the Matalan sector—my home—on the other. A crisp spring wind whips off the water, which reflects the violet glow of the rising moons. Overhead, low-grav transports whoosh by buildings that poke up into the sky like uneven teeth. Surface vehicles wind along the river road.
Hesk gives me a nod and we separate. My hobnail boots pound the pavement as I run east toward the Condati City Spaceport. Two lawkeepers follow Hesk, only one comes after me. I thank the gods for my luck.
I round a corner and dive into a dimly lit alley between two brick buildings. A tick later, my pursuer dashes past the alley opening. I’ve got to hurry. There’s not much time before he figures out where I went and comes back.
Struggling to slow my breathing and my thundering heart, I peel off my gloves and hooded black coveralls. Now I’m in the gear they make all Matalan males wear, rough wool tan tunic and trousers. I lift the lid of one of the refuse bins lining the alley, releasing a host of garbage smells, and stuff the coveralls and gloves deep down inside.
I wipe my sweaty forehead with my sleeve and flatten my mop of red hair the best I can then snatch up a small wooden crate I’d stashed by the bins earlier in case I needed it. Clutching the crate, I walk toward the other end of the alley as the lawkeeper returns.
“You there. Halt!” he shouts.
I do.
“Turn around and face me. Slowly.”
I do that too.
He steps close enough for me to catch the scent of something spicy he ate for dinner, not so close I can get hold of him. Not that I would, though I’m much bigger and likely stronger than this scrawny fellow. Younger too. I’m eighteen, he’s old, maybe forty. I could take him. I’m itching to drop the crate and prove it, but that would be suicide. I have to comply with whatever he demands without a peep.
It’s the law.
My gaze drops to the magshot he clutches in his hand. And if I should forget the law, he has the right to use that weapon to remind me. The magshot looks delicate, with its long, thin barrel and narrow grip, but its sting is deadly. Its burst of juice will fry a body’s guts from the inside out. Too many Matalans have found that out the hard way.
That’s why I took up with the resistance. Why I volunteered to paint a nascent bloom, our symbol of defiance, on the front door of the most powerful Habeni in the land.
To fight that weapon. And the authority behind it.
The lawkeeper unclips a torch from his utility belt with his free hand and thumbs a switch. Light blares into my eyes. I pray there’s no paint specks on my face.
“Where you headed, Mucker?” he demands, spitting the Habeni slur for my people like a curse.
“Spaceport, sir.” Careful not to move too fast, I swivel slightly and jerk my chin toward the opening at the alley’s other end, and the towering building beyond, across the street. Its metal façade gleams in the moonslight.
His bushy, straw-colored eyebrows scrunch in suspicion. “What for?”
“They run out of pickled clewfish at the launch party. Sent me out to fetch more. Velten Academy’s senior class is flying out tonight on a trip to Aine, you know, and they’re having a big send-off.” I add that as if it’s the most important fact in the history of facts.
He snorts. “I didn’t ask for your life story.”
He skims his light over me, lingering on my hands, looking for paint I figure. He shifts and directs the beam up the alley, flashing over the refuse bins. It’s cool here between the buildings but I’m drenched with sweat. If he looks inside the barrels and finds my paint-splattered coveralls and gloves, I’m cooked.
After what seems like days, his light comes back to me and centers on the crate I’m holding. “Open it.”
I lift the lid. His grip tightens on his magshot as he leans closer and cranes his neck to peer into the box. The clewfish is two days old and smells like it, but it still cost plenty to get my hands on a batch. The stuff turns my stomach, even without the rancid stink, but the Habeni upper crust loves it.
The lawkeeper pushes several of the curly-tailed silver fish aside with his torch, hunting for I don’t know what, but finding only more clewfish underneath.
He grunts and clicks off the light. “All right, beat it,” he orders. Then he’s gone.
I don’t relax as I hustle down the alley. I half lied to the lawkeeper. I’m headed to the spaceport, but not to serve this foul fish at the launch party for Velten Academy’s senior class trip. I’ll be going on that trip. If I can evade the law long enough to board the school’s spaceship with the rest of my classmates.
Classmates.
That’s a laugh. I’m nowhere near equal to them. Matalans are only allowed to attend Velten if we agree to work in exchange for lessons. It’s been ten times more work than lessons for me for four years now, but the lessons they do allow I gobble down whole.
More work for me and the other servants on this trip, too, but at least the journey will take me off planet long enough for what Hesk and I did to die down. Or the resistance’s next defiant act catches the law’s attention.
And there’s one thing to look forward to. The only Habeni I can tolerate, a certain feisty redhead, will be there. Perhaps we’ll have the chance to talk. Or be alone together.
An unwelcome warmth shoots through me at the thought. I suppress it.
Meili Bengough is one of them. The people who’ve lorded it over mine for generations, the people who’ve forgotten we were once akin. The people who see the small differences, the color of our hair and eyes, as proof of their superiority. Meili may have taken a shot at Habeni pride with her recent—and surprising—act of defiance, but that doesn’t mean she’s thrown in with the Matalan cause. She’s still one of them.
She’s still my enemy.
The sooner I remember that, the better.
I reach the end of the alley and pause at the opening to do a recon. The spaceport building, thirty-eight stories of gleaming steel, takes up nearly the whole block. Lights flash outside the launch bay doors that ring the top floor. Launch Bay Six is my destination. 
The street I have to cross is broad, clogged with surface vehicles rumbling along the pavement. Pedestrians throng the sidewalk.
So do lawkeepers.
“Dageth’s balls.”
A pack of those peigus converge on the corner, near the service entrance. Maybe they’re on the hunt for a resistance tagger on the run, maybe just looking for Matalans to rough up. No matter, I don’t have much time. I’ve got to get over there.
I grip the crate tighter and dodge traffic as I cross the street then move slowly but steadily down the sidewalk toward the corner. I adopt a cool expression but my insides roil as I near the lawkeepers. I’m so close I hear the low roll of their voices and smell the electricity spitting from the barrels of their idle magshots.
“Hold up,” one of them says as I try to sidle around them.
My gut turns to lead. I’m desperate to keep moving but I know I can’t. Disobeying a lawkeeper’s order is asking for trouble. I stop and brace for arrest, or worse. Sometimes obeying an order is asking for trouble, too.
He steps closer. His body odor is rank and I force myself not to flinch. His keen, yellow-gold eyes bore into me. My heart thunders and I clutch the crate so tight I’m sure the wood will splinter.
“Is that a box of shit?” He points with his weapon and sniffs theatrically. “Or is that your Mucker stench I smell?”
He laughs. A long, self-satisfied guffaw. I yearn to pummel him. The others laugh too, and, though it kills me inside, so do I. I grin and nod like a slupa then bolt around the corner before things can turn ugly.
At the service entrance, I toss the crate. My hands shake and I have trouble gripping the door handle. Dread rushes up my spine. I fear the lawkeepers are creeping up behind me but don’t risk looking back to find out for sure. I somehow manage to get the door open and dart into the building. No one follows.
I snatch up my travel satchel from a corner where I stowed it earlier and stab the button for the freight elevator. It’s the only elevator a Matalan’s allowed to take, unless I want to walk a thousand steps up to the top floor. I hit the button again and again until finally the elevator arrives and the doors shuff open.
I step inside. My heartbeat slows, returning to normal. I allow myself a grin at my success. But it’s only when the doors close and the elevator lurches upward that I’m able to breathe again.






  
  Chapter 2
Meili


“Tell me you’re joking.” My shocked gaze bounces between my mother and father. “Tell me you are not serious.”
“We are serious,” Mother chides. “You’re to join with Ullr Notal this summer. Your father and Ullr’s father agreed on the contract terms last night. Isn’t that right, Lex?” She looks at Father expectantly.
He clears his throat. A delaying tactic he always employs before delivering bad news. “You’ll need to sign the contract, of course, but the details, your dowry, Ullr’s family’s rise in status after you two are joined, and other incentives have already been worked out.”
Anger and hurt clog my throat. One detail Father forgot—to tell me. “But I barely know Ullr. We haven’t spoken more than twice at school.”
Mother dismisses that with a wave. “I didn’t know your father when our alliance was struck. You’ll get to know him. Your trip will last a week, that’s plenty of time.”
I search for Ullr and find him standing with his parents near our school’s interplanetary transport. The Whittal bobs in its dock, chuffing out oily-smelling exhaust as the spaceship powers up for our journey. Ullr has straight, yellow hair and pale amber eyes, as do most Habeni, and he’s dressed in his Velten Academy uniform like the rest of our class. The only thing that sets him apart from the other lads is his spiky mustache.
I shiver. If I sign that contract, we’ll be joined. I’ll be his. Forever. “What if I discover I don’t like him?”
Mother releases a gusty sigh and looks to Father again.
“You’ll learn to like him, Meili,” he says. Weakly. If he can’t convince himself, how does he expect to convince me? “I know it’s a lot to take in, but you’ll understand in time and accept the match. You’ll see.”
“But… don’t I have any say in the matter?”
“Lower your voice,” Mother says.
Her gaze sweeps the room, but I doubt any of my classmates or their family members here for the launch party heard. They’re too busy chatting, sipping champagne and nibbling on buckleberries, pickled clewfish, and other Habeni delicacies to pay attention to our family drama.
“Consider yourself lucky the Notals will have you at all,” Mother continues in an angry half-whisper. “We would’ve preferred an alliance with a top-status family, but they won’t have anything to do with you, after what you did.”
I lift my chin. She acts like I’ve committed a crime, when all I did was stop bleaching my hair. I have red hair, and everyone knows it. Why turn my hair to straw trying to be as fair-haired as all the other Habeni, when people already know I’m different? I’ll be teased and mocked, no matter what. Three weeks ago I decided I’d had enough. I found a hair dye close to my natural color and dyed every last strand a silky, pinkish red.
“Ullr’s your only chance, Meili.” Mother shifts her tone to coaxing. “Unless you prefer to live a life unjoined?”
This is her main line of attack. An effective one. There’s no worse fate for a Habeni woman. Unjoined means without status. Unloved. Unjoined ladies are never seen in society, not at balls or parties or in the shops. Is that the future I want? Stuck at home forever, with only my parents and our servants for company?
“Majj, leave her be,” Father says, stern now. “It’s done. The deal is struck. Give her time to adjust.”
She sniffs but doesn’t argue. That’ll come tonight, when they’re alone. I’ve heard the angry words through the walls. Mother blaming Father’s ancestors for the inferior gene that made me sprout hair as red as a Matalan’s, Father denying it over and over. An alliance between a Matalan and a Habeni is illegal. A child born of that union is a neb, shunned even more than an unjoined woman. Father has always insisted my hair color is a fluke. No one in our family has ever broken the law, he says, and I’ve believed him.
Until now, when even he seems to think my hair matters, the way he’s pushing me into this alliance.
Our chaperone, Mr. Kirl, bounds up the Whittal’s carpeted ramp to the front hatch. “Are you enjoying yourselves?” he calls and a muted cheer rings out. “It’s time to set out on our journey.” Another cheer, heartier this time. “Line up, students, and we’ll get this ship in the air.”
An excited buzz fills the room as everyone says their farewells. I look toward Ullr again. He hugs his mother goodbye, but his eyes are on me. He seems a fine fellow, but what if he’s not? What if he’s the type to go on about how lucky I am he agreed to join with me, as Mother does with Father? What if Ullr and I become them?
Mother’s lips brush my cheek in goodbye. Father draws me into a hug that nearly suffocates me. “Be careful,” he says, a pleading note in his voice. “And don’t worry.”
That makes me worry more, and so does his hug. He never displays such brazen affection, even when we’re alone. I watch him and Mother join the other guests heading toward the commuter craft docking bay, my emotions in a knot.
A petite Matalan woman appears at my elbow. Taryn, my minna, a sort of nanny and governess rolled into one compact package. Silvery strands lace through her dark red hair and the sweet scent of a fresh nascent bloom clings to her ankle-length blue gown.
“Taryn, what should I do?” I know she’s heard everything. She’s been with me my whole life and is always at my side.
“You know what you must do.” Her voice is small, like a songbird’s, masking the steel beneath. “I know you don’t like it. I don’t like it either, but you must do as your father wishes. It’s your duty.” She touches my hand, the barest squeeze. “Sometimes we can’t do what we want. We must do as we’re told.”
I gaze into her emerald-green eyes. When I was young, I thought she knew everything. Thought she had all the answers too. This is one answer I don’t want to hear.
“I guess,” I mutter. “But I don’t have to like it.”
A fond smile touches her lips. “You’ve always kicked, love. I don’t expect you to change.” She hands me my rucksack. “Go get in line. Try to enjoy yourself and try not to fret.”
I shuffle toward the ship, determined to fret the whole way to Aine and back again. I’m in such a daze I nearly collide with Kai, one of the Matalans allowed to work at our school in exchange for lessons. A fair bargain, Mother says, since most Matalans don’t enjoy their own schools and quit to find work at a young age.
I assume he wants my bag, but he doesn’t reach for it. He just… scowls.
“Yes? Is something wrong?” I ask, rattled. He stares at me as if there’s a large insect crawling across my face and he’s desperate to swat it. “You may speak.”
He does. With a ferocity that takes my breath away. “If I was you, I’d tell them where to stuff that joining contract.”
I blink in surprise. I don’t know what shocks me more, Kai’s brashness or that he openly admits to eavesdropping.
No. What shocks me is the way my belly flip-flops as he steps closer. Close enough to catch his scent, musky and a bit like clewfish. He’s tall and broad, with thick, tangled, copper-red hair that brushes his collar, and a face as solid and defiant as his expression—square jaw thrust out, wide nose stuck firmly in my business, and eyes as bright and green as a forest glimmering in the morning sun.
Annoyance, that’s what this flustered feeling must be, what’s making my pulse race and heat tickle my skin. I should be annoyed. Kai’s a senior, like me, and has been at school for years, but I’ve had little contact with him. Now here he is, so near, gazing at me in such an unsettling way.
“You don’t understand,” I snap. “I’ve got to do my duty. I must do what’s expected of someone in my position.”
“No, you don’t.” His voice rumbles with urgency. “You don’t have to do what they tell you. You have a choice. You can say no.”
I must get away. I don’t like the way those piercing eyes make me feel. I don’t like the ideas he’s trying to push into my head, either. “Well, that’s your opinion, for whatever that’s worth. Is there anything else you’d like to give me advice about before we leave?”
Kai’s gaze shifts to my hair. I don’t see scorn or derision in his expression as I do when a Habeni looks at me. I see disappointment. I don’t know why that should bother me, but it does.
“You’re right, my lady.” His voice turns mocking, almost angry. “My opinion’s not worth a ha’penny to someone in your position. Just thought you might stand up and not let them push you around.”
My cheeks burn. Is he calling me a coward? Suddenly I’m glad I’ve never had much contact with Kai at school. He’s the most impertinent Matalan I’ve ever met.
I shove my rucksack at him and dart to the ship. I take my place in line, in the middle as befits my status. He scowls at me as I inch up the ramp. I scowl back.
Changing my hair seems a small act of defiance compared to willfully scuttling an alliance. To intentionally choose to be unjoined. Surely Father would be furious if I refuse to sign the contract. His anger would pale in comparison to Mother’s. Even Taryn thinks I should agree to the match. Everyone thinks so.
Everyone except one bold Matalan with more opinions than sense.
And me.

      [image: ]Chattering voices and the smell of warm bodies and circulated air greet me as I enter the ship. I follow my friend Gwynn down the broad aisle, past plush seats facing each other the length of the cabin. Gwynn scoots into her seat at the middle of the transport and pats the cushion for me to join her. As if I’d sit anywhere else. Our seats are assigned according to status, males and females on opposite sides.
I flop down with zero elegance. Ullr glances at me as he passes on his way to his seat at the rear of the ship. I firmly ignore him and buckle my safety straps, prepping for liftoff when all I really want to do is find an airlock to shoot myself out of.
We soon level off and enter the channel, the travel stream between the planets in this sector. We’ll fly all night and reach the resort moon of Aine late tomorrow morning. A bell dings and we’re free to get up. A Matalan who’s about seventeen and has long, ginger hair tied back by a black bow, begins to move up the aisle, bringing us our rucksacks. Gwynn thanks her with a shy smile.
“That’s Ayva. She’s Kai’s sister,” she says after Ayva passes, as if this is news. The resemblance is obvious, minus the scowling. Gwynn turns back to me and her eyebrows lift in curiosity. “And speaking of Kai, what in the worlds were you two arguing about back at the spaceport?”
I cringe to think of the spectacle I must have made of myself, but I tell her everything. She’s less shocked about Kai’s eavesdropping than the dubious good news of my impending joining.
As soon as the Matalan servants finish loading our gear and board, our chaperone Mr. Kirl seals the hatches and sets the auto-flight controls. The hiss of pressurization fills the cabin and my ears pop. The engines under our feet pulse as the Whittal shimmies forward out of its dock. A moment of hesitation follows, as if the ship is deciding whether to stay or go, then it rockets upward with a roar. My belly falls out of my body. Feels like it, anyway. I doubt I’ll ever get used to spaceflight.
“Ullr? He’s nice, but dull. You don’t seem suited. You’re too lively for him. Are you going to accept the offer?”
I lift a shoulder.
“But you don’t love him.”
“Does that matter?”
Gwynn’s gaze darts to the back of the ship and pink circles dot her cheeks. “Meili, that’s the only thing that matters.”
Fondness surges in my breast. Gwynn’s the model of Habeni perfection, tall, slim, sweet disposition, and sunshine-gold hair that falls to her waist. She’s already rejected four offers. She’ll have more suitors. Her alliance will be based on love. Not because someone agrees to sign a contract.
I sag in defeat. “Mother says Ullr’s my only chance.”
Gwynn seems about to argue the point, then switches topics and we talk of trivial things—our new designer boots, the sweeping vistas we’ll see on Aine, and the gem caves we’ll explore searching for a souvenir diamond or ruby.
Soon, she yawns, nestles back against the cushion and nods off. Most of the others sleep too, including Mr. Kirl. He slumps in the plushest of plush seats up front with my top-status classmates, Agron and Varina.
I pick up my com-pad and try to read but I can’t concentrate, not with Ullr down there in the seat next to last. He’s twiddling his mustache, staring at nothing. I can’t imagine being joined to him. Touching him, kissing him or… anything else. My cheeks heat with discomfort.
I feel someone’s eyes on me. It’s Kai, sitting on a bench beyond Ullr, next to the lav. 
We lock gazes and my face burns ten times hotter. My belly flutters and tingles dance along my spine. I’ve never encountered anyone whose very presence could make me feel so… annoyed. Why won’t he mind his own business and go to sleep like the other servants squeezed beside him on their bench?
I shoot him a withering look Mother taught me and go back to my com-pad, determined this time to concentrate.
A few ticks later, a game of cuttleball breaks out. Most of my male classmates spill into the aisle. Even snooty Agron Osch deigns to join in. Shouts ring out and boots thump along the carpet as the players race up and down the ship’s aisle, tossing the ball. The noise wakes Gwynn, the Matalans, and everyone else, except Mr. Kirl.
Agron dashes to the back of the ship and reaches to catch the ball, but he trips over one of the servants and splats onto his bottom. Agron is number one in status, so nobody dares laugh at him, but I hide a smile behind my hand.
Agron jumps to his feet and glares at the person he tripped over. “Watch your big feet, Mucker.”
The offender, a boy with feet no bigger than a bobnut, jerks them up as if he’s afraid Agron’s going to cut them off.
“What’s wrong with you?” Agron snarls. “Look at me when I speak to you.”
“Leave him alone.”
I gape but shouldn’t be surprised to hear Kai speak up.
Agron turns his glare on Kai. “What did you say to me?”
Kai stands. They’re both the same age, eighteen, but Kai’s a full head taller. He stares down at Agron, who flinches but holds his ground. Everyone swings their attention to the back of the ship.
“I said leave the lad alone. Pick on someone your own size.”
A gasp ripples through the ship, me included. Kai mouthing off to a mid-status Habeni like me is one thing, butting up against someone as important and well-connected as Agron is another.
Agron eyes Kai like he’s an insect he longs to squash, then his gaze hits on something on the floor. Gwynn and I stand up for a better view, and I see Agron kick a battered leather satchel by Kai’s feet.
“What’s this?” Agron asks.
Kai tries to push the bag under the bench with his boot heel, but Agron snatches it up and rips it open. He yanks out three old-fashioned printed books with worn bindings. One has a nascent bloom etched onto the cover. I recognize the flower’s distinctive violet and yellow petals. Another book has Poetry written in faded letters on the spine.
“A Mucker who can read?” Agron flings the books to the floor with such force the poetry book’s binding splits. “I don’t believe it. You don’t have the brains to know your own name.”
Varina Meade hurries down the aisle to stand next to Gwynn and me. She’s the top-status female in class and also the shortest. She has to hike up to tiptoes to get a clear look at Agron, who she’s been contracted to join with for more than a year.
“Agron’s goading him,” she says, chewing a fingernail, her eyes glittering in anticipation. Varina wants a fight. I look around. Everyone does, except me. I want Kai to ignore Agron and sit down. What little I know of this bold Matalan, I doubt he will.
Agron’s gaze skims the other servants cringing on the bench. Rost, a beefy lad of sixteen, a boy and girl of about ten, twins, I think, and then he fixes his attention on Kai’s sister Ayva.
“Who are you, lovely thing?” His voice is like silk.
Ayva shrinks as if trying to disappear. Kai straightens. A small move, but he seems even taller, more menacing. Agron smirks, knowing he’s hit his target.
“By the gods, you’re the tastiest morsel I’ve ever clapped eyes on.” Agron reaches for an auburn curl nestled against Ayva’s neck.
A flash and Kai’s hand locks around Agron’s wrist. The air seems to go out of the cabin. No one speaks. No sound, except for the engines’ hum and Mr. Kirl’s snores. Agron and Kai are whisper close. The other males close ranks around them. My heart thuds. Surely Kai knows the stakes if he strikes a Habeni. He’ll go to jail for a long time. It’s the law.
“Let go.” Agron’s voice is ice cold.
Kai does, with a shove. “You best walk away.” His voice holds a dark threat. His tunic clings to arms and chest made solid through hard work. I fear he’ll follow his threat with real violence.
Agron snorts. He’s strong, trained in the defensive arts as we all are, though my skills are so poor everyone laughs at me, even our instructor. “Certainly I’ll walk away.” He reaches for Ayva. “With this pretty bit—”
Kai punches Agron in the face. A crack of knuckles full on, and Agron’s nose snaps. A satisfying sound, I’m ashamed to admit. Blood spurts, speckling Agron’s uniform shirt. He drags the back of his hand across his mouth and stares at the blood, dumbfounded.
I flash to Mr. Kirl. He hasn’t stirred, not one muscle.
“Kill the Mucker,” Dipro roars. The others echo his cry, pressing in. Ullr too. My heart squeezes at the feral way he looks at Kai. Agron, rigid with fury, clenches his fists. The Matalans on the bench tremble. Ayva sobs. Kai braces, his breathing ragged.
This is madness. The lawkeepers will arrest Kai as soon as we return. His family will lose privileges and he’ll go to jail. Penalty enough for breaking the law. He doesn’t deserve a bloody beating too, simply for trying to protect his sister.
And what do I do? Nothing. I just stand there and watch like everyone else. Too scared to speak up, too frightened to move. Kai was right. 
I am a coward.
Suddenly, the ship lurches. I teeter, trying to keep my balance. People shout in alarm, the fight instantly forgotten.
The ship rocks again. Harder, as if it’s a toy shaken in a hound’s mouth. Everyone not buckled in whips about. Varina falls. Agron, Kai, Ullr and the others topple like trees in a forest felled all at once. I bang to the floor. My palms scrape the carpet. The acrid smell of fuel oil and exhaust stings my nose.
A muffled boom sounds from above. Everyone freezes where they fell. Hushed. Listening. 
The cabin lights flicker. Something thumps against the hull. Four hydraulic clicks, followed by tick, tick, tick from the cockpit auto-flight controls in the nose cone. The ship jerks left, as if yanked into some sort of hold. The engines sputter. The lights flicker again. The engines grind to a stop. The ship lists drunkenly, floating adrift.
Then, silence, except for Mr. Kirl’s steady, unnatural snores.
A warning light up front pops on. Hull Breech. Alarms bleat. Screams and terrified shrieks break the silence, filling the cabin.
Gwynn helps me off the floor. “We’re cooked,” she cries.
I drop into my seat, quaking in terror. “It’s a glitch. Someone will fix it.” I focus on Kai. He’s back on the bench, one arm around his sister, the other reaching for the twins. He’ll fix it. He fixes things at school. Surely he’ll know how.
Metal scrapes metal. A whirr scratches against the front hatch. Gwynn’s fingers dig into my arm. An angry hiss comes from the door. Panic grips me. Our oxygen’s escaping into space. No, wait. It’s the cabin depressurizing. The whirr is from a drill, loosening the hatch’s rivets one by one. 
Not very reassuring. Who’s out there?
Blix scuttles down the ladder from the observation deck above, where he’s been studying the stars since we set out. He falls into his seat across the aisle, trembling as much as I am. He gapes at me.
“What is it, Blix? What did you see?” I shout to be heard over the chaos in the cabin.
He whips his head to look toward the front. “They must be operating remotely. That’s how they stopped the engines.” His voice wobbles in fear. “They did it from their ship as they came alongside. How did they get the access codes?”
His fear doubles my own. My teeth chatter. “Who? What’re you talking about?”
The whirr at the hatch becomes a whine. The stench of hot metal burns my throat. The hiss grows louder as the atmo seal slackens. The hatch will open in two ticks.
“Them.” Blix looks back at me, horrified. “Pirates.”
The lights flicker a third time, then go out.






  
  Chapter 3
Meili


Pirates. 
The word spreads through the dark cabin in fearful whispers. Everything I’ve ever heard about the Adsullatan pirates chases all rational thought from my mind. Horrific tales of space travelers waylaid, beaten, robbed. Other travelers snatched off their ships and funneled into bound servitude in the troci markets. Sent to toil in the most ghastly conditions. Never to be seen again.
The emergency lights pop on.
Varina scrambles up off the floor. “It can’t be pirates. There’s a treaty in place. They’re not allowed to catch any Habeni.” Her voice squeaks in terror. I’m just as frightened. Maybe more.
The buzz of the drill digging into metal intensifies. The hatch gives way and the atmo seal breaks with a final, sad hiss. I watch the door swing open, barely able to breathe. Four burly figures in black coveralls stomp into the ship. They wear colorful head scarves, their faces grotesque. A scream bubbles in my throat. Then I realize they’re wearing masks painted with angry scars and sharp fangs designed to terrorize. More than effective. I fear I’ll wet my frillies.
“Stay where you are,” one of them hollers.
For a moment, everyone does. We freeze in… Fear is too light a word. Petrified is more like it. Wide-eyed with terror and too scared to move. Then something snaps and there’s a stampede for the back of the ship.
I join the shrieking mob stumbling over scattered com-pads and rucksacks. The servants are plucked off their bench and squeezed like paste from a tube, propelled in the opposite direction to make room for us at the rear hatch. Several people hurl themselves against the door, desperate to break the seal and force it open.
Z-z-zap.
My scalp tingles and heat sizzles over my head as a pirate blasts a hole in the lav wall. Bits of scorched plastic flutter down like black snow. We instantly halt and our panicked screams hush. The pirate who fired the shot steps forward.
“Where do you peigus think you’re going?” The mask muffles his voice, but I’m shocked to hear him speak Habeni. “Sit down.” No one moves. He brandishes a thin, silver weapon with a long barrel. His hand curls around the grip, his finger twitches over the trigger button. “Don’t test me. If I fire again, it won’t be at the wall. You all know what a magshot can do.”
A frightened murmur of recognition bubbles through the ship. Magshots are weapons used by our lawkeepers to protect us. They work on some kind of current that burns a person’s insides.
“I see you get my meaning.” The pirate lowers the weapon. “Now, sit down.”
A gruesome game of musical chairs ensues as we jostle for a seat. I’m shoved forward, ending up with Gwynn next to Mr. Kirl at the front. How can he still be asleep?
“Thank you,” the pirate says when we’re seated, polite and sarcastic at the same time. “I’m Captain Tura of the Kestral. I regret to inform you that your ship has strayed into Adsullatan space. This violates the treaty of Malkin, settled between the planets of this sector two-score years ago.”
Blix, on my right, stiffens. “We’re nowhere near Adsullatan territory,” he whispers. “The autopilot was on the programmed course. I examined the charts three times since we left Condati City.”
I don’t encourage him to debate this point with the pirate.
“According to the treaty’s terms, you must pay a forfeit for your crime.” Captain Tura jerks his head and the other pirates begin to walk up and down the aisle.
Voices raise in alarm and indignation. Down the aisle and across from me, Varina is clinging to Agron. She loosens her grip to clap a hand over her array of necklaces. “You’re not taking my sparklers,” she cries.
The pirates don’t grab jewels or baubles, they simply look. At us. A foul-smelling pirate stops in front of me. The mask’s not as scary up close, but I shudder when I look into his eyes. Not real eyes. Mesh circles that softly whirr as a mechanical iris opens and closes, as if cataloguing me. He studies Gwynn then pokes Mr. Kirl with his magshot. Mr. Kirl doesn’t twitch. The pirate snickers and moves on.
“Meili, look.” Gwynn lifts our chaperone’s arm. It flops to his lap when she lets go.
My belly tightens. Has he been drugged? What are the pirates looking for? The foul-smelling one approaches the Matalans. They huddle together, sinking into luxurious cushions. Kai’s on one end, Rost the other, like bookends shielding Ayva and the twins between them.
The pirate stops in front of Kai. “Get up,” he says in accented Habeni.
Kai straightens and thrusts out his chest. “I will not.”
Gods and goddesses he’s brave. Not exactly smart, but brave.
The pirate growls, clearly not used to being disobeyed. He yanks Kai up by his tunic’s collar. They’re nose to mask. “Anyt’ing to say now, scum?”
“Yeah.” Kai brushes off Ayva, who tugs at his trouser leg in frantic warning. “You smell like a dead hoacta.”
I shrivel. Kai’s going to die.
“Let him go, Wilf.” Captain Tura boots a rucksack out of his path and strides up to them. Wilf does as ordered and the captain studies Kai, his mask’s mechanical eyes whirring. “Kai ObDen. Residing at 26 Pickett Lane, Matalan district, Condati City.” He recites as if he’s reading data from a file. “This is you, boy?”
Kai finally has enough sense to keep his mouth shut and simply nods. Tura straightens Kai’s collar then runs a gloved hand over his tunic, speckled with Agron’s blood. Tura says something in Matalan. I know only a snippet of the ancient language, but I think he says you have a fierce heart. The captain sounds as if he’s smiling under the mask.
“You’ll bring me a goodly sum at the troci market,” he continues in Habeni, then steps back and nods to the pirate he called Wilf. “Take him. Take all the Matalans.”
Kai bolts. Or tries to. 
Wilf grabs him. Kai kicks and the pirate gets a hobnail boot dangerously close to his groin. Wilf bellows for help. The other pirates race over and seize Kai’s arms and legs, lifting him. He twists and strains to break free. They lose their grip and Kai bangs to the floor. Wilf yanks his weapon out of its sling. Ayva wails and I want to echo her cries. A sickening crack of metal on bone bursts through the cabin as Wilf cuffs Kai’s face with the magshot’s barrel. I wince, though strangely relieved Wilf didn’t scorch him with the weapon.
Barely weakened from the blow, Kai cusses and struggles as the pirates drag him down the aisle. His tunic sleeves ride up, revealing an ink design etched on his upper left arm. A nascent bloom, like on Kai’s book, five broad, hearty petals the color of an angry purple sky, streaked with yellow. The flower seems to burst out of a bed of thorns. It’s illegal for a Matalan to sport body ink, but I’m not surprised Kai has such a thing carved into his skin. He seems to thrive on defiance.
He spears me with a desperate look as he’s hauled past, as if pleading for my help. I don’t move. I can’t move. I don’t possess even a whisper of his courage. All I can do is watch, frozen in fear, as the pirates and Kai disappear into the apparatus that joins the two ships.
“Good riddance, Mucker filth,” rings out the moment they’re gone.
The captain cocks his head then steps toward the speaker. “Agron Osch,” he says, after studying him a tick. “Son of Noel Osch, head of the Habeni World Council and chief of Osch Industries. Manufacturer of military transports, armor, and this beautiful weapon.”
Tura holds up the magshot, sounding as if he’d like to kiss it. Maybe he would if he wasn’t wearing that mask.
Agron returns a haughty glare that’s less than effective with his bruised, blood-caked nose. “Correct on all counts but one, pirate.” The scared wobble in his voice undercuts his disdain. “Father also owns the security fleet that patrols the channel, so you better run before you’re caught.”
Tura laughs. “Oh, I doubt that.” He taps the magshot to the tip of Agron’s swollen nose, making him wince. “How’d you get this cracked snout? That Matalan do it?” He sounds pleased. “Yes, I think he did. You’re an opinionated Habbie, and that’s no soap. Probably deserved it.”
He laughs again then turns back to the remaining servants. He gestures with his weapon toward the hatch. After a moment’s hesitation, Ayva turns to the girl next to her, takes her hand, and they march down the aisle. The girl’s twin and Rost follow, with the last pirate trailing them. Only Captain Tura remains.
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he says, ambling up the aisle. “Ladies and gentlemales, I thank you for your time. You’re free to go on your way.”
Relief floods me. The pirates only want the Matalans. A few people titter nervously. Others talk in excited whispers. At the front of the ship, Tura opens the cockpit control panel and taps several buttons. Resetting our course, I think. Then he steps to the hatch.
He stops. Turns back. Conversation falters. Fear blooms anew in my chest.
“Oh, there is one more thing.” His voice is no longer kind. It’s a sly purr that causes my belly to cramp. “I need to send your people a warning not to stray into our space again.”
His creepy mechanical eyes hum as he strolls up the aisle, scanning us. I cringe as his scrutiny on me lingers for what seems like days before he moves on and stops in front of Agron.
Tura leans down close to his ear and says in a stage whisper, “Tell me, Agron Osch, which one of you quivering Habeni is Newell Creig?”
All eyes turn to Newell, next to Ullr on the Matalan’s bench. Tura would have no problem finding him, even if Agron didn’t immediately point and squeak, “There. In the back.”
The captain looks toward Newell. “Come here, son,” he says, like a patient father. Newell doesn’t move. Tura taps his weapon against his thigh. His tone hardens. “Come. Now.”
Newell stands and inches forward. He faces the captain but stares down at his feet. The mechanical eyes in Tura’s mask whine.
“You’re Newell Creig.” It isn’t a question. Newell gives a curt nod. Tura slips the weapon’s barrel under Newell’s trembling chin, forcing his head up. “Speak up. I can’t hear you.”
“Yes,” he chokes out. “I’m Newell Creig.”
“Then I’m sorry for you, son. But you Habeni must learn to abide by the treaty and stay out of Adsullatan territory.” He points the magshot at Newell’s forehead.
Newell gasps. “No. No, please.”
My throat closes. This can’t be happening.
“Remember this, you spoiled, spineless twits.” Tura raises his voice. “When you return to your comforts, tell your fathers we’ve taken your servants in payment for violating the treaty. And we took the life of one of your own as a warning to stay out of our sector.”
His finger touches the weapon’s trigger. Tears stream down Newell’s face. Helpless, I chew my bottom lip but can’t look away. Newell’s family is the lowest in status of anyone I know. He’s a nice fellow. Kind. He doesn’t deserve this. A wet spot blossoms and spreads across his trousers as his bladder lets go. Agron snickers and I want to pummel him.
Tura jerks toward Agron. “You don’t know when to be silent, do you? It kills me that a kutama like you will live, when this one, who never hurt nobody, will die.”
Tura puts the weapon to Newell’s forehead again. Newell quivers, his eyes wild with fear. Silence hangs, the atmosphere in the cabin brittle. I can’t breathe. We all watch. Waiting.
The weapon explodes. Screams rip the air. Newell hits the floor. I bite into my lip and taste blood.
Wait. Newell’s on his back, wide-eyed, as if stunned he’s still alive. I’m stunned too. I look up. The lav wall’s taken another hit. Smoke coils out of a hole bigger than my fist.
“Chuny!” the captain bellows.
A tick later, a wiry pirate in wrinkly coveralls pops through the hatch. “What?” He speaks Habeni, like Tura, and sounds aggravated. “Can it wait? I got a situation. That Matalan lad’s a handful.”
“No, it can’t wait. Get the others back here. Prep the ship for the rest of this lot.” He looks down at Newell. “Except him. We done enough to this poor slupa. Leave him here with the chaperone. Take the rest.”
“Boss?” Chuny asks.
“We’re taking them all,” Tura says, to horrified, outraged cries. My blood turns to ice.
“What? All of ’em? Boss, you can’t do that. That ain’t the deal.”
“Deal’s off.” Captain Tura swings toward Agron. “I never liked the terms anyway.”






  
  Chapter 4
Kai


The smelly pirate bounces Ayva into a seat across the aisle. I’m trussed up like a Gods’ Day roasting pig, belted, bound, and hobbled by ropes and leather straps. I can barely move. 
That’s a good thing for the pirate. If I was free, I’d crack his skull wide open for roughing up my sister. Bad thing for me. I’m caught, we’re caught, with no way out.
The ship’s a pit, reeking of metal, rotting food, and male stink. Cold as a tomb. But a high sight better than where I’m sure we’re headed. I watch the pirate key in a code, making Ayva’s safety belts lock over her chest. He moves on to Lil and her twin brother Pyrr, then to Rost. My gut burns. I’d rather rot in a Habbie prison than to see my sister look so scared. Rather walk into the fire pits than to watch poor Lil tremble like a sapling in an earthshake.
I bite back my anger and fear the best as I can. “It’s gonna be okay,” I say to them. “I promise.”
Ayva spins an eye roll, not buying it, but Lil, who’s nearly swallowed up by her safety straps, brightens.
Thumps sound from the tube between the ships and I swivel to see several Habeni shoved through the hatch. They wail and beg to be let go.
By Dageth and all the gods, these pirates are bold. A handful of Matalans to offer at the troci market won’t make them much coin, but a shipload of Habeni? They’re looking at a handsome payday. And possibly war with the Habeni government.
Meili’s pushed into the ship and I sit up as much as I can with these klacking bonds choking me. The short, thin pirate who helped tie me up throws her down next to me. Her head spanks the wall. I growl and silently vow to kill every last one of these stinking kutamas if I can get free.
I don’t listen to the word if banging at my brain.
The thin pirate, whose name is Chuny, secures Meili’s belts then moves down the aisle, locking in the rest of the Habeni. I’m too aware of her, so close to me. Her silky red hair spills down her back and over her shoulders. Her scent circles me, buckleberries and losys flower and a hint of sweat. Who knew Habeni gells could sweat? I feel her body’s warmth. It ignites a fire in me I don’t want lit.
Her gaze hits me for a hot tick. Her eyes are wild and filled with fear. She looks away and searches the cabin, settling on Ullr, further down, on the right. I snort, remembering the gooey-eyed way she gazed at him on the ship. Does she think he can save her? He’s as caught as she is. As we all are.
“They’re all secured, boss,” Chuny says to the captain, dragging my attention up front. “Ready to go when you are.”
Tura taps on a com-pad he’s holding. His head tilts up then moves like he’s scanning us. “Good,” he says. “Tell Zeb to put some ginger into sealing that hatch. Then you and Wilf get those translation buds in.”
The pirate hops into action. A few ticks later, the Habeni cry out as Chuny and the smelly pirate move down the aisle. They reach the tall one, Gwynn, on Meili’s other side. They bend over her and she bleats in pain. My gut cinches. What’re they doing?
I find out fast. Smelly and Chuny come at Meili. I will her to fight, but she barely whimpers as Smelly grabs her head with his huge paws and holds her still as Chuny jabs a hypo into her neck. She screeches. I glare at the angry red spot with a ding of silver at the center under her ear.
I’m next. Smelly closes in, wrapping me in his stench like a putrid blanket. He shoves my head to one side, nearly snapping my neck. Chuny stabs the needle into my skin and I wince. Dageth’s balls, it hurts.
“What in pakao did you do?” I demand.
“Stuck a translator in your scrawny neck,” Smelly says. “So’s you can understand your new bosses. And so ya hear me good next time I tell ya to do
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