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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          OMESH

        

      

    

    
      He was a hundred thousand kilometers from home when he decided what his name would be. He had managed to put off thinking about it in the last few weeks, but now that all the bureaucracy was done and he had left Earth, never to see home again, there didn't seem to be anything else to occupy his mind. Omesh had always been the special name only his mother and her family used; the rest of the world called him Rashid. But now he would be living with his uncle and aunt, two of the few who had always called him Omesh. They would call him Rashid if he asked, but he suddenly wanted the change.

      His old life was dead and gone; perhaps a new life needed a new name.

      The loud boom that echoed through the shuttle felt like it was punctuating his decision, and Omesh almost smiled at the coincidence. But then he noticed that unlike all the other loud bangs and roars that had occurred randomly but continuously throughout the trip, this one seemed to agitate the other passengers.

      "Is that not normal?" he asked the woman sitting next to him. She had pulled a small computer tablet out of her pocket and her thumbs were flying over the keys.

      "Normal? Definitely not. Sounds like something blew."

      "Blew?" Omesh repeated.

      "First time in space?" she asked, her fingers never slowing as she threw a curious glance his way.

      "Yes. Does this happen a lot?"

      "Too much lately. But no one is going to retire these shuttles until one catastrophically fails, all hands lost. Probably not even then, unless someone really important is on board."

      "So, what's happening to us?"

      "They'll limp to the nearest station if possible. Call for a pickup if not."

      "But how can they? The fuel and life support were calculated for this specific trip, weren't they?"

      "Well, kid, we either use less or we die."

      Omesh sensed that he was gaping at her and deliberately closed his mouth. She didn't sound panicked in the least, as if this sort of thing were a nuisance and nothing more. Strangely, that attitude gave him hope.

      The woman glared at her pocket computer, shook it forcefully, then put it away with a sigh of disgust. "Too far from the comm satellites, dammit. I don't know what this pilot is up to, but we're way off course."

      "My uncle is waiting for me on the Dauntless," Omesh said.

      "They'll make an announcement there, I'm sure," she said. She looked him over very carefully, taking in his old but sturdy shoes, stiffly new jeans, and the brightly colored kurta his mother had made for him especially for this trip. He doubted he looked his best. It had been baking hot inside when he'd boarded the Avatar RLV at the Mumbai spaceport and he had sweated profusely waiting for takeoff. When they'd reached orbit, the sticky heat had become a moist cold, and he could feel the itchy fabric sticking to him, curls of his hair plastered to his forehead. But her eyes gave all of that a cursory once-over before settling on his hands, of all things. She grabbed one, turned it over, and began to examine it closely. "Farmer?" she guessed.

      "Student," Omesh answered, but he knew that was a shade dishonest, so he added, "but my father is a farmer."

      "You're too young to be heading out because of lack of marital prospects," she said, releasing his hand.

      "I'm seventeen," Omesh said.

      "Just bailing on the Collective, then? I can't find fault with that impulse."

      Omesh caught the tip of his tongue between his teeth. That wasn't why he was leaving, but he was scarcely going to discuss the real reason with a total stranger.

      "It's a shame this is your first introduction to humanity in space. Most of the time, it's not this bad."

      If that had sounded ominous, the "good luck" she gave him after they'd docked was even more unsettling. He had never been on a train when it broke down, but everyone knew that if it happened, you just waited until the next train came down the tracks. How could this be any different?

      All the other passengers were gathering their belongings and floating out of the compartment. Omesh waited for them all to leave before unbuckling his own restraints. He had never been in free fall before, not even in simulation, since this trip into space had been sprung on him so quickly. It seemed easy enough at first, like swimming in a pool: you could push off a wall and just let momentum take you.

      He caught the handle of his trunk easily enough and quickly found how different from swimming free fall could be. He had watched all the others pull their briefcases and backpacks out of the bins with ridiculous ease, but when he tugged on his own handle, rather than pulling the trunk out of the bin, he nearly pulled himself into it. Once he got his motion under control, he braced himself to pull again, but still the trunk wouldn't budge. It should be weightless, the same as he was. So why did it feel like he was trying to pull a ten-ton weight?

      "It's caught."

      Omesh stopped what he belatedly realized was some pretty spastic wrestling with his luggage and looked around for the source of that sleepy voice. He had thought he was alone in the compartment, but now he saw a glint of silver. Not real silver, just a very whitish-blond fan of hair that was spreading itself out like a peacock's tail but quickly pulled back into one long stream as the boy to whom it was attached pushed himself out of his seat to reach the back of Omesh's trunk.

      "You've got a loose corner plate," he said, fingers moving around the wire mesh to snap something back in place. "Pull it now."

      Omesh tugged—too hard, he realized, as the trunk met his face with a dull smack. He rubbed at his forehead, blinking hard.

      "At least you missed your nose," the boy said, sounding half asleep.

      "Thanks," Omesh said. "For the help."

      The boy was nodding when something seemed to distract him. He looked at it again more intently, and Omesh turned but couldn't figure out what he was staring at. "It's not nearly time for us to be at the Dauntless."

      "No, apparently there was some trouble. I don't know where we are."

      "That's unacceptable."

      For a moment Omesh thought the boy was annoyed with him and his lack of knowledge, but then the boy propelled himself out of the container and down the aisle and Omesh, still struggling with the awkward mass of his trunk, followed.

      The turn at the end of the last pair of shipping containers was tricky, the narrower opening of the airlock even more so. Omesh had been imaging some sort of hangar beyond, a large open space filled with ships and cargo, but he was startled to find himself in a very ordinary hallway. A few cargo nets full of boxes and sacks floated on short tethers near the airlock doorway, bottlenecking the traffic. Omesh clung to them gratefully, pulling himself and his trunk along at a crawl, trying to stay out of the way of the people zooming past, all completely at ease being weightless. By the time Omesh caught up with the silver-haired boy, he was frowning as a man in a pilot's uniform floated away from him.

      "What's going on?" Omesh asked.

      "We're in Haven, of all places."

      "What's Haven?" Omesh asked.

      The boy shot him a surprised look. Then his eyes swept over Omesh in an appraisal much like the woman had previously given him, minus the hand grab. "Where were you heading?" he asked at last. Somehow, Omesh could just tell that the boy considered "First time in space?" a question with too obvious an answer to even ask.

      "Chandi V. My uncle works there."

      "Really."

      "Yes. Do you know it?"

      "I've never been, but as your luck would have it, that was my destination as well."

      "That is lucky," Omesh said. "My name's Omesh."

      "Hjalmar. And to answer your original query, Haven is a squatter community. No, perhaps community is too small a word. Haven is a corporate city in space that's been entirely taken over by riffraff. Although riffraff might be too small a word."

      "You've been here before?"

      "Hell no. No one in their right mind goes to Haven. The good news is my grandfather has a contact here who owes him a very hefty favor. The bad news is he's on the other side of the station. So you and I are going to have to slum it for a while, so to speak. But at least you're dressed for it."

      Omesh's mind was reeling. There was a lot of information packed into those few short sentences, and he was pretty sure an insult as well.

      "How do you know that? Two minutes ago, you didn't even know where we were."

      "Trust me."

      Then Omesh remembered the way Hjalmar's eyes had rolled up and to the left, just at the moment he realized what time it was. He looked the boy before him over, doing an appraisal of his own. Hjalmar's clothing had seemed nondescript at first glance, but on more careful examination Omesh could see that the shoes were real leather, the jeans new but supple—not stiff like Omesh's A&MC ration jeans—and the shirt that had appeared solid black was covered with a fine embroidered tracery: black on black, but he could discern the outlines of dragons and Chinese characters.

      A rich boy. Probably a corporate prince, although he wasn't one Omesh recognized. And with that silver-blond tail that would hang past his waist if it wasn't floating free in a swirl around his head, he would be hard to forget.

      So Hjalmar had a chip in his head. Every second, he was sending and receiving information. By now, his grandfather's contact probably already knew they were on their way.

      "Lead on," Omesh said, pulling his trunk into his arms.

      "Allow me." Hjalmar caught one of the straps and pushed off from one of the larger boxes caught up in the cargo net Omesh had been clinging to.

      As they moved down the hall, Omesh realized it was shaped like a corkscrew, always turning. There was no up or down, no floor or ceiling. Smudges from countless hands covered every surface; whatever color the paint had originally been was anybody's guess. Omesh clung to his trunk, reluctant to touch anything. Hjalmar propelled them forward in long bounds that became shorter as the pull of the station's centripetal force increased.

      Omesh hopped off the trunk, but moving was nowhere near as easy as Hjalmar made it look. He was constantly bumping into the curving walls, putting out a hand to avoid ramming his head on the ceiling, stumbling rather than bounding off the floor.

      "You'll get used to it," Hjalmar said. "Quicker than you think."

      "Chandi V has spin, though, right?"

      "Sure, but free fall is fun."

      Omesh couldn't see beyond the next curving turn of the hallway, but he heard a low roar of sound that was growing steadily louder.

      "How big is this place?" he asked Hjalmar.

      "Compared to what?" Hjalmar asked. "For a corporate city satellite, it's smallish. There's no simulated weather here; you'll feel indoors everywhere."

      That wasn't the most reassuring of answers. Anxiety weighed heavily in Omesh's stomach as the hallway came to an end, turning out into the station proper. The noise had been a warning, but it hadn't prepared him for the sight of it all. The hallway ended at a balcony, wide staircases to either side leading down, to where he could not see. Omesh stepped up to the railing. The space station was a wheel type. He had just traveled down one of the spokes and now looked down into the wheel itself: one long open space, filled with people. Millions of people all talking at once, to companions near at hand or more loudly to those getting swept away by the crowd. Little booths were set up everywhere, some sensibly against the walls but others right in the middle of traffic, and vendors were crying their wares to every passerby.

      And the smell. Greasy food and overripe garbage receptacles were bad enough, but over that was the smell of millions of people, anxious people, people in a hurry.

      Millions of people. Omesh forgot his earlier repulsion and reached out a hand to steady himself against the nearest wall. There were more people on this space station right now than in all of India these days, perhaps even all of Asia. All crammed in this little spinning wheel.

      "There's no place like this on Earth anymore," Omesh said.

      "I know," Hjalmar said. "I'm Earth-born myself, I know the shock you're feeling. It's been years since I felt it, but I remember it well. Like I said, this place has been overrun with riffraff. Chandi V is still a proper corporate satellite. It's not like this place at all."

      "About that," Omesh began, for although he hadn't lied when he said he was going to Chandi V, he hadn't meant exactly the same place Hjalmar was thinking of. It was getting awkward not correcting the misconception. But Hjalmar was already heading down the stairs, hands in his pockets. Omesh picked up his trunk and tried to hurry after.

      It was a long way down; he lost count of how many staircases, each more crowded than the last. When they reached the bottom, they were in the thick of it. People pressed up against him, some shouting into his face, apparently selling things, but he couldn't focus on the words. Then Hjalmar was back at his side and the people fell away, giving them a little bit of space.

      "Do they know you or something?" Omesh asked.

      "No, I've never been here," Hjalmar said. "I'm not sending out the ‘please take advantage of me' vibes you are, though."

      "So, where are we heading?" Omesh asked.

      "A spice trader on the far side of the station," Hjalmar said.

      "Is there a tram or something?" Omesh asked, trying to look around. The sight of all those people was still too stomach-churning.

      "We're hoofing it," Hjalmar said. "This way." He disappeared into the flood of people, and Omesh took a breath and plunged after.

      The trunk was actually a help to him; the effort of keeping it close at his side, rolling over the seams in the floor and through puddles he didn't want to think too much about, let him narrow his focus and tune out most of the crowd. But not all of it; he soon became aware that a group of boys was walking with them, seeming to stroll casually, munching on sorry-looking fruit or passing a careless hand over some stall's wares, but always maintaining a sloppy circle around Omesh and Hjalmar.

      "Hjalmar," Omesh said in a low voice.

      "I see them. If we stay in crowded areas, they'll probably do nothing."

      "Probably? But you know where we're going, right?"

      "My maps seem to be outdated. There have been some significant structural changes. I can steer us mostly in the right direction."

      "Can your contact send us help?"

      "He's going to consider getting us off this scrap heap favor enough, I'm afraid," Hjalmar said. "Some people are easily swayed by my family name, but this fellow isn't one of them."

      "You've been talking with him?"

      "Messaging." An exuberant vendor lunged at them, waving something roasted on a spit that Omesh had the sudden fear was rat, and Hjalmar brushed him aside, catching Omesh's shoulder again to make sure the two of them were staying together in the pressing crowd.

      Then the people around them began to thin out, and they found the long passageway blocked by stacks of shipping containers.

      "What's this?" Omesh said. "I thought this atrium space went all the way around."

      "It's supposed to," Hjalmar said with the barest hint of a frown. "This is new: an apartment complex."

      "People live in there?"

      "Lots of people."

      "Can we go the other way?"

      "Not at the moment," Hjalmar said, and Omesh noticed the ring of boys had become a line blocking off any retreat.

      "These kids are goondas, aren't they?" Omesh said. "I mean gangsters. Hoods."

      "I know what goondas are," Hjalmar said, "and yes."

      "So where do we go? Into the apartment complex?"

      "That's almost certainly their territory," Hjalmar said. He looked around slowly, as if he were scanning the image for some software in his head to analyze.

      "We'll be seeing what's in that trunk now, I think," the tallest of the boys said, tossing an apple core aside.

      "It's just personal stuff, nothing of value to you," Omesh said.

      "You know what I value now, do you?"

      "Omesh, let them take it so we can be on our way," Hjalmar said.

      Omesh was about to object, but he noticed something glinting in the tallest boy's hand. At first he thought it was a knife; then he saw it was just a piece of scrap metal. Then he saw how the piece had been sharpened to a fine edge and went back to his first assessment: knife. All the boys had them; some were smaller than others, and some had handles covered with layers of duct tape, but all were honed to a sharp edge.

      "That's a wise decision," the head boy said. "But we'll be needing everything you have on you as well."

      "There you're out of luck, I'm afraid; I haven't anything."

      "I doubt that very much," the boy growled, and with a jerk of his head, he sent two of the other boys closer to investigate. They moved cautiously, but when Hjalmar made no attempt to keep them away, they grew bolder, patting down all the places where pockets might be, before turning back to their boss with a shrug.

      "Hey Rocco, his clothes might be worth something," one of the others said. "Personally, I like the shirt."

      "They are nice," Rocco agreed. "A bit too nice. This fellow thinks he's too smart to walk through our part of the station with money on him. But he's not so smart as all that. He doesn't need to have money on him; he is money."

      "Huh?"

      "Ransom, you idiot. Tell me, boy: who's your daddy?"

      "You'd be wiser to let me go," Hjalmar said, perfectly calmly.

      "You're going to be difficult?" the boy asked, brandishing his knife.

      "I'm going to be very difficult."

      "Fine. Boys, let's get off the street, shall we?"

      The trunk strap was ripped from Omesh's hand and one of the smaller boys carried it into the maze of passages between the containers, holding it high like a war trophy. Two more boys grabbed Omesh by the arms and propelled him after. He twisted and fought, but the wiry boys were stronger than they looked. He managed to look behind him long enough to catch a brief glimpse of Hjalmar passively following, hands in pockets.

      Omesh hoped he had a plan. But he didn't look like he had a plan.

      The boy with the trunk ducked inside one of the shipping containers and the others followed. The space within was larger than Omesh had expected; the dividing walls between three containers had been removed to leave a meeting space for a gang ten times the size of the group that had kidnapped them. A large gang that broke into packs to prey on the crowds in the station marketplace... it made sense. It also made Omesh feel sick to his stomach. They were already outnumbered, and if they'd ever had any intention of taking Omesh's trunk and letting him go on his way, it looked like that was a thing of the past now.

      The boys holding him dragged him across the room and pushed him down into a chair of sorts; it looked like it had been made hurriedly from pieces cut from one of the missing container walls. Then his arms were pulled painfully tight behind him, and one of the boys lashed his wrists together with a plastic zip tie while the other used more zip ties to secure his ankles to the legs of the chair. The raw edges of the chair legs bit deep into the flesh of his calves and his bonds were so tight he could feel the blood flow being cut off.

      "Shirt, please," Rocco said, and Hjalmar carefully unbuttoned it and took it off, holding it out to the boy who had said he liked it. Rocco snatched it before the other could take it, though, shooting Hjalmar a look of annoyance before running probing fingers over every inch of the fabric, examining the seams and the collar most closely.

      "You won't find any chips there," Hjalmar said, but that only made Rocco search again even more thoroughly before tossing the shirt aside in disgust.

      "Pants," he said with a commanding gesture.

      "I have no identification on me," Hjalmar said.

      "Pants."

      "I do have identification in me, but I rather doubt you have the technology to access that."

      "This gets inside things," Rocco said, waving his shiv in front of Hjalmar's nose.

      "Yes, but if it gets inside my skull, where my ID is, I rather lose my value as a ransom victim, don't I?"

      "No one puts an ID chip inside someone's skull," the boy scoffed.

      "It's not just an ID chip. But that is where it's located."

      This didn't seem to mean anything to the gang members, which struck Omesh as extraordinarily odd. Everyone on Earth knew about brain chips. They were held out as the ultimate reward for those who worked their way up the A&MC ladder. Omesh himself had spent his entire life up until three weeks ago studying hard to someday earn one himself. These kids acted like they didn't even know the technology existed; more, like they had never even imagined it.

      "It's in his forearm," one of the other kids said. "That's where they inject it."

      "You mean here?" Rocco asked, and he slipped the point of his handmade knife under Hjalmar's skin. Hjalmar growled in pain but still made no move. Omesh was beginning to find him more than a little creepy.

      "Can't you just tell them your family name?" Omesh asked. "They're not even on this station, so what difference does it make?"

      "None at all," Hjalmar said with a crazy grin that seemed to even creep Rocco out. He pulled the knife out of Hjalmar's arm and stepped back, regrouping. Hjalmar looked around the room, his eyes finally stopping on his own shirt in the hands of the boy who had wanted it. He snatched it out of the boy's slack grip and wrapped it around his bleeding arm, holding one sleeve in his teeth as he tightened the bulky bandage.

      "Anything worth anything in the trunk?" Rocco asked, and Omesh realized for the first time that the smallest boy had snapped off the lock and was going through Omesh's things. The clothes his mother had so neatly folded away were strewn everywhere, his handmade computer was in two pieces on the floor, and the boy was holding in his hands a shiny paper kite.

      "This is pretty cool," he said, turning it around in his hands.

      "It's useless," Rocco said, stomping over to peer inside the trunk and check the lining for hidden compartments himself, but there was nothing more. This was all Omesh owned. The kite was a surprise; his mother must have slipped that in when he wasn't looking. He had spent months designing that kite with the intention of flying it at Uttarayan, but his sudden departure had spoiled those plans. Now he'd never fly kites again; there was no wind in space.

      The sudden wave of homesickness overwhelmed him. He had known he was leaving the most perfect place in the solar system and life would never be so good again, but he had never expected it to get this bad, this quickly. He hadn't even met his uncle yet.

      "They're both worthless," one of the other boys said with just a touch of recrimination.

      "No, that one's not," Rocco said, pointing at Hjalmar with the still-bloody shiv.

      "He'll never talk. He didn't even scream when you stuck him. I don't think he's entirely human."

      "Don't talk nonsense," Rocco snapped. "Maybe he can't be hurt, but I doubt the same is true of his friend."

      He seized a fistful of Omesh's hair and yanked it back with such force it brought spots to Omesh's vision. Then he pressed the wet blade of his knife to Omesh's throat. It was only there for a moment, and Rocco never said a word, although Omesh was certain that more threats and demands were meant to accompany the gesture. Instead, there was a scuffle, a grunt, and a shrill scream.

      The grip on his hair fell away, and Omesh righted his head. He wished his hands were free so he could touch his neck; he felt a trickle there but didn't know if it was Hjalmar's blood or his own. The shiv was lying on Omesh's lap, staining his new kurta. Rocco was now crumpled on the floor, clutching his knee and whimpering as he tried and failed to get up.

      The reason for that was soon clear, as Omesh finally spotted Hjalmar dodging the clumsy stabs of two other gang members. He caught the wrist of one, guiding the boy's own momentum to bring him close and then striking with the speed of a cobra, a short kick that made a horrid crunching sound as it impacted the boy's knee.

      Once there were two people on the floor in as many seconds, the others disappeared. The smallest boy lingered for a moment, tempted by Omesh's kite in his hands, but when Hjalmar turned to look at him, he quickly overcame his indecision, dropping the kite and scampering away.

      "Why didn't you just do that in the first place?" Omesh asked. His neck was twinging every time he moved his head in a way that promised to be worse in the morning.

      "I don't really enjoy hurting people. I try to find other options."

      "To the point where you let them stab you?"

      Hjalmar looked down at his shirt-wrapped arm as if he'd forgotten it. "I've had worse."

      "It will need stitches. Can you get that here?"

      "Sure. With every teenager armed with shivs, I'm sure there's a robust business to be had in stitches and antibiotics. But we should get to our destination first."

      "And hurry. I don't think that was the whole gang. They probably just ran to get the really big guys."

      "I agree." Hjalmar stepped over the boy still moaning at Omesh's feet and picked up the shiv to cut away the plastic ties. The sudden rush of blood back to Omesh's hands and feet brought a rapturous pain.

      "Take a minute," Hjalmar said. "I'll repack your trunk."

      Omesh rubbed at his ankles first and then stood up, taking a few limping steps around. He wanted to be able to run as soon as possible. Hjalmar gathered up the scattered piles of clothing, stuffing them back inside the trunk. Then he looked at the two pieces of the computer.

      "It's all right; I can fix that," Omesh said, limping over to pick up the kite.

      "I've never seen a computer like this," Hjalmar said as he nestled the pieces in with the clothing.

      "It's built from scraps, so I guess you could call it one of a kind."

      "You built it?"

      "Yeah. I wasn't allowed to take any A&MC technology with me, so I built that. Technically, it's just junk, so I can keep it, but it works. Faster than my school tablet, actually." He leaned down to gently arrange the kite over the top and Hjalmar shut the lid, then used one of the zip ties to hold the latch down in place of the smashed lock.

      "I'll carry the trunk, you just keep up," Hjalmar said and led the way out of the room.

      Omesh came after, slowly at first, but more quickly as his feet recovered. He could feel eyes on them as they passed through the narrow alleyways, small children or sometimes women or old men watching them from the dark doorways. No one tried to stop them or even speak to them, but he was sure when the rest of the gang started the pursuit, the bystanders wouldn't hesitate to point out which way they had gone.

      Then they were out of the complex and back in the open space of the station marketplace. Back in the crowds and the hundred mingling smells. Funny what just ten short minutes could do to rearrange a person's idea of what was terrifying and what felt safe.

      "Not far now," Hjalmar said. Then he stopped suddenly, staring off into space.

      "What is it?" Omesh asked, looking around but seeing nothing out of the ordinary. "Are you getting a message or something? Is there a problem with your contact?"

      "You said you were going to stay with your uncle on Chandi V," Hjalmar said.

      "Yes, about that⁠—"

      "There are no scheduled arrivals to Chandi V except my family," Hjalmar went on. "What's your uncle's name?"

      "Prakash Goyal," Omesh said, "but he isn't a corporate employee. He won't be in your... head."

      "Barnacle Town," Hjalmar said. "You're going to Barnacle Town."

      "I guess that's what they call it."

      Hjalmar set down Omesh's trunk. Then he straightened, his face as unreadable as ever.

      "What's going on?" Omesh asked.

      "I can't take you with me."

      "OK," Omesh said, feeling anything but. "OK, but can you take me as far as the Dauntless, anyway? My uncle is waiting for me there."

      "No, I really can't."

      "OK. OK." Omesh didn't know what else to say. Hjalmar was looking around, his arms crossed over his bare chest. A trickle of blood was worming its way out from under the shirt bandage. "What do I do now? I don't have any money. And those boys will be back."

      "You're clever," Hjalmar said. "You'll think of something. Anybody who can build a workable computer out of bits from a junk heap can find a way to make a living in a thriving community like this one. They're all illegal squatters, but they aren't all out-and-out criminals. You'll be fine."

      "What? I don't understand what's happening," Omesh said.

      "Yeah, sorry about that. I've got to go. Good luck." Then he turned and walked away. He was tall, and he had silver-blond hair; it took a very long time for him to disappear in the crowd.

      Omesh Rashid Nasrin had grown up on a farm on the edge of the Thar Desert, twenty miles from the nearest neighbor and more than a hundred from the nearest village. He was an only child, and his parents worked from sunrise to sunset every day of the week, which left little time for them to spend with him. But now, surrounded by people packed around him in all three dimensions, now he felt truly isolated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          RABIA

        

      

    

    
      "Shouldn't you be in school?"

      Rabia looked up at the guard. She couldn't remember the last time one had actually spoken to her. "You're new, aren't you?"

      "Answer my question first." He leaned forward as he said it, something merry in his eyes. Rabia barely checked herself from stepping back. She would swear he was flirting with her, except that was impossible. She was Rabia; no one flirted with her. He must just be colossally bored. Rabia raised her hand, fingers spread wide, then touched it down on the palm reader built into the desk. Her handprint remained for a moment, then turned bright green.

      "Not a truant," Rabia said.

      "You work the night shift somewhere, then?"

      "Hardly! I'm only seventeen."

      "Early graduation?" the guard ventured. That flirty vibe was starting to fade away.

      "Nope. Dropout. I'm learning in the school of life now, and life is just a little bit beyond this airlock. See you later!"

      This wasn't fair to her father, who was technically her teacher now, but telling people she studied all the usual subjects just on her own always led to question after question. Plus, saying she was a dropout just sounded cooler.

      Rabia completely ignored the ladder in favor of leaping over the edge to the lip of the open airlock some eight feet below, then started down the long, steep path into the heart of her home away from home.

      Ah, Barnacle Town. A place with a smell like no other. Rabia breathed it in, closing her eyes as she sorted and labeled each component. Greasy food cooked over an open flame. Stray dogs and doglike children doing their business wherever. Families of ten or more packed into a space no bigger than her bedroom with the only available method of bathing a bucket carried up from the community tap—or more commonly bathing at the tap itself, modesty be damned. Closer to the market, the smells of ripe fruit and spices took over. Nothing back home in Chandi V ever smelled like anything in particular. Not even the food.

      She didn't mind that her days as a corporate resident were numbered. She didn't even mind that she had no idea what she would do that last day she walked past the security gate, the day when she wouldn't slip back through just as curfew was sounding. Living life from moment to moment, doing whatever work was available just to keep the meals coming—the thought rather excited her.

      But it scared her mom. She had been acting weird for weeks now, but last night Rabia had gotten up in the middle of the night to pee and heard her mother's tears from the next room and her father's deep voice murmuring sounds of comfort. She didn't have to hear the words to know she was the one behind her mother's quiet weeping. It was a long-established rule of the universe that her sister Teresa was incapable of doing anything to upset their mother. No, it had to be Rabia and her rapidly approaching eighteenth birthday.

      It was far too late to attempt making herself over as just another piece in the corporate machine, even if she wanted such a fate. She didn't think that would please her mother, anyway; as a human resources analyst, she knew better than anyone how ill-suited Rabia was for such a life. Still, perhaps it was time to come up with a plan. If she knew what was going to happen next, perhaps her mother wouldn't worry so much.

      She would talk to Si Fu about it. He always had lots of ideas. More than that, he had a way of bringing them out of Rabia with pointed looks and smiling silences rather than speaking them himself. An afternoon of kung fu and tea would be more than enough to get her going on the road to having a plan, she was sure.

      "Look here, Tom. Jumpsuit is back."

      Too much woolgathering; she should have noticed all the urchins crawling out of their little hidey-holes before she was surrounded. They weren't moving too close to her, but they didn't need to. Their job was to get her to where Alain and Tom lurked under the awning of the coffee stand, and she saw no reason not to keep walking since she had been heading that way, anyway. There were always more of them about than she could see, and she honestly did try to avoid fights when possible; she would have taken a different lane if she had noticed them.

      The urchins that ran with the gangs had the advantage in this little game of theirs. They blended in with the rest of Barnacle Town, not just the other people but the very walls: nondescript hair, dingy T-shirts and faded jeans, canvas sneakers so old and battered and full of holes they could almost be called sandals.

      She, on the other hand, in her bright indigo jumpsuit with the prominently displayed Chandi Corporation logo, was a little hard to miss, especially in the middle of a workday when few corporate residents were out and about. The fact that her hair was one long braid of vibrant pink probably didn't help, either.

      "Hey, boys," she said as she stopped a nonaggressive few paces away from Alain and Tom. She could remember when they had both been urchins as well. Alain could nearly pass as a corporate higher-up now, with his white silk shirts and polished shoes. She had no idea where in Barnacle Town he got his clothes or who did his laundry. She did appreciate that he didn't favor the loud colors and flashy jewelry of the other gang boys. But then Alain always did do things his own way.

      Tom, on the other hand, looked like he had only half molted from urchin status. His clothes were nicer than those of the boys who answered to him, but they were already showing signs of neglect. And of sloppy eating habits.

      "Didn't we tell you not to stray down our lanes again, Jumpsuit? Didn't we, Tom?"

      Once upon a time Alain had called her by name, back when she had zipped out of her jumpsuit and stashed it in a hole in the wall before going to Si Fu's. Then one day, he had followed her after class and saw her getting back into her mandatory corporate uniform. Rabia didn't know why he had spied on her. Perhaps someone else had seen her first and told him; Barnacle Town was full of eyes. But for whatever reason, he had called her only Jumpsuit ever since. She wore her corporate clothes openly now; there was no one left worth hiding things from.

      Rabia fixed her gaze on the middle of Alain's nose. Looking into his eyes brought that moment back in too-sharp clarity, and she would not let him see again just how much dumping her as a friend had hurt her.

      "Yes, you did mention. Then I kicked both your asses, and four of your friends' asses. I rather thought that had settled the matter," she said.

      "Well, it didn't."

      "Do we really have to go through this every time I come to Barnacle Town? Because honestly, my fists get tired." She thought about adding something about how the definition of insanity was repeating the same actions and expecting different results, but she decided they wouldn't really get the humor.

      "Tom and I actually have a proposition for you," Alain said.

      "Is that right, Tom?" Rabia asked.

      Tom raised one eyebrow but said not a word.

      "The boss has put me in charge of the Saturday fights," Alain began, but that was all she needed to hear.

      "Not interested," Rabia said, all humor and sarcasm gone.

      "Come on! You were a mainstay when my brother Luc was running it. And it can be worth serious coin to you. I'll give you a cut on what my bookies make. Everyone is dying to see you fight again."

      "Do I look hard up for cash to you?"

      Tom snorted and mumbled something only Alain could hear.

      "Well, that was the carrot," Alain said with a dramatic sigh. "Would you like to see my stick?"

      "Is it bigger than your carrot?"

      "I know Si Fu isn't teaching anymore, leastwise no one but you goes up there. He lives smack-dab in the center of my little territory; I know everything that happens in my lanes. He isn't teaching anymore, and that's an awfully big space for one frail old man."

      "Is this a threat?" Rabia asked, not quite suppressing a laugh. After the last lesson she'd taught his little gang, one would think they would be reluctant to take on her si fu. Of course, Si Fu had been very disappointed in her for her part in that little ruckus, but they didn't know that.

      "You're not always here, are you? Every night at curfew, you have to scuttle back to the corporate part of the space station, don't you?"

      "Technically, the corporate part is the space station. The rest of this is just junk welded to the outside. Or didn't you know why they call it Barnacle Town?"

      "Am I not being clear?" Alain asked with a glance at Tom.

      "You're being perfectly clear," Rabia said. "It's just that I'm not worried about your stick. I, the student, have already thoroughly spanked both of you and a nice selection of your toadies. That's nothing compared to what my teacher can do to you."

      "I don't know, Jumpsuit. I've seen the man around and he's moving pretty slow these days."

      "Why don't you go ahead and rely on that, you ass," Rabia said and turned her back on him. Not the smartest move, perhaps, but neither he nor Tom made an attempt to jump her from behind, and the urchins were keeping their distance. She would have to walk the streets more alertly from now on, though. Alain and Tom would favor ambush for the next encounter, and they would certainly bring weapons.

      It could be fun.

      As she turned, she saw the reason the two of them were loitering outside the coffee shop: Alain's older and taller brother was hassling the owner of the curry stand across the lane, shaking him and growling right in the man's face.

      "Hey," Rabia said, stepping forward. Si Fu loved vindaloo, and Prakash's curry stand made the best vindaloo in Barnacle Town. Not that he had a lot of competition. But still, Prakash was a good man who looked out for Si Fu when she couldn't.

      "Stay out of it," Alain growled, but she easily slipped out of the hand meant to restrain her and marched across the lane into the curry shop.

      "Let Sri Goyal go," she said.

      Alain's brother Luc looked over at her coolly. He had been running the fights before she had quit; she didn't have to make any threats. "This doesn't concern you."

      "That's funny, because I feel concerned," Rabia said, taking another step closer.

      Luc thought over the situation, glancing past her in a way that let her know Alain and Tom were standing in the doorway behind her. She adjusted her mental picture of her surroundings but made no outwardly defensive move, not even so much as a shift of her weight. Something in the kitchen was starting to burn, a caramel smell just turning to a smoky one. Then Luc let Prakash go with a backward thrust that was just short of knocking him down, as if he had calculated the limit to how aggressive he could be without Rabia feeling compelled to treat it as an attack.

      "It's fine, Rabia," Prakash said, although he looked far too pasty to be fine. "Please, there is no need to fight here."

      "Yeah, save it for the ring. Yes?" Luc said.

      "I think I've earned you enough coin for one lifetime," Rabia said. "Get lost. And don't hassle my friends."

      "I'm not hassling anyone, missy. I'm here on official Barnacle Town business."

      "Official? That's funny. It implies anyone here actually holds an office," Rabia said.

      "Watch your step," Luc warned.

      "You don't scare me."

      His lip curled up in a humorless sneer. "Indeed. Safe every night beyond the airlocks, snug in your corporate apartment, with your corporate mom and corporate dad. But who says it's you we'll be after?"

      Then he reached out and grasped the nearest support beam. The curry stand, like the rest of Barnacle Town, was welded together from bits of space debris. The kitchens had once been a storage container, with a door formed from the jagged hole left from a collision with some meteor or piece of space junk that rendered it useless for its old purpose but quite sufficient for its new one. Prakash and his wife lived over the curry stand in a long, narrow pod, which had once been a sleep compartment for one of the tiny space stations that had first housed humans in space. The pod was long indeed; it overhung the storage container by a considerable margin. The addition of a few mismatched support beams to hold up the pod overhead had made an open space for tables and chairs. Dining areas were almost nonexistent in Barnacle Town, and the curry stand was as popular for being a place to sit as for its cuisine.

      Watching Luc shake the beam, Rabia wondered for the first time just who had put this place together. Prakash was a fine cook, but as the sleeper pod above them began to sway, Rabia doubted his abilities as an engineer.

      "Stop it," she said as calmly as she could.

      Luc just grinned, his hand on the beam still rocking it back and forth. Alain gave a chuckle, and Tom joined in.

      "Stop," Rabia said again.

      "Please," Prakash added as the sound of his wife's sudden cry of alarm echoed from above them. "Please."

      Luc just grinned and kept at it. So Rabia hit him.

      He staggered back, hands to his face. Rabia shook her hand. There are better places to hit a guy than right in the mouth, but that grin had pissed her off. Teeth hurt, though, and it wouldn't be a complete surprise if she got some sort of disease.

      The hand that fell on her shoulder wasn't a complete surprise, either. She let Alain spin her around, using the momentum to drive an elbow right under his ear. She was just turning to face Tom when she heard her name. It was softly spoken, but somehow it filled her with more shame than her mother's loudest rebukes.

      "Si Fu," she said, stepping back and lowering her hands.

      Huo Fei Li crossed the narrow lane, leaning heavily on his walking stick. By the time he stepped into the curry stand, Tom, Alain, and Luc had all made themselves scarce. Prakash was gone as well.

      Si Fu stepped up to the counter and set down the empty cook pot he had been carrying.

      "There was a reason," Rabia began.

      "Yes, there always is," Si Fu said, and she said no more. Rabia stepped around the counter to the kitchen, turning off the flame under the enormous wok and fanning the smoke away as best she could. Whatever had been cooking in there was interestingly shaped charcoal now.

      Prakash came back down the stairs, all but carrying his very pregnant wife, Anjali. He went over to the loose beam and inspected the damage.

      "You will need some strong help to reset that," Si Fu said. "The butcher near my house has two apprentices who are always looking for an opportunity to make an extra coin or two. I'll send them your way, yes?"

      "Yes, thank you," Prakash said, leading his wife to one of the chairs, but she shook her head.

      "I'm fine, Prakash, really. Vindaloo, Mr. Li?"

      "Always divine; thank you," Si Fu said. Empty pot in one hand and the other curled under her belly, she disappeared into the kitchens.

      "What did they want, Prakash-ji?" Rabia asked. "He said it was official."

      "It was. I don't know who the dons are that are running this place now, but they want to make it just like the corporations we've all worked so hard to avoid."

      Rabia was puzzled and must have looked it, but Si Fu understood.

      "The baby," he said.

      "Indeed, the baby," Prakash said. "We have room enough for him, food enough for him, but apparently ‘all of Barnacle Town' feels we will be taking more than our share of the water and air."

      "That's nonsense," Rabia said. "None of you pays for either; it all comes from Chandi Corporation." Not legally, either, but that wasn't a thing which needed to be said aloud.

      "This is bad," Prakash said, sinking into a chair, head in hands.

      "I can speak to them for you," Si Fu said. "They will understand."

      "But it's more than just the baby now," Prakash said. "My nephew is coming. He's been expelled from Earth and I told my sister I would take him in. How could I not? He has nowhere else to go. I'm going to pick him up tomorrow. When they find out..."

      "Please, don't worry," Si Fu said, resting a hand on Prakash's shoulder. "I'll speak to them. They will understand."

      "I..." But Prakash clearly had no will to argue. "I am grateful."

      "Vindaloo, Mr. Li," Anjali said, setting the steaming pot on the counter. There were more red chilies in there than meat pieces, just the way Si Fu liked it. The fact that it would soon have her in tears in no way diminished her appreciation for the bright color of the dish. Nothing she ate at home was ever this pretty. Rabia shut the lid, then slid her sleeves down over her hands to pick it up without burning herself.

      "I didn't know you knew the dons," Rabia said as they made their way farther down the narrow lane to the blind alley which hid the door to his former school.

      "I don't, but I know their type. They can be talked to and negotiated with if you speak their language," Si Fu said.

      "What language is that?"

      "Politics, child," Si Fu said with a little chuckle.

      "But they're thieves," Rabia said.

      "Why do you say that?"

      Rabia blinked. "Because they take money that isn't theirs?"

      "Ah, but with that money, they provide all of us with energy and water."

      "I guess it started that way," Rabia said. The history of Barnacle Town was an oral tradition that varied widely, depending on who was doing the telling. "The merchants who were a little more prolific than the rest elected themselves representatives between the people of Barnacle Town and the Chandi Corporation, and they collected the bribe money and negotiated on everyone's behalf. But it's bigger than that now. And I know they collect more than they're spending; the stories I hear here and the stories I hear inside just don't match up. I call that theft."

      "All right, Rabia. They are thieves, by your definition. But they're not just thieves." He stopped at the end of the alley to fish out the enormous key from within his robes. The butcher's shop and home were made from a collection of half-destroyed cargo pods all welded together with a ferocity that made the joins look like particularly brutal scars. Beyond the butcher's was a cul-de-sac formed by the back ends of many other ships forming an extremely irregular space. Barnacle Town was very far from a planned community.

      Si Fu reached his hand with the key inside the gap between the back of the butcher's and the wall that was the end of Barnacle Town, a wall made entirely of welded-together scraps. There was a click, and a door twenty feet over their heads swung open.

      Si Fu turned to her as he put the key back into his pocket. "Barnacle Town has grown since I first came here; it has grown a lot. People brought their families here to live within the protection of the space station's magnetic radiation shield, to take advantage of the gravity to walk upright. This is a good thing. But too many people in one place create trouble. You need a way to agree on how to get along besides fighting with each other. That's politics. The corporation has its own structure, but out here we have the dons."

      "They're getting more powerful," Rabia said.

      "Yes."

      "Too powerful?"

      Si Fu thought about this for a moment, and when he did speak, it was—as usual—not a direct answer.

      "I've lived a long time. I've seen the human race decimated, the remains scattered across the solar system. We so nearly died out sixty years ago. Now we are beginning to get our strength back. I see people starting to move beyond just surviving the plague to really living for themselves.

      "The corporations control the big space stations. They think that means they control humanity out in space. The dons are thieves of a sort—I will agree with your assessment there—but the dons are also the ones in a position to show the corporations just how untrue their assumptions are.

      "Now, come. Let's get upstairs and eat before the food gets cold."

      He may have walked on level walkways leaning heavily on a stick, but when it came to shimmying up that wall of welded joints and strange outcroppings of girder ends and enormous screws, Si Fu still moved like a young master. He lowered the hook, and Rabia hung the pot from it so he could slowly hoist up his dinner as Rabia made her own way up the wall.

      Yes, Alain would be a fool if he thought her master was an easy target. She had no reason to worry about him. Any home that involved scaling a twenty-foot wall to get in the front door was very nearly ambush-proof.

      So why was she so uneasy?

      The doorway was narrow, as was the hall beyond, almost uncomfortably so, but its size was deceptive. From the lane below, the door seemed to lead to a tiny crawlspace, but once inside and past that narrow hall, it opened up into a tremendous amount of open space for Barnacle Town. It was extravagant even by Chandi Corporation standards, where most of the large spaces had been converted into many smaller units to house the refugees fleeing Earth decades ago. Once upon a time, Si Fu had used his open space to teach kung fu, tai chi, and chi gang to anyone who wanted to learn. When Rabia had first come here, he had anywhere from twelve to twenty students practicing at any given time of the day, all spinning and punching, advancing and retreating, and still there had been room for more.

      But Si Fu wasn't teaching anymore, and only Rabia still came to see him. Some days he was so tired he just sat in his dangerous-looking rocking chair made of scrap metal, dozing and waking with little difference between the two. Other days he was as alert as ever, and on those days he was still Rabia's teacher, watching her as she drilled forms over and over and correcting her technique.

      Rabia followed Si Fu across the open practice yard, steaming vindaloo in her sleeved hands, to the rickety staircase that led up to the loft that was his living space. It looked out onto the practice space and was the usual Barnacle Town size: barely big enough for a table and two stools, and the stools had to be put up at night before he could lay out his bedroll. But for such a tiny space, it was filled with wonders. Rabia set the vindaloo on the table and Si Fu opened the lacquered cabinet tucked under the table, taking out two gorgeous china bowls, matching round cups with no handles, and lacquered chopsticks.

      Even after putting all the chilies in Si Fu's bowl, Rabia could barely manage the spiciness, and when she was done her eyes and nose were both streaming. Si Fu gobbled his down like it was so much porridge. When they were done and she had helped clean up and put everything back away, Si Fu sat back in his chair and looked at her intently.

      "I know," she said, hoping to circumvent this conversation.

      "You threw the first punch," Si Fu said.

      "But didn't you see what he was doing?"

      "Yes, I did. He needed to be stopped; this I do not argue. But what you did, you didn't do to stop him. You did it because you were angry."

      Rabia looked down at her hand, at the cuts and scrapes his teeth had left behind. She remembered that grin, that superior I'm-the-one-in-control-here grin. It made her blood boil all over again just remembering it. And, she was certain, if she had turned her head at that moment, she would have seen Alain grinning at her in just the same way.

      "I should have just pushed him away, I guess," she said with a sigh.

      "Perhaps. There were other options you could've tried before touching him at all."

      "But there is no talking to a guy like that. You don't know him."

      "Perhaps this is true, perhaps not. The problem here is not his character, it's yours. I want you to know, when you do something, that it is the best course of action for the circumstances. I want you to have this knowledge at the time you make the decision, not after."

      "How?"

      "You need to remove the thing that is keeping you from seeing clearly. Your anger."

      Rabia laughed humorlessly. "I think that's pretty much irremovable."

      "Nonsense," Si Fu said. "You just need to focus. It is an opponent like any other. Figure out how it fights, when it will strike, and how it will attempt to counter you, then use that knowledge to flow around it."

      "That sounds kind of impossible, Si Fu," she said.

      "Luckily, I know some tricks," he said with just a hint of a grin.

      Rabia went back home that night with lists of book titles to search the corporate library for and breathing exercises to practice. It was only when her mother looked up from her computer to say hello that Rabia realized she had let another day go by without coming up with a plan for her future.

      Surely she would remember to do something about that tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE
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      Tak didn't think you could properly call what he had arrived on a ship. Someone had built it piece by piece from whatever bits of junk would serve for the sole purpose of pushing cargo containers from space station to space station, but only those near Earth and the moon. He was quite certain that when the pilot and copilot were going through their preflight checklist, the thing they called the "life support system" was made of repurposed coffeemakers. The fact that the three of them had made it to Barnacle Town still breathing was a minor miracle.

      It had made him terribly homesick.

      But now he was back inside a corporate space station, although not one entirely taken over by riffraff like Haven was. This one was all corporate on the inside, but a layer of riffraff clung to the outside. The ships docked at the center of the hub, and his destination was the farthest point from where he now floated, one hand clinging to a cargo net bulging with weird objects. The pilot had shoved him and his duffel bag out of the ship and then promptly disappeared. Tak looked around for some clue as to where he was meant to go. There was a lot of cargo secured against the walls, but very few people.

      Then he saw one, an angry one coming his way, pulling himself from cargo net to cargo net with great efficiency.

      "What are you doing here, boy?" If the man was put off by discovering that Tak was both a foot taller and a foot wider than he, he didn't show it.

      "Tak O'Reilly," Tak said, putting out a hand, which the man scowled at but didn't deign to touch.

      "You're not getting into Barnacle Town. I don't know what your pilot promised you, but the town is closed. We can't fit another shiftless drifter inside our hulls."

      "Well, that's a relief," Tak said with a smile. "Where can I catch a ride out of here?"

      "I don't arrange rides," the man growled and kicked away, propelling himself back down the long cylinder of the cargo bay. Tak's smile grew wider still, and in his mind he began composing the letter to his mother, explaining why even the effort she'd gone through to put him on a nonstop flight hadn't been enough to get him all the way to her father's beloved sumo school. The fact that the blame couldn't possibly be his was an added bonus. She couldn't say he hadn't tried.

      Tak secured his duffel bag on his back and began poking around the cargo bay, completely at home in the null gravity. Most of the ships were slapdash affairs like the one he had come in on, not built for more than moving from space station to space station. You could probably crash one on the surface of the moon and walk away from it, but you'd never get it back up into space again. Which was a shame; Tak was rather partial to the lunar cities. They were horribly overcrowded, of course, and every trip he had made there had involved at least one series of painful inoculations against whatever latest epidemic was sweeping through the population, but there was a music scene there, and he loved live music.

      Further down the bay, he saw a ship with a logo he recognized. It was from one of the floating cities of Venus, a mining colony. It didn't look luxurious enough to be from one of the pleasure cities. That might be a good option, Tak thought. He could find a job on the ship to take him to the mining colony, then find a job there. And maybe, someday, crash a party in one of the pleasure cities.

      It wasn't likely, but a boy could dream.

      "Hey, kid!" This from a guy scarcely older than himself, although they were nearly of a size. "You doin' anything? Wanna give us a hand?" He was towing a crate out of a decent-looking ship, one that looked sturdy enough to handle atmo and massive enough to go down a gravity well and get back out again. Maybe it was Earth bound.

      "Sure," Tak said, launching himself into the ship's cargo hold and releasing the mechanism on the next crate to let it float free after him. "Where are we going with them?"

      "You've done this before," the other kid said, impressed.

      "Since before I could walk," Tak said, which was
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