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A Pet For Lord Darin


By: Hollie Hutchins


Part One: Stolen

The flight from Earth to Neptune is short, as far as the people on board are concerned. You enter hyperspace ten minutes past the moon and emerge in a burst of light on the far side of the solar system, with little more to show for it than a headache and a sore stomach.

Inside the ship, the journey would take about an hour, but in the “real world” hardly any time would pass. We weren’t entering hyperspace as a naked ship – that would melt the computer, the shuttle, and everyone in it to putty –  we were slipping into what was loosely referred to as a “pocket universe”, a stasis-field-like bubble that could travel a little past light speed, without any of the nightmare physics of hyperspace screwing with the inside. It was a miracle of technology, but a costly one, one that devoured near as much energy as it did money. The engines and shields responsible for creating the stasis universe were perfectly stable, but an hour of on-board flight time was just about all you could ask of them before the cooling systems  couldn’t take it. I’d read somewhere recently that we were close to developing an engine capable of two, even five-hour jumps, and from there it would only be a matter of time until we were leaping entire galaxies. Close in science is a relative term, but proximity is progress, and no frontier is so enticing as the stars.

And yet we still know jack about the oceans. Science doesn’t march on so much as skip sideways.

It was a raffle win, this round-trip cruise to Neptune – or rather, to a colony on one of its moons, a research facility setting itself up to poke and probe at the big blue planet in the hopes of finding something alive besides a tardigrade. The temperatures on Neptune routinely drop well below fifty-five degrees Kelvin, so liquid water was out of the question; they don’t call Neptune an “ice giant” for nothing. If nothing else, it was a water source, if one that would be stupidly expensive to access. There’s always knowledge to find and resources to mine, though NASA and the rest always hope for something more.

Our teachers entered our class into the drawing when construction first began more than a year ago, open to certain schools and universities around the country. The companies financing the operation promised an exclusive first look to STEM students and their chaperones. None of us had thought anything of it. We’d signed the permission slips on the off chance we’d get a call one day, but after a week of excitedly imagining what a research colony might look like, I’d completely forgotten about it. I had finals to worry about, term papers and last-minute labs to make up from the days I’d been gone with the academic team. I had more pressing things to worry about than a fantasy trip to Triton.

And then we got a call. Hooray for us.

The ship me and my classmates were on was long and white, with just enough fuel for landing and takeoff, planning to refill on Triton. It was little more than a courtesy shuttle, with large seats and cupholders and a promise of an internet connection yet to come. How they intended to give us internet in hyperspace was beyond me, but if they were advertising it, it must have been close to coming true.

There were seventeen of us spread throughout the small cabin, leaning against steel walls four feet thick, peering out of small porthole windows at the multicolor vastness of hyperspace. None of us had ever seen anything like it before, not in person. When would we have? Katy and Jonathan—twins with the dark eyes and olive skin of full-blooded Italians—were quantum physicists, and while hyperspace wasn’t their specialty they’d certainly run simulations that looked like this. They had their noses pressed to the glass, each at their own window, eyes wide and sparkling with every color the human eye could see.

The world swam past us in a tangle of lines like knotted strings, rising and falling as something pulled at them from either end. Some of us watched, some of us prayed. Most of us were bored.

“Brittany, look!” said Naomi, pointing to one of a billion strands of colored light. I leaned forward and pretended to see it.

“Oh, wow,” I said. My stomach gurgled. If I closed my eyes I couldn’t even tell we were moving, but just the idea of being in a smallish tube flying headlong through a part of the universe that technically didn’t exist was enough to make me nauseas.

“What do you think it’ll look like?” Naomi said. “The station.”

I didn’t know. I was trying not to think about how small the cabin was, and what would happen if we exited hyperspace too fast or too slow. I didn’t know much of the science – my realm was always chemistry – but I knew just enough to give me specific things to worry about. Like coming out too close to the space station and crashing into it at top speed.

Lucky for me, Naomi never asked questions to get answers; she asked questions to give them. “I’ll bet you can’t even see it,” she said. “I’ll bet it’s underground.”

“They can’t see Neptune if it’s underground, dingus,” said Theo. He had his hands cupped around his eyes, like that might help him see outside better.

“Who says they want to see Neptune?” said Naomi. “Gathix still hasn’t said what the facility is gonna be for, just that it’s there.” ‘Gathix’ being the multi-million-dollar benefactor of NASA’s new project. “They’re probably mining for something.”

“Like what?” said Theo. He didn’t sound very interested in the answer.

“I don’t know,” said Naomi. She ran her fingers through her hair, blond and bright as dawn, and tossed it over her shoulder. Naomi was fiendishly pretty, and she took every opportunity to make sure we knew it. “But that’s always what millionaires want, right? Raw materials? There’s bound to be something.”

“Like what, kryptonite?” said Katy, laughing. “I don’t think so.”

Naomi stuck her tongue out at Katy and turned back to her porthole. The windows were circled with bands of dark black metal, cold to the touch. The way it caught the color was mesmerizing.

“Do you think they’ll find aliens?” Naomi leaned to the left, trying to get a look at the rear of the shuttle. “Ooh, what if something’s following us?” She turned to me. “That would be fun, wouldn’t it?”

“Hardly,” I said. She didn’t seem to hear me.

“Hyperspace would be a nifty place to find life, wouldn’t it?”

Oh Lord, I couldn’t even begin to list all the reasons it wouldn’t be; and it was Naomi, so I didn’t.

“Like little sentient lights that only live in pocket universes.” She was silent for a solid eleven seconds, mulling something over in her head. She bit her lip. “There’s probably aliens somewhere, right?” she said.

“Probably,” I agreed. It’s a big universe, there was probably a big jellyfish-looking something with googly eyes out there somewhere.

“Do you think they’re cute?” Naomi said. There was an odd lilt in her voice I couldn’t identify.

“Cute?” I frowned. “Like…bunnies?” I said.

“No, like people cute. Like, ‘I’d hit that’ cute.”

Oh Jesus Christ. “…I think they’re aliens, so it doesn’t matter,” I said. Bubbles rose and popped in my stomach and I wrapped my arms around myself, counting slowly under my breath so I wouldn’t vomit. “One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi…”

“But if they were, you’d totally bone one, right?”

I looked up, face twisting into what I hoped she’d interpret as, “What the hell is wrong with you?”

She didn’t. She blinked at me, expression blank. “Well? Wouldn’t you?”

“Wouldn’t she what?” said Jonathan.

“Bone an alien,” said Naomi. She turned away from the window and sat back in her seat, drawing her legs up to her chest. “You totally would, wouldn’t you?”

“Are you talking to me or him?” said Katy.

“All of you,” said Naomi. She looked around at us expectantly. “Would you or would you not bone a hot alien?”

“Can we stop saying the word ‘bone’ please?” I said.

“Okay, would you bang a hot alien?”

“Maybe if he killed you first,” I muttered.

“Hey!” Naomi frowned, as offended as I’d ever seen her. I tried to smile.

“Kidding,” I said.

“Sure,” she said, and immediately perked back up. “I would.”

“Really, we never would have guessed,” said Jonathan.

“Okay, but how are we defining ‘hot alien’?” said Katy.

“However you like,” said Naomi. “Extra-terrestrial aesthetics are in the eye of the beholder.”

“Do they have to be humanoid?” said Jonathan. “Like, am I allowed to bone a giant lobster-mermaid monster in this scenario?”

Naomi laughed so hard she barely made any sound. Beside Jonathan, Katy, expressionless, reached into her bag, pulled out the thickest hardback textbook she owned – Quantum Entanglement and Other Cosmic Confusions – and hit him as hard as she could. The sound of book on skull made every one of us flinch.

“Hey! I’m kidding, I’m kidding!” he said, holding up his hands. “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

“I mean, you do you, man,” said Naomi, chuckling. “And your, um. Lobster-mermaid monster.”

“Don’t encourage this behavior!” said Katy, raising the book like she intended to throw it full-force at Naomi.

“Hey, I don’t kink shame,” Naomi said.

Mr. Cravits’ voice meandered back to us from the front of the shuttle, where our professor was casually reading something on his tablet. “What’s going on back there?”

All of us said “Nothing!” at once. Except Naomi, who said, “Would you bone an alien?”

He looked up and over his shoulder, pulling down his glasses to squint at her. “Would I what now?”

“Bone…” Naomi cleared her throat and adopted some more professor-worthy language. “If presented with an intelligent, consenting alien specimen of appropriate appearance, would you or would you not engage in coitus with them?”

Mr. Cravits blinked at her. “I don’t think I’ll answer that.”

“It’s a valid question!” she said. Mr. Cravits turned back to his tablet, shaking his head.

Naomi sighed and slid back into her chair, crossing her legs, a public display of defeat. “I’m just saying.”

“Just saying?” said Jonathan.

“Yeah, it’s something to keep in mind.”

“In case, what, we get hijacked by subjectively hot aliens?”

“I mean, yeah.”

Jonathan laughed his disbelief. “You…you’re a scientist, Naomi. A student of physical and universal law.”

“I’m a behavioral scientist, and a human person with a libido,” she said. “I’m just keeping my options open.”

Jonathan coughed and muttered, “Ahem, desperate.”

“It could happen!” Naomi said. “The universe is vast and wide and full of wonders. One of those wonders has got to be a hot alien.”

Jonathan draped his arm over the back of his chair.  “Jesus, Naomi, if you ever bone a hot alien, I’ll eat my fucking diploma.”

“Can I get that in writing?”

Jonathan groaned and turned away from her without saying anything more.

Naomi looked at me and smiled without missing a beat. “So?”

I blinked at her. “So what?”

She rolled her eyes. “So, would you—”

“No, I would not,” I said. “What are you, twelve? I already said. Can you go back to looking out the window please? I feel sick.”

“Sick thinking about banging aliens?” She cocked her head, blue eyes glowing with the rainbow outside. The ribbons of color laced through her iris like a thousand tiny strings, each one bright as daylight. “You’re not asexual, are you?”

“No, I’m not,” I said. “I’m in a tube in a pocket universe hurtling through space at two thousand miles per hour and my stomach hurts.” We were probably going faster than that, but that wasn’t the point.

She leaned forward, eyebrows hiking themselves up to her hairline. “You know what would fix you right up? Hmm?”

Jonathan piped up from his seat. “If you say a hot alien, I swear to God I will punt you into space.”

“This doesn’t concern you,” Naomi said.

“It doesn’t concern anyone, it’s a weird question!”

“I said no. Twice,” I said. “I’m gonna close my eyes now.”

Naomi smiled at me and patted my head. “Okay sweetie. I’ll wake you up when we get there.”

“I’m not going to sleep, I’m closing my eyes,” I said. “And I’ll feel it when we leave hyperspace, we all will.” The attendants who gave us our safety briefing told us it would be like slamming the brakes on a runaway rollercoaster. Everybody else was looking forward to it. “But thanks.”

Naomi gave me the most patronizing smile I’d ever seen and sat forward in her seat, reaching for the belts, maybe intending to go to sleep herself and buckling herself in just in case no one woke her for the exit. She was as smart as any of us, but she had some…notably childish inclinations. I wondered if she’d dream about hot aliens. And thinking about that for another three seconds, I decided I’d rather not know

I fell asleep in spite of myself, and my dreams were nothing but me falling through empty, airless space: sub-zero vacuum flash-freezing me from the inside out. When we hit the turbulence that happens just before you enter the real universe, I jerked awake, heart pounding, thinking I’d finally hit the ground.

Above us, the seatbelt sign was on and blinking, accompanied by a soft beeping. Two flight attendants – two hurtling-through-space-at-ungodly-speeds attendants – were walking down the aisles making sure everyone’s buckle was fastened tight, and telling us to brace ourselves. Existing the pocket universe was perfectly safe, don’t worry, it was just going to be a little uncomfortable.

The shuttle bounced and dropped as the pocket universe stretched wide, halfway to popping like a bubble. My stomach turned itself upside down. If I closed my eyes again I could almost imagine I was on an airplane, the ground forty-thousand feet below, waiting to catch us if something went wrong.

Nothing to catch you in space, I thought. Nothing but Naomi’s aliens. And maybe black holes.

The colored lights outside sputtered and popped like dying lightbulbs, and suddenly they were gone, replaced by a vast expanse of blinking stars. The shuttle shook like we’d hit something and my whole body tensed up. A moment later it was over, and everything was perfectly still.

I half expected everyone to clap, the way some people do when a plane lands, but the cabin was completely silent. Everyone was in their seats, buckled in, staring out their windows.

I looked out too, and my heart leapt into my throat. In an instant it became real, this small shuttle hanging in the impossible emptiness of space – and the possibilities of asphyxiation and flash-freezing that went with it. The air suddenly felt thin and cold, but my lungs burned as I breathed. The curving walls around me were too close, and they were getting closer, shrinking down and down and down until the windows cracked and the door was too small to open –

“Look!” Naomi said, startling me out of my panic. She strained against her seatbelt for a better view. “There it is!”

I looked out the window. And there it was.

Beside and below us was the vast bronze globe that was Triton. The sun was behind us, shining brightly down on one side of the moon, making the little polymer domes far below sparkle like rhinestones. There were craters everywhere, and ridges that might have been cliffs or mountains, shrouding swathes of bronze rock in shadow. A shining white space station hung high above it, spinning slowly, wreathed in little lights that meant the station’s machinery was functioning properly. On its side was painted a big yellow smiley face. All the Galix stations had that; it was meant to be an interstellar white-flag, something intelligent aliens might see and think, “Oh look, they’re friendly.” There was always the chance, of course, that a smiley face in an alien culture was an overt declaration of war, but we tried to ignore the anthropologists and just be optimistic.

The living quarters of the station took up a meager third of the space. The rest of it housed computers and emergency replacement parts, storage rooms that could be detached from the station itself if it had cause – explosions, catastrophic malfunctions, that kind of thing. Little grey ovals drifted back and forth between the station and the moon, a constant stream of computer chips filled with data too dense to be transported wirelessly. We would be taking a box of those home with us to analyze on behalf of the Galix Corporation. We were high schoolers, yes, but most of us were seniors and all of us were perched firmly at the top of our class. We were more than capable of analyzing it. Not to mention nothing makes a multi-million-dollar industry man look more amiable than the generosity of knowledge, especially to a younger generation of STEM students.

I was looking forward to that part. Data was easy, data was safe, data could be sifted and sorted through from a computer on the ground somewhere, someplace where the atmosphere couldn’t choke the blood from your veins. It was a sight to see, Triton and Neptune and the yawning blackness that cradled them, but I’d seen it now and I wanted to be done. I had papers to write and tests to study for, research to do and books to read that had nothing to do with science so my head wouldn’t explode. All I wanted to do was turn around and go home and maybe buy a commemorative pin from the gift shop at the airfield when we landed – something with the research facilities and station stamped into it, or some campy postcard that said Greetings from Neptune! Something stupid so I could remember it and never, ever have to come back.

“Hey, are you okay?” said Naomi.

I nodded and said nothing, staring blankly out the window. My face felt numb.

“Are you sure? You don’t look so hot.”

I don’t feel so hot. I felt claustrophobic and nauseas and scared, but even if I’d wanted to tell her that, I couldn’t seem to open my mouth.

Naomi looked at me for a moment longer and turned back to her window. She pressed her face against it, fogging the glass with her breath. “What do you think it’s like? Living on a space station?”

I couldn’t get myself to say it aloud, but nobody lived on that space station. It was a self-sustaining data-sucking instrument unto itself, with meager living quarters for the rare occasions when someone had to go up in person to fix something, or to take the chips from the little silver ships by hand while someone else fixed the transport bay or whatever else they might use to bring them inside. I couldn’t imagine it was fun, though. The spaces were small and the windows were few. No one was ever going to be living in it full time, so it was more economically expedient to forget the windows altogether.

Naomi was looking at it with the wide, wistful eyes of a child, maybe imagining herself living in its small confines with one of her imaginary alien paramours.

Just another few hours, I thought. We would touch down at the facilities, look around a bit, ooh and ahh at all the miracles of science Galix was responsible for, and we’d turn tail and go back home. Back to Earth, back to atmosphere. Back to books and cats and flowers and dirt. Just another few hours.

Sound doesn’t travel in space – there’s no atmosphere to carry the waves – but we felt the whole ship rise and fall, as though jostled by a wave.

“What was that?” said Katy.

“Turbulence?” said Naomi.

“Turbulence is caused by rough air and changing temperatures,” said Jonathan. “There’s no air, and there’s definitely no changing temperature.”

“Okay,” said Katy. “Then what the hell?”

We were all quiet for a minute. We looked at each other, quietly wondering.

“Maybe somebody else came out of hyperspace,” Katy said.

“Not so soon after us,” I said. There could only be one ship in hyperspace at a time. We only had two places to jump back and forth between, and it was better to form a line and deal with delays than to have two ships traveling at warp speed come out at the same time and place and smash into each other like vengeful comets. So if it was another ship exiting hyperspace, they were doing it in spite of safety regulations the whole planet shared.

The pilot came over the intercom. “Ladies and gentleman, good afternoon and welcome to Triton.”

He gave us a brief rundown of the weather on the ground – which was likely a joke in itself. You have to have an atmosphere to have adverse weather – but none of us were listening. We were looking out the windows like kids do when a plane shakes, looking for something on the wings, maybe expecting to see a giant pterodactyl or a parachuter jumping up and down on it like it was a trampoline. It was a dumb, juvenile thing to do. You never saw anything on Earth, so why should we see anything up here? But we looked anyway.

And saw a ship.

Enormous was hardly a worthy word for this thing. It emerged from the blackness in a hail of sparks and light, subspace slowly stitching itself closed behind it, and as it passed before us it blotted out the moon below. The vessel was a world unto itself, a drifting tube with a pyramid nose and half a million windows, small squares glowing blue from within.

“What…what is that?” said Naomi.

None of us answered. We stared and stared and stared.

Then it moved. The front of the ship opened like the mouth of some ancient sea creature, and a long metal arm extended out of it – four twitching fingers on a five-jointed pole, reaching for us. Stretching like a child trying to brush skin with the stars.

“Um,” I said. No one else had anything more profound to say, so I said it again. “Um.”

“Professor?’ said Naomi, her voice small.

“Don’t move,” said Professor Cravits. Not that any of us were planning to.

The shuttle had enough gas for takeoff and landing. Either the pilot didn’t see it, or we didn’t have the fuel to burn making an escape. The grabber closed around us, steely fingers pressing against our hull hard enough to make the vessel groan. The outer shell crumpled with a metallic scream and a sound like thunder.

The lights in the cabin stuttered and went out. Someone whimpered. I couldn’t tell if it was me.

“That’s not human,” said Jonathan. He wrapped his fingers around the back of his chair and squeezed until his knuckles turned white.

Do you think they’re cute? I thought inanely. We all must have been thinking it, but none of us had the fortitude to say it out loud. I doubted Naomi would have appreciated it anyways.

We could see the moon as the ship dragged us inside. The hatch closed over us, shutting out the impenetrable dark of the cosmos, and with it, the only meager light we had. Everyone held their breath.

“What are they going to do to us?” said Naomi.

“Where are they taking us?” said Jonathan.

“What’s happening?” said Katy.

As though we knew.

There was a hiss like spurting steam, and on the far side of the shuttle we saw burning red lines, spitting embers onto the hard, grey carpet – someone blasting their way in with a welder’s torch or a laser blade.

We stared at it. No one moved. No one breathed. I wrapped my hands around the armrests, fingers pressing against the rough plastic.

The red line made its circuit, and the carved glowing circle fell inwards with a clang that made everyone gasp. The room beyond was dark as pitch, but we could all hear something moving within it, muttering, whispering, clicking like insects.

I had time to think, So much for going home.

Then there was a soft whirr, like the crackle of a stun gun, and my mind went blank.

***

The first thing that struck me when I woke up was that I could breathe.

Anything that happened from here forward would be a miracle and a shock, but it was reasonable to assume that we’d been kidnapped by aliens. Definitely crazy, but reasonable. Nobody earthside had access to a ship that big, not Galix or NASA or anybody. And a ship that size would have to be assembled in space, launching it one piece at a time, and that kind of airspace violation – and that massive of a construction site with nothing to hide behind – would have been painfully obvious to some twelve-year-old nerd in Wisconsin with a shitty telescope, let alone to NASA. Every superpower on the planet was covetous of their interstellar property rights; no one would have gotten away with it. No one would have been stupid enough to try.

So, aliens. Sure. Fine.

But the part that was weird was that I could breathe on their ship at all. I was in a cage – an animal kennel with a black plastic bottom and latticed metal bars, which was definitely a bad sign – stacked over and under and beside other cages full of shifting, whimpering silhouettes. The room we were in was dark, lit only by glowing white lines running along the bottom of every wall, but in the gloom I could see ventilation shafts and small cracks in the irising door. The room wasn’t sealed as far as I could tell, so it wasn’t a closed environment full of oxygen just for us, unless the room outside this one was part of the closed system too. But there was oxygen, so either we and our captors had remarkably similar respiratory systems, or they knew that we didn’t and that we needed this specific gas to function.

The first meant taking us could be a flight of fancy, an impulse. The second, a room full of oxygen the aliens didn’t need, meant this was premeditated. They’d prepared a space just for this.

I didn’t want to think about what either of those scenarios meant for us.

I sat up in the cage, stiff as a board. All my joints popped at once, some of them hard enough to hurt. I had about three inches of clearance above my head when I sat up straight. My head ached like the dickens and I was having a hell of a time keeping my eyes open. My throat stung, my tongue was dry, and the room itself was freezing.

I laid my hands against the bars, wrapping my fingers around them, realizing too late they might be electrified – but nothing happened. I pushed out a shaky breath and looked around.

“Is…anyone else awake?” I said. I was answered with vague moans and a soft whimper from somewhere farther off to my right. “Guys? Katy? Jonathan?” Panic rose like bile in the back of my throat.

“Here,” said Jonathan, grunting. “I’m here.”

Oh thank God. “Are you okay?”

“Never better.”

“You sound terrible,” I said. My own voice was grating against my ears, but Jonathan sounded like he’d swallowed a cactus.

“Really? Cause I feel great.” He coughed and there was a rattle as he moved around in his cage. “Where the hell are we?”

“No idea,” I said.

“…Were we…kidnapped by aliens?” he said after a pause. “Or did I dream that part?”

“No,” I said. “Definitely kidnapped by aliens. Nobody on Earth could have built a ship that big without falling on somebody’s radar. We would have heard about it.”

Jonathan groaned. “Well, shit.”

“No kidding.”

He laughed bitterly, and there was a soft clang as he sat back against the wall of his cage. “Naomi will get a kick out of this.”

“Sure,” I said. “Do you remember anything after the….stunner? or whatever that was?”

“Not a damn thing. Jesus, it’s cold in here.”

“Yeah.” My skin was pimpled with goosebumps and I was starting to shiver. It occurred to me we were probably lucky to still have our clothes on.

“What do we do?” he said.

“No idea,” I said. “Wait, I guess?”

“For what?”

I swallowed. For a long time, neither of us said anything. The ship creaked and hummed around us. Somewhere far off, something began to roar, engines, maybe. The thought made me sick to my stomach. We were flying away, likely abandoning the solar system altogether.

“Nothing good,” I said eventually.

“Are we in cages, Brittany? Is that what’s happening?”

“Looks like,” I said.

He sucked in a breath. “That’s bad. Like. Really bad.”

“You don’t say,” I muttered.

“Are we, like…cattle? Or something?”

The thought made my stomach turn. I swallowed a steel ball of anxiety and said, “Let’s not think about that right now. Nothing we can do, anyways.”

“Don’t think about it,” said Jonathan, and he scoffed. “Is it just me, or is that the kind of thing people say right before the shit hits the fan?”

“It’s just you,” I said.

“Do you think they’re gonna eat us?”

“Christ, Jonathan, what did I just say?”

“It’s a valid question,” he said. “We don’t know what they eat. We don’t know what they are, we don’t know what they want.”

“We know they’re sentient,” I said. “They built a fucking space ship so they’re not just hungry animals.”

“Humans are just hungry animals,” Jonathan said gravely. “We built space ships, too.”

Fair point, though it was hardly a cheery one. “We need to be optimistic.”

“So we don’t go insane?” It was only half a joke. I could hear the slight tremulations in his voice under his usual coat of sarcasm. Now was hardly the time to tell him to be serious. Staring the situation in the face was going to do about as much good as staring at the floor, plus or minus a dose of unmitigated terror. I tried to smile, even though he couldn’t see me.

“Something like that,” I said.

“Maybe they’ll let us starve to death in here.”

I almost laughed. Not quite, but almost. “Jesus Christ, Jonathan, you’re not helping!”

I swear I could feel him shrug. “Who said I was trying to?” His voice was a little steadier now. His effort to sound blasé was commendable. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was totally fine.

“Whatever.” I groaned, dragging both hands down my face and tenting them over my nose. “Do you still have your clothes on?”

The question didn’t seem to surprise him. “Yeah. Do you?”

“I do.” Which, if they thought we were animals – or if they actually intended to eat us – is weird. Unless these aliens weren’t humanoid at all and just assumed our clothes were a part of our bodies, like the carapace of a beetle. They could have evolved from something completely different, birds or insects or lizards, and beyond that, even if they were humanoid, who’s to say they shared the human opinion of nudity? Maybe they didn’t wear clothes at all. Maybe they were just big, naked animals with a pension for interstellar kidnapping.

“So maybe…” Jonathan trailed off, grumbling.

“What?” I said.

Jonathan made a dull hmm sound in the back of his throat, thinking hard enough to make his proverbial gears go up in smoke. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe they think we’re animals, but if they wanted us for food we’d be dead or naked, right?”

“Right,” I said. Maybe. It wasn’t totally out of the question to believe we were being transported alive to some star-bound slaughterhouse, but it wouldn’t do us any favors to say that out loud. “Right. We would be.”

“So…but then what do they want?” His frustration showed for a fraction of a second before he bit it back. “We were in a space ship so we’re not totally stupid…do you think we’re prisoners of war or something?”

“What war?” I said. An invisible war on Earth was one thing, but a military or even Cold War style conflict in space was another. It wasn’t impossible, but it was the kind of thing we’d likely have known about and definitely been openly taxed for. A space war would have been the perfect way to garner funding for more ships and stations. Nothing more patriotic than an astronaut with a gun.

“Maybe they want to study us,” I said. A cache of seventeen adolescents and four adults was a reasonable, if not ideal, population sample. If they split us open and took a peak at our organs, or tested our blood, they’d find rudimentary variations significant enough to start – or continue – cataloging what it meant to be anatomically human.

“Ugh. That means needles,” Jonathan, only half feigning his disgust. “I hate needles.”

It could also mean dying, which I would bet he’d hate more, but again – not worth saying out loud. I wondered if Jonathan was having equally pessimistic thoughts and was just keeping them to himself.

“We’ll be fine,” I said. It sounded stupid even to me.

Jonathan didn’t laugh so much as cackle. “Fine.” He didn’t elaborate on what he thought was so funny about that, but I could do some guessing. We didn’t, for the moment, have any reason to fear anything specific – for all we knew, this was all a big misunderstanding, as unlikely as that was – but to think that we’d just be fine, as though we’d just get up and walk out of here to the tune of a muttered alien apology was more than a little ridiculous.

“Fine,” he said again, and laughed a little louder. The sound trailed off with an almost whimsical sigh. When he spoke next, his voice was almost serene. “Do you think we’re gonna die here?”

I almost said yes without thinking. I bit down on the word before it could leave my mouth and swallowed. The silence was answer enough for Jonathan. 

“Yeah, me too,” he said. “I mean, maybe not, but like, this doesn’t look good.”

I came close to laughter. “That it does not.” Far as I could figure, best case scenario we were on our way to some alien zoo. I wondered what the extra-terrestrial version of kibble would taste like. Probably not great.

“We’ll figure it out,” I said. “Even if figuring it out just means we accept our fates and kill everybody.”

“Sounds good to me. I could do with a massacre. Sounds cathartic.” He paused. “Hmm. Where do you think they keep their weapons?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “but if they’re smart they won’t store them loaded. Assuming they have something that even remotely resembles a Terran gun.”

“Terran.” Jonathan exhaled through his nose, a stuttering noise that might have been a laugh. “We’re probably not even in our solar system anymore, Britt.”

Jesus, that wasn’t fun to think about either. Not that any of the thoughts we were having just then were fun.

“Probably not,” I said. I imagined us drifting through the blackness of space to parts unknown, to a planet with a different sun, different constellations. A different planet was one thing, but a whole different sky was another. The prospect of being even an inch beyond the reach of Sol manifested as a yawning expanse of fear in the pit of my stomach. I swallowed and shuddered, all my organs turning to air under my skin.

“What do you think their planet’s like?” said Jonathan.

The question caught me off guard. It was almost optimistic, coming from a scientist. A resurgence of pure, wholesome curiosity. I smiled to myself. “Maybe once we see them, we can guess.” What they had evolved to look like would tell us a lot about the terrain and climates of their homeworld, or part of it, at least. Human space ships usually had a diverse cast of people, representing half a dozen different biomes, but maybe these aliens were more segregated. Maybe the crew of this vessel were all from the mountains, or a cold coastal city.

Maybe they don’t even have cities, which was stupid. Rocket science takes a concentrated, concerted effort on the part of hundreds of scientists and millions of dutiful taxpayers. A more primitive tribal system wouldn’t have cut it, and certainly not any variation of the roaming pack. No, they’d have to be creatures of community, space ships are hardly solo enterprises. Unless one of these tribes or packs was just absurdly more enterprising than the rest.

“You know what I don’t get?” said Jonathan.

“What?”

“Why planets in sci-fi are always just one kind of ecosystem. Like, Tatooine is just a desert planet, but that doesn’t make sense. Climates vary at different altitudes and if the planet could sustain those screaming sand men that means there has to have been water and fertile land somewhere, and forests or at least a fucking grassland, right?”

“Yeah.”

“But there’s just sand everywhere and that’s impossible. That’s not how planets work.”

“Writers are lazy,” I said.

“A moon maybe,” he said, apparently not hearing me. Jonathan’s vice was life science the way mine was chemistry. He was in some far-away corner of his mind, pouring over maps and charts and books and whatever else biologists have in their toolbox. “A much smaller body with an atmosphere could feasibly have limited biomes, but even then, there’s probably an ice cap involved, and unless the whole thing is covered in ice that means there’s at least two.”

“Saturn is just a swirling mass of gasses all the way through,” I said. “And Mars is almost nothing but a hyper-cold desert.”

“Okay, there should be more variation for a planet with a substantial breathable atmosphere in the habitable zone of its sun. If there’s life, there’s atmosphere, and atmospheres retain heat at different levels depending on the degree of the planet’s axis, so there would be different weather and different environments, especially if there’s mountains. Assuming there’s water, but that’s probably a given, too, right? If there’s life, there’s water.”

“As far as we know,” I said. “We could be dealing with super-evolved tardigrades.”

“Oh Christ, no,” he said. “The last thing I want to hear is that we’re going to some basically uninhabitable planet full of extremophiles. Do you know how hard those things are to kill?”

I did. An extremophile was an organism that could live under mind-bogglingly uncomfortable conditions and endure stupid amounts of stress. Tardigrades – “water bears” with a fondness for open vacuum – were rarely more than a millimeter long, but if an extremophile had evolved into something bigger, something sentient…the possibilities weren’t endless, but they were numerous and unpleasant.

“Britt?” said Jonathan after I’d been silent for a while.

“Here,” I said. “Yeah, that would be bad. So we’re definitely on the killing train?”

“Unless you’ve got a better idea.”

“Cool. We’re gonna need weapons,” I said. He was only half kidding and so was I.

“They’ll probably have guns,” said Jonathan. “Or something like guns. If they’ve got space ships they definitely have guns.”

“Maybe we just bite them really hard.”

“We could do that. Or scream. Maybe they have really sensitive eardrums. Maybe they’re just brains in little glass beakers and all we have to do is smash them.”

“We can dream,” I said.

The door on the other side of the room irised open, and I jumped. I hit my head against the top of my cage and spent a moment massaging my throbbing skull before looking at what walked in.

Aliens. Obviously. But not so alien as we’d feared.

There were four of them: tall humanoid silhouettes with long hair and eyes that glowed vaguely in the dark, flickering when they blinked like dying neon. They were silent, they were huge, and they were about as close to human as we could have hoped for.

And they weren’t wearing masks. However different they were from us, they were breathing oxygen, and that was huge.

My eyes didn’t have time to adjust to find the finer details. One of them, tall and thin and wearing something that billowed when they moved, stepped forward. They looked over the cages, muttering to themselves in a language I didn’t know – surprise surprise, Brittany doesn’t speak alien – and slowly lifted their arm to point. Up and to my left.

“Oh balls,” Jonathan muttered.

The other three moved. Slowly, it seemed, deliberately. One of them pressed his hand against his wrist, and the cages around Jonathan started to glow, casting a hazy bluish light across the room – and across their faces. They appeared male, with two eyes, a nose, and a mouth in roughly human proportion, though their features were significantly longer, more elven than anything. Their skin was an ashy grey, their hair white as starlight. They wore black body suits that made them almost invisible in the dark. Every one of them was strapped down with knives and what I could only assume were guns or stunners.

The glowing cages rattled, and Jonathan’s cage slid out, floating in a blue cloud of light. Two of the elfish men grabbed it by handles on either side. The light disappeared, and they caught Jonathan when his cage dropped.

And they walked out.

Oh shit. My blood froze, a cold that seeped into my bones and fused my tongue to the roof of my mouth.

“Um,” Jonathan said shakily, “Brittany?”

“Jonathan,” I said, barely a whisper – then, snapping back into full reality, louder, “Jonathan!” All my panic manifested at once. I shook the door of my cage, throwing myself against it even though I knew it was no good. “Jonathan! You’ll be okay! You’re going to be okay!”

I could see the whites of his eyes as the door closed over him.

The room was plunged briefly into darkness. My eyes took a full minute to adjust, so all I could see for a while was the glowing white stripes and the small shadows they cast.

“Dammit,” I muttered. “Dammit, dammit, dammit.” I slammed my fist against the metal floor, shaking. My voice twisted and caught and then I was crying, tears streaming down my cheeks.

Breathe. Breathe.

I couldn’t get myself to think it’ll be okay, so for a while I just sat there, my mind doing nothing but spitting breathe at me on repeat. Breathe, breathe, breathe, breathe, breathe…

It took me a while to realize the only sounds in the room were mine.

I held my breath. All the noise, the whimpering and breathing and shuffling, all of it was gone.

I felt the panic begin to set in, properly this time, starting in the back of my throat and coiling down like a string of lightning. Maybe it’s fine. Maybe they were just being very, very quiet. Maybe everyone was asleep.

Or maybe I’m alone in here now, I thought. No one else had reacted when they dragged Jonathan out, no one else had screamed or even told me to shut up. I swallowed and closed my eyes, pressing my hands into the floor. Don’t think about it, don’t think about it, don’t think, don’t think, don’t think. I didn’t have the energy to be afraid. I couldn’t worry about anyone else now, not when there was literally nothing I could do. Just breathe. Just keep breathing and everything will be alright. Just breathe and breathe and breathe.

I inhaled. I held my breath. I exhaled. Again and again, sucking in cold air and digging my nails into my palms, leaving deep divots in the skin, drawing blood, or maybe that was only sweat. Inhale. Hold. Exhale. My lungs stung, maybe because I was holding it too long, maybe because it was cold, and it was getting colder by the minute, or maybe I was going into shock. Maybe I was dying. Maybe this was where it ended, here in the cargo hold of a ship that belonged to an alien race I couldn’t even see.

It’ll be okay. Just as long as I kept breathing, it would be okay. I would be okay. Jonathan would be okay if I just remembered to breathe.

Jonathan. Where were they taking him? What were they planning to do? I imagined a room, a stark white room full of humanoids in stark white coats, with latex gloves and a vast array of needles and knives, scalpels and stitches and little electric modules for examining muscle responses. A room full of curious scientists, the kind I’d been in, worked in dozens of times, leaning over the shoulders of surgeons and watching as they dissected an animal to teach me how it worked.

I was close to vomiting. I swallowed hard and closed my eyes. Don’t think. Don’t think. Don’t think.

Don’t think about grandpa. Don’t think about mom and Toro. Don’t think about your bed at home or the open window, don’t think about the rose grandpa gave you that might not get watered if you don’t come back. Don’t think about sunlight. Don’t think about sunlight. Don’t think about sunlight.

A little voice, small and reasonable, piped up in the back of my mind. At least you won’t have to do your homework.

I laughed. Aloud in that little cage, maybe alone on the ship and in the world, I laughed, loud enough for it to echo. At least I won’t have to do my homework. I probably didn’t even have any homework left to do, but I latched on to the thought, and then it was the only thing that existed. At least I won’t have to do my homework. Other thoughts lanced in, but they were small, soft like distant thunder. You’ll never graduate, they said, you’ll never see the ocean again. But they were all overshadowed by that asinine little realization of I won’t have to do my homework.

I won’t have to do my homework. I was laughing loudly now, and I couldn’t seem to stop. The noise seemed to come from outside of me, bouncing off the walls and sliding down the back of my throat, only to drag itself up and out again even louder than before. I won’t have to do my homework. I won’t have to do my homework.

It might have been minutes or hours. Gun to my head, I couldn’t tell you how long I sat there, laughing like a Shakespearean madwoman. Laughing like I’d sprung a leak, lost a screw, like some critical fuse in my brain had short-circuited and set everything around it on fire.

The door irised open, and cold blue light spilled in from outside. Three silhouettes walked in and it closed behind them. I swallowed my laughter, feeling absurdly giddy. Ooh look, I thought lamely, new friends. I almost started laughing again, but the sound of their footsteps cut me off cold, heavy, metallic footsteps. Iron-clad, bone breaking footsteps that shattered the silence like glass.

One of the silhouettes stepped forward. I blinked away the residual blue light and looked at him.

The man – if I could call him that – stared at the stacked cages with deep set eyes made black by the dim light. He was shorter than the guards flanking him by a full head, and he was stouter too. I squinted and could make out the vague outlines of a padded uniform. He was strapped down with small pouches and holsters. A belt of knives glinted in the darkness when he moved, five of them hanging from his hip, long and thin and sharp as needles. He grunted and sniffed, and said something in a guttural voice to the two behind him. They didn’t respond. Above and around me, I heard bodies shift and stir – so I wasn’t alone after all. Some sat up quickly and pushed themselves back when they saw our visitors. Others moved slowly, moaning, barely reacting to them at all.

His eyes roved over the cages – and stopped on me.

I felt parts of my body stiffen – neck, legs, back, the usual bits – but by and large I didn’t feel a damn thing. I blinked slowly at him, examining his squarish face and roundish arms. They were thick with fat and muscle in equal measure, if their jiggling was anything to go by. His build was different in every possible way from the two with him. I wondered which of them was the anomaly. I smiled at him.

He smiled back. It wasn’t the ugliest thing in the world, but it was hardly sincere.

The man snapped his fingers and pointed at me. This one.

Oh dear.

The two tall ones moved forward. One of them had a small remote control in his hands, a slick black rectangle dotted with soft blue lights. He ran his thumb across them and the cages around me rattled, glowing blue and lifting themselves away from me. They reached in, grabbed the cage by two jutting handles on either side, and hoisted me down like a box of clothes. I dropped and braced myself, but the cage stopped before it hit the ground, hovering. It bobbed like a buoy in rough water, rising slowly until I was eye-level with the aliens. They spared me a cursory glance.

And I felt us move forward.

***

The ship’s hallways were tall and round. They were lit, like the storage room, by white stripes, but these ran along the floor and at intervals along the curving walls. We passed a host of iris doors, opening and closing to expel and admit bored looking alien crew members. Some carried tablets, others narrow silver toolboxes. They were all humanoid, and ludicrously tall, with skin all across the spectrum of grey and hair ranging from night-black to blistering white. The majority of them had dark grey skin and long white hair, and none of them was shorter than six feet; all wore skin-tight bodysuits of red, black, white, and green, their colors probably denoting their station. The ones I guessed were female (assuming their anatomy aligned more or less with ours) were between three inches and two feet shorter than their male counterparts, but there was variation there too, like there is with everything. Some of the females were taller than the males, and a very, very small number of males were shorter by a wide margin than my guards, but none of them were quite so short as the armored man walking beside me.

I stared at him as we moved along. His jaw was square and he had a pronounced overbite. A wash of white hair  draped across his shoulders, half of it tied up behind his head in a drooping topknot. His eyes were darker than most – closer to black than anything remotely silver – and while no one on the ship seemed happy to be there, this one looked especially upset.

He turned abruptly to look at me, scowling, and said “Milthak vol taras?” in a terse tone – something I could only assume meant “What are you looking at?” or something to that effect.

I shrugged. He squinted at me with what was either suspicion or surprise and turned away, shaking his head.

Milthak vol taras, I thought, repeating his words back to myself.

One way to find out if that’s what it meant. I looked one of the aliens in the eyes – burning silver disks staring at me with curiosity – and said, “Milthak vol taras?”

His eyes went wide and he took a small step back, the way you might react if your dog suddenly looked up and told you it wanted to go outside…and I came to a disturbing realization.

Holy fuck, they don’t think I’m intelligent. We’re in cages because they think we’re dumb animals.

I felt a surge of indignation. Dumb animals that could build and pilot rocket ships, dumb animals with research stations and pocket-universe light-speed travel on par with their own? Dumb animals with the same eyes, the same shape, dumb animals that could clearly speak in a language that was foreign to them, yes, but it was a language and that should have been more than enough.

They think we’re parrots, I thought. Mimics, stupid little mimics, no more sentient to them than monkeys are to us.

Which, the more I thought about it, almost made sense. Gorillas like Coco had displayed their ability to learn languages and appreciate music, and they interacted with us on a scale not so different from a toddler, but we didn’t consider them our equals. Not elephants either, or parrots, or dolphins, or octopi, and they were some of the smartest creatures on the planet. They were intelligent, sentient even, but we kept them in cages and studied them, because they still weren’t us.

Which didn’t bode well now.

I thought of the kind of experiments I’d read about different universities running on chimpanzees and gorillas. They were largely behavioral, but some of them were markedly unpleasant, even if they weren’t allowed to be inhumane. I wondered if these aliens had a code of ethics, or a board to enforce them, or a public that would riot if anything unsavory happened to us. I hoped it didn’t matter.

As more and more eyes fell on me, I felt the hysterical giddiness finally begin to fade, and I realized I was shivering violently. It was slightly warmer out here in the halls than in the storage room, but for all my body knew we were naked in the Arctic. I took deep breaths and listened to the aliens murmuring, probably about me.

I should have been ready for them to walk me into a lab – it should have been my first guess, why else would they be moving us? – but when the black door irised open and revealed the sleek white and grey interior, I felt my blood go cold. It’s something you hear get said all the time, “My blood ran cold”, but you don’t know what it really means until you feel your whole body get twenty degrees colder in a fraction of a second. It was like I’d swallowed an iceberg, like I was choking on it, stuck in the back of my throat, the cold of it knifing through the roof of my mouth.

I looked between the guards, these emotionless grey creatures that might as well have been human.

“Do you speak English?” I said. Predictably, neither of them responded.

They settled my cage onto an island in the middle, the kind of metal slab table you’d expect to find in a vet’s office. The plastic floor grew immediately colder. They drew their hands away and took a few steps back, standing at attention in the shadows. The room was mostly empty, with flat silver blocks running wall to wall and floor to ceiling on three sides of it. There were no perforations or handles, but I assumed it was for storage. There were metal carts and tables laid out around us, full of small instruments and paperwork. It all felt very haphazard – either the space had been poorly prepared or the person in charge of it was just hellishly disorganized.

The disgruntled alien I was already calling Shorty in my head walked over to a control module in the corner, a half-circle desk with an angled surface full of glowing things that might have been anything from charts to maps to mission imperatives. Behind it stood an alien in a white bodysuit – baggier than the rest, and full of pockets – who looked up at Shorty’s approach. He was immediately disenchanted with his presence.

The one in white was more expressive than most of them, that I could tell right away. He frowned deeply when he apparently recognized Shorty, but just as quickly flattened his face. He offered Shorty a shallow bow and muttered something polite.

Shorty said something curt and gestured to me. There was a pause. A smile tugged at the corners of the white one’s mouth, as though he was scuttling a laugh. Then he gave Shorty a solemn nod and turned to his table, fiddling with touch screen controls while Shorty breathed down his neck. He stopped moving and both of them stood in tense silence, waiting for something.

“Qel tasri suval?” Shorty said irritably.

“Lestir yir em beslon mir castra,” the other replied flatly.

Three soft bells sounded from somewhere, and a person appeared in front of us. It took a moment for their image to load in. My only clue that they weren’t actually here was the two seconds of static as the colors fell into place and they came into focus.

I laughed out loud.

The figure was similar enough to the rest of what I assumed were his kind – tall, long white hair, greyish skin –  but there was a rather disconcerting difference. He was better built, and his clothes were clearly of the more expensive kind – a loose black shirt and loose black pants tucked into black boots – so he was clearly important, someone farther up the ladder than Shorty had any right to contend with. He stood with his back perfectly straight and his arms crossed, looking very self-important.

And he had scales. Lots and lots of scales.

They ran diagonally down one side of his face, lacing over and under his eye and down his neck, black as the abyss. His left eye was pale silver; the one on the scaled side was the darkest red I’d ever seen, like cherries and shadows on blood. Behind him, stretching well past the bounds of the projection, was a pair of wings, wreathed in even darker scales, the leather between his joints the faded grey of dead skin.

I wasn’t laughing because I thought it was funny. It was a visceral reaction, a shock I couldn’t control. One more crazy thing to add to my ever-growing list of what-in-the-ever-loving-fuck-is-going-on.

The dragon looked at me when I laughed. Color ran down his scales when he moved, the dark greens and purples that live beneath a raven’s feathers. His arms were crossed, and his expression wasn’t quite as blank as all the rest.

Shorty, hearing the laugh too, turned and glared at me, and stomped forward, intending to give me an animal’s reprimand. I forced myself to stare him down instead of flinching.

“Val,” said the dragon. Shorty stopped in his tracks. He turned slowly over his shoulder.

“Di sal,” he started.

“Val,” said the dragon. Whatever he’d said, his tone – and smoldering expression – brooked no argument. A tail flickered into view at his feet, twitching irritably.

Shorty clenched his jaw, clearly resisting the urge to talk back. Instead he bowed and stepped away from me, hands at his sides. He seemed a bit twitchier than before. I hoped I wouldn’t be in his custody long enough to answer for that.

“Nilim. Qel son tu mir?” he said. His image flickered and fractured. The one in white – the doctor, for lack of a better term – fussed with his tablet and the projection stabilized.

Shorty looked at the doctor. The doctor nodded and waved for him to continue.

Shorty ambled forward, hands on his hips, looking absurdly proud of himself. He bowed to the projection and made a sweeping gesture towards me. “Luras,” he said, “Ghi volka tos dura nir. Ul hu-man.”

The projection – Luras, unless that was a formal greeting instead of a name – turned its gaze to me. His right eye was the deepest, darkest red I’d ever seen, red streaked with brushstrokes of silver, but maybe that was a trick of the light. He looked me over and looked at the short one, a glower tugging at the edges of his mouth.

“Hu-man,” said Luras.

Shorty hadn’t risen from his bow, so he nodded at the floor. “Human, ba sherim. Hal sereth-sereth-val-bereth-ai.”

Hmm. Sounded like a number. It could have been letters too, a classification, maybe. Identifying what quadrant of the galaxy we came from. Or just what galaxy. Who knew how far we’d gone beyond Sol? Or maybe it was my serial number, though if that was the case I couldn’t think of a reason Luras would want to know it.

“Ghi volka,” said Luras, comically unimpressed. He raised a brow grown over with dark scales in a definitive really?

Shorty coughed and gave an uncertain laugh. “Sal veadun mort al, vaen sal ni?” He gestured to me again. The smile on his face was barely noticeable, probably the alien equivalent of a campy grin, if everyone else’s emotional constipation was anything to go by.

The dragon looked at me. It couldn’t have been more than three seconds, but it passed as a star-cold eternity. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until he finally looked away, and I let it out in a half-panicked sigh.

“Dulam,” he said to Shorty, who nodded vehemently.

“Val shetri sal sa nirosi,” Shorty said, bowing deeply. He smile was wide enough to see even at an angle. Somebody’s proud of himself.

Luras nodded once, and the projection blinked out of existence. For a long two seconds, the lab was totally silent.

“Alas vie,” said Shorty, and he chuckled. The doctor looked from him to me and back again, severely uncomfortable. I couldn’t imagine why.

Then Shorty snapped his fingers, and the two tall guards picked up my cage. The doctor said something, and Shorty cut him off with a raised hand.

“Da Luras Darin,” he said. “Nas vu.”

The doctor took a measured breath. He said nothing more as they carried me out.

Stay calm. They could have been talking about any number of things. Maybe the dragon was a scientist, requesting some kind of test. Maybe he was the captain of the ship, too far off or too busy to bother walking all the way down here. Maybe he was the financier of whatever mission this vessel was on, and Shorty was showing him an example of his biotic spoils.

I wondered absently what they’d done with our ship. Cannibalized it for parts, probably. Not that there was any hope of me escaping on it. I’d have no idea how to pilot it, and almost certainly no way to get it out of whatever dock they might be keeping it in. And even if I could get it out into the vacuum, I’d have to finagle my way into hyperspace, and that was a.) stupidly complicated and b.) stupidly dangerous because I’d have no way of knowing if I’d plow into someone on the other side at Mach speed. Everything and its grandmother would have to go wrong for the aliens for me to have a hope of getting away.

But still…the prospect of being a science project made me almost desperate enough to try.

Almost.

***

We walked a while and loaded ourselves into a small room full of plastic bus-style seats, an escape pod of some kind. But not an escape pod exactly, since it had a cabin and a cockpit with two captains and a steering yolk on either side of their console. It was a travel shuttle, one not so different from the one that had taken us through hyperspace.

Which I guess made sense; this hulking black behemoth wasn’t the kind of ship that lands.

Which means we’re landing, I thought stupidly. It was obvious – I certainly hadn’t thought the aliens just lived on this ship, though it was big enough to be a possibility. Unless their planet was some ancient, irradiated wasteland, they had a homeworld somewhere; one that, I could assume, would be remarkably similar to Earth, given the way they’d evolved. They were bipedal, the artificial gravity on their ship didn’t feel any different than the 9.8 meters-per-second pull you’d feel on Earth; and more importantly, they were humanoid. Their environment wouldn’t be a carbon copy of ours (otherwise they would be carbon copies of us, and clearly that wasn’t the case), but it would be recognizable: tree analogues, bug analogues, animals that vaguely resembled dogs and cats and birds, or at least filled the same ecological niche.

The air inside was cold as stone on a riverbank. Everything smelled sterile, clean and vaguely chemical. The guards carried my cage into a corner and strapped it down into a spot reserved for big boxes – luggage, if I had to guess, or supply boxes. And now, human pet cages.

Fun for the whole family.

I felt a jolt as the pod detached from the vessel and spiraled out into space. The porthole windows (a universal concept, apparently) showed the stars and sun – a different sun, not Sol, someone else’s home star – streaking by as we spun. I couldn’t feel the spinning, but seeing it was enough to give my stomach second thoughts about breakfast. I wrapped my arms around myself and closed my eyes, counting under my breath. I could feel Shorty looking at me irritably, and hear him grumbling something likely along the lines of “dear God stop making those mildly inconvenient sounds of yours”; I listened to him as I counted. The sounds he was making – guttural growling vibrations from the hollow place behind your sinuses – weren’t pleasant, but they were something else to think about. Something to distract me from…everything, honestly, but especially from the spinning.

“Eleven, twelve, thirteen,” I whispered. I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood and switched sides. “Fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen…”

I felt a hand on my head. Long fingers reaching through the bars, softly scratching my hair. I looked up and found one of the guards looking at me with the shadow of a smile on his face. He murmured something to me and continued to scratch my head.

He’s petting me, I realized. Petting me like the frightened animal he thinks I am. Somehow the thought made me feel sicker and I moved away. The guard pulled back his hand and left it resting against the edge of the cage. He said something softly, but it wasn’t quite a word, just a soft cooing noise. I was sorely tempted to hiss at him, but I just looked away.

“Twenty-one,” I whispered to myself. “Twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-four…”

I heard a soft rumbling, and when I looked up I saw the porthole windows going dark, black shades folding down over them from the outside as we hit atmosphere. I saw the first orange streaks of fire lapping at our hull as they closed completely.

I expected turbulence, but I blinked, and then we were on the ground, the hatch opening onto a cold grey world.

A freezing wind swept in from the docks – what I assumed were docks. I could see massive ships, the kind meant for planetside cargo transport, slicing their way through a body of cold grey water. There were massive black and white structures of laddered metal that might have been cranes, and mountains of square crates in a variety of rusty colors. The concept of the box was, apparently, universal.

What the aliens lacked in emotion, they more than made up for in color. They carried me out between two of them like an overly heavy suitcase, and through the bars I saw a multitude of aliens clad in scarves and wraps and dresses bright enough to make a rainbow dizzy. They swarmed beneath the shadows of four-story buildings made of a reddish-black something they’d packed into bricks, silvery mortar oozing out between them. The windows were tall and square and full of people scowling at the crowds below. Sloped black awnings covered the entrances of half a dozen shops and stalls, some selling jewelry, others clothes, others fruit and fish and carvings in what was either stone or just really, really dark wood. Musicians perched on boxes and concrete spheres fused to the streets played instruments I could almost name: one with strings and a hollow body, something that might have been a clarinet or a recorder, something else that resembled a flute. Everywhere I looked, there was someone playing a drum, leather pulled tight over dark green barrels. The whole place sang with whistles and screams and thunder.

The streets had been glazed over with something smooth and transparent, covering a wash of stones only marginally more organized than gravel. It sparkled in the dull cloudy light as we pushed forward, full up with sand – or maybe diamonds. Diamonds on Earth were only as expensive as they were because all the places you could mine them out of belonged to one person, so he could make you pay whatever he damn-well pleased for your stupid shiny rock. Maybe here it was just pretty, no more valuable than limestone, or maybe the shiny thing in the road was something else entirely.

Some of the water’s shore was pure white sand, but the better half of it was paved over with raised concrete platforms, all of them piled high with crates and boxes and steel rigs made for lifting them. Men in clinging black uniforms, not so different from the ones I’d seen on the ship, rode hovering black vehicles with the bodies of four-wheelers in and out of the steel maze. Black birds with small bodies and ridiculous wingspans sat on the edges of rooftops and stalls. They stared with beady black eyes, watching, but for what I couldn’t say. Hapless tourists, maybe, dropping food they could scavenge.

We passed close to one, perched on a box of fruits I didn’t recognize, and it screeched loudly, flapping its wings. I jerked back, startled, and slammed into the side of the cage hard enough to rattle the aliens’ grip on it. Shorty laughed – rather, he made a snickering sound that sounded like human laughter, but could have been anything else. Maybe it meant he was pissed, or tired, or itching for a drink. Maybe all three.

Horns with deep throats and long breaths dolled out in the middle of the bay, entering and exiting through a raised bridge only just close enough to make out on the horizon. The bay was circled by hilly land, becoming mountains the closer it got to the bridge. When I looked a little longer, I saw two bridges: one near the waterline, raised to allow boats to pass out into wider waters, and one more than a thousand feet higher, suspended between the half-point peaks of two crumbling grey-green mountains.

It was a miracle of architecture, but all I could think was, That’s a really long way down.

People stopped to gape at us – at me – as we walked past. Not many of them, weirdly, just a gaggle of children and their parents and several people shopping at stalls; and they didn’t stare for long. Children in loose shirts and pants ran forward to get a look, but scattered when Shorty shouted at them, and they didn’t seem too disappointed. They were barely curious enough to care.

A minute later, I understood why.

There was a space in the middle of the market that was completely empty – empty, except for the rows upon rows of steel cages. Animals paced anxiously inside them, snarling and screeching at anyone who came too close. The animals all had a vague familiarity to them: the purple cat with six eyes and two tails looked almost like a jaguar. The small yellow birds with deep voices looked a lot like parakeets. The enormous furry thing with eight legs and wings looked almost like a bat. Almost.

They rattled their cages and made all the noise they were capable of. Three men with long crackling prods poked the ones they deemed too rowdy, and they collapsed with a whimper. Money changed hands, and several of the small yellow birds were herded into a smaller cage and handed to a fellow in a violently orange coat.

Oh Jesus, it’s a fucking pet store, I thought. It was a strange way to set them up, but it’s clearly what they were. The way people were oohing and ahhing at the creatures in the cages made me think they weren’t native. Not to this part of the world, at least.

So I was just one of a thousand strange new monsters. The thought that creature-stealing was a regular thing for these people made me queasy.

I thought for a minute that this was where they’d leave me, but we walked through the snarling animals without stopping. Their keepers looked at me with vacant faces and hard eyes – either intrigued by the weird thing in the cage or miffed that it wasn’t something they’d get to sell. Sucks for you, I thought, resisting an absurd urge to stick my tongue out at them. I doubted they’d think anything of it, but it was probably best not to risk it.

We walked between two bluish buildings, their walls overgrown with a climbing black plant that wasn’t so different from ivy. Grey skin, black plants, I thought, wondering what that meant for the composition of this planet’s sun. That was more in the realm of direct astronomy, and the chemistry I’d played with had always been the kind that stays on the ground, with the exception of solar power, so I didn’t have any language I could use to speculate, but it was different, and honestly, I don’t think I needed to know anymore. I just hoped it wouldn’t give me cancer.

“Northal,” said Shorty, and the aliens came to a halt.

We didn’t move for a while. I felt an absurd impatience brewing in the back of my throat. I didn’t know where I was going, or what awaited me, but dammit I wanted to just get there and be done with it. Beyond that, I was hungry, and I was trying really hard not to think about the likelihood that anything they fed me might be poisonous to humans. Certain things on earth weren’t palatable to both humans and animals, like grapes and chocolate with dogs, and we were from the same planet. These intergalactic imbeciles might not know until it was too late.

Fun thoughts.

Shorty grumbled next to me, growing impatient in his own right. He looked at the underside of his wrist, where a series of glowing runes – numbers, probably – were glowing on his skin. I couldn’t tell if it was a projection or if he’d just straight up had a clock embedded in his arm. If they could manage it safely, it wouldn’t be the worst investment.

I was sure there was a pun somewhere in there – something to do with time and “long term investments” – but before I could parse it out, something pulled in front of us.

I hate saying the word vehicle, because it’s just so vague and clunky, but this thing certainly wasn’t a car. Nothing the aliens were riding was. It had a long, sleek black body and narrow rectangular windows, tinted, cloudy light glinting off of them. The door slid open, rising up and vanishing into the roof. Shorty snapped his fingers at the aliens ferrying my cage around and pointed to the back, the trunk, probably. He climbed into what was essentially a limousine, and another door at the rear slid open. They tucked me inside it, the door closed, and it was completely and totally dark.

Still beats coach, I thought – only half joking.

***

We stopped. The door slid open and I was removed from the hovering thing that wasn’t a car.

And I saw the monolith.

Mansion wasn’t the right word. This didn’t resemble any architecture I’d ever known: the whole thing stuck out of the ground like a dragon’s scale, the head of a spear, the body of a spade, all black and shining like onyx. It curved, halfway encasing concentric rings of white-leafed trees with greyish trunks, arrayed in front of an entrance I couldn’t see. It sat on top of a hill, with half a hundred stairs leading from our landing strip up to the white marble terrace where the gardens sat, and where the shadow of this absurd pointed building fell across us, turning everything to ice. The sky above was laced with clouds, white and grey and deep, immutable black.

We walked up the stairs and through the bone-white gardens in a strict line, and I swear cold marble has a smell.

The inside hall was hardly what you’d expect from a…whatever you’d call this building. It was less of a skyscraper and more of an art installation gone awry. I looked up, and I could see all the way to the point. It was enough to make me dizzy. There were cold stony rooms to either side of the hallway, and a staircase at the very end, one that spiraled up and up and up, seemingly forever, letting itself off to the left or right with each floor. A red carpet ran from the entrance to the stairs, and clung to them as it rose, probably going all the way to the top. It reminded me somehow of a tongue – a long, bloody tongue in a mouth full of star-white teeth.

Shorty snapped his fingers and a servant appeared from nowhere: a woman in black with her white hair in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She saw Shorty and her flat face went even flatter. He said something, to which she nodded and disappeared up the stairs, walking with her hands clasped together at her waist.

When she was gone, the guards dropped to one knee, their fists over their hearts. Shorty went all the way down to his hands, bowing with his nose to the ground, arms stretched out in front of him. His breath came slow, and his hands twitched.

Whoever we were about to meet, they were important.

I heard footsteps. Heavy ones. Slow, methodical, cracking the thin silence. Shorty visibly tensed, as did his guards.

He came down from the coiling bone staircase, the woman trailing behind him like a shadow. The guards didn’t move, but Shorty went stiff as ice in the wind. The man came to a halt half a yard from Shorty’s hands and stood there like a statue carved from hungry stone.

It hadn’t been a trick of the light before. His eye was as red. Red as blood in the dark.

“Woah,” I said. The sound escaped me before I could get my teeth around it.

The dragon looked at me and turned up his nose. He was handsome, by human standards. His face was long and elfish, the way all of the alien faces were, but his jaw was a touch stronger, his chin a bit wider. If his kinsmen were saplings, this creature was the full-grown tree, thick and stoic and utterly immoveable. He wore black folding robes, loose, a thick band of red silk wrapped around his waist. He looked every inch a warrior.

And his wings. Dear God, his wings.

They were folded up behind him now, but even then, they were wider than I was. Even in the dim stormy light, they shone, as though they’d been polished. Stretched out, his wingspan must have been three, four times his own height, and at least twice as tall.

He crossed his arms. His right hand was scaled, with black-clawed fingers and pointed knucklebones crosshatched with old scratches.

“Luras,” I said. He looked at me, visibly startled, and I couldn’t help but smile as I added, “Milthak vol taras?”

His eyes narrowed and he cocked his head slightly. “Milthak vol taras?”

I pointed at him.

He turned his eye back to Shorty, mouth twitching. If it was a smile, I couldn’t tell. “Human?” he said.

Shorty nodded, nose pointed firmly at the floor. “Human, Luras. Fal Erith.”

Erith, I thought. I wondered if that was a name or if he was just bungling the pronunciation of Earth.

“Ji alsent tun…galis arvi,” said the dragon, and the woman behind him pursed her lips and looked down – so it probably wasn’t something pleasant. Shorty didn’t move, but I could hear him inhale sharply, and he held his breath for a very long time. I felt myself growing impatient again, and at the same time desperately afraid for the moment of silence to end, because when it was over something would happen, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what that would mean.

After what might have been a second, a minute, or an hour, the dragon snapped his fingers – his grey ones, the hand I’m tempted to call human even though that isn’t even close to what he was. The hand without scales snapped, and snapped loudly, and the guards rose from the floor and carried me upstairs.

“Jal,” said the dragon as we passed him. Shorty stood slowly, keeping his eyes down and maintaining his bow, so he stood with an uncomfortable looking hunch. He clasped his hands together at his forehead and said nothing.

“Jal,” said the dragon, sharper this time, biting off the end of the word with razor teeth. The air around him went cold.

Shorty straightened. He dropped his hands to his sides and looked the dragon in the eye. He kept his face blank, but his lips were pressed together in what was either indignance or fear.

The dragon closed the distance between them with a single silent step. He reached out, quick as lightning, and grabbed Shorty by his collar, lifting him off the floor as though he weighed no more than a paper doll. He shouted at Shorty, a flurry of words and curses closer to growling than anything remotely phonetic –  and then I thought I knew what had happened, the key word being “think”.

A few things I was reasonably sure of: Shorty worked for the dragon, the dragon was very important and powerful, and the dragon was very, very angry with Shorty, and probably not for bringing me home with him. Something else had happened, something bigger. Something that warranted the nightmare beating he was receiving downstairs.

If their tone was anything to go by – if Shorty’s presence on that ship in the human solar system meant what I thought it did – Shorty was taking a tremendous risk coming back here. He worked for the dragon, or did work for him, and he did something unfortunate that got him banned or banished or very nearly killed. If I had to guess, I’d say Shorty was on that ship for one reason and one reason only: he was running.

We’d seen neither hide nor hair of these aliens or their ships, and traveling exclusively through hyperspace wouldn’t have hidden them forever: anything traveling through any variation of the pocket universe couldn’t be seen per se, but it could be read, picked up by machines carefully combing through the universe looking for minable worlds – the same way you can see ultraviolet light and the skeletons of soundwaves, we would have known if they were cruising within a hundred lightyears of Sol.

But we didn’t. So they hadn’t been around Neptune for very long, and a hundred lightyear radius meant they didn’t live anywhere near us, even on the cosmic scale. Earth was very, very far from home as they knew it. Not the kind of trip you make on a whim. If he’d been sent to the ship, the dragon would have  greeted him with…maybe not with open arms, but certainly not with so much active animosity. No, he wasn’t in our system on any assignment, he was scrambling for a rebound: one he apparently thought he could find in the gifting of a human girl, the way a disgraced sailor might present the captain of his old ship with a parrot or a monkey, something strange to worm his way back into the good graces of someone he’d failed or betrayed.

If I was right, it was kind of a pathetic way to recover. If whatever he’d done, or hadn’t done, warranted running as fast as his stubby little legs could carry him all the way to Neptune, a new pet wasn’t going to save him.

Or maybe beating people to a bloody pulp when they gave you gifts was just part of the social order. Who knew?

There were two rooms on either side of this hall. There was something hanging from the ceiling in the first – impossibly high, rising three stories at least –  a chandelier of mirrors with a single burning bulb at its center, scattering cold light all around. The walls were dark and the floors were grey, wood like the trees outside. The furniture was all white: everything was flat and sloping, chaise lounges and long plush benches, enormous flat circular pillows scattered in front of an unlit fire pit in the center of the room, dug out of the grey floor and filled with sparkling stones. A window at the far wall, tall and square, floor to ceiling, let in cold, impersonal white light. There was a small kitchenette in the back-left corner, an alcove for drinks and ice, if they put ice in their drinks. They’d displayed less ubiquitous human characteristics thus far, I couldn’t imagine tonics on the rocks would be the part they threw out the evolutionary window.

On the other side of the hall was a massive set of double oak doors – or whatever took the niche of oak on this planet. They were wide open, twice as tall as the alien guards, and within was the most enormous library I’d ever seen. Shelves lined the walls, packed with books, rising at least ten stories straight up, and it made me wonder if the entire building was like this: a haphazard bundle of Tetris pieces stacked on top of each other, some tall, some short, all infuriatingly irregular. There were several desks placed at intervals on the dark red carpet, and a massive black fireplace to one side, flanked by wide chairs with low backs and what might have been a coffee table. One wall was nothing but glass, staring out at the infinite grey sky and its companion sea, hundreds of feet below the cliff the monolith was perched on.

I thought it was pretty until I saw the cage.

It was big, white latticed metal with leaves and flowers wrapping around the bars. Its back was pressed up against the wall, nothing but glass from floor to ceiling, wall to wall. It looked out over an ocean: slate grey waves with frothing white crowns, crashing against a thin sliver of beach. Inside it was a bed, an enormous plush red cushion and an exorbitant number of white and black pillows. Blankets, too, lots of them, and black gauze curtains that could be pulled over it to mostly close myself in; it looked cozy.

But it’s still, you know. A fucking cage. And the sight of it sent me reeling again. The world went fuzzy and nothing seemed real.

We stood there for ages, listening to the dragon beat Shorty into oblivion in the hall. I heard an oomf and a thunder-boom-crack as the dragon slammed Shorty into the wall – once, twice, again and again and again until I was surprised there was still a wall to slam him into. The sound followed us up and up and up, getting louder as we got farther away. Poor Shorty. I imagined the stout little alien with blood in his teeth, arms wrapped around a throbbing stomach. It didn’t make me smile, but I thought about it for a while. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the sounds were just part of a movie or a game, something Jonathan was playing on his phone on the shuttle. Just a cutscene from a game about thieves and gems and bad history, nothing real, not something that was only a floor and a dozen steps away.

It almost worked. I stayed in this vague in-between place between reality and fiction, just trying not to think – and my mantra popped back into my head, the words coming much slower now.

I won’t have to do my homework. I won’t have to do my homework. I won’t have to do my homework.

The dragon arrived, and I was placed in the cage. I let them do it. I had nowhere to run and no energy to fight. They closed the door, locked it, and left – and after a cursory moment examining me, the dragon left too, and I was alone.

I laid down and closed my eyes, and a second later felt tears in my hair and at my throat. I wasn’t crying, not really; there was no sound, no movement, no coughing or screaming or blubbering. I was absolutely still, a statue curled up in the dark, staring out the window at the turbulent sea.

I won’t have to do my homework. I won’t have to do my homework. I won’t have to do my homework. I won’t have to…

I fell asleep like that. Chanting it, breathing it to myself like a prayer, burning the words into my pillows and the silver face of the moons that were far too big.

I didn’t remember closing my eyes, but when I opened them, it was dawn.




Part Two: Kept

I wished I had a chalkboard. Or a really sharp stone, or a stick of charcoal. I wished the glass was fragile enough to carve into, so I could keep track of the days. Keeping a mental tally wasn’t going so well.

It had been several weeks at least. Either the days on this planet lasted much, much longer than they did on Earth, or I was just so profoundly bored that every minute felt like an hour and then some. I had a perfect view of the ocean, which was better than nothing, and I could see every inch of the massive drawing room, but there was nothing to do. My cage consisted of the bed, a little wrought-iron bench, and a cluster of bells and feathers hanging from a string in the middle of it – which I was reasonably sure was the alien equivalent of a fucking cat toy. There were books, real paper and leather books, packed into the dark enameled shelves that lined the walls, just begging me to try and read them, alien language or not; but I couldn’t reach them, and no one was ever in any mood to hand them to me.

I spent the majority of my time pacing in my cage, which didn’t feel nearly as spacious as it did when I got here. I could walk for ten paces in any direction before my nose hit the cold white steel, and I’d turn around, ten more paces, and it would happen again, and again, and again – because that’s what happens when you live in a box. You pace and pace and pace and somehow convince yourself that this time you’ll turn around and you’ll walk eleven paces, then twelve, then thirteen, and you’ll be on your way home.

I was counting my steps out loud when the front door flew open downstairs.

The door slammed into the wall hard enough to make it vibrate. Not on purpose – I could hear the wind skirling across the marble outside, the branches of trees clacking together like broken wind chimes. Three men came bumbling in, the collars of their absurdly long black coats turned up against a lashing rain. I felt the wind itself a moment later, freezing cold, smelling like salt and mud.

The butler – a man in a long grey robe bound at the waist with a thin black cord who was probably the butler – closed the door behind them and bowed low, saying something softly under his breath. I’d seen him do it often enough to know it wasn’t a simple “may I take your coats”. This was a demonstration of subservience, a gesture of class-based reverence. He never looked them in the eye, and they never addressed him directly. The men who came and went from the dragon’s house would snap their fingers when they wanted something and speak to no one in particular, and one servant or other would trip over themselves to accommodate him.

I spent most of my time doing two things: counting my steps and listening. The most interesting thing to do in this stupid room was listen.

It had taken me a while – not a long while, since I’d had literally nothing else to occupy my time – to even begin parsing out the language, but between gestures and tones and their admittedly scarce facial expressions, I started to pick out certain words and phrases. I’m positive I wasn’t translating them exactly, but I was getting close enough. It’s like watching a Spanish soap opera with no subtitles. Eventually you pick things up, and sometimes you can just tell.

The men shed their long, long coats and laid them across the butler’s outstretched hands. They were absurdly tall, all of them, but not especially tall for their race. They all had stark white hair and stark white eyes, and their skin was a lighter grey than most of the aliens in the house. They wore their hair in long braids draped over their left shoulders, always their left shoulders.

They all carried themselves like I’d imagine elves would: straight backs, raised chines, hands clasped either in front of or behind them. They looked at everything like they owned it, and like they weren’t at all pleased to be here, wherever “here” happened to be. Even when these meetings ended well, no one ever smiled.

The dragon did sometimes, but only after everyone was gone. And only after he was completely alone, completely besides me, anyway.

The dragon offered his hand to the men to shake – to the first of them, the tallest and the angriest of the bunch. The man hesitated before he took it; barely, less time than it takes to blink, but he hesitated, and the dragon could tell. He looked from his hand to the man he was shaking with it, and something in his face told me he knew. His smile, his strangely wide alien smile, was fixed and his eyes were narrow and cold.

It wasn’t a huge leap to assume that the dragon was an anomaly. He was the only scaled-winged anything I’d seen since I got here, and everyone, everyone was antsy around him, even for emotionally constipated aliens. I didn’t want to say it was magic, because that’s absolute crap, magic is just science we haven’t explained yet – but what else was there? Government experiment? Gene splicing gone wrong?

Maybe his mom fucked a dragon. Not that it mattered, I had no way to find out.

The man in the suit sat down in the low-backed chair next to the continuously unlit hearth. His hands were on his knees and he was smiling at the dragon like an overconfident shark.

The dragon always held his meetings in here. A hundred other floors full of God knows what, and he holds his meetings in the library. I initially thought it was because it was a little more homey, some paltry effort to throw the men in question off their game – entering the razor-sharp monolith of a building and being greeted with a room full of books and a big window.

And of course, his new pet. The exotic human that started and ended so many conversations. Which is why he really had all of his meetings in here. “Look at my pet,” he seemed to say. “Look at this creature you’ve never seen from a galaxy you’ve never heard of, that I just have and don’t particularly care about.” It was a power play – the way a morally ambiguous banker might have a peacock or two enormous tigers on either side of his office chair while he talks to his accountant. If nothing else it was frivolous, and there’s nothing more terrifying than an angry rich somebody who visibly does not care.

The man was staring at me now, eyes somehow equally wide and narrow with what was either curiosity or disgust…but I guess the two aren’t mutually exclusive. He leaned forward in his chair and, when he realized I was looking back at him, recoiled like I’d made some God-awful noise. He reminded me very much of Jonathan when we were in grade school, walking through the woods in the dark or through campy Halloween stores: “Eww, gross! …What is that?” Horrified, sure, but dammit, he had to know what it was, fake blood or dead animal or anything else.

The man said something in a guttural accent I couldn’t make out, pointing at me and trying to smile at the dragon. The man’s companions looked straight forward, stationed on either side of their master’s chair, but every now and then I caught them stealing glances my way.

I could make out just about every other word. “New…Earth…pretty…” said the dragon, followed by Alar, which I was pretty sure was Shorty’s name.

They talked and talked and talked. Most of what they said was petty small talk – comments about the weather and the overabundance of clouds in Birthav, which was either a month, a season, or a region – and the rest was very basic mobster discourse.

The dragon was, I’d learned, something of a criminal, the kind that made an absurd amount of money committing morally ambiguous acts of public service. Best I could tell, their chief endeavor involved some sort of plant, and a tonic they intended to make from it, or were already making from it, or suddenly couldn’t make anymore. It was hard to follow.

“Salthun,” the man said, jowls jiggling like jelly as he spoke. Salthun was a new word. I’d heard it in passing, but it was never the topic of conversation long enough for me to identify context clues. I leaned forward, watching his lips intently, parting around his teeth. White and white and white, with a single onyx black canine that shone in the light. Pedestrian replacement or fashion statement? I thought. No reason it couldn’t be both, I guess.

“Salthun, il nor vari, viando, nerotum,” he said, and those words I knew. Skin, meat, bone. Slaughterhouse words. Il nor meant if not. So, “blank if not skin, meat, bones”. They were talking about cattle, or some agricultural equivalent, and their associated resources.

“Zho, is nostril badila go rum…” The man trailed off, and he looked at me, practically salivating. I glared at him, quietly translating.

Go rum was the most infuriating kind of homonym. It meant half a dozen things: they, them, the plural you, ours, we. It was also a kind of lightbulb, one the household always seemed to be out of.

The rest of the sentence I caught: So, if we breed…

The dragon glanced at me and scowled at the man. Arms crossed, scales clicking like hail on stone. “Humans aru nor mirit.”

My stomach turned to water.

Humans are not animals.

They were talking about people, me and Jonathan and everyone, and what they could get from our bodies if they killed us. I prayed to high heaven that didn’t mean one of us had been split open, taken apart and examined and mined for anything we could give. Suddenly that was all I could think about. Naomi or Katy on a white table, folds of skin pinned back with sharp silver needles, liquids drained, blood spattered on the blue aprons of curious surgeons, organs swimming in tempered glass jars of formaldehyde…

Jesus motherfucking Christ, I’m gonna be sick.

I swallowed a mouthful of panic and bile and said, “Humans aru nor mirit,” as loud as I could – which was somewhere between a murmur and the whispers of the damned.

The man didn’t seem to hear me, but the dragon did, and when his eyes found mine they seemed troubled. He was sucking on his lower lip, the way he did when he was in an especially irritable mood. I looked pointedly between him and his guest and said, “Humans aru nor mirit,” consonants sharp as spears.

And he nodded. Just once, the movement so small I almost didn’t catch it, but he nodded. An absurd relief washed over me and I nodded back.

He returned his smoldering red eye to the man and said, “Sal vest nor tun ad badila.” His tail lashed forward, nocking a glass from the coffee table. Wine – or something that looked and smelled very much like wine – spilled and soaked into the carpet. The man stared at the small, dark stain, and suddenly he wasn’t talking with his hands. “Is tun va corlisda,” he began.

“Thaldun,” said the dragon. Good day.

The man blinked in confusion and outrage. “Thaldun.” He straightened his coat, looking spectacularly unhappy, and, with a rather stiff bow, he left.

The dragon did not smile when he was gone.

I pushed the last of the tension out through my nose. There was a long silence. The dragon didn’t move. He stood in the center of the room, next to the ever-growing red stain, staring at nothing in particular.

“He seems nice,” I said at last. The dragon took a book from the shelf, a thin red tome with letters etched into its spine in gold.

“It’s rude to ignore people,” I said. He continued to ignore me, the way you ignore a dog when it keeps barking at the door. It’s just a noise, loud and irritating and certainly not anything remotely interesting. Definitely not words with meaning smashed together to form a coherent sentence or anything. “Impolite. Verda.”

I’d made a habit of this over the last few weeks. Talking at the dragon when he stayed in the room after meetings, which he almost always did. He paced and he scowled and he cursed under his breath – and it was definitely cursing. It involved a lot of fist clenching and teeth gnashing – and talked to himself. Sometimes he picked books off the shelves and read for an hour or two, always too far away for me to look over his shoulder. I wouldn’t have a hope of reading it without some kind of Rosetta stone, but I wanted to know what the alphabet looked like, just because I was curious.

Sometimes I spoke his language – what little I knew of it – but if that impressed him, I couldn’t tell. It was probably no less exciting than hearing a parrot say your name for the first time. Parroting and repeating are synonyms for a reason.

“Whatcha reading there?” I said.

The dragon looked up. His hair was tied back in a low ponytail. The ear on the scaled side of his face was absent of scales, but it was bright candy red, and it twitched when I spoke. He had made a habit of staring at his book or his hands and never, ever responding to me. But he usually didn’t even look up; so, progress.

I pointed at him, then opened my hands like a book and shrugged. He looked at his book, back at me, back at his book. He blinked at me and said nothing. Fuck his eye was weird. The white one alone was vacant, almost like he was blind, but the red one…it was like he’d been possessed. When the light was low and the clouds were thick, it looked a hell of a lot like it was glowing.

“No, that’s fine, it’s not like I’m trying to have a conversation or anything,” I said. I crossed my arms and sat back on my bed, leaning against the cold metal bars and scowling at him.

I’d always been a sarcastic person as a rule, and since literally no one could understand me, the sarcasm had taken off like a rocket on every drug known to man. If there was a meter for glibness, I’d broken it like glass with a fucking sledgehammer and lots of rage.

But for every dry comment I made, I withheld a thousand real-world questions, ones I knew he wouldn’t answer. Ones I didn’t dwell on or even bother to ask because it would get me nowhere. Am I ever going home was a.) a really dumb thing to ask and b.) only succeeded in making me think of home, and how very likely it was that I’d never see it again, and how it was his fault and the fault of the little alien who’d brought me here and the captain of his ship and the doctor who examined me. It made me hate the dragon more than was healthy, the kind of mentality you find in prisoners of war. Acceptance of the most feeble kind, because an out-and-out prison break was simply out of the question. Even if I could kill him and everyone in this house, even if I could neutralize every alien on this godforsaken planet, it wouldn’t matter, because I couldn’t get a human ship off the ground, let alone one of these wheel-less shuttle monstrosities the aliens used to get on and off planet.

Saying anything sincere sent me into an infinite feedback loop of “I’m here and I can’t go home and I want to go home, I’m here and I can’t go home and I want to go home.” And honestly all that did was freak me out. If I went out of my way to be irritated with the dragon for indulging the human-ish feeling of “Jesus leave me alone, I’m just trying to read”, I didn’t have to think about why I was really angry.

Psychology had never been a favorite subject of mine, but being alone in a cage in a functionally empty room for several weeks would drive anybody to introspection. I honestly wished I was less self-aware – coping mechanisms like this only really work when you don’t realize you’re doing them.

“…Thank you,” I said. I heard myself say it, I had nothing to do with the words. “Um. Halan.”

The dragon blinked. He put down his book, forefinger and thumb kneading the corner of a page. His eyes were a little wider, and his mouth was open in a small o.

“Halan,” I said again. He closed his mouth, and he nodded.

“Tun voras,” he said. He returned to his book.

I went back to counting my steps.

***

It was ungodly early in the morning when the next one came to call.

I heard a pounding on the door below, and opened my eyes to see two bulbous moons hanging on the stars. The sky was mostly clear and the ocean below was a series of crosshatching white lines as the waves caught the light. Light pollution wasn’t any less a problem here than it was on Earth, so I could only make out a handful of stars. It was somewhere between the middle of the night and the haunted hours of dawn.

Monsters never sleep, I thought, and my beleaguered brain quietly corrected me with images of hibernating bears and snakes.

I sat up, stretching, knowing that going back to sleep would be totally useless. They would meet in here, assuming the dragon didn’t kick the visitor out on his ass for waking us all up, and even if the meeting went perfectly, they would still make a substantial amount of noise. I pushed the pillows up against the wall and leaned against them, crossing my legs and staring at the door so I could make direct eye contact with whoever walked in first. It was kind of a petty thing, trying to scare them, but the sight of an alien something-or-other staring you down from the corner of its cage was spooky to anybody, and it worked more often than it didn’t. And it was very funny.

The butler – Yita, I think his name was – finally led the visitor into the library, and he looked absolutely exhausted. His white hair was all in a frizz, his eyes were drooping and watery, and he walked with the slight hunch of a man who wasn’t quite sure yet whether he was actually awake, and who very much wanted to be asleep.

The person he led in had lighter skin than most aliens, and was clothed in something I could only describe as comically regal: a pale blue coat with gold stripes and elbow patches, with pants of the same color and pattern. Black boots with straps done over with shining gems that might have been diamonds, a blue choker at his throat and an equally blue shirt underneath it. His hair was up in a high ponytail, blue and gold ribbons trailing down his back from it. He was either very important or he was going out of his way to look very important.

The visitor snapped and said the name of some red drink the dragon was fond of. Yita bowed clumsily and swept out of the room to retrieve it.

The man stuck his hands in his pockets and looked around, squinting. Yita had neglected to turn on the lights. With a huff, he wandered over to a blue patch of metal on the wall and drew a line across it. The lights came on slowly. I blinked until it stopped stinging.

By the time my eyes had adjusted, the man had moseyed over to my cage, and was standing with his nose to the bars, staring with unchecked interest.

“Qel tor su?” he whispered, awed. What are you?

I glared at him, too tired to think of something quippy in English, let alone in his language. I was half tempted to lunge at him, snarling, just to watch him shrink back, but I couldn’t be bothered to move. I raised my brow at him and sat up a little straighter, staring, blinking slowly. He followed my every movement, eyes wide with wonder, taking copious mental notes as he wrapped his pale grey fingers around the white metal.

I smacked my lips and finally found my words. “Milthak vol taras?” I said, voice scratchy with sleep.

He jerked backwards, surprised. Then he smiled and laughed lightly. “Valutar,” he said.

I drew my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around my legs, burying my nose in the crook of my arm. I watched him watch me, slowly waking up. I wondered what he thought of me, what his speculations were. Was I dangerous? Domesticated? Was I trained? I must have been, if I was speaking comprehensibly.

I flipped him off. The gesture didn’t mean anything here, but I guess he understood that it wasn’t supposed to be nice. He scowled at me and pushed away from the bars, muttering to himself and straightening his jacket. It was actually kind of adorable, so very like what happens when your big angry football friend is rejected by someone’s small dog and they get all bent out of shape about it.

And no, the irony of flipping someone the bird from a cage was not lost on me. I was not, however, nearly awake enough to appreciate it properly. So I just kind of stared at the concept and blinked a lot until it vaporized like fog in the desert.

He was muttering obscenities to himself when Lenada came in, just as flustered and unkempt as Yita. Midnight is midnight no matter what planet you’re on.

“Luras fil be nur tulin en va gon,” she said, keeping her eyes down. Luras, I’d learned, was the dragon’s formal title, something akin to my lord or your grace. I’d yet to hear anyone use his first name – these people were obsessed with honorifics – but one of his visitors once referred to him as Luras Arill, which might have been his surname.

The man turned to her. He said a soft word that most closely meant Brilliant, and gave Lenada a smile I could feel in the air. She visibly stiffened.

Yita brought in a short, squarish glass of red and offered it to the man. “Luras Orin,” he said, setting it lightly on the dark coffee table.

Huh. Another Luras.

Yita asked quietly if there was anything else he could get the man. He took his sweet time replying, examining his nails and looking around the room with a practiced disdain.

“Nor, halan,” he said, waving Yita away like a fly. Yita and Lenada exchanged irritated looks and Yita left the room.

The second he was gone, Orin advanced on Lenada. Slowly, with the casual stride of someone approaching an old friend to give them a firm handshake or that arm-clasping thing men do in old movies. Lenada didn’t move, but it was clear she desperately wanted to.

“Ji am hirtun mon tiris?” she said quietly.

He was turned away from me now, but I could see the smile in his shoulders, in the way his back straightened when he spoke, in the sudden jauntiness with which he walked. He stopped a hand’s breadth from her and touched her face, drawing a pale grey thumb down her cheek as though wiping away a tear. Lenada stepped back, still not looking at him. She muttered something along the lines of, “If you don’t need anything I’m leaving,” and made to do just that.

He grabbed her wrist and pulled her back, quickly enough that she stumbled and fell into him. He smiled and laughed and made some lame joke about being unbalanced in the presence of…okay, he either said “such great beauty” or “such beautiful greatness”, and I think he was referring to himself. My nose crinkled in disgust.

Orin leaned in, keeping her close to him, and smelled her hair. He whispered something in her ear, and Lenada squirmed to the left, just enough so I could see as Orin drew his tongue across her neck.

Every muscle in my body went rigid. No, no, bad touch, very bad touch.

Orin pressed his hand against Lenada’s lower back, a viper’s grin splitting is face near in half. His eyes roved over her form, lingering on her breasts. She lifted her hands to push him off, and he lurched forward, kissing her neck…and doing a really poor job of it. Lenada clearly wasn’t having it either way, but Jesus this man had no idea how foreplay was supposed to work.

“Nalis.” Lenada’s voice was a breaking whisper, like the sound acrylic nails make on glass. She was frozen stiff, moving slowly, trapped in hardening amber. She looked over her shoulder at the door and opened her mouth, but no words came out this time.

She looked at me. She thought I was an animal, I don’t know what she thought I could do, but she looked at me, desperation carved into her face.

“Leave her alone!” I shouted. Orin, predictably, didn’t respond, no more than you would to a chained guard dog. I rattled the door of my cage, shouting, fumbling for the lock, but I had no way out. “Orin, stop!”

Orin reached down and down. His intentions were clear.

I screamed.

I screamed as loud as I could, loud enough to make my throat sting and my lungs ache. The sound stopped Orin in his tracks and he buckled over, putting his hands over his ears. His mouth moved, and when I took a breath to scream again I heard him cursing. He squeezed his eyes shut and Lenada, free of his filthy groping hands, stumbled back until she hit the bookcase, plugging her own ears.

So they do have really sensitive eardrums. Duly noted.

I screamed and screamed and screamed, and on my fourth breath, the dragon appeared.

Lenada saw him first. “Luras,” she said, and Orin thought she was talking to him.

“Mi vorun,” he said, voice oily, returning to her, hands everywhere they shouldn’t be. His tongue leapt from his mouth and dove towards hers.

The dragon cleared his throat. Orin froze solid.

“Dah-reen,” said Orin, dropping Lenada. He stumbled backwards, tripping over air he couldn’t seem to breathe enough of.

The dragon looked from him to Lenada, crying into the carpet, and back again. He cocked his head sharply, and something popped, loud enough for all of us to hear.

The man swallowed audibly. He held up his hands and took two small steps backward. “Valtak, ni romati nir tholus – ”

The dragon raised his hand, and the man went flying backwards.

He slammed against the window hard enough to crack the glass. It bowed outward, groaning as his body pressed tight against it.

My heart stilled. The sarcastic part of my brain that takes over in a crisis giggled and thought, Hey look. Magic.

The dragon stayed where he was, one hand in his pocket, standing in the doorway. His free hand was outstretched, relaxed, almost lazy. His face was blank, the way the faces of these creatures were always blank – but his red eye was afire, his tail was twitching, gouging long, thin lines out of the carpet in an expression of pure animal rage.

Oh, this guy is fucked, I thought, and I smiled.

Smoke and strings of fire pressed Orin into the glass, wrapping around his ankles and wrists like chains, tightening around his throat, sinking into his skin. The more he struggled, the deeper they dug, razor flames catching on his hair, his coat, his stupid elbow patches. The smoke leaked through the bars, almost caressing the metal, clinging to it like climbing ivy. It spread out to the man’s left, but not his right. It didn’t come close enough to touch me. It poked and prodded at some invisible border, billowing up against it, but it never came closer.

For a while, nothing happened. Orin’s eyes turned red and his hair caught fire, and as it burned he screamed and wailed and cursed. The window warped beneath him.

Eventually, I looked at the dragon, and found him looking at me. I couldn’t imagine why, but his eyes – his red eye, gleaming in the dull orange light of his own fire – seemed to be asking a question.

I looked from him to the man and back again, and drew my thumb across my throat. “Fucking drag him,” I said.

The dragon gave me a single solemn nod.

The fire lapped at Orin’s throat, his hair, wrapping around his suspended heels and his whirling silk tendrils. He said something in a thin, high voice, begging, probably, or maybe insulting the dragon because he knew he was out of time.

The dragon snapped his fingers. The sound they made was like thunder, a furious clap that made the whole room ring like a bell. I flinched and blinked, and when I opened my eyes, the window was gone.

And so was Orin.

***

The body was carted away from the beach far below by a host of massively tall aliens in tight black suits, which I was beginning to think was the staple hard-labor look. They put him on a stretcher, drenched in blood and salt and sand, and carried him away, to burn or bury or send back to his family in little bite-sized pieces with a politely threatening note.

I hoped, for their sakes, that whatever he’d come to talk about wasn’t important; but you don’t barge into someone’s house in the middle of the night in service of a glass of wine and a misguided effort to get some tail. You come when the moons are up because whatever it is can’t wait.

But he was so calm, I thought. So it wasn’t urgent on his part. Which made me think he came to deliver a threat or an ultimatum, not because he had to but because it was dark and he didn’t want to be seen.

Whatever it was, it can’t have been anything good. Nobody who dresses like that in the dark has stellar intentions, especially given the kind of people the dragon keeps for company.

Yita came running in when the glass broke, and he saw Lenada on the floor by the bookcases, her face in her hands, sobbing. He ran and knelt in front of her, whispering quickly to her with words I’d never heard before – a specific dialect, maybe, a different language, or maybe sweet reassuring nothings the dragon had never had occasion to say in front of me.

Yita finally got her to look up and she nodded, tears streaming down her face. He said something soft, and she said something softer, and together they stood and left. The dragon didn’t move to watch them go.

The carpet beneath the window was scorched, a black shadowy circle that seemed to grow and wane when I wasn’t looking at it directly. The whole room smelled like melting skin, burning feathers, sweat and salt and the tang of a cold night wind. Red curtains, usually so still, flung themselves out the window, billowing like capes. The dragon stood between them, arms crossed, contemplating the small red stains in the sand.

The breeze was nice. I hadn’t been outside since I’d gotten here. I forgot how good the ocean smells, how calming it is when the wind catches your hair, what salt tastes like in the back of your throat. I pressed myself up against the bars closest to the break – warm now, close to scalding – and inhaled as deeply as I could.

“That was close,” I said, more to myself than him. I never really expected him to respond. At this point, I might actually take offense if he replied, as though he were intruding on a private conversation I was having with the wallpaper. “I hope he wasn’t here for…”

I looked at the dragon, and found him standing close to my cage.

“…anything…important,” I finished quietly.

“Jal,” said the dragon, reaching forward and lifting the lock on the cage door. It slid open with an uncertain creak, as though the cage itself weren’t sure if he’d done it on purpose.

“Jal,” I repeated, frowning at him. Come, this way, follow, something like that. But why?

“Jal,” said the dragon, and this time he gestured for me to step out. I did, slowly. He was uncomfortably close to the door, and there was no way around him. So I stood there, a hand’s breadth from his face. He stared at me, red eye glistening, white eye blank and empty. There were black flecks in the red eye, now that I was close enough to really see it, black flecks like spattered paint. He exhaled, and his breath smelled like blood, like rusted iron and wet metal.

He inhaled and stepped back slowly. I stayed where I was, staring at him. I tried to fix a question into my expression: What do you want me to do? Maybe he wanted to teach me to do a trick: roll over or play dead or something equally contrived.

The dragon either didn’t get the message or he simply didn’t care. Or more likely, he only saw his confused new pet, not understanding what was wanted of her, the way a dog looks at you when you throw a stick and they don’t know you want them to go get it. He took another step back.

“Jal.” He held out his hand, fingers twitching in a “come hither” gesture.

Okay, that was straightforward enough. I walked up to him.

He lowered his hand and stared at me. I stared back, wishing I knew his language better so I could demand to know what he was thinking.

“Qel sur tun?” he said, searching for something in my face.

Qel meant “what” and tun probably meant “you”. So, “What are you?”

“Human,” I said. But he already knew that much.

The dragon’s scowl deepened. Without looking away, he pulled a small tablet from his pocket, slid his hand across its surface – and made a call. It was slimmer and shorter than any smartphone I’d ever seen, but it seemed to serve the same purpose. He lifted it to his ear and waited a moment.

“Sol-dam,” he said, looking at me. His tail lashed back and forth, taking pieces out of the bookcases whenever it brushed past. There were gouges like that on most of the furniture. The plush pieces probably looked new because they were new. Replacing pillows couldn’t be cheap, but I guess it’s better than having steel chairs. The rooms were austere enough as it was.

“Ji nen ka sel dalis,” said the dragon.

I couldn’t quite hear the person on the other end, but they sounded irritated – or at least very indignant. The dragon made a face and said, “Ji na velu sel a tun en silvam.”

He hung up and pocketed the little tablet. “Jal.” And he started for the front door.

I followed.

***

It was a doctor. Not the one from the ship, someone younger and visibly more excited by the sight of me.

We were in an office, the sterile white room of what I was reasonably sure was someone’s private lab. The building was small, situated on a cliff not far from the monolith. Wide windows looked over the vast grey sea, casting a cold white light across the vast array of tools and microscopes laid out on metal folding tables. I wondered if the clouds would ever go away.

The doctor – Kai-dam, the dragon called him – pulled up a diagram to compare me to, a rendering of his species’ male and female anatomy. I leaned forward to examine them as he played a “find the difference” game between us. What I found startled me, probably more than it should have.

Any planet similar enough to Earth would likely have yielded similar organisms, so the alien’s humanoid evolution was nothing to be surprised at, but as I looked I saw more and more similarities. The aliens had two breasts (on what I assumed was the female), though the ones on the diagram were smaller than the average human’s – which might mean nothing, since these had been rendered specifically for tissues and organs and veins.

And many of those were in the same places as well. My specialization was chemistry, so I’d have a better time comparing the compositions of our blood or saliva, but I could pick out a few organs that seemed to have the same shape and purpose as mine: a stomach, a liver, two kidneys, a uterus. There were others I didn’t recognize, but I hadn’t taken anatomy in more than a year, so that didn’t mean they didn’t have human counterparts.

The doctor said something. He crossed his arms and made a show of uncrossing them. I uncrossed mine and he smiled.

“Let’s begin,” he said – in his own language, but his tone and his suddenly stern expression was enough to translate by.

Dr. Kai-dam offered me a small wooden box with three holes in it – a triangle, a circle, and a square – and handed me a triangular wooden block. He made a vague gesture to the pieces and said something I didn’t catch.

Oh, you’ve got to me fucking kidding me.

I stared Kai-dam down as I slipped the wooden block through the triangle hole. He nodded and smiled and handed me a circle, and I repeated the trick until he stopped giving me blocks. He adjusted his spectacles – I guess every race with eyes gets around to the concept of glasses eventually – and jotted something down on his tablet in a blocky runic script. I watched over his shoulder trying to parse out some of the letters, but after he made some one or two-word notes in print, he switched to cursive, and then I was completely lost.

Add that to the list of universal concepts we could probably do without, much to the chagrin of all the poets of the universe. Depth and illegibility were, apparently, directly correlated, according to every English major I’d ever had the misfortune to meet.

He put down the tablet and grabbed a small pink box made of something that might as well have been cardboard. It was in poor condition, frayed and scratched, but I could make out the vague cartoonish design of a forest. He set it on the examination table in front of me and opened it to reveal a very rudimentary puzzle.

I sighed. I’d always loved puzzles, but the milk-white kind, the ones where there’s no picture, just a jumble of impossibly tiny pieces. This one was made up of five blocky jigsaw-style pieces I could put together in less than ten seconds. Dr. Kai-dam clapped and said something in an excited voice. The dragon, standing in the doorway watching with his arms crossed, frowned. His frown was getting deeper with each passing minute. If he wasn’t careful, he’d stretch his lips right off his face.

Dr. Kai-dam kept the puzzles coming for a while, increasing their difficulty by pathetic margins. It was starting to irritate me. I wanted a fucking Rubix cube, chemical formulas or differential calculus, or a real puzzle, but he kept presenting me with toddler toys. Every time I solved one he grew more…he wasn’t as excited as he was giddy. He was the walking embodiment of the word “squee”. It took me a stupidly long time to realize they were testing my intelligence. Which was good, I guess, maybe that meant progress.

Eventually, he brought out the big guns: a piece of paper and a pencil.

The doctor drew a smiley face, very slowly, looking up ever second or two to make sure I was still watching. When he was done – thirty seconds later, with nothing to show for it but two lines and an unsteady smile – he turned the paper towards me, and handed me the pencil.

“Sur,” he said, and made a writing motion with his hand. He pointed to the smiley face, made the gesture again, and pointed at me. “Sur.”

I felt myself go stiff. Draw a smiley face, I thought. Really? Can I draw a fucking smiley face?

I ripped the paper off the table and took it to the floor on the other side of the room, away from them, turned halfway towards them so I could see their perplexed faces. Neither of them moved to follow me.

Draw a smiley face, I thought, clenching my teeth hard enough to make my jaw hurt. Draw a fucking smiley face, I’ll show you a fucking smiley face. I didn’t spend two years rendering scientific drawings of flowers for nothing.

The drawing I ended up with was artistically lacking, but it was obviously the doctor’s face. I wrote dam at the bottom, which I’m pretty sure means either doctor or scientist – not that the distinction really mattered here.

I pushed the paper in his face, scowling. I was one hundred percent done with all of this “unintelligent human” bullshit. Let’s see if she can draw a smiley face, they said, I wonder if she can play fetch, I wonder if she can do a backflip, I wonder if she can bark on command…

The doctor took the paper. He looked from me to the drawing and back again several times, eyes wide with wonder. He slowly moved away from me and showed the paper to his colleague, pointing to the word at the bottom. It occurred to me a little too late that they don’t know anything about the English alphabet, so to them it just looked like a bunch of random shapes.

But that didn’t seem to matter. The doctor said something softly, and I caught a few words of it. “Think…she…not…”

“Dalis?” I said – the word I was reasonably sure meant dumb.

The doctor dropped the paper, and his jaw. I couldn’t help but smile.

“Thalsi,” he said, mouth agape. Language.

“Thalsi,” I agreed.

He looked at the dragon, sneering openly. “Thalsi.”

The dragon pursed his lips and didn’t reply.

The doctor scooped up the paper from the ground and rushed over to his console, sliding his fingers across the slick glassy surface until the anatomic hologram in the middle of the room switched and displayed a tree, an Earth tree, unless their ecology was identical to ours, which I found unlikely. At the least I expected it to be a different color.

“Bal,” he said. He pointed to the hologram and leaned forward, saying it again, slowly. “Baaaal.”

I nodded. “Bal.”

The tree disappeared, and four images appeared in its place: an apple, a glass of water, something that might have been a phone, and a tree.

I walked up to it and pointed to the tree, my finger sliding through the bark and making the projection shiver. “Bal.”

“Savei, savei!” he said, which I took to mean “yes” or “good”. He turned to the dragon and said something I didn’t catch, and the dragon inclined his head.

“You don’t speak this language, do you?” I said. It was a vain hope, but you have to try everything. If anyone in the room was a linguist, it was the doctor. “Um. Can you understand me?” I said, drawing out my vowels.

The doctor perked up, then frowned like he was thinking. He tapped his lips with one finger. When he spoke, his words came slowly. “Yes…bit. Small words. Much not.”

Okay, so his grammar left something to be desired, but it was worlds better than nothing.

The dragon pushed himself off the wall, visibly disconcerted. He spoke slowly, so I caught all of his words. “It’s a language,” he said, totally aghast.

The doctor looked as smug as anyone ever had and nodded, and said, “Ji talas tun,” which I was pretty sure meant, “I told you so.”

I smiled and pointed at the doctor. “Name?” I knew it already, but it felt polite to ask.

“Name,” he said, wracking his brain for the translation. “Name. Name, name…”

I walked up to him slowly and reached for his collar, where there was a rectangular pin with black script – what was hopefully a nametag. “Name?” I said.

He looked down, then back up, and he smiled. “Name!” he said. He took a step back, giving him enough room to bow deeply. “Dectar Polat Kai-dam.”

“Doctor?” I said.

He snapped his fingers. “Doctor, yes!” He pointed at me. “Name?”

I returned his bow. “Brittany Lu,” I said.

He frowned. “Bir…beer—itanny?” The b-r stuck to the roof of his mouth like peanut butter and he couldn’t quite get it out.

“Um…how about just Tany?” I said. That part of the name he could say. “Tany,” I said, making air quotes.

Dr. Kai-dam repeated the gesture to himself, looking confused.

I put my hands shoulder length apart and said, “Brittany.” I moved them closer together. “Tany.” Long name, short name.

“Ah!” he said. “Tany. Berr-it-any. Tany short.”

“Yes,” I said, “savei!”

Dr. Kai-dam clapped his hands together, laughing. Bar none, this was the most expressive alien I’d encountered. He gave the dragon a pointed look. “Most say, human smart no. Say we, yes! Always, say we, yes. Now, see we correct.”

“We?” I said.

Before he could continue, the door swung open, and someone else came striding in.

“Sol-dam,” the young doctor said, bowing to the newcomer – the doctor from the ship, the one that had been so disturbed by me. He seemed equally disturbed now, but the disturbance seemed to be something within him rather than something in the room.

Sol-dam smiled thinly at the younger doctor and told him something in his language, with a raised eyebrow expression that went with the kind of faces teachers make when they’re trying to convince you something was your idea. The young doctor beamed, nodded, and left the room in a hurry, probably to get more puzzles or something, or to leave us alone for a physical examination. Maybe that was the nurse and Sol-dam was the real doctor. He approached me with a grim expression and I tried to prepare myself for something uncomfortable. He looked at the door, closed now, and turned to me.

And he spoke. 

“I’m so sorry. I trust him more than most, but his tongue is loose when he is in his cups, and I could not risk him knowing anything I am about to ask of you.”

“You,” I said, mouth agape.

“Speak perfect English? Yes. Yes, I do.” He walked towards me. “May I offer you a hug?”

I felt something crack inside me. “Yes.”

He embraced me, squeezing me tightly. How long had it been since I’d had any human contact? Okay, this was alien contact, but I was counting it full on.

“I am so sorry this happened to you.” He pulled back and held my hands. I couldn’t help but notice the dragon was now staring intently at the floor. “My name is Adrian Sol-dam. I am a doctor, but you know that, and I am a member of what you might call a resistance. You’ll have to forgive my colleague. He’s a little slow on the uptake, but he’s coming around to the idea of extra-terrestrial intelligence. I hope he didn’t subject you to anything too insulting, it’s a habit of his with everyone we’ve tested.”

“A…a what now?” I was fucking reeling. “Everyone, what do you mean everyone? Where’s Katy and Jonathan?”

“I don’t know, but it’s fair to say they’re fine. Humans are, for the moment, a precious commodity, and there’s only twelve of you. So, um, doing anything unsavory wouldn’t be in anyone’s best interests. Even for our opposition.”

“…Opposition?”

He sighed wearily and rubbed his eyes beneath his glasses. This was not a fun question for him to answer. “You’ve seen, I’m sure, how little regard my kind have for alien species?” He grimaced. “Though I suppose we are the aliens to you, aren’t we? We are called Sarchans, and you are on the planet Sarchaia. I hope your, ah, host, hasn’t been cruel.” He glared at the dragon over his shoulder. The dragon made a deep growling sound and looked away. Something was troubling him, clearly, but it didn’t seem like he was directly angry at either of us. Weird.

“Not…to me,” I said, thinking of Orin. “But they deserved it and then some.”

“Ah. Well. I’m sorry if you’ve witnessed something…unpleasant,” he said. “Darin is, um…not quite on the up-and-up, I’m sure you’ve realized by now.”

“I have. What’s he do, exactly?”

“He manages the farming of a plant used in certain medications,” he said. “He’s not quite a gangster as you might say, but it is illegal, thanks to a hoard of people who use it for exclusively recreational purposes. Which should also be taken off the misdemeanor list, but that is a conversation for another day.” He did his best to smile, but there was a tightness in his eyes he couldn’t banish all the way. “World goes round because of people like him, though. I’ll have to explain it to you sometime, but we don’t have a great deal of time before my associate returns, and his lips are looser than most, I’m afraid to say.” He sighed. “So hard to find good help these days.”

I managed a dry chuckle.

He turned to the dragon briefly. “I don’t think I have it in me to spare you the ‘I told you so’, but at this point I think you deserve it and then some.” He smiled at me, and I smiled back, broadly this time.

The dragon scowled, and Dr. Sol-dam sighed. “If you’d let me teach you any other language, we could have saved this poor girl a lot of trouble.” He repeated himself in his own language and the dragon looked downright ashamed.

He shook his head and offered me an apologetic smile. “It’s hard for most of us to wrap our heads around. It’s pathetic, I know, I’ve been battling this collective phobia of progress for years now.” He sighed huffily. “I’ve been trying to convince this blathering fool for years and years. It’s almost funny he is the one to wind up with you.” He grimaced. “Not funny-funny, but coincidental. You know what I mean, I hope. It isn’t funny at all.”

“No, I got it.” I tried to shape my face into something vaguely reassuring. It worked. His expression softened and he sighed a little through his nose.

Something clicked and pushed itself to the front of my mind, slowly, the way an intern slides a portfolio across a table. “You’ve had other contact before,” I said. “Not with humans, but…others.”

Sol-dam seemed to know where my head was at. He nodded. “We have.”

“And they were—”

“Intelligent. Yes.” He made a face. “Every last one. None quite so innovative as humanity, though.”

“And none of them…” I swallowed. I couldn’t think how to phrase my question. “No one…”

“Believed?” Sol-dam offered. “No. They have seen and seen and seen, but it is never enough. The way so many of your people deny global warming despite copious evidence in its favor.” He shrugged. “People get into their own heads and it is impossible to dig them out. We do what we can, but sometimes stupid is stupid no matter what you do.”

“You know about global warming?” I said.

He laughed. “I and some of my less popular colleagues have at least a dozen ships at the edge of your system at any given time, searching for enough evidence to get the aforementioned stupid people out of their heads. We’re cloaked to high heaven, of course, you couldn’t hope to see them with the technology you have available.”

“Alar’s ship was cloaked?”

He groaned, closing his eyes briefly. “Alar is an imbecile with no professional connections to me and mine. My guess is he commandeered the ship and promptly threw every regulation we’ve ever had out the window to get close enough to grab you. He wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near you. I fear your kidnapping was more of a whim than anything. Wrong place wrong time, as it were. I’m sorry.”

Wrong place, wrong time. “Um. So…what exactly did you want to ask of me?”

Sol-dam looked sidelong at nothing in particular and sucked in his lip. “We were, and are, looking for ways to prove your sentience as a race to the population at large – we’d like to stop being so isolationist – but it is proving difficult. People say our translations of your language are made up, that photographs of your spaceships and interstellar stations are doctored.” Sol-dam groaned, visibly tired just thinking about it. “Stupid is as stupid does, I suppose. And then there’s the matter of the, ah…” he cleared his throat. “…industry, I’ll say, that proven sentience would completely and totally dismantle.”

“Slaves?” I said.

Sol-dam swallowed uncomfortably and nodded. “Yes. Slaves. We like to think of ourselves as a civilized race, but it’s hard to be civilized in the promotion of forced labor. Sentience would undo the common assumptions humans apply to cows and horses. They are animals, domesticated for the express purpose of serving the ones to whom the food chain no longer fully applies. Their pull – that of those in the industry – is substantial. Even if we could magically convince every pedestrian at once that you are intelligent, we would still have them and their lobbyists to contend with.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Oh, loads.” He grinned.

“…What makes you think I’ll be the one to convince everybody?”

He sighed heavily. “Perhaps you won’t, but we are running out of time. We never, ever intended to take any of you from your home system, or anywhere else you might have ended up organically, precisely for the reasons you’ve observed in Darin’s household. You would have been treated as animals, as many other unfortunate species have been before you. We couldn’t risk, quite frankly, causing an international incident by taking anyone. Any conflict resulting from such an outright violation of interstellar space would go about as poorly as you’d expect, since my government wouldn’t even try to open communications. If anyone from your side opened fire, we would have no method of talking to you, and that’s a recipe for the most perfect storm I’ve ever heard.” He sighed and suddenly looked sheepish. “I’m rambling, though. Forgive me. This is somewhat of a struck nerve for me.”

“No, you’re, you’re fine,” I said absently. “I’m still like three sentences back, though, give me a second.”

He chuckled. “Of course, forgive me. But, my point. Our point. Now, you’re here. You’ve been taken, and it’s only a matter of time before someone comes looking for you. A disappearance of that nature shouldn’t be something anyone would be inclined to sweep up, considering the kind of nightmare space monster it might imply.”

Oh my God. “You think there’s a war coming.”

“Unless your governments are as callous as they are far away, I know there is a war coming. It has been our greatest fear since the beginning. So far, none of the other races my people have enslaved have done anything by way of retaliation, but I maintain it is only a matter of time before we encounter someone who is technologically capable of blasting our entire planet to smithereens.” He shrugged. “Or something equally dramatic. We need to convince people intelligent life is out there before we offend something bigger than we are. All we need is to prove that one race is sentient, and from there they will fall like dominoes. We will have a lot of apologizing to do,” he admitted, “but a bruised ego would be better than a bruised planet.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “Okay. Um. So…what do you want me to do, exactly?”

“Exactly what you’re doing. Learn our language. I will be forcing myself on Darin as his resident doctor so I can help you along.” He ran a finger along his forehead, stretching the lines in his skin. “We are currently looking for someone up high enough in the world to be our advocate, with little luck. But, that isn’t what you need to worry about.” He fixed a smile on his face. “Will you do what you can for us? For all of us?”

“Do I have a choice?” The word came out snapping like a piranha. “Sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” he said. “You’ve earned your teaspoon of irritation if anyone has. And you do have a choice, of course. We want, no matter what, to get all of you off planet and home, like I said, before there’s an incident. It would be easier if we had official leave, but it can be done without it. It will take a while, though. A long, long while. You saw the size of the cruisers. There’s half a dozen of those hanging in orbit at any given time. Getting past them without being seen will be tricky, to say the least.” He took a breath. “But I digress.”

I heard myself ask, “How do I know I can trust you?” Which is the dumbest question in the world.

He smiled warmly and squeezed my hands. “Because I went to the trouble to learn your language when no one else has,” he said. “And because I want to help you go home.”

I don’t know why, but that was enough. I nodded once. “I’ll do it.”

Dr. Sol-dam beamed. “Brilliant. I’m going to have a conversation with Darin about staying with you. We can do this. We can.” He said it like a revelation, as though it wasn’t something he’d considered. Maybe he’d never been this close before.

He talked with Darin for a while. Darin’s voice was low, and he kept his eyes down and his arms crossed, but it didn’t look like he was objecting. The dragon’s gaze drifted and smoldered. He was staring at the air beside me like he was trying to set it on fire through sheer force of will. His body wound tighter every time he breathed.

Sol-dam paused and stepped back, clearly waiting for Darin to respond. He didn’t.

“What’s up with you?” I said to Darin – in English, because I was being sarcastic and didn’t actually care to hear his reply.

But I guess he got the drift of the question from my tone. He spoke slowly in Sarchan. “I…have…hurt you.”

I snorted, and he glared at me. Then something passed across his face that I didn’t have time to analyze. He turned to Sol-dam and said something I didn’t catch, then practically ran out of the room.

“He said to bring you back to his home with me,” Sol-dam said, sounding even more confused than he looked. He offered me a reassuring smile. “It’s a lot to take in for most people. He’s not the worst kind of person in the world, but he has a long way to go.”

I nodded, staring after him. “Most people do.”

***

We made it back in time to hear the last crash.

The cage had been totally demolished. Not taken apart: torn apart. Every bar was bent or broken, full of teeth and claw marks, and a good portion of them were coated with soot. Darin stood in the middle of it, panting, wings outstretched, tail lashing back and forth like a whip. A slew of unfortunate books burned around him, smoldering quietly at his feet.

“Oh,” I said.

He looked back at us over heaving shoulders. His mouth hung open, reddish smoke pouring out from between his teeth. His breathing came ragged, grating against the air like sandpaper.

He swallowed, grimaced, and tried to speak. His lips moved slightly, but he made no sound. It took him a very long time to find his words, or maybe he had plenty of them and was having to kick each one out of his mouth.

“You…will stay…upstairs,” he said.

“Okay,” I said.

He flinched as though I’d struck him and stormed past us. Sol-dam and I looked at each other.

“Give him time,” he said, laying a hand on my shoulder.

“He’ll come around?” I said.

Sol-dam grimaced, looking at the burning cage. “He already has. And it scares him.”

***

It wasn’t long. A month, maybe two. Sol-dam and I existed almost exclusively in the library, running through flashcards and vocabulary tests and some less contrived linguistic exercises. We made quick progress, just like he’d promised. It definitely helped that everyone around me but him was speaking the language I was trying to learn; no teacher like immersion.

We were sitting in the library at a table we’d dragged up to the now repaired window. The fresh glass was currently taking a pounding from a ferocious rain thick enough to obscure the cliffs and sea and everything. The draft pouring around its edges was blissfully cold.

“Brilliant, brilliant!” said Sol-dam, clapping his hands together. “You’re doing spectacularly Brittany, truly spectacular.”

“Halan,” I said, smiling.

“Veltor,” he said, a more informal way to say “you’re welcome”. He held up the flashcards – honest paper flashcards, written on in black ink – and pointed to the word on top, written in the Sarchan script: miris.

“Great,” I said. “Or grand, high, or…hang on, um…majesty?”

“Essentially,” he said, and he laid down the card. “It has also been used to mean Brittany, but only in certain dialects.”

I laughed, resting my cheek on the heel of my hand. “Whatever, give me the next card.”

“What, no thanks? No fervent denial of my affections? No threatening my life or throwing yourself at me across the table?”

“Dun suluca,” I said, which most closely translated to “go procreate with goats”. It wasn’t exactly the “fuck you” I was hoping to find in the language, but it did its service. Dr. Sol-dam grinned broadly. He shuffled through his cards, looking for something specific, and held up the card for “arsil”: irritable, though it was usually used in the same context as touchy.

“Fuck you.”

“Not quite,” he said.

“You’re looking at its definition.” I snatched the card out of his hand and tore it in half, but I was biting back a laugh. “Next question.”

“Why do you abuse me this way?”

“I’m lashing out because you ate my popsicle.”

He grinned. “I regret nothing.”

I grinned back. “Of course you don’t.”

Sol-dam and I had become fast friends. We were both scientists, and when we weren’t burying our sanity in a mountain of verb tenses, we exchanged information. I told him about the Large Hadron Collider and the Heisenberg uncertainty principle, and a whole hell of a lot about the chemistry of drugs – specifically the research I’d been allowed to conduct on rats. He told me about hyperspace travel and antigravity technology, the latter of which was still in its infancy. Ninety percent of my language lessons now consisted of colorful jibes, both in English and Sarchan.

We both felt the air change and went stiff.

“We have company,” he said, loudly and as congenially as he could. He straightened his baggy white jumpsuit, still his staple garb, and turned to the door of the library with a fire-bright smile. “Afternoon, Luras. Care to join us?”

Darin didn’t look the least bit interested in joining us. He stood in the door with his arms crossed, hunched slightly, one shoulder pressed against the dark wooden frame. I managed to smile at him. We’d spoken off and on since the destruction of my cage, but only because Sol-dam wanted me to converse with someone who wasn’t a part of my lessons. His words were small and curt, and he could never seem to look me in the eye. If I hadn’t seen him magically punt Orin out the fucking window, I’d say he was shy.

“Luras?” said Sol-dam.

Darin had been standing there for about a minute, totally silent. He looked up suddenly and nodded once, striding forward to sit with us. He frowned as he pulled out his chair, as though confused by his decision. He very much had the look of “oh Jesus what did I just do” plastered across his face.

“Brittany is making staggering progress,” Sol-dam said in Sarchan. He spoke with an affected enthusiasm. “But I’m sure you knew that. She’s following everything I’m saying, aren’t you?”

“Every word,” I said.

“Ask her about the um…” Sol-dam snapped his fingers, searching for something in the infinite filing cabinets of his mind. “What did you call it, the Heisen something…”

“Heisenberg uncertainty principle,” I said.

Sol-dam snapped once more, louder, and smiled. “Yes, that’s it. You can either know where you are or how fast you’re going, but by the time you know one, it’s too late to learn the other. Fascinating stuff, definitely something about life in there somewhere, though I fear I’m not enough of a poet to parse it out. Perhaps you’d have more luck, Darin.”

Darin wouldn’t look at me for long. The second I tried to catch his eyes, he would turn away, occupying himself with Sol-dam or the flashcards or the exceedingly interesting carpet. His whole body was wound like a wire, the tightness of the last tendon clinging to a loose tooth.

Sol-dam realized he wasn’t going to respond in the same second I did. We exchanged a look. “Or cocaine.” Sol-dam leaned back in his seat, his hand on the table, fingers drumming across his stack of index cards. “Our dear Brittany knows more about illicit drugs than I do about her entire planet.”

“I mean, yeah,” I said. “Drugs are way cooler.”

Sol-dam laughed. Darin grew visibly tenser. I heard myself say, “Hey, are you okay?”  and reached out to touch his arm. He shrank back.

I drew back my hand, feeling cold. Why the fuck did I try to touch him?

“Sorry,” I said.

He shook his head and stood abruptly. “I have something to attend to,” he said, and he rushed out, knocking over his chair as he left.

Sol-dam sighed and gave his head a small shake. He tilted back in his chair, balancing on the back legs. “Shall we?” He held up a single flashcard.

I was staring after Darin. My stomach was trying to swallow itself. “What’s up with him?”

“A great many things,” said Sol-dam. “Not the least of which is some great gala he intends to host for his colleagues.”

“The bad ones.”

“He doesn’t have good ones.” He grinned. “Unless you count the two of us, but I think we safely qualify as extenuating circumstances.”

I made a vague “heh” sound and inhaled deeply.

“We won’t be here forever. I promise.” Sol-dam reached across the table and squeezed my hand.

“Yeah.”

“He may never manage to be wholly civil, but it is not because he dislikes you,” he said. “You are simply a creature he cannot reconcile.” He shrugged. “And he was never much of a people person in the first place. You are hardly the first person he hasn’t known how to interact with. Now…”

He let go of my hand and turned a flashcard towards me. Disil: home.

“What does this mean?” he said.

I laughed through my nose. “That’s a good question.”

***

A man came to see us that night; to see Darin, obviously, but this time I was out and about, free to sit and listen from a corner with no bars.

The man in question had a congenial smile and robes of glimmering black fabric, drowning in an excess of glitter and shining embroidery. He entered the library as I was absently going over flashcards, curled up in a wide flat couch by the window, a small pillow behind my back. The sky was, predictably, full of clouds, and somewhere far beyond them the sun was setting and turning their topsides a burning pink. Shafts of colored light arced through breaks down to the water where they shone like mirrors on the waves. I was staring at the late light on the paper when the door creaked its way open and he strode in, Yita on his tail.

“The Luras will be back soon,” said Yita. The man nodded, looking around the library and adjusting the Sarchan equivalent of cufflinks: a thin ribbon of red silk tied through the ends of his sleeves like shoelaces.

“Thank you, Yita. A dorsilia, if you please.”

Yita nodded and ducked out to prepare the drink.

The man’s eyes traveled through the room and, eventually, found their way to me.

“Hello, little friend,” he said, his voice high, the way you’d talk to a small dog. “What’s your name?”

I said nothing.

“Hmm.” He crossed his arms and scratched his chin. “Pretty little thing, in your own strange way…”

Something about the way he said it made my skin crawl. I glared at him and looked down. My legs were drawn up, the cards resting in my lap. He couldn’t see them. He was staring at my knees, though, and my calves, and the rest of me with a voracity I didn’t appreciate. I resisted the dual urge to shrink back and clock him as hard as I could.

He reached forward to touch me. His hand found my leg and it stayed there, and I pulled back – and the notecards spilled out of my lap.

He lifted his hand and looked at them. He frowned and picked one up, examining both sides. “Now what on Sarchaia…”

“Luras Kolar.”

The man dropped the card and turned to see Darin standing in the door, flanked by two burly body guards he didn’t need.

“Evening, Luras Darin,” he said, and they bowed to each other. Darin approached with his fists clenched and his tail twitching, and he kept looking at me.

“Come,” said Darin, “sit.” He gestured to the two broad chairs by the massive black hearth, one of which was substantially wider to accommodate his considerable draconian bulk. His wings opened and closed, a nervous tick of his no one else seemed to notice. If anything, it made him look more imposing, flexing the parts of himself that made him so frightening. Kolar hesitated briefly, like they all did, before walking to the chair and sitting rather stiffly, hands poised on the plush red arms. Darin sat across from him. His guards – Milam and Pershix, two of his more congenial grunts – stood behind him, their shadows drowning beneath Darin’s wings. The way he sat, half turned away from the fire, his red eye catching the flickering orange light…it was a calculated decision, sitting like that, with the sun slanting through to give the entire room the arcane glow of amber in a cave. Kolar was turned away from me now, but I could see the side of his face and his arm, brittle as rusted iron: tense, shivering, ready to split any second.

Darin had that effect on people. It was fun to watch.

Darin smiled, exposing an array of white teeth and peculiarly sharp canines. Sarchan canines were, as a rule, sharp, but Darin’s teeth were especially keen. Kolar’s entire head shifted slightly as he swallowed, and his cheeks moved as he broadened his smile.

“It is an honor,” he said.

“Certainly,” said Darin. He sat back in his chair, dragon hand gripping the wrist of his grey hand, shoulders angled: perfectly aloof. There was a pause. “I’m a busy man, Kolar.”

“Right, yes, of course,” said Kolar, slapping his knees like it was funny. “I represent—”

“The Rasiri family, yes, yes, go on.” Darin made a rolling moving with his hand – his clawed hand, catching the fire like a diamond at dusk. Kolar watched it in earnest and didn’t speak until Darin’s hand was in his lap again.

“As you know, we have been developing a new tonic, the kasili borm.” Borm being a kind of liquor meant for the kinds of parties where people get completely and utterly smashed. Darin sometimes drank it after a particularly taxing meeting. The stuff stank to high heaven, but it served its purpose.

“And you want…?” Darin quirked his brow and gave Kolar the look of an amused parent waiting for his child to ask for something he already knows he won’t get.

“The digiporous,” Kolar blurted – and blurting it was, because he immediately tried to backpedal. “Rather, the involvement of you and yours in our endeavor to make the borm more—”

“Palatable?” said Darin, half smiling.

Kolar swallowed again. Even the most stern and impossible people were cowed by Darin’s presence. There was something about a smiling dragon that was so much more disturbing than a scowling one. A scowling dragon is hungry, angry, but a smiling dragon might want anything in the world. He might want your bones for a necklace, or your skin for a coat. There was no telling.

“Erm, yes, sir,” Kolar stammered, rocking forward and back only slightly. I could barely tell from here, but Darin saw it and his smile broadened.

“But not only for taste, oh, no, we have labs for that kind of thing—not that we don’t want our business for exactly that purpose, but we believe beyond the scope of palate, we could be of use to one another…”

He trailed off. Darin said nothing. Kolar cleared his throat and sat up a little straighter.

“Digiporous is a key ingredient in the medication Dorstatl, as I’m sure you know.”

“I do,” said Darin, chuckling. The funding for the original project was his doing.

“Yes, and we all know, of course, that this medication, due to the explicit nature of the plant, is illegal in the Arkang provinces.”

“It is.”

“But, but kasili borm will not be.”

Darin cocked his head. “I’m listening.”

“I propose we implement, quietly of course, elements of your flower into the manufacture of the borm in such a way that they can be extracted across the borders and used for whatever your doctors abroad require of it.”

Darin nodded slowly with a smile of recognition. “A partnership,” he said. Lots of people were after him for that.

“One that would benefit both of us immensely,” Kolar insisted, leaning forward. He kept his hands on his knees, resisting the animal urge to jump up and down just to expend his energy. “We, of course, would have your business, and you would receive a spectacular discount on our services, substantially less than what you are currently paying those ruffians in Arsula.”

“Those ruffians have done a fine job of transporting my assets for close to a decade,” he said.

“Yes, yes, but they have been caught, yes, because they represent small businesses and lack the means to conceal the plant in something like a borm. They carry it in sacks and boxes, hidden beneath other sacks and boxes, and this, this is too exposed, I think, but I’m sure you realize that. I would like to offer you a less expensive, more streamlined solution, more expedient, I believe, and certainly safer for your product, with our considerable sway in Arkang and our numerous, relentlessly helpful contacts therein who would love to assist us with this noble cause.”

“The transport of borm.”

“The transport of digiporous borm.”

Darin considered a moment. “And I suppose you have digiporous farms you expect me to buy from you?”

“No, nonono, of course not. What we want from you, exactly, is to pay us a small fraction of your current transport expense—”

Jesus Christ stop saying transport.

“—to, erm, embed the digiporous in the borm, help us take it across, ah, hostile borders, and extract it on the other side, whereupon we shall return the digiporous to you to do with as you please.”

Darin was nodding slowly, pursing his lips. His elbow was on the arm of the chair, his fist hovering close to his face, fingers rubbing together. It sounded like a good deal to me, which meant I was almost definitely missing something. This was Darin’s no-way-in-hell face. He was going to refuse.

Darin sat up and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You,” he said slowly, deliberately, clipping the end of every word with his teeth, “do not want my business, Kolar.”

“I, I beg your pardon—”

“You want my protection. You and the Dasyls aren’t getting along so well anymore, are you?”

Kolar stammered wordlessly. “I, I don’t see how that—”

“Quite of few of them in Arkang now, aren’t there?”

Kolar clamped his mouth shut. He was silent for several long seconds. “I…yes. I suppose there are. They have been moving, recently, to better real-estate. For several months now.”

Darin chuckled, a sound like dark chocolate and distant thunder. “Better real-estate.” He shook his head and looked away, biting his lip. “Kolar, how stupid do you think I am?”

Kolar paled. “No, I don’t, I don’t—”

“Don’t you? Because you seem to be dragging me into your little family feud with a promise of smugglers I already have and relentlessly helpful contacts I don’t need.”

Darin stood, stretching himself slowly to his full height. The fire caught him from beneath now, sending talons of orange light snaking down his arms and reflecting off the muscled insides of his wings. His eyes were lost in shadow. Kolar didn’t move.

Darin leaned forward putting one hand on either side of Kolar’s chair. Time slowed around him, the whole world tacking precious seconds onto his movements. His tail whipped around and dragged itself slowly down Kolar’s thigh. A thin crimson line appeared in its wake, soaking through his clothes and into the upholstery. I wondered if that was why everything was red.

“Find a different shield,” he said, and he smiled. He sat back down, resting his chin on his knuckles, legs splayed out. “Have a nice day.”

Kolar twitched. “I beg your pardon?”

Darin shrugged, lacing his fingers together. He wasn’t smiling anymore. “Have a nice day.”

“I…I, but, we…” Kolar stammered. He gave a sharp sigh and stood. His words were short and sharp, splinters firing from a breaking tree. “Very well. A pleasure speaking with you today, sir, thank you so very much for your time.”

Darin nodded once and said nothing.

Kolar spared me one last curious look and left in a flurry of black silk – bumping into Sol-dam as he came in.

“Excuse me, sir,” said Sol-dam. He was wearing, as he always did, the baggy white bodysuit full of pockets.  At the sight of it, Kolar froze. He didn’t move for several seconds.

“Sir?” said Sol-dam. “Are you unwell?”

Kolar blinked at the doctor, and then slowly turned to me. His eyes flicked down the notecards I still hadn’t picked up. “Dr. Sol-dam,” he said, still looking at me. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” He turned to smile at him. “Are you, ah, working in this household? Or perhaps here on call?”

“I am the resident physician now, sir.” Sol-dam kept his voice carefully level. “It is a great honor to serve such a prestigious family.”

“You are, perhaps, the veterinarian?”

“I am many things.” Sol-dam had seen him look at me, and his words had gone cold.

“I see, I see.” Kolar angled himself at Darin, only half looking at him. “Did you know my cousin Orin has gone missing?”

Darin didn’t miss a beat. “I did,” he said. “My condolences.”

Kolar waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, there is no love lost there. I do wonder what happened to him, though. The Dasyls are absolutely distraught.”

That was definitely a threat, but that wasn’t what I was worried about just then. Oh my God,  that’s what Orin was here for. The Dasyls had been moving to Arkang for a few months. They might have started right around the time Orin was here. Orin was coming to offer us a partnership that would have tied us directly to Arkang. Maybe in an effort to undermine his significantly less composed cousin Kolar.

So, for those of you keeping score, we’ve killed Orin of the Dasyl family and accused his cousin, who also made them angry somehow, of trying to hide from them behind Darin’s substantial economic girth. Which meant we were two for two with pissing off crime families. Fun for everybody.

At the door, Kolar was bowing to Darin and Sol-dam. His bow to Sol-dam lingered just a moment too long. Darin and Sol-dam exchanged a look.

Kolar stood, adjusted his cuffs, said, “A good day to you both,” with a peculiar smile, and left.

We heard the door close downstairs and Sol-dam turned to Darin, a very human look of bewilderment on his face. “What was he doing here?”

“Offending me,” said Darin. “And threatening me.”

“Sounds like fun,” Sol-dam said uncertainly. “Brittany, are you alright?”

“Yeah,” I said. “He was getting handsy before Darin came in, but…” I shrugged. “Whatever.”

“He what?” said Darin, visibly bristling.

“Tried to touch me,” I said. “He didn’t. For long.” I turned to Sol-dam. “He saw my cards.”

“Your notecards?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Is that a bad thing? It feels like a bad thing.”

“It might be,” he said. “But we won’t know for a while. He has cursory connections to slaving families, but he’s a small fish.” He put his hands in his pockets and wandered over to the window. He stood there a moment in silence, staring at the sunset, wrapped in the silence of spinning mental gears.

Darin stayed by the door, his arms crossed. He looked like he wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself.

“Are the Dasyls a big family?” I said. I wanted him to talk for some reason, use his voice for something other than scaring the piss out of his business associates.

Darin seemed startled by my question, or maybe it was just the sound of my voice. He looked up suddenly and his mouth popped open, but for a moment he didn’t say anything. “I’m sorry?”

“The Dasyls,” I said. “The ones moving to Arkang. Are they a big family?”

“Oh.” He looked down at the carpet, shifted as though steeling himself, and looked back at me. His eyes found mine and locked themselves down, invisible claws of cold iron burrowing into the space between us to keep him from looking away. “They’re less of a family and more of a syndicate, if that makes sense. Many of them are related, but only tangentially.”

“Like cousins to cousins.”

“Yes.”

“I take it they’re from different factions?”

“Who?”

“Orin and Kolar,” I said. I sat up and started picking up my scattered notecards, black ink flashing in the pale light. “Different factions? Or syndicates, families, whatever. They’re rivals of a kind.”

“They are,” said Darin. “How could you tell?”

“He said Orin was his cousin, and he really made it seem like he knew Orin was killed here,” I said. “He said the Dasyls were distraught about Orin’s death, which means he was one of them, and we know they’re on bad terms with Kolar, which is why he wanted protection crossing the borders. And I’m pretty sure Orin was here to offer you something similar, a tie to Arkang.”

I thought he’d have come to the same conclusion by now, but his eyes went wide. “You’re certain?”

“I said ‘pretty sure’, so no, I’m not,” I said, “but it’s a fair guess. Orin said the Dasyls started moving to Arkang several months ago, right around the time Orin was here, probably to ask if you wanted a cross-border partnership or something. He died, Orin’s…faction or whatever heard about it, realized the Dasyls sure as hell weren’t going to ask you again, and came looking for whatever protection detail he thought you could provide, knowing that you knew he and the Dasyls were enemies and you’d maybe be inclined to help him just to piss them off. You killed one in your house, what’s another dead Dasyl on the road?”

Sol-dam was nodding, pacing, hand on his chin, but Darin was just…staring at me. His expression wide and open, something just shy of confusion. “You…” He laughed through his nose and shook his head. “How the hells could you know all of this?”

“I don’t, I’m just guessing,” I said. “Politics is politics no matter what planet you’re on.”

“Apparently it is.” Darin nodded uncertainly and looked away, thinking. “We sent them a formal apology for that, for all the good it did us.”

“For what?”

“Orin’s death.”

I snorted. “Like, a letter or a fruit basket or what?”

“A letter,” Darin said, without irony. “And his body.”

“Well that was…nice of you.”

“He disrespected a member of Darin’s household,” Sol-dam said to me. “The Lurasi live by the condictia, a set of rules not unlike the old Hellenic laws of hospitality on Earth. Orin violated them, so Darin was well within his rights to kill him.”

“Provided he apologizes.”

Sol-dam shrugged, hands behind his back. “The apology isn’t required, per se, but it’s polite.”

“It’s polite to…apologize…for killing somebody.”

“For killing someone who violated a sacred social law? Absolutely. Especially between such prodigious families.”

I frowned. “And they’re just…totally chill with that.”

“Hardly. They can’t take any overt action without declaring a personal aversion to the social contract, which wouldn’t do them any favors,” Sol-dam said.

“But they could do something subvert,” I said. “Like killing you and claiming you violated the…condic-thing, too. Even if you didn’t.”

“Condictia.”

“Yeah, that.”

“They could, but I doubt they will. Darin is a very, very big fish. It would not be easy, and hardly safe, to exact vengeance of any kind. The worst I expect they’ll do is dog his couriers at the border, but the couriers are always being dogged, so it won’t much matter.”

“That’s…good, I guess.”

“It’s better than bad.”

“Right,” I said. “So, we shouldn’t be worried about Kolar?”

“I don’t know. Should we?” said Darin, looking at me with a peculiar interest. He was smiling, or rather almost smiling, and his head was cocked an inch to one side.

“Well, yeah. He threatened you,” I said. “If you sent Orin’s body back, Kolar almost definitely knows he died here, and why. Wondering what happened to him sounds, to me, like he’s accusing you of violating his hospitality by rejecting his offer, and implying that you’ll die like Orin, or at least threatening basic vengeance.”

It seemed obvious to me, but maybe it was less obvious to Darin. He smiled and nodded and said, “We’ll keep an eye on him. If you think we should.”

“I do. I don’t think he can do anything, he seems kind of mousey to me, but you never know.”

I looked between Darin and Sol-dam, waiting for someone to say something else. Neither of them did.

I went back to my notecards.

“A fish, am I?” Darin said, looking at Sol-dam

Sol-dam laughed. “Earthly colloquialism.”

“What does it mean?”

“That you are very large and scary.”

“Ah. Is that a compliment?”

“Sure.”

Darin made an amused heh sound under his breath and smiled to himself. He spent a moment looking at the ground and took a breath. “May I have a moment alone with Tany?”

Sol-dam looked at me, a question in his eyes. I gave him a small shrug.

“Of course,” said Sol-dam. “Call if you need me.” He bowed to us both and left.

Darin and I sat in the chalk-yellow light for a long time, saying nothing. I sifted through my notecards, waiting for him to say something, but all he did was stare. His eyes drifted from me to the window to the ocean, glowing like a mirror under the strangely cloudless sky. The world was all gold and glitter, but he didn’t seem to see it. His eyes were pointed at the water, but he was someplace far beyond it, wading through a tangle of words and thoughts.

I flipped over the notecard I was holding and didn’t read the word on the other side. I already knew it: hatir, which meant warm in the emotionally approachable way. The light caught the ink and made it spark. It warmed the back of my hand and the side of my face. I blinked slowly, waiting, waiting.

Darin stood. He paced and sat and stood again abruptly, running his hand along his jaw. He was grinding his teeth, or maybe chewing his tongue.

“Are you okay?” I said. Maybe I’d said something. This business with Kolar and the Dasyls was the longest conversation we’d ever had. Maybe he didn’t appreciate me jumping forward to tell him what was what. Maybe this was a reprimand, but then, why wait so long to say something? He was agitated, he was always agitated, but this was a different kind of agitation. “Darin?”

He stopped and turned to me. His chest rose and fell with deep, heavy breaths and his eyes…they were big, not wide, big and soft and full of what I could almost call hope. His wings were tall and his tail strong, his scales glowing like stars and old copper, but I’d never seen him look so small, so…human. For lack of a better word.

“Tany,” he said.

My heart thrummed in my chest. I swallowed and said, “What?”

“You are brilliant,” he said at last.

“Thanks.”

He didn’t say more, not immediately. He stood in a sunny spotlight, his shadow stretching long and tall behind him, looking as uncertain as a grade school kid on their first day in a new town: hesitant, almost afraid, though I couldn’t imagine what he’d be scared of now.

No, I thought, or a part of me thought, a small voice without much mental pull. But you can guess.

I could.

“You…” Darin wet his lips and took three jaunty steps towards me, his body bouncing with an affected confidence. He stood over me for a moment, opened his mouth, closed it, and dropped to his knees, so we were at eye level with one another. His hands covered mine, fingers bending the sharp paper corners of notecards that suddenly weren’t in my hands anymore, but in my lap, on the floor, scattered like snow and blood and sand in the wind.

“Um,” I said. I didn’t mean to make the noise. Darin nearly jumped out of his skin. “What’s the matter?”

I found his eyes, and cold lightning ran through me in a straight line. He held the silence for a long time.

“I am sorry,” he said. The words tumbled out on his exhale. “I am so sorry.”

“Um,” I said. “I…I don’t understand.”

“I brought you here,” he said. “I am the reason you were stolen, I…” His whole body shook, and he gasped – crying. He averted his eyes and sucked in a breath through an open mouth. Then his teeth clamped together like he was in pain. His fist clenched, long draconian nails dug into the red fabric. “I was no different from him, once. Alar, and Orin, and Kolar and all the rest. I did not see…”

He broke off, the words driving themselves into his tongue like nails. He recoiled from them, disgusted and afraid.

“How could I?” he muttered, mostly to himself.

“How…” could you what, I thought, but the answer was obvious. I sucked in my lip and watched his face turn orange in the fading light.

“You…” he sighed and gave his head the slightest shake. “There is nothing I regret more than your pain,” he said. “There is nothing…”

He steeled himself and looked me square in the eye. His dragon eye was unreadable, but his Sarchan eye, white and milky, was full of pain.

“I regret only one thing more than the hurt I have caused you,” he said, “and that is the fact that I would not change it because it brought you to me.”

He took my face in his hands and kissed me.

I froze.

I might die here, I thought. Death was as imminent as it had ever been, and being stolen from your home system has a way of putting life into perspective. Something you might hesitate to do, an act that should otherwise take months, if not years, of buildup suddenly becomes the stuff of impulse. It loses its magnitude, its severity, and it becomes just one of a hundred things you do in your life that matter. You skip the pieces your world has taught you to need, and you get right to the heart of it. When your choices have been vaporized, nothing you do matters, so every little thing matters more, because it represents all the agency you have.

He touched me. He laid his hands on either side of my waist, his claws pricking the skin, but he was gentle. Careful. He looked at me, searching my face. Waiting for any hint that I wanted to pull away, standing ready to accommodate my discomfort, but I wasn’t feeling any. All the reservations I’d ever had about boys and men and hands and lips dissolved into nothing. In a world with no choices there are no stakes. The only things in my world were my body and my will, and this creature in front of me, Larus Darin of Sarchaia, standing tall and strong, breathing slowly, inhaling me and drawing me closer, closer, closer…

I looked up at him, feeling absurdly brave, and I kissed him.

This time, his mouth opened. His tongue snaked forward, and so did mine. He slid my sleeves off my shoulders, opening his eyes briefly to see if I’d allow it. When I didn’t stop him, he continued, until both of us were naked as the day we were born.

He pulled me gently to the floor, the fire spitting and crackling across the room. I remembered the graphics in Sol-dam’s lab, the anatomy of the aliens and how startlingly close it was to ours.

And I looked down and verified it for myself.

I couldn’t look at it for long, though. Darin abandoned my lips and dipped down to my throat, drawing his tongue across the pulsing vein, along the sharp edges of my collarbone. He tore away my shirt and moved down, and I felt his penis brushing against my inner thighs, and I realized as I was seized by a sudden, almost violent, throbbing that I had no idea what he expected to happen next.

I froze for a fraction of a second, and Darin stopped. He hovered over me, hands braced against the carpet, silver hair falling around me like a veil – wings stretched wide, blotting out the candy-orange sky.

“What’s the matter?” he said.

“Nothing. I just…um.” Words wicked off the edges of my brain like water on wax. I floundered, grabbing at them, trying to piece together a sentence, but now my whole body was aflame. “How does it work with you?”

“With me,” he said, squinting. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, sex,” I said. “It might be different for humans.”

“You’re right.” He leaned down, pressing his chest against my breasts, and smiled. “So what would a human do?”

“…Are you really asking?”

“I am.”

I blinked at him, fighting the rising urge to squirm and moan as he breathed, his whole body moving with each inhale, hairpin changes that took his dick a millimeter closer to me.

“Where do you think you need to put…uh…” Fuck, I didn’t actually know the word for this. I couldn’t think of a decent way to describe it beyond “little friend” and I sure as hell wasn’t going to say that, so I just pointed.

“Here,” he said, and I felt his finger probing my vagina, drawing small circles in the air just above it. I shuddered like I had the fever to end all fevers.

“Yeah,” I said breathily, and his smile widened.

“Would a human kiss you again?”

“Yes.”

His lips brushed mine, soft as a summer breeze, gentle and cool. They opened and closed and rose and fell, once, twice, growing stronger every time, more desperate, or maybe deliberate is the better word. His scaled hand rose to my chest and squeezed my boob, pinching my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. I gasped and my whole body went rigid, a spasm that turned my bones to slag.

“Would a human do that?” Darin whispered.

A human could fucking try, I thought, but all I could do was nod and pull him closer.

“What else?” he said.

“…Higher,” I said.

The hand at my vagina rose, drawn slowly across my skin. He found the nub before I realized it and gave it an experimental press. I moaned, and he pressed harder, moving his hand in steady circles and pressing his lips down over mine.

“Like this?”

“Yes.” It was more a gasp than a word.

He pressed harder – a little too hard, and I pulled back from him.

“Not like that,” I said.

“Softer?”

“Yeah.”

He nodded and adjusted accordingly. His movements were smooth, deliberate, if a bit slow. He was testing the waters, I think, watching my face, waiting for me to tell him to make another change. “What would a human do next?”

I reached up and touched his throat, pulling him down to kiss me. His hands rose and reached under my back, and then he was pulling us both up, and as my knees found the carpet, soft and warm, he slipped inside of me.

Oh.

“Like that?” he said.

I didn’t answer, but felt my hips start to move of their own accord, obeying a carnal instinct I had no name for, only colors: red like fire, red like the sun at dusk, red like blood and wine and the feel of a scream in the back of your throat. White, cold white, a sting like rubbing alcohol in a wound and the taste of salt as I kissed him at the lips, the throat, the chest, as he lifted me higher, moving forward and back beneath me, hands at my waist, holding me close. He kissed the valley between my breasts, pressed his nose into my hair and drank in the smell of me. His wings wrapped around us like a cocoon.

Fun fact: the reason some women find it so hard to orgasm during vaginal sex is because their clitoris is too far away from their vagina, so the entry/exit method doesn’t do anything for them because the part that matters isn’t being stimulated. Mine, God bless, is close. Close enough for Darin’s gyrations to press against it every time, and keep me twitching beneath him, writhing as the orgasm went on and on and on and on. It took him another ten seconds to finish after I did. I wondered if all Sarchan males came slow like that, or if Darin was, as in many things, an anomaly. For the sake of the female Sarchan population, I hoped it was the former.

He pulled out of me and I felt a warm explosion between my legs. The scientist in me wondered if we had enough post-zygotic barriers in place to prevent a pregnancy, like the incompatibility of human eggs and Sarchan sperm, but the thought was gone as soon as it came, like leaves on rushing water, loose paper in a hurricane. A question for another day.

His wings rose and fell as he breathed. Firelight bled between them, orange stripes warring with shadows on one side of Darin’s face. He was breathing heavily. We both were.

“Like that?” I said.

He grinned. “Like that.”

***

Outside, the darkness deepened. Swarming clouds swallowed the sky and all its stars, and the ocean was a thin silver line encircling a bottomless black pit. I stared at it, Darin’s grey arm draped over me, running his thumb up and down the jut of my breastbone. We lay on the carpet by the window, lying beneath a blanket Lenada had brought in. She’d given me a peculiar look, one of those baseline angry Sarchan expressions I couldn’t read, and left with an upturned nose. If Darin noticed, he didn’t say anything, but she’d been gone awhile and I felt absurdly embarrassed.

“I hope this is obvious,” he said, “but that was amazing.”

I laughed. For all his emotionally bankrupt alien friends, Darin was…funny. He was sweet, intimidating, intelligent.

The last thought struck a chord of discomfort. My stomach shrank in on itself and I swallowed. Intelligent. He knew I was, I’d proven that by now. If it was still in question, he wouldn’t have slept with me. He certainly wouldn’t have asked me what I wanted him to do.

“Yeah, it was,” I said. “How is Sol-dam’s search going?”

It wasn’t the question I wanted to ask, but I couldn’t get myself to talk about the weather. Darin nodded slowly, thinking to himself. “Well, I think. We have found a man – or rather, Sol-dam has known a man for some time – who has long believed in…” He took a breath. “Extra-terrestrial intelligence. Whether he will stand for us is another question, but he is a good start.”

“What’s his name?”

“I don’t know. Sol-dam has made a point not to say, in case someone is listening.”

“Like the Dasyls.”

“Maybe. Or any number of other organized families who trade in creatures. If we can prove you are alive in more ways than one, they’ll be out an industry.”

Didn’t stop us, but I guess the Sarchan pride could be more than enough to spur them to humanitarian action. Even though their pride is what caused this crisis of ethics in the first place.

“But he will find someone,” Darin added. “He will.” It didn’t sound like he enjoyed the thought.

“…That’s good.”

“Hmm.”

He had a thousand different thoughts he could have been lost in just then, but I wondered if he was thinking about me, and what it would mean when I finally went home. I hadn’t thought about Earth in months, I’d made a point to avoid it. I talked with Sol-dam, sure, but only in theory, the way you might talk about Middle Earth or Tatooine. Earth and everyone on it existed mostly in the abstract. It seemed a distant dream now, make-believe, my memories a kaleidoscope fragmentation of color and sound and vague sensations. When one began, another would barrel into it and cut it short, a scrapbook-montage of my whole life, set to the doleful bellowing of an Irish funeral song. The very thought of home had become, ironically, almost alien.

But now, a pang of homesickness rang through me like a struck bell. I felt nauseas, and a thick wad of air and cotton formed in the back of my throat. I swallowed hard against it and stared straight forward. Darin’s hand had gone still above my chest. The silence stretched and pulled between us like taffy.

“You,” he whispered at last, “are the greatest gift I could have ever received.”

From somebody else, under any other circumstances, that might have been sweet – but I felt my stomach turn red and turned abruptly away from him, rising from the floor and walking to the window.

“What is wrong?” he said, sitting up. His wings scraped against the bookcases, carving thin silver lines into the dark paint.

I crossed my arms and stared at the ocean, saying nothing. You could see it from everywhere in this place, grey watery tongues lapping at the alabaster shores with the silence of the grave.

“Tany,” he said.

God, I’m so fucking stupid, I thought. A gift, a fucking gift. How the fuck did I forget? I felt it all come swimming back, the rose-pink haze of lust burning away like mist in the desert, leaving behind the cracked skin and parched throats of all the wrong kinds of memories.

He didn’t mean anything by it, I know he didn’t, but it also didn’t matter. The word gift stuck like a splinter in the back of my throat and I couldn’t cough it out. I swallowed, and it scraped against my tongue. Gift. Something given, something taken. A commodity accepted with a nod and a vague, polite gesture of appreciation in the form of a righteous beating.

My nails dug into my arms until I was sure I’d cut myself. I bit my tongue and found myself shaking my head, swaying slightly, like my body wanted to move or fight or run, but couldn’t quite figure out how.

“Forgive me,” said Darin, and I heard him rise, the blanket sloughing off him to the floor. “I have…done something you regret.”

Done something, I thought. Not said. Done. “No,” I said. “You didn’t.” Sex was one thing, but kidnapping was another. Or, aiding and abetting a kidnapper, as it were.

“Then I said something.”

“You did.” The words slipped out of my mouth before I could stop them, sharp as nettles and dripping something slightly too bitter to be anger.

“What?” He was behind me now, close to enough to smell. I could feel his breath on the back of my neck, drifting through my hair, smelling like smoke and something sweeter than tobacco. He put his hand on my shoulder. “What was it?”

I pushed him away and turned on him. It all swarmed up out of nowhere, fire and lightning and every angry color in God’s rainbow pooling in my stomach and turning every word I said to ash. “Am I a fucking object to you?”

It wasn’t what he meant. I knew it wasn’t. But I couldn’t stop.

Darin’s eyes widened, and he took a fractured step back, confused. “What? No, of course not.”

I barely heard him. I was two different people now, one watching, one screaming. “Am I a fucking asset? A, a commodity?” The last word reared up and roared from my first conversation with Sol-dam, when he said humans were, for the moment, a precious commodity, one the world would do well to preserve. He said it so I wouldn’t worry about Jonathan or Katy or Naomi, but now the only part I could clearly hear was commodity, ringing like a steel bell.

“You…” Luras hesitated. He bit his lip hard enough to draw blood, the deepest blue I had ever seen, and he looked away. “You were. You were.” He looked up, desperation carved into the lines around his eyes. “You are not anymore.”

“Not anymore,” I said incredulously. “All of us? Or just me? Just the one who proved I wasn’t just some fucking animal?”

There was no perfect equivalent to “fuck” in the Sarchan vernacular, but it didn’t matter. It was obviously a curse, even Darin could tell that much. “No,” he said. He grabbed my arms, squeezing them softly. “No, no, Brittany. I was wrong. Do you hear me? I was wrong, we were all wrong.”

I shook him off. If he’d had a mind to hold on I couldn’t have done it, but he let me push him away. My vision blurred, and when I blinked I felt hot tears streaming down my cheeks, thick as the rain of a tropical storm. “Then where’s Katy?” I said. “Where’s Jonathan, huh? Where’s Naomi, where’s everyone else I came with, all the other people you stole? Why are we still here?”

Darin looked like I’d slapped him. “You…do not want to stay?”

“Jesus fuck, Darin, what do you think?” I said. “You kidnapped us and then you and your fucking dog gave me to you as an exotic pet! Do you realize how cartoon-evil that makes you? Do you know what a cartoon is?” Sol-dam might have told him.

“Yes,” he said, hesitantly.

“Well you’re the bad guy, Luras. You aren’t the, the fucking gentleman gangster, you’re an evil prick. You took us from our home. If I stay here, I’ll never see my family again, do you get that?” I pushed him. He let me. “If I stay here, if you keep me here, my grandfather will die and I’ll never get to see him again.” I pushed him harder. Harder. Again and again until I was slamming my fists into his chest. It was like beating against a wall for all he moved. He was looking down at me, I could feel his soft white hair on the back of my neck, but I didn’t look up. I was sobbing uncontrollably now, waterfalls of impossible pain pouring from my eyes, snot dribbling from my nose. I was gasping and screaming and cursing, and for thirty seconds all I could see was red.

Then I stopped. My hands went still, resting against him, and my screams turned to whimpers. I sank to the ground, and Darin sank with me. He laid a hand on my shoulder, but made no move to embrace me – maybe knowing I’d scream if he tried.

We sat for a long time on that stupid red carpet, just listening to the wind.

“I will get you home,” he said at last.

I stiffened. “What?”

“I will get you home,” he said. “You and everyone you came with.” He swallowed. “You and everyone they…we…kidnapped.” He seemed to choke on the word. “I will get you home. With or without Sol-dam’s help. I promise.”

He leaned down and kissed the top of my head. And without another word, he stood and walked out the door.




Part Three: Us

The weather here was strange.

Okay, everything here was strange, even if a lot of it was recognizable, but the weather was especially weird. It rained, yes, there were clouds and thunderstorms and it even snowed sometimes…but it would also periodically rain flaming rocks. They struck the sides of the monolith and bounced off and away into the ocean, where they sent up steam for the lesser part of an hour. The sounds they made weren’t much different from thunder, but instead of just feeling the sound in my chest I felt the whole building shake as meteors of varying sizes ricocheted off the glass and back into oblivion. The night was dark and the clouds were many, so the only light came from lanterns in the gardens and the meteors themselves, which glowed and pulsed like abandoned fires. They broke through the clouds and, as they fell, lit the waiting storm from beneath. It felt very much like we were in some magical underground world – the unfriendly kind with demons and lots of angry dead people.

I asked Darin about it when he came in to read. He did that more and more frequently now. He’d come to the library in the middle of the night, and he would pace and read until the sun came up, and he’d disappear until his next meeting. He was sitting in the red armchair now, feet propped up on the coffee table, reading something that was either called The Tales of Trillian or The Trials of Tilliam. The alphabet was as straightforward as I could have hoped for, but like U, W, and V, some of them were just close enough together to be frustrating.

I wanted to apologize. I did. But the part of me responsible for the screaming and crying thought it would be a sign of weakness, if not to Darin then to myself. I didn’t like yelling at him, or anybody, and I cringed at the memory, but every time I opened my mouth to tell him I was sorry, it clamped shut again – because I had a right to be angry. Maybe not for the “gift” comment, I knew damn well that was meant to be a compliment, but for everything else. For living in a cage, for being subjected to all those stupid, insulting tests by Kai-dam, for being dragged out of Sol by a metal claw and an alien with an angry boss to appease.

“Does this happen often?” I said.

Darin looked up and out the window, seeing the brimstone storm for the first time. “Sometimes,” he said. “Like your toradas, they are infrequent and dangerous, but largely survivable.”

“Tornadoes,” I corrected. Sarchaia was a predominantly cold planet, and its topography didn’t allow for tornadoes of anything remotely like tornadoes, so there was no perfect translation of the word.

“Tornadoes,” he echoed. I watched his face, angled towards the sky. Flashes of red light danced across him at intervals, making his scales shine.  “I’m sorry.”

I blinked and closed my own book. “Um. For…tornadoes?”

“No. I’m sorry for…saying you were a gift.”

Sudden guilt pooled in my lungs. “I know you meant—”

“It doesn’t matter what I meant,” he said. “What matters is what it ended up meaning to you.” He closed his eyes and sighed through his nose, the expression of a man pushing down an unfortunate memory – the inward flinch of regret. “You are a brilliant creature, Tany. You are smart and beautiful and braver than anyone I have ever known.” He chuckled grimly. “Myself included.”

“You…you’re a dragon, though,” I said stupidly.

He smiled, teeth glinting in the fire. “You can’t be brave when everyone else is already afraid of you.”

I chuckled. “Sure.”

We stared at each other for a long time. Most days, I forgot what it meant to be human, as far as not being Sarchan was concerned. Everything but my reflection was a part of this place now, for all my screaming and cursing.

Darin smiled and continued to read.

I returned to my book. Hours passed as I turned pages, absorbing the ancient history of this lonely grey planet. They only had one language, as it turns out, which lent itself to their inability to comprehend the existence of English or Mandarin or anything else they might have come across. Close to a thousand years ago they had experienced something called the “Master Conflict”, the war to end all wars, and the Sarchan civilization we knew today was the lovechild of the surviving Sarchans and their sudden desperate need for order. By some miracle, the planet never diverged again, likely (according to the author of this little slice of history) because of the pervasive “Sarchans are the only sentient race in the universe” rhetoric, which spread exponentially with the advent of space travel. Everyone who came back with something alive pointed at it and said, “Look! It’s stupid! It’s just an animal! We really are special.” It was honestly kind of sad. The whole planet had this bully mentality thing going on an intergalactic scale. But their alleged superiority bound them together as one functioning body, and that was more than could be said for Earth. I wondered if world peace was worth sacrificing the dignity of other races and your own cultural diversity.

Outside, the firestorm died, taking the clouds with it, burning them black against the sky. Stars took their place, twinkling at us through windows clouded with smoke, rising on a cold wind from little meteors quenched in the water far below.

“Would you walk with me?” Darin said suddenly.

I looked up. “Where?”

“Outside. To the beach. You haven’t been.”

“Is it safe?”

“The storm has passed. It will be a little warmer for it.”

I smiled. “Okay.”

***

The beach wasn’t much warmer for the fallen stars, though the pieces of them that survived the atmosphere, the clouds, and the sea itself lay steaming in the white sand. The air above them shimmered in the starlight, slight and silver and cold.

Darin walked beside me. Our heels dug into the sand with every step, cold waves coiling around our ankles. My shoes were in my hand, black lacing sandals, and an icy wind swirled through my dress.

“It’s beautiful,” I said, staring out at the vast black sea.

“I am sorry,” he said.

For the ocean being beautiful? I thought, then realized what he meant. I sighed slowly through my nose, feeling like a complete and utter ass. “Darin, you don’t have to—”

“I may not, but I am going to.” He took my hand and turned it over, staring at the lines in my palm. “I allowed myself to forget, for a moment, why you were here at all. I…I have been avoiding you, you may have noticed.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “May have?”

“Very well, definitely have,” he corrected, smiling. The smile collapsed a moment later. “It pained me to look at you.”

“Thanks?”

“Because you are human, and you have proven time and again that you are not only sentient, but smart. Smart enough to banter with Sol-dam and read your way through a third of my library in a matter of months. Some of those tomes are too thick for me to bother with.” He shook his head. “But I digress. I was careless with my words, yes, but before that I was careless with you. I do not mean to be so again.” He lifted my hand and brushed his lips against my knuckles. “We will get you home if it kills us. But, until then…”

“I’m here,” I finished.

He nodded. “And I would like to get to know you properly. If I can.”

I smiled. “You can.”

I turned to face the ocean and took several long, slow steps into the surf. The water lapped at my ankles, on the warmer side of cold, tickling them with suspended sand. Stars blinked down at us from the impenetrable black.

I wondered if I could see Sol from here, and if I could, which star it was. I asked them silently as they popped into existence out of the blue-black darkness. Are you Earth? I thought. Are you Jupiter? Are you Neptune? Depending on how old this world was, and exactly how far we were from Earth, the light of Sol might not have even reached us yet. Light is fast, but nothing is instantaneous.

“What are your constellations?”  I said. Different side of the universe, different stars.

No. Same stars. Just a different perspective.

The sand crunched beneath Darin as he came to stand beside me. He pointed to the horizon. “The star nearest the cliff. Do you see it?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Follow it up. Then right, and down, and right again. That is the Watcher.”

“The Watcher?”

“The Watcher,” said Darin. He clasped his hands behind his back and smiled. “He who watches over the living.”

“Is he a god?” I said.

Darin chuckled. “No. Merely a servant. As we all are.”

“Is he holding a scythe?” There were four stars arcing away from the body of the constellation, tapering to a fine, glittering point.

“He is,” said Darin. “To cleave the soul from the body when one’s time here is done.”

I smiled wanly. Some things really do transcend time and space.  “Is he nice?”

He seemed startled by the question. “Of course. What else should he be?”

Scary, I thought, thinking of all the twisted interpretations we had of the Grim Reaper on Earth. Dark. Empty. I couldn’t think of a tradition that actually held Death the entity in poor regard. That was mostly a Western thing, and a Hollywood-Halloween thing.

“Exactly that,” I said – and felt something absurd and reckless sweep over me. “Can you swim?”

“Not well,” Darin admitted. “Why?”

I started wading backwards into the water, watching him. I could feel the madness spark across my face.

Darin laughed uncertainly. “What are you doing?”

I reached down, grabbed the hem of my dress, and pulled it up over my head…leaving me in white underwear and nothing else. Darin’s eyes widened, more with interest than surprise.

“Oh,” he said.

I laughed, giddy with the sudden cold. “Oh.” I tossed the dress to him and he caught it with one hand. He looked from it to me and grinned, wings folding and unfolding – small twitchy movements, the way you flex your fingers or pop your shoulders.

“Come on,” I said, sliding off my underwear and letting the tide carry it off. “I won’t go deep. I promise.”

Darin was on me in a fraction of a second, carving through the water and splashing me on accident. I held up my hands against the spray and laughed.

He grabbed my wrists and lowered them, pulling me closer. Before I could ask what he was doing, I felt his lips pressing against mine. His breath was warm and sweet like bonfire smoke. He wrapped his arms around me, claws trailing gently down my back, his unscaled hand pressing into the space between my shoulder blades, keeping me close.

He probed down with his finger, searching for the little nub. He was so close I could taste it. I shivered with something beyond the cold and whispered, “A little higher.”

His hand rose and I gasped. He grinned and pressed harder, moving in circles. I tried to pull back from him so I could find his penis and return the favor, but he kept me pressed close against him. I moaned and shuddered, and he chuckled.

“Like that?” he said.

I nodded, totally speechless. I opened my mouth to say something, but every word I’d ever known had abandoned me.

“I want to try something,” he said. He put his hands on my shoulder and slowly, deliberately, slid them down to my wrists. His eyes never left mine.

“Okay,” I said.

“Just tell me if you want me to stop,” he said. “Alright?”

“Alright.”

He reached into his belt and pulled out a long ribbon of red silk. He moved my wrists behind me and, kissing my neck, drawing his tongue across my collarbone, tied the silk around them – binding them tight. Around and around, then looping through the center. The silk was long enough to pull forward and tie at my stomach when he was done, so my hands were now pinned to my back.

“Like that?” he said.

I nodded, heart thrumming. “Like that,” I said.

He nodded. “Good.”

He grabbed me and spun me back to the shore, dragging us into the shallows and laying me down in the sand on my back, and his hand returned to my clitoris, where he circled and pressed and teased until every inch of me was aflame. I hovered at the precipice of an orgasm and, right when I was about to explode, he would pull back, and start me from the very beginning.

It was agony – perfect, impossible agony.

“Darin,” I gasped, the word dissolving into a moan.

“Not yet,” he said. He kissed me, tongue diving in and out of my mouth, his hand growing ever more fierce, pressing harder and harder and faster and faster until I could barely stand it. I opened my mouth to say his name and could barely take a breath. I pulled at my wrists, wanting to touch him, some animal part of me wanting to dive down into myself and satisfy this burning urge, but I couldn’t, and somehow that made it all the more thrilling. The waves crashed over him, soaking the end of my hair, never coming higher than my chest.

Then, without warning, Darin drove my legs apart and thrust himself into me. I gasped, half surprised, half writhing as my body gave itself over to the orgasm. I felt myself pulse and squirm as Darin drove in and in and in, keeping his hand firmly on the nub and pinching it with every thrust in a way I’d never even thought to teach him.

He was getting good at this.

Time doesn’t pass when you’re having sex. Each second is an hour and the concept of an hour seems so silly, so small. Definitely not enough time to feel what you’re feeling. An hour would burst if it had to contain all this ecstasy, surely – if it had to cap the endless explosion of its realization, the throbbing that sang through the body when the deed was finally done.

He rolled away, coming to lie on his back beside me. He reached under me with one hand and sliced through ribbon around my wrists with a single black claw. It fell away into the sand, and I brought my hands to his chest and kissed him.

He pulled back a second later. “Like that?” he said.

I laughed, so giddy I could barely speak. “Yes,” I said. “Exactly like that.”

He smiled, and I smiled, and then we were both laughing like idiots.

He held me close and smiled at the stars, looking fiendishly pleased with himself. We laid there in the dark for a long time, until the stars were all we had to see by – which meant I could barely see anything at all. Sarchan night-vision was something close to Terran cats, so Darin wouldn’t have any trouble getting us back.

“Do you see that star there?” he said. “The red one just above us.”

I spent a moment looking and nodded. “Uh-huh.”

“The cluster of stars around it is the Miridia. It is the plane where the souls of a Bound pair wait for the death of the one they left behind.”

“Bound?” I said.

“Soul to soul,” Darin said, almost wistfully. “Such couplings cannot pass to the next life alone. They must wait, and travel there together.”

And he looked at me. He didn’t say anything more, he just looked. His red eye did glow a bit – not enough for me to see by, but enough to tell he was staring, and had no intention of looking away.

“Tell me of your gods,” he said suddenly.

“Which ones?” I said.

“Any of them,” he said. “All of them.”

I propped myself up with one arm, elbow in the sand, head in my hand. “There are lots of them,” I said. “Lots of religions, lots of gods. The Greeks have a pantheon, and the Egyptians, the Celts. I don’t remember who the Norse gods belong to. The Romans, everybody says their pantheons were lifted straight from the Greek’s, but that isn’t completely true. There’s the Abrahamic religions, they don’t get along with each other. Or anybody, really.”

“What is yours?” he said. “If you have one.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. My family is mostly Buddhist. My mom was Catholic.”

“Was?”

“She died when I was little,” I said, and paused.

Usually when I said that, people nodded and moved on. It was blessing, some said, not being able to remember her, and it made them feel better, because it meant I wasn’t really mourning – but I remembered every piece of her, and I mourned her every day.

Darin didn’t pass it by, though. “I’m sorry. I wish it was not so.”

It was a curious thing to say, but it felt right. I smiled appreciatively. “Thank you,” I said. “I wish that too.”

We stared at each other, blinking in the dark world. God, but he was handsome. I reached forward, but I didn’t realize I was even moving until he moved too and took my hand. His skin was soft and warm.

“I knew my father only briefly,” he said. “He was good and kind, and very brave.” Darin looked down and his cheeks darkened, turning almost purple, and I realized with a start that he was blushing. Not embarrassment, not even shame. Just the rush of blood that happens when you bare your soul. “He is not dead, but he is gone.”

I squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back. “Do you wish is was not so?” I asked.

His mouth twitched briefly up into a smile. “I do.”

Looking doesn’t really capture what we spent the next hour doing. Our eyes met and parted and met again as we drank each other in, savoring the taste of the air and the sound of the sea, the color of my skin and the sheen of his hair. I inhaled, he exhaled, and we stayed like that awhile, existing in the absence.

***

“I think we should bring Brittany to the gala,” said Sol-dam.

They were in the living room, that vast expanse of white plush furniture and dark metal framed by that enormous window. I leaned against the door, half-hidden by stormy shadows. Sol-dam was leaning against the fireplace, a smaller, less ornate variation on the one in the library. Darin was on the couch, a glass of amber in his hand. He looked ready to spit fire. I wondered if he could.

“I beg your pardon?” said Darin.

Sol-dam shrugged. “I think we should bring Brittany to the gala.”

“I heard you the first time.” Darin set aside his drink and sat up, pulling his feet off the coffee table.

“Then why did you ask?”

“Because I assumed you’d had a stroke. Why in Dorada’s hell would we bring her?”

“To get people talking.”

“About…?”

“Brittany.” Sol-dam sat down in the white chair across from Darin. “Her grand reveal will be easier on us if we’re vilifying existing rumors than introducing the concept cold.”

“We’re not introducing it cold.”

“Functionally, we are. We need to change the atmosphere if we want to make any real change. We need more than activist white noise. We need real questions, we need to, to plant the seed of a real mystery here, something people will want to know.”

“They’ll have their mystery when Tany speaks.”

“Darin, there is an important distinction between ‘holy shit, it’s real’ and ‘what the fuck is that’. Right now, we’re in ‘what the fuck is that’ territory. They’ve seen talking creatures before. We need them to think something about Brittany is different, something that will give them a reason to believe us.”

“Her speech will not be enough?”

“It wasn’t enough for you at first.”

Darin growled in the back of his throat and looked away.

“If we feed the backwater talk with semi-secret knowledge of a pseudo-sentient alien, when we find a misra to vouch for us, it won’t be coming out of nowhere. You’ll have people who think it’s real before they ever see her.”

“I don’t like it.”

“It’s a good idea, Darin.”

“It’s three fifths of a good idea. The last two fifths involves putting Brittany in a dress and parading her about to a host of people who have been trolling for personal weak points since I took over.”

“Oh, so Brittany’s a weak point now?” Sol-dam said, wearing the quirking smile of a patronizing older sibling.

Darin glared at him. “She is. And I’d really appreciate it if you could find some other way to plant this seed of yours in the public mind that didn’t involve putting her in a very big, very crowded room full of people with an unhealthy fondness for guns.”

Sol-dam was silent for three seconds. “It’s a good idea.”

“I may actually throw you out the window.”

Sol-dam chuckled. “I’m as worried about her as you are, but we can’t pull any punches here. Anything we can do to ingratiate ourselves and our cause to the public, even and perhaps especially in the less reputable circles, we have to. For Brittany’s sake, and her friends.”

Darin tensed. If the glass had been in his hand, it would have shattered, spilling amber liquid all over the pristine white carpet. He inhaled, the air carving deep lines into his throat.

“You promised you’d get her home,” Sol-dam chided.

“I know,” Darin snapped. He seemed to feel the edge of his own voice and tried again. “I know.” He picked up his drink and tossed the whole thing back in one fell swallow. There was a long, straining pause, the seconds stretching like tar, seeping into the walls.

“I still don’t like it,” Darin said at last.

“You don’t have to,” said Sol-dam, apparently taking that for a yes. He clasped Darin by the shoulder, nodded once, and left the room, breezing past me – lost in thought. He didn’t seem to notice I was there.

I walked in. Darin looked up and forced a smile to his face.

“What did you hear?”

“Everything,” I said.

“You were eavesdropping.”

“I mean, yeah.” I sat next to him on the couch, legs pulled up. He took my hand in his, the one with claws and talons and burning bright scales. His touch was gentle.

“What do you think?” he said.

“I think he has a point.” I shrugged. “It’s dangerous, but is it any more dangerous than going public totally cold?”

“It will not matter. Rumors of the kind exist already,” Darin said, though he didn’t sound wholly convinced of himself.

“If they were the kind of rumors that would help us, this whole thing wouldn’t even be necessary,” I insisted, “but it is, and it will help, especially if the rumors are coming from…uh, the kind of people you work with.”

“The kind of people?” He laughed lightly. “And why is that?”

I shrugged. “A rumor coming straight from a government somebody might seem like a power play, trying to undermine somebody else who doesn’t believe in alien sentience. Anybody that trades in creatures will surge forward and claim they’re trying to undermine their businesses. But if it comes from people who work in those circles…I don’t know. I think it would mean more.”

Darin ran his hands over his face and muttered a Sarchan curse. “It will be dangerous,” he said eventually.

“Isn’t everything?”

Darin chuckled. “Not like this. No one that will be there has any obvious reason to hurt you, but this is a fragile game we play. Like lawyers in a broken elevator, we are only civil as long as it serves us.”

“Sounds like a fun group of people.”

“Oh, they are, make no mistake,” he said. “The Dasyls play a mean game of kilam.”

“What’s kilam?”

“A betting game,” said Darin. “Played with cards.”

I nodded, and hesitated before speaking again. “Darin—”

“I am not comfortable with this, Tany. I…” He sighed, the sound carrying his eyes all the way to the floor. He forced himself to look up again. He always had such trouble looking me in the eye when he was worried, maybe afraid I’d see weakness there. “There is nothing I would love more than to dance with you before every ignorant nolas I’ve ever met, but I…I am not prepared to put you in such a position.”

“I am.”

“You are not afraid?”

“I’m usually afraid,” I said. “You get used to it.”

He chewed the inside of his cheek for a while, thinking. “Very well,” said Darin, sounding resigned and irritated. “Lenada.”

Lenada was at the little bar in the corner, cleaning Darin’s empty glass. Her eyes flitted to me before she addressed him. “Yes, Luras?”

“See that Tany has a dress or something for the gala,” he said. “Please.”

Lenada swallowed hard. “Yes, Luras.”

Darin nodded once to her, once to me, stood, and left in a confused huff. I’d have to talk to him later. It was sweet of him to worry, but I couldn’t stay in his box forever…as much as he might want me to.

“So,” I said to Lenada, draping my arm over the back of the white couch. “Wanna play dress-up?”

It was an admittedly pathetic attempt at conversation, but I was still surprised when Lenada glowered at me. “Later,” she said. The word slipped through her teeth like oil on snow, cold and conspicuous and uncomfortable.

“Okay,” I said quietly.

Lenada returned to cleaning the glass. It was already spotless, but she carved away at it with the washcloth, pouring soap over her fingers and scratching at invisible stains. There were dark circles under her eyes and thin lines in her cheeks, and her movements were jerky, unstable like a broken puppet.

I hadn’t seen her around the house much, but ever since Darin had thrown Orin out the window, she’d been on edge – the way you might expect anyone to be after being assaulted like that in the middle of the goddamn night. She was tired and cagey, and every time she saw me she looked like she wanted to scream. She’d liked me well enough before, treating me with the same tangential respect you might offer to a parakeet in your rich uncle’s house,. Not especially friendly, but polite, intrigued. I couldn’t imagine why she’d be angry with me now.

Which meant she probably wasn’t angry with me. God, I am so stupid.

“We should talk,” I said. It wasn’t what I meant to say – the plan was to ask her how her day was going, or to compliment her hair or the thin black lines painted around her eyes in the cosmetic fashion of every Sarchan woman I’d had the curious misfortune to see – but what I was thinking was, I should really talk to Lenada, see how she’s doing. So that’s what came out instead.

I didn’t have time to correct myself.

“Why?” said Lenada. The word was course and thin as an arctic wind.  There was a color behind her eyes I could almost see, the porcelain blue of a conversation she wasn’t willing to have.

“We live together,” I said. “And you seem…” I searched for a word that wouldn’t make her sound like a wounded animal. “…distracted.” Better than jumpy, at least.

“I have work to do, miss,” she said curtly. “If you will excuse me.”

“You need to talk to me,” I said, then realized how awful that sounded. “Or somebody. Anybody, honestly.”

She flinched like she’d been punched, her whole body going rigid. “Why?”

I took a breath. “Because I don’t think you’ve left what happened behind and you’re projecting your remaining discomfort onto me because I remind you of what almost happened.” I didn’t need to tell her what “happening” was referring to.

I expected her to be angry – yes, Brittany, brilliant plan, call out the traumatized housemaid and see what happens, I’m sure it’ll be fine – but she just stared at me. Lenada held the empty glass and made a rather confused face. She looked at me, face twisting.

“Ask me something,” I said suddenly.

Lenada frowned at me, a barely perceptible downward twitch in her mouth. “What?”

“Ask me something. Anything. Have a conversation with me.”

She blinked at me, uncomprehending. “A conversation.”

“Yes, a conversation,” I said. “We should be friends. I want to help you again.”

“You have not helped me,” she snapped, though she didn’t seem to mean it.

I sighed. “Lenada…I didn’t speak your language then, but I know a rapist when I see one.” I crossed my arms on the back of the couch and rested my head on my forearms. “Are you feeling okay?”

She seemed startled by the question. Her brows knit together, and her mouth popped open in disgust, but she said nothing, and she didn’t really commit to the expression, even in Sarchan terms.

“I know it’s been a while, but a thing like that can tail you for a long time. It doesn’t always, but it can,” I said.

She held the empty glass to her heart and shook her head softly, more an expression of confusion than a denial. “I do not want to talk about this with you.”

“You don’t have to,” I said, shrugging. “But you can. If I’m just an animal it won’t matter what you say, and if I’m not, I’m another woman you can talk to in a house full of men.”

She glowered down her nose at me.

“If you don’t want to, you don’t want to,” I said. “I can leave, if you’d rather.”

“You couldn’t possibly understand,” she snapped.

Not what I said, but it was a sign she did, in fact, want to talk. Even if it meant she just wanted to scream and hate me to exorcise something Orin left behind, that was fine by me. I spent a long moment searching for a decent response and found none.

Dammit, Naomi, I thought miserably. Where’s a behavioral scientist when you need one?

“I’m just here to listen,” I said at last. Nonconfrontational, nothing assumed. Just setting myself up as a vessel for whatever she needed to get out.

She didn’t say anything for a while. Her thumb ran up and down the side of the glass. She scratched the rim with her nail and swayed slightly. I thought she was considering her words, but I blinked and then I saw her phase out of this reality into someplace unknown. Her eyes bored through the carpet to the dark places under the earth where people like Orin came to rest – thinking about his fall, maybe. Or more likely about his touch, trapped in the memory of it.

“Are you breathing?” I said.

She shook her head, barely hearing me.

I stood, walked over, and took her by the elbow and shoulder, gently. “Will you sit down?”

She nodded.

We sat slowly. She stayed at the edge of the couch, back perfectly straight, her hand still curled around the glass. Her gaze was unfocused. She blinked hard every few seconds, swaying as she breathed.

I waited. Saying nothing, asking nothing. Listening to the rain as it came down and down and down.

“It is like…a phantom,” she said hesitantly, her voice quivering. Tears danced down her face, but her expression did not change. “The hands of a ghost.”

I didn’t nod, I didn’t motion for her to go on. I waited.

She chewed her tongue, as though force-assembling every word in her mouth before she spoke, letter by letter. “I can feel him in the night. Like his hands never left my skin.” She swallowed audibly, her whole body contorting with it. “I…I think of…” She trailed off.

“Yita?” I ventured.

She stiffened – then relaxed and nodded. “Yes. Yita.”

“Yita who loves you.”

She smiled and laughed beneath raindrop tears. “Yita who loves me.” She pressed her lips together tightly. Her grip tightened around the glass in her hand. “He cannot touch me now. He has not since, because I asked him not to. He remains close, always, but sometimes if he comes too close…it is as though he is Orin come again, and I cannot look at him. It is horrible, horrible, Yita has done nothing, he is not Orin by any stretch of the imagination, but…” Her mouth opened and her eyes changed, and then she was sobbing, as expressive as any human I’d ever known. She leaned into me and I hugged her.

“Let it out,” I said. “All of it. Let all of it out. Don’t stop it, let it go until it’s over.”

She nodded, burying her face in my blouse. “Orin is always there,” she said. “Always, always, he won’t go away, I just want him to go away…” She lost herself to her tears.

“It’s okay. I know it feels like he’s here, but even though it feels like he’s here, you’re safe. You are surrounded by people who would go to war for you. Darin will take no shit from anyone. He will burn them into nothing and dance on their ashes. Hey, can you look at me? Just for a minute. You don’t have to. Stay here until it’s over.”

She sniffled, looking up. Her face was paler now.

“You don’t have to feel safe to be safe,” I said. “We will do everything we can to make you feel safe, but you are safe here.”

She hugged me. Wrapped her arms around me and squeezed and squeezed and squeezed.

“I am sorry,” she said.

“You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“But I do.” She sat up and dried her eyes with the heel of her hand, sniffling. “I have treated you poorly. We all have. You…” Her face contorted. “…saved me from him, and you have been nothing but kind. This is…strange…for me, but strangeness is no reason for callousness.” She shook her head and looked up, blinking. “I should rather be silly for speaking to an animal than a monster for denying you your rightful humanity.”

The word she used was sarchasha, not humanity, but it meant what it should have and slightly more. I smiled at her.

“It’s okay,” I said. “We all need to change at some point or other.”

She nodded and took a deep, echoing breath. “Thank you.”

“Anytime.” I looked at the empty glass in her hand and grinned. “You want a drink?”

She laughed and nodded. “Yes.”

I took her hands and we stood, making for the little bar. “What do you want?”

“Everything. All of them,” she said. “Every last one.” She smiled. “And then we will play dress-up.”

Her laugh was airy and mine was rough, but they meant the same thing.

***

Yita found us half an hour later, deeply drunk and laughing hysterically at a joke neither of us could remember telling.

We were sitting at the bar in the living area, the one filled with scratched up white couches and metal tables. Whatever we were drinking came out of a dark red bottle and tasted a hell of a lot better than communion wine. I swirled it around in my mouth and swallowed, finishing with an exaggerated pah.

Yita smiled his confusion when he came upon us. “What’s going on in here?”

“Giiiirl partaaaay!” I said. I think I was trying to shout, and it came out exactly as slurred as you’d expect. My mouth made the shape for “woooh!” but I forgot to actually make the noise, so it came out as a breathy whistle.

I coughed and smiled at Yita, and he laughed.

“Girl party,” he said. “I suppose that means I’m banished?”

“You can be a girl too!” I said. “Right, Len?”

Lenada nodded vehemently. “You can be whatever you wanna be. You can be a sandwich. Or a bird. Tweet tweet!” She looked around and scratched her head. When she rediscovered Yita, she smiled. “You wanna drink?”

Yita sat on the stool next to her and took the bottle she offered him. “I’d never turn down a drink from a beautiful woman.” He peered around at me. “And her very pretty friend.”

On Earth, that kind of comment might have made a woman in Lenada’s place bristle, but she smiled broadly at me. For everything they lacked in emotion, they made up for it tenfold in distribution of compliments. I raised my glass to him and tipped it back. The wine-equivalent was sweeter than sweet and somehow dry as all hell.

“What are we drinking to?” Yita said as he poured himself a glass.

“Literally anything,” I said. I was tempted to say “Orin’s fucking corpse” or something equally vulgar, but enough of me was sober to stop that thought before it left the station.

“The moons, then?” said Yita. “The drink itself?” He turned to Lenada and smiled with all the heart in the universe. “The brightest star in either of our skies?”

Lenada grinned and slid sideways into him, drink sloshing around in her hand. I smiled drunkenly at Yita over her tangled white hair.

We drank and drank and drank, and the sun stayed down and the rain kept coming.

***

Hours passed. Several of them, I think, or maybe just the one, but at some point I looked up and the light was different. It was darker, and the rain was heavier. There was thunder now, and lightning, enough to turn the whole world white when it struck. Yita looked at Lenada over his shoulder. She was asleep on the couch, one arm up over her head.

“You know, I never thanked you properly for what you did for Lenada,” he said. He swirled the wine – what might as well have been wine – at the bottom of his glass, staring at it with a peculiar intensity.

“What else would I have done?” I asked, but I knew.

He sighed wearily and looked at me with what I can only describe as sympathetic regret. “We kept you in a cage,” he said slowly. “We treated you like an animal, and not a very smart one either. You could have just…” He waved his hand. “…let it happen. And honestly, I wouldn’t have blamed you.”

“Christ, I would never,” I said. Drunk me was even more appalled by the idea than sober me, and sober me was horrified.

He shrugged. “But you could have. And if I were in your place, I might have, just out of sheer spite.” His expression softened. “You didn’t, though. You saved her.”

“Hey, all I did was throw a tantrum. Darin’s the one who threw him out the window.”

“That tantrum got Darin’s ass in the room before something even more unsavory could happen.” He covered my hand with his, giving it a pat. “Thank you.”

I smiled. “You’re welcome, Yita.”

He grinned and lifted his glass. “To Tany of Earth! May your life be long, and your luck be strong.”

I laughed and clinked my drink against his, hard enough to make some of my wine spill over onto my fingers. My luck went to shit a long time ago, I thought, but I drank, and I was smiling when the glass hit the bar.




Part Four: Prove It

The dress was red as sunset, slashed open and striped through with heavy black silk. The sleeves hung loose around my arms and tight at my wrists. A black silk sash, thicker than my hand, was bound around my waist, the blouse of the dress sagging over it, the skirt billowing outwards like an open flower in the cold before a storm. My face was powdered white and painted. Formal Sarchan makeup was, oddly enough, very similar to the earthly Western fashion – dark red lips, dark red eyeshadow and thick black lines on the eyelids – with the exception of a single, equally red line drawn from my lower lip all the way down to the hollow my throat. My hair, black and soft with some plant extract Lenada had spent an hour combing through it, hung over my shoulder in one long, intricate braid woven through with thin strands of red cloth. A black choker of lacing metal sat at my throat, bowing with the weight of an abyss-black gemstone with a name even Lenada couldn’t quite pronounce.

“Nasilia,” said Lenada, clapping her hands together. Beautiful.

“Yeah,” I said, turning slightly in the mirror. The girl in the glass was a stunning creature, poised and perfect as a porcelain doll. She didn’t feel like me, but she wasn’t quite a stranger either. It was like I was looking at a version of myself from a completely different universe. She was proud and strong, a woman not to be trifled with. There was fire in her smile, molten rock and melting diamonds hewn into the pits of her eyes, daring everyone in the room to do anything but bow.

“You,” I said to Lenada, “are a miracle worker.”

She beamed at me, clasping her hands at her chest, close to giggling. She was a bright person once you pushed passed all the professional bluster and personal trauma, but I guess everybody’s something under their skin.

“You like it?” she said.

“I’m obsessed,” I said, and gave a little twirl.

We heard a thump from upstairs as storage room doors were pushed and propped open. Something dropped and broke and Yita fell into a fit of cursing somewhere down the hall. Lenada and I looked at each other and laughed.

“He sounds like he’s having fun,” I said.

“Milsagra!” Yita shouted – goddammit, basically, with an extra helping of blasphemy.

“I’m sure he is,” Lenada said.

“Will you two be at the dance?” I asked.

Lenada snorted. It was the most unladylike sound I’d ever heard her make. “Hardly. We won’t even be among the help.”

“Why not? Wait, right, stupid question,” I said, and waved it off.

This gala was, apparently, a recurring thing at the Arsilia household. Darin was the biggest of all the law-damning fish, I knew that. What I didn’t know was how that put him at the top of an established social hierarchy, not so different from a king or a president – except the station wasn’t elected, or passed down. It was taken from whoever had it before, usually with an undo amount of force. Darin held the most prestigious (and biggest) digiporous farms in the northern hemisphere, as well as the bulk of the underground army commonly referred to in popular literature as grunts, and, as such, anybody who wanted anything to do with the digiporous market (which was, apparently, fucking huge) had to go through him first. Most of the lower Lurasi maintained their loyalty through shows of faith (like bailing out arrested merchants and smugglers) or by keeping their distance, interacting with Darin only when they absolutely had to. Darin didn’t have a formal title, but he was known as the Grey Sea Dragon, which was a bit on the nose, but it got the point across. The imaginary kingship would change hands when someone managed to kill Darin or otherwise usurp him through single-player means – another one of those condictia rules everybody was so hell-bent on obeying. Which meant you couldn’t just amass an army, storm the monolith, and murder everybody in sight on the principal that you’ve got to catch the head honcho eventually – it had to be you. It’s all weirdly civil, as far as regicides go.

And, uh, shockingly, nobody wanted to go toe-to-toe with the hulking draconic madman that was Luras Darin Arsilia. He’d been in power for a long time, and probably would be until his natural death.

Point being: Darin didn’t like to keep his own help around the party. It was, as he’d mentioned when Sol-dam said I should go, full of people with an overfondness for guns, who might take this opportunity to kill him and take the mantle for themselves. He had plenty of bulkier, better trained servants to cart wine through the crowds without risking Lenada or Yita or anybody else of lesser physical prowess.

Besides, they had a date.

“So where will you guys be?” I said.

Lenada came up behind me and adjusted the thin black ties holding my sash in place. “In the white room at the bar. Drinking till we drop or some such. Oh, what did you call it earlier…” She snapped her fingers and frowned.

“Netflix and chill?”

“Yes, that.”

“So you’re gonna watch a movie?”

“Yes.”

I chuckled. “Hey, uh. Lenada?”

“Yes?”

I turned to her and took her hands in mine, squeezing them gently. “Are you doing okay?”

She looked down and smiled. “Yes. I am.”

“And you think you’re totally good to be having sex?”

“Tany!” she pulled her hands away and put her hand over her heart.

“You don’t have to answer me, but you should be honest with yourself. I know it’s been a while, and if you’re good now then that’s fantastic, but don’t ever feel obligated to—”

“Who said we were having sex?”

“Um.” I blinked at her. “You…you said you were gonna Netflix and chill.”

“We are.”

“…What do you think that means, exactly?”

“Cold drinks and a movie,” she said. “And an evening generally spent doing nothing productive. Chilling.”

“I don’t…” Never mind. If she missed the explanation the first time, she wouldn’t catch it a second. I smiled. “That’s great. Drink everything for me.”

“I will.” She pulled at my sleeves and moved my braid a centimeter to the left on my shoulder. “You look so lovely, Tany.”

“That’s all you, Len,” I said.

“An artist cannot paint on empty air.” She smiled, almost sadly, brows pushing together. “I hope you will have fun. I know this is not just a party for you, but try not to let anyone get to you, okay? Some of the lurasi are, um…” She bobbed her head left and right, searching for the word. “…socially lacking, let’s say.”

“Like…” Like Orin. I bit back the name before I could say it out loud. “Like home.”

“Good to know men are like this everywhere.”

“Literally everywhere, Len.”

Something heavy, a chest or a table, went thunk in the hall, and Yita cursed loud enough for the whole planet to hear.

“Should you go help him or something?” I said, shooting a concerned look at the open door.

“He’s…probably fine,” she said.

“Milsagra dolam tir musetha!”  Yita was practically shrieking now. A servant I didn’t recognize ran past our room in a panic. Yita followed a second later, hot on his tail and cursing like a sailor.

Lenada and I slowly turned to look at each other.

“You sure?” I said.

She sighed. “I’ll go make sure he doesn’t kill anyone.” She gave me an apologetic smile. “Darin will be up after everyone has arrived and milled around for a bit.”

Grand entrance, I thought. This spelled disaster in every language I’d ever heard. “Great.”

“Malisagra!”

“I should,” said Lenada, pointing at the door.

“Go get him.”

She nodded and rushed out, leaving me alone with my peculiar reflection.

The room was small, compared to the rooms in the rest of the house, one of many reserved for guests Darin rarely ever had. It was more a courtesy of design than anything remotely useful, so it had turned into a kind of storage closet for Lenada and everyone else who worked and lived on the lower floors. White shelves were full of boxes made from something that looked and felt a lot like cardboard, and a host of mirrors leaned against the wall by the door. There was a bed, piled high with dresses Lenada had pulled from her own wardrobe and a host of gifted garments Darin had received from his family and closer friends, dresses given in the hopes he’d find a nice wife to give them to in turn. People who wanted him to pass his imagined kingship down the family line wanted him to have a legitimate child, mostly in the hopes that another draconian Sarchan overlord would be more than enough to quell the unrest passing it down would cause.

I abandoned the mirrors and walked over to the bed, painted dull purple and yellow by the twilight spilling through the massive windows. My fingers trailed along fabrics softer than silk, darker than night, brighter than neon. Some were the same brilliant red as everything else in the monolith, some were white and yellow, some were black with purple stripes, some blue with black sleeves. One was pink and lacey, bulbous and frilly and ridiculous.

A door opened somewhere and my heart stopped. A moment later I heard Yita screaming at someone and I sighed. I’d been fine an hour ago, but now the prospect of going to a party had finally worked its way into my nerves. The stupid thing was, it wasn’t the prospect of being surrounded by politely homicidal criminals that disturbed me: it was the idea of being surrounded by people. I thought of a hundred eyes in sunken grey faces, painting me over with their unreadable expressions, waiting for me to slip or squeak or spill something and prove to them I wasn’t a person after all. It was the same feeling that haunted me before every academic meet, every birthday party, every school assembly, regardless of whether or not I was supposed to be the center of attention. The idea of guns and sentience and proving myself to an arrogant, ignorant world had somehow made me forget that, made it seem more far away, less like they were people and more like they were robots, machines looking for mathematical proofs in a sea of discarded numbers.

But they were people. For all their pride, they were people, and people judged. People sniffed out weaknesses and cracks in the social façade like bloodhounds and sharks. I guess that was the whole point: to prove I didn’t have any. Weaknesses, cracks, or anything else that might make me lesser.

I looked across the room and caught my own eyes in the mirror. Brown, but black as night from such a distance, backlit by the dying sky. She stood tall and proud and impossible, red as fire and blood and liquid wrath. She was alive, she was intelligent, and she could give a damn what these people thought was true. She was beautiful, and she knew no bounds.

They had no reason to believe she wasn’t me.

***

I was still standing by the dresses, staring at myself in the glass, when Darin entered the room.

He opened the door and looked around at the shelves full of boxes and the many forgotten mirrors, and eventually he found me at the bed. He smiled warmly, softly, like he’d come here for nothing more important than a hug or another walk on the beach.

He came to me and reached for my hand. The sleeve of the pink dress was balled up inside it, being kneaded back and forth by nails and knuckles as I thought. I looked up when he touched me.

“Please tell me,” he said, “that you weren’t hoping to wear this.” He indicated the pink dress with exaggerated disgust.

“Not on your life,” I said, and let it go. “…They’re here, then?”

“Most of them,” he said. “Some make a habit to arrive fashionably late, but if I’m gone much longer, they’ll start to wonder what’s become of me.”

“So you haven’t gone in yet,” I said.

“I have not.” He held out his arm for me to take. “Shall we?”

I swallowed. His entrance alone would make the room go still. Him with me might give somebody a stroke. The thought, oddly enough, made me laugh. I took his arm. “We shall.”

We left the room in a soft whirling of silk and satin. I felt faint when I heard the door close behind us: but I remembered what I looked like, and the feeling faded a bit. I could do this, wear this painted face like a mask, a Halloween costume. I’m not Brittany Lu tonight. I’m someone much braver, with significantly less regard for her own personal safety.

“You,” Darin whispered, “look spectacular.”

“You too,” I said, voice small. Spectacular was not a word I wanted to associate with myself tonight.

But again: that was probably the point.

***

The gala hall took up the entirety of the top three floors – by which I mean the top floor, who’s glass walls and tapering ceiling towered at least three stories above us, hung with glinting white lights that might have been chandeliers or fairy lights. The sky rose black and starless around us, everything but the moons drowned out by scalding white light. The floor, polished dark wood, was ringed with white tables draped in white cloth and set with flowers of every color, something with folding petals like a rose. Plates full of small white pastries and meats were set at every place before chairs mostly still pushed in and empty. A few people were sitting and talking, older men and women and a few rambunctious children someone had the bright idea to bring along, but mostly, people stood, milling, talking. Waiting.

They froze when we entered. No one announced us. No one had to. The awareness of us spread over the crowd as a wave, a breath of wind that stole the words and whispers from every mouth as it passed over them. Grey faces framed by burning white hair turned to face us, metal jewelry rattling at ears and throats and wrists. Sarchan faces were impossible to read, but it was safe to say they were surprised.

Darin grinned at the procession. “Evening, all,” he said. And he turned to me, took my face in his hands, and kissed me.

I expected a gasp, or the sound of breaking glass as someone fainted and dropped their drink, but there was nothing, just cold, uncomprehending silence.

He lingered on my lips for a long moment before pulling back, smiling, and taking my arm again.

“That was,” I started. I didn’t have an end to the sentence, but the sentiment got across just fine.

“Abrupt,” Darin said softly, smiling at people as we carved our way through the crowd to the far end of the room, where a slightly higher table with slightly nicer chairs sat against the glass, framed by black and white silk and red flower petals. “Shocking, tantalizing.”

“Tantalizing?”

“Maybe just for me,” he said, grinning. He walked and spoke with the smugness of a gay couple walking past a hate rally: totally and completely out of fucks to give, and freer for it. Everything is funny when your enemy’s mad.

“It was deliberate,” he said. “It will force them to ask the questions we require of them without giving them the chance to think you’re a glorified pet.”

“…Okay,” I said. “What should I do?”

“Talk,” he said. “As much and as loudly as you can.”

We made it to the table on its platform and sat ourselves in the two center chairs, black metal and red cushions webbed with braided red string. Everyone was staring at us.

“What’s gotten into you?” he said to them merrily, and raised his arms. “Eat! Dance! Celebrate another year of brotherly skullduggery.”

The whole hall blinked at once, and, slowly, people turned back to their circles. No doubt to gossip, and whisper things in the vein of “holy shit, did you see that?”

“Brotherly skullduggery?” I said.

“And sisterly.”

“…Right.”

A chair scraped away from the table to my left, and Sol-dam sat down beside us in what I assumed were medical dress-whites – long white robes with thick bands of silk flowing down behind his back like a ragged cape. He nodded at me as he sat and turned to Darin with one eyebrow arched high.

“That was…interesting,” he said.

Darin smirked. “What was?”

“I can’t tell if you’re clever or just stupid enough to be brilliant.” Sol-dam shook his head, laughing. He clasped his hands together on the table in front of him and examined the floral patterns on his plate. “Brittany,” he said, looking up, “eat something.”

“Is it time?”

“Yes,” said Darin, and he reached for a platter of some steaming meat that smelled very much like sweet and sour chicken.

“Show them you can use utensils,” said Sol-dam, then held up a hand to stop me from speaking. “I know, it’s ridiculous and awful and insulting, but it will prove something to them. Darin”—he gave Darin a hard, reproving look—“has forced their minds open by kissing you. Keep the dialogue going, widen their confusion. Force them to assume what you are.”

“A trained pet?” I said blandly.

“No. A person. A poor Sarchan girl with a genetic disorder.”

“Thanks?” I said.

“You’re welcome,” Sol-dam said, smiling. “Make them think you must be like them.” He held up a three-pronged fork. “Please?”

I scowled at him. “Fine.” I picked up my fork and stabbed at a piece of meat on Darin’s plate, lifted it to my mouth, chewed and swallowed. Sweet and sour.

The hall had gone quiet again. Everyone was staring.

“What?” I whispered.

Darin was smiling like a mad god. “You seem to be a step ahead of me. Take some meat from there to your plate,” he said, pointing to the platter. I did, and he took a piece from my plate and ate it.

Someone gasped.

“Does that mean something?” I said, turning to Sol-dam.

“Sharing food is something only very close people do,” he said. “Couples, usually, sometimes siblings. Keep doing it, it’s freaking them out.”

“Better idea,” said Darin. He forked another piece and said, “Open wide.”

I did and pulled the meat from his fork with my teeth. We stared at each other with smug, childish eyes, conscious of the mortified mutterings of everyone else in the room.

Behind me, Sol-dam was laughing under his breath.

“Niris,” Darin bellowed, still looking at me. To the far right came a sharp metallic screech. “Music, if you would.”

A moment of uncertainty passed, and a chorus of deep stringed instruments rose up over the stone-still crowd.

People turned to their tables and took their seats with all the urgency of flowing molasses. Silverware clinked against plates and a conversation emerged from the silence, rising steadily until the room was humming with music and voices and laughter, and the occasional curse from the lightweights who were already drunk out of their skulls. Servants – very large ones in simple black attire – walked between tables with desserts and champagnes and wines and a pale-yellow liquid Lenada had called “hard sugar”. Only a few people were drinking that, and they all had this dreamy, vacant look on their faces.

“How we doing?” I said, leaning closer to Sol-dam.

“Well, I think.” He scanned the crowd, maybe looking for dissenting faces. Every now and then someone would steal a glance my way, but the second they saw me looking back, they dropped their eyes.

We ate and talked and I tried to smile and nod my deference in the Sarchan fashion at anyone who looked at me long enough to try. Lurasi scowled and glared at me, while a cluster of misra – ministers, not so different from senators – regarded me with open, unmarred curiosity. I sipped at a thick, bitter red drink that was two inches to left of being wine and raised the glass to them. A misra in blue raised his glass in turn.

Then Darin stood. “Come.”

I took his hand and stood with him. “Where?” It was a bit early to be leaving.

“With me.”

We stepped off the platform and into the empty space between the tables. Conversation died, and everyone turned to look at us.

“Niris,” he called. “Something quick.”

And we danced.

Dancing is a universal concept, but dances on Earth were frightfully variant, ranging from traditional stomp dances and breakdancing to ballroom dancing – none of which I had ever been very good at. He took my hand and grabbed me by the waist, and we started to spin. Slowly at first, then faster, and faster and faster until the room beyond us was a blur of color lost in a wash of sound. I felt us move forward and back to the beat of a drum I could barely hear. With each passing step, Larus drew closer, and closer and closer until we were pressed together, both of us looking down.

I managed not to fall over myself, and when Darin stopped spinning me, people were clapping. Darin bowed and I curtsied, and then people were standing and taking partners of their own. They flowed around us like a school of fish, everyone almost but not quite bumping into each other. Darin took my hand and led me over to the musicians, who were scratching out a bouncing tune on instruments that might have been violins or lutes or anything. The one closest to us, a slight man with short white hair and a soft smile, nodded to Darin as we passed.

“You were brilliant,” he whispered to me.

“Thanks,” I said – and we were stopped by a man.

“Ah,” he said, “Bir-ee-tany, is it? Sol-dam told me your name.”

Something in his smile made me want to knock his teeth in. I returned it as coldly as I could and curtsied, bowing with one hand forward the way I’d seen the other ladies do.

“It is.” I straightened and clasped my hands together at my waist, squeezing my fingers until they stung. “And who might you be?”

“Bir-i-tany,” said Darin, and I noticed he wasn’t calling me Tany. He didn’t like this guy any more than I did. “May I introduce Misra Kallen Arkai.”

I’d rather you didn’t.

He was thin, even for a Sarchan, and of a height with Darin. Everything about him reminded me of a mummified corpse: his skin stretched tight over his bones, his eyes bulged from his head, his lips were thin and wrinkled and barely moved when he smiled. He seemed more fish than Sarchan, honestly, and he was staring at me with unmitigated interest, not so different from the way Orin had looked at me before Larus had thrown him out the window.

“It’s a pleasure,” I said, and added, “Go fuck yourself” in English, just because I could.

Kallen looked to Darin for a translation. Darin kept an admirably straight face as he said, “It is an Earthly greeting, sir. She wishes you good fortune.”

I smirked. Kallen made a face I couldn’t identify and visibly shook himself of some discomfort. “So she can, indeed, speak?”

“Unless you’ve lost some hearing, sir, I believe the pair of you just had an exchange,” Darin replied, each word colder than the last. His smile did little to level the tension.

Kallen responded only with a contemplative murmuring. He smiled mirthlessly to me, and to Darin, and excused himself to track down the man with the hard sugar. I stared after him, my stomach in knots.

“What is the matter?” Darin said.

“…I don’t know,” I said, watching Kallen. He smiled and bowed and kissed the hands of every lady he was introduced to, perfectly polite. “I’ve just…got a really bad feeling.”

Darin frowned down at me worriedly. “Are you ill?”

“No, not that kind of bad feeling,” I said. “An I-really-don’t-like-him kind of feeling.”

“Ah.” Darin scowled after Kallen and shook his head. “No one I know likes him.”

“What’s he done?”

“He’s a smuggler,” said Darin. “Works with the Dasyl family, and sometimes with me, but so does everyone at some point. I am what Sol-dam refers to as ‘the biggest of the fish.’” He winked at me. “Everyone hates the Arkais. Common knowledge.”

“Ah,” I said. “Fun.”

“Fun for everyone but him,” he said. “He was one of the people Sol-dam thought might help us, but he’s become involved with, ah, creature trading. So he’s out of the question. No one here much cares for him, but he has some contacts in the leading body.” He smiled. “How about we meet some less awful people?”

“Sure.”

We skirted the edge of the dance floor, talking with the people who watched from their tables. An old woman named Tasidia was nice enough, but she tried to pet me as I walked away. Her tall, angry sons, Nilm and Milir, looked from Darin to me in confusion, and when I spoke they just about shat their pants. I had a nice long conversation with a scientist, someone who distilled the flower everyone was so obsessed with into the stuff they used for seizure medications. He treated me as just another person straight off, and seemed confused when another man butted in and asked Darin where he’d “acquired” me. The scientist hit the man over the head with his walking stick and told him to be more respectful, and when I laughed, he smiled.

People muttered as I moved and talked, and with every conversation I had, the muttering grew louder, and the people I talked with became…nicer.

“You’re doing great,” said Darin. He shook hands with a man a full head shorter than everyone else and they exchanged pleasantries. I waited patiently for them to pause so I could introduce myself.

Someone inhaled at my shoulder. I heard a dull metal scratching sound, steel on leather.

“Nothing personal,” they whispered, and they reached around me. Something flashed in their hand.

I threw back my elbow as hard as I could and felt it connect with something I couldn’t see. The whispering voice made an “oof!” sound, and something came into view: a body, a hand, a head, revealing itself in a ripple and disappearing again just as quickly. Camouflage.

“Darin!” I said, but he was already on them.

The crowd collapsed backwards, and suddenly Darin, the assailant, and I were in an open space. A man from the crowd, a tall handsome misra in dark blue, to one who’d been watching me at the table, reached out, grabbed me by the shoulders, and pulled me away just as the knife came down, cutting through empty air with a thin whistle.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Course,” the misra said absently, watching.

The invisible shadow wasn’t so invisible anymore. I’d shorted something in his suit, and he clicked into view every third second, pixelating, solidifying, and disappearing again. Darin tripped him with his tail and drove his fists into the ground where he thought the man was, but when he appeared again, he was behind Darin, knife in the air.

“Look out!” I screamed.

Darin turned, but not fast enough. The man drove his blade into Darin’s back and dragged it down, hard enough to crack the scales. Darin gave a shout and dropped to a knee.

The man pulled out the knife and dragged it through Darin’s wing. It tore open, blue blood spilling onto the hard floors. Someone screamed. Darin dropped to his knees, crying out. The man moved forward.

And I jumped on his back.

He tumbled forward and the knife flew from his hand, clattering to the ground and skidding away beneath the skirts of the crowd. He was taller than me by a solid foot, but he was thin, lanky – and he wasn’t righteously angry.

I wrapped my arm around his neck, a basic chokehold any idiot on Earth would know how to do, and squeezed. He rolled onto his back and back onto all fours fast enough to throw me off. I went rolling, and he was on me in another second, a fresh knife in his hand, face split by a killer’s mad grin.

I threw up my fist to meet his face and a bone in his cheek went crack. He stumbled back, cursing, and then I was on my feet and on top of him, one leg to either side, slamming my fists into his face, over and over and over again.

It occurred to me a moment later, when I saw Darin heaving himself off the ground and walking over to me, that he probably would have been fine on his own, but it was a little late now. The man wasn’t moving anymore, and his suit had completely malfunctioned, leaving his body plain for all to see – blood, busted teeth, and all.

Darin pulled me off him without a word, and I let him. Blood dripped from my knuckles, some of it red, some of it the unsettling blue-black of the Sarchans. I stared at the flickering face of the prone figure, moaning and clutching his broken nose, spasming with every breath. I’d broken something, or fractured something else, and it was poking into his lungs.

“It’s alright,” said Darin. He took me by the shoulders and leaned down, his eyes coming level with mine. “It is alright. They are undone.”

I nodded, shock settling over me like a lead blanket.

“Um,” I said. “Sorry.”

He nodded once, solemn as a ghost. “Sol-dam,” he said, “take her. Please.”

Sol-dam appeared from the folds of the crowd and took me gently by the shoulder, steering me away, towards the door. The crowd parted for us, funeral-quiet.

“…Wait,” I said.

I stopped and turned to the man – eyes open, moaning, slowly trying to sit up. I waited for him to see me.

“Moltu,” I said. Adversary.

I raised my hands to him, soaked in his blood and mine. I turned my palms towards my face, closed my eyes, and lowered my head: a Sarchan salute, one used by the victor at the end of the duel, a “no hard feelings” gesture. The people around us went still.

I dropped my hands and opened my eyes. “Nothing personal.”

We walked out. Behind us, the blue misra was laughing.

***

“So,” I said as Sol-dam wrapped white bandages around my split knuckles. “Kallen’s not our guy, then.”

Darin had taken the assailant into another room and interrogated him. He was at the bottom of the cliff now, a pile of mangled bones and blood and whatever remained of his camo suit. He admitted, in the instant before Darin dropped him, that Kallen and the Dasyls had paid him for the deed – trying to save their slaving assets from the ruin I promised to bring.

“Hardly,” said Sol-dam, looking small and defeated. “He’s a Dasyl, of course he wouldn’t want to help us.”

“Darin said you talked to him.”

“Once, when I thought our prospects were much leaner than they are now. Before I thought to ask a misra. Stupid thing to do,” he muttered. He taped the bandage down to itself and stood back. “Best I can do. Let me know if it starts to hurt.”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

“Kallen belongs to the slavers now,” said Darin. He leaned against the kitchen cabinets, watching us. I was sitting cross-legged on the counter, the smell of rubbing alcohol thick and sour in my nose. “Can’t be helped.”

Sol-dam scoffed his own self-disgust. “We got Brittany out into the world. At least the attack will give people something to talk about. Get the story around more quickly.”

“Do we want that?” I said.

“The sooner everyone thinks they know what you are, the sooner we can show you off properly,” said Sol-dam. “Once we find a misra, that is.”

“Do you have other candidates?” said Darin.

Sol-dam leaned against the wall and stuck his hands in his pockets, letting his head fall back with a soft thunk. He stared at the ceiling as he talked. “Yes. A few. I’ll talk to them when this has passed. Give them a moment to…” He waved his hand in the air as though swatting a fly. “…take it in, I suppose. Consider the ramifications.”

“Of offending the Arkais by supporting a creature they just tried to kill, or just the existence of a talking alien?”

Sol-dam spat out a bitter laugh. “Well, shit. Both, I guess.”  He gathered up his hair in a fist and let it fall with a sigh. “This is good, though. I think. It can be, anyways. You’re, ah, more sensational now, if nothing else. Stories with knives tend to circulate faster than stories without them.”

“Silver linings,” I said, and Sol-dam smiled.

“You’ll probably want to up your security,” Sol-dam said to Darin. He took his hands out of his pockets and crossed his arms. “Just in case. I doubt they’ll try again without a crowd, but you can never be too careful.”

Darin didn’t seem like he was listening, but he nodded. “I’ll see to it.”

“Great.” Sol-dam pushed himself off the wall and tried his best to smile at me. The expression was more apologetic than anything. I smiled back.

“Thanks for trying to help,” I said.

“Of course,” he said. “I’ll be back in a minute, okay?”

“Hmm…” Darin murmured. His eyes were deep silver pools of light, shining inwards. He didn’t react as Sol-dam bowed to us and left the room, and he didn’t stir when I touched his arm, my hand still slick with someone else’s blood. His nostrils flared at the smell, the sudden proximity of cold liquid iron, but he didn’t move.

“Darin?” I said. “Are you alright?”

“No,” he said, “but that is hardly new.” He turned to me and forced a smile to his face. His teeth, white and bright and amiable, didn’t match his eyes, still so distant. “I have something I need to do. I will see you later.”

He kissed me absently on the forehead and strode out of the room with long, purposeful steps.

***

Sol-dam was gone and I was sitting in the library when Darin came back in with the misra in blue, the one who’d been laughing as we left the gala.

“Um,” I said, closing the book I’d been staring at but not really reading. I’d spent the last twenty minutes slowly moving my fingers, trying to avoid letting my hand go stiff. I set the book aside and stood, walking across the red carpet to meet them by the empty fire. “Hi.”

The misra looked at me with covetous silver eyes. “Brittany,” he said, and he didn’t stammer over the first syllable. I suppressed a frown and shook the hand he offered me.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s a pleasure, misra…?”

“Mortan,” he said. “Misra Mortan of Arkang.”

Arkang. Where the Dasyls lived, and the Arkais with them. My blood stilled. The color must have gone out of my face, or my expression shifted, because he noticed and laughed.

“Be still, I am, ah, not of a kind with the Dasyls. They’d be the first to tell you.”

“Really?” I said softly.

“Really,” he said.

“You…can say my name.”

“I’m glad to know I said it right.” His smile turned knowing and he winked. “Oh, these are – ”

“Hi!”

“Hello!”

Two tiny bodies came stumbling forward, staring at me with wide eyes. His children, the ones I’d seen scuttling around at the gala. They were small and sweet, a boy and a girl no older than ten. The girl still had most of her baby fat on her, with pudgy cheeks and round squishy arms. The boy was significantly thinner, though he didn’t look much older besides.

“Brittany,” said Mortan, “will you watch them for a moment? They are so fascinated by you, I think it will keep them out of trouble.”

“Uh…sure,” I said. I’d babysat before, almost everybody has.

“Thank you.” He and Darin sat in the fireplace chairs and began to talk quietly.

I sat on the carpet with the children and crossed my legs, pushing my hair out of my face. There was a matt of blood in it, congealing blue and shiny, that I’d missed. Oops. I tucked it behind my ear and smiled at them. They were both staring at me, questions burning in their eyes.

“I’m Tany,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Titus,” said the boy, proudly.

“Tamila,” the girl said quietly.

“Are you a boy or a girl?” said Titus.

“I’m a girl.”

“What’s wrong with your skin?”

Right to the point, I thought, laughing. “I don’t know,” I said. “I was born that way.”

“Like a birth defect?” said Tamila, the girl.

That smarted a little, but I smiled. “Sort of. Except it isn’t a bad thing. It doesn’t hurt, it just looks a little funny.”

“It’s ugly,” said Tamila, and her brother pushed her into the wall. She bonked her head and glared at him.

“I think she’s beautiful!” he said – a little louder than he meant to. Luras and Mortan looked over at us, Mortan scowling at his impolite son, Luras smiling in amusement and very clearly trying not to laugh. I stuck my tongue out at him when Mortan wasn’t looking and Titus giggled.

“Behave yourself,” Mortan said, wearing an appropriate don’t-make-me-come-over-there scowl. Titus looked down sheepishly.

“Sorry, dad,” he said, picking at the carpet.

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

For a second I thought that meant he was talking to me, but then I followed his scowl and found it fixated firmly on his daughter. She looked between her dad and her brother with wide, indignant eyes.

“But I didn’t do anything!” she protested, popping to her feet, like she intended to contest the issue with little baby fisticuffs.

“Oh really? How would you like it if I called you ugly?” said Mortan.

“Awful,” Tamila said immediately. “Why would you say that?”

“Why would you say it to Miss Tany?” Mortam pointed at me and raised an eyebrow at her.

“Because it’s true!”

“Ah ah ah,” said Mortam, wagging a finger at her. “You think it’s true. I don’t think it’s true, and Titus doesn’t think it’s true. And Luras Darin certainly doesn’t think it’s true.”

Behind him, Darin blushed and looked down, but I caught him smiling.

I chimed in. “You know, sometimes we only think things are ugly because we’ve never seen them before,” I said to Tamila. “But even if it is an opinion, you don’t have to think I’m pretty.” I shrugged. “You don’t have to be pretty to matter.”

Tamila blinked at me, like this was the first time in her life anyone had ever told her that. She scrunched up her face in thought. “…Do you think I’m pretty?”

“Very,” I said. “Very, very pretty.”

“Oh.” She looked at her feet.

“I think your skin is pretty,” said Titus.

I smiled at him. “Thank you, sweetie.” I turned back to Tamila. “It’s okay to think somebody isn’t pretty, but it’s probably not something you should tell them.”

“Why?” she said, with all the grumpy curiosity of a toddler.

“Because it might hurt their feelings,” I said. “And you don’t know if they’re having a good day or a bad day. If they’re having a bad day, you don’t want to make it worse, do you?”

“…No,” she said uncertainly.

“And if they’re having a good day, do you want to make it bad?”

“…No.”

I smiled. “That’s why. It’s not a bad thing to think it, because it’s just an opinion, and you’re allowed to have as many of those as you want, but you should always try to be really nice to people, because you want their day to be as nice as possible, don’t you?”

“What about mean people?”

I laughed. “Sometimes mean people are only mean because someone called them ugly. If you tell them they’re pretty, or you like their dress or their smile, maybe they’ll be nice.”

Tamila had a powerful frown going now, and she was staring at the carpet with straining concentration. After a minute, she looked up at me and said, “I’m sorry I called you ugly. You’re not ugly at all.”

I smiled. “Thank you, sweetheart. It’s okay.”

She sat back down. “So why are you so short?”

I burst out laughing – and so did Darin. Mortan’s eyes darted between us in amused confusion, and he started laughing too, giving into the flow more than any understanding he had of what we found so funny.

They talked for a long time. I didn’t catch much of it, engrossed as I was with the kids’ questions. They had lots of them: where was I from, what did I do, what was my favorite color, could I fly, why does Mr. Darin have scales, etc. But I did hear Mortan complaining about the inefficiencies of ensalia turom.

“Solar power?” I said suddenly.

The minister gave me a tremulously interested look. “Solar,” he says slowly, and I realized I said it in English. I cleared my throat and corrected myself in Sarchan.

“Solar,” I said.

“Yes,” he said, smiling. “You know the concept?”

“Concept?” I said, forgetting my manner in my excitement. “More than that.”

I walked him through it, slowly, taking my time with the chemistry of it all – renewable energy was, thankfully, at the center of my wheelhouse, and just the fact that I could name any of the chemicals involved in photosynthesis, a process for which they had no basis and certainly no name, was visibly impressive to the minister. He nodded thoughtfully, his face stony and blank. His head was titled slightly, though, and that was a sign he was paying very close attention.

Then he smiled. “We have, indeed, misjudged you.”

No shit, I thought, but I only smiled back. “You have.”

If he took offense, I couldn’t tell. He looked to Darin, who was smiling like a madman, even by human standards. The minister frowned at him, but Darin’s expression didn’t waver. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was trying not to laugh. Hysterically.

“What did I tell you, Misra?” he said. “Deep as seaweed, she is.”

I snickered. He meant something like “quick as a whip” I’m sure, but it lost basically everything in translation.

“Madam Brittany,” he said. “Tany, if I may call you such?”

“You may,” I said. He’d earned it, he’d been nothing but sweet and polite.

He beamed. “Madam Tany,” he said, lingering on the name, maybe just enjoying the way it felt in his mouth. “I am of a mind with Luras Darin and Dr. Sol-dam, as far as humans are concerned.” He gestured to me with a general up-and-down motion of his hand. “And I would like to represent you in the high courts.”

“The high…” I felt myself go stiff. “You…like, go public.”

“Yes. I think you are more than ready, you likely have been for quite some time…and Sol and I have been gathering misras of a kind for months now.”

“How many?” I leapt to my feet, hope and energy swelling inside me like a water balloon. I thought I might burst at any second.

“Thirteen.”

“Out of?”

“Many more,” he said, “but thirteen is more than we need. They represent many different provinces and many different minds, with their backing, we shall have little trouble, I think. Especially with this solar power to entice the more…archaic of my coworkers into official first contact.”

Perfect. “Sol-dam just said he was looking. When did he meet you?”

“He didn’t. I heard Kolar telling Kallen about you, and how your sentience could undermine the whole industry of forced labor.” He shrugged. “Kolar wanted to use it as political leverage, get back in good with the Dasyls, I’m sure – point is, I heard, and I came here, and I see he was not wrong.”

“What do we do now?” I said.

He smiled. “We get you dressed, and go  someplace with lots of cameras.”




Epilogue

The next week was a nightmare blur of color and faces.

I spoke with people in front of rotating black orbs Sol-dam assured me were cameras. I answered questions, I signed things, I attended and kind of usurped a university lecture about the allegedly miniscule potential of solar energy (Mortan got a kick out of that), and I convinced them I was alive. Not everyone, obviously. It would take a miracle and a half to make a whole world change its mind at once, especially for a belief so long held.

But it was enough. Enough to change their minds and spur their hearts to undo all the wrong they’d done throughout the universe over their long and illustrious careers as cosmic slavers. Progress. Finally.

And now, here we were. Here I was, rather, sitting at the edge of one of a hundred-passenger mess halls on a massive black ship bound for Sol, still reeling from meetings with leaders with a hundred honorifics and representatives of organizations that had long maintained their belief in alien intelligence. The hall was wide and tall and ringing with seven-paned windows, staring out at the Sarchan sun and its many rocky planets. I rested my hand on the windowsill and watched it all grow smaller, swinging left and right in an orange chair bolted to the ground.

Heading home. It was all so surreal.

I was waiting for people. For Jonathan and everyone. I was, naturally, the first person to board the ship while the other humans were being located, cleaned up, and apologized to in excess.

Jonathan, I’d been told by one of the naval officers escorting us back to Sol, had ended up as one of a thousand exotic animals in some rich moron’s house in the desert. He’d made some good friends, and they’d been, apparently, planning an overthrow of the house and everybody in it when the Sol-dam arrived and told the rich man to fuck off and let him talk with the creatures, to see which of them were sentient. Most of them were. This time, he didn’t need an avalanche of evidence to convince anybody.

Katy had been the subject of behavioral experiments. When they told me, they left out the “behavioral” qualifier and I nearly had a heart attack. She and Dr. Hal-dam, a really nice Sarchan woman in her fifties, had gotten along swimmingly, and they’d been secretly compiling evidence of their own to prove Katy’s sentience when they got the miracle call from Sol-dam.

Naomi…we found Naomi in a house with a Sarchan man, just…hanging out. Living in much the way I’d been with Darin after he’d wrecked the cage. They drank tea and went on walks and grew flowers in a little garden and were generally having a nice time. The Sarchan in question was, apparently, coming with her, so I guess she got her hot alien after all.

Everyone else, the people I didn’t know near as well, had been scattered in zoos and civilian households. Mr. Cravits apparently managed to jump ship and spent the last year in the wilderness, cautiously sampling the local fauna, taking notes, and generally trying not to get caught. Sarchan children had taken pictures of him running through the woods, and he’d developed a following as the world’s newest cryptid.

They’d all be here before the hour was up, or so I’d been promised. Infrastructure was flawed and inefficient no matter where you were, so I wasn’t optimistic about their arrival times, but it hardly mattered. We were going home. I could wait.

I was glad for the silence, actually. I hadn’t had a moment to myself in a while. I propped my feet up on the wide windowsill and let my head droop against the back of the chair. The air smelled like sterile metal and cleaning agent. Across the hall, a little vacuum bot scuttled along the walls, buzzing quietly as it bumped into things.

Someone slapped their hands down on the table behind me. I swiveled to see who it was.

“Okay,” said Jonathan. “What in the ever-loving fuck could you possibly have done—”

I launched myself out of the chair and tackled him in a hug, suddenly overcome. I felt like my heart was trying to eat its way out of me through my throat. “You’re alive,” I said. I’d known he was, they all were, but I hadn’t really believed it until now.

“Yeah,” said Jonathan. He gave me a big squeeze. “Last I checked.” He stepped back, smiling and looking more confused than I’d ever seen him. “What did you do?”

“I, uh,” I said. I couldn’t tell if I was blushing. I probably was. “I made a friend.”

Jonathan quirked an eyebrow at me. “You made a…friend,” he said blandly.

“I did.”

He only laughed and shook his head. “You made a fucking friend.”

“I did!” I said, suddenly indignant.

“I’m not saying you didn’t,” he said, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “It’s just a really weird way to save the world.”

“There were twelve of us, Jonathan. Twelve people isn’t the whole world.”

“No, but they’re trading with us now instead of, you know. In us. Like cattle and coffee and whatever. That’s pretty big.”

It was, but I’d hardly had time to think about it. “Did you hear about Naomi?”

“No. What happened? Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” I said. “She’s just…”

“Hi!”

We turned as one and found Naomi standing in the open orange doors on our end of the hall, waving and scampering towards us. She threw her arms around Jonathan, babbling something excited and totally incoherent.

“Um, hi Naomi,” said Jonathan. “It’s…”

A shadow fell over him, tall and grey and smiling.

“Oh,” he said. “Uh. Hi.”

“Greetings,” the shadow said, in Sarchan.

I replied in Sarchan too. “Hi. You must be Naomi’s friend.”

“Friend.” He laughed. “You could say that.”

“Oh!” Naomi sprang away from Jonathan to stand by the Sarchan’s side. “This is Farlan,” she said. He draped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

“Hi, Farlan,” I said, and he bowed to me.

“Bir-ee-tany, I assume,” he said.

“Tany is fine. Do you, ah, speak Sarchan, Naomi?” I said.

“Not a goddamn word,” she said giddily.

“Then how…what’s going on between…?” I looked between them, and they both grinned. Jonathan and I exchanged horrified looks. “Oh Jesus Christ, never mind.”

Naomi giggled. “He speaks a little English now, though. It’s not great, but, you know, I don’t speak Sarchy or whatever.”

“Sarchan,” I said.

“Sure.”

Farlan touched her on the arm and whispered something, jerking his head to the left. Naomi blushed fiercely and quickly excused herself, and they disappeared around a corner, both of them giggling maniacally.

“That…” Jonathan said, blinking after them.

“Was weird, yeah,” I finished. Least weird thing I’d seen this year, but it still qualified.

“We just survived a year on an alien planet and she talked to us for, what, two minutes?” He shook his head and stuffed his hands in the pockets of the loose black pants we’d all been given for the voyage home: black pants, loose black shirt with long sleeves, and black boots. Silver belts, too, with a red and gold one for me, denoting my “station”, whatever that meant. Identifying me as “the human from tv” I guess.

“Do you think they’re—” I started.

“Fucking? Hundred percent.”

I nodded contemplatively. “You seen Katy yet?” I said.

“Yeah, she’s in the bunks upstairs,” he said. “Few others, too. Only saw her for a second, though, she was super tired.”

Damn. I’d have to track her down in the morning – ship’s time morning, that is, in about twelve hours. “Well, she was on the far side of the planet.”

“Jet lag?”

“Kinda.”

“Cool. So you speak Sarchan?”

“I do.”

“Huh,” he said. “How’d you manage that?”

“I was taught. Found a doctor who knew I was self-aware,” I said. “You made friends too, though, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“And you don’t speak Sarchan.”

“Okay, first of all, not all of us can be magic linguists,” he said. “Second, I did learn part of a language, just not Sarchan. Quellish, I think, something these bipedal lizard aliens speak. Lots of sibilance I couldn’t get the hang of.”

“And you were gonna start a revolution?”

“We were gonna bust out of the cages, kill our zookeeper or whatever, and raid his fridge. After that, I don’t know what we were gonna do.”

“Eat till you die?”

“Probably. God, Sarchan food is weird.”

“Great wine, though,” I said.

“We can’t drink.”

“Buuut I did.” I grinned. “Pretty sure Sarchans don’t even have the concept of a legal drinking age. You should snag some before we get home, it’s good stuff.”

“And it won’t kill us?”

“I drank myself stupid a couple of times,” I said. “You’ll be fine. Probably.”

“How very reassuring.”

“I try.”

A low gurgling rolled through the air between us.

“Dude,” I said, “was that your stomach?”

“Fuck, I think so.”

“When was the last time you ate?”

“’Twas many moons ago…” he said wistfully, looking dramatically off into the middle distance.

I rolled my eyes. “Oh my God, go get some food.”

“Where?”

“Out that door and to your left,” I said, pointing.

“Uh, cool. You’ll wait here for me?” He sounded a little nervous. Big ship, I guess, and all his interactions with Sarchans had been markedly unpleasant.

I nodded. “Totally.” I sat back in my swiveling orange chair and gestured at him. “Go forth and feast, my child.”

“Back in a bit,” he said, and rushed off.

I closed my eyes and sighed, smiling. Home. The conversation felt so natural, like no time had passed. Like we hadn’t just spent a year on a politely hostile alien planet. This was going to make one hell of a college essay.

“Bir-ee-tany Lu?” someone said.

Can’t catch ten seconds alone, I thought. “Yes.” I said, opening my eyes. Before me stood a small, slight, breathless Sarchan in the dark blue of a misra.

“Misra Valan,” he said, extending a hand. I shook it and he offered me a tremulous smile. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Ditto.” I dropped my hand. “Did you need something or is this just a social visit?” God, I sounded so formal.

“Forgive me, I will not take much of your time. I would like to offer you a formal invitation,” he said.

Hmm. I sat up a little straighter. “An invitation to what?”

“To the Grand Council,” he said. “A council that, thanks to your enlightening presence, will soon consist of anywhere from three to four hundred sentient species.”

“Wow.”

“Yes,” he said, looking a little embarrassed. “We have, ah, been operating under some rather bigoted assumptions, I believe is the word you’d use.” He said bigoted in English and, like everyone, couldn’t seem to get his teeth around the b. It kept derailing itself into something like an f.

“Arrogant works just as well,” I said in Sarchan, and he looked relieved.

“Arrogant, then,” he amended. “I hope you can forgive us for your unruly treatment.”

I snorted.

“Forgive me if I have offended by minimizing your ordeal,” he said hastily, and I waved him off, now full-out laughing.

“No, no, you’re fine, just…unruly is a weird word for it? I guess? I don’t know,” I said. “I’m all frazzled.”

“Frazzled,” he said, in Sarchan – which translated most closely to dirisa, meaning very, very, very confused. He was frowning deeply. “Are you well? Shall I call a doctor?”

“I’m alright. I’m not frazzled, I’m, um, tired. Dizzy? Yeah. I’m very mentally dizzy.”

“Ah,” he said, clapping his hands together once he understood. “Understandable, of course. But I forget my purpose here.” He opened his coat and pulled a letter out of his pocket, thrice-folded yellowish paper with the strange bird sigil of the Sarchan government stamped into the outside. I took it.

“You have displayed a remarkable talent for learning languages, and we would love to have you on hand as a translator.”

I smiled, laughing a little at the absurdity of the offer. It was a nice one, a fascinating one, but thinking back on the initial yoinking of our shuttle from Triton made me laugh. Oh, how far we’ve come.

“Don’t misunderstand me, I’m honored, but humans have machines that can translate things perfectly well,” I said.

“Ah, yes, we’ve been told,” Valan said, straightening his jacket. “But it is much more, erm, humanizing to have someone actually speaking your language rather than having a computer tell you what they’re saying. Language barriers are about more than just language, you know. The way we communicate is everything. Would it not feel more impersonal if I had a robotic voice translating my words to you right now? Am I not more myself, more human, as you would say, by sharing my voice with you?”

I nodded, thinking. “That’s…very diplomatic,” I said, and it surprised me. For a race that not a month ago thought they were the only intelligent species in the cosmos, they were pleasantly quick on the uptake.

“Thank you,” he said. “I know it is rather sudden, and a lot to ask of you after all you’ve been through, but I do hope you will consider.”

“I will,” I said, gesturing with the letter. The ink shone in the light of the big orange sun hovering outside. Suddenly I felt like a character from Star Trek. Accepting this job would make me kind of an intergalactic emissary. I’d be speaking, literally, on behalf of the Sarchans and at least some of the human population. English was almost universally understood, but I thought I should definitely get some French, Spanish, and Cantonese under my belt, if I accepted. After parsing out the Sarchan language through sheer force of will, it didn’t feel like that much of a hurdle.

“Thank you, thank you!” he said, and he shook my hand vigorously. “I will catch you on the dismount, yes?”

“Yes.” I laughed. Catch you on the dismount was Sarchan slang for final arrival, the way humans say, “see you on the flip side” or even “later skater”. It lost a little something in translation, the way damn near everything does, but not so much that it was totally unintelligible. It made me giggle more than anything. Slang is always the cutest part of a language.

Valan left me alone in the massive metal hall, staring at the letter. It was pretty, and the Sarchan script was hand-written. Twelve people had signed their names in Sarchan cursive at the bottom, the letters all blurring together into a bunch of totally illegible squiggles. I’d have to work on that. Dignitaries loved their cursive.

There were a few letters I could pick out of the lineup, at the start of every name. The sharp V for Valan, the looping H and Q of Hadik and Qellis, the two officials who had greeted me coming off the shuttle.

And a D, for Darin. The crime-lord-turned-councilman.

You’re welcome, I thought, mostly kidding. His association with me was definitely what got him the position, but if Darin had decided to be a raging ass instead of a loveable little salamander willing to see the goddess in me, none of us would have gotten this far. So, you’re welcome and thank you.

I folded the latter back up and tucked it in my pocket, turning my eyes back to the endless cosmos. Sarchaia gleamed beneath us, blue and green and swirling with clouds.

Thank you. And…goodbye.

***

I accepted the job. Of course I did, who wouldn’t? The chance to see the universe in all its colorful glory and meet new sentient species? Sign me the fuck up.

I’d receive a small percentage of any profits any Sarchan ever made trading with humans, since I was the reason it was happening at all, but all of that was going to my grandpa and my dad. I’d come back to see them, of course, but once I set off I’d be gone for a while, and the Sarchans would take care of my food and clothing and all the other boring necessities of life from there forward.

For now, though, I was here. Here and learning and frantically sifting through acceptance letters to colleges I had never even heard of. They all wanted us, me and Jonathan and Katy and Naomi and everyone who had been on that unfortunate fieldtrip. All we had to do was graduate and take our pick of the litter.

Silver linings, I thought. But now I was having trouble even finding clouds.

I pushed the letters to the side of my desk and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. Toro, my big fat orange cat, leapt into my lap, yowling for scratches. I scratched his fluffy little forehead and he purred, curling up into a ball.

My bedroom was entirely unchanged: pale orange bedsheets, blue pillows, fairy lights strung up around the door, glow-stars stuck to the ceiling. A single flower, a fresh rose, sat in a thin vase of water at the corner of my desk, basking in the light. The window was open, looking out on the small colorful gardens of our front lawn, where my grandpa was weeding and cursing in the late October sun. My dad stood beside him, handing him tools and holding the tiny shovel he used to dig up the more troublesome plants.

My phone buzzed: an alarm, a reminder. A meeting with one of a hundred news stations begging for our attention.

“I gotta go, Toro,” I said. I picked him up and set him on the bed, loudly mewling his protest. “I’ll be back.”

I threw open the door and found a silhouette leaning over me – grandpa or dad coming back inside. “Hey, I’ve gotta go to the…”

I looked up and froze solid.

“…news…thing…” I finished.

“Hi,” he said, and he waved.

“I…you…” I swallowed. The sun was rising right behind him, so he was barley more than a shadow. I blinked, sleep surging forward from the back of my brain. “What…”

He stepped forward into my house, moving me backwards with him. He had to duck to get in.

The setting sun fell away, and then I could see: flowery wallpaper and cracking grout and popcorn ceilings and clicking branches.

And him.

“Darin,” I said. It was less of a word and more of a sigh, a sound with little more form than a gasp or a cough.

“Bir-ittany,” he said. He’d gotten better at saying it.

“What…what are you doing here?” I thought I knew, but I had to be sure.

Darin took my face in his hands, running his thumb slowly across my cheek. He spent a moment there, lost in my skin, staring at my hair. Behind him, my dad and grandpa stared from the grass, eyes wide and confused.

“I do not want this to be over,” he said. “I do not ever want it to be over.” And he took a deep breath and, more uncertain than I’d ever seen him, spoke three words in perfect English:

“I love you.”

And we went from there.
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