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1: Harbin

A pinpoint needle of light caught Harbin Low's attention, stabbing at the headache lodged in his skull. The dockers who used the gangway as a shortcut between the two sides of the Euko Station spaceport were absent. He squinted as he peered out the window that spanned one side of the passageway. It looked out onto the port's solar side, not that he could see the distant sun, even if the piers, buttresses, and barges of the port weren't in the way. The sun and its planets were specks, barely brighter than the rest of the galaxy. 
Being on the lowest tier of the backside of the commercial port, the space outside was full of junks and junkers, or large scavengers that couldn't afford the fees higher up. Harbin's lips pulled down. He should be further up, enjoying the view of the rippling gate. Even though watching the pleasure yachts and their pampered passengers caused acid to burble in his stomach. He blinked, his mouth pressing into a thin line. He was on this catwalk staring out this window for a reason: he had a mission. 
A brown insect crawled across the green-tinged glass, fluffing its dull casings to reveal gossamer wings and a bright purple abdomen underneath. Harbin reached a finger out towards the insect, then pulled his hand back at the last second — he wasn't sure he wanted to touch an unidentified bug and certainly didn't want to stick his finger in whatever gave the glass its sickly hue. Station windows weren't supposed to be green, but he was in its belly. Its intestines. His nose wrinkled, pulling up at his lips. With the inconstant lights flickering in the service corridor, it felt like he was deep under the ocean. Except he wasn't anywhere near an ocean. Or a planet for that matter. The closest object of any size was a dwarf planetoid long ago strip-mined of anything useful.
No, Euko was a third-tier jump gate station on the rim of a third-tier solar system. Harbin had been born on a station much like this one and worked hard to forget it. 
His scowl deepened. Stepping towards the glass, he focused his gaze beyond the green coating, instead eying the ships that filled the port. Their blinking lights and docking beacons outshone the stars in the black beyond. And this was just one tier, the lowest, of the massive jump gate port. Glancing up, he saw the bellies of just as many ships above him, moving in and out of the spokes of docks in a mesmerizing dance led by an AI in a server room somewhere. 
Any one of them would do. His jaw clenched as he scanned the ships. He didn't know why he was down in the stinking, cold depths waiting for a very particular fish in this sea. But his was not to question why.
"Do you see it yet?" a soft voice beside him said, yanking him out of his musings. 
Harbin slid his gaze sidelong. Gar, his contact, peered through the green glass with a smile printed on his face. He frowned at the man's smooth skin and slicked-back hair, at his slightly iridescent suit. This was the man he'd been told to listen to. One who'd never had to stare down death.
Harbin shifted his attention out the window, forcing the frown from his face. "No."
Although he'd tried to ignore the third person on the gangway with them, rounding out their uncomfortable trio, his gaze still flicked to the man's reflection. The third man leaned against the frame at the far end of the glass, watching them with half-closed eyes instead of studying the ships. Harbin shifted away from his cool appraisal. The man ran a hand through his hair, then looked down at his nails and casually flicked open a knife, using it to pick under his fingernails. 
The scowl return to Harbin's face, so deep he felt it in his neck, and he turned back to the window. "Why are we after this ship? Any of these could do the job."
Gar shrugged. "Why do we do any of the things we do...because she says so. And we all know where our salt comes from." The slick man pulled out a handkerchief to dab his dry forehead. "Maybe there's someone on board she wants." He tucked the square of cloth away. "Or someone she wants dead."
"And just how am I supposed to get this particular ship?" Harbin asked as a ship bumped a little too hard into the docking assembly, drawing his attention.
Gar chuckled. "That's not my problem now. It's yours." He lifted a shoulder as his reflection graced Harbin with a serpentine smile. Then he turned away to amble along the gangway, disappearing through the green-hued twilight into the bowels of the station.
The third man shifted from the wall, flicking his blade closed. He stepped towards Harbin with a grin on his face, patting him on the shoulder. Harbin glared at the man's fingers. 
"Don't worry. I got your back," the man said, apparently oblivious to Harbin's distaste. "I'll get you what you need off that ship."
Harbin looked at him and considered breaking the man's fingers or punching that handsome face. He sighed and shifted his gaze back to the glass. But she wouldn't like that. And Gar was right. Everything Harbin Low did, he did for her.




2: Tink

The Lyra shuddered as its rear slipped sideways, causing it to bump into something, presumably the pier. Tink patted the engine, grimacing at the greasy fingerprints she left on the gleaming blue housing. "It's okay, girl, you'll get some TLC soon." 
She swore the ship hummed in response, and she smiled as she plucked a rag from her pocket and wiped away the grease spots. A hiccough in the fuel manifold drew her attention, barely audible over the other murmurs and whirrs of the engine room. Tipping her head to the side, she heard a faint whine from behind the axial stabilizer. A frown pulled her lips down as she listened. Picking up the torch from her workbench, she tucked it in her mouth then shimmied under the air intake to get at the offending flywheel. Once in place, she flashed the torch up. Two glowing, green eyes peered down at her. 
"Grim!" Tink reached an arm between moving bits of engine to grab at the grey cat. He jumped over her hand and fled the way she'd come. Shaking her head in the confined space, she set to adjusting the flywheel, then crawled back out. Grim sat on her workbench, cleaning himself. 
"Why did I take you in again?" she asked as she dusted off her jumpsuit. The cat blinked at her, then lifted his leg to scratch at his neck, rattling the bauble on his collar which did nothing to scare bugs away. Tink turned away, pulling out a stethoscope to listen to the engine. Her eyebrows drew together — there was a ping somewhere in her system. The Lyra shivered again but didn't bounce. 
The ship comms crackled as it came to life, startling her, and causing Grim to hiss. 
"I swear, Tink, if you don't get that engine in line, I'll space you," the disembodied voice of Captain Rebeka Mino said. 
Tink snorted. "Don't worry." She gave the stabilizer a gentle rub. "She doesn't mean it." With Tink's small frame and knowledge of every nook and cranny of the ship, she knew that even if the captain were serious, her anger would burn out long before she found her. And Tink knew Rebeka Mino — under the hard exterior there was a core of iron that wouldn't do anything to endanger the crew, no matter how angry she was. That included not spacing Tink. Besides, the engine wasn't the cause of their current problems; that was Ish's flying. 
Another judder shivered through the ship, and a light started blinking on the display to her left. She flicked the light with her finger. "Not again." 
She sprinted towards the cargo bay. The docking ring assembly wasn't extending, and one thing a ship in port needed was an airtight seal.
[image: image-placeholder]Tink was giving the docking ring control panel a love tap with her wrench when the captain snuck up behind her. 
"I swear...." Rebeka started, shaking her newly shaved head. The skin, recently oiled, gleamed under the lights of the cargo bay. Tink couldn't decide if she liked the look or not; it made Rebeka seem fiercer than the crown of silver-lavender curls had.
"You're not going to space me." Tink tucked the wrench into her belt.
"Not what I was going to say." Rebeka looked at the sliver of cold light growing at the top of the gangplank as it lowered into the docking assembly, then sighed with a heave of her shoulders. "One more job and I'm retiring to Avalon."
"Seriously?" Tink had known Rebeka for more than half her life, ever since the older woman had come to work on the ship Tink called home even as a child. There'd been a bit of friction in those early days — Tink looking for a mother figure she'd never really had, Rebeka refusing to play the part — but now Tink couldn't imagine the Lyra without her. She arched an eyebrow as high as it would go before continuing. "That dull, backwater planet? You're telling me you're going to become a farmer? Or worse, a farmer's wife?" Tink wrinkled her nose.
Rebeka didn't respond to the jab, keeping her gaze trained on the ramp. "About the next contract...."
"No." Tink shook her head. "He's scum and he can't be trusted."
"Just because he tried to arrange your marriage to that Antillian bugmeal salesperson doesn't mean he's scum." When Tink tipped her head down and arched an eyebrow, Rebeka rolled her eyes and continued. "Okay, he's scum and can't be trusted. But he's well-paying scum, and we need the money." The ship punctuated her words with a groan.
Tink tucked her thumbs in her toolbelt and rested her hands on her hips. "Money doesn't do us any good if Imperial Customs confiscates the ship. Or it's blown up by gangsters, pieces scattered across the galaxy...and us with it." 
Rebeka graced her with one of those looks that left Tink unsure of whether she'd won the argument or not, before walking towards the ramp. It was now half-open, revealing more of the spaceport beyond – the same grime and grit of any Bowels. The light here was tinged a shade more towards green than blue. Just past the halfway point, the ramp gave an unhappy squeal. A curse echoed through the empty cargo bay from somewhere behind the large hydraulic hinge.
"When are we going to replace these things?" Ish popped his head up from the far side of the metal strut, his face smudged with grease. The ship's navigator, and her assistant in a pinch, he was also their temporary pilot. He hated the job, and didn't excel at it, as evidenced by the love taps the Lyra had given the pier as he docked her. He was most at home guiding the ship through the slipstream. When Tink had watched him at it, his brown skin glowed in the light of his incomprehensible maps of undulating colours. 
The fringe of his hair fell in his eyes, and he swept it back with long fingers, smearing more grease across his forehead. Noticing his hands, he wiped them on his white tank top.
"Not until we make some money." The captain's dark brown eyes travelled from him to Tink then back. She made a face at his tank top. 
Ish didn't respond. Instead, he stripped off the tank and pulled on a tunic. Scrubbing his face with the tank top, he came to stand beside Tink, placing his hand on her back. "A few days in port might be nice. Maybe we can both find some company." He graced her with a lopsided smile.
The captain frowned. "Be back here at 22:00 Zulu. We're leaving as soon as we can get a contract sorted."
Ish huffed, rolling his eyes. "I need to unwind after all that flying." 
"Count me out." Tink put up her hands and stepped back, shaking her head. She knew what kind of fun Ish was looking for, and that they didn't have the same taste in men. He liked the brawny beefcakes he could wrap around his little finger; she liked her men more cerebral. "I need to get some work done."
"That's not what you need." He snorted, then threw his hands up when she made a face. "Fine. I guess I need to have fun enough for the both of us." He waggled his eyebrows at her then strode towards the exit, passing the captain.
Rebeka grabbed his collar, stopping him short. "You're not going anywhere until we interview these new recruits. One of them is the pilot you say we need."
Ish sighed. "You just experienced my docking skills. We need." His gaze shifted to the cargo bay door as the ramp hit the pier, giving the ship a jolt. The hatch on the station side slid open, and a smile spread across Ish's face. Knowing Euko Station was a pit at the bottom of a hole, Tink turned to see what had caused the change in expression: a group of men stood at the end of the ramp, with an overly muscled man at the forefront. 
"The new recruits." Kandi came to stand beside Tink. Tink glanced at the Lyra's security officer-slash-medic who was dressed for port leave. A sleeveless silver halter and matching low-slung pants exposed swaths of golden skin. Her hair, currently an electric shade of pink, was pulled back, away from her high cheekbones. Blades rested against each thigh. Tink's ears still rung from the string of curses Kandi had let out on learning the new stationmaster had banned blasters in the entertainment districts of Euko Station. She struck an imposing figure, standing a good head taller than Tink, which wasn't actually saying much. With her hands on her hips, the muscles in her shoulders and biceps bulged.
"I wonder which one of those fine men is the pilot," Ish said. "Maybe I can test how skilled he is with his hands."




3: Alek

Alek craned his neck as if to crack away a spot of tension, covering up his actual intention: scan the spaceport hub and the tier above for danger. Through the glass that arched over the pier, lights from ships and service tech floated against the dark space beyond. Like the firebugs that flitted over the river where he'd spent the happiest days of his childhood...until his childhood ended in ice and death. A sliver of ice stabbed at his heart as memories swirled. Frowning at his lack of attention, he continued his check as he forced himself to stand easy. Spies, snipers, hunters: they could all hide amongst the ships and machinery and portside activity. And then there were the non-human threats. An assassin bot or kamikaze drone looked a lot like a service automaton until it blew you up.
He shifted on his feet, as if he were stiff from standing, and used the movement to get another look at the men waiting in the hub with him. All male, which surprised him. Only seven of them in total, for two positions, which surprised him even more, given the lack of jobs to go around. He was by far the strongest, not to mention the tallest...though those things wouldn't help him get the job he was here for. After glancing over the others, he turned his gaze to the windows that surrounded the branch of the port they were in, which was a spoke on yet another branch. A twig on a giant metallic and glass tree that led back to the central spire of the space station. 
Despite facing the window, he didn't see the space beyond. Instead, he focused on the reflections as he casually pretended to clean under his fingernails. He was the point on a small chevron, and he examined the right wing first. 
The man on the far end was obviously a computer tech, even though he wore a pilot's cast-off bolero. But Bolero was almost as tall as he was, usually too tall to be a pilot, and his bony frame and the grey cast to his pale skin spoke of someone who spent too much time surrounded by qubits, strings, vectors and a bunch of other things Alek didn't understand. 
Next to Bolero stood Mustache. The man's impressive facial hair was clearly well-cared for. Too well-cared for by someone seeking a position on a cargo ship. Mustache was obviously a pilot, a good head and a half shorter than Alek, and with the slight, permanent sneer common among stick jockeys. Despite the mustache, he looked fourteen. Likely not the most experienced pilot, if that's what the ship was looking for. 
Beside him was White Pants. Alek couldn't imagine him as either a pilot or a computer tech, both jobs occasionally requiring one to get dirty. He seemed more interested in Alek than the ships coming in. Alek pulled his shoulders back and flexed his arms, causing the man to look at the window instead of his biceps. Catching his eye in the reflection, Alek quirked an eyebrow. The man winked, then smiled, realizing he wasn't Alek's type, before taking his attentions elsewhere. 
The Quaker stood right next to Alek. A shiver passed through the man, and Alek's eyes narrowed as he searched the reflection for the man's bag. Spying it, the case didn't seem to hold any threat, but it was hard to tell without inspecting it. When Quaker shook again and rubbed his nose, realization dawned on Alek: a Stardust addict. Somehow the man had made it through the initial screening, but Alek dismissed him as a threat to both his person and his chances at a job. 
He shifted his attention to those on his left and caught the man next to him examining him in the window before snapping his gaze away. Studying the man out of the corner of his eye, Alek wondered what he'd gleaned about him. He eyed the man's reflection in the glass, watching him peer up, mouth agape, at the hundred other branches on the spaceport tree. 
Nothing, he decided. The man learned nothing. Slightly shorter than Alek, he was a lot fairer, with hair the colour of the sun-kissed wheat that grew beside that river of Alek's childhood memories. Towheaded, his mother would have said, whatever that meant. Though he couldn't tell in the window reflection, in his mind's eye, the man's cheeks and nose were splattered with freckles, unless he'd removed them. The man stretched his arms over his head, the bottom of his shirt lifting, giving Alek a glimpse of the muscles underneath. 
Pilot or computer tech? Alek frowned at the fact that he couldn't tell. 
The last man was a peacock, both in his dress and his puffed-out chest. The conservatory of his childhood home — not the one by the river — had housed peacocks, cloned from DNA smuggled from a zoonautical station on some icy moon. He'd tried to like the birds; they tried to attack him at every opportunity. 
He glanced at his wrist patch again, making sure he had his new ident memorized. Alek Wa. A name he could answer to without too much trouble, closer to his childhood nickname than his recent stage name had been. 
Flicking his wrist, he checked the time: the ship was late. Re-focusing his gaze, he looked past the glass at the arriving ships. Their flickering and pulsing lights speckled the black, like stars themselves. One coming in too fast drew his attention. The beaten-up vessel slipped sideways, and he forced away the tension that crept into his muscles as he braced for impact — if the ship took out the hub, bracing himself wouldn't help against the icy darkness of space. Movement caught his eye. The ship shimmied back into his field of vision. 
Lyra. Even with the letters chipped and dented, the name was still clear. He swore under his breath, causing the man beside him to glance at him. He shifted away, leaning casually against the post behind him, and nodded at the ship before turning back to the other men. "It looks like that's our ride. At least, it's my ride."
The others turned to the ship, their expressions ranging from worry to hunger to... unreadable, which interested Alek much more. As a judder reverberated through the hub, he shifted his attention back to the ship, or the parts still visible behind the docking assembly, a frown forming on his face before he replaced it with a smile. There were patches of rust on the hull, meaning the little tug was capable of atmo. Yet, it wasn't being docked by the station AI.
He flicked his wrist to bring up messages. Why he needed to hire onto this dinged-up rust bucket, he didn't know. His employers hadn't shared that tidbit of info. But the message was very clear. Get on the Lyra. 
A flash of something caught his eye two storeys up. A rifle scope on a space station? He squinted but couldn't tell. He breathed deeply, in and out, forcing a calm he didn't feel; even if it was a sniper, they likely wouldn't shoot, since puncturing the window would kill at least six other men, seven counting the customs agent. 
The bored agent leaned over his console, tapping at something on his screen. His rumpled uniform had a smattering of white dust on one black lapel, and the brass on his flat cap was unpolished. 
Down the long corridor leading back to the central spire, Alek heard rumbling voices and his heartbeat quickened. Whether it was port security barring entry to whoever wanted to use a pulse rifle on a space station or Dominion agents tracking him down, he didn't want to know. 
The gate in front of him started to open, and he straightened himself up, getting ready to put on a performance. Luckily, he had a lifetime of experience at being something he wasn't. 




4: Rebeka

Rebeka Mino looked at the tablet in her hand then back at the person in front of her. 
"Seriously?" She lifted an eyebrow. His mouth opened, though whether from surprise or as a prelude to protest, she didn't know and didn't care. "No," she said as she held up her free hand, forestalling him. "Go. Just go." She pointed to the corridor leading back to the station. The man at least had the grace to look abashed as he picked up his bag and trundled off, a shiver coursing through him. 
"Bleeding Stardust." Turning to the remaining applicants, she frowned. "We may be a jack-of-all, picking up whatever odd jobs come our way, but we still have standards. No active criminals and certainly no Stardust junkies. Anyone else need to leave?" When there was no exodus, she addressed the next person in line. 
"Severn Lynch." Surveying his specs on her tablet, she tried to keep the tiredness out of her voice when she asked her first question. "Why should I let you on my ship?" She sighed when she realized she'd failed. There was no answer. She looked up at him to see a lopsided grin on his pretty face, with its perfect teeth, splash of freckles and bright blue eyes. She quelled the urge to punch him.
"You sent all the other computer techs away." He lifted a shoulder in a shrug. "I'm the only one left. Assuming you still need one, it's me or waiting for another batch of applications."
Studying him, she noted the slight tension in his jaw and how his blue eyes were a little too sharp. He was hungry for the job, despite his demeanor. The work history displayed on her tablet looked to be a good fit — middling grades on a Core Tech degree from a licensed academy, systems maintenance on commercial haulers, let go from his last ship when customs impounded it. She pursed her lips, then sighed, pulling her shoulders away from her ears. "Fine. Grab your stuff and stand over there." She indicated the other side of the ramp with a jerk of her head.
Rebeka turned to the last two people. The pilots. She pulled up both sets of specs side-by-side, stabbing her tablet so hard her finger stung. The sooner she got this over with, the sooner she could go to her cabin and have more shots of amber whiskey than were good for her. She sighed. After I sort out the next contract.
"Our two pilots. But there can be only one." A smirk tugged at the corners of her mouth but quickly fell, her heart not in it.
"Orion Neill." The small man in front of her gave a sharp nod. He was clearly young, despite the ridiculous mustache, and had the slight frame of a pilot which made him seem even younger. Combined with his baby face, it gave the impression that he'd only flown in sims. "Why should I put my ship in your hands?" she asked, getting to the point without preamble. 
When the man spoke, his words were measured and quiet. "I've flown everything from corvettes to cruisers, T-fighters to tankers."
She glanced back at his specs. He didn't lie, unless he'd hacked his record. She fought the frown that tugged at her mouth as she wondered why he was applying for a job on the Lyra.
"Never one quite like this before...a jack-of-all scavenger ship." He shifted and Rebeka's gaze returned to his face. His upper lip quirked, then his eyes widened a fraction when he saw her looking. "I like a challenge." 
Her lips thinned, and her words had an edge when she spoke. "Looks like you're younger than my ship. Less experienced." She focused on his face then asked her last question. "Why did you leave your last ship?"
"It was all local, core systems, core planets. I want some adventure."
Rebeka's eyes narrowed on him, and he glanced away, before she finally turned to the last person in line. He was taller than her by a good head, and that was saying something. Combined with his broad shoulders and muscular build, he was unusually large for a pilot. Cockpits were small spaces. 
"You don't look like a pilot. What have you flown, Alek Wa?" she asked, her eyes squinting. Despite being uncommon, she'd had encounters with others surnamed Wa. Unpleasant encounters. Though he didn't resemble any Wa she knew.  
"Not quite so many ships as this fellow." He glanced down at the man beside him. "And never one of this vintage. But I can get you out of any tight spot you find yourself in. Asteroid hopping, atmo skipping, starshotting...I've done it all."
She let her pursed lips tell him what she thought of that then changed tacks. "Why did you leave your last employer?"
He was silent for a second, his face tensing. "They wanted me to get modded." His expression flipped, a broad smile on his lips, arms going wide. "Can't improve on perfection."
Rebeka sighed. For a moment, she'd almost had some sympathy for him. 
Neill piped up. "What's wrong with being modded? Everyone can use an edge sometimes." The man sneered. "Maybe they thought you needed the help."
Rebeka's gaze slid sideways to re-assess the young man, catching a silver gleam in his right eye she hadn't noticed before. "Wait here." She stepped over to the rest of her paltry crew and leaned in. "So Ish, you've seen the specs...what do you think?"
"Neill," Tink said before Ish had even opened his mouth. "This Wa is a loud-mouth, muscle-bound hotshot."
"Ish?" Rebeka said, ignoring Tink. "You're our backup pilot." 
Ish took the tablet and flipped through their specs and test results. Shrugging, he handed it back to her. "Both their in-system skills are better than mine. Wa tested higher?" 
"Marginally." Tink nudged him with her elbow. "Are you sure you just don't want that over-muscled man on the bridge beside you?"
Fire lit in Ish's eyes, and his mouth dropped open as he pulled himself up and stepped towards Tink. "I would never risk —"
Tink threw her hands up. "I know. It was a joke."
He crossed his arms over his chest. "A bad one."
"It wasn't funny." Rebeka graced her with her best disappointed look. 
At that point, Kandi strode forward from where she'd been polishing her long, whorled blade. "Wa." 
"What? Not you too?" Tink brought her hands to her hips.
"You can't accuse me of wanting him on the ship because he's beautiful, even though objectively he is. He's not my type." She tucked a loose fuchsia strand behind her ear. "We could use a bit of extra muscle."
"So, two against two," Tink said. "Captain wins."
Rebeka glanced at her. "Captain wins." Shifting around, she spoke so the two men could hear her. "Wa, go stand with Lynch. Sorry, Neill, not today." She ignored Tink's huffs, staring at the man as he peered at her for a second, a spark blazing in his eyes, before he hefted his bag and stalked off down the corridor.
Turning back to the ship, her lips tingled, anticipating the glass of whiskey waiting for her. Kandi and Ish looked at her with hopeful expressions. "Go. But be back by 22:00 Zulu. We're leaving before the rush." Ish moaned but ran after Kandi, who was already striding down the passageway. Even though her blasters were safely on the ship, the two perfectly legal blades strapped to her thighs were hopefully enough to protect them both in the Bowels of Euko Station.
The eyes of the two new recruits followed the pair. "Not you two. You need to get familiar with the Lyra. Tink, if you will. I'll be in my cabin." Rebeka didn't stick around. Instead, she headed back into the ship. A shadow emerged from a dark corner of the cargo bay, and green eyes peered at her. She knelt down to scritch between the cat's ears, which he deigned to tolerate.
"R&R will have to wait, Grim." Her shoulders slumped as she realized she couldn't relax with a book and a glass of whiskey yet. She had a contract to arrange. 




5: Tink

"That's all you have?" Tink eyed the bag slung over Alek's shoulder as they navigated the narrow passageway.
She glanced past the pilot to the hovering trunks that dutifully trailed Severn down the corridor, bumping into walls and posts now and then. 
Alek followed her gaze then turned back to grace her with a lazy smile and a lop-sided shrug. "I travel light. Besides, I don't imagine there's a lot of extra room on a ship like this."
Tink's eyes narrowed as she stared at the passageway in front of her. "A ship like this?" she said, keeping her voice flat. 
"Built for function." He was so close behind her the words whispered over the nape of her neck, raising the fine hairs. "Not beauty."
Tink stopped short at that response, causing him to bump into her, a little harder than she'd expected. She started to fall forward but his strong arm around her waist stopped her and pulled her back against his torso. He smelled like...clean. Not engine grease. Extricating herself from his grasp, she turned to glare at him. "Watch where you're going."
"Sorry." His smile said he wasn't. 
Tink scowled and then turned back to her tour. "Common room – galley's in there." She waved her hand at the door, before taking a hard right. "Passenger quarters." She waved at a door on her left. "Though it's mostly storage. We don't get many fares." 
"Crew quarters." She indicated the long, narrow hall in front of them.
"You're not upset at not getting time off like the others?" Severn asked, as Alek muscled past her.
"No, I'd rather be on the ship." Tink shook her head and stuck her thumbs in her belt loops, before turning away. "Bridge is at the end, as is the captain's room, which connects to her ready room and through that the bridge."
"And where do you sleep?" Alek's lopsided smile returned, along with a quirk of his eyebrow.
Over Alek's shoulder, Severn rolled his eyes, and Tink had to stifle a smile lest Alek think it was for him. "I basically live in the engine room. But you'll sometimes find me there." She waved at a door near the far end, not quite across from Rebeka's. "That's Ish." She motioned to the one beside hers. "And Kandi across from him."
"And whose is that?" Severn nodded at the one on the far side of hers.
"More storage." Her gaze lingered on the door to the room that had been her uncle's, her lips pulling into a frown. "And these two are yours."
"Arm wrestle you for first pick?" Alek flexed the muscles in his biceps. 
Tink ignored him, instead heading back to the stairs they'd come up. "If you want to personalize, that's on you. For now, drop your bags, and I'll show you the rest of the ship."
[image: image-placeholder]"This is the engine room." Tink swept an arm around the space filled with ancient machinery and pet projects, then turned to watch the new recruits. Her uncle always said you could judge a person by how they responded to an engine room. 
"Obviously." Alek arched an eyebrow as he scanned the space. 
"Wow, is that a Takeshi Blue?" Severn strode over to the gleaming housing of the impulse engine. "I thought these were all in museums."
Tink joined him, running her fingertips along the surface. "Nope, this one is lovingly cared for and purrs like a kitten...most of the time." A pathetic mew from someplace behind the engine punctuated her words. "Hera wept! Cat, where have you gotten yourself this time?" She leaned past Alek to grab a torch from amongst the bits and bobs of various projects scattered across her workbench. 
She stopped short when she realized he held something in his hand. "Excuse me," she said, her voice sharp as she reached for the trinket. 
"This is the Argos." Alek pulled away as he turned the delicate model of the legendary interstellar sailing ship over in his large hands. 
"Yes, it is. And it's mine." She plucked it from his grasp with her long fingers, frowning at the grease on her hands, and placed it in its home on the bench. Her cheeks flushed as his blue eyes studied her. Unnaturally blue, almost the colour of the Takeshi's housing. With a huff of breath, she picked up the torch and turned back to the machinery. "And this is the slip drive." She patted another casing. "Neither of you should ever need to worry about that," she added, hoping they wouldn't ask for any details.
"This little thing?" Alek said. "This punches a hole in space?"
Tink's lips pressed together. "It's not so much that it's punching the hole as pulling us through a hole that exists, and then it lets us move through the stream once we're in it. At least that's what Ish says." Another meow, more insistent this time, rescued her from more questions. She dropped to her knees to scoot past the slip drive. "Argh, good-for-nothing stray. Do you expect me to always be there to rescue you?" She opened an access panel that led to a power conduit and shone the torch into the dark space. The light caught the large motes of dust that rained down. A pair of green eyes flashed back at her. "How the hell did you even get in there? It's dangerous." 
Severn crouched behind her. "Can I help?" he asked, pushing his long fringe out of his blue eyes — a calm blue, like the skies of Solace.
Tink shook her head. "Only room for one of us in there." He stood and shifted back, leaving her space to move. Laying the torch on the floor, she shimmied towards the cat. As she caught a bit of fur at the scruff of his neck, Grim began to purr and she prodded him closer. Hefting him into the crook of one arm, she crawled back into the engine room. "I see you're putting on the pounds." As if on cue, the cat opened his mouth, and Tink caught sight of an iridescent bit of shell and legs that still twitched. "Must be all the bugs you're catching. You're not the scrawny creature that ambled onto the ship when we docked at Mantadae Gate." The grey cat, made greyer by the dust, peered at her with his green eyes and mewed as his purr revved up a notch. She blew a strand of wayward hair out of her face, picked up the torch and stood.
Both men looked at her in silence. Maybe they thought she was a little unhinged. But she was okay with that. Life was simpler when people stayed at arms' distance. Her gaze flicked to Severn, and her cheeks grew hot again. Well, not always. She squared her shoulders and strode over to them. Alek reached out to stroke the cat's head. At that, Grim hissed and twenty sharp points dug into the flesh of her shoulder as he used it to launch himself down the passageway towards the generator. 
"I guess he doesn't like us," Alek said, with a lopsided grin. 
Tink stifled the frown that threatened to pull her face down — she was pretty sure which one of them the cat didn't like. Instead, she followed Grim down the corridor that was, as always, bathed in green light. 
Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Alek stooping so he wouldn't hit his head in the low passageway. "These are the algae tanks." She ran her fingers over them as she walked down the passage. Severn followed her lead. Sweat started to bead on her upper lip in the warm corridor. Sometimes, after hours spent hunched over her workbench, she came and sat with her back against the tanks and let the warmth seep in, relaxing her muscles. "These pipes lead to the algal converter, turning green goop into all the energy a starship needs." She stepped into the room that housed the algal converter and fuel generator — though 'room' was being generous. Nook more like.
"All of it?" Severn leaned over her shoulder, his torso pressing against her back. She shifted to face him, in time to see him sweep away a lock of hair that had fallen in front of his eyes, tucking it behind his ear. "Life support and all?"
Tink tried to take a deep breath in the confined space. "Well, almost. The slip drive has its own fuel source." Tink frowned; she didn't trust the black-box magic that powered the slip drive. She shook her head and shifted to her tiptoes, peering over his shoulder at Alek, who was still at the far end of the corridor, leaning toward one of the tanks, gazing into its depths. Raising her voice, she spoke. "I do have other things to do, if you could join the tour."
He looked at her with a slight grin and ambled towards them. "Sorry, I thought you two were getting acquainted." He flashed his eyes to Severn before returning to her. "I'll try to keep up," he said as he squeezed his tall, muscled frame into the small space behind her. 
Even without him touching her, Tink could feel the heat radiating from his torso, over and above the warmth of the tanks. Feeling a little woozy, she tried to take a deep breath. The air in the room was stifling. Despite being used to working in cramped spaces, a wave of claustrophobia washed over her.  She shook her head and lay her hand on the bright green housing in front of her. "This is Mean Green, the chloroplast converter."
"The what?" Severn asked.
"The green goop machine." Alek's breath whispered over her ear as he leaned in to see in the tight space. "Hmm."
"Amazing, isn't it?"
"Huh?" He turned his head towards her, his lips inches from her eyes.
"How a small colony of single-celled organisms can grow to power a starship." 
"Oh yeah. Amazing. But this colony is going to have some problems soon." Alek nodded towards the left side of the converter. 
Tink followed his gaze. "What do you mean?"
"Your nutrient intake manifold is, I'd say, 80% clogged." 
She leaned forward, squinting at the indicated part, and snapped back to look at him, her mouth opening and closing like a fish. "But..." She didn't know what to say: he was right. Her neck flushed as his unsettling blue eyes locked onto hers. The heat crept
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