
		
			[image: Cover for Sky on Fire, Author, E.K. Johnston]
		

	
		
			
			
			[image: Book Title, Sky on Fire, Author, E.K. Johnston, Imprint, Dutton Books for Young Readers]
			

		

	
		
			Dutton Books

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, New York 10019

			[image: Publisher logo]

			First published in the United States of America by Dutton Books, 
an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2025

			Copyright © 2025 by E. K. Johnston

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Dutton is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			The Penguin colophon is a registered trademark of Penguin Books Limited.

			Visit us online at PenguinRandomHouse.com.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

			Ebook ISBN 9781984816177

			Cover art/photo © 2021 by Jeff Langevin

			Cover design by Lori  Thorn

			Design by Anna Booth, adapted for ebook by Andrew Wheatley

			This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			prhid_prh_7.3a_152588443_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
				Stay afraid, but do it anyway.

				What’s important is the action.

				—Carrie Fisher

			

		

	
		
			To Liz Bourke and Molly Templeton, who never gave up hope.

			And Chappell Roan, for the summer of 2024. Obviously.

		

	
		
			When the Stavenger Empire fell to pieces against the storms of chaos, it fell hard. Reeling from defeat at the hands of the Maritech—who had rejected domination so utterly—and burdened with six space stations that now led to nowhere, the empire writhed in its ruin. Yet it was determined to lock its dying fingers around everything it could as it burned. Their great expansion halted, its endless supply of the protein-rich oglasa exhausted, the Stavengers had almost nowhere left to turn, except inward, on themselves.

			Those on the Stavenger home-planets were safe enough, at first. With the security of hard ground to stand on and fresh air to breathe, they did not face the same imminent danger that the rebellious stations did. Against those stations the Stavengers lashed out, determined to exterminate the rebellion before it could make any further steps towards independence. The stations could not run themselves, and there were still resources, however inconsequential, to control; so the Stavengers dug in, hoping to preserve what they could, no matter the cost.

			Even that might not have been enough for the empire to cling together. The radicals on the stations were determined to break free. But just when the rebels stood on the cusp of victory, disaster struck. The æther, which gave power to all those who felt its connection humming in their blood, was gone. Between one breath and the next, every æther-worker alive felt their connection to power break. The rebellious stations faltered immediately. With neither æther nor oglasa to support them, Hoy and Ninienne surrendered within days, desperate to take whatever supplies the Stavengers would give them to survive. Skúvoy soon followed, and their allies on Brannick and Katla couldn’t stop them. This gave the Stavengers enough time to perform their last great piece of æther-work: securing the station gene-locks, which ensured that only the presence of a ruling family made it possible to operate the Wells and the Nets. With one stroke, the stations were sealed to the Stavengers, and the only cost was an incomprehensible number of calories, hundreds of æther-workers, and the entirety of Enragon Station.

			This served the Stavengers just fine. They had enough to deal with at home.

			From the ashes of the home-planets came the remnant of the empire—a Hegemony—that rose to power by brute force and sheer will. Without æther, the fight was much harder than anyone anticipated, but it wasn’t long before even the alliances between the Stavenger planets were newly welded together. The Hegemony took over, plundering what they could. They were weaker than the empire had been, but they clung to what power they had with a vicious hold. There was no one to oppose them, and so their strength grew.

			They did not form alliances with the stations. They informed them what their part in the new order was to be, and the stations complied because the breath of every inhabitant hung on the heartbeat of one or two. Brannick Station was far away, and the Hegemony did not rule them too tightly. Enragon was a dead husk, floating in the void. The smaller stations, closer to the Stavenger solar system, never recovered their full measure of operations. Without the æther and without the oglasa, they had only just enough to sustain them.

			After that, the rebels were truly defeated. Without their leaders, they couldn’t resist, and it was easy enough for the empire to collect hostages to ensure good behaviour. With the dead example of Enragon Station broadcast into everyone’s homes, station citizens knew the penalty for resisting again. The stations themselves, once united as a trade network and by common purpose, became fractured and isolated, protecting their own before anyone else.

			Katla Station, with its proximity to a great deal of solar energy, was the most productive of the stations, and the Hegemony allowed them their wealth. The Katla family was resented even by their own station’s inhabitants for their collaboration, but there was no other power to turn to. Katla prospered, expanding in size and accumulating money even as the other stations struggled to keep the air circulating. The Stavengers rested easy, thinking they had bought themselves enough time to rebuild.

			But something festered on Katla, deep below the ranks of the important operations officers in whom the Stavengers placed so much trust. Katla did not forget. While the other stations loved and lauded their ruling families, Katla only tolerated theirs. The family still had most of the power, of course, but unrest simmered underneath the surface of the common corridors and factory floors. Rebellion hadn’t died. It had only gone quiet, same as the æther had.

			Generations passed, and Katla remained the shining beacon of the Stavenger Stations. It had wealth and art and scholarship. There was peace and freedom throughout the station, or so it seemed. But if you looked, if you peeled back the shiny surfaces and dug into the nuts and bolts that made the station turn, you would see something else.

			Katla had not wasted its time as the dying empire’s favourite. When the hopeful and desperate rebels on other stations finally reached out, they found Katla was ready. When Pendt Brannick worked a miracle—and bought her station’s freedom from the gene-lock with her own life—Katla stood witness, preparing for whatever came next.

			But for what came, there was nothing they could do.
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				In your heart shall burn

				An unquenchable flame,

				All-consuming, and never satisfied.

				Canticle of Threnodies 5:7

				Dragon Age

			

		

	
		
			1.

			Morgan Enni had things to do, but in the quiet of Katla Station’s designated early morning, she took a moment to breathe.

			It was the last time she’d be sleeping in this bed for a while, and she was strangely reluctant to get out of it and start moving around. The bed itself was nothing special, just a simple frame and mattress that she’d purchased from a shop she couldn’t be bothered to remember the name of. She hadn’t even physically gone to it, electing to shop in her preferred manner: selecting an item from the online catalogue and waiting for the mostly anonymous delivery. It wasn’t stylish or, even worse, sexy. It was functional. Her aunt had wanted to furnish the apartment with more flourish and flounce, and had tried to drag Morgan to a whole variety of stores. Eventually they’d compromised and used a public display terminal that offered virtual projections instead. Even then, Morgan had been hard pressed to simplify the decorations, but she had succeeded at least in the matter of the bedroom.

			Aunt Vianne meant well. She’d brought Morgan to Katla when she was small and vulnerable, and somehow already too much for her parents to deal with. Katla had much better schools and better teachers for those without gene-sense, Vianne had said, convincing her sister to give up a child she didn’t understand. It would be better for everyone. Morgan hadn’t been consulted, and at the time she’d been terrified, but as the years passed, she had come to realize that Vianne was absolutely correct. Katla, the most influential of the remaining stations, was the place where Morgan would thrive.

			It was just that, on occasion, Vianne tended to surround them both with things. Morgan had learned to make herself comfortable in her aunt’s home. She had her own bedroom, a proper one, which was a blessing she hadn’t had in her parents’ cramped allotment, and Vianne was always ready with a new booklet or datacrystal when Morgan was bored with her primary studies. From the time she was six until she was sixteen, Morgan’s life was cluttered, but it was good. When it came time for her to move into an apartment closer to her laboratory, she started putting her foot down. A little bit. Particularly in matters concerning throw pillows. Morgan very much enjoyed comfort, and she loved and appreciated Aunt Vianne, but she also liked having space. Space was like quiet: it made it easier to think.

			She was surrounded by quiet with some frequency. She worked alone in her lab. She had lived alone in her apartment for two years now. Given any choice in the matter, she’d sit alone in public places with a book or a datapad, and no one to interrupt her. However, there was a special kind of silence to the hours when the people on Katla started to think about getting up but hadn’t yet started going about their daily bustle. A waiting sort of quiet, which suited her just fine.

			Morgan Enni felt like she had been waiting for something all her life. Test results, acceptance letters, scholarship approvals, ethics committee decisions, and this morning was no different. Once she got out of bed and started making noise, it would be time to face the harder part of waiting. Here, under a sensible quilt, she was at least cozy and could imagine that waiting was comfortable. When she got up, she would have to check her messages, and then she would know for certain whether the thing she had been waiting for the most was going to happen.

			Because there is very little dignity in the human form, her bladder made the decision for her.

			The humming started as soon as her feet hit the floor. The coffeepot began heating water and a randomized selection of pastries and fruit juices appeared on the counter as the freshseal around them retracted. An overly friendly notification appeared on the counter of her kitchenette informing her how many calories she was advised to consume, based on her previous day’s activity. Morgan ignored it and headed into the bathroom. She would eat when she was hungry. Probably. Sometimes work was more important than a grumbling belly.

			By the time she was finished with her morning ablutions, the coffee was hot, and cream and sugar had appeared next to the pastries. The calorie notification was replaced by a message reminding her that she would need to reorder several food items if she wanted to have breakfast tomorrow morning. Morgan did not—or at least, not here—so she cancelled the order. An assumption, but she had a good feeling about how her last grant application had gone. She wouldn’t be here tomorrow. She was sure of it.

			There were several schools and academies on Katla, designated for higher learning or specialized training of some kind. It was these facilities that Vianne Enni had brought Morgan to Katla to take advantage of, and Morgan did not disappoint her. Only the æther-college was selective, requiring some level of gene-sense from those it admitted. Every other college would admit anyone who submitted an application. After that, staying was up to the student’s abilities. Aunt Vianne taught in the physics department at Katla’s primary university, and so that’s where Morgan decided to go. Her aunt had never treated her like a burden, but even as a child, Morgan was wise enough to take advantage of getting free tuition as the ward of an employee.

			There were no age restrictions at the university, and the application system tried to be as innominate as possible to give everyone a fair chance with the admissions board. Therefore, many professors were quite alarmed when a small, dark-haired girl-child marched into their classrooms and took a seat in the front row, feet swinging above the floor. At least, they were alarmed the first time. Morgan had quickly proven she belonged, and more than kept up with the fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds the university usually admitted.

			The university had been a second home to Morgan from the time she was twelve. In those sterile white rooms and under the too-bright lights, she absorbed every piece of information her instructors had been willing to give her. With Aunt Vianne’s encouragement, she took extra classes and attended every guest lecture. Some of them were quite controversial—there had been protests and strongly worded letters—but Morgan went all the same. Politics, history, mathematics, hydroculture, every kind of science, even the theories of æther-work, Morgan threw herself into the black vacuum space of Katla’s seemingly endless educational opportunities, and since nature abhors a vacuum, knowledge rushed in.

			The problems began when she started asking questions.

			The coffeepot beeped loudly, reminding her that her morning stimulant was prepared. Morgan stirred cream and sugar into the dark liquid, and then alternated between drinking it and eating the pastries. She was just beginning the dishwash cycle and programming the freshseal when a lower-pitched hum joined the harmony made by her kitchen implements. The trains were running; the inevitable could no longer be put off. Katla’s day had begun.

			Morgan fastened a lid on one of the fruit juices and palmed the button on the wall that would flip her apartment over from its domestic setting to its professional one. A frosted glass screen came down to block her kitchenette and the bed folded up into the wall. Her desk unfolded as soon as the floor was clear, and her work-chair rose from its niche in the floor. As she sat down, a series of monitors turned on, glowing softly as they waited for input. A small red circle flashed in the corner of her inbox.

			Aunt Vianne had been very understanding when Morgan decided to move out. Young people on Katla had a great deal of independence, and the station was currently in an underpopulated phase, so there were plenty of options. Several of the students Morgan would have been in school with had she progressed at a regular rate had all sought apartments at the same time. Vianne never for a moment thought Morgan would opt for a co-living situation. Instead, she imagined something glamorous, possibly with an outside viewport, high up in one of Katla’s spires. Morgan had the accumulated credit to afford something like that, but absolutely no desire for it.

			Instead, Morgan chose a small, compact apartment in Katla’s great ring, near one of the main transportation hubs. It had noisier corridors and walkways than the spires did, as people travelled to and from work or school. There was always a variety of street food available, and the shops were stocked with clothes and books that Morgan found suitable, even if her aunt thought they were a little gauche.

			If asked, Morgan couldn’t have said what drew her to this section of the station. She wasn’t slumming it by any means. Katla didn’t really have slums, though it did have an underbelly that was not discussed in polite society. She certainly didn’t hang out with her neighbours or even meet up with other grad students at the local restaurants and bars, though there were people she saw on a regular basis—picking up dinner on the way home, waiting for the trainway, that sort of thing. It was the oldest part of the station, the part the Stavengers had built to secure the Net and the Well so they could send their ships on to Brannick and ill-fated Enragon as soon as possible.

			The truth was that this was the part of Katla that relied the least on gene-sense. There were no arboretums or flashing signs, no view of the stars for those who could orient themselves. The tech was a bit older, the uses more practical. Everything was functional but lacked the flair that gene-mages couldn’t seem to resist adding to everything they did. Morgan liked it that way.

			It was not that her parents had been disappointed when she was born without a connection to the æther, it was simply more that it was a surprise. Like most people on Skúvoy Station, neither of Morgan’s parents was particularly adept. They each possessed enough magic to guarantee a job at one of Skúvoy’s many factories, but nothing more. Without gene-sense, Morgan’s future employment options on the station were extremely limited, and no one on Skúvoy prized academics. This was not something that bothered her as a toddler. Only when her sister was born did Morgan realize what she was missing.

			The baby’s reception was far more animated than anything she had seen before. Whereas Morgan had always been greeted with hushed whispers—maybe a coo if she fussed—the new baby was exclaimed over excitedly and passed from person to person like a prize. Morgan was smart enough to understand by then and had retreated into her shell. Now the neighbours all said she was aloof and strange. Morgan had been in the process of shutting down when her aunt Vianne arrived. Her mother’s sister was a force to be reckoned with, and she swept into Morgan’s life like a rocket.

			Morgan could hardly remember what her sister looked like, though she was pretty sure the baby had been blond and cheerful. She’d still been an infant when Morgan left, and there was no telling what she would look like now, more than a decade later. Morgan didn’t miss her family, nor did she resent them, nor even hate æther. She just didn’t want to constantly be reminded of the family that didn’t understand her for her singular difference. Especially when they all shared the same secret, buried deep in the past and kept in their very name.

			Vianne probably understood that long before Morgan did herself, and that was why her aunt did not put up much of a protest when Morgan decided to move to such an unfashionable part of Katla Station. Instead, Vianne helped her pack and only quietly grumbled about the ascetic nature of Morgan’s design preferences, while trying to discreetly add wallpaper accents to brighten up the kitchenette.

			Now, as the message notification flashed on the otherwise inactive screens, Morgan wished her aunt was here. If it was good news, Aunt Vianne would be proud of her. If it was bad news, she’d swear loudly and promise to make disparaging remarks at future interdepartmental meetings. Morgan had outpaced Vianne a long time ago, when it came to brain power and raw ambition. Rather than get angry about it, Vianne had been thrilled. Her niece was now even more of a problem for everyone else on the faculty, and Vianne watched with unfettered glee as department heads courted her niece, while also grinding their teeth over what more than one of them referred to as obstinacy.

			Morgan took a deep breath and opened the message from the university. Immediately, three faces filled the screens in front of her. Apparently, the advisory board had felt strongly enough about their decision that they’d recorded a message instead of just writing one. That didn’t give Morgan any clue as to what their decision was, though. Honestly, it could go either way.

			“Ms. Morgan Enni, greetings. We hope this recording finds you well,” the committee chair began. Dr. Argir was an older man, white skin made even paler by a lack of time spent under the solar simulation lamps. “We have considered your research application and are prepared to give our decision.”

			“We would like to commend you for the changes you have made to your research proposal.” This second speaker was Dr. Mattsen, the head of Morgan’s own department. She had supported Morgan right up until the moment she started showing initiative. Now Morgan’s brevity was unprofessional, where before it had been practical, and her ideas were untenable, where they used to be cutting edge. “It shows a great deal of professional development in regard to your response to critique.”

			Not enough that they were willing to have this chat in person, or even live. But to be fair, Morgan had called them all some relatively creative names the last time they’d rejected her face-to-face. She didn’t really want to meet with them either. She just wanted the courtesy before they gave her the resources she needed to disappear from their orbits for a while.

			“We still have a great many concerns about your primary research goals,” the committee chair said. “But my esteemed colleague has made several arguments in your defense.”

			“Morgan, I know how dedicated you are to this idea, even with the doubts expressed by many of my peers.” The third speaker was Dr. Morunt, a gene-mage who taught medical cooperation techniques for doctors like himself working with their non-mage counterparts. He had held his position in absentia until recently, when he finally came back to Katla after years off-station doing something Morgan didn’t care about. Morgan couldn’t stand him, but he had been unexpectedly supportive, and it was because of his recent addition to the committee that she had been given a second chance. “This, in combination with your secondary research objectives, has allowed us to grant you the funding you’ve requested.”

			Morgan almost tipped her chair over.

			“Effective immediately, you are a Research-Wanderer, with permission to leave Katla Station to pursue your academic goals.” Dr. Argir didn’t bother to hide his annoyance at the fact that she’d been successful. “Please make sure you sign the attached waivers and file your reports in the appropriate manner.”

			“Good luck, Research-Wanderer Enni,” said Dr. Morunt, a wry expression on his face. If she cared about his opinions beyond his ability to get her what she wanted, Morgan might have been amused by his odd commitment to her cause. He didn’t so much as blink as he congratulated and then dismissed her. “I still hope you’re wrong.”

		

	
		
			2.

			Morning on Katla was a lousy time to go shopping. Most of the stores had only just received their new inventory, which meant the digital system couldn’t be trusted, forcing Morgan to visit in person if she wanted to stay on her schedule. At least there were fewer crowds and less of a chance of running into someone she knew who wanted to ask her too many questions. Now she had to deal with the other people on her level who were heading off to their jobs. Morgan always did her best to skip these travel times, but her meeting had pushed her back today, and now she was stuck in the crush with only her clothing as armour, instead of the personal space she’d rather have.

			Zipped into a one-piece jumpsuit with a puffy vest overtop, Morgan was far from stylish and stood out a bit more than she liked, especially with the commuters. The jumpsuit had fallen out of fashion several years ago, due to its connection to the working labourers on other stations. Katla residents with station operations jobs wore sturdy trouser-and-shirt combinations that looked like a jumpsuit, but weren’t, and anyone who worked in an office or shop or anywhere else wore a mixed palette of colours and patterns and fabrics. Even the crews of the ships that docked at Katla didn’t wear their shipclothes on the station.

			Morgan felt about the clothing the way she felt about throw pillows: after comfort was met, there was no need for excess. The jumpsuit was comfortable and there were a lot of pockets, so Morgan had ordered one in several different colours as soon as she stopped growing. Vianne at least commended her thriftiness.

			“Hey, Morgan!” Tasia Furlough, a girl Morgan’s age whose family was sizeable and all involved in some manner of food procurement or production, was one of the people Morgan saw on a near-daily basis. To Tasia, that meant casual chatter, but she wasn’t pushy about it, and that meant Morgan didn’t mind talking with her, either at her stall or while waiting for the lift in the mornings. “If you’re up and about already, does that mean you’re cleared to head out?”

			Morgan had only told a few people that she was going away on a research project if it was approved, and she’d told no one outside of the university what the project was for. She didn’t remember mentioning it to Tasia.

			“Yes,” Morgan said, pressing the button that would bring the lift to their level. “I just got the news this morning. I have most things organized, just to be prepared, but there are a few more things I need to arrange.”

			“Well, if I don’t see you again before you leave, I hope you have a successful trip.” Tasia was a gene-mage who, amongst other things, served meals at her family’s food carts. That was where Morgan talked to her, and it was entirely possible that at some point, Morgan had told her all about the trip while distractedly waiting for her dinner. “You don’t have a fish or anything, do you? Something that needs feeding while you’re gone?”

			“No,” Morgan said. There was a pier-cat she occasionally put protein out for, though she was far from the only person who did so. “But thank you.”

			Together, they stepped into the lift that would take them three levels up and two blocks over. There they would part ways as Tasia took a direct chute to Procurement and Morgan took the more circuitously routed trainway up to the first public level. The ride was quiet, the only sound besides the hum was a newsfeed recording about the new Brannick in charge of his station. The story was a few months old—which was confusing because Brannick had somehow been through two station heads in a short time, so the old one was still “new” when the new one took over—and there were several gaps in it if you listened closely enough, but that was news on Katla for you. The lift doors opened, and Tasia only nodded when they parted ways. Morgan wondered whether the other girl thought she was lonely, but it was more likely Tasia was just happy her weirdo neighbour was quiet. If Morgan had grown up with that many siblings, she probably would have been even more eager to get a place of her own.

			The trainway platforms were packed with people, all making their way up into the main part of Katla Station for their day’s work. The shifts for all of the mech, tech, and med jobs were set up to overlap slightly, which meant there was no crush of people getting off the arriving train. Morgan stood in the press, holding a handle above her head for stability as the train set out. There were three more platform-level pickups, and then the fun part of the journey began.

			The trainway had not been a part of Katla’s original design. Under the Stavenger Empire, the station’s crew had taken the chutes or climbed up, and this continued after the empire fell. It was only within the last century or so that electro-mages had been able to build the trainway in its current form, and by the time they got around to it, there was no room for the tracks inside the station.

			An awed hush swept through the train as it exited through its pressurized airlock and began to climb the station on the outside. It happened like that every time, no matter the time of day or how jaded the riders were. That first glimpse of space was always breathtaking. Some people hid their eyes from the view, but Morgan looked. The stars were so little and far away. It seemed almost impossible to imagine other people living out there or traveling through the void, and yet that was exactly what Morgan was going to do.

			The sight of that much nothing made Morgan contemplative. She thought back to what Dr. Morunt had said, that he hoped she was wrong. Not unsuccessful—he wasn’t petty—but wrong. She was starting to think that her work might seem threatening to æther-workers specifically, even though she was only chasing pure data at this point. Maybe she should have worded her research proposal more nicely, but at the same time, Morgan wanted to be taken seriously. She wouldn’t water anything down so that it was more appealing.

			The train re-entered the station, the lights coming back up. Everyone relaxed infinitesimally. There was always danger in the void, and it was safer to be inside. Most of the riders were going up higher in the piers than Morgan was, so she was one of only a few to get off at the train’s first stop.

			She was almost certain that whoever designed the public spaceport to be dingy and old-fashioned hadn’t done it on purpose. It just wasn’t high on the list for updates or renovations as long as everything was still working properly. That was the only explanation for why the public docks looked like something straight out of a holo-drama. The lights even swung, somehow, in a wind that had literally never existed.

			Morgan made her way past stacks of crates and overloaded dollies until she reached the admin hub. She entered her code, and a list of ships appeared in front of her. She was in luck: the captain she had pre-negotiated with was still in the docks. Morgan double-checked the number and then headed off to the appropriate port.

			“We meet again, I see,” said the ship’s captain as soon as Morgan climbed down to the loading bay. “Good news, I hope?”

			“Yes, Captain.” Morgan realized she had forgotten the woman’s name. Chorus, or something like that. “I have been cleared for departure and my route approved. If your ship is still available, I would like to hire it.”

			“Wonderful,” the captain said. “I don’t mind hauling cargo, but I think you’ll be a bit easier to clean up after, eh? The last time I had grain spores, and I think I was cleaning them out of cracks in the bridge decking for days.”

			“You were cleaning?” said a crew member from nearby.

			“Oh, be quiet,” the captain said.

			It was this camaraderie that had drawn Morgan to the ship. She didn’t want some captain whose crew was afraid of them. She’d heard stories about those kinds of ships, where everything was controlled down to the gram. If the crew felt free to sass the captain a little bit, it was probably going to be a better trip.

			“When do you need us to be ready to go?” the captain asked.

			“I have a few more things to arrange,” said Morgan, “but I’m hoping it will be before the end of the dayshift.”

			“We’ll have her ready,” the crew member said, patting the hull fondly. “Captain Choria always follows the schedule.”

			Choria. Morgan tried to carve it into her mind.

			“Don’t suck up,” Choria said. “And send me the kitten. I have a new job for him.”

			Choria caught the surprised expression on Morgan’s face and laughed, but not unkindly.

			“It’s what we call the newest hand,” Choria explained. “On account of how he doesn’t know how to use his eyes, and he’s a bit clumsy. But he learns well! I have high hopes for him.”

			“I’ll see you in a few hours, then.” Morgan turned and made her way back to the trainway to make it to her next stop.

			

			—

			The bookshop had everything she wanted to download, including the latest in the murder serial that Morgan was following. She liked her work, but she knew she wouldn’t do it all the time. Vianne did not consider reading for fun as a break from reading for work, but Morgan enjoyed sinking into the familiar format of a crime or romance story. Plus, it all fit on the same device as her textbooks and research sources, so it made packing economical.

			The one thing she wouldn’t cut corners on was food. Captain Choria would include her in their water ration, but it was strongly encouraged that Morgan bring along any extra calories she might require. This was, she realized, actually more applicable to æther-workers, who used up calories when they did magic and had to replace them. Morgan wouldn’t need the extra calories as much, but she wanted to be polite, and it was only fair that she provide for herself. Also, in staying on Katla to help her, Choria had undoubtedly passed on a better paying job. Morgan wanted to be considerate of that, even if Choria said it was fine because Morgan herself was low maintenance.

			She filled four crates with standard rations, and then two more with fresh produce and protein. The crew would appreciate that, even if they had just been on station themselves and had restocked. On a whim, she ordered one last crate and had the shopkeeper fill it with sweets. That would make the æther-workers on board happy, along with anyone who had a sweet tooth. She paid the bill and sent the crates down to the spaceport so that she could move on to her final destination.

			

			—

			Morgan’s lab was a forgotten closet in the lowest levels of the university physics complex because they didn’t know where else to put her. Her work took the concept of “multidisciplinary studies” a bit further than the university bureaucrats could handle. Also, no department really wanted her because, while they all wanted credit for her genius, they thought she was too eccentric to be useful.

			The room itself was not so bad, even if the location left
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