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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            RUBY

          

        

      

    

    
      Every time Ruby Quiñones lifts her hand to knock on this door, she’s twelve years old again and terrified: of what’s on the other side, of who might open it, of the baby strapped to her back who won’t stop crying. Of the blank spots in her memory where her past used to be.

      No one passes this door without noticing. It’s almost twice the height of any other door in this quiet residential neighborhood, and set into the solid stone of Artemis City’s outer wall, the convent behind it dug into the core of the dwarf planet itself. It’s painted a warm blue, the color of the Indiran sky, Ruby has always been told. As a child, Ruby hadn’t believed anything natural could be so blue. Now that she’s been to Indira, she knows the color is perfect. The blue sweeps upwards to a gorgeous circular stained glass window done in abstract shades of amber and gold that glows from within, a quiet beauty that instills reverence in passersby even if they aren’t devout.

      Ruby doesn’t remember if anyone paused that day to watch her twelve-year-old self raise a shaking fist to knock. That terrified girl knew three things. Her name. Her baby brother’s name. And that whoever lived behind the door were the only ones who could help her.

      Now she’s here to help them.

      “You don’t see many people building into the wall,” Lasadi says behind her, and Ruby shakes off the memories.

      She’s not alone this time. The captain is here, along with Ruby’s little brother, Alex — and Jay and Raj. Ruby’s stomach flutters at the thought of introducing one little family to the other, although that’s not exactly right, is it? Aside from Alex, these people are just crew. The people behind the door are simply those who raised her. Ruby’s family vanished in the black hole of her memory.

      And this isn’t a happy reunion. They’re here on business; Ayalasi Kateri is waiting for them, and the rest of the ayas are pinning their hopes on Ruby.

      “Wait until you see why,” Alex says to Lasadi, grinning. If he’s worried about returning to the convent, he’s not showing it. “It’s a bit more common in Shīn Sector, though — there are more natural caves here.”

      Artemis City is bored deep into the core of Artemis, the largest in the chain of dwarf planets in Durga’s Belt. The city’s entrance is the enormous ring of the port, built on the planet’s surface. A glass bubble nearly two kilometers across protects the actual city below, which consists of two parts. The Bell, one hundred stories of open well bristling with spiraling walkways, interlinking webs of bridges and passageways, overlapping layers of commerce and housing and business that bleed into each other. And the Vault, the deep core levels of housing, office complexes, and industry headquarters.

      Shīn Sector is about two-thirds of the way down the Bell, one of the many residential swaths at the edge of the commercial hub. It’s not a fashionable neighborhood, nor is it poor. It’s simply unassuming, and not the sort of place most residents of Artemis City would accidentally find themselves unless they were visiting someone who lived there.

      Or looking for a safe place to abandon their children.

      But she’s stalling. Ruby knocks.

      The door opens quickly — as it always does, as it did that first day. Today an old man in a robe the same sky blue as the door stands before her. He breaks into a grin. “Sweet Ruby,” he says, holding out his arms; she steps into them and breathes in strong black tea, incense, a whiff of tobacco.

      “Aya Julio,” she says with a smile when she steps back, her hands still on the old man’s arms. “You look well.”

      Julio laughs. “Lies are a sin, my girl.” He pulls Alex into a hug, then turns cheerfully to greet the rest.

      “Aya Julio, these are my friends. Captain Lasadi Cazinho, Raj Demetriou, and Jay Kamiya.”

      Julio grasps each of their hands in turn, then holds out an arm to welcome them through the door. “The ayalasi is waiting for you.”

      Ruby lets the others walk ahead, watching their reactions. Walking into the convent is like walking through a veil. On this side, the bustle of the city and everyday life presses down like an invisible hand. On that side, pressures you didn’t even realize you were carrying simply melt away. She can tell the others feel it. Jay takes a deep, calming breath. Raj’s smile broadens. Even Lasadi’s tense shoulders seem to relax — if a touch, only.

      And they’re still just in the entry corridor: simple carved stone, painstakingly and lovingly excavated from the heart of Artemis itself. Warm recessed lights cast a faintly golden glow over the pillars and the murals between them.

      Aya Julio leans in as Ruby closes the door behind her. “I’d hoped to see the lovely Kitty today,” he murmurs. “Are you two . . . ?”

      “We are not,” Ruby says firmly. Saints in hell, she hopes she won’t be fielding that question this entire trip; her ex-girlfriend charmed the entire convent last time Ruby visited with her.

      Julio squeezes Ruby’s elbow, then turns to the rest of the group. “Your first time visiting?” he asks. When he gets nods from everyone — including a cheeky one from Alex — his eyes brighten. “Let me give you the tour.” Julio brushes a reverent hand over the nearest stone column. “The convent’s founders chose to dig deeper into Artemis rather than build out in the Bell. You’ll see why in a second. But it was all a labor of love, an entire generation’s work to create this space. The entry corridor is nearly fifty meters long, and as we continue in, you’ll notice . . .”

      Ruby tunes him out as they walk — she’s heard the tour a hundred times, and Aya Julio never tires of new visitors to give it to. After a moment, Raj falls back beside her.

      “Now I know where you and Alex get your gift of gab,” he murmurs. “I thought convents were supposed to be quiet.”

      “You can imagine me taking a vow of silence, can you?” Ruby says. “No, this is a teaching convent. Most days it’s filled with rowdy local young ones, but there are areas reserved for silent contemplation.” She smiles at their guide’s back. “I’ve never seen Aya Julio there, for sure.”

      Raj laughs, but his smile is shaded with concern. “You good?”

      “Course I am.”

      Of course she is. She’s in the closest place she’s ever had to a home, which means the uneasiness gnawing at her gut is entirely about why they’ve been asked here. She motions for him to join the rest of the group.

      “Come on, then,” she says. “We’re almost to the good bit.”

      Ruby loves watching newcomers’ faces when they see why the convent’s founders tunneled out through hard rock rather than building in the already-excavated Bell.

      It was to reach the Chasm.

      Aya Julio winks at her, then turns to watch the rest as they step out of the entry corridor and onto the fifth-floor landing. The Chasm is a natural cavern, nearly one hundred and fifty meters long, and thirty meters at its widest point. Twelve levels of balconies line the walls, scalloped with the natural contours of the stone, nearly kissing where they come together in the upper levels.

      Warm, natural-looking light streams down from the ceiling and undersides of balconies, almost mimicking the most pleasant aspects of sunlight. Below, the ground floor is a garden, lush yet tidy, with winding paths, benches for meditation, and a few tables.

      The Chasm isn’t busy — it’s outside of school hours, and most of the ayas and boarders are probably doing chores or preparing for evening prayers. A few figures in sky-blue robes are weeding the garden, and there, in the central meditation ring, Ayalasi Kateri sits in instruction with a pair of students in apprentice robes.

      Ruby’s heart lurches. Kateri had been the one to open the door to Ruby and her baby brother seventeen years ago, serving on door duty long before she took the mantle of ayalasi. Ruby still remembers the way Kateri’s eyebrows drew together in worry, the way she’d glanced right and left down the passageway as though looking for the origin of the children on her doorstep. She still remembers the reassuring warmth of Kateri’s hand in hers when Ruby finally got up the courage to say what she’d been instructed to: “I’m supposed to ask you for help.”

      Aya Julio touches her arm, shaking her free from the memories. The others are squeezing into the lift. “I’m not one for stairs anymore,” Julio says as he guides Ruby in. “Though I don’t know if young Alex here even knows we have stairs in the convent.” Julio shakes his head as the lift begins its gentle descent. “I can’t tell you the number of times I caught him climbing up and down the balconies, flashing lights at his friends and causing mayhem.”

      “Imagine how many times you didn’t catch me,” Alex says.

      Julio’s laugh is warm and rich and infectious. “I try not to imagine what you get up to when I’m not around, child. Worry isn’t good for old hearts.”

      Ruby can imagine it, but she hadn’t seen much of it. She left when Alex was seven, herself a young woman who either needed to take an aya’s vows, or find her own way in the world. Alex had cried for her to take him with her, but what could she have done? She was eighteen. She didn’t know how she was going to care for herself, let alone a little boy.

      He was better off staying here. He kept his schooling up, he always had enough to eat, and she came back to see him once a week — at least at first. He was lost in his gaggle of friends soon enough, and if he ever resented her, he’s never said it. She studies him now, that grin as he teases Aya Julio.

      Does he remember begging her to stay? Does he remember crying every time a visit finished? Does he remember the absurd dots-and-dash code he insisted they write their letters in those first few years? Probably not.

      The lift opens into the garden, and Aya Julio leads them down the meandering path, past the small trickling fountain, the flowering shrubs carefully manicured and bursting with the scents of cardamom and cinnamon and honeyed nectar. Alex greets the two ayas who are weeding by name; Ruby doesn’t recognize them.

      Ayalasi Kateri excuses herself from the young apprentices when she sees Ruby and the rest coming, rising easily to greet them. She’s younger than Julio, but still it seems she’s aged a decade since Ruby’s last visit, her light brown hands faintly spotted, new lines around her deep gold eyes. How much of her once-dark hair beneath the ayalasi’s veil is pure silver?

      Ruby bows her head, and Kateri brushes the warm backs of her fingers down Ruby’s cheek.

      “Heya, Ayalasi,” Alex says, with a grin that flashes dimples and a bow too perfunctory to be properly respectful; Kateri shakes her head at him, but can’t quite hide her smile. The ayas could never throw up a shield against the little charmer, could they. He got away with three times what Ruby ever did — and things she never would have dared attempt.

      “Please tell me you’re not bringing him back to us,” Kateri says wryly to Ruby, then turns to the others. “I hope Alexander Abdul is not causing you a fraction of the trouble he’s brought to me.”

      “He’s more than earned his place on our crew,” Lasadi says, stepping forward to mimic Ruby’s bow. “Thank you for having us. I’m Lasadi Cazinho, captain of the Nanshe.”

      “Come,” says Kateri when Lasadi has finished introductions. “It’s quiet now, but soon everyone will be heading to the chapel for prayer. Let’s speak in my chambers.”

      Ruby’s never seen the ayalasi’s chambers, probably because she was a good child and never got called in to have her sins read out. She crosses the threshold with a strange veneration; beside her, her brother enters nonchalantly. He’d probably been called here a dozen times in the last year alone.

      Turns out the ayalasi’s chambers are similar to those of the rest of the ayas — simple, practical. But the head aya also gets the benefit of a small, cheerfully lit meeting room, which Kateri has decorated with plants. A ring of cushions on the ground are the only furniture; tea is waiting on the low table in between them. Ruby almost reaches to serve before she stops herself. She’s about to catch Alex’s eye, but he’s already moving, the youngest one in the room doing the honors. He may have gotten himself kicked out of the convent multiple times over the years, but at least he still remembers his manners when he’s here.

      Kateri sips her tea, then cups it in her hands. “How much has Ruby told you?”

      “That an aya has gone missing,” Lasadi says. “And — ” The captain glances at Ruby as though worried this might be delicate. “And she cleaned out your funds.”

      Kateri nods. “That’s the long and short of it. I would like to say the money is the least of our worries, but Aya Marga managed our finances for decades. She had access to every account, and the truth of the matter is if we can’t recover that money, we could lose the convent within months.”

      “We’ll find her, Ayalasi,” Alex says, and Ruby winces. She’d love to make that promise, but if it was going to be easy, she’d have done it already. Marga disappeared without leaving a trace in any of the usual places on the network. Maybe now that Ruby’s back in Artemis City she can tap her various contacts to do better work on the ground than she could virtually — but Ruby’s got a terrible feeling about this.

      What could make a loyal aya suddenly steal everything in the convent’s treasury and vanish?

      “Did you have any sign she was in trouble?” Raj asks.

      Kateri’s face crumbles. “I didn’t notice anything, and it’s my job to understand if any of us here are in trouble. But to me she seemed happy.”

      “Was that usual for her?” Lasadi asks. “To seem happy?”

      Raj and Lasadi have chosen cushions next to each other, and seem to have taken charge of the conversation together without any prior discussion. It feels natural, comfortable. The awkward formality between the pair has vanished since they returned to the Nanshe from New Manila — along with the previous sexual tension. They’re definitely not sleeping together — the Nanshe’s not a big ship — but Ruby can’t tell if they simply decided to be friends. Raj didn’t rise to her bait when she’d tried to pry.

      Kateri purses her lips, gaze to the ceiling as she thinks about Lasadi’s question. Distant laughter drifts through the meeting room’s open door, echoing chatter as the Chasm begins to fill with ayas and resident students on the way to prayer.

      “I suppose Marga did seem a bit different lately,” Kateri finally says. “She’s always been very practical, but she became especially focused in the last few months. Almost to the distraction of everything else.”

      “What was she focused on?” Lasadi asks.

      “Her study of Saint Alixhi. She was working on — well. Not a biography in the traditional sense. I’ll admit I didn’t quite grasp it.”

      “A study of Saint Alixhi’s religious journey as seen through the framework of her individual paintings,” says a familiar voice, and Ruby turns to the door with a smile. The woman standing there is stocky and dark-skinned, with kind eyes and a mouth more accustomed to smiling than to the worried downturn it’s currently holding.

      “Hello, Aya Teresa.” Ruby stands, greets the woman with a warm hug, then pulls another cushion into the circle. Teresa settles onto it and takes a deep breath, accepts the cup of tea Alex pours her.

      “Teresa and Marga have been paired for more than a decade,” Kateri says to the others. “I thought she could help.”

      Ruby clears her throat. “When you contacted me, you thought Aya Marga had become obsessed with finding the relics of Saint Alixhi, not just writing about her. Why?”

      “Marga always had a fascination with mystics,” says Teresa. “Alixhi in particular; she’d traveled to New Manila as a child and visited her shrine, and it caught her imagination.”

      Ruby nods; the shrine of Saint Alixhi draws hundreds of thousands of faithful pilgrims and curious tourists every year, even though her remains have been absent from it for over a century.

      “She’d been working on her book for years,” Teresa continues. “But recently her focus changed: Marga wanted to find Saint Alixhi’s missing relics. She thought the publicity could save the convent.”

      “Save the convent?” Ruby asks, an ugly stab of worry in her gut at those words. “I thought she cleaned out the accounts a week ago, only.”

      “Finances have been tight for some time,” Kateri says, matter-of-fact, like she’s long accepted a potentially fatal diagnosis. “We’ve made it by, but there aren’t as many students these days, and even fewer pilgrims. Our cushion has been slowly shrinking. Even if Marga hadn’t disappeared with all our funds, we would be in this same position next year, or the year after.”

      Lasadi nods slowly. “Aya Marga thought finding the relics of Saint Alixhi would spark the tourist trade for you?”

      “I didn’t realize she was serious at first,” Teresa says. “Every few years someone says they’ve solved the mystery of who stole them from the shrine, or they’re quote-unquote ‘discovered’ in someone’s estate. But the relics are always fakes.”

      “Plus they’re cursed,” Alex says. “There was that collector in Arquelle whose entire family died when — ”

      “Alexander Abdul,” Kateri says wryly; Alex gives her a chagrined look.

      “When did you realize she was serious?” Ruby asks.

      “The day she disappeared,” says Teresa. “I found this in our room.” She pulls a scrap of paper from her pocket and hands it to Ruby. In tidy letters, it reads, Went to talk to A. Leb. about St. A relics, be back soon. Love you.

      “You don’t know who ‘A. Leb.’ is?” Ruby asks; Teresa shakes her head. She hands the paper to Lasadi, who turns it over, frowning.

      “‘Reach your potential,’” Lasadi reads from the fragment of text on the back. “This looks like some sort of brochure.”

      Teresa shrugs. “Marga handled much of our correspondence as well as the finances. People would sometimes leave brochures at the door, this may have been one of them.”

      Lasadi slips the scrap of paper into her pocket.

      “Will you find her?” Teresa asks, eyes wide with worry. Kateri gives her a sad look, lays a hand over hers.

      “Of course we will,” Ruby says. She can’t allow herself to believe they won’t.
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            RAJ

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s an advertisement for some sort of self-help seminar,” Ruby says. She sets down her fruity cocktail, ice clinking in the glass as she turns the screen of her tablet to face the others.

      They’re in a bar called Segafredo’s, which claims to have the coldest beer in Artemis City and a view of the docks, neither of which seem to be true. But it is right next door to the hostel Raj, Ruby, and Alex are all staying at while the Nanshe is in dock for repairs, and the food isn’t half-bad if your expectations are already low. There’s even some vegetables in the curry. And the neighborhood’s not terrible either — close enough to the dockyards at the top of Artemis City’s Bell to be cheap, far enough down that the rumble of departing ships doesn’t wake you up at night. Much.

      It’s a good place for a private conversation; there are maybe a dozen other patrons in the bar, mostly dockworkers or belt drifters amusing themselves with the gambling tables or the screen behind the bar, which is showing an Indiran sweeps match between two teams Raj has never heard of. The bartender’s blasting the soundtrack of Raj’s misspent youth, songs that used to be popular on Indira about a decade ago — long enough to go out of fashion, but not quite long enough to have come back around. Alex has already made some choice comments about the constant twang of guitar strings over rumbling bass and electronic beats.

      Raj leans over Ruby’s tablet, holding out the note Aya Marga had left for her partner. The branding on the screen matches the fragment of flyer, and the rest of the missing phrase is made clear. “‘Unlock the power of Spirit within you, and reach your true potential,’” he reads.

      “It’s a three-day event,” Ruby says, scrolling. “Starting tomorrow. Lectures on diet, meditation, goal setting . . . What’s color personality science?”

      “I don’t know.” Jay leans forward to spear one of the curried potatoes Ruby ordered but hasn’t been eating. “But Las is all sugary pink.”

      Lasadi flips him a rude gesture, then frowns at Ruby’s screen. “Ice bath therapy? No thank you. Do you think Marga was supposed to meet ‘A. Leb.’ at this event?”

      “Anything about saints on the conference schedule?” Raj asks. “Ruby?”

      Ruby glances up, blinking, then shakes her head. Something’s been bothering her since they left the convent, and he would bet it’s more than Aya Marga’s disappearance.

      “Nothing about saints,” she says. “And no A. Leb. Here you go.” She hands over her tablet and picks up her curry, shooing Jay away as he tries to steal another potato. “Get your own, you.”

      Raj takes the tablet and settles back against the well-worn couch, scrolling through the speakers list for the conference. It’s a wild mix of people with science-sounding degrees and job titles that have to be made up. “Here’s your color therapy,” he says. “This person’s the founder — sorry, chief mixologist — of a place called Color University. She fixes the color of your aura with some sort of proprietary tech her company developed.”

      He recognizes a few names from the pulp talk shows that are often on in the background at the less-than-classy bars he frequents. A lot of the anti-tech movement types who sell ways to protect yourself from modern life — things like anti-nanite packs that are basically herb blends to induce vomiting, or sleeping halos to realign your mind after a day of being washed by electronic waves.

      “What is wrong with her?” Las points to the screen, where a woman is attempting her best flirty smile with lips that look like they’ve been pressed against a pane of glass.

      Alex cranes his neck to see. “I saw a commercial for it once. It’s like a spray that covers your entire body in a transparent film to protect your skin from all the nanites and toxins in the environment or whatever.”

      “‘Invisible protection,’” reads Lasadi. “Right, invisible. Can’t even tell she’s encased in plastic.”

      “Here’s one for you, Alex,” says Raj. “Grow muscle mass while you sleep to stay fit in zero G.”

      Jay frowns at the ad. “I’m suspicious.”

      “Yeah,” says Alex. “Definitely not a replacement for getting your reps in.”

      Jay gives the kid a satisfied nod, and Raj hides his smile. Since they left Indira, Alex has been joining Jay in the Nanshe’s cargo hold gym. Raj had worried the taciturn mechanic might be getting annoyed with Alex, but Jay seems to have taken him under his wing, and Alex obviously adores him.

      Their little crew is coming together nicely.

      Raj gets to the end of the speakers list and shakes his head. “There’s no A. Leb. here. Maybe Aya Marga did just need a piece of scrap paper.” He tabs over to the conference schedule, scanning sessions with names like “Inner Peace at Modern Tempos” and “Divining From Within.” The marquee talk seems to be with someone called the Voice of Power, and individual “memory therapy and dream stimulation” sessions are available with that person for a month’s worth of Raj’s rent in Ironfall.

      “What’s this symbol?” Lasadi asks, pointing to a crescent moon lying on its back so the horns pointed up, balanced on the point of a single teardrop. Raj ignores the way her braid brushes his arm as she leans in. Ignores the faint hint of smoky vetiver and sweet caramel that he catches sometimes when she’s this close; it must be some cream she uses, Lasadi doesn’t strike him as the kind of woman who splashes on cologne.

      Lasadi touches the symbol on the screen and Raj shakes away the thoughts as the tablet flashes to an “Access denied” screen.

      “It’s some sort of link,” she says. “But we need to be logged in to access it.”

      Ruby holds out a hand. “Give us a look.” She pops another curried potato in her mouth, then begins to type. She frowns. “A lot more security than I would have thought.”

      “Can you get in?”

      “Course I can.” She turns back to her typing. “How flash are your privilege protections, loves?”

      Raj glances around the bar, but no one’s paying attention to them. The best part about Segafredo’s is it mostly seems to cater to drifters, which means Raj isn’t likely to run into someone he’s scammed. Artemis City is one of those places where it feels like he’s running out of room to stretch his wings. He was starting to get recognized, and he’s stepped on a few too many toes. Even when he thought he was paying well enough to warrant some sort of loyalty, he’d gotten burned.

      Of course, if he hadn’t gotten burned stealing an artifact from the tech giant Parr Sumilang, he never would have needed Lasadi to save him from ending up in an Artemis City jail, or — more likely — out an airlock. It had been one more knot in a string of bad luck, but look where it landed him.

      Sitting next to — but definitely not too next to — Lasadi Cazinho. His captain, yes. But more than that, a woman he respects, admires, and has absolutely not fallen head over heels for.

      Five days ago, he bared her soul to her in a rush of post-near-death honesty. He told her he wanted more than friendship and camaraderie, and said he’d be willing to accept any decision she made. Five days ago, he’d been telling the truth. But she hasn’t said a word since, and despite how nice it feels to be sitting next to her, despite how natural and comfortable this little crew has become, he’s falling more in love with Lasadi every day.

      Which isn’t wise, not at all. Wrecking things with Lasadi means wrecking this new crew, and it’s awfully nice to be here with people he trusts. He’s still got the urge to look over his shoulder, but it’s not making him itch out of his skin like it used to. Jay’s sitting directly across from him with an eye on the door. Las is beside him with a good view of the bar, and Raj can keep watch on the hallway leading to the bathrooms. Ruby and Alex don’t have the same constant vigilance the others do, but that’s fine. He and Lasadi and Jay are trained for this.

      Raj can wait years for a yes; he doesn’t know how he’ll possibly live with a no.

      “Ah, heya,” Ruby says, and Raj shakes himself from his thoughts. “Apparently there’s a special programming track for the Children of Saint Alixhi.”

      “Who are they?” Raj asks.

      “Haven’t the slightest. But this could be our link to Aya Marga.”

      “Then we have to go.”

      Ruby whistles low. “It costs almost ten thousand credits to attend, only.” She purses her lips at the screen. “Sorry, I mean it’s an ‘investment sacrifice’ of ten thousand credits to attend. Saints in hell, the way they write: ‘Is your need to cling tight to the money you have holding you back from achieving your true potential — and the exponential riches that come with it? Take the first step towards releasing your full potential in life, love, and wealth. Pour your intentions into yourself and demonstrate your commitment to finally achieving your goals with the Voice of Power.’” She shakes her head. “The brass on them.”

      “What does that even mean?” Lasadi asks.

      “It means they’re aiming for a pretty exclusive audience,” says Raj. “One who won’t think twice about the cost.”

      “Do you suppose that’s what Aya Marga spent the convent’s money on?” Jay asks. “Or did she run off with it.”

      “Neither,” Alex says, sounding certain. Ruby gives him a second look. “Aya Marga cared about the convent more than anything. And she loved Aya Teresa. If she left without saying why, it’s because she thought she’d be coming right back. She wouldn’t have blown the money on a bunch of fad diets and auras, and she wouldn’t have run off. Something happened to her.”

      “We’ll find her,” Raj says. “And this conference is our best lead. We need to get in there and learn more about the Children of Saint Alixhi.”

      “And then what?” asks Lasadi.

      “Then we improvise.”

      Las frowns. “That doesn’t sound like a plan, plan.”

      “Some plans are more fun that way.”

      For a moment Raj thinks she’ll shut him down, but Lasadi finally nods. “I’m not a good enough actor to pretend to care about fad diets,” she says. “I nominate you and Ruby.”

      “I’ll need something nicer than this to wear.” Ruby cocks her head at Raj. “Hope you picked up a suit when we stopped in Ironfall?”

      “I did.” He’d hoped to wear it to impress Lasadi on a date, but at least it’ll come in handy for the job.

      “In that case, we’ve got a plan,” Lasadi says. “Sort of. I think it’s time for me to head back to the ship. Jay?”

      Jay drains the rest of his beer and stands.

      “You two sure you don’t want to stay here tonight?” Ruby asks. “Beds aren’t too bad.”

      Lasadi shakes her head. “I’m always more comfortable on the Nanshe,” she says. “We’ll catch you all in the morning.”

      The smile she turns on Raj isn’t any brighter than the one she gives Alex and Ruby, but it does linger a second longer. Or maybe that’s his imagination. But if imagination’s all he’s got to go on, he’ll let it curl warm as sunlight around his heart as long as he can.
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      The Nanshe feels wrong.

      No — Lasadi stops herself. Not wrong. Lived-in.

      Alive. That’s the only way to describe what’s happened to this ship over the last few weeks: It’s come alive.

      Lasadi’s always felt more comfortable sleeping on the Nanshe. She could have gotten her own apartment in Ironfall, like Jay had. But for the last three years her ultimate goal was to earn enough to buy the Nanshe from their old employer, Nico Garnet — and every credit spent on housing put that goal further out. The Nanshe hadn’t been the most comfortable place to live, but that wasn’t any fault of the ship. It simply hadn’t belonged to her, so she hadn’t let herself be comfortable here. She’d kept it spotless, kept all traces of herself tidied up in the unlikely event that Nico might demand the ship back at any moment.

      Now, though? The Nanshe has gone from one woman’s hermit cell to the home of five people, and the energy is . . . pleasant?

      There’s another woman’s beauty products left in the shower — Ruby’s hair care regimen is far more involved than Lasadi’s let-it-dry-in-a-braid routine. Alex’s jacket is draped over one of the chairs in the galley. A novelty magnet-backed holo of the Figment of the North, the famous racing ship she’d been thrilled to fly in the Liluri Star Run, is stuck to the refrigerator. Lasadi suspects Raj bought it.

      Of course, the biggest difference is in the rooms. The Nanshe’s a Starward-class Mapalad Lowboy, which is advertised to support ten crew and passengers — though that would be tight. The passenger deck has the galley, medbay, and four crew cabins positioned around the forward ladder to the flight deck. Ruby claimed the one that mirrors Lasadi’s in the bow of the ship, leaving the two bunk bed rooms off the galley to Raj and Alex. Jay has always slept in one of the two cabins on the lower cargo deck, closer to the engine in case anything goes wrong.

      Everyone left their doors open for the maintenance crew to access if they need to, and Lasadi can’t help but be curious. None of the other crew members had brought personal items on the job to Auburn Station, or when they flew to Indira chasing after Lasadi. But they stopped by Ironfall on the way here to pick up everyone’s things, and now each cabin is showing off its inhabitant’s personality.

      Raj’s cittern is strapped to the wall, sporting the new strings she bought him, though she still hasn’t heard him play it. His room is military tidy, in contrast to Alex’s wreck and Ruby’s tumble of colorful clothes. Alex has slapped up some decorations, though — Lasadi’s heart twinges as she spots a cheap wall display rotating through a stream of stills of Qacha Batbayar, the New Manila Liberation Front soldier Alex left his heart with on Indira.

      Even Lasadi’s room has a lot more personality now than it did when Nico Garnet owned the Nanshe. Jay had once accused her of not even leaving her toothbrush out, and he was right. But now she’s put up a few wall displays of her own, though they’re just cycling through landscape images that seemed nice and generic. The idea of putting her personal memories on display like Alex makes her break out in a cold sweat.

      “Are you done snooping?”

      Lasadi whirls, heart pounding like a teenager caught in her sibling’s bedroom. Jay’s got a shoulder propped against the hallway to the galley; she’d been so lost in thought she hadn’t heard him come up from the cargo deck.

      “I wasn’t snooping. Are you done criticizing the progress in the engine room?”

      “It’s completely moxed,” he says. “I don’t know why the hell they had to take apart the drive to fix the fuel flow. I’m going over that invoice with a fine-toothed comb when they’re done to make sure we’re not getting any ‘service upsells’ we didn’t want.”

      “If you want to do it yourself, we can fire them.”

      “I don’t want to do it, I just want to complain about it.”

      “Are they ripping us off or not?”

      Jay shrugs one shoulder. “No, they’re fine. But they’re mucking with my ship and I don’t
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