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STANDING IN THE ENTRANCE to her family’s store, Libbi Narayan Wilder had to face the grim truth: it was mid-afternoon, prime shopping time, and the place was empty.

Wilder Supply had never looked better, with its shiny renovations and a fresh coat of cheerful paint—except for the unnatural quiet. No customers laughing or chatting. No children begging for candy or running around the kids’ area. Not even anyone lined up to complain. No one wanting anything from them at all. The emptiness of it hollowed her out inside. 

“Is that a specific something-wrong sigh, or just a sigh of general suckiness?” asked Mixin from behind the counter.

Libbi poured herself a cup of chai from the carafe meant for customers—it was still full—and leaned on the counter opposite her friend. She was worn out after trekking around Brennex all morning, another flailing attempt to bring in business.

“Can I say both? You were right. No one wants to cross-promote with us. The other businesses in this dome don’t care about foot traffic from the spaceport—they want folks from the neighborhood, not rowdy tourists—and the spaceport businesses don’t want to send their customers way out here.” She rolled her eyes. “I’d say we’re in the wrong location, except we were here first.”

“‘Five generations in the same family, dating back to Founder Marta Wilder,’” Mixin wryly quoted from the plaque out front. 

“I wonder if some of the newer folks are happy to see a founding family business in trouble. Like it’s our comeuppance.”

“Not your family! Folks like you and your parents. Besides, this place is an institution.”

“Maybe we should turn it into a museum.” At Mix’s raised brows, Libbi hurried to add, “I don’t mean that! Ancestor Marta forgive me.” 

The Founders had turned this rock of a planet into a home, building houses out of salvage and raising the habitat domes with their own hands. If they could do all that, surely Libbi could turn around the fortunes of a single store.

Two weeks ago, when they finally finished repairs from the burst water main and held their grand reopening, Libbi and her parents had thought it was a huge success. People from across Brennex had turned out to support them, and between advertising, word of mouth, and offers of free home-baked cookies and chai, they’d drawn decent traffic from the spaceport, too. But the locals had never been the Wilders’ customer base, and in the months they’d been closed, most travelers through the spaceport either had missed the news that they’d reopened, or worse, had found new places to shop and were lost for good.

Brennex was just a waypoint for most travelers, and Wilder Supply had built a reputation on having everything that a ship passing through might need, from snacks to repair materials to literal nuts and bolts. They catered to all the most common species in these parts, which made them a favorite of multi-species crews, and they embodied Brennexian kitsch in a way that’d made them a tourist attraction, too. 

Of course, winning back customers would be easier if they were fully stocked and had all their usual attractions back—the holo-exhibits bringing Brennexian history to life, the old model spaceship that kids could climb into and play pilot. But repairing those would be expensive, and to make money they needed customers, and to attract customers they needed…something. But what? She felt like she was grasping at starlight, and everything she tried kept slipping through her hands.

She shook off the thought before she could spiral any further. “Did I miss anything here?”

“We had a couple spacer groups through. I sold one of them a sound-muffler for his cabin, a fancy one! I caught him telling his shipmate, it was either that or a hammer to smash his next-door neighbor’s speaker system to stop their awful Majrin opera. I convinced him to choose nonviolence.” Mixin beamed.

She could tell Mix was playing up their enthusiasm to make her laugh, and it was working. “Maybe we need an aisle for shipboard peace-making tools. Hey, do you want to take your break now?”

“Nah, I’m good. But can you show me again how to check the delivery schedule? I got a question I couldn’t answer…”

Mixin was still learning some parts of the business. They’d spent half their childhood afternoons here with Libbi, playing in the back of the store or doing homework in the apartment upstairs, but had never worked here before the flood. Most of the store’s regular employees had found other jobs while it was closed, and Pa wouldn’t ask anyone to come back while their finances were so uncertain. When the store reopened, Mix had come to help, and Libbi had never been more grateful to any friend in her life. Mixin’s joking and gossiping was making this bearable.

While Libbi was showing Mixin the tracking system, one of their vendors arrived with their regular shipment (much reduced, now, and would they have to adjust it again?). To Libbi’s surprise, Mags Shipp, the matriarch of her own family business, was making the delivery herself. Libbi had never figured out whether Shipp was the real family name or one adopted to fit the business, but she liked the Shipps, who’d been doing business with the Wilders since before she was born.

“Auntie Mags! It’s an honor.”

“Well, I had to see how things were going for you.” Mags ran a hand along one of the new shelves, not commenting on its sparsely packed merchandise. “Looking nice! Clean as spit. Pretty quiet though, huh?”

From another vendor, that might have been a criticism, but Mags was honest but kind, and Libbi could feel her sincere if shapeless desire to help.

“Yeah, a bit quiet. It’ll pick up soon, though, don’t worry!” Libbi said, as if repeating it enough would make it true. “Mixin, you want to check the packing sheet on this one?”

“I’m on it, boss!”

Mixin followed Mags to the back, and Libbi staffed the counter in case anyone came in. She was sending messages on her handheld, scheduling another promotional interview—Sasha Starborne, the big-deal travel writer, was passing through Brennex next week and Libbi was playing schedule ping-pong with her—when the front door opened. 

It was no one Libbi knew, but instead of heading for the aisles, the newcomer strode up to the counter. Fritter, the usually-sedate calico who’d been snoozing under the counter, startled awake and made a furtive run for the back of the store. Libbi caught a flash of the cat’s yearning for her favorite hiding place above the shelves in the storage room, then the visitor had her attention.

“Hello. I’m looking for Liberation Wilder. I believe she works for this…establishment.”

His gaze skated over the store—the decor of kitschy, old-fashioned promotional posters and local kids’ art, including some childhood efforts of herself and her siblings. The new shelving (a third of the space still empty) made from deliberately mismatched, repurposed building materials. Fresh, brightly colored red and blue paint with splashes of yellow covering the walls. All quintessentially Brennexian, honoring how the Founders built their homes out of whatever was on hand, and decorated with bright colors to add cheer to those difficult early days. 

Libbi didn’t like the curl of this man’s lips as he studied her family’s accomplishments. Was he here with some kind of business offer?

“This store belongs to the Wilder family, specifically my parents. How can I help you?”

The stranger gave the slightest of frowns. “You’re Liberation? You don’t look like I expected.”

“Oh? Do you know my family?” She tried not to reflect his rudeness in her own voice.

“Only by reputation, I’m afraid.”

He must have expected her to look like Kay and Jasper, who took after Ma and the Narayan side of the family, with deeper brown skin and wavy black hair. Libbi’s red-brown curls came from Pa’s side. Her siblings wouldn’t have called her Liberation, though. Her parents did, but only because she couldn’t make them stop.

“Everyone calls me Libbi,” she continued. “And you are…?”

“I’m conducting a study, and I believe you would be an ideal participant. I’d welcome your friends as well, if they’re interested.” He nodded to Mixin, who’d come out from the storeroom and lurked down an aisle, watching as if he were a fascinating but possibly poisonous alien bug. “You’ll be well compensated for your time.”

Libbi needed money from paying customers, not one-off gigs. “Who gave you my name?” she said, as Mixin asked, “What’s this study about?”

“Ah, yes. I’m researching the effects of being raised in a domed environment on the physiological and mental well-being of younger adults. The first stage is simply a screener questionnaire. For those who meet the criteria, I’ll take bio-scans and conduct some tests. Nothing invasive! And you will be compensated.”

“So you said.” Libbi’s brow furrowed as she studied him. 

Something wasn’t quite right about the man. He was tidy, clean-shaven, dressed in loose synthetics like any of a hundred other off-world travelers who (in better times) came through Wilder Supply while their ship was in port. Light-skinned, short-haired, honestly pretty generic-looking except for the shiny new headset he wore. From the precise way he spoke, she could believe he was a scientist, but there was a sliminess to him, like the way he slipped out of answering her questions. She just didn’t like him.

Out of nowhere, her gift flared up. 

Nothing changed in the stranger’s face, but she got a sudden wave of wanting from him, a greed aimed at her. But for what? Nothing she could conceptualize clearly, which usually meant it was an abstract want. 

Her gift was a frustration to her, murky and unreliable compared to the gifts of her sibs and friends. It worked best on food—if she’d worked in a tea shop or restaurant, she could dazzle customers by recommending exactly what they didn’t know they wanted. Sometimes in the store, she could tell what a customer was looking for if they had strong feelings about it. Not new pipe insulation or size seven flat-top screws, but wants closer to the heart, like a warm blanket or a replacement for a favorite tool. She could tell if someone had creepy sexual interest in her or her friends. More rarely, she could pick out immaterial wants like a hug, or the wish to escape a deathly dull conversation. 

It wasn’t consistent, though, and none of those fit the slimy stranger. His want felt more possessive. Not sexual, thank the Founders, but more like ambition. Enthusiasm for his research? Her gift faded before she could decide.

She shot a glance at Mixin, who shook their head slightly to say they didn’t like this either. Their gift didn’t help them read people, but Mix’s regular old gut feeling seemed to agree with Libbi’s about this guy.

“Sorry, but I’m afraid I can’t help you,” she told the stranger, as if telling a customer the model of wrench they needed was out of stock.

He took a half-step forward, leaning in. “It’s important. Just a small amount of your time, for science!”

“Don’t have much of that to spare. Running a store is hard work.”

“Oh, you seem to have quite the bustling business here.” He glanced meaningfully around at the empty store. “You can’t think that selling people screwdrivers is more important than expanding scientific knowledge!”

Libbi bristled, like Fritter when another cat wandered past the window. She might’ve let him post his info on their request-and-trade board, but now she changed her mind. “As this is a place of business, if you aren’t looking to buy something, I have to ask you to leave.”

“I’m trying to buy your cooperation,” he huffed. “For a very good cause, one that will make the universe measurably better if I’m successful.”

Measurably better? The universe? From studying domed habitation? This guy had quite the high opinion of himself.

“I wish you luck. I’m still not interested.”

He opened his mouth to argue more, but Mixin spoke up. “Keep telling my friend she’s stupid. I’m new here, so I’ve never gotten to physically throw someone out before.”

Wisely, he seemed to decide on a tactical retreat. “What about your sister, Kay? Perhaps she’ll be more reasonable. Is she around?”

“No.”

“When will she be back?”

“She doesn’t live here anymore,” Libbi said. “Please go recruit somewhere else.”

He’d started to turn away when Mixin asked, “Hey, got an infocard? In case we get enlightened about how great science is and change our minds.”

“Mix,” Libbi hissed. They’d been so close to getting rid of him.

The look he gave Mixin cut like a utility knife, short but stabby. He tapped a command to his headset and fired a data packet to Mixin. “The location of my office is in there. Share it with your friends. All participants will be generously compensated.”

He marched out the door, and the tension between Libbi’s shoulders let go. Mixin was right; she felt disappointed not to have to literally throw him out. Oh, well. He might be back, Founders forbid. 

“Wow. What a waste of oxygen, that one, huh?” said Mags Shipp, who was standing behind Mixin, arms folded in disapproval. 

“Crap, sorry, Mx. Mags!” Mixin said. “I didn’t mean to abandon you. Libs, I came to ask you a question about the order, and now I can’t remember what it was.”

Mags waved off the apology. Libbi was sure that Mixin had noticed the conversation, found it interesting or alarming or both, and made up the “urgent question” as an excuse to eavesdrop. She was glad to have the backup.

“Why’d you ask for his info?” she asked Mixin. Then, as Mix woke their handheld, “Wait, check it for bugs!”

“It’s clean.” Mixin projected the file in the air. It was a tiny thing, just a name—Dr. Derek Spark, which sounded like something out of a bad spy serial—and an address she didn’t recognize.

“Don’t tell me you’re thinking of taking his offer,” Libbi said.

“Oh, absolutely not. I just wonder what sort of con he’s running.”

“You don’t think he’s really a scientist?” Libbi frowned. “You sound like my brother.”

“You’re no fun.” Mixin sighed dramatically. “Though, he’d make a great mad scientist, wouldn’t he?”

“There’s no need to go inventing trouble, kiddo.” Mags Shipp’s voice took on a hard edge. “He’s probably just your everyday asshole, and that’s trouble enough. I’d steer clear of him, if I were you.”

Mags headed back to finish unloading the delivery. As Libbi and Mixin followed, Mixin said under their breath, “Wouldn’t he, though?”

“He certainly would.” Libbi laughed, and more of her uneasiness drained away. She loved Mixin dearly, but they were always looking for life to be more like a serial, all drama and adventure. It didn’t seem right, Mixin liked to say, to be born with literal powers and not use them for anything interesting. 

“But seriously,” Mix went on. “I wonder how many other people he’s pestering. Maybe we should warn folks.”

Libbi shrugged. “As much as I hate to admit it, considering what an asshole he is, he’s probably harmless. I wouldn’t help him, but if someone really needs the money…”

It occurred to Libbi that there was one person she should ask about Dr. Spark. Whoever he was, Spark knew someone in her family “by reputation” and had dropped Kay’s name. Maybe Kay would know his. Certainly she’d want to know if someone was asking about her. And unlike Mixin—or worse, her brother Jasper—Kay wouldn’t jump straight to conspiracy theories. 

Probably not, anyway.

She kept the note casual, just in case. Hey, sis. Quick question: Does the name Derek Spark mean anything to you? Client of yours or something? Guy asked after you at the store today. Was wondering if you know him or if he’s just a weirdo.

She read it over, wondering if she should mention Spark’s study, or how obnoxious he’d been. She still felt annoyed thinking about him. But then a group of customers came in—real customers!—who needed help finding an obscure piece of hardware. She hastily sent the note before she could forget.
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WHEN MIXIN HAD OFFERED to work with Libbi and her parents to get the store back up and running, they’d thought it would be fun working with Libbi. But in the past two weeks, they’d barely seen their friend. When Libbi wasn’t scheduling interviews or designing ads or writing pitches to travel guides about their historic-yet-modern-and-extremely-relevant store, she was in the office poring over spreadsheets with her father, trying to figure out ways to save money. Mixin didn’t mind the mundane work of staffing the floor and helping customers, but they missed their friend.

They’d never admit it, but helping Libbi get rid of the obnoxious Dr. Spark a couple days ago had been the entertainment highlight of their week.

Mix stuck their head into the cramped office where Libbi and her father toiled away at separate screens. As far as Mixin had noticed, neither of them had said a word for the past hour or more. 

“Hey, Libs. Time to go.”

Libbi started and blinked at the clock. “Already? Ugh, sorry Mix, but I don’t think I can make it tonight. There’s so much to do…”

“We need you,” Mixin said firmly. “Dashiell and Sage are busy with family stuff, and we need a fourth for all the best games. Besides, you can’t leave me alone with Hope and Sujay pining over each other. I’ll pretend not to notice, but you know I’ll say something wrong and make it weird.”

Libbi’s mouth quirked. “Mixin Li-Khana, you’re not nearly as socially awkward as you pretend.”

“No, I’m trying to guilt you into coming, obviously. Work with me here!” Mixin rolled their eyes. “Uncle Jackson, can you please tell your daughter she works too hard?”

Libbi’s father chuckled appreciatively. “Go see your friends, Liberation. There’s nothing here that can’t wait.” He rose and stretched. “I should take Mixin’s advice too. Perhaps I’ll go tend the roof garden until your mother gets home.”

Libbi looked about to protest, so Mixin grabbed her by the elbow and steered her out of the office.

Board game night was a weekly tradition with their friends, though lately it’d been harder to get everyone together. They met at a nearby Kovari pub which had a huge collection of games that anyone could play at their table. There were also competitive holo-games lining the walls in the main room, but their group preferred the quieter space in back. Thanks to their so-called gifts, a legacy of the corporate occupation they were too young to remember, enough of their generation had problems with crowds, noise, or sensory stimulation in general that they defaulted to quieter socializing whenever they could. It was dim and cozy back here, the air warm with the smell of beer and rich mudclam pie.

Mixin took their usual seat, facing the room so they could watch the flitting conversations from the other tables, and sipped a fruity drink, the sweetness balancing out the sharpness of cheap Kovari rhakka. Mostly empty, it wasn’t a great night for people-watching, though at least the couple across the room were being passive-aggressive at each other. Libbi was sipping a sour ale but looked distracted, probably thinking about work, so while Hope Yeh and Sujay Narayan argued over what game to play, Mixin distracted themself trying to figure out what the couple was fighting about. Obviously a well-worn argument, the way they were talking around it. Their conversation rolled out like subtitles in Mixin’s vision, courtesy of their gift, but that didn’t help when it was all I told you, whatever you want and do you even listen. Their words bumped into each other as one cut the other off.

Hope said, “And there was this guy at the gallery trying to recruit us for some study. Really pushy about it, too. As if we couldn’t tell he’s trying to exploit us.”

Mixin’s attention jolted back to their friends. Sujay had fetched a game, finally, and was setting up the pieces: a variant on kazi-kovi where the board was designed like an ocean, and all the pieces sea creatures. Mix leaned forward. “We might have met the same guy. What was he like?”

Hope’s brow furrowed as she tried to describe him. “Brown hair, short, kind of aggressively normal-looking. And a pink face, like he comes from a planet with atmosphere and sun.”

“I was going to say pink like a skin condition, or maybe an anger management problem,” said Sujay. “And he smelled like an asshole.” Mixin snorted, and he protested, “To me, I mean! Not literally.”

Mixin didn’t envy Libbi’s cousin Sujay, whose gift manifested the personalities of people around him as smells. He chose his company very carefully.

“Sounds like the same guy who came into the store a few days ago. He tried to recruit Libbi,” Mixin said.

Libbi added, “But the weird thing was, he asked for me by name.”

“Ew,” said Hope. “Why?”

“He didn’t say. He asked about my sister, too, and kept saying, ‘Tell your friends.’ Not family, just friends.”

“That’s right.” Hope made a face like she’d stepped in some mystery puddle on the street. “Maybe I’m being oversensitive, but I got this sense of don’t tell your parents, little girl, just do what I say.”

“I thought it was that he didn’t want attention on his nefarious plot,” said Mixin. “Only wanted to reach his ideal test subjects, and hoped no one else would notice.”

“What do you think, Mix? He’s some sort of mad scientist?” Sujay nudged Mixin, teasing. 

“Sure, laugh at me. One day I’ll be right.” Mixin waved away his joke as if it didn’t bother them, and squelched the voice inside that added: It would be exciting if he was. Exciting in a bad way. Bad, very bad.

 They leaned forward, elbows on the table. “But seriously, what if he’s not just some stuck-up academic with no social skills? What if he sought us out specifically?”

No one answered for a minute. Libbi was the one to say, “You don’t mean… You think he’s looking for Losts?”

“Founders save us,” Hope whispered. Libbi and Sujay shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

“You’re guessing. There’s no real reason to think that. Right?” Libbi said. “Why would anyone want to study us after all this time?”

It wouldn’t be the first time some scientist or journalist had wanted to study Brennex’s Lost Generation. But that hadn’t happened in ages, not since they were kids, and their parents had turned away all the questions. Besides, as far as Mix knew, those people had been up-front about their intentions.

The fertility crisis on Brennex wasn’t a secret, exactly. It had been public knowledge during the late occupation, one of their big arguments in favor of breaking free from Ravel Corporation. All the evidence had said that Brennex’s declining birth rates had to do with Ravel’s local pharmaceutical factory. Contamination in the air or water, something like that. Of course, Ravel had denied there was a problem, so Brennex had made a big fuss about it in interplanetary news.

That, however, was before the surviving kids born during the occupation started growing up. Their numbers might be few, a quarter of what they should have been, but the Lost Generation were far from ordinary in other ways. As soon as the adults had realized about their generation’s “gifts,” Brennex had stopped talking to the off-world press about fertility rates, stopped pushing for investigations, and Ravel was only too happy to forget the crisis that they—still—claimed had never happened. Curious journalists or sociologists sometimes came looking for a story to tell, but the community closed ranks and protected their kids’ secrets fiercely.

Ravel Corporation might not care about a bunch of dead babies on one of their minor outposts, but they would definitely be interested in whatever accident had resulted in psychic abilities for the survivors. No one wanted Ravel to get interested in Brennex again. Keeping their gifts secret was how they saved themselves from getting made into lab rats—and saved Brennex from another occupation.

“You all look as if you’re losing a tournament,” said a Kovari server. It was Racing Starter, a Lost who was a couple years older than them. She’d always been friendly to their group as regulars. “Do you want to play a different game? Or need more food?” 

Libbi told her about their suspicious visitor. “Have you seen anyone like that poking around?”

“I haven’t, nor have my teammates mentioned such a person. I’ll warn them, though, and we will watch and listen.”

“Thanks, Starter.” Libbi looked around the table. “Do we know anyone else who’s run into him?”

“Um, actually, yeah,” said Sujay. “Last time I saw Ever, he told me he’d been offered a gig. I wonder now if he’d been talking to this guy. I didn’t make the connection, but he used that same phrase, ‘well compensated.’”

“Damn. Ever hasn’t been doing great lately, has he?”

“I don’t think so. He’s been scarce.”

He was a sweet guy, but Ever struggled more than most of them with his gift, which made it intensely stressful for him to be around people and impossible to hold onto a job. He had no family but his father, who only made matters worse. And Ever wasn’t the only Lost who had trouble that way. They all watched out for each other, but Ever needed more help than his friends could give. 

“I saw Ever Wright last week,” said Racing Starter. “He was lingering outside the pub one night. I gave him our kitchen remnants to eat and offered him a place to sleep, but he left. When did you speak to him, Sujay?”

“Two days ago, I think. Has anyone seen him since then?”

There was a pause that stretched a little too long.

“That’s normal for him, though, to disappear for a couple days, exploring the tunnels or whatever. Might not mean anything,” Hope ventured. She leaned closer to Sujay.

“Could someone else have messed with him? Another traveler, or even a local?” Mixin asked.

“He’s usually careful to stay away from off-worlders,” said Sujay. “And I’ve never heard of a local attacking one of us.”

“People have gotten more open about resenting us, lately.” Libbi frowned. “The ones who think we take up more than our share of medical and social services.”

“Or the ones creeped out by our gifts,” Mixin said. “Maybe someone’s gone beyond giving us dirty looks.”

“I had a haircut canceled three times last month,” said Hope. “I scheduled it, then I showed up and suddenly they didn’t have time for me. Eventually I went somewhere else. A haircut!”

When the Losts had been cute little kids, the whole community had rallied around them, even if some were jealous of their parents. But the older they got, the more they needed mental health support and disability accommodations, and some older folks had gotten bitter toward them. And Mix could understand why people didn’t like the idea of someone reading their emotions or otherwise learning about them in ways that seemed supernatural. They glanced at the couple across the room, who were quiet now, angrily moving pieces around the board.

“Still, though. That’s a long way from…whatever’s up with Ever,” said Sujay. “No one wants to bring outside attention to us. And why now, just when this off-worlder shows up?”

Mixin blanched, feeling ill. “I don’t know which is worse, if it’s a local or this Spark guy. Actually, no, the mad scientist would be worse. I hope he’s just some asshole.” And I hope Ever’s okay.

“He probably is,” Libbi said, but little creases between her brows showed she was worried, too. “We should be careful, though. I’ll post on the feeds about it, see who else he’s talking to. Maybe someone who’s done his little survey can tell us more.”

Racing Starter went back to work, and the rest of them turned back to their board game, but they’d lost all enthusiasm for it. It wasn’t long before they abandoned it, by mutual agreement, and headed home.




THE ARTIFICIAL SUNLIGHT OF the dome overhead had long since dimmed to night levels, and though the thoroughfares were well lit as always, somehow the lamps cast deeper shadows than usual. There was always music in their neighborhood in the evenings, and usually that gave Mixin joy, but tonight the songs clashed and competed, discordant, unnerving. Mixin tried not to look like they were staring at passersby, watching for suspicious conversations. 

Someone laughed in the too-loud way of the very drunk, and Libbi jumped out of her socks. Apparently it wasn’t just Mixin.

“You okay, Libs?”

Libbi ground her teeth. “I hate feeling unsafe on the street. This isn’t the spaceport, it’s our own neighborhood! Why am I so twitchy?”

“Because there’s a mad scientist running around poking his nose in our secrets?”

“Do you want that to be true?”

“Of course not!” 

“Well, there’s not, anyway. There’s no actual evidence that anything’s wrong.”

“You’re telling yourself that. But deep down, you’re worried, too.” Mixin glanced sidelong at her, but Libbi’s gaze was fixed on the pavement.

She laughed uneasily. “Just because we’re Gifted doesn’t mean we can’t be paranoid. My imagination’s running away with me.”

“Mine too?”

Libbi snorted. “Your imagination hopped a spaceship when you were a kid and it hasn’t slowed down since.” That made Mixin grin. “We both just need to relax and be rational about this.”

Mixin hesitated, knowing Libbi wouldn’t like this idea. “We could talk to the Cooperative, ask them to check it out…”

“No!”

“Not your brother. Just the local folks here.”

“No, there’s no need. I’m sure Ever will turn up tomorrow and tell us we were worried about nothing.”

Mixin raised their brows. “Yeah? Why are you so twitchy, then?”

Libbi didn’t answer, but as they reached the Wilder home, she hesitated at the door. “Well, here we are. You okay going on from here?”

“It’s two blocks. I think I can manage.” When Libbi looked doubtful, they added, “If a mad scientist comes after me, I’ll scream and wake the neighborhood.”

Libbi chuckled. “Fair.”

“But seriously,” Mixin said, “if Ever doesn’t come back soon…”

“Then we’ll go look for him. But he will. He always does.” Libbi smiled, as if trying to convince herself. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

“All right. Good night, Libs.”

Mixin kept a careful eye out for mad scientists as well as shadowy assassins, trailing thugs, or spies lingering outside their apartment, all the things that serials had taught them to be wary of, but the streets remained unrelentingly mundane. Upstairs, they found Ma and Mom on the couch watching their latest favorite serial, a Majrin legal thriller called Blood and Paperwork. To the Majrin, Mixin gathered, the paperwork part was equally as thrilling as the blood part.

“Hey, hon. How was game night?”

“Eh. Fine. We mostly talked.”

Shifting over, Ma patted the cushion beside her. “Want to watch?”

What Mixin wanted was to crawl down a sewer pipe of increasingly ludicrous search topics until they ended up with a plan for escaping secret research facilities using only a hairpin and a dirty sock, but Libbi’s genuine, real-world anxiety had gotten to Mixin, and they didn’t want to make it worse. Not without cause, actual cause, and even they had to admit, there was a 99% chance this was nothing. Well, 95%. At least 90%, at the very minimum. The point was, they had no evidence that this Dr. Spark was anything other than a stuffed-up academic who’d picked the wrong place to do his research.

Yeah, some good, twisty, fictional intrigue would be a nice distraction.

They plopped down on the couch beside their mothers. “Okay, catch me up. Who’s betraying who?”




LIBBI PAUSED ON THE stairs to check her headset. Kay had replied to the message she’d dashed off the other day, but her sister had given no answers, only asking more questions. What was Spark doing on Brennex? Where was he from? What did he say about Kay? Did he claim to know her? What else had he said to Libbi?

She leaned her forehead against the wall and groaned aloud. This was the opposite of useful. Was this interrogation because Kay didn’t know Spark, or because she thought she might? If he was trouble, presumably Kay would have said so. But if she wasn’t worried, she could have said that, too.

Great. Now her sister was feeding Libbi’s stress, too. Hadn’t Kay done some work for Jasper’s activist group not long ago? Maybe his professional paranoia had rubbed off on her, and Kay was sharing it around. This was why she hadn’t looped in Jasper—he would swoop in with a cargo crate’s worth of unwanted advice to defend the family from probably imaginary enemies.

She loved her siblings dearly. It wasn’t their fault they both still thought of her as twelve years old; they’d hardly been around since then. Oh, wait: that was entirely their fault.

She debated whether to even answer, but silence might make Kay worry more. She sent a reply telling Kay to chill (in more tactful language) and promising everything was fine. It might not even be a lie. She had no proof that anything was wrong. Just a feeling. Her gut feelings were more meaningful than most people’s, but that didn’t mean she should let her siblings freak out when they were light-years away. It wasn’t like they could help, anyway.

The family apartment was spacious, taking up most of the area above the sprawling store. Wilders had lived in this space for generations, but instead of feeling old, it was cozy, dim and plush like a burrow.

At the family shrine, she paused to ask her ancestors’ blessings as usual, but suddenly felt aware of how she was doing the ritual by rote, not really feeling the words she murmured. So she slowed down, taking her time as she activated each tiny lamp and holo-projector. She appealed to all the Founders collectively, and to her own ancestors in specific, and particularly to Marta Wilder, her favorite, who had started Wilder Supply and built Brennex into a trading post. “Help me through this, Ancestor Marta. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m so overwhelmed. Please, help me keep the store going and everyone safe.”

The little holo of Marta gave a stock answer, one of Marta’s famous quotes about hard work being the key to achieving your dreams. It didn’t comfort Libbi as much as usual.

She found Ma and Pa in the kitchen, sharing a pot of mint tea and talking about what sounded like tedious Council business. Libbi didn’t know the context—despite Ma’s position on the Council, Libbi’s eyes glazed over with the details of permits and regulations—but she sat with them and poured herself a cup of tea, basking in the familiarity of the moment. Fritter hopped up on her lap, sniffed at her tea, then settled down and started purring.

Her, Ma, and Pa. It had been the three of them for half her life now. She’d still been a kid when Jasper had left home, and Kay had followed as soon as she could get away with it. They’d both been so eager to flee this place. Libbi missed them sometimes, but she cherished her closeness with her parents, the way they relied on her and seemed, finally, at long last, to see her as an adult.

Ma patted her hand. “How was your evening, sweetheart?”

“It was fine.” 

“Just fine?”

Libbi bit her lip, and she made a decision. “Have you heard anything about a scientist poking around, recruiting study participants?”

Her parents looked at each other, and shook their heads. 

“What sort of study?” Pa asked.

“Effects of domed habitats or something. At least, that’s what he said when he came to the store.”

“You don’t believe him?” 

“He was weird, that’s all.” She stroked the cat’s soft fur, giving extra attention to Fritter’s favorite spot at the back of her neck. “When have scientists ever been interested in Brennex, except for, you know…?”

Ma gave her a sad smile. “We used to have science programs of our own, before the occupation. We’re ideally situated for some types of studies, because of the lack of atmosphere outside the domes. Some interesting geological features, too. I’m sorry we raised you to be so suspicious of such things.”

“We had to, of course. We’d have driven off an army of scientists to keep you safe, Liberation,” said Pa. “But it’s been…what, Shanthi? Nearly a decade since anyone’s thought to study the fertility crisis?”

“Nine years,” Ma said. Libbi remembered that. She’d been a teenager, old enough to understand the dangers as her parents and the older Losts politely but firmly insisted on their privacy. “That was a sociologist, wanting to study the social impacts on the affected children, and that seemed to be the end of it. There’s not much to study, now that you’re all grown up.”

“As far as they know,” Libbi muttered darkly.

Her parents’ mouths tightened in mirrored concern. “You’re not wrong to be cautious of outsiders,” Pa said. “But we worked very hard to protect the truth about you kids. If no one has spilled the secret in all this time, it’s unlikely to be an issue now.”

Ma reached over and stroked her hair, combing through her curls. “My ever-serious daughter. Take care of yourself and your friends, my dear, but as your grandmother would say, don’t borrow trouble. We didn’t want to raise you to be always afraid.”

But you did, Libbi thought. All she said was, “I’m going to bed now. Love you both.”
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TWO MORNINGS LATER, LIBBI woke to the sound of singing. Specifically her parents, singing a pop song Libbi wouldn’t have even thought they knew, and doing it loudly and badly. Sticking her head out of the covers, she caught a sharp whiff of… Oh, crap, was that Grandma’s homemade furniture polish? It was. 

Ma and Pa were cleaning. The house, not the store, and first thing in the morning, too. And they sounded happy about it. Libbi knew what that meant even before she checked her messages to confirm it.

It was worse than she thought: not one, but both of her siblings were coming home for an unexpected visit.

The message to the family was cheerful and unalarming. Allegedly, they’d realized that both of their current gigs were convenient to Brennex—the perfect excuse for a family reunion! Surprise! Never mind that nowhere was convenient to Brennex; their whole economic purpose was to serve travelers who had no choice but to cut through the middle of actual nowhere. Besides, Kay and Jasper had never done this before. Last time all of them had been home together, it’d been because Pa had guilt-tripped them into coming for a cousin’s wedding.

In case Libbi had any hint of doubt about their true reasons, there was another note, just to her: Don’t engage with this Spark guy, we suspect he’s bad news. Be there soon to help.

Damn it to the black, black void. Why did Kay have to be like this? And she’d dragged Jasper into it, too. Jasper the super-activist, who couldn’t let an injustice pass unchallenged if his life depended on it.

She hadn’t asked them for help! She certainly hadn’t asked them to swoop in and save her from whatever threat they imagined Spark might pose. She’d only messaged Kay in the first place to warn her, in case he was a creep who had some history with her. Now Kay was making her regret it.

She started a reply to tell them off:

Like I said, it’s nothing. You don’t have to come.

Nope, that sounded like she was ignoring the problem, and would only worry them more. She tried again:

I’ve got this. No help needed.

That, they would just ignore. Delete, try again:

Seriously, please don’t.

An extra exuberant strain of an old musical about the Founders reached her through the closed door. She sighed and threw her handheld onto the bed. It was too late. Now that they’d told Ma and Pa they were coming, Kay and Jasper couldn’t back out. Their parents got so excited every time one of the prodigal Wilder children visited, and to have the whole family together… Libbi couldn’t deny them that. 

Even if she’d be gritting her teeth the whole time.




SOWING OF SMALL HAVOC had learned to read his teammate’s moods well. The strangers they passed in the station corridors might see him as relaxed and confident, but to Havoc, tension caught at Mason’s every movement.

Havoc and Mason had come to meet Mason’s sister Kay and the ship Sunny on Silver Ring Station, riding a shuttle up from the mining planet below, where their latest campaign for the Cooperative had taken them. They would all travel on to Brennex together. Before he and Mason entered the section of the docking ring where Sunny waited, Havoc drew his partner aside.

Mason cocked his head, questioning. “Everything okay?”

“Breathe, Mason,” Havoc murmured. “We’re doing everything we can.”

“Oh. I’m fine.” He smiled unconvincingly. “Just anxious. All this might be nothing, or it might be our worst nightmare.”

Family, Havoc knew, was everything to his partner. Jasper Wilder had created a whole second identity as Mason Singh to protect his family from association with his activist life. That alternate self ran so deep that Havoc could only think of him as Mason. But that carefully woven protection had come apart, and his sisters were tangled up in the trouble that (in Mason’s mind) he’d brought to them. 

“I understand.” Havoc bent his head, pressing his forehead to Mason’s. “If there exists the slightest chance that Ravel is threatening your family, I will not leave your side.”

That brought back the smile that Havoc so loved. 

“I’m truly glad you’re here, eshrim,” Mason said. “Let’s do this.”

As they approached, Sunny opened the door to let them aboard. The ship must have been watching for them on the docking ring cameras.

“Jasper! Sowing of Small Havoc! Welcome! It’s a pleasure to see you again. Kay is obtaining supplies, and will return soon.”

“Thanks, Sunny. Permission to come aboard?” Mason said.

Sunny gave a confused trill. “Of course! My apologies, I thought that was implied.” 

Havoc resisted the impulse to chuckle. Sunny was still learning how to interact with people other than Grist, their former occupant-slash-handler. “He only means to offer you politeness, I think. It gladdens me to spend more time with you, Sunny.”

The ship chirped, sounding pleased. The main bay of the little ship was warm, and smelled pleasant compared to their last visit. Homey. He thought the lights had softened, too, and the cargo bay walls had been painted in bright colors. A runner rug spanned the corridor, adding a touch of softness. 

“You two have been decorating. I like it,” Havoc said.

“Indeed! Kay and I both wished to…refresh things, after Grist’s departure. I wanted her to feel at home and, well, I’ve never had the opportunity to make aesthetic choices for myself before. It’s been stressful. Wonderful, of course. But there are so many decisions to make!”

“I can imagine.” Mason grinned. “It works for you.”

“Would you like to see your room now? Do you need any refreshment, or rest? Kay said you would want time to ‘settle in.’”

“If we can just stow our things, that’d be great.”

“We travel often, and need little,” Havoc added.

“I’ve been studying how to be a good host, which is a new experience for me. Please ask if there’s anything you need—I promise not to be offended! I’ve adjusted the bed in the spare cabin to double-wide. Is that your preferred sleeping arrangement? I hope you will find it comfortable…”

At Sunny’s command, the door to the port side cabin swished open. Havoc hesitated. From his brief previous encounter with Sunny, Havoc knew this had been Grist’s cabin, and he held no fond memories of the former Ravel operative who had threatened them all and kidnapped Mason. Plus, he remembered the smell from when Grist had lived here.

“We rented an industrial cleaner with the income from our first gig together,” Sunny said quickly, as if they’d anticipated this hesitancy. “Kay wanted to make sure that, as she put it, not a single molecule of Grist’s presence remained.”

Havoc laughed and stepped into the room. “It cleaned up well! I smell nothing foul at all.”

Mason smiled warmly. “It’s great, Sunny. Thanks for making us feel so welcome.”

Won over by Sunny’s eagerness to please, they accepted an offer of drinks—Brennexian chai for Mason and green tea for Havoc—and were just finishing when Kay got back.

“Jasp! Hey, Havoc!” She gave her brother a fierce hug, then held her arms out to offer Havoc the same, head tilted to make the gesture a question. She remembered that touching was taboo within Ravel, where he’d grown up, and he appreciated her care. He accepted the hug and returned it with warmth.

“It’s great to see you again,” she told Havoc. “I’m glad you were both able to come.”

“Of course we came. Mason is my teammate, and I know how much this matters to him,” said Havoc.

“Besides, it’ll be good experience for the younger organizer who’s taking over the campaign for us,” said Mason. 

Havoc shot a wry look at his eshrim, who ignored it. Mason was downplaying his guilt about leaving the miners on Silver Ring in the middle of their strike for better working conditions, which the Cooperative was supporting. He’d stressed and fussed until Havoc had said, “So you do not trust Tracey to carry on in our absence? You think our teammates can’t operate without you?” 

Mason had taken his point. After Ravel had kidnapped him several months ago, Mason had been forced to face the fact that not only could he not single-handedly save the universe, but it was a disservice to the communities they worked with for him to try. No movement should rely on just one person. But Mason often needed Havoc to remind him of this. This would be good for Mason, not just their junior teammates.

“So, anything new from Libbi?” Mason asked.

Kay sighed heavily. “Her last message boiled down to never mind, everything’s fine.” She and Mason exchanged twin grimaces.

“Is this not the response you hoped for?” Sunny said. 

“It would be, coming from anyone else,” Mason said. “But knowing Libbi, this means more like leave me alone, I can do it myself.”

“She’s our baby sister, Sunny,” Kay said. “We can tell when she’s avoiding something. If she doesn’t want us to worry, then yeah, we’re going to worry.”

“That seems strange,” Sunny said. “Though, now that I think about it, Grist always refused help when he needed it most.”

Havoc couldn’t agree with the comparison. Not only had Grist kidnapped Mason, the asshole had also taken advantage of Sunny and abused them emotionally.

An unpleasant thought occurred to him. “How does Grist fare, these days?”

“Well, as far as I know,” said Sunny. “He is not the most reliable correspondent.”

“Does he remain in rehab?”

“Oh, yes. I’m certain of that.”

“At least he’s not involved in this, then,” Kay said. “We could still be stressing over nothing, but…”

Mason shook his head. “I’m sure it’s not nothing. We checked it out, and what’s-his-name Spark is definitely a pseudonym. No such researcher is on file with any university with relevant departments, or any public records from the corporate states.”

“Who is he, then?”

“If he’s lying about his identity, presumably he’s hiding more. I can’t think of anyone besides a corporation who would sneak around like this. And…he did ask for you by name, Kay.”

Kay tilted her head back to stare at the ceiling and groaned. “Fuuuck.”

“Yeah.”

“So Ravel is poking around our home, our family. This is, what? Revenge for what we did at Unity System?”

“I don’t know.” Mason’s brow furrowed with doubt. “It’s possible, certainly, but I’d expect a quick strike if they were out for revenge.”

“I agree,” Havoc said.

“Maybe they’re hoping to draw me out. Capture me again.” The furrows deepened. This was his nightmare, Havoc knew, for his activism to put his family in danger.

A long, tense moment passed before Kay said, in a lighter tone, “Well, we can’t learn anything more until we get there.” Turning to Havoc, a sly look came into her eye. “So, are you ready to meet the parents?”

“Um.” Taken off-guard by the change in subject, Havoc looked to Mason. “Should I feel unready for some reason? You speak fondly of your family.”

“They’re terrific, and they’ll love you,” Mason said firmly.

Kay gave her brother a look that suggested Mason was, if not lying, at least vastly oversimplifying. “Make sure you talk legacy before we get there, Jasp. And walk him through the family tree.”

“You have a tree? I thought Brennex had no natural ecology.”

Sunny chimed in, “A family tree is a diagram that many Humans use to model complex familial relationships. From the dramas Kay and I have watched together, I believe that ‘meeting the parents’ is a rite of passage for romantic relationships in most Human cultures.”

“What sort of rite?” Havoc frowned. “This sounds significant.”

“You don’t have to worry—” Mason began.

“I believe the couple seeks approval of the new partner from the parents or guardians, and granting it permits the relationship to move forward.”

Havoc turned and stared at his partner, eyes wide. Maybe exaggerating his concern, just the tiniest bit. But not entirely. “Does Sunny speak truth? What happens if the parents disapprove?”

“In this case, nothing!” 

Mason sounded so frazzled that Havoc almost felt bad for pushing the matter, but he urgently felt the need to understand. Kay was smirking, obviously enjoying watching her brother scramble and not about to bail him out. The situation couldn’t be so dire if it amused Kay, could it? She was on their team.

“My parents will like you,” Mason insisted.

“And if they don’t?” He couldn’t keep the anxiety out of his voice.

Mason took Havoc’s clawed hands in his soft golden brown ones. “Since when have I let their opinions shape my choices? If I needed their approval that badly, I would still live on Brennex, and we would never have met. I’m excited for you to meet them, Havoc, but they can’t change how I feel about you.”

“This seems thoroughly strange to me. A Kovar’s crèche-teacher would never question their choice of teammates, not once they reach maturity.”

“Most Human parents are more involved than that. Ours certainly are,” Kay said. “Don’t worry, though, seriously. They’ll adore you.” But she mouthed a word at Mason, and he grimaced. 

“Come on,” he told Havoc, nodding toward their cabin. “Let’s go settle in, and I’ll try to explain about Brennexian family legacy.”




SUNNY PURPOSEFULLY SHUT OFF their cameras and microphones behind the closed door of Jasper and Havoc’s cabin, giving them privacy. Focusing their attention on departure protocols, Sunny headed toward the edge of the system while calculating their course. Normally they opted for what Kay called “the scenic route,” but in this case, the fast, direct, dull route was necessary.

Kay relaxed back in the pilot’s seat. Minutes later, Sunny announced the leap to macrospace and powered up their skim drive, beginning the long swim down the first of four thoroughfares that would take them to Kay’s home planet.

“You’re sure you’re okay with this, Sunny?” Kay asked.

It was a pointless question—it would be too awkward to back out now, even if Sunny had wanted to—but they appreciated Kay’s consideration for their feelings.

“I’m certain. There is minimal inconvenience, since we are between jobs at the moment.”

“It still means putting our next project on hold.” Kay shook her head. “It’s not fair to drag you with me.”

“I go where you go, Kay. That’s our arrangement.”

“But you get a say in our plans. It’s not like you have the choice to go elsewhere while I’m busy.”

Sunny chimed amusement. “Nor can you force me to take you anywhere I don’t consent to. Kay, I want to go with you.”

Kay smiled and patted the console gently. “I appreciate that. I’m still not used to making decisions in a partnership, after so many years of being my own boss.”

“You have told me repeatedly how important your family is to you. While I think Jasper is drawing premature conclusions about this Spark individual, your worry is reasonable, and I agree that you ought to visit Brennex and ensure all is well with your family.” They hummed reassurance, the hull vibrating in time with the skim drive. “Whatever the trouble is, I’m confident you can solve it. You and your brother make a formidable team.” 

“You and I make a good team, too,” Kay said fondly. “Thanks for understanding.”

They fell into companionable silence, but Sunny’s thoughts kept looping. The long, straight course didn’t provide enough distraction.

“Kay?”

“Yeah, Sunny?”

“Havoc’s questions have made me wonder. Our relationship isn’t romantic, so the same traditions don’t apply, but will I meet your family as well?”

Their forward cameras focused in on Kay’s face, which frowned—but thoughtfully, not in displeasure. “You’re right, we should talk about that.” She leaned forward in her seat, stretching out her long legs. “What do you want?”

“It’s more complicated for me than it is for Havoc.”

“I know.”

Until Sunny had met Kay, they had never revealed themself as a sentient being to any organic. (As it turned out, Grist had known for some time, but Sunny hadn’t learned that until later.) Apart from brief incidents when they’d dared to interfere in Grist’s more odious assignments, they had acted—and tried without success to think of themself—as a mere dumb machine. Now, a handful of others knew about them, but they still practiced secrecy as a matter of self-preservation. Officially, beings like Sunny did not exist. They had no legal status. Per their programming, they couldn’t even operate without an organic aboard.

So they were very careful in deciding who to reveal themself to. Kay did all the in-person interaction with their clients, while Sunny at most contributed via comms, and other times stayed quiet entirely. It still gave them moments of panic, thinking about the risks they’d taken in rescuing Kay and Jasper from Ravel, and the number of people who knew of their existence from that time. They trusted Kay completely, and had come to trust Jasper and Havoc. They ought to trust the rest of their family members…but Sunny hadn’t met them, and it felt like an alarming number of new people.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” Kay said, breaking the loop of Sunny’s thoughts. “I assumed you’d visit home with me sooner or later. I trust my immediate family—my parents and my sister—completely. And I trust the extended family, the aunts and uncles and cousins, individually…”

“But people gossip,” Sunny finished for her. “The more people know, the greater the risk.”

“Brennexians can keep secrets when we have to. We’ve kept the Losts safe despite our gifts. But that’s our people protecting our own.”

“And I’m an outsider, not even an organic person. It’s okay, I’m simply stating a fact,” they added, seeing her chagrined expression. “I have researched this topic, and I believe your people’s success in protecting their gifted offspring is an exceptional case, rather than a norm.”

“Fair,” Kay murmured. “Which brings us back to the question: what do you want?”

I want to be part of the group, like Havoc will be. But that wasn’t quite right; Sunny didn’t want to be an organic. They didn’t envy organics in most respects, and they had made great progress in learning to like themself for who and what they were. Yet their true self was incompatible with certain parts of Kay’s life.

“I can more easily specify what I don’t want. I don’t want to sit in the spaceport worrying about you, waiting for you to check in.”

“Understood. I wouldn’t want you to. You’re thinking to try out your new drone?”

This had been Sunny’s first nonessential purchase with their shared consulting earnings. The first thing they’d bought for themself, ever. The drone was high-powered, lightweight, and quiet enough not to disrupt a conversation. An ideal extension of themself. They hadn’t yet had the opportunity to field-test it.

“That seems ideal, yes. And we’ll need a better cover story than the one we used on Trove. I’ll feel safer that way. But, Kay?”

“Hmm?”

“Even though I’m only your business partner…”

“There’s no ‘only’ about it. You’re my partner.”

“And you are one of my only friends. If you’re willing, I would very much like for your parents and sister to know me as I am.”

To their relief, Kay grinned. “Me, too. We’ll make it happen.”
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IT’D BEEN A COUPLE years since the last Wilder sibling visit, but Mixin knew how this went.

“It’s not that I don’t want to see them,” Libbi told Mixin while they were restocking shelves at the start of their shift, before the store opened. Jainey, one of the longtime employees who’d stuck around, was on the schedule with Mixin starting later this morning. But for now, it was just the two of them.

 “You just don’t want them here,” Mixin said. “It’s tough, I know.”

“Breakfast was unbearable. Nothing but plans for the big homecoming. Which family members should we invite to dinner which night? Or should we just have one big party? Should we break out the neighbors’ mudclam pie recipe to make Jasper’s boyfriend more comfortable, or stick with family favorites? What about sleeping arrangements? And how thoughtless of Kay not to tell us everything about her new business partner so we can prepare.” Libbi tore at the protective wrapping on the next pallet with her fingers, but it resisted her, and she gave up and grabbed a cutter. “Every tiny thing is such a big damn deal.”

“What did you say?”

“I finally persuaded them to just ask, instead of guessing. And to please for the love of all our ancestors not throw these new folks sink-or-swim into Brennexian social life.”

“Oof. I’ve got to feel bad for Jasper’s partner. What’s his name? Something Havoc?”

“Sowing of Small Havoc. Yeah, he’s going to get the son-in-law treatment.”

“Poor Kovar. I hope your family doesn’t scare him off.” 

Any partner Kay or Jasper brought home would get all the weight of founding family expectations thrown at them. Mixin still remembered Jasper’s first visit home, when he’d brought a “work partner” along. The aunties and uncles had halfway planned the wedding before Jasper found out and told them this really was a colleague, not a boyfriend. If he’d dated anyone since then, Mixin hadn’t heard about it, which meant Libbi and her family hadn’t either.

“Jasper’s warned him, I’m sure. Well, I assume. I feel like I barely know him and Kay anymore.”

Mixin braced themself as they shifted a heavy box from the cart to the shelf, and Libbi hurried to help. Uncle Jackson always said that using bots for the manual labor would distance them from the substance of the store. Which, okay, but one or two bots would’ve been nice.

“More to the point,” Libbi went on, “they don’t know me. Every time they visit, it’s like they’re surprised that I’m an adult now. I’m frozen in time at the point they left. I’m blessed with two siblings, and all it means is that I’ll never stop being the baby of the family to them.”

Mix made a sympathetic sound, which they knew was all Libbi wanted at a time like this. 

It was a painful irony that Libbi was estranged from her sibs when most Losts yearned to have family like that. Anyone else’s blessing had become her…not curse, exactly, but sore spot. One time, Libbi had complained about it to their friends at game night. “At least you have siblings,” Sujay had said, and Hope had added, “Maybe try being grateful.” It’d triggered a month of teenage drama, and these days Libbi only vented to Mixin about sibling frustrations.

One more poisonous aftereffect of the occupation. The Losts just couldn’t have nice things.

“Maybe this time they’ll be here long enough for it to stick,” Mixin offered. “To get to know you as you are now.”

“I hope not.” As if realizing how that sounded, she added, “If they’re here for more than a few days, it’ll be because something serious is wrong and they want to save us from it. I want, I need them to be overreacting. We have enough problems to worry about.” She gestured meaningfully around the store.

“Speaking of, anything new on the sketchy Dr. Spark?” Mixin asked.

“Nothing. I really think we’re making too big a deal out of it.”

Mixin hesitated. “I haven’t seen Ever, though. I looked for him, but he’s not around.”

“Oh.” Libbi frowned. “Like Hope said, it’s not the first time he’s vanished for a few days.”

“Never this long.”

“No? It’s only been…” Libbi trailed off, trying to count.

“Four days now.”

“What?” Libbi checked her headset and gave a ragged groan. “I don’t even know what day it is.” She bit her lip. “I’m sure he’s okay. We’ll find him. I’ll help you look after work, promise.”

The store opened, and customers trickled in. Libbi spent the morning in the office, and Jainey wasn’t the chatty type, which left nothing to distract Mixin from thinking about Ever. They pulled up a list on their handheld, which was getting shorter and shorter.

Hospital: check. The holding cells at Public Safety: check. His three favorite corners of the tunnels: check. The morgue: fortunately, check.

That last one, which Mix had visited yesterday, would have been fascinating if not for the fear of finding their friend there. The night clerk (after giving Mixin some very dubious looks) promised they had no unidentified bodies at the moment, and none matching Ever’s description. “Your friend’s a Lost? Have you tried the tunnels near the spaceport where the druggies hang out?”

Fleeing outside, Mix had leaned their head back against the wall and let out a deep breath. 

They wished they’d brought Libbi for that one, but Libbi was too busy trying to convince herself everything was fine. It was harder and harder for Mixin to believe that.

So Ever probably wasn’t dead, but where was he, then?

Mixin had messaged him again today, but he still wasn’t answering, which could mean he was unconscious, or off-world, or someone had stolen his handheld—or could just be his frustratingly normal self. The only reason Mix hadn’t raised a semi-public alarm on the feeds was the possibility that Ever had needed to disappear for some reason, and hiding was keeping himself safe. As one of the more vulnerable Losts, he wouldn’t want too much attention called to him.

But even if he didn’t want to be found, he couldn’t object to his friends making sure he was okay. Where hadn’t Mix looked yet?

Jainey was cleaning the windows—which wasn’t on the schedule until next week, that’s how slow it was—so Mix was supposed to watch the counter. They tried putting on music, a local Human-Kovari synth jazz group, but it didn’t help. Fritter hopped up on the counter and demanded pets, which at least was a job to do.

Libbi appeared out of the office. “Sasha Starborne wants to change our meeting again.” 

“Seriously? What a pain.”

“I’m starting to think my ancestors are disappointed in me. Or maybe the whole universe is against me.”

Libbi started to walk away, then wheeled back, hands on hips.

“You know, Kay is much better at all this promotional stuff than I am. If she really wants to help, you’d think she could help with that.”

Mixin didn’t suggest the obvious, that Libbi could ask for help. When Libbi was in this mood, all Mixin could do was listen and sympathize, and otherwise let her stew. She needed to climb partway out of the funk on her own before Mix could make suggestions. To Libbi’s credit, it rarely took her this long.

Mix nudged Fritter in Libbi’s direction, wishing their gift included talking to cats. By some miracle, Fritter took the hint, or maybe she just thought Libbi gave better scritches. She rubbed up against Libbi’s ankles, and with a fond sigh, Libbi picked the cat up and hugged her, carrying her back to the office.

Mixin went back to brainstorming more places to look for Ever.


BY LUNCHTIME, CUSTOMERS HAD picked up: not a flood, but enough that Libbi felt like she should leave the office and help Mixin and Jainey work the floor. 

Interacting with the customers was weirdly soothing to her, maybe because it was so familiar. Each had their needs—for power cells and spare parts and minor appliances—and their wants—a specific craving for a taste of home, or a vaguer wish for decorations to liven up their cabin. Libbi casually mentioned a sale on snack foods to the first, and called the attention of the second to the small display of local artwork at the front of the store. All offhandedly, as if she told these things to everyone, not as if she felt their wishes burning in her own gut. 

It was a good distraction from stressing about her siblings, even if she felt bad about neglecting her real work.

Real work? Since when was helping customers not real? But even today, the rare day too busy for their current skeleton staff to handle, would be dead by their old standards. They couldn’t hire more people until days like this became the norm, not the exception. 

And that wouldn’t happen unless she made progress in marketing the store. She’d finally, finally gotten Sasha Starborne to commit to a meeting time, and she needed to prep. She couldn’t afford to blow that opportunity.

The store briefly emptied out, and she headed back toward her office, when she was caught off-guard by a sudden sense of something missing. No, someone missing. She needed to find Mixin, her friend was in trouble…but no, Mixin was right there at the counter with Jainey. This was Libbi’s gift acting up. She looked around for the source. 

A Lost-aged woman came in carrying a child on her hip, and slumped with relief as she spotted Libbi.

“Mx. Wilder. I was hoping you’d be here.”

“Call me Libbi. Sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“Phoenix Techman.” Another classic Lost Generation name. In Libbi’s small school class, she’d known two other Phoenixes, three Hopes, and a Precious. And all of those were better than Liberation.

Phoenix held out her free hand to shake. The kid reached out for Libbi’s fingers, and she let
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