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      She was a clone on the run. Scheduled to be terminated and fed back into the system for the next generation. A fate she had risked everything to avoid.

      Amelia Blueheart stared out the viewport in her quarters. Even though she’d been aboard the Malapar for the better part of seven months now, the luxuriousness of her private quarters still filled her with wonder.

      Smooth carpeting the color of mountain spruce covered the metal deck. The thick, soft carpet felt wonderful under her bare feet. She grabbed it with her bare toes, stretched them, and grabbed again. Thanks to the Zabolov people’s love of comfort she was slowly learning the joy–and sometimes the discomfort–of physical sensations.

      A wide, comfortable bunk lay against the wall opposite the viewport. She had room to spread out and two–not one, but two–extra, cushioned seats. Best of all, the viewport nearly filled one wall. Dwarf red, white, and blue-white stars and dust clouds of deep purple created a constantly changing scene. All of it hers as long as she traveled with the Zabolov cargo ship. A far cry from the life she was used to.

      The ship was scheduled for a year-long trip. That gave her five more months to find a safe place to settle and build a new life. When the Malapar returned to its home planet it needed to return without her.

      Her Zabolov friends had staged a brilliant and daring plan to free her from the Tribunal. Her owners thought she had perished in a fiery explosion while trying to escape. Of course, if they ever realized she was still alive they would search until they found her and she would be immediately put to death and fed into the latest batch of clones. Nothing went to waste in a cloning lab.

      A soft chime sounded and Robena’s image appeared on Amelia’s door. Intelligent, intense, and determined to teach Amelia the skills she would need to survive outside of the narrow limits of her previous life, the only female on the ship’s crew of four had become a cherished friend–her second female friend and hopefully not her last.

      “Open.” The door to the quarters slid silently open. Brilliant and skilled engineers, everything the Zabolov people built functioned smoothly. They liked nothing better than to be handed a challenge to turn something that was only adequate into a masterpiece of engineering. Very few outsiders had even the slightest inkling of how advanced their technology was.

      Amelia looked at Robena’s expression and frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Robena set a small container on the arm of a chair and ran one hand through her white hair. Thousands of years of living inside the mountains on their home planet had leached the color from the Zabalov’s skin and hair and left only the palest hint of blue in their eyes. At the moment those eyes looked worried.

      “Robena?”

      “The Malapar has to return home. Immediately. Daimon’s father has fallen seriously ill and isn’t expected to survive. His mother and two sisters need him.”

      No one in the four person crew held rank. They were all technically equal, but Daimon was the ship’s unofficial leader–highly respected by all onboard and at home. Amelia appreciated his ability to strip emotion from any problem and find a solution. If he needed to get home immediately then the situation was indeed serious.

      Robena was staring at her. It took a minute for Amelia to realize why. She couldn’t return with them.

      “Our only chance to stop is before we enter dark space. Once we start back we can’t detour. Daimon has agreed to drop you off first.”

      Amelia’s legs wobbled. She dropped onto the edge of her bunk and took a deep breath.

      “Where? What’s nearby? I don’t want to delay Daimon’s departure.” She had only begun her research on the planetary systems the ship would visit over the next few months, looking for a city large enough to absorb her but not so large that it had developed all the problems that overpopulation engendered. With the strong likelihood that she would spend the remainder of her life there, picking the right spot was incredibly important.

      Robena pursed her lips. “I’m afraid there’s only one choice: Cyprius. It was our next stop and we’re almost there.”

      Amelia nodded even though she could feel panic rising in her chest.

      “It has a city?”

      “Yes. Theopoline. It’s the largest city on the planet, but not too large.” Robena had laid down some guidelines to help with Amelia’s search, so Amelia took heart that Robena knew what she needed in a new home.

      “Okay. How long do I have?” She would learn everything she could about Cyprius and Theopoline before they landed.

      “Less than an hour.” Robena picked up the container she had carried in. “That’s why I’m here. We need to work fast.”

      She had to leave the safe shelter of the Malapar in an hour?

      Amelia looked at the bottle of hair dye and scissors Robena pulled from the container and hid her panic. One problem with being a clone was that she looked exactly like every other translator clone currently working the galaxy. They were carefully crafted to possess the most widely appealing feminine traits, traits that had been determined after years of extensive testing.

      Smooth light brown skin, large bright green eyes, straight narrow nose, full red mouth, finely arched dark eyebrows, thick, silky black hair that hung to her narrow waist, with round hips and full breasts–she was the epitomy of a human female designed to appear non-threatening and set others at ease.

      She couldn’t do anything about her body shape or facial features, but she could change her hair. She took a deep breath to calm her rattled nerves and stood. “Okay. Let’s do it,” she said, sinking to her knees in front of Robena. “When you’re finished I’ll pack and you can tell Daimon I’m ready.”

      Thirty minutes later, Amelia was packed and set to depart the ship. Her possessions were few but deeply cherished. Four skinsuits, a deep green, thick woven cape, a small painting of the Zabolov’s mountain home, a comb carved from a pale green stone–all were gifts from one special Zabolov–her first real friend. The one who had given her the courage to seek more from her life.

      Zena had made her escape and future possible–in the form of two-hundred-fifty-one thousand credits deposited into an account in Amelia’s name by the entire Zabolov population. A fortune in credits, waiting for her to claim them.

      She was prohibited from owning anything under the Galaxy Clone Laws. Clones possessed no personal rights at all. Biologically, a clone was fully human, from the hair on their heads to the cells in their hearts and brains. Until four months ago, she herself had been a mere possession, considered a half step above a mechanical droid in the human hierarchy.

      Created for the Tribunal to perform a highly specialized duty, she could never change the fact that she’d been grown and birthed in a lab instead of a human womb. She might be an elite in the clone world, but she was still Clone.

      Amelia’s heart raced as she paced the floor waiting to hear they were ready to take a shuttle craft down to Cyprius’s surface. She clasped her shaking hands together, then forced them apart and shook them out.

      Holy stardust, she was afraid. This was too quick. She hadn’t had time to find the perfect place; hadn’t had time to learn all that Robena wanted to teach her about negotiating daily life with others.

      She leaned her forehead against the smooth, cold surface of the viewport and looked out at the busy spaceport orbiting Cyprius.

      She’d come this far. She couldn’t give up now.

      Fear was a new experience for her. While working for the Tribunal there had been no reason to feel fear. Known for maintaining complete neutrality in any negotiation, translator clones traveled the galaxy with impunity. She had facilitated negotiations between some of the most fearsome and dangerous rulers imaginable. Never once had she felt afraid for her personal safety.

      The only dangers to a translator clone were burnout or a failed negotiation. The Tribunal rewarded both with termination and reabsorption.

      The ship had already docked on Cyprius’s massive spaceport. The size of a small moon, the many-armed construct of metal and polymer latticework revolved at a slow, even pace. According to Robena, who had explained the unusual spaceport, multiple docking bays along both sides of each arm made it possible for a large number of ships to visit the busy metropolis of Theopoline at the same time.

      Docking and leaving the spaceport took place whenever an arm revolved away from the planet. Shuttles could only leave the ships and travel to the planet’s surface when the arm they were docked on faced the planet. The system greatly simplified traffic control.

      Because of its size, the Malapar had docked at the outermost bay of the Dotheka arm. Amelia could see another large ship across the arm, identified with a grimace by another Zabolov crew member as a Puffskin trading vessel.

      She completely understood the grimace. The Puffskin people were a strange lot. Nodules covered most of their skin, growing in size until they erupted with a puff of air that smelled faintly of burning poly-carbons. The nodules then shriveled, and moments later began to swell again in a strange dance that repeated itself all over the surface of their bodies, making them appear to be in motion even when standing perfectly still.

      Despite the Puffskins’ reputation as a sensitive lot who grew dangerously annoyed with anyone who stared, it was difficult not to ogle this bizarre skin show. It didn’t help that the Puffskins avoided uniforms or clothing of any sort.

      If she angled her head she could see smaller ships off to her left, attached to the strong frame of the spaceport by sturdy metal jaws clamped onto their noses or hulls. She inspected the other ships for several minutes. What if a Tribunal star cruiser–a ship that would carry a translator clone like herself to a negotiation–was docked? What if–

      She gave herself a mental shake. It wouldn’t do to let Robena and the others see her like this. They’d done their best for her. Only an emergency would send them home sooner than planned. She needed to pull herself together. She needed to show them that the risk they’d taken by helping her escape wouldn’t be wasted.

      Other than on a deserted planet, it didn’t matter where she settled–sooner or later a Tribunal ship was sure to show up. Their monopoly on translator clones ensured that they traveled to every inhabited planet in the Milky Way galaxy. That same monopoly also filled the Tribunal’s coffers and gave them a great deal of power. It was only because of their greed for more credits and more power that she had been able to escape.

      She reminded herself that thanks to a clever ploy by her Zabolov friends, the Tribunal were not looking for her. She needed to remember that and stop obsessing. It was time to get on with building a new life.

      She possessed several strengths that she could count on. She knew how to research and study alien cultures. Her ability to speed read helped her absorb large quantities of research, and her eidetic memory ensured that she never forgot anything. Once she found new quarters, she would locate an access point to the galaxy open database and read up on Theopoline and its people.

      Perhaps even more useful was her ability to easily learn languages. She knew close to a thousand already. Even if she could no longer work as a translator, perhaps she could find a way to use her skill set to  integrate into the local society.

      The last thought cheered her considerably. She would be all right. The nerves were only because she was being thrust out on her own sooner than she had anticipated.
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      Twenty minutes later, Amelia boarded a shuttle craft headed to the planet’s surface. Despite her earlier self-pep talk, she had to bite back the urge to beg her friends to take her back to the ship.

      Robena and her mate Zabar occupied the two seats in front of Amelia on the Malapar’s most basic shuttle, the one they preferred to use when they were among strangers. The Zabolovs preferred to present themselves as a simple, backward society to outsiders–it assured they wouldn’t be noticed. Their technology would be a prize worth killing for if outsiders became aware of it.

      Amelia knew that the galaxy was filled with those who coveted what others possessed–and they were often willing to go to great lengths to get what they wanted.

      “Are you doing okay?” Zabar glanced over his shoulder as Robena carefully guided the shuttle clear of the docking station. “I know the timing isn’t ideal.”

      Amelia took stock. She felt ill, if she was going to be honest, but she didn’t know if that meant she was excited–or terrified. Probably the latter.

      Not trusting her voice, she nodded and smiled at Zabar, but suspected her nerves made the smile more of a grimace.

      “I’ll be fine, Zabar. You don’t have to worry about me.” Zabar frowned and she knew she hadn’t given the right answer. She nodded several more times to show her friends she meant it, but the strange lightness of her head threw her off and she stopped.

      Running her hand over her new haircut, she quelled the feeling of shock. A short time before her hair had hung to her waist–thick, black, and silky. Now a halo of soft red curls circled her head, bouncing when she moved and springing back when she touched them.

      Robena glanced back and caught her playing with her hair and smiled. “It looks great, Amelia. I did an awesome job, if I do say so myself. It really shows off your bone structure. You’re even more beautiful with short hair.”

      Zabar turned and eyed the new hairdo critically. “I don’t know. I thought the long hair was sexier.” He shrugged one strong shoulder. “But that’s just one guy’s opinion.”

      Robena punched him lightly on the arm. “Amelia doesn’t care about sexy. She cares about being recognized.”

      “Ouch. I get it. I get it.” Zabar rubbed his arm in mock pain and winked at Amelia. “Where do you want to go first, Amelia?”

      “I need to access my new credit account and change the password. I should probably have a few credits on me in case I need to pay somebody . . .” Her voice trailed off as both her companions shook their heads.

      “Every transaction goes through your credit account. Only crooks and deadbeats carry physical currency,” Zabar told her. “The bank will give you a gateway connected to your account. You’ll need to create a password. Pick one you can memorize easily. Every time you want to pay for something, you punch in the merchant’s account number. Then input your password and the amount. Once the credits have been moved from your account to the merchant’s account you wipe the transaction–that closes your gateway. That way no one can hack into your account.”

      He gave Amelia a stern look.

      “Never, ever, under any circumstances, should you share your password or account number with anyone else. If the merchant offers to input something for you, walk away and find someone else to do business with.”

      “Because?”

      “Because that merchant is a crook,” Robena explained.

      “Right. Beware of crooks.” Panic grew and fluttered through Amelia’s breast. Robena and Zabar had given her so many instructions and warnings while they prepped the shuttle and waited to depart that she felt dizzy trying to slot them all into their proper places.

      She had so much to learn. In the past, the Tribunal provided everything she needed. Terrible gray, pasty gruel, two skimpy outfits, a hard, narrow bed. Uncomfortable transportation. Nonstop work.

      Thinking about what she’d left behind helped ease her panic. Excitement–with a touch of trepidation–took its place. She was doing the right thing. This was it. She was headed to her new home.

      “Are you heading back to the ship once you drop me off?” She didn’t want to admit it out loud, but she was dreading the moment her friends returned to the ship and she’d truly be on her own.

      Zabar shook his head. “No. Since we’re here and Theopoline was a scheduled stop anyway, we decided to take care of business. We have two meetings to set up delivery of the bio-fuel. Then we’re off. ”

      The Zabolov people took turns manning their cargo ships so everyone who wanted to had the opportunity to travel off-planet. This particular trip the ship not only carried precious minerals for delivery, they were also setting up the first customer accounts for a new product–a bio-fuel that would provide cheap energy.

      While the bio-fuel was new on the market, it was not new to the Zabolovs. They’d been using it for nearly a century to fuel their lives and tech. Now they were ready to share the cheap fuel with other, less advanced societies.

      “You’re negotiating trade deals?” Why hadn’t they asked for her help? She was a damn good negotiator with a perfect success rate. The fact that they hadn’t wanted her help hurt.

      “Have-” Amelia hesitated. “Have you requested a translator from the Tribunal to handle the negotiations?”

      Robena shook her head. “We figured we could handle these two on our own. They’re small deals with non-technical cultures. Everyone speaks Azali so we should be able to muddle through.”

      Amelia squared her shoulders. “No. You will let me sit in on these negotiations. I promise not to speak–I’ll let you handle them–but if I sense anything feels wrong I’ll let you know.”

      Robena looked across at Zabar and shrugged.

      “Sure. We would have asked for your help, but we thought you were trying to get away from all that and wouldn’t want to be involved.”

      Of course she would want to help the people who had saved her life. Translating and negotiations were all she knew. Was it even possible to “get away from all that,” as her friend had put it? What else could she do? She couldn’t do nothing. Her life needed a purpose.

      Creating a new identity–a new life–felt more impossible with every step she took. She was beginning to understand that physically escaping the Tribunal had been the easy part.

      She didn’t even know the basics of using the credit system. How was she going to pass herself off as an ordinary human woman?
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      Air traffic increased and everyone fell silent so Robena could concentrate on piloting the shuttle craft. Soon the roofs of Theopoline spread below them. The city looked as if it had crawled out of the large body of sparkling teal blue water that disappeared over the horizon. It stretched in orderly rows across a broad, flat plain until it reached partway up the steep slope of a purple-gray mountain before it finally petered out.

      It was the largest city Amelia had ever seen–which really wasn’t saying much. Despite sitting in more than a thousand conference rooms in as many space stations, she had only ever visited three cities–and one had been abandoned.

      Curious now, she strained to see more, but the shuttle was still too high for her to make out much detail, or see the citizens going about their daily business.

      Robena swept along the face of the mountain while she and Zabar quietly pointed out features to one another. Amelia listened, trying to see what they saw on the rocky slopes. The Zabolov people were miners who lived inside their mountains and spent their entire lives studying geology. Little of what they said made any sense to her, so she returned her attention to the scenery below.

      Azali radio chatter broke into the shuttle. A universal pidgin language taught alongside native tongues, Azali allowed cultures across the galaxy to communicate simply with one another.

      Local air traffic picked up the closer they drew to the surface. Robena maneuvered the craft over an empty spot in a sea of alien shuttles. She let out a soft grunt of relief and shut down the engine when the shuttle lightly touched down.

      “Nicely done,” Zabar said, with a wide smile. “Busy place.”

      Busy was good, Amelia reminded herself. Busy meant she should be able to blend in.

      “Cyprius’s gravity and atmosphere is similar to our own planet.” Zabar turned in his seat to face her. “Maybe slightly less gravity, so you should be comfortable. And I’m sure the city will be an interesting place to live.”

      Amelia appreciated Zabar’s attempts to put her at ease. It occurred to her that her new friends were as worried about her leaving them as she was about going. The insight made her smile.

      “I’ll be fine, but maybe you could give me some idea where to look for food and temporary quarters, at least until I get to know my way around and can find something permanent?”

      Zabar released his safety strap and grabbed Amelia’s bag before she could stand. “We have time to help you get settled. Daimon feels bad about abandoning you on such short notice. First you need to visit a banker. Then we’ll show you the better shopping district.

      “There’s a decent neighborhood near there that will be a safe place to stay until you decide on a permanent location. I looked it up while you were packing and getting your hair done.” He grinned and Amelia grinned back, touched that Zabar had gone to the trouble.

      They found a crowded ground shuttle and boarded for the ride into the city. The ground shuttle had a roof but no seats or sides. Amelia shared a ceiling strap with her friends as the ground shuttle zipped across the shuttle field.

      She tried to ignore the uncomfortable press of strange bodies, but it was difficult. This was part of her new life, she reminded herself. She would get used to it.

      Fortunately the trip into the city’s heart was brief. Amelia tried not to panic as she let herself be carried along in the crush as riders exited the shuttle. Five minutes later, she stood with her friends in front of the bank.

      Built from massive, gray granite blocks which Robena claimed were mined from the nearby mountains, the bank building filled what she referred to as an entire city block. A block, she explained, was bound on four sides by public streets.

      Amelia nodded her understanding. Learning a city’s structure was like learning a new language. There would be more, much, much more, that she’d have to memorize if she didn’t want to stand out.

      On the outside at least, the bank looked solid and imposing–four smooth, windowless walls broken only by two doors set into each wall; one very large, and one human-size. No one stopped them, or even greeted them when they entered. Amelia thanked her lucky stars that Robena and Zabar were there to guide her.

      The inside of the bank turned out to be one vast, open space filled with waist high wooden and stone counters behind which stood bank employees wearing pale yellow armbands. The spacing between counters varied to accommodate different customer body types, with a few counters set on tall platforms. Despite Amelia’s nerves, the business of accessing her account went smoothly.

      No one spoke, although the bank was busy. Feet shuffled, squelched, and thumped on the polished gray stone floor.  Amelia took a deep breath, winced at the pungent mix of body odors, and switched to breathing shallowly through her mouth.

      When her turn came, a dour-faced, bald banker silently handed her a form with barely a glance. She filled it out with the account number set up for her by her Zabolov friends and handed it back. The form was closely checked, the amount in the account verified with raised eyebrows, and the gateway to access her account handed to Amelia with a broad smile.

      Huh. Apparently a healthy credit account warranted friendlier service.

      The gateway–a small, rectangular, wafer thin device–fit neatly in the palm of her small hand. She slid it into a secure pocket in her skinsuit, nodded at the banker, and exited the bank. Once outside she took several deep breaths to clear out her sinuses.

      “Holy stardust, it stinks in there. Now I know why you were so reluctant to go inside with me.”

      Zabar showed her how to change her password, and using his account, how to transfer credits. Then he transferred the credits back to her and showed her how to check on her balance.

      “Got it.” Amelia slipped the gateway back into her pocket. Robena had explained that she should always carry the device on her person and not in her bag, making it harder for thieves to steal. And never, ever, leave it in her room–easy pickings for an unscrupulous landlord or fellow roomie.

      “Is it time for your meetings?”

      Zabar checked his wrist unit. “Nah. We have time to find something to eat first. We’ll help you find a room to rent after the meetings.”

      Amelia’s stomach was still too churned up with nerves to want food, but she nodded and followed her hungry companions.

      “According to the ship’s records there are several commercial zones in the city,” Robena explained, as they turned down a busy wide avenue lined with shops and eateries. “But our people prefer the Agora when we visit. This is Zee and my’s first visit to Cyprius and Theopoline so we’re curious to check it out with you. It’s supposed to be the cleanest, with the best quality goods and food, and the merchants are reputed to be honest, at least on the surface.”

      They joined the flow of people snaking along the avenue, hugging the buildings to peruse shop windows before stepping into the street to circumvent outdoor dining areas and displays. Voices rose and fell around Amelia. She resisted the urge to single out the languages, letting them flow together instead into a mellow background unique to the Agora.

      People riding two and three-wheeled cycles with large baskets hanging off the front passed them in the street. Others rode in two-wheeled carts pedaled by men and women. Two and four-wheeled carts pulled by camelops–a member of the Camelidae family commonly raised across the galaxy for its fur, milk, and meat–carried food, housewares, and family groups through the busy street.

      “Don’t they use shuttle craft in the Agora?” Amelia waved a hand at the carts. “This all seems rather archaic.”

      “Other than gateways, the use of technology in the Agora is restricted” Robena explained, stepping into the street to avoid a pair of running children. “The Malapar’s visitor guides claim that’s a large part of its charm.”

      A rolled green and gold carpet hanging off the back end of a cart caught Amelia’s eye. The green reminded her of the deep green cape her friend Zena had gifted her. She watched the cart stop beside a carpet shop and made a mental note to stop back by the shop once she got settled. Thanks to the Zabolovs, she had developed a taste for comfort under her feet and the carpet would help make wherever she lived feel like her own place.

      She spied a bright orange sign tacked to a lamppost and stopped to read it. It showed a picture of a dark-haired woman who was apparently missing. A reward was being offered for any information leading to the woman’s whereabouts. Amelia lifted her eyes and looked down the avenue. The bright orange signs were everywhere.

      “There’s a woman missing.” She touched Robena’s arm and indicated the sign.

      “It happens. She could be missing for any number of reasons.”

      “What reasons are there for a missing person?” Amelia had never heard of people missing. Everyone she dealt with was always accounted for.

      “She could have run away. She might not be missing at all, but only misplaced. Perhaps she went to visit someone and sent a message home that she was staying longer, only the person she sent the message to never received it.”

      Amelia couldn’t imagine why a human woman would run away, but apparently it was a common enough occurrence, or Robena, who had a well-developed sense of empathy, would be more upset about the missing woman.

      “I suppose the woman could have been kidnapped,” Robena continued, as she circled two children walking hand in hand. “I really don’t know. Missing Zabolovs are rare. Once in a while someone will wander off and gets lost in the mines, but we always find them before the situation becomes serious.”

      A shop window filled with brightly patterned fabrics caught Amelia’s attention and she soon forgot about the orange signs. Her nerves slowly smoothed into a bubbly anticipation as she contemplated everything available to her in the city, but it wasn’t until they reached the Agora’s food stalls that she knew she could be happy in Theopoline.

      The variety of food on offer overwhelmed and intrigued Amelia. Other than on board the Malapar–where her meal choice had still been limited by the supplies on hand–her meals from the Tribunal had routinely consisted of a gray pasty gruel formulated to keep her body alive.

      There was no gray pasty gruel in the Agora. In its place there was vibrantly colored foods everywhere she looked. Strange and wonderful smells filled the air. Robena patiently identified roasting meats and fish, vegetables, fruits, and baked goods.

      Amelia was particularly drawn to the fresh fruit stalls, marveling over the rich, deep colors and odd shapes. She spoke eagerly to the fruit merchants and learned about stone fruits and pommes, berries and pepo fruits. The merchants handed her samples to taste and soon her face and hands were sticky with juice.

      She would have bought some of everything if Zabar hadn’t stopped her, pointing out that she wouldn’t have anywhere to keep it all until she found a place to live.

      “We need to head to our first meeting,” he said, glancing at the time. “Do you still want to sit in or should we meet you back here?”

      Amelia had stopped to marvel at a drinking fountain–imagine, water so plentiful they served it for free on the streets! She splashed her face in the fountain and dried it on her sleeve.

      “I’ll come with you, please. I want to be there if I’m needed to interpret.”

      Zabar hailed a two-wheel cart and gave an address to the person pulling it. The cart turned off the wide avenue almost immediately. Soon the spacious, well cared for neighborhoods surrounding the Agora disappeared.
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      “This is as far as I go,” the cart owner told them. Zabar offered more credits until the cart owner reluctantly agreed to take them to the address if he was paid in advance. After the credits were transferred, the cart turned down ever-narrower streets into older neighborhoods with neglected buildings crowded shoulder to shoulder.

      Amelia was beginning to wish she’d remained in the Agora when the cart stopped in front of an old wooden building with faded blue paint and grimy windows. It looked deserted.

      “This is where the negotiations are being held?” Wide-eyed, Amelia looked at her friends. There had to be a mistake. “What is this place?”

      “It’s what they call a tap.” When Amelia still looked puzzled, Zabar tried to explain further.

      “Taps are–” He waved a hand. “Taps are where some go to take drugs or imbibe fermented drinks, depending on their preferred poison.”

      “Poison?” Amelia’s arched brows beetled together. “Why would someone take poison?”

      “Most would argue they’re only poison if you abuse them,” Robena pointed out. “The Zabolovs don’t believe in taking anything that interferes with clear thinking, but many societies center their social activities around taps.”

      “And a surprising number of their citizens are unable to limit how much they imbibe and become problematic,” Zabar added.

      Amelia balked at the door. “Taps sound like dangerous places, not good places for negotiations.”

      “You’d be surprised how many negotiations take place in taps,” Zabar said under his breath, reaching around her for the door handle.

      “I don’t–”

      Zabar cut Amelia off before she could argue against going inside the tap.

      “You can’t wait out here alone. It’s not safe.” The cart had already retreated out of sight. He opened the door and gently pushed Amelia inside, then stood at her back next to Robena.

      The room was poorly lit. Even so, Amelia felt ridiculously exposed, like she was standing under a bright light. A dozen small, square tables were scattered about the room. Most were empty. The wooden floor felt warped and slightly gritty beneath her boots. Grateful she wasn’t barefoot, she took a single step further into the room.

      The air smelled stale and thick with something acrid that she couldn’t identify.

      An older couple stood behind a narrow wooden counter that ran the length of the back wall. The man was rotund, with a drooping gray moustache and a narrow beard that reached to his waist. He was absently wiping a glass, staring into space, his thoughts obviously elsewhere.

      The equally round woman turned and stared at them for a few seconds, then turned her attention back to a vid screen above the counter. A woman with a mass of white hair piled high atop her head paced in front of a line of men on the screen.

      Curious, Amelia watched while the onscreen woman pointed to one of the men. The man stepped forward with a smirk, pulled the woman into his arms and proceeded to kiss her.

      “Oh.” Embarrassed, Amelia looked away. She had no personal experience with any culture’s sexual habits, nor had her studies included them. But she knew they should be private, not displayed on a vid screen.

      “There they are.”

      Much to her relief, Zabar headed toward a table set against the far right wall. She hurried after him.

      Two Ryngolds sat at the table, watching Amelia and her friends approach through hooded eyes. Tall, lean, and yellow complected, the Ryngolds were a humanoid race with webbed fingers and wide, flat pads on their fingertips.

      “Zabolovs. Who is your friend?” The Ryngold spoke in Azali. “We were told to expect only two.”

      “A friend who wished to visit the city,” Zabar answered easily as he pulled up chairs for Amelia and Robena before taking one himself. “We didn’t want to leave her on her own.”

      The Ryngolds immediately dismissed Amelia as unimportant.

      “I am Zabar. And you are?”

      At first Amelia didn’t think the Ryngolds were going to answer.

      “I’m Fingor,” said the one on the left after several long moments. He gave a curt nod toward his companion. “This is Anka. Are you here to deal or to make useless talk?”

      Amelia took an immediate dislike to the pair. She had dealt with Ryngolds in the past, and while not an especially open or friendly people, they were generally well mannered, unlike the two at the table. Her unease that something felt off about the negotiation increased.

      She watched and listened carefully while Zabar worked out a pricing and delivery schedule with them for the bio-fuel.

      “We must discuss this before we sign any agreement,” Fingor said.

      They spoke openly together in their native tongue, unaware that Amelia understood every word. She listened closely while pretending to look out the dirty window, careful to keep her expression blank.

      “Zabar, a word,” she whispered, after the Ryngold pair left the table to replenish their drinks.

      “What is it?”

      “Those two are planning to steal from their own people. They’re going to tell their council that you are charging them double what you just agreed on and they’ll pocket the difference. I really think it would be better if you walked away from this negotiation and put your proposal before the full Ryngold council.”

      Zabar looked startled, then angry. “They actually said that? With us sitting right here?”

      Amelia shrugged. “They don’t know that I understood their private conversation. Please don’t tell them.”

      Zabar shook his head. “Don’t worry.” He stood, and Amelia and Robena followed suit. They headed for the door together.

      “Wait!” Anka noticed them leaving and grabbed at Fingor’s sleeve. “Where are you going? We haven’t signed the agreement yet.”

      Zabar held the door for Robena and Amelia. “We’ve decided it would be better if we laid our terms before your full council in case anyone has any questions about ways to use the new fuel. Thank you for your time.” He let the door slap shut behind him.

      “Thank you, Amelia,” he said quietly. “It looks like we’ll need to rethink how we conduct our negotiations to avoid that sort of underhanded swindle in the future.”

      He shook his head. “Can you believe they would do that to their own people?”

      “I could stay with you and sit in on all your negotiations.” The idea held immense appeal for Amelia. She felt comfortable with the Zabolovs and could easily picture herself living with them.

      “We’d like that–but you can’t.” Robena popped the unrealistic dream. “Sooner or later someone would mention you to the Tribunal and everything you’ve gone through to escape would be for naught.”

      Amelia hated to admit that she saw the truth in Robena’s words.

      “Then I insist that you hire a Tribunal translator to sit in on every negotiation. It’s the only way you can protect not only yourselves, but the people depending on those sitting on the other side of the negotiation table.”

      “Agreed. We’ll cancel our other meeting until we can properly set up the process.” Zabar grabbed both women’s hands. “Let’s go find you a place to live.”
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      Finding a place to live turned out to be more difficult than Amelia could have imagined. Her limited experience of quarters onboard space ships and space stations left her clueless as to how one went about finding a home planet-side.

      Adding to her ignorance, Robena and Zabar had high standards and stiff requirements and they overrode Amelia’s weak protests that several places were “good enough” for now.

      Zabar insisted that her new home needed to be in a safe neighborhood.

      Robena qualified that the building needed to be well maintained and attractive because that indicated a responsible landlord.

      Zabar rejected several buildings because they had too many tenants. “No socialized homes,” he declared. Amelia didn’t ask what a socialized home was.

      Robena said the house had to include certain amenities, including hot running water and a bathing tub.

      Both insisted that the place couldn’t be too spendy.

      Amelia liked the idea of hot running water and a tub. Ever since she’d been introduced to the concept of a container large enough to hold her body and filled with hot water, acquiring a tub had been in the back of her mind.

      They traveled back to the neighborhoods surrounding the Agora–walking most of the way because finding a ride in the taps’ neighborhood proved to be futile.

      The first neighborhood they checked out contained only single family homes. Amelia searched in vain for a Room to Let sign, but this was not a neighborhood that welcomed short term rentals. Large and stately homes with expansive, impeccably groomed yards lined the wide, quiet streets. No children played outside and none of the houses showed any sign of life.

      “The owners will be working in the city center,” Zabar explained to Amelia when she wondered aloud where all the people were. “Wives and children will be at their clubs or in one of the private schools located nearby.”

      “Even if they had a room to let it would be too spendy,” Robena added.

      Amelia gazed at the large private yards and huge homes and marveled at a society wealthy enough to own so much yet not use it.

      The adjoining neighborhood looked much more promising according to her friends. The homes were nowhere near as large as the stately houses, but they were well maintained with neatly trimmed yards and tree-lined streets.

      Amelia loved the way beams of sunlight danced in the fluttering leaves over her head; loved the cool shadows beneath those leaves. She had seen images of trees in the Tribunal research files and from a distance on the Zabolovs’ home planet, but had never touched a live one.

      She stopped several times to run her hands over the different types of tree bark. Some were smooth and silky to her touch, others rough and deeply furrowed. She hugged their sturdy trunks and pressed her ear to them to see if they made any sounds. She learned that the different trees emitted unique scents: from sweet to spicy to a rich, dark scent that reminded her of the dirt on Trestan after the rain. The scents made her want to bury her face in the trees’ leafy branches.

      Robena and Zabar kept trying to hurry her along until she finally admitted to them that she had never experienced a tree before and was curious about them. Did the trees have a language, one she could learn?

      After that, her companions made an effort to hide their impatience, but Amelia had plenty of practice reading body language and she knew they needed to return to their ship. Feeling guilty that she was holding them up, she put the trees aside to examine more thoroughly at a later time and focused on her search for a room.

      They had just turned down Peggity Street when Amelia spied a small white sign placed discreetly in a front first story window.

      “What about that place?” she asked her friends.

      All three stopped to examine the house, a three story affair painted a soft green with a round turret on one front corner and a yard enclosed with a matching green slatted fence. A profusion of blooms in every imaginable color poked through the fence and grew across the front of the house.

      “I like it,” Amelia declared. “I like the color and I like the flowers.”

      “You can’t choose a place because you like its paint color or its garden,” Zabar scoffed.

      “Why not?” Amelia gave him a puzzled look. “Color and flowers aren’t contrary to the rules you and Robena laid out for choosing a place to live. It’s a good neighborhood, attractive, and well maintained.”

      She ticked the points off on her fingers. “And it doesn’t look as if too many people live here,” she added.

      “Amelia’s right, Zee. Let’s see what the landlord is like and how much they’re asking,” Robena suggested. She led the way up a neatly laid stone path to the front door.

      Amelia followed, noting that every step she took released a pleasant, spicy scent from the tiny plants growing between the flat gray stones. She liked that, other than the bank, the city she had chosen to settle in smelled wonderful. Smell wasn’t a quality she had thought to consider.

      She had so much to learn about living on a planet.

      When they reached the front door, Robena pushed Amelia forward. “Knock,” she urged.

      Amelia knocked softly with her knuckles, noting the door’s clean white paint.

      “Louder,” Zabar said. He stepped forward and rapped hard against the door three times with his fist.

      Amelia heard someone moving slowly inside. She tried to take a step back but her companions blocked the way. Taking a deep breath, she plastered a grim smile on her face. When the door opened her smile turned real.

      “Hello,” she said in Azali. “I’m interested in your room.”

      Before her stood a wizened female homunculus leaning on a carved black cane. The woman’s white hair was piled messily on top of her head. She had dirt stains on the knees of her baggy brown skinsuit and a streak of dirt above her left brow. Her brilliant blue eyes narrowed as the woman inspected the three standing on her front stoop.

      “The room is for a single only.” She started to close the door.

      Amelia felt panic rise in her throat. This room was meant for her, she felt it all the way to her toes.

      “Wait.” She slapped her hand on the door. “It’s only me. My friends are helping me search for a place to live because I’m new to the area. Could I see the room, please?”

      The woman let out a loud, obviously irritated sigh. “Four credits a week. Two months up front.” She squinted at Amelia. “Can you afford that?”

      Amelia nodded. “Yes, yes I can.” She could afford to live there for the remainder of her days if she chose. “May I see the room, please?”

      “Your friends will have to wait here. I’ll not have a bunch of strangers traipsing through my clean house.”

      “That’s fine. They don’t mind waiting.”

      Amelia gave Zabar and Robena a pleading look as she stepped inside. “You don’t mind?” she whispered over her shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

      She closed the front door in their faces without waiting for an answer and looked around her. She stood in a bright, airy space with a large room off to each side and a wide staircase straight ahead. A hall ran down the left side of the staircase toward the rear of the house.

      The woman was already climbing the staircase, using her cane and the handrail to pull herself up the steps. Amelia hurried forward to catch up with her and positioned her body behind the woman in case she fell.

      Turning toward the right at the top of the stairs, the tip of the woman’s cane beat a sharp staccato on the polished wooden floor. Colorful paintings of flowers lined the cream-colored wall to Amelia’s left. On her right a wooden rail looked out over the entryway below.

      “Latrina.” The woman tapped a closed door with her cane. “You’ll have to share it with the man who just rented the room in the back. The two rooms on the opposite side have their own latrina. This is the room.”

      She stepped aside so Amelia could peer through the open door. The room included the round turret at the front of the house. Beams of sunlight blazed through the windows set across the curved front wall, creating trapezoids of light on the dark wood floor.

      A large bed with a carved wooden post at each corner sat against the back wall. She had never seen a freestanding bed before. This one looked large enough to hold four people. A low matching dresser and a cushioned chair
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