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      Scout Shannon hugged her dog Shadow tight as she slowly drifted back down to the floor of the spaceship cabin. Shadow was napping, but Scout stared fixedly out the narrow band of viewscreens Liam had configured, which provided a 360-degree view of everything around the ship for her and her companions.

      She felt like they were all trapped together in a glass droplet, unable to escape, only able to gaze out at the alien world that stood just out of reach, frozen in time.

      Their spaceship sat in the center of a vast lunar plain like an immense reddish-black mirror sparsely dusted over with a layer of what looked like ash. Scout could see it clearly through the screen in the floor of the spaceship as she settled down onto it. It was almost close enough to touch, that ash. It looked like a fine grit, like one puff of air would send it scattering away in a rapidly dispersing cloud.

      Alas, she could not touch it. And no puff of air would ever disturb it. But that was far from the most maddening thing about life on the moon.

      Scout pushed away from the floor, floating back up to the cabin ceiling. She put a hand over her head to gently stop her momentum, clinging to the ceiling with her fingertips for the barest of moments before letting go to slowly sink back down to the floor.

      It passed the time. But it was only a hair more interesting than lying in her hammock. And the time passed so very slowly.

      The red-black mirror of the lava bed the ship rested on stretched for kilometers, nearly to the horizon on all sides. But the moon was so small that the horizon was much closer than the one Scout was used to back home. She could just make out the jagged outlines of toothlike mountains in the distance, but only when the planet shone brightly behind them. Otherwise, they faded into the black of the sky beyond.

      No, it wasn't as immense as her home back on Amatheon with its endless fields of red-gold grain, but still, she longed to walk across it. She didn't care what was on the other side; she just wanted to start walking and keep walking and never ever stop.

      As much as she longed for that, she knew her dogs needed it even more.

      "Oh, Gert," Scout's friend Emilie said, her voice muffled by a hand over her mouth. "Not again."

      "I've got her," Scout said, releasing Shadow to drift on his own and propelling herself across the cabin to where Emilie was buckled into the pilot's seat, running yet another pilot training program. Gert, who was quite smitten with Emilie, had been napping in the space around her feet, but apparently she had woken up to answer nature's call. Liam had helped Scout fabricate diapers for both dogs, but they were ill fitting, and the smallest gap let the contents escape into the air of the cabin. Gaps that happened every time the dogs scratched. And Gert scratched a lot.

      In this case, it was urine, but that was almost worse than the other option. It quickly became a fine mist that coated everything.

      "Just move out of the way and let the systems handle it," Liam said without looking up from his tablet. The words came out in an earnest, helpful tone, as if he hadn't been saying them over and over since they had landed.

      "Sorry," Scout said, helping Emilie unbuckle from the seat and move to the back of the cabin.

      "Can't be helped," Emilie said, but she still sounded annoyed. The systems had already detected the contaminant, and the filtration system was whirring to life, sucking the yellow droplets out of the air.

      The systems could indeed handle the physical matter handily enough, but the smell? That always lingered. And accumulated.

      Scout pulled Gert into her arms and carried her to the back of the cabin to change the diaper, Gert licking her face as if in desperate apology, although no one ever got mad. It was the one thing that made this whole experience of waiting to be rescued tolerable: everyone she was sharing it with was kind and nearly infinitely patient.

      The lingering scent of dog urine was just as strong in the back of the cabin, but here it was joined with a muskier smell. Geeta's perspiration. While Scout had her dogs and Emilie had her training program to keep her occupied, Liam had a harder time finding anything in his spaceship to help Geeta keep her mind off her sister. They were all always thinking of Seeta, stowed in a closet-like space in the floor, suspended in a medical stasis field that kept her at some undefined point between life and death. They were all worried. But Geeta couldn't focus her mind on anything but her grief, frustration, and guilt over not being able to save her sister in time.

      In the end, Liam had found a way for her to focus on her body instead. He had attached tension bands to slots in the cabin floor and showed her how to use them to perform basic calisthenics, allowing her to keep her body strong despite the microgravity. She had taken to it with an almost obsessive zeal, working herself to collapse, then waking and starting the cycle over again. The others did a few exercises too at Liam's insistence, but it was Geeta who kept at it, pausing only to wipe the accumulation of sweat off her skin that couldn't drip away effectively enough in the microgravity.

      She was at it even now, pulling again and again at the band, the muscles in her arms and back rippling under the sheen of sweat, her face set in a look of grim determination. As if she thought if she rowed hard enough, she could somehow get the ship they were waiting for to arrive just a bit faster.

      Scout sealed the diaper as tightly as she could, then let Gert go. Gert launched herself at Shadow, tackling him briefly before he ricocheted away from her. The dogs were forming some sense of how to propel themselves around the space inside the cabin, but Gert hadn't yet worked out a way to get a proper wrestle in with Shadow.

      "I'm making… tea," Emilie said. She always left that hesitation there before she said the word "tea." It was as close as any of them got to complaining. But then the tea Liam had in his stores was meant to last forever, which as far as Scout could tell meant that it always tasted like it had been stored too long, the leaves little more than dust. Still, it was better than nothing. "Anyone want any?" Emilie offered.

      "Sure," Geeta said through gritted teeth, redoubling her efforts with the tension band.

      Liam looked up from his tablet, but before he could answer, they all heard the soft warning trill from the midrange scanners.

      "Display," Liam said, and the ship's computer dimmed the lights, projecting a hologram of the moon in the center of the cabin.

      "There," Emilie said, seeing the dot of movement in the far corner of the space.

      "Just passing by?" Scout guessed. She was speaking in a whisper, just as Emilie and even Liam had, although there was no way for anyone outside the ship to hear them.

      Then another dot appeared next to the first, and then a third. They were flying in a triangular formation, but not towards the moon.

      "Transponders?" Liam asked. So far, the few ships that had passed close enough to the moon for the ship to detect them had been flying without transponders. Smugglers who had sneaked past the barricade, Liam had assured them. Not friends, but not actively searching for them, either.

      "Yes," the computer answered. "A security patrol from the colony ship Tajaki 47."

      "Looking for us?" Liam wondered aloud.

      The computer knew he wasn't really asking, since there was no way for it to know if that was true, and it remained silent.

      "They aren't heading this way," Scout said.

      "With all the smuggler ships we've watched go by in the past few days, I'm not sure what is more surprising: not seeing a patrol before now or suddenly seeing one today," Emilie said.

      "It could be something else," Geeta said. She had stopped exercising when the hologram appeared and was studying it intently. "They aren't heading towards us, or in the same direction as the smuggler ships. It looks like they're heading for the barricade itself."

      "Escort, maybe?" Liam said.

      "Can the long-range sensors detect anything?" Scout asked.

      "Only the barricade itself, which is unchanged," the ship's computer answered her. It still creeped Scout out when it did that.

      Liam had introduced them all to his computer as if it were a person, and he encouraged them to interact with it as the first step to adjusting to life in Galactic Central with all its modern technology. Geeta and Emilie took it all in stride. Only Scout lay awake at night, somehow viscerally aware that the computer was listening to her breathe just in case she should ask it a question.

      "Where is the flagship now?" Geeta asked. The hologram contracted, the moving dots winking out of view as the glittering array of the barricade came into view all around them. Liam had told them it was invisible to the naked eye out in the black of space, but the ship displayed it as an intricate web of light forming a sphere around Amatheon and its moon. Passing through that web would alert the ships that guarded the barricade, including the massive flagship that roamed the barricade's interior with no set pattern.

      "There," Emilie said, once again the first one to find the subtle gleam of light that marked the ship's position against the brighter web. "I don't think they are heading towards it at all."

      "No," Liam agreed. "But where are they heading?"

      "Your friends?" Scout asked, scarcely daring to hope that their long wait might be nearly over.

      "If they were close enough for the systems at Amatheon Orbiter 1 to detect, they would have called by now," Liam said.

      "Maybe they're in trouble," Scout said. "Maybe they need help."

      "Should we go?" Emilie asked. Her voice was still pitched low, but the corners of her mouth were starting to curl up in that maniacal grin she had.

      "Nothing is being detected," Geeta said. "No motion, no transponders. We would likely just be revealing our position for nothing."

      "Geeta is right," Liam said. "We're safer where we are."

      "Maybe you should message them again," Scout said.

      "Messages are dangerous," Liam said. "Once you broadcast it, anyone can intercept it."

      Scout nodded glumly. She knew he was right, but still felt like it was probably worth the risk. She would feel better knowing exactly where his friends were and how much longer they would have to wait.

      "I'll send a short one," Liam said. "Once these ships are gone. When the coast is clear."

      "This situation can't go on forever," Geeta said, wiping the sweat from her face with a thick towel. "The barricade isn't supposed to be up forever."

      "But it's been there for years," Emilie said. "It feels like it will be there forever."

      "It won't come down until the courts have settled the matter of who is the rightful owner of the planetary system," Liam said.

      "But the courts are so far away," Geeta said. "How will we know when they are done?"

      "You'll know because you'll be there," Liam promised her. "You'll be right in that court at Galactic Central when the tribunal makes its ruling."

      "But how can we know they haven't decided already?" Geeta persisted.

      "These matters drag on for decades," Liam said. "Both sides of the Tajaki trade dynasty have access to the best lawyers in the galaxy. With all their machinations, legal moves, and countermoves, this could go on for years to come."

      "We're going to be waiting to testify for years?" Scout asked.

      "No. As soon as you arrive, my friends can start filing motions of their own. That changes things."

      "Are your friends in the same league as the Tajaki lawyers?" Geeta asked.

      "No," Liam admitted. "But it won't matter. Both sides of the Tajaki dynasty have equal claim on the planet. That's why neither side can get the upper hand. But you all have a different claim. You're not claiming ownership; you're claiming sovereignty. One way or another, that will be faster to resolve."

      "So nothing changes until we get there," Geeta said.

      "But we're still stuck here, waiting," Emilie said.

      "Not for much longer," Liam said. "We'll be on our way soon, I promise."

      Then the hologram of the moon and its surroundings winked off without anyone giving the computer a command. Where the moon had once stood, there was now a woman standing in the middle of their ship's cabin, arms folded as she looked sternly down at Liam.

      "I would advise against making such promises, Marshal. You won't be around to see them through."
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      The woman was tall, at least half a head taller than Liam. Shiny black pants clung to thickly muscled thighs, and her long white shirt stretched over broad shoulders. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. The wrinkles in the skin around her eyes said she was prone to smiling, but the scowl she was currently directing at Liam was anything but amused. The tailoring of her shirt suggested a uniform, but if she wore any insignia, it was covered by her crossed arms.

      At first, Scout wondered just how heavy this woman must be that she could stand upright in the microgravity. Liam, with all the body modifications that came with being a galactic marshal, could stand and even walk around the cabin with only the slightest of springs to his step. Scout and the others had given up trying to walk; it inevitably ended in ricocheting between floor and ceiling. The woman wasn't moving, but she looked like if she did, it would be with the unstoppable forward momentum of a tank.

      Then Geeta reached out a hand to touch the woman's elbow, and her fingers passed through it. The woman didn't even react, but Emilie and Geeta were as stunned as Scout. The ship's moon hologram had been beautiful, detailed, and plain to see from every angle, but there had never been any question that it was just a projected image. This woman, though, looked real. As if she were physically there in the cabin with them.

      Only she wasn't.

      Scout looked over at the two dogs, who were watching with only mild interest. The very opposite of their usual reaction to the sudden appearance of strangers.

      "Captain Salvo," Liam said.

      "Save it," the woman said, holding up a hand against whatever words he had been about to say. "Where's Bauer?"

      "Dead, sir," Liam said. The sternness melted from Salvo's face.

      "You're certain?" she asked.

      "Yes, sir."

      "That is a shame. It wasn't this McFarlane fellow? He didn't seem capable of getting the drop on a marshal like Bauer."

      "No, sir. It was an assassin, trained and with body modifications. Bauer wasn't even the target, just collateral damage. The political situation here⁠—"

      "Thanks to you and your partner, I'm far too aware of the political situation here," Salvo said, the sternness back in her tone and the furrow of her brow. "I had to come here personally to extract you in order to defuse some of the tension in this political situation. Personally, McGillicuddy. I didn't just have to leave the office—and you know how much I hate leaving the office—I had to leave Galactic Central."

      "I am sorry," Liam said. "I owed Bauer far more than she asked of me. I had to come and see her final wishes through."

      "McFarlane isn't with you?" she asked, her eyes sweeping over the cabin. Scout flinched as those steely blue eyes rested on her for the barest of seconds before moving on to Geeta and Emilie.

      "No, he died as well," Liam said. "Bauer asked me to see to her protégée, Scout Shannon." He held out a hand, directing those eyes back to Scout.

      She fought the urge to squirm as the woman looked her over, or to explain that she didn't look a thing like her usual self. All her clothes were borrowed and mostly not to her style. Even her hair was different, a necessary part of the disguise that helped her escape the space station with Geeta and Emilie despite an entire security force hunting for her. Gone were the long honey-gold curls so reminiscent of her mother's hair. In its place was a short orange mop of hair, no longer holding its shape without the elaborate system of hair products Seeta's friend had used to set it.

      The microgravity didn't help either. But at least her hair was too short to get in her eyes.

      "I have to remove you from this system," Salvo said, returning her attention to Liam. "Just you. No others. I'm here with a ménage of tribunal enforcers." She paused, and Scout sensed that those tribunal enforcers, whoever they were, must be very near at hand. Salvo had the air of someone carefully choosing her words while working hard not to shudder.

      "Yes, of course," Liam said. "Are you coming here, or…?"

      "We're in orbit over you even as we speak," Salvo said. "Don't worry about nothing appearing on your sensors. Apparently, that's normal for this type of tribunal enforcer craft."

      "But what about us?" Scout blurted out.

      "Something will have to be arranged," Salvo said with a frown. "We can't just leave you there on the airless moon."

      "Can't you take us with Liam?" Geeta asked. Scout noticed she was standing straighter as if at attention, holding fast to the back of the pilot seat behind her to keep from floating away and ruining the effect of standing at attention. And that little edge was back in her voice, the one she used when forcing someone to acknowledge her authority as an ensign working in security on Amatheon Orbiter 1 and not get hung up on her youth and diminutive size.

      "It's not safe for them here," Liam said. "I can explain in more detail, but that's the gist of it."

      "They can be moved, but only to another location within the barricade," Salvo said. Her eyes darted off to one side, and Scout guessed she was looking to one of those tribunal enforcers to confirm her words before looking back at Liam.

      "There is no safe place for us inside the barricade," Geeta said. "At least two groups of people are hunting for us."

      "It's all right," Liam said quickly. "Give me a minute to settle things here and I'll go with you."

      "We're descending now," Salvo said. "A minute may be all you get."

      The hologram winked out of existence as abruptly as it had appeared.

      "How could she do that?" Emilie asked wonderingly. "Did she bypass the ship computer's security protocols?"

      "As a captain, she can do a lot more than that," Liam said. "She could have fired our rockets remotely and just brought us to her if she wanted."

      "Why didn't she?" Scout asked.

      "She knows more about what's happening than she's going to let on with a ménage of tribunal enforcers all around her. She has to obey all orders to the letter, but every bit of wiggle room she can find she's going to use. Like coming here personally and giving me as much advance warning as she could."

      "Warning to do what?" Scout asked. "Are you going to run away?"

      "No, that's not possible," Liam said. "I was hoping my friends would get here first, and that I could turn myself in back at Galactic Central. I'm afraid me being arrested was always going to happen. It was just a matter of when."

      "What happens to us?" Emilie asked.

      "You'll go on as we have been, waiting in the ship," Liam said. "It's not much longer now, surely."

      "You're leaving us alone?" Scout asked.

      "Alone together," Liam said. He turned away to look out the front screen of the ship, but Scout saw nothing out there. He turned back to the three of them waiting anxiously for him to explain. "We haven't been wasting our time here, have we? You all know how to operate every system on this ship, and Emilie even knows how to fly it. Geeta knows how to monitor her sister in stasis and make adjustments if needed, and Scout has all the tools of a galactic marshal, save the gun. You're as prepared as I can make you."

      "You knew this would happen?" Scout asked.

      "I knew it was a possibility," Liam said, looking out the front screen again, this time his eyes lower down towards the lava bed, but again Scout saw nothing.

      "What's a tribunal enforcer?" Geeta asked.

      "They are officers of the court. They're a strange lot, all from the same planet near the galactic core. The planet was settled by humans centuries ago, but there was something in the soil or water or air that changed them over time. They are something other than human now. Some say they are telepathic. All I know is that they don't talk much, just watch you with these piercing eyes, and they are all damn unsettling. But you don't need to worry about them. I know ‘enforcer' sounds scary, but unless you are attempting to violate a court order, ‘observer' would be a more apt description of them. And there would be no reason for you to violate a court order."

      He looked out the window again, then went to the back of the cabin and retrieved a bag from one of the cabinets. Personal things, Scout guessed.

      "Crossing the barricade violates the court order," Geeta said.

      "Which is why you're not going to try to do it without my friends' help," Liam said. "Just wait here for my friends, the Torreses. John Carlo and Mary Grace. You know what they look like, and you know the sign and countersign."

      "Justice," Geeta said.

      "Sovereignty," Emilie said.

      Liam gave them a nod.

      "Don't you need to turn in the belt?" Scout asked, touching the buckle of the double belt around her hips. The equipment on that belt had come in handy on more than one occasion, but technically, it was never hers.

      "No, keep it," Liam said. "Gertrude left it to you."

      "She never said that," Scout said. Her cheeks flushed; she had as much as admitted to reading all of Gertrude's personal correspondence to know such a thing for sure.

      "She gave you access," Liam said, looking almost puzzled that Scout hadn't known that.

      "How… when?" Scout asked, even more confused than he was.

      "She must have gotten a sample of your DNA at some point?"

      "Blood," Scout said. "She tested me for poison."

      "She used that to give you access," Liam said, checking the contents of his bag briefly before throwing it over one shoulder. "If she hadn't, you would never have been able to remove that eyepiece, let alone use it."

      "But that doesn't make sense," Scout said. "I handed the eyepiece to someone else to look at the tablet. Gertrude had never met her. How did she have access?"

      "She could use the eyepiece because you handed it to her, and she could see only what you had summoned onto the tablet for her to see. She wouldn't have been able to use it in any other way."

      Scout had so many more questions, but something clanged against the hull, echoing through the cabin.

      "They're here," Emilie said. "Five bald people in long blue robes and your boss. How are they just standing… oh, I see. Clever. I guess it's safe to open the door now."

      "Yes, it's time to go," Liam said.

      "Wait!" Scout said, rushing to catch Liam's arm. He had to catch hold of her shoulder as well to keep her from tumbling over him. Once he had her steady, Scout pulled a battered tablet out of one of the belt's many pouches. "This was Farlane McFarlane's tablet. There might be evidence on it. Maybe a way to get some of the money he stole back to his victims."

      "Good thinking," Liam said, tucking the tablet into a pocket on the side of his bag. "You three are going to be all right. There's not a doubt in my mind about that."

      "I wish we were going with you," Geeta said. "If they knew about my sister…"

      "It wouldn't change anything. I'm sorry," Liam said.

      "I wish I were going just to get a closer look at that ship," Emilie said, still gazing out the window. Her voice was full of wonder and awe, the sort of thing that would usually bring a smile to Scout's face. Emilie's enthusiasms were sometimes hard to understand, but they were so genuine they were infectious.

      But at the moment, it was all Scout could do to blink back the tears as Liam pressed the button to open the door and lower the ramp. At least this time he was walking away of his own free will, not dragged off to be tortured by parties unknown.

      But the result was the same. Scout was on her own in a world she barely understood.

      Then she felt a hand on her arm and looked up at Geeta bravely attempting to summon her first smile since her sister had been hurt. It was a wobbly smile, but it was enough. Scout knew she wasn't alone. Not this time.

      Emilie had moved from the window to the top of the ramp to look down at the cluster of figures awaiting Liam. The five with bald heads and blue robes formed a circle around him and Salvo as he stepped up to her, hands extended as if ready to be shackled. She waved away his gesture with a grimace of annoyance, then led the way back to whatever ship had brought her there, the five tribunal enforcers maintaining a disciplined phalanx around them.

      None of them had so much as glanced up at the three girls still in the ship.

      "I can't wait until we get to Galactic Central," Emilie said as she pressed the button to redraw the ramp and close the door. "You should see their ship! It's like living crystal, gorgeous and fluid. They just extend part of it like a pseudopod to attach around the doorway of our ship. Better than an airlock. It's amazing!"

      She went back to the window to watch the ship lift back up into the starry sky, but Scout couldn't summon much interest in the wonders of a world that felt further away than ever. Neither could Geeta, who was staring fixedly at the part of the floor that had just been a ramp, biting down hard on her lip.

      Scout wasn't used to being around people, not since her family had died when she was ten. She really didn't know how to be a friend. She didn't know what to say, so she just put her arms around Geeta and hugged her tight. Geeta stiffened momentarily, but then she relaxed and hugged Scout back.

      They would be okay, Scout decided, as the two of them slowly drifted across the cabin. As long as they were all together, they would always find a way to be okay.
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      The days passed, or rather, time did. They slept when tired, woke when rested, and ate when they were hungry. The sense of being on the same schedule with each other even faded away. Emilie seemed to be always awake, getting up from the pilot's chair only to answer nature's call or help herself to another meal from the still nearly full cabinet. Geeta worked out to the point of collapsing but only slept for an hour or two before untangling herself from her hammock and stumbling/floating back to the tension bands.

      Scout tried to keep to a normal schedule, but it was impossible to know what that was when the world outside the windows never changed. There was no day or night, a fact that Emilie and Geeta were quite used to, having spent their entire lives on board an artificially lit space station. Scout was used to the sun, to always knowing how much time remained of the day by its position in the sky. She knew the patterns in the movements of the stars at night as well. But here it was all different. The sun seemed stuck just over the peaks of the mountains behind the ship, and the stars were in configurations she had never seen before.

      The only measurable change was the planet slowing rising over the horizon in front of the ship. It seemed unmoving hour to hour, but over the course of the growing number of days, it was becoming ever more prominent, lighting up the interior of their craft like a full moon over the prairie.

      "It's getting bigger, isn't it?" Scout asked on a rare occasion when they were all awake at the same time.

      "Closer," Emilie said. This moon isn't tidally locked."

      "What does that mean?" Scout asked.

      Emilie shut down the pilot training program she had been running to give Scout her full attention. She started moving her hands in gestures that made no sense to Scout. "We're orbiting just like the planet is, only slower. The sun is setting behind us, the planet is rising in front of us. Not at the same rate, though. Do you want me to make a model?"

      Scout winced. Emilie would happily explain it over and over until Scout understood, but that could take hours. Better to focus on the important part.

      "So we're not really on the far side of the planet anymore, or at least we won't be soon," Scout said. "Are we still actually hiding?"

      "I don't think anyone really bothers with the moon," Emilie said. "All the satellites and space stations have a much closer orbit."

      "It was thoroughly surveyed by our ancestors when they first arrived," Geeta said, wiping slick sweat from her arms with a grungy towel. They had no effective way of doing laundry, which was becoming quite apparent, but no one was going to tell Geeta to stop exercising. "They found nothing worth mining, and with most space stations being under spin to simulate gravity, there was no reason to put an outpost here."

      "But if someone was still looking for us?" Scout asked.

      "Would they be?" Emilie asked. "They chased us away from the space station, but they never fired shots."

      "They were shooting at us in the hangar before we took off," Scout said.

      "Maybe us being gone means we're as good as dead to them," Emilie speculated. "We're not there anymore to make trouble. It might not be worth the resources it would take for them to keep hunting for us."

      "So, are we safe, then?" Scout asked.

      "We have to stay here," Geeta said. "This is where Liam's friends know to find us."

      "I wasn't suggesting we leave the moon," Scout said. "But maybe we want to move the ship away from the rising planet, so we're back on the far side."

      "I think we're better off where we are," Emilie said, adjusting her glasses. Since they had left the station with its network behind, she no longer had endless fonts of information available to her, and Scout wasn't even sure she needed the lenses to correct her vision. It was more like she wore them out of habit and kept tapping at them when she was thinking, also out of habit, although that often—like now—ended in her making a frustrated scowl.

      Scout supposed that to Emilie, it was a lot like being blind.

      "I agree," Geeta said. "I'm worried if we try moving the ship, we might draw attention. Liam put us down here with mountains all around us. I doubt we'd find a better place to hide."

      "I guess you're right," Scout said.

      She just wished their ride would get there already.

      In the middle of what Scout considered her night, when she was tucked inside her hammock with both dogs packed in around her, the midrange sensor alarm sounded. She squirmed around until her head was poking out of the canvas.

      Emilie had already activated the hologram and was floating away from the pilot's seat, searching for what had triggered the alarm. It was another trio of ships in formation at the edge of the display field. Scout and Emilie watched them as they cut across the border of the sphere and disappeared.

      "Same direction as the last group?" Scout asked sleepily.

      "Similar," Emilie said at a whisper, since Geeta was still softly snoring. "Not identical. Perhaps they are increasing patrols."

      They stayed as they were for several long minutes, waiting for something more to happen, but nothing did. Emilie stretched and then sailed to the back of the cabin for another meal packet before heading back to her seat. Scout tucked her head back into the warm space and calmed the fussing Shadow with a hand on his head.

      The alarm went off again some hours later. This time Scout untangled herself from the hammock and sailed out into the center of the cabin. Geeta had been exercising, but she released the bands to help look for dots of motion.

      Two sets of three ships now, flying in separate formations. One was heading in the same general direction as the last two had been, but the other was on a path that was going to take it close to the moon, on the way down to a closer orbit of Amatheon.

      Emilie was looking up through the windscreen, and Geeta and Scout drew close behind her, hovering near her shoulders. None of them said a word as their eyes searched the star field.

      Emilie saw them first, raising a hand wordlessly to point out three all but invisible specks moving through the black. There was no sound, not from the ships and not from the three of them as they each held their breath, watching the patrol ships fly by.

      For a moment they stood out in sharp detail, the blue-white glow of Amatheon behind them giving them a sharp silhouette. Then they disappeared, swallowed up by that light.

      "Not looking for us, I guess," Emilie said.

      "Were they close enough to see us?" Scout asked.

      "Just sitting here, running nothing but life support, in the shadow of those mountains?" Emilie shrugged.

      "They weren't looking for us," Geeta said. "I don't have any flight training, but that didn't look like a search formation. It was just a patrol."

      "Okay, but what happens when the planet rises a little higher and that mountain range is no longer between us and the Space Farer space traffic monitoring satellites?" Scout asked.

      Emilie touched her glasses and grimaced, then remembered the ship's computer was there to help with just those kinds of calculations. "Ship, how long until we're no longer in that mountain's shadow?"

      "Four days," the computer answered, providing a hologram as if someone had asked it to show its work.

      "Surely they'll pick us up by then," Scout said, but her voice didn't sound as hopeful as she had expected.

      "We're getting to the point where we might have to consider that something went wrong," Geeta said.

      "We're not there yet?" Scout asked.

      "No," Geeta said, but if she had any confidence in that answer, it was drowned out by her ever-growing exhaustion.

      "Four days," Emilie said. "We can wait here until then, but in the meantime, we need to come up with some other options."

      "We can't try crossing the barricade," Scout said.

      "No kidding," Emilie said with a humorless laugh. "You never looked out at that ship, but its hull was crystal clear. Like, invisible. And it never appeared on any of the ship's scanners. The sky could be full of those, and we'd never know until we were surrounded. No, the barricade is not a viable option."

      "We can't go down to the surface," Scout said.

      "Why not?" Emilie asked. "There are lots of places that are sparsely populated, some that are even unpopulated. We could hide forever down there."

      "But the coronal mass ejections," Scout said. "They have been stronger than ever, and more frequent since you Space Farers started taking down the satellites that made the shield. I don't mean you guys," she hastily added. Geeta and her sister, along with Emilie, had been working against those actions even before they met Scout.

      "We could find a spot near a… protective place? A cave or something," Emilie said, but Geeta just shook her head.

      "We move the ship back," she said. "Back to the dark on the far side of the moon. Then we wait again. This is where the Torreses will be coming for us."

      Emilie bit at the side of her thumb, clearly thinking something, although she'd said not a word.

      "That does sound like the safest plan," Scout agreed, and Geeta floated to the back of the cabin to get a bulb of water.

      Scout pulled herself closer to Emilie. "You're thinking something else," she said in a whisper.

      "Maybe," Emilie said, words muffled by the thumb still against her mouth. "I'm worried we'll be seen. Geeta's plan is the safest if we can stay hiding, but if we can't? I want to have another plan."

      "I don't think I'm going to be much help," Scout said.

      "Don't worry about it," Emilie said, leaning forward to start another training program. "I think I have an idea. Or at least the start of one. Probably won't even need it. I'm sure they'll be here to get us before we'll even be in danger of being exposed."

      "Yes, I'm sure they will," Scout agreed.

      But four days later, the dust-covered lava bed behind the ship was gleaming brightly in the reflected light from the planet, the shadows of the mountains like jagged teeth stretched over the plain.

      And just behind them, one sawtooth was marred by a smooth arc. The light was touching the very apex of the ship. It was time to move.

      "Taking off, gliding back, and landing should be easy enough, right?" Geeta asked.

      Before Emilie could even answer, the ship alerted them to movement, a strange repeated beeping that was not its usual quick tone. The hologram flickered to life, and they saw why. Six squadrons of ships were now passing close enough to the moon to set off the alarms. Four were heading towards the barricade, but two were on a path to pass right overhead.

      "They'll see us," Scout said. "The light is hitting the top of the ship. The ship is like chrome; it shines like starlight. They can't miss us!"

      "We can't move now; they'd definitely see that," Emilie said. "We just have to hope if they do see a gleam, they'll assume it's just part of the lava bed reflecting back at them."

      "The lava is like glass," Geeta said. "Maybe they will."

      They fell silent, gazing up through the windscreen until the faint specks of the ships came into view. They flew overhead, never changing formation or making any move to stop or land.

      They all released their breath at the same moment when the outline of the ships had been swallowed up by the brightness of Amatheon.

      "We have to leave," Scout said.

      "They might not have seen us," Geeta said.

      "They might have and reported us to their command," Scout said. "Just because they didn't come after us themselves doesn't mean no one will. They clearly already had a place to be."

      "We can't move," Geeta said. "How will the Torreses know where to find us if we do?"

      "I have a plan," Emilie said. "It's a bit tricky, but I think I can pull it off."

      "Pull what off?" Geeta asked.

      "Look," Emilie said, zooming out the hologram using the controls on the console. Then she tapped something else and tiny dots glowed a bright green, scattered throughout the cabin in a chaotic band.

      "What are they?" Scout asked.

      "Those are abandoned space stations," Emilie said. "When the population fell after the war, these were left unmanned. Most don't have spin, but this one here does," she said, making one green dot flash.

      "It looks close by," Scout said.

      "It is close by," Emilie said. "Close enough where we can watch for activity around the moon. The moment anyone arrives who could be looking for us, we'll know and can send a message. We can be sure it's really the Torreses before we expose ourselves."

      "But won't we be risking somebody seeing us moving? Somebody connected to one of the groups hunting us, or just someone who just reports seeing us, and that report gets back to our pursuers?" Geeta asked. "Hopping over the surface of the moon is one thing, but that is crossing actual space. Space we've seen these patrols crossing repeatedly. Watched space, I think we'd have to assume."

      "I can do it," Emilie said with firm confidence. "The ship's computer and I have been working all the angles for days. I can fire our rockets here to get away from the moon, but just one burst. Then I kill the engines and momentum takes us straight there."

      "That will work?" Scout asked dubiously.

      "Yes," Emilie said. "It's just physics."

      "But someone might see us," Geeta persisted.

      "Only if they're looking, and if they know exactly where to look. Our rocket will flare, but only close to the lunar surface. The same as if we changed position to move further back along the far side. So that risk is the same. Crossing open space, with our engines off, we'll be pretty close to invisible."

      "Pretty close," Geeta repeated.

      "More than close enough," Emilie said. "We might show a little bit of heat, we might reflect a bit of light, but it's nothing anyone would notice unless they were actively scanning every kilometer between here and that station looking for us."

      "And if they were actively looking for us here, we would have seen a lot more ships," Scout added.

      "Exactly," Emilie said.

      They both looked to Geeta, who was biting her lip. Scout was all too aware that in the cabinet under the toes she was standing on was Geeta's sister Seeta, deep in a stasis from which she might never come out.

      "All right," Geeta agreed at last. "Show me how it's done."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4

        

      

    

    
      They all seemed to be thinking the same thing: there was no time to waste. Scout gave the dogs water from a bulb, a process they were getting used to if they didn't exactly like, then tucked them together into the same cabinet they had been in when they had landed. The netting of tape was still there to hold them inside; she just had to add a few fresh strips to keep it closed once more.

      Geeta buckled into the seat beside Emilie and at Emilie's instruction brought up screens that showed her what the ship was detecting around them. Nothing so far, but she wanted to be prepared.

      Scout made a final pass around the cabin, retrieving an empty water bulb and a lone towel and securing them in a cabinet, then came to float between the two seats. She had one of Geeta's tension bands connecting her belt to a loop on the floor, but mainly kept herself in place with a hand on the back of each of the two seats.

      "Ready?" Emilie asked.

      Scout gripped the seat backs tightly. "Ready."

      She braced herself, remembering the feeling of lifting off from Amatheon's surface, but the moon did not hold them anywhere near so tightly. Emilie, bottom lip firmly between her teeth, fired the rocket in a single short blast. The ground came up under Scout's feet, and for one magical moment, she was standing properly again.

      Light from Amatheon flooded the cabin as they rose higher than the mountain range that had been shading them for so many days. The light passed over them in a bright band, then they were beyond that as well, once more in darkness save for the lights of the ship's control panels around them.

      The dogs whimpered, and Scout felt herself flinching. As much as she knew better, her instincts were still telling her that making any sound was going to draw attention. But no one could hear them, even if they all screamed at once at the top of their voices.

      Sound wasn't what was going to give them away.

      "Something in range," Geeta said, using her ensign voice.

      Emilie didn't respond, eyes on a digital counter in the console in front of her. When it finally reached zero, she killed the engine. The feeling of standing up drifted away again as the ship maintained its velocity.

      "Where are they?" Scout asked, leaning over Geeta's seat.

      "Three formations," Geeta said, pointing to the screen. "Following the same basic path as the others."

      "Aren't we also heading that way?" Scout asked.

      "More or less," Emilie conceded. "But we'll be passing behind them. They won't notice us."

      Scout's fingers dug into the spongy material of the seat backs and she leaned forward, trying to catch a glimpse of the ships in the black before them, but without a ship's computer to highlight them, they were invisible.

      "We can't see them," Emilie said as if reading her mind. "They can't see us. We only know where they are because their transponders are on. Ours isn't."

      "Okay, now we have two more squadrons," Geeta said. "Following the planetary path."

      "Does that cross our path?" Scout asked.

      "We're going to pass between them," Emilie said. "Neither has any reason to be scanning for us, and without actively looking, they'll never see us. It's okay, Scout. Space is really big."

      Scout didn't say anything. It was too strange, the idea that it was possible to hide in the open with no cover. Out on the prairie, it might be possible to duck down into the grass to be out of sight, but anything taller than the grass, any rover or girl on a bike, was visible for kilometers. Even without the plume of dust kicked up by her bike tires.

      "Just think, when we get there we'll be able to stand up," Emilie said. "To stretch and jump and run and lie down in a way that actually feels like lying down."

      Scout smiled wistfully at that last one. Sleeping in a floating hammock was nice in a way, but it would be nice to sleep without startling herself awake by her own stray hand floating in front of her face like it was someone else about to attack her.

      "This is our closest point to the first group," Geeta said, voice at a whisper. Scout strained again to look out the windscreen. She thought she saw three specks together, the edge of one muting a star ever so slightly, but then she might have been imagining it.

      "No change," Geeta said. Even her confident ensign voice was betraying a touch of relief.

      "I told you," Emilie said, her attention on another counter, one with nearly an hour left to count down.

      "Second group, to our left," Geeta said, and she and Scout both looked that way. Geeta glanced back down at the screen from time to time as if to remind herself of their relative positions, but Scout saw nothing out there.

      "And they're past," Geeta said, sitting back with a grin. "Now we just wait."

      "Yeah, but keep an eye on the screen still though," Emilie said. "We're at the edge of what we've been observing all those days back on the moon. This is probably empty space since the few stations around here are all abandoned, but then again, it might not be. And whatever patrols move through here, we don't know their patterns."

      "Shouldn't we have thought of this before?" Scout asked. "There must have been something we could have sent to recon."

      "There wasn't," Emilie said. "The ship's computer and I discussed it. But don't worry."

      "Space is big," Scout said, and Emilie gave her a thumbs-up.

      Scout thought about letting the dogs out, but decided against it. She would just have to stuff them back in the cabinet again before they started the final navigation to the station, and she wouldn't catch them unprepared this time. Besides, they seemed completely content. Gert, for one, seemed to enjoy having Shadow pressed up against her, unable to flee as she nipped at his ears and snuggled against his neck. He occasionally made grumpy sounds of protest, but Scout suspected he didn't hate the attention as much as he pretended to.

      "Ships coming," Geeta said, and Scout leaned over her shoulder to see the screen.

      It was a bit of an understatement. The edge of the screen was lighting up with more and more dots of light. Dozens and dozens of them, none of them seeming to fly in any sort of formation.

      "Are you sure this place is abandoned?" Scout asked.

      "Yes," Emilie said, but the way she lingered over the word implied quite a bit less than her usual confidence. "The station isn't even in range yet. Those ships are between us and it, I'm sure of it."

      "That's not exactly heartening at the moment," Geeta said to Emilie.

      "It's fine," Emilie said. "They still would have to be looking for us to see us. And why would they?"

      "Unless we hit one of them," Geeta said. "I think they'd notice that."

      "Not likely," Emilie said.

      "It's not like you knew they were out here when you did the math," Geeta said.

      "The odds of hitting anything are extremely remote," Emilie said.

      "Space is big," Scout said again.

      "And if something really does look like it's going to get in our way, I'll just goose the positional rockets."

      "That will draw attention," Geeta said.

      "Maybe, but I don't think it's going to come up."

      "I guess we'll see," Geeta said, turning her attention back to the screen.

      Scout felt herself getting lightheaded and realized she was holding her breath. She exhaled with a whoosh and Geeta reached back, eyes never leaving the screen, to give her hand a squeeze.

      Emilie's lip was back between her teeth, even though she wasn't doing anything with her hands. She was sitting at the controls, but there was nothing she could do but wait, the same as Geeta and Scout.

      They were all nervous.

      New dots of light finally stopped appearing at the edge of the screen. There was empty space once more, on the far side of what looked like a band of dots all moving past each other, although from where to where wasn't clear. They just had to get past it, like crossing a river.

      Not something Scout had ever done, she admitted to herself with a little shiver. The prairie lands she grew up on had mainly been dry. The one river she had seen had by default become one of the borders of the world she inhabited. She wasn't willing to risk trying to cross it with her bike, not when she couldn't see how deep it was, how swift the current was, or what lurked in its muddy depths.

      At the moment, she'd rather risk crossing that river.

      "Here we go," Geeta said as the band of dots moved down to the center of the screen.

      Scout looked out the windscreen in front of them first, then detached the band to float to the back of the cabin to peer at the viewscreens there. Still no sign of anything, although she stared so hard she started seeing stars that weren't out there in the sky.

      "Space is big," Emilie said again in a singsong.

      "How can they all travel this close together without hitting each other if no one can see each other?" Scout asked, floating back up to the front of the ship.

      "All the ships have transponders," Emilie said. "That's why they appear on our scopes."

      "But we don't appear on theirs," Scout said.

      "Not at the moment, no," Emilie said.

      "So they can avoid each other, but they don't even know we're here?"

      "Exactly," Emilie said. "The ship will warn us in plenty of time if something is on a trajectory that will cross ours."

      "Then we fire our rockets and light up everyone's screens," Geeta said glumly.

      "Not likely," Emilie said.

      "Which part?" Scout asked.

      "Both," Emilie said. "Even if we goose the positional rockets—and it would only take a nudge to get us clear—no one is going to see unless, again, they are actively looking."

      "Which they aren't, because if every ship is on scope with its transponder signaling, there's no reason to be looking for anything," Scout said.

      "Now you're getting it." Emilie looked back over her shoulder to give Scout that wide, maniacal grin of hers.

      It took several long moments to cross the river of ships, but as Emilie predicted, nothing ever passed close enough to them to require evasive action. Scout and Geeta watched the screen as the band of dots moved further and further down the screen, until it vanished completely, dot by dot.

      "I just had a thought," Scout said, and Emilie shot her a quizzical look. "What if someone else was out there too, out among the ships, without a transponder signaling? They could be following us, and we'd never know."

      "Let's not get paranoid," Emilie said. "We're nearly there."

      Scout reattached the tension band to her belt as Emilie's hands hovered over the controls, eyes on the countdown clock. She had put Liam's earpiece in her ear. No one would be guiding her into an unmanned space station; Scout guessed she was listening to the computer talk her through the docking procedure.

      "There it is," Geeta said, but she wasn't looking at her screen. She was looking out through the window. Scout's eyes found a patch of darkness that was blotting out stars as the ship drifted forward, more and more stars the closer they got.

      "No lights?" Scout said.

      "Don't need them," Emilie assured her.

      "Protocol says basic life support will be running when we dock," Geeta told her. "It will be cold at first, but there will be air. And once we get to the command deck, we can turn up the heat and turn on all the lights."

      "In the meantime, I don't need to see to dock this thing," Emilie said. "The ship does all the work, really."

      She put her hands on the controls but still made no moves, just waited with her whole body so tense she reminded Scout of Shadow when he had a mouse trapped in its hole and could hear it scratching around and he just knew it was about to dart out at any moment.

      Then Emilie reached forward and pressed a button, one quick jab, and the ship lurched forward and rolled partly on its side.

      Not that that meant much when they were once more at a steady velocity and Scout was still floating between the seats. There was no up or down, not yet.

      Emilie gave the positional rockets another nudge, changing their trajectory again, and then a third time.

      Something was looming over them, not reflecting enough light from distant Amatheon for any of its features to be illuminated. Scout only knew it was big—not as big as the last space station she had been on, not by a long shot, but far more immense than any ship.

      Then they were inside, drifting down a long tunnel to the heart of the station. And with the stars now left behind them, they were in complete darkness.
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      There was some amount of dim light inside the cabin, from the screens and controls strewn across the consoles in front of Emilie and Geeta, but it barely lit up their hands and the lower half of their faces. Everything outside the windscreen was darkness. It felt heavy, oppressive, like some thick black thing that had wrapped itself around their craft.

      Anything could be lurking in that darkness, waiting to pounce. Scout tried to swallow down the bitter taste of fear at the back of her throat, but her mouth had gone too dry.

      "You can see where you're going, right?" she asked Emilie.

      "The ship sees," Emilie said, her hands working the controls. "Hold on tight; I'm stopping our momentum and dropping our magnetic landers. There might be a jolt; this is my first time."

      Scout clutched the seat backs and even Geeta, usually so calm, gripped the belts holding her in her seat as if she wasn't sure they would be strong enough.

      There was another loud blast from the positional rockets that jerked them all forward. Before Scout had quite gotten back to her place between the seats, the floor dropped sharply away from her, and she heard herself squeal as she nearly lost her grip on the seat backs.

      Then she was sitting in a heap on the floor between the two seats, one ankle throbbing from where her foot had taken a wrong turn.

      She could scarcely feel that pain, though. It was nothing compared to the joy of being back in gravity, back in a world with an up and a down.

      The dogs started yipping, tangled together in the tiny space of the cabinet. Scout unhooked her tension band harness and stumbled to the back to release them as Emilie made some last adjustments on the console and Geeta unbuckled and got to her feet.

      "I never appreciated how good gravity feels," Geeta said, interlacing her fingers to stretch her arms up and back, rising to her tiptoes at the apex. She didn't quite smile, but she looked in better spirits than she had since they had boarded Liam's ship.

      "What's the plan now?" Scout asked. "Do we stay with the ship in case we need to beat a hasty departure?"

      "I don't think that's a bad idea, but it may be excessive," Geeta said. "We should stay near the ship and make sure she's ready to go at any time."

      "We should explore the station first," Emilie said. "Make sure we really are alone."

      "Who else could be here?" Scout asked. It had looked dark and lifeless when they approached it.

      "Other squatters like us," Emilie said.

      "Or maybe squatters not so nice as us," Geeta added.

      "We should just be sure," Emilie said. Geeta had already gone to the back of the cabin to retrieve her belt and grappler. Emilie pulled her oversized bag of tools from the cabinet next to Geeta's. Scout was already wearing the marshal belt.

      She ran her hands over it, taking a quick inventory. Her fingers brushed over the gun loop at the back, empty now. She had been glad to leave the gun behind on Amatheon, but now she wondered if she might regret losing what protection it could offer her. But the few times she had drawn it, had aimed it at others and searched inside herself to find the will to shoot if necessary, she had hated it.

      No, she was sure she was better off without it. With no training as to its proper use, it was more danger than help.

      "Should the dogs come with us?" Geeta asked.

      "They're likely to find trouble before we do," Emilie said, but she looked up at Scout, one eyebrow raised in question.

      "They're smart dogs," Scout said. "They can flush out trouble we might miss until it's too late, but they also evade capture pretty handily. We should let them run where their noses guide them."

      "Send them out ahead then," Emilie said.

      "I would rather it wasn't so dark," Scout said as Emilie reached for the door button.

      "It's only dark on the exterior and in the dock," Emilie said. "The ship and I activated the airlock and confirmed the emergency lights are still running within. Low-level light, but better than nothing. Plus, my glasses aren't entirely useless. They do have a few apps that run without the network. Like enhanced night vision."

      "I guess I have that too," Scout said, putting her hand in her pocket to touch the single reflective lens that had also once been Gertrude Bauer's. She needed it to use any of the equipment on the belt, but it also had functions all its own.

      The door slid open, and the ramp extended, but the dogs hung close to Scout's legs, not eager to be the first ones out in this strange new place.

      "Come on, guys. Perfectly safe," Scout said, walking down the ramp. A squarish tent of clear plastic had extended out from the station wall to enclose the area around the ramp, sealing the vacuum out and the atmosphere in. Scout stepped lightly from the end of the ramp to the beginning of the hangar hallway.

      The dogs quickly found their bravery and came charging down after her, blowing past her to gallop down the long hallway. Red lights dotted the walls every few meters, spaced far enough apart that the dogs would just disappear into one shadow before appearing in the glow of the next light.

      "Do you have schematics for this place or anything?" Scout asked as Emilie came down to stand beside her.

      "Not specifically, not yet, but the layout is fixed by the model of station."

      "What model is this?" Scout asked.

      "They call it a squat torus."

      "What does that mean?" Scout asked.

      "Amatheon Orbiter 1 was a cylinder, right? Rotated around its axis to simulate gravity?" Emilie said, and Scout nodded. "A torus is like a wheel, but a thick one, and it rotates around its own axis, too. Because all the stations were originally segments of the Tajaki 47 hull, that axis is fixed. So this is a torus because it's a much smaller section. Fully staffed, there would only be about a thousand people here, crew and families. Large enough for functioning spin for gravity, though."

      "Definitely a plus," Scout said, although truth be told, the bottoms of her feet were already aching, unused as they were to supporting all of her weight. But that would fade away soon enough, Scout was sure, like aching muscles after a hard bike ride.

      "Which way to the lights, then?" Scout asked.

      "This way. Follow the dogs," Emilie said.

      The dogs heard their footsteps and came tearing back, tongues lolling, ears perked with nearly overwhelming excitement. This was a place filled with a plethora of new smells for them to explore, but they wanted to keep their humans near.

      Scout glanced back to be sure Geeta was following them. She looked exhausted, but her grappler was in her hands, and she looked ready for anything despite the dark circles under her eyes.

      Emilie and the dogs had already started down the hallway. The hallway ended in a large open space, and as they stepped out into the space, Scout saw other corridors running parallel to theirs, all ending in the same room. They must run out to separate landing platforms, Scout guessed. Perhaps once they had the lights on, she could go back out to the ship and see those landing platforms for herself. A thousand people on a station—how many docking stations would they need for travel and supplies? Scout had not a clue.

      Emilie paused in the middle of the space and looked around. "They've pulled out a lot of interior features," she said, watching the dogs as they sniffed around the bare metallic floor.

      "Like what?"

      "Processing stations," Geeta said. "Depending on the threat level, bags and belongings would be inspected on one end, cargo at the other. There should be detectors and partitions and ways to mark off the queues. But that's all gone."

      "I guess they took anything that could be reused back to the other stations when they pulled out from here," Emilie said. "To be honest, I thought they'd leave everything in place. This was all supposed to be temporary, right? These stations would be repopulated when our numbers grew."

      "That would take decades," Geeta said. "And with the food shortages, the population expansion programs were put on hold."

      "But that was supposed to be temporary too," Emilie said. "I've found nothing that says otherwise."

      Geeta sighed. "I'm sure everyone hoped it would be temporary, but they planned for the worst-case scenario."

      "Does that make it less likely we'll find squatters here?" Scout asked.

      "Maybe," Emilie said.

      "It means we're unlikely to find supplies left behind. Food and the like," Geeta said.

      "We have food enough back at the ship," Scout said.

      "And no running water," Geeta said.

      They all fell silent at that. Scout suspected she hadn't been the only one looking forward to a hot shower rather than a wipe-down with moist towelettes.

      And the dogs, after days in effective diapers, desperately needed baths.

      "Lights," Emilie said, looking around once more before choosing a direction: the large opening directly across from all the other hallways leading back to the landing platform. She followed it a short way, then stopped at a door flush with the wall and painted to blend in. Scout wasn't sure how Emilie had even noticed it. She had to pull hard to jerk it open. There was a flicker, then the same low-level red light turned on inside, dully illuminating a steep stairway down.

      "I don't think the dogs can handle that," Scout said, frowning at the open grillwork of the metal stairs. "It's so steep it's practically a ladder."

      "No need," Emilie said, adjusting her tool bag's strap over her shoulder. "This will just take me a minute."

      She clattered down the stairs. Scout looked back to where the dogs were still following scent trails in the receiving area. Geeta alternated between looking backward and forward down the hallway, finger gently tapping the guard over the grappler's trigger.

      Then, in a blinding flash, all the lights came on at once. Dimly, from somewhere far deeper within the station, came the sound of music, something slow and melancholy.

      "Piece of cake," Emilie said as she emerged at the top of the stairs. "Next step, command deck?"

      "Yes," Geeta agreed and led the way further down the hall. Scout gave a whistle, and the dogs bounded to catch up.

      The hallway ended in a large open space that reminded Scout of market plazas in the dome cities back on Amatheon, albeit either very early or very late in the day when no one had set up their stalls yet.

      She felt a stab of homesickness, which surprised her. She had never liked being inside the cities, not since the day the asteroid had fallen from space and killed her whole family and destroyed her hometown while she was off on a delivery with Shadow. She had avoided cities after that as much as she could, preferring the open prairie.

      But the sight of all the white modular building material, the same versatile stuff everything was built with back home, was jarring. There hadn't been a bit of it back on Amatheon Orbiter 1. But here it was everywhere, gleaming brightly in the indirect lighting that seemed to flood in from the corners where wall met ceiling.

      "Nice," Emilie said. "Why don't we have this back home?"

      "We have it on the surface," Scout said.

      "I see repeating pieces," Emilie said, trying to look in every direction at once.

      "It's modular," Scout said. "There are a certain number of designs, but they all interlock. You can build anything with them. All kinds of shapes. Back home, different neighborhoods had very different design aesthetics, even though the building blocks were the same."

      "I'd love to see that," Emilie said.

      "For now, the command deck," Geeta said.

      "Yes, it's this way," Emilie said and resumed walking.

      They were walking down what was effectively a wide road of bare metal like the station hull, with a row of white buildings to either side built of the modular components. The buildings were all empty without a table, chair, counter or broken bottle to testify to having ever been occupied.

      But it had been. The white plastic was worn in places where many hands had touched it or feet had passed over it. It was marred with grease or scratches near the doorways, the corners not as sharp as when they had been new. Even without the elements of a planetary system wearing away at it, human activity was enough to take its toll.

      "Up here," Emilie said, turning down an alley between two of the white buildings and up an open flight of stairs that led them out of the market area. A bulkhead divided the market area from the rest of the station, but if there was any sort of door to seal it off, Scout saw no sign of it.

      Emilie led them down another interior hallway and up another narrower flight of stairs.

      The door at the top of the stairs was locked. Geeta stepped forward and took a little device from her belt to place on the door. After a moment
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