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      Carina faced some tough decisions, but she’d already made one. She had decided to exclude Parthenia from the meeting to discuss the plans for the voyage to Earth. Her sister was pissed off, but it wasn’t for the first time and it wouldn’t be the last.

      Plenty of other people were attending. Jackson had come as the representative of the Black Dogs, and Hsiao, the pilot, was there for obvious reasons. Carina had also invited Justus, the sole remaining Lotacryllan, due to his knowledge of the current sector’s star systems. The ship’s database held some information but it was centuries out of date.

      There were two more attendees: Bryce and Jace. Bryce was essential. He knew her weaknesses as a leader and would counterbalance them. Jace’s presence was important too. He was probably the wisest person on the ship.

      Hsiao spoke first, giving her estimation of the length of the journey ahead.

      “259 years?!” Carina exclaimed. “I don’t understand. When you showed me Earth on the star map holo, it was in the same frame as the ship’s position.”

      “Those maps cover vast areas. I thought you knew that. You’ve flown starships.”

      “Only a little. I basically managed not to crash them. You’re sure it’s going to take us that long to reach Earth?”

      “I’m not making this up,” the pilot said tetchily. “It’ll take us a decade or so to slow down from maximum speed too, don’t forget.”

      “I know, but…” Carina was at a loss for words. She looked to the others, wondering if they were as surprised as her at the pilot’s revelation.

      “We knew Earth had to be very far away for its position to be forgotten,” said Bryce. “And the galaxy’s tens of thousands of light years across. I suppose it shouldn’t come as any surprise we have a long journey before us.”

      Jackson shifted in his seat, his prosthetic arm softly clunking on the tabletop. “I don’t get what the big deal is. We’ll be in Deep Sleep most of the time. Doesn’t matter if it takes us two hundred or two thousand years to get to Earth, does it?”

      “I don’t want to leave the ship on automatic pilot,” said Carina. “Remember the Regians? We need at least a skeleton crew up and around most of the time. And now we don’t have the Lotacryllans…” she avoided looking at Justus “…there are even fewer of us. How are we going to manage it so we don’t all die before we reach our destination?”

      “Yeah, well,” said Jackson, “we did have a skeleton crew when the Regians attacked, and we know how that turned out.”

      “You’re seriously arguing we shouldn’t bother leaving anyone awake because it won’t make any difference?” Carina asked irritably. “That we’re doomed whatever we do?”

      Bryce touched her forearm. “Jackson has a point. The Bathsheba is a prize for any outlaw spacefarers who spot her, and as we leave the more densely populated areas there are going to be more of them. Maybe our real problem is how to defend the ship regardless of how many of us are awake or in Deep Sleep. We were boarded last time and we could be again.”

      Jace had been silent, stroking his beard, up until this point. But then he leaned both elbows on the table and said, “You’re right, Bryce, and we must remember the detrimental effects of Deep Sleep too. If we do manage to rig up an automatic defense system, we still mustn’t sleep the journey away. We need a timetable of waking and sleeping periods for everyone aboard.”

      “Great,” muttered Carina. “Now we have two problems.”

      The older mage smiled. “We have two opportunities. One, to give the Bathsheba the best defenses we can, and, two, to figure out whose company we will have the pleasure of enjoying while we’re awake. As I recall, Carina, going to Earth was your life’s ambition. It looks like you may achieve it, and while you’re relatively young. Not many can say the same.”

      “Or not so young,” she said. “It sounds like I’ll be an old woman by the time we arrive. What do we know about the safety parameters of Deep Sleep? Does anyone know how long it’s safe to stay under?”

      “I can check the database for information,” said Jackson, “but we know that seventy-plus year stretch nearly did Calvaley in. Though he was an old guy to start off with. That probably didn’t help.”

      A pang of sadness hit Carina. The old Sherrerr officer had been murdered by the Lotacryllans while she was away buying starship fuel. He’d given her sage advice on commanding the ship and its crew, and according to Bryce, he’d allied himself with the Black Dogs, warning them of the impending Lotacryllan attack. At one time, Calvaley had been a hated enemy, but he hadn’t deserved such a brutal, ignoble death. She wished she had the benefit of his years of military experience now.

      “Let us know what you find out,” she said to Jackson. “I remember feeling like shit when I came out of suspension last time. I don’t think anyone, young or old, should be under that long again. My guess is our bodies can only sustain maybe forty or fifty years of Deep Sleep, tops, before we suffer harmful effects.”

      “You should look up how long it takes to recover too,” Hsiao commented. “We need to be awake at least that long before going under again.”

      “Got it,” Jackson replied.

      “How’s the training with Bibik going?” Carina asked the pilot. Bibik was Hsiao’s apprentice. She’d been teaching him the ropes for several weeks. Carina had taken some lessons as well, though she didn’t feel confident to pilot the gigantic colony ship solo yet.

      “Pretty well. He isn’t a natural, but he’s keen and he listens, which is more than can be said for most nineteen-year-olds. Er, present company excepted.”

      Carina chuckled. “As another nineteen-year-old, I don’t see myself as an exception. But I hope I’ve been listening too.”

      “Absolutely,” the pilot replied, also laughing.

      “You sure about that?” asked Bryce.

      Carina gave him a playful shove.

      In truth, the need for competent people to check the Bathsheba’s heading and progress regularly was vital. Hsiao, Bibik, and herself would be the bare minimum required to avoid a major disaster. The ship had sufficient fuel to take them the distance, but they couldn’t risk traveling far off course. A mistake of a fraction of a degree meant a journey of millions of kilometers in the wrong direction.

      “Could you check among the crew for another volunteer apprentice?” she asked Hsiao, who nodded.

      “Good, we’re making progress,” said Jace. “If Jackson finds out the information we need, we can figure out the Deep Sleep schedule.” Turning to the man, he added, “You might want to speak to Nahla about accessing the database. She’s been digging around in there for a while.”

      The merc’s eyebrows rose. “The kid?”

      “Don’t be fooled by the fact she’s only as tall as your chest,” said Bryce. “She’s sharp as a tack.”

      “Noted,” Jackson replied. “So, what about these defenses for the Bathsheba? Seems to me that’s the most important question here, not who’s going to sleep and when.”

      It wasn’t only the most important question, it was the hardest. If even the unintelligent Regians could overcome the colony ship’s armaments, it meant the weapons were inadequate at fending off any determined attack.

      “Can we improve our current stock?” asked Carina. “Do we have anyone among the Black Dogs who could assess them for potential improvements?”

      “Doubt it,” Jackson replied. “Our techs have struggled with most of the ship’s systems. I don’t think anyone’s even taken a look at the weapons. I can ask.”

      “From what I’ve heard,” said Hsiao tentatively, “our best weapon’s your brother. The youngest one, I mean.”

      “Darius? A weapon?!” Carina exclaimed.

      “Hey!” The pilot raised her hands in a gesture of placation. “It’s just what I heard. He’s the most powerful one out of all of you, isn’t he?”

      Carina’s jaw muscles tightened as she tried to frame a reply. Bryce squeezed her forearm.

      “But Darius will be in Deep Sleep for most of the journey,” said Jace mildly, “like the rest of us.”

      “I know. I just thought he could—”

      “What?” Carina asked tersely.

      “He could…do one of those spells you do, like maybe…” Her words trailed off under Carina’s hard stare.

      “Maybe you should stop digging,” Justus advised.

      Hsiao clamped her lips together and looked away.

      “What do you think we should do?” Jace asked the Lotacryllan. “You haven’t said much yet.”

      “I’ve been too busy listening. I agree with all you’ve discussed so far. For my part, I’m grateful for the opportunity to accompany you all. After the behavior of my companions, it would have been understandable if you’d marooned me at the nearest habitable planet.”

      “You did nothing wrong,” said Bryce.

      “Even so. On my home world, I would have been executed for my association with the mutineers.”

      “You aren’t on Lotacrylla,” said Carina. “We aren’t like that.” She was calming down after Hsiao’s suggestion that her little brother should be used as some kind of human shield.

      “Fortunately for me,” said Justus. “Regarding the ship’s armaments, I recall my father talking about a place that specializes in them.”

      “An entire planet that specializes in producing space weapons?” asked Bryce.

      “No, a space station. It orbits a star that lacks any naturally habitable satellites, and the star sits between three systems at war with each other. From what my dad said, the station plies a very good trade supplying each side with technology.”

      “Cool idea,” said Jackson. “A market that never becomes exhausted. As soon as one side gets the latest weapons tech, the other two sides want it as well.”

      Carina sighed. “I’m not in love with the idea of a diversion from our route and more delay. We could pay for an armaments upgrade with ember gems, I guess, but I was hoping we could set out right away.”

      “On the other hand,” Hsiao offered tentatively, “I don’t like the idea of going into Deep Sleep not knowing if I’ll wake up.”

      Carina frowned. What was it with the pilot? They’d gotten along pretty well up until now. Hsiao seemed to want to deliberately antagonize her.

      “Can we trust the people at this station?” asked Jace. “What’s to stop them seizing the Bathsheba?”

      “It would be bad for their reputation,” replied Justus. “Why would they do something unscrupulous when they’re so successful?”

      “Should we put it to a vote?” asked Jackson. “I like the idea of upgrading the ship’s defenses. Like Hsiao says, it’ll help us sleep better.”

      “I’m not sure it’s necessary,” said Carina, “but I’d rather do that than have a seven-year-old child as our first line of defense.”

      Hsiao rolled her eyes. “I only meant… Never mind.”

      “Let’s vote,” Carina said, though she was sure of the outcome.
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      “When are we going to sleep?” Darius asked Carina as she entered her siblings’ suite. He bounced into her arms, wrapping himself around her and nearly bowling her over.

      “Hey,” she admonished. “You’re getting too big for this.”

      He certainly had grown. He was much bigger and stronger than the little boy she’d rescued from the Dirksens more than a year ago. More importantly, he seemed much happier too. Putting him down, she said, “We aren’t going into Deep Sleep for a few weeks yet.”

      “Good!” Ferne exclaimed. “Oriana and I have lots of fashion design ideas we want to try out.”

      “Silly,” said his twin sister. “It doesn’t matter if we do that before or after we enter stasis, as long as we’re awake together.” She turned to Carina with a frown. “We will be together, right?”

      “Don’t worry. I know better than try to separate you two.”

      “We’re all going to be together, aren’t we?” asked Darius hopefully.

      “The sleep schedule hasn’t been finalized, but yes, we will.”

      “You don’t have to include me,” said Parthenia, a bitter edge to her tone. “I’d be fine with being awake while the rest of you are Sleeping.”

      Nahla looked up from the interface she’d been reading and put both hands to her face before rolling her eyes. Parthenia must have been sniping at her brothers and sisters while the meeting had been going on, taking out her anger on them.

      She wasn’t mad at her. If anything, she felt sorry for her. Feeling hurt by her exclusion from the meeting was natural, even if it had been necessary. More significantly, Parthenia’s boyfriend Kamil had been killed while she was in the throes of her first love. She had to be still working through her grief.

      “We’ll be in Deep Sleep together,” Carina said gently. “All of us. The voyage will be long. It’s going to take centuries to reach Earth.”

      “Centuries?!” exclaimed Oriana.

      “Of course,” said Nahla matter-of-factly. “Didn’t you know?”

      “Not everyone has read the entire ship’s database back to front and inside out,” Oriana retorted.

      Carina explained, “We don’t have any choice except to leave the ship to run on automatic for years at a time. There aren’t enough of us to always have even a few people awake for the entire journey. We would all age and die before we reached Earth. There’s no point in trying to have a mage in every group not in Deep Sleep so we might as well stick together.”

      “The Bathsheba will fly without anyone awake?” asked Darius. His big brown eyes grew wide. “Like a ghost ship?!”

      “Oooh, spooky!” said Nahla.

      “But what if one of us wakes up and can’t go back into Deep Sleep?” Darius continued. “He would be all alone, and he would get old while everyone else stays the same age. I could be an old man by the time you woke up, Carina!”

      “That’s not going to happen,” she said, trying to sound reassuring, though her brother’s words were painting a creepy picture in her head. She gave him a hug.

      Nahla asked, “If we aren’t going to sleep yet, what are we going to do? I thought we had all the fuel we needed to reach Earth.”

      “We’re going to have the Bathsheba fitted with some equipment at a place called Lakshmi Station.”

      “Lack what?” asked Ferne.

      “Lak-sh-mi,” Carina repeated, more slowly.

      “What a strange name,” said Oriana. “Why is it called that?”

      “I don’t know. It’s probably named after the founder. I’ll explain more during din—”

      “And who decided we’re going to this station?” Parthenia interjected.

      “The people at the meeting. We took a vote.”

      “But what if I don’t want to go? What if other people on the ship don’t want to go? Don’t we get a choice?”

      Carina sighed. “Jackson spoke for the Black Dogs, the biggest group among us by far, and he voted to go to the station, so if you’re trying to make a point about democracy…”

      “I’m trying to make a point about my free will!”

      “We always do what Carina says,” said Nahla. “She saved us from—”

      “I haven’t always wanted to do what she says,” Parthenia spat. “And when I didn’t, she made me.”

      She clearly hadn’t forgotten the time Carina had been forced to Enthrall her to get her away from danger on Ostillon, and she would never forget.

      “I was trying to save your life!” Carina protested.

      “Don’t be dumb, Parthenia,” said Ferne mildly. “If you don’t come with us, where will you go?”

      “This isn’t about alternatives,” she replied. “This is about having a say.”

      “Well, you’ve had your say,” said Ferne. “Now shut up and let’s eat. I’m hungry.”

      Parthenia gave a huff of frustration, spun on her heel, and marched into her bedroom. Aboard a starship it was impossible to slam a door, but Carina guessed that was what her sister would have done if she’d had the chance.

      “Phew!” said Ferne. “Now we can eat in peace.”

      “Don’t be mean,” Carina scolded. “She’s upset.”

      Her sister was hurting, and her pain was apparently bringing all her past grievances to the front of her mind. Perhaps not allowing her to attend the meeting had been a mistake.

      “Can we get some nice food at Lacks Me Station?” asked Ferne. “I’m getting tired of printed stuff. It doesn’t taste the same as fresh.”

      “We can try, but they specialize in starship equipment, not general supplies.”

      After a disastrous visit to Magog, attempting to restock the ship, they’d been forced to go to Gog, a much sparser, more basic place where they could only buy fuel, not much else. She wasn’t too concerned about fresh food, but they definitely needed the complex chemicals required for the nutrient solution in the Deep Sleep chambers. Ferne’s question reminded her she needed to check how much they had in store, especially now she knew how long they would be Sleeping.

      “What kind of equipment?” Darius asked.

      “Uhhh, just stuff we need. Who’s ready for dinner?”
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      Later, as she was getting ready for bed, she said to Bryce, “I don’t know what to do about Parthenia. She threw a fit today after I came back from the meeting. She was so angry I’d excluded her, she went into her room and wouldn’t come out to eat. I think I made a bad call.”

      “Maybe. It wouldn’t have hurt to have her there. I didn’t know she felt so strongly about it.”

      “I knew, but I kept to my guns. I wanted to limit the numbers for efficiency’s sake.”

      “Is that the only reason?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Would one more person really have made a big difference?”

      “I guess not.” She frowned, confused. Why had she been so adamant Parthenia didn’t attend?

      “Do you think maybe you were trying to protect her?”

      “Protect her from what?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me.”

      Carina sat on their bed. “Do you think I’m over-protective of the kids?”

      “What?!” Bryce exclaimed, raising his hands in mock outrage. “No! Never.”

      She grinned sheepishly. “I suppose you have a point. But, to be fair, things have been dangerous and difficult for them for a long time, ever since their monster of a father took them out of their estate on Ithiya.”

      Bryce joined her on the bed and put an arm around her, pulling her close. “I’m only saying Parthenia has grown up over the last year or so. And even before that, from what you’ve said, she was older than her years. I know you love your family—our family—and you’d do anything to keep them from harm, but maybe it’s time to start treating your oldest sister like an adult. It wouldn’t have been a problem for her to come to the meeting, and it would have made her feel like she was being taken seriously. That means a lot when you’re seventeen.”

      “Oh, Bryce…” she laid her head on his shoulder “…how can I be a good mother to those kids? I don’t have a clue what I’m doing.”

      “No one is expecting you to be their mother, and you’ve already been an amazing older sister. But maybe it’s time to loosen the reins a little.”

      “Yeah, I hear you. I’ll apologize to Parthenia tomorrow.”

      “Good idea. I’m sure she’ll come around.”

      He touched her chin and turned it toward his before kissing her.

      Together, they fell backward onto the bed.
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      Carina was in the Twilight Dome when Hsiao arrived. Sitting in the shadows directly beneath an opaque section of overhead, repaired after the bomb blast, she was in a melancholy mood, thinking about the long journey ahead, and didn’t feel like talking. When she saw the pilot come in, she shrank into her seat, hoping she couldn’t be seen. She’d been avoiding Hsiao since the meeting. The pilot’s comments about Darius still rankled.

      But Hsiao’s sharp gaze soon found her. “Carina! I thought you might be here.”

      “Yeah, just hanging out.”

      “Can I join you?”

      No.

      “I guess.”

      Hsiao came over and sat next to her before looking upward through one of the remaining transparent areas of hull, where a field of stars glittered in the black. “You’ve come to see Lakshmi Station?”

      “Huh?”

      “You can see it from here. Didn’t you know?” The pilot pointed in the direction of a brilliant star outshining all the others.

      “I figured that’s where we’re going,” said Carina, “but that’s the sun the station’s orbiting, isn’t it? It can’t be the station itself.”

      “The brightest one is the sun, and at six o’clock there’s the gas giant, the biggest planet in the system. Look between the planet and the sun. There’s a tiny speck. Can you see it?”

      Carina squinted. There was a pinprick of light at the spot Hsiao described. “Whoa,” she breathed. “It must be vast.”

      “It’s quite something, right? And the star it orbits is unusual too. It’s spinning super slowly, and its spectrum is wild—neodymium, strontium, cesium. All kinds of heavy elements.”

      “Uhhh…”

      “You wouldn’t normally expect a star to emit anything like that.”

      “Okay,” Carina replied. Hsiao was a bit of a nerd. Normally, she wouldn’t mind listening to the pilot’s monologues on obscure subjects, but today she wasn’t in the mood.

      Hsiao took the hint and was silent for a while. Then she said, “About your brother…”

      “What about him?”

      “I think you misunderstood what I was getting at in the meeting.”

      “You do, do you?”

      “Yeah.” The pilot squirmed uncomfortably. “I didn’t mean he should be responsible for defending us if we’re attacked. I only meant…” Her words faltered to a stop.

      “What?” Carina turned to face her. “What did you mean? Look, Darius might be the most powerful mage in my family, and he might be able to do things the rest of us find impossible, but at the end of the day, he’s just a little boy. And, more than that, what you have to understand is a lot of what he does hurts him. When we were on Magog and he guessed Kai Wei was a Dark Mage, it was because he felt the man’s evilness and corruption. And when he knew the starwhale was in agony from the Regians’ binding, it was because he felt her pain. Would you like to live like that?”

      “No,” Hsiao muttered.

      “No, me neither, even if it meant I could do all the things Darius can. His abilities come at a price, and he doesn’t have a choice about it. So when I hear people talking about him like he’s a thing, something to be used for everyone’s benefit, it pisses me off.”

      “All right! I get it.”

      Carina took a deep breath, and Bryce’s gentle advice came back to her. Moderating her tone, she said, “I appreciate you coming to talk to me about it and trying to set things straight between us. I hope you understand now where I’m coming from.”

      “I do. I didn’t know that about your brother, that he was sensitive in that way.”

      “I suppose, outside the family and Bryce, we don’t really talk about what being a mage means. When I was growing up, I had it drummed into me that I had to keep my abilities secret, and my mother did the same with my siblings. None of us is comfortable with discussing this stuff with non-mages.”

      “I’d like to know more, if you’re okay with talking about it. I think it’s fascinating. I’d love to understand how it works.”

      “You and me both.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “The only explanation I’ve seen for mage powers is in the old documents we found on Ostillon. They were written by the mages who colonized the planet, though the stories were already ancient history at the time. They say the original mages believed they carried a genetic mutation, and the ability to Cast was unlocked when someone experimented with drinking mixtures of different substances. It does have to be something in our genes. That’s how Kai Wei identified us on Magog, through the saliva samples.”

      “A genetic variation makes sense,” said Hsiao, “but that doesn’t explain how you do what you do. Transporting from one place to another, starting fires, healing people, locking doors so they can’t be opened…none of it has any rational explanation according to the laws of physics.”

      “Beats me. It isn’t something I think about. My grandma taught me how to Cast, the same as she taught me to read and write. Do you wonder about how you can read?”

      “No, but…” The pilot’s brow wrinkled. “I can explain why I can read. I can explain most things if I put my mind to it. I could tell you how the Bathsheba’s engines work, for instance, and why it’s odd Lakshmi Station’s star emits heavy metal particles.”

      Carina shrugged.

      Hsiao turned her gaze upward to the star field again and was silent.

      Carina also concentrated on the speck that was the station, trying to guess how big it was. It had to be at least the size of a substantial moon.

      After several minutes, the pilot said, “There has to be an explanation for everything, even if we don’t know it yet. It took us hundreds of thousands of years to invent deep space engines, but we did it in the end. Maybe, one day, someone will figure out what makes mages different. Maybe one day splicers will be able to give anyone the same abilities.”

      “I certainly hope so. Life would be a lot easier.”

      Hsiao got to her feet. “For me too. I’d love to close my eyes and transport myself anywhere on the ship. The Bathsheba’s way too big.”

      “I usually walk,” said Carina, “though I can’t deny it’s nice to have the option of a shortcut. How long until we dock?”

      “We’ve been slowing down for a while. A couple of days, assuming they allow us to dock right away.”

      “Why would we have to wait?”

      “Lakshmi’s a busy place. There’s space traffic all around it. We’ve been picking up their advertising spiel for days too.”

      “We have? I didn’t know.”

      “You should have a listen. It’s illuminating.”
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      Lakshmi Station was shaped like two squares superimposed, creating an eight-pointed star. The Bathsheba approached the upper side, in the lane of space traffic.

      Parthenia watched with Hsiao and a few of the Black Dogs as the station grew gradually larger on the bridge holo. The pilot would perform the maneuver to dock, but after that she would join the away party.

      Parthenia wasn’t going to the station. Carina had snubbed her again, but she had no interest in business meetings anyway. Father had forced her to attend too many meetings with clients on Ithiya. He’d made her Cast Enthrall on the unsuspecting men and women so they would agree to unfavorable terms. She felt sick and her skin prickled with anxiety just remembering. Participating in the process again would bring back many bad memories, though she didn’t think Carina would pull the same underhanded trick to buy space weapons for the Bathsheba.

      One of the Black Dogs, a woman called Van Hasty, quietly swore, expressing her wonder at the size of the station. “How far away are we?” she asked Hsiao.

      “An hour.”

      “As long as that?”

      “Uh huh. But we stop here. I’m reversing thrust to bring us to a standstill. When I’ve shut the engines down I’ll fly the Peregrine the rest of the way. Bibik will be along soon to keep an eye on things while I’m gone.”

      The edges of Lakshmi disappeared and the station took up the entire view, the detail of its hull growing more defined as each second passed. Lines cut across the base of the points of the construction, channels of some kind, separating the triangles from the octagonal whole. More lines criss-crossed the main surface, creating an intricate pattern that Parthenia guessed was more decorative than practical. There would be conduits, service tunnels, air ducts, and much more running underneath the hull, but there was no reason for these to show on the outside as far as she knew. It looked quite pretty, if a space station could ever be called pretty, which was strange considering its trade.

      “Shit,” said Van Hasty, “I wish I was going with you, Hsiao. Must be all kinds of fun things to do there.”

      “You’ll get your turn. As soon as we’ve figured out what we’re doing about the armaments, everyone will get their R and R.”

      “I could do with it. How long has it been since we had a chance to let our hair down?”

      “Stop complaining,” said another Black Dog, Rees. “You went planetside with our friends the Regians. What more fun could you want?”

      “Huh, I wouldn’t call nearly being made a larva snack fun, but whatever floats your boat.”

      Rees’s face creased as he grinned and he seemed about to fire back a quick reply, but his gaze slid to Parthenia and he hesitated before eventually saying, “You’re welcome to float my boat anytime, and you know it.”

      “Yeah, you wish,” said Van Hasty.

      Parthenia inwardly sighed.

      Rees was moderating what he said because she was present. The Black Dogs all treated her like a kid. Kamil had been the only one who didn’t, and now he was dead. A sob welled up in her throat, but she swallowed it.

      Carina treated her like a kid too, even though they were only three years apart. Her sister had apologized for not allowing her to attend the discussion about what to do next, but Parthenia knew she didn’t really mean it. And she showed it when she left her out of the away party.

      There had been a time when she’d thought Carina had begun to see her as more of an equal, but that was forgotten now. The next time something important had to be done, she would be excluded again.

      She wished Magog hadn’t been run by Dark Mages. She and Kamil could have stayed there, abandoning the journey to Earth. She could have had some kind of freedom. Now, her fate was tied up with her family’s and the Black Dogs’. Whatever they did, she would be sucked into it. She had no choice and no say because everyone saw her as a child.

      “Hey,” said Hsiao, “listen to this.”

      She did something on her console and suddenly the bridge was filled with sound.

      Welcome to Lakshmi Station, technology center of the sector!

      What do you need? Space cannon? Mechs? The latest energy weapons? Whatever you want, you’ll find it here, guaranteed! The most up-to-date, cutting-edge tech at your fingertips, all for a reasonable price.

      Or maybe you’re only looking for somewhere to get away from the stresses of interplanetary conflict? You’ve come to the right place. Bars, sim pads, leisure hotels, extra-friendly hosts and hostesses, anything and everything you need to relax and forget the war for a while.

      The voice continued at a faster pace and in a more serious tone, No personal arms allowed on site, and brawlers will be immediately and permanently expelled.

      The message began to repeat, and Hsiao turned it off.

      “Extra-friendly hostesses?” Rees asked, grinning again. “I like the sound of that.”

      “I like the sound of the latest space cannon,” said Van Hasty. “Waking up to a ship invasion was a nasty surprise I don’t want to repeat. I hope Carina has the creds to get us the best.”

      “She’s paying with the last of the ember gems,” Parthenia commented. “I don’t know how much they’re worth.”

      “None of us does,” said Hsiao. “They’re a Geriel Sector thing. Never heard of them back home.”

      “She’d better watch out,” Rees said, “or she’ll get ripped off.”

      “Yeah,” said Van Hasty ruefully, “it happens easily enough. You still up for a trip to the station after hearing that, Rees?”

      “’Course. Why not?”

      “Didn’t you hear the bit about ‘no personal arms’ and ‘brawlers expelled’?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      Hsiao laughed. “I’ll explain it to him in simple terms. We’re right in the middle of three warring systems, and they’re all coming here to fill their weapon orders. All of them. What do you think the tension on the station’s gonna be like?”

      Rees’s eyes widened and he whistled. “Holy shit. They’ll be at each others’ throats.”

      “He’s got it!” Van Hasty exclaimed sarcastically.

      Rees went on, “Cool. Can’t wait to get down there.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” asked Hsiao.

      “Nah, who doesn’t like a good bar fight?”

      “Well,” Van Hasty said, “you’d better not get caught or your R and R will be cut short, and you won’t be getting any more.”

      “Yeah, I’ll wait until I’ve spent some time with those extra-friendly hostesses before starting anything.”

      Van Hasty wrinkled her nose. “Ewww! Hostesses? Sex bots, you mean. What if they don’t clean themselves properly between—”

      Rees elbowed her, nodding at Parthenia.

      Van Hasty gave her a glance and continued, “…turns?”

      Parthenia clenched her jaw. “For goodness sake, I know what you were going to say. I know those words. You can say them around me without my ears falling off or my head exploding.”

      “Sorry,” said Rees, “but you know what your sister’s like. If she gets wind we’ve been treating you like another merc, our lives won’t be worth living.”

      “Yes,” Parthenia retorted bitterly. “I do know what my sister’s like.”

      She stalked from the bridge.
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      The umbilicus snaked out from the Peregrine’s airlock. The ship’s outer hatches were not compatible with the station’s, so the away party was forced to enter it via the slightly more risky method, which meant EVA suits for everyone. At the farther end, Lakshmi Station waited.

      “Okay,” said Carina via her helmet’s comm, “let’s go.”

      She reached for the nearest handhold and pulled herself into the tube. As she moved out of the Bathsheba’s a-grav field, she floated forward, her momentum carrying her almost too fast for her to grab the next bar.

      The umbilicus was about twenty meters long. Glancing back to check the others weren’t having any problems, she saw Hsiao, Jackson, and Justus in a line behind her. She wished Jace had agreed to come too, but he’d turned her down. He hadn’t given much of an explanation, only saying he didn’t know the first thing about space weapons or commercial negotiations.

      The guy was a pacifist at heart and would never change.

      She’d invited Bryce as well, though she had to admit the invitation had been half-hearted. He’d seemed to guess she would prefer him to stay on the ship and look after the kids.

      Turning a bend in the umbilicus, she saw the station’s hatch opening and the light of its airlock. She pulled herself onward to reach it. The station’s a-grav quickly settled on her and she had to twist fast to get her feet under her before she hit the deck. Hsiao and the others arrived, the hatch closed, the airlock pressurized, and the inner portal opened.

      On the other side, the passageway was empty. Carina removed her helmet and peered up and down it. “Huh?”

      “What were you expecting?” Hsiao asked, tucking her helmet under her arm. “A welcoming committee?”

      A muffled beeping was coming from inside Carina’s suit. She unzipped it and opened the comm.

      “Party from the Peregrine to proceed to Deck Five.”

      Justus said, “They want to check we aren’t going to shoot the place up before they’ll see us face-to-face.”

      “Makes sense,” said Carina.

      There was only one other exit from the passageway: a set of elevator doors. When they were inside, it didn’t ask where they wanted to go. There was only one stop. The doors opened at Deck Five.

      “Welcome to Lakshmi Station,” said a man on the other side of a high desk. He and the desk stood behind a deck-to-overhead transparent shield. “You’re from out-sector, right?”

      “That’s right. Uhhh, except one of us.” She remembered Justus’s planet, Lotacrylla, was in Geriel.

      “I’m not from around these parts,” said Justus. “So I’m probably not on your system either.”

      “Step forward one at a time for retinal scans,” said the man, “and to receive your visitor ID code. From now on, if you don’t show your code on request, you’ll be immediately returned to your ship and your permission to enter the station will be permanently revoked.”

      Carina went first. After looking into the scanner, she had to present the inside of her wrist, where a laser etched a pattern. It stung a bit but didn’t hurt too bad. When they’d all been scanned and received their codes, the man said, “Deposit your suits in the locker room to your left.”

      Carina asked, “Do you—”

      “Locker room on your left.”

      She trudged to the room. She’d only been going to ask if there was somewhere to sell gems. Lakshmi was not Gog. It wasn’t a backwater planet where people could barter for what they wanted. The traders here would only deal in creds. Heck, they probably had showrooms and catalogs.

      Tall lockers lined the walls in the next room. Along with the others, Carina took off her EVA suit, hung it up in a locker, and closed the door. A square hole opened up.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “You breathe into it,” said Justus. “The locker records your breath signature. It’ll only open if the same person breathes into it again.”

      Her stomach tightened. The last time her bio ID had been recorded, she, Darius, and Parthenia had been identified as mages. “Does it collect your DNA?”

      “Only your breath chemicals, I think.”

      “You think?”

      “I’m not a bio signature expert, Carina.”

      “It’s only to be expected,” Hsiao commented. “They need to use it for security.”

      “Yeah,” said Carina, “but you know what happened on Magog.”

      “It’s no big deal, is it?” asked Jackson.

      “If they wanted your DNA,” Hsiao said, “they would ask you for something different.”

      Carina sighed and leaned in to put her mouth to the square, hoping the station’s security didn’t want anything else. A soft snick emanated from the locker.

      Next, they had to pass through a short, brightly lit tunnel. Carina went first, followed by Justus and Hsiao, with Jackson bringing up the rear. Carina stepped out the farther side.

      “Scanning us,” murmured Justus as he joined her.

      “Yeah,” said Hsiao. “They’re probably looking at our insides too.”

      “They don’t wanna see what I just ate,” said Jackson. “That—”

      An alarm sounded, and a metal plate slid across the tunnel, shutting Jackson inside.

      “Shit!” Carina banged on the metal. “Jackson! Jackson, can you hear me?” She thought she heard some indistinct shouting, then silence.

      “Uh oh,” said Hsiao.

      Carina turned around. When she’d exited the tunnel, there had been an open door in the chamber on the other side. Now the door was closed.

      “Additional security check required,” said a smooth female voice from an intercom. “Please wait.”

      “What the hell?” said Hsiao. “He wasn’t trying to smuggle a weapon in, was he?”

      “I hope not,” said Justus. “We’ll be screwed if he was. They don’t need our business. If we’re lucky, they’ll only kick us off the station.”

      “What if we’re not lucky?” Hsiao asked.

      Justus didn’t answer.

      Tense seconds passed.

      “Jackson isn’t dumb,” said Carina. “He can’t be armed…can he?” As the words left her mouth, an idea about why the merc had been detained hit. But before she could state it, the metal plate slid back, revealing Jackson bare-chested. Two people in armored suits were walking away from him.

      “It was your arm, right?” Carina asked.

      The man’s prosthetic was extensive, encompassing his entire right shoulder as well as the missing limb. Below the elbow downward it looked like a normal arm, but above that it was covered in a dull, flexi-metal skin. The cost-cutting of the cheaper coating on the upper arm and shoulder came as no surprise. The Black Dogs’ former boss, Tarsalan, had been notoriously cheap.

      Though Carina had always known about the prosthetic, she’d never seen the whole thing before. Jackson must have received quite an injury to lose so much of his body. He seemed embarrassed as he hastened to put on his shirt before answering her. Pulling the lower edge down over his hips, he said, “Yeah. They wanted to check I wasn’t hiding a fancy gun.”

      The door at the opposite end of the chamber opened.

      “Looks like we’re good to go,” said Hsiao.

      “You know,” said Justus as they walked out, “that might not be such a crazy idea. Fitting your arm with a gun, I mean. Once we’re out of here, of course. Have you ever considered it?”

      “Never thought about it,” Jackson replied.

      “Or you could get a natural arm regrown,” Justus continued. “I don’t know about where you’re from, but it was a common procedure on my world. You’re stuck in bed for a couple of weeks, but after that—”

      “Never thought about it,” the merc repeated in a harsher tone.

      Justus shrugged.

      Jackson’s sensitivity was a little odd. Carina had heard him crack jokes about his arm many times. She guessed it was one of those cases where it was okay for him to joke about it, but not anyone else.

      They seemed to have finally passed the security procedures. They stepped out into a busy thoroughfare humming with life, though not all of it was human.

      In her short career as a merc, she’d encountered several alien species. Most had been humanoid. Evolution seemed to favor bipedal organisms for the development of intelligence. The similarity to humans made them not too hard to get used to. But the first alien she spotted at Lakshmi Station made her jump.

      It scuttled like a spider, though the creature had more legs and skin rather than a carapace, and its head—what appeared to be its head—stuck up from the center of its body. It also wore clothes. Fabric draped over it and hung down between its legs. She wondered how long it took to get dressed, and if it was confusing trying to fit its legs through the many holes.

      Ten or twelve black eyes ran around the alien’s head like a crown and its face contained four orifices, the largest below the eyes and three more in a line below that. Fine, short, mottled gray fur coated its body.

      The alien was making a beeline for them.

      “Gross!” Hsiao exclaimed, backing up.

      “Shit,” said Carina. The creature seemed about to speak to them, but they didn’t have a translator.

      It drew to a halt in front of them, swaying slightly as it poised on its claws. “Welcome to Lakshmi Station. My name is Bongo. I’ll be your guide for your free introductory tour.”

      “Bongo?” Carina asked.
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      A wave of sharp anger washed over Darius. Sadness, a sense of being alone, and something else he didn’t know the word for—misery?—came with it.

      Parthenia was back.

      Though he hadn’t seen her enter the living area because he was in his bedroom playing cards with Nahla, he felt her arrival clear as day, the same as always.

      He recognized all his family by the patterns of their feelings. If someone had blindfolded him, he could have picked each of them out and even made a good guess about how far away they were. The farther they went, the fainter their broadcast became, until at four or five hundred meters they faded away.

      He’d never let on how well he could feel his brothers and sisters. He thought Mother had guessed, but he’d never talked to her about it. When he was younger, he hadn’t been able to keep his face straight or stop himself from crying when a wave of emotion bashed into him. She would cuddle him, surrounding him with her love, trying to help. It hadn’t helped. She was too sad. Mother’s sadness had been a deep, dark well no one could ever fill. Not even him. He’d tried, but he couldn’t do it.

      If his family knew the truth about how deeply they affected him, it might hurt them. They would be sad and guilty. He didn’t want them to have those bad feelings. He wanted them to be happy. He didn’t want them to fear or hate him.

      “Hurry up,” said Nahla. “It’s your turn.”

      “Oh.” He picked his next card and placed it on the pile.

      Nahla was winning again. She always won, whatever game they played, but he didn’t mind. He liked playing with her. Ferne and Oriana didn’t spend much time with him anymore. They were busy designing and printing clothes. Nahla was often busy too, searching for information in the Bathsheba’s database or translating the mage papers. But sometimes she agreed to play with him.

      He liked Nahla best of all his brothers and sisters, except Carina, of course. He loved Carina so much it hurt. He would never forget the day she’d rescued him from the horrible Dirksen men who had cut him. Even then, before he knew she was his half-sister, he’d loved the way her care and concern wrapped around him like a big, soft blanket. Carina’s pattern of emotions was strong and powerful. Every so often, it wavered into sadness, but mostly it was strong. He felt safe when she was nearby.

      “I win,” said Nahla, putting her final card on the top of the pile. “Better luck next time.”

      Darius gathered up the cards and began pushing them together to make a pack. “Do you want to play again?”

      “No, I’m bored with this game. It’s too easy.”

      “What about something else? We could play a different one.”

      “All the games are too easy.”

      “We could learn something new.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we could find a new game on the database and learn the rules.”

      Nahla’s face twisted as she considered his idea. Her feelings were mixed up. He guessed she didn’t really want to play with him and she’d only agreed to be kind. She didn’t want to say yes, and she was trying to think of a way to say no nicely.

      “How about we do something else?” she asked.

      “Like what?”

      “Like…” She leaned closer.

      He sensed a strange emotion in her—fear tinged with a little bit of excitement.

      “Would you like to explore the ship with me?”

      “Is that all?” Darius replied, disappointed. The odd feelings she was giving out had raised his hopes she had something interesting to suggest. “We’ve explored the ship lots of times. How about we volunteer to be models for Ferne and Oriana? They would like that.”

      Nahla wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want to wear their silly clothes. And we haven’t explored all the ship. I found a new place.”

      “You did?” He was surprised and excited. “Like the time you found the ember gems on the Zenobia?!”

      She nodded. “Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

      “I promise.”

      Now he came to think of it, he had been sensing a secretiveness about her lately. “Why don’t you want anyone to know? Maybe there are more jewels hidden on this ship. Carina could use them to buy us more stuff.”

      “You know what the grown-ups are like. If I tell them, they won’t let us take a look. They’ll say it’s too dangerous.”

      “Well, it might be dangerous,” said Darius, having second thoughts.

      “It isn’t.” She frowned. “And even if it is, you could Transport us out of there, couldn’t you?”

      “Yeah, but…” He was still uneasy. If Carina knew they were planning on investigating a secret part of the Bathsheba, she wouldn’t want them to do it.

      “You promised not to tell anyone,” Nahla reminded him. “If you don’t want to come with me, that’s okay. I’ll go by myself. But you can’t tell on me, okay?”

      “I suppose so,” he said grudgingly.

      “Do you want to come or not?”

      “Why didn’t you go there by yourself already? Were you waiting until I agreed to go with you?”

      “Kinda,” Nahla replied sheepishly.

      He didn’t want to go. Starships weren’t adventure playgrounds, as Carina had often said. There were garbage chutes and airlocks that you couldn’t mess around with or you might end up in space. There were restricted areas near the engine that were deadly if you stayed there too long. There were boxes and machinery that could fall on you.

      But if he didn’t go with Nahla and something bad happened to her, she couldn’t Cast to get herself out of trouble. All she could do was use the ship’s comm, and the rescuers might not arrive in time. The Bathsheba was huge. If she needed an adult to help her, it could take too long for them to run there.

      “I’ll come,” he said. “But if it looks dangerous, we have to leave right away.”

      “Okay,” Nahla agreed, “but I keep telling you, it isn’t dangerous.”

      “Let me get my elixir. Then we can go.” He hopped down from his chair and grabbed his elixir bottle from the top of a cabinet.

      They went into the living area, where Oriana and Ferne were drawing a design on an interface. Parthenia wasn’t there. Darius could feel her in her bedroom, a bundle of heartache and unhappiness. He felt sorry for her, but whenever he tried to give her a hug she would push him away.

      “Where are you two going?” asked Ferne as they headed for the door.

      “Um, we’re getting something to eat,” Nahla replied.

      “We only ate an hour ago,” said Oriana. “You can’t be hungry again.”

      “Darius is. He’s a growing boy. He needs to eat all the time.”

      He elbowed her. Oriana and Ferne would think he was a greedy pig. Couldn’t she think up a better lie?

      “Bring us something too,” said Ferne. “Some of those corn crackers. Carina will be back late from her trip to Lacks Me Station—”

      “Lakshmi,” Oriana interrupted.

      “That’s what I said. Anyway, we won’t be eating dinner until late and I need something to keep me going.”

      “All right,” Nahla agreed. “Corn crackers. Do you want anything, Oriana?”

      “Could you get me a brother who can speak properly?”

      Darius and Nahla giggled.

      Ferne rolled his eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with how I speak.”

      “Should we get anything for Parthenia?” Darius asked.

      “Ugh, no,” said Oriana. “No point. She’s given up on eating. I expect she’ll miss dinner again too. She’s still upset after you know what.”

      Darius did know what. The young man Parthenia liked had died. When it happened, her feelings had hit him like a flash flood racing down a riverbed.

      “Okay,” said Nahla. “See you later. Come on, Darius.”
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      “Where are you from?” Bongo asked.

      He spoke through his upper orifice. The ones below were probably only for breathing, though why he needed three wasn’t clear. The alien scuttled alongside Carina as they walked down the passageway. His head only came up to her waist, and when she looked at him she didn’t know which of his many eyes to focus on. “You won’t have heard of it. We’re from outside Geriel Sector.”

      She didn’t want to give him—or her—any more information than necessary. Justus might feel confident no one on Lakshmi would try to steal the Bathsheba, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t afford to be. The colony ship was all she had. That, and the little pouch of ember gems in her pocket.

      “Outside the sector!” remarked the alien. “Fascinating. Well, you’re all human, so it doesn’t really matter. What brings you to the station?”

      “We’re interested in space armaments. Our ship is already heavily kitted out,” she lied, “but we heard Lakshmi has some of the most advanced tech in the region.”

      “You heard right. You won’t find better within the sector, let alone region.”

      “That’s good to hear. I’m glad you can speak Universal. We don’t have any translators. Do all the vendors speak Universal too?” She’d presumed they would be human, but Bongo’s existence had made her realize they might not.

      “You don’t need to be concerned about translation. If an arms specialist can find a way to part you from your creds, he’ll do it, even if it means he has to speak…” He concluded his sentence with a sound like someone gargling while at the same time trying to not throw up.

      “Talking of creds,” said Carina, “we don’t have any.”

      Bongo stopped dead in his tracks and his head rotated as he scanned her with all his eyes. “Then how do you plan to—”

      “We have valuable items we want to exchange. Is there a place we can do that?”

      “What kind of valuable items?”

      “I’d rather not say.” And she certainly didn’t want to pull out the gems to show him in the middle of the busy thoroughfare.

      “I see. I can take you to some—”

      A passerby stepped too close and caught his foot on one of Bongo’s many outspread legs. The stranger stumbled, but at half his weight, the alien came off worse from the collision. He flipped right over onto his back, his head bending into his body.

      “Damned spider creep!” the man yelled, getting to his feet.

      “Hey, take it easy,” said Carina. “It was an accident.”

      Bongo was struggling to right himself. The accident had drawn the attention of the crowd and a ring of bystanders was forming. Wriggling exactly like an arachnid, the alien was becoming a spectacle.

      “Yuck,” someone murmured. “Revolting.”

      Everyone watching was human, and they were having exactly the reaction most humans had when confronted with an insect or spider in distress—disgust. But Carina had always liked bugs. Nai Nai had discouraged her from making friends, fearing she would accidentally reveal her mage powers, and her planet hadn’t evolved large life forms she could have as pets. So she’d taken to playing with invertebrates, constructing elaborate homes for them in her room, much to her grandmother’s annoyance when they inevitably escaped.

      She scooped Bongo up and set him on his feet.

      Meanwhile, Jackson snapped to the crowd, “What are you gawping at? Move on. Nothing to see here.”

      “I can manage!” the alien exclaimed. He shook himself like a wet dog and reached up with a couple of claws to adjust the cloth hanging below his belly.

      “Sorry,” said Carina. “I was just trying to help.”

      “Are you all right?” asked Hsiao.

      “I’m fine,” Bongo retorted irritably. “Now, where were we? Currency exchange centers, right? I’ll take you to some, and I’ll show you the leisure and recreation facilities on the way.”

      “We aren’t interested in leisure and recreation,” said Carina, but he didn’t respond. She guessed it was his job to take them on the standard tour.

      What had been a bare, pedestrian transit tunnel opened out into a commercial zone. The congestion eased in the wider space, and the air was suddenly filled with scents of food, perfumes, and other, unrecognizable things. The noise increased, sounds of talking, footsteps, and a warbling singer echoing from the three-tier-high walls and walkways.

      Justus continued on, unimpressed, but Carina, Hsiao, and Jackson halted to take it all in. Stores, restaurants, cafes, offices, and establishments she didn’t even recognize ranged around them. She had always kind of known such places existed, but she’d never seen one. The course of her life had never given her the opportunity to visit a high-end market like this. From the way they stared, she guessed Hsiao and Jackson’s backgrounds were similar.

      Bongo was waiting patiently for them. Justus had turned around and walked back.

      “You’ll have plenty of time for shopping after the tour,” said the alien.

      They continued on. After a few minutes, Carina realized some of the people in the throng weren’t actually alive. At first, she’d thought Lakshmi Station held more than the average share of attractive folk. Several of the men and women they passed were head-turners. But when the next one came along, she noticed there was something not quite right about the way she looked. Her skin, eyes, and hair were literally flawless, and her face and body was perfectly symmetrical. The other good-lookers were the same.

      These had to be the ‘hosts and hostesses’ mentioned in the station’s broadcasted advertising. Hsiao had explained they were androids and what they were for, and it was then she’d decided Parthenia and the other kids shouldn’t come to the station, at least not until she’d checked it out. In fact, so far it was tamer than she’d imagined, but they’d hardly seen any of it yet. She didn’t want to take the risk of exposing them to things beyond their years, especially considering everything they’d been through.

      “Mind massage,” Hsiao read aloud from a sign. “I wonder what that is?”

      “Externally induced meditation,” said Bongo. “It’s pleasant, but nothing to write home about.”

      “Do you have sim modules here?” Jackson asked.

      The alien emitted a long stream of air from its three lower orifices, causing them to flap and vibrate noisily. The effect was something like laughing.

      Bongo had holes just for laughing?

      “Do we have sim modules? Sir, we have the best sim modules in all Geriel Sector. Military, romance, sensual, adventure, historical, futuristic, theological, whatever you can imagine. We have sim modules that read your deepest fantasies and recreate them for you. And your worst nightmares too, though I wouldn’t recommend that option.”

      “Cool,” Jackson commented.

      “After we figure out what we’re doing about the armaments,” said Hsiao, “we should get something to eat. I bet they have all kinds of weird, delicious stuff here.”

      “Probably,” Carina replied, “but we aren’t here to have fun, remember? We have a job to do.”

      “The Black Dogs are expecting some R and R,” said Jackson.

      “They’re in a state of nearly constant rest and recuperation on the ship!” Carina protested. “Who started that rumor?”

      “Uhhh,” said Hsiao, “I just assumed…”

      “Great,” Carina muttered.

      She was beginning to feel like a mother in charge of a bunch of demanding, whiny offspring. Didn’t the mercs understand they were on a mission? It was a very long one, she had to admit, but the time for R and R would come later, after they’d reached Earth.

      “I don’t have any idea how many creds we’ll get in exchange for the…” she coughed as Bongo’s head swiveled her way. “Once we’ve bought the weapons and supplies, there might not be anything left over to spend on having fun.”

      She felt bad. The mercs had worked without pay for months. They’d joined her expedition to Earth mostly because they’d had no choice. It was either that or spend the rest of their lives hiding from vengeful Dirksens. She’d come to see them as extended family, but in reality they were work-for-hire soldiers who were working for no compensation.

      An alien of the same species as Bongo approached through the crowd. As the two passed each other, they raised their legs and hit claws in a multiple high-five.

      They entered a leisure and recreation area, which the alien insisted on showing them around, though Carina tried again to explain they weren’t interested. Hsiao and Jackson made a liar of her anyway, expressing great interest in every place Bongo took them, from the ‘hosted’ lounges to the ‘soaring rooms’, where you could turn off the a-grav and fly, wearing wings. The latter seemed particularly silly. Aboard starships, losing a-grav generally meant imminent disaster.

      Most of the entertainments were behind closed doors, which Carina was grateful for, though they did see one section open to the public: a hot spring ‘lake’, where bathers lounged and lazily swam. The creators had gone to a lot of trouble to make the place appear authentic, shipping in the rocks from a planet. The plants looked real, from the tall ferns that overhung the water to the moss on the pebble shore.

      Finally, the obligatory tour of the recreation area was over and Bongo took them to a currency exchange booth. There was only room for three people on the customer side. Or, as it turned out, one human and a…whatever Bongo was. He crawled into the booth with Carina, and then no one else would fit. Hsiao, Jackson, and Justus waited outside, peering in.

      Was it a set up? Was she about to be ripped off?

      She decided to show the assistant only one of the gems and find out how much they were willing to offer before deciding whether to go ahead with the exchange.

      Another of Bongo’s species stepped out through a curtain into the back of the booth.

      That explained why the counter was so low.

      It had to be a set up. Bongo had brought her to a friend, relation, or associate to fleece her. Was he even an official guide? The sack-thing he was wearing didn’t display any words or a logo.

      He spoke with the sales assistant, using their mutual language. The sound reminded her of water running over rocks.

      “Hey,” she said, “could you use Universal? I’d prefer to know what you’re saying.”

      “I was explaining to my cousin you’d like to conduct a non-standard exchange. She wants to know what you’re offering.”

      Cousin, huh?

      With a sense of unease, Carina drew out her pouch and removed one of the gems before returning it to her pocket. Squatting down, she put the gem on the counter but kept her finger on it.

      A second round of bubbling dialogue ensued.

      She picked up the stone and folded it inside her palm. “Universal!”

      “I apologize,” said Bongo. “If that’s what I think it is, it’s the first time I’ve ever seen one in real life. My cousin doubts it’s genuine and wants to check for herself.”

      “Yeah, but…” She couldn’t think of a nicer way to put it. “How do I know your cousin isn’t going to run off with it and disappear, or take it out the back and swap it for a fake?”

      “Wow,” said Bongo’s relative. “Rude much? If you don’t trust me, you’re welcome to take your business elsewhere.”

      “Don’t be a stupid…” Bongo scolded, using a word from his language. “When are you gonna see another ember gem?” His head swiveled toward Carina. “It’s clear you’re from a rougher part of the galaxy. What you have to understand about Lakshmi Station is that it’s tightly, I mean tightly, regulated. Just last week a cafe owner was found selling coffee from a printer as the genuine article. They spaced him.”

      “Spaced?!” Carina exclaimed, looking over her shoulder at her companions.

      “Yeah, spaced. What do you think they’d do to my cousin if she tried to steal your gem?”

      Carina still couldn’t believe him. He could be spinning her a tale.

      “The gem is real,” she told the exchange owner. “Assuming I let you verify that, how much will you give me for it?”

      Bongo’s cousin named a sum that would have made Carina’s eyes pop if she hadn’t been carefully trying to keep a neutral expression. She’d made a similar exchange on Gog for starship fuel, and now she knew how badly she’d been screwed over. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.

      Bongo had begun babbling like a brook to his cousin, who replied at a louder volume. He upped the ante some more, rising onto the tips of his claws to lean over the counter. Were they arguing? It appeared so, but really Carina didn’t have a clue.

      He broke off abruptly and said, “We’re going somewhere else.”

      “What?” asked Carina. “Why?”

      “Because my cousin thinks she can retire early
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