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      The blackness of deep space outside her window cast a spell of tranquility on Sayuri Arai that calmed her nerves.

      The four-hour company shuttle flight concluded when the magnetic docking clamps locked tight. The Taio Industries tiny ship rumbled and shifted as its motion synched with the massive space station. With that transition, dread reclaimed her soul.

      Sayuri, daughter of CEO and company founder Tamotsu “Tom” Arai, sat as the only passenger, surrounded by five empty chairs. Behind the shuttle airlock, compressors popped and hissed to normalize the docking tunnel that now tethered the shuttle to the station proper. After more disquieting noises, the door whisked open to a muted racket of voices, the whir of robotic forklifts, and other machinery.

      A puff of the cooled ventilated station environment refreshed her after hours of recycled air in the condensed space. Still, she waited and braced herself. Today could decide the rest of her life.

      A mechanical voice over the public address at the airlock called out, “Docking complete. Welcome to Pandora Orbital Earth Base, Sayuri Arai.”

      Uncertain if she responded to a sentient computer or a pre-programmed greeter, she erred toward etiquette. “Thank you.” I guess my father raised me right. She chuckled at the irony.

      Throughout her life, she’d taken three or four trips every year to visit her father on station at his office. Until her college years, she’d taken the shuttle up with her younger brother Madoku, leaving their mother in their Tokyo home, to spend time with their father in his Pandora condo. Growing up, she’d rarely seen both parents in the same house. Her father joked that the living arrangement made for a marriage of lifelong happiness.

      Sayuri suspected such distancing also affected sibling and parental relations in a negative way. She’d attended high school and college in the United States. She’d obtained her degree from United States/Harvard Earth, attending the historical Massachusetts campus, and, in the process, steeped herself in the culture. She hadn’t seen her father or her younger brother in two years, choosing to remain Earth-side and spend her vacations with Mother in Japan rather than travel to space.

      Today, she arrived on the heels of her doctorate in business, its image scanned, transmitted, and verified by company personnel. A prestigious position as Assistant Vice President of Operations to one of the leading asteroid and planetary mining companies in the solar system awaited, hers for the claiming.

      Most people would kill just for a chance to interview for such an opportunity, not that Sayuri had to fight for the job. She was more than qualified to serve competently. But as “daddy’s girl”, her job had been guaranteed before she’d finished her first semester as a freshman.

      A freshman in high school.

      She slung her carry-on bag over her shoulder and stepped through onto the station. The rest of her belongings would arrive in a couple of days. In the meantime, she would just carry her basics in the duffel.

      She paused in the entry archway to allow a station-bot to scan her travel-pass. The machine’s dual camera “gaze” fell upon the document before it extended her booklet back to her. “Welcome back, Dr. Sayuri Arai. Can I direct you anywhere?”

      “Thank you, no.” She proceeded up the main walkway, a carpeted path that traversed the outer ring of the station and circled back upon itself.

      Pandora Earth Station served primarily as a port of space commerce and trade, with support facilities and living quarters for those who needed them. Permanent corporations occupied entire “spokes” of the station from the outer ring toward the inner ring. Smaller businesses, trade masters, and inner-station services all shared one spoke.

      Arrows indicated pro-rotation (to her left) and counter-rotation (to her right), and each spoke hallway was numbered sequentially, 1-90. Sayuri had entered the station at docking bay 40; Taio occupied all of spoke 43, located three hallways pro-rotation, roughly a half-kilometer jaunt.

      But first....

      Sayuri’s stomach growled and her mouth watered. She’d not had a Bertie Burger in two years, not since her last visit when she’d surprised her father for his 60th birthday.

      The familiar eatery sign came into view, lit up in retro neon orange just like she remembered. The aroma of greasy burgers and fries reached her from across the mostly-empty tables and chairs of the food court. She felt a smile come to her face. She approached the kiosk, anxious to satisfy her craving for a taste of home.

      She checked her data-pad and stabbed a button to synch with local station time: 2:30 p.m., the height of business traffic. But with most ships docked and in mid-reload while other transport captains sat deep in negotiations with clients, the food area had few customers.

      One, a striking Spacer with broad shoulders and dark skin, sat by himself, a half-eaten Bertie Burger on his tray as he looked down at his own datapad. He appeared of Earth-side African descent, not that such ancestry mattered, because Spacer culture superseded all geographical ties. He wore the standard burgundy mining crew uniform, and she wondered if he served on one of her father’s ships or that of a competitor. She strode past his table and risked a glimpse at his shoulder badge.

      She spied the distinct Taio patch in a glance. He’s one of ours! Her eyes scanned the stylized pictograph, more like a child’s scrawl, of a distant sun, meteor in the foreground.

      She noted her own phrasing. One of ours. Not “one of my father’s.” How quickly my allegiance returns to me.

      As she closed in on the burger counter, a familiar voice called to her. “Sayuri!” Her heart leapt to see Bertie himself behind the grill, the usual greasy apron strung around his middle.

      He waved a spatula coated in grease at her. “Finally made it back to check on your brother!”

      Sayuri smirked at the teasing. Though younger, her brother had returned to the station two years ago, opting for on-the-job experience after his bachelor’s. Promoted twice, he now served as vice president of finance.

      She hoped, perhaps in vain, she’d receive an equal chance to prove herself.

      Bertie held his arms out. “I’d hug you, but I’m a little greasy at the moment.”

      “Bertie, you know the best welcome home you can give me.”

      Bertie had already molded the first patty and tossed it on the grill. “Two Sayuri Burgers, coming up!” Years ago, Bertie had christened her usual preference the Sayuri Burger--ground beef with extra onions and a spritz of soy sauce--and added her creation to the menu.

      As Sayuri waited, folding her arms, Bertie attended to the chore of frizzling the meat. “So, what makes you think my brother needs watching?”

      Bertie grinned. “Who, me? I know nothing.” He deposited the burgers onto the already-dressed buns.

      Sayuri offered a wink. “If our competitors knew who to bribe, Bertie, our corporation would have gone under decades ago.”

      Bertie poured out a diet drink, popped on a lid, and added it to her meal. “Relax. I wouldn’t sell you out cheap. I’d make them pay top credit!”

      She handed over her charge card and Bertie ran the transaction. He handed it to her with a hearty “Welcome back,” and returned to cleaning his grill.

      Sayuri picked up her tray. The handsome black man in the Taio Spacer uniform still sat at his table, his attention riveted to his datapad. He’d only taken two more bites out of his sandwich since she’d last eyed him.

      Something about him intrigued her--perhaps his affiliation to Taio. She sat down within easy sight of him a couple of tables over.

      He glanced at her long enough to nod, and then returned his attention to the pad.

      She took her first few bites of the Sayuri Burger--tastier than she remembered! She devoured half of the first burger before she paused for a breath.

      Wiping her mouth, she stifled a burp. Then she looked over at him, but his eyes remained fixed on the pad.

      Guess I can “sip” the rest now.

      She picked up the burger, intending to take another bite, but her eyes shifted back to him.

      His eyes remained... Wait, did he just sneak a peek at me?

      She shook her head, mentally kicking herself. Just introduce yourself!

      She dropped the burger and approached the table. “Hi...I couldn’t help but notice you’re with Taio Industries, too.” She emphasized the last word.

      Rather than looking annoyed, the man’s dark eyes reflected amusement. “Yes, ma’am. I’m with the C.M.S. Red Lotus.” His eyes drifted over her body, presumably scanning her blue blouse and slacks for some sort of corporate designation. She wasn’t wearing anything showing her corporate affiliation. He asked the next logical question. “You’re a new hire?”

      Sayuri hesitated. “I’m...back from an extended leave.”

      The man nodded. “Our ship just docked after a 16-month jaunt, so I guess I could say the same.”

      Sayuri rocked on the balls of her feet, feeling silly at her intrusion. “The Red Lotus. Why do I know that name?”

      The man flashed a pleasant smile. “My commission with Taio ends in two days.”

      “Oh, that Red Lotus!” Sayuri finished. Among the files her father had messaged her to study, she’d noticed the decommission inspection scheduled for tomorrow morning. “The Red Lotus was one of the first ships of the fleet. Over 20 years ago.”

      The man chuckled, a deep baritone. “Yes, but that’s deceitful. The ship’s been in service for over 40 years. She was considered well-used when Tamotsu Arai bought her. But the company was a start-up, and she was a deal when he was pinching pennies to get launched. His company, as well as his first ship.” He paused to smile at his own play on words. “Now she’s long past retirement. I served on her almost five years. I’m proud of my time there, but it’s over.”

      He tapped the front of his pad screen. “I’m putting myself out there for crew commission interviews. There’re some good prospects coming through in the next few days. I don’t think I’ll have any problem finding a new position. Six months on the Red Lotus will give any Spacer some intense experience in maintenance and repair.”

      Sayuri laughed. She remembered the Red Lotus on and off the roster over the years, coming in or going out of spaceport, when she was a little girl. Her father often grumbled about the repairs, but the Red Lotus struck pay dirt often enough to keep things interesting. She recalled the commander, a large man with salt and pepper hair.

      A noise broke Sayuri’s train of thought. She focused on the man in front of her. “Sorry?”

      “I said, my name’s Dravin Sow. Good to meet you.” He indicated the chair across from his.

      She retrieved her tray and took him up on his offer. “Sayuri Ar....” She realized being the C.E.O.’s daughter in this conversation could prove awkward, and she probably wouldn’t see him again anyway. “My name’s Sayuri. I’m in the administration pool.”

      “I hear the vee-pees keep you all hopping.”

      “I’m sure that’s true.” Sayuri caught herself staring into his deep, dark eyes. “I mean...they do! I just returned from additional training Earth side. It’s a promotion thing.” She stopped. God, I sound like an idiot!

      Dravin took a bite of his burger. “Congratulations on the promotion.”

      “Thanks. It’s good to be back.” Sayuri shadowed his motions, uncertain where to take the exchange. “So...can I see your ship from any of the viewports?”

      Dravin motioned station-ward. “Peek out the observation window about five spokes pro-rotation. Ours is the rusty piece of junk. Can’t miss it. It’s...not a paint job.” His smile lit up his face.

      Sayuri caught herself staring. Feeling a flush come to her face, she looked down at her tray and gave her second burger more attention than necessary.

      Dravin continued, “The Red Lotus has been good to me. It’s a sub-par ship, in some ways the worst nightmare assignment I’ve had to-date, but I learned a lot. It really needed to be retired. Still, the timing could be better.” He motioned at his pad. “I’ve only secured two interviews and the second one is a month away.”

      Sayuri considered. “With months of back pay, you should be comfortable...enough?” She ended her comment as a question, unsure if she was prying.

      Dravin dabbed at his mouth with a napkin, a precise, dignified movement. “We would have liked more notice, but realistically she’s not fit for much more than light escort duty, and newer models are far cheaper.” He finished his burger. “I just don’t like the idea of being grounded.”

      Sayuri glanced at her own pad and noticed the time. “Whoops. I’ve gotta go. Time to report in.” She rose and slung her bag over her shoulder, grabbing up her second burger. She’d have to eat as she walked. She hesitated, then extended her hand. “Well, see you around, Dravin.”

      Dravin flashed another smile that made her stomach flutter and pumped her hand formally. “That’s very nice of you, Ma’am. Come say ‘hi’ anytime.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sayuri Arai looked through the deep space platform window at the dejected lump that was the Corporate Mining Spaceship Red Lotus. Despite its name, the spacecraft better resembled a legless dung beetle floating outside the space station, as if looking for a shaded area to lay its eggs, or seeking to contaminate the bright metal surface with its corrosion disease. Segments of cracked and charred metal armor marred its surface. A piece of space junk.

      In spite of Dravin’s words, Sayuri wondered what a little TLC might do. The four-decade-old vessel could never regain its original luster, but a new name plate, new armor plating to replace the dilapidated segments, and it wouldn’t be quite the eyesore.

      Wasn’t her problem, really, and she wasn’t sure why she cared. Was she crushing? She smiled. Sow was a good looking man, but her responses didn’t feel like a crush to her. Yet something nagged at the back of her mind.

      If nothing else, she could put in a good word and see if her company could help the crew.

      Why not? Couldn’t hurt.
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      The frosted glass doors slid aside, and Sayuri walked over the business-blue carpet in the foyer of Taio Industries. Behind the reception desk, Mariko let out a squeal so uncharacteristic of her professional demeanor that Sayuri jumped. Sayuri accepted the older woman’s embrace and felt her cheeks flare as other faces looked up from the hall beyond the counter, some familiar, some new.

      “Sayuri!” “Hello!” “That’s Sayuri, Madoku’s older sister...” Other comments reached her while she greeted the company greeter. The gesture touched her.

      They separated, and Mariko handed Sayuri an ID tag, which doubled as her access card. The static fastener secured the badge to her blouse, over her breast. The badge granted her access to all areas of Taio Industries, including the executive-only offices and meeting rooms, areas new to her.

      She exchanged hugs with assistants as she traveled the back hall into a cluster of mini-cubes. She waved and smiled, but walked purposefully toward the segmented hallway of individual executive offices.

      She paused at her father’s door and gave a cursory knock. Hearing nothing, she cracked the door and peeked in.

      Empty. The desk sat in its usual uncluttered state. Except for the newest model computer display on one edge, the office looked exactly as she remembered from two years ago.

      A familiar voice called out in affectionate Japanese, “Nay-san!” Big sister! The sound brought a smile to Sayuri’s face, and she turned to look upon her otooto. Not so little anymore, she thought with a lump in her throat.

      Madoku waved from down the hall, standing in front of his office, clasping one of his manila file folders. Growing up, Madoku found electronic files confusing, preferring to keep his paperwork on actual...well, paper. Through the years, he’d turned the quirk into a sort of odd calling card.

      As she approached him and held out her arms, the serious look in his eyes softened. Similar in height and build, Madoku had changed little since she’d last seen him. He wore the latest corporate fashion, a loose artificial silk top and matching trousers. He followed his embrace with a respectful and clipped bow, which she returned.

      She’d always known that the corporate world would suit him, and he wore the lifestyle well.

      Madoku motioned to his office door as an invitation and stepped through. Sayuri followed.

      He slid behind a clean, polished, and orderly desk--the mirror image of their father’s, except for the two stacked file cabinets against the far wall.

      “Your timing is perfect, Sayuri.” Madoku’s eyes lost their familiar softness. “I trust you plan to attend the corporate update. It starts pretty soon. It’s a perfect opportunity to introduce you to the company.”

      Actually, she hadn’t, but she liked the idea. “Of course. Where’s Father?”

      Madoku shrugged. “Most likely, he’s negotiating with one of our mining ship commanders up to the last moment. Probably the commander of the Red Lotus.”

      She smiled. She’d wondered how to approach the subject and he’d led her right to the topic. “I met their executive officer in the food mall.”

      “Not for much longer.” Madoku glanced at an electronic display on his desk. “In roughly...48 hours...the ship and its crew cease to be our problem.”

      “I was hoping...for a different outcome. The ship and its crew have served us well. And Red Lotus was the first ship of our fleet. Doesn’t seem right to just give up on them.”

      As she spoke, his face darkened. Now he tapped the closed manila envelope as if that explained everything. “Well, we’re hardly giving up. Father kept that hunk of junk about a decade longer than was practical. Truth is, over the past eight years, we’ve dumped about fifteen times the credits into repairs than the ship’s found in accumulated mining strikes. We can either keep replacing everything wrong on her, or just custom-order a new ship.” Madoku pulled a piece of paper showing a chart that demonstrated the relative economics of both scenarios. Sayuri noted that the file was marked as part of the presentation for today’s meeting.

      “Okay,” she nodded, considering. “I get it. But the crew, that’s like, 35 people.”

      Madoku nodded. “37. All contracted Spacers. Free agents, able to take other assignments as soon as we release them.”

      She wondered how to put her feeling into words. “I feel like...we owe it to them to take care of them.”

      Madoku shrugged. “The Spacers may not appreciate that. They can be odd. They have their own way of doing things. We’ll send off inquiries, we’ll place whoever we can, but...that’s a lot of displaced talent to absorb all at once and....” He hesitated.

      “What?”

      “Well...working with all that antiquated equipment didn’t do the crew any favors. Their skills aren’t exactly in high demand.” Madoku rose abruptly and strode toward the door. “Follow me. Your office is ready.”

      Sayuri’s head spun from the speed with which her brother had dismissed the topic. She hurried into the hall after him, though he only led her one door down.

      Her name stared back at her, centered in black against a panel of frosted glass. Madoku opened the door on a bare redwood desk, e-screen inset and computer console, a clone of the other offices. She knew, given a couple of days, she’d have scribbled notes, papers, holo-photos, and random clutter all over the place.

      Madoku hovered in the door frame. “Meeting starts in five minutes. Do you want me to show you to the meeting room?”

      Sayuri’s head still spun. “Hai, you’d better.” Her computer, already powered up, showed her calendar in the corner with the meeting flashing its importance. Her email account already had several messages, including one from Pandora Accommodations, probably confirming her condo room number and requesting details to transfer luggage that hadn’t arrived yet. It could wait.

      She dropped off her bag and stepped back toward the executive hallway. Rather than stepping aside, Madoku held his arms out for a second embrace. Touched, Sayuri hugged her brother again.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Nay-san. We’re going to make a great team.”

      She felt herself bristle at his words. She hoped he didn’t notice the strange anxiety in her answer. “I’m glad you have such confidence in me. I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed.”

      Madoku stepped into the hall, and Sayuri tagged along at his side. She asked, “Do things always move at this pace?”

      Madoku shook his head. “No.”

      “Oh, good.”

      He smiled. “This is a slow day.”
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      The luxurious trappings of the executive boardroom impressed and surprised her the same way they would impress any other first-time visitor. The rich redwood oval table. The plush leather couches and matching chairs. The break station against the far wall. Before today, Sayuri Arai hadn’t had any business, and little interest, in the executive boardroom.

      She noticed the cups and contemporary teapot, a stream of steam issuing from the spout, all set out on a serving tray. She recognized several faces and saw many others she didn’t know. Many Japanese, some American, and a couple she couldn’t place. At least one, Sayuri judged from her aloof posture and rugged physical features, may have come from Mars colony.

      She noted her father’s personal assistant, Jana Mercedes, seated to the left of the empty chair at the head of the table. Her wavy dark hair held more streaks of gray than the last time they’d seen each other.

      Madoku sat three chairs down from Jana and motioned Sayuri to the empty seat to his right. Several people rose, or bowed, or extended their hand, according to their custom. “Sayuri!” “So glad you made it!” “How was your flight?” She exchanged pleasantries and clasped hands, then seated herself, waiting for her head to catch up with the activity.

      Coffee. I need coffee. She noticed a small tea coaster near each chair, including her own. Oh, of course. Her father maintained the family tradition of serving tea during all special occasions, and clearly, he’d carried the ritual over to corporate meetings as well.

      Sayuri met Jana’s gaze, then looked away to Madoku. He’d already proceeded to form stacks of pages in front of him in some sort of priority.

      Sayuri figured that once the meeting started, Jana would serve the tea. It would do.

      In the meantime, I can take this moment to compose myself, clear my head and--

      Sure enough, the door at the end of the room opened, and her father stepped through, speaking to a familiar figure dressed in starship red. “There’s nothing more we can do, Commander, but you have my word--”

      Short, stocky and dignified as always, her father’s eyes scanned the room and centered on her. His stern mouth cracked into the briefest smile before his stone-like expression returned. “Sayuri. Welcome home, daughter. I’m sorry I could not greet you sooner.”

      Sayuri stood as her father bowed. She bowed back. “Hai, Father.”

      The second figure hesitated near the door. Sayuri recognized the elderly form, salt and pepper hair now solid white. A scowl marred his normally friendly face. With the visual, his name came to her mind. Kaden McMillan, the first Spacer to contract with Taio Industries, Commander of the C.M.S. Red Lotus. As a little girl, Sayuri thought him a friendly, often silly man who had a tendency to tell bad puns as jokes.

      Today, none of that mattered. “Those 36 people have served you well, Tom, and you’re abandoning them.”

      Her father turned from Sayuri to address Commander McMillan. She saw on his face the patient look of someone who had picked up unwanted company and couldn’t shake that person. “I told you, Kaden. They are good people, and we’ll re-assign every one of them. I also promised you a chance to make your case today. Just because I don’t think....” He let the sentence trail off unfinished as if he’d reconsidered speaking his thought out loud, then motioned to an empty seat across from Sayuri. “Now please, find a seat and let’s get started.”

      Madoku broke in, addressing their father. “Why did you say that to him?”

      If the outburst bothered her father, Sayuri couldn’t tell from his face. “What do you mean?”

      “Why did you say we’d find positions for all of his people? We can’t possibly guarantee that.”

      Jana, the executive assistant, cut in. “Is this part of the meeting? Should I start taking notes?”

      Sayuri didn’t know where to look first: the furious commander, her disgusted brother, or her stone-faced father. And here she sat in the middle.

      Her father approached the head of the table, his distress and resignation clear. “Let’s call this meeting to order and move the Red Lotus to the top of the agenda.”

      The commander jumped right in, slamming his palms on the tabletop and leaning across to glare at Madoku. “How dare you, you little snot! I gave this company over 20 years and helped get it off the ground. Your father hired me, the first of a three-ship fleet which built this company from nothing.” Sayuri pressed back against the leather chair, cowering at the ferocity of McMillan’s words.

      “I simply meant that your crew’s skill-set leaves them vulnerable. It’s going to take time and resources to--”

      “Every member of my crew is cross-trained on navigation, drilling lasers, life support, and defense weapons. Any one of them could take the ship apart and put it back together in under a week.”

      Unruffled, Madoku replied, “Being exceptionally trained on antiquated machinery doesn’t really get them very far, Commander.”

      “They can learn anything in under a week. I’d stake my reputation on it.”

      “I have no doubt of that. But you have to convince the new commanding officers considering them.”

      “It’s pretty difficult to train up on the latest technologies when our own ship needs constant maintenance! That’s the work we do to stay out there in the deep so we can keep looking for new ore strikes...for you.”

      Sayuri spoke before she’d thought her words through. “Maybe that’s the answer.”

      All eyes turned on her, and her cheeks flamed in response. What did I mean? There’s a germ of an idea there. She kept talking. “We train them ourselves. Taio could pay to send them back to school, get them up to speed on the latest tech.”

      Madoku slammed the paper file down onto the desk. “Ridiculous! Why should we pick up such an expense? It’s not our problem.”

      “It is,” Sayuri insisted. “We owe them that much.”

      “Twenty years of salaried employment counts for enough, I think.”

      Sayuri’s father cut in. “An intriguing idea, Sayuri. Let’s look at the numbers.”

      Sayuri smiled. “Well, I just arrived, I don’t have anything prepared--”

      Her father continued. “Also, could you prepare the tea?”

      The left-field comment derailed her. Again. She heard a sequence of words, but her brain rushed several seconds behind to decipher meaning. “Wait, I’m sorry, what?”

      “The tea.” He motioned with his head toward the tray. “Please serve it, Sayuri.”

      Did he just…? She sat, staring.

      Her gaze flickered toward Jana, whose hands whipped over the pad before her, taking notes of the discussion. Madoku had pulled a page from his report, and now pointed and explained why cross-training would be an unacceptable expense for the company.

      “The tea, Sayuri. Now.” Her father used “the voice,” and she responded as she had her entire life. She jumped to obey. She stood and approached the tray, staring down at the tea cups arranged in rows. Her hands grabbed the pot and poured on their own.

      She blinked, snapping the tray into focus. I will not cry. I will not show tears!

      She moved automatically while she listened. The commander had changed tactics, presenting his own report. “We don’t need to replace the ship, just two vital components, the engine core and life support.”

      Madoku’s response cut through the room. “We do that, we might as well buy a new ship for them. Except...your crew couldn’t run it, could they?”

      The commander turned toward her father, his tone appealing. “Tom?”

      Sayuri placed a filled tea cup on the coaster near her father’s right hand. Steam from the fresh brew spurred her to move fast.

      As her father spoke, he stared down at the table, as if unwilling to meet either in the eye. “Madoku, you make a strong practical argument, but that doesn’t alleviate this company’s moral responsibility toward the ship and its crew. Nor does it excuse your disrespect toward McMillan.”

      Sayuri kept her eyes down, not daring to look up during the public thrashing. She felt embarrassed for Madoku, though in a way, he had it coming. She placed a tea cup near Jana.

      “I was hoping…” said Madoku, contempt in his tone, “…that someone would buy the piece of crap and offer you a new contract! But with two days left on the listing, that’s not very damn likely.”

      “You listed our ship?” McMillan said.

      Sayuri stopped at the commander’s elbow. Oh, my God, he didn’t know.

      McMillan glared at her father. “Tom, how could you? You’re going to dump us off to the highest bidder?”

      “He didn’t, I did,” Madoku snarled. “And relax. You’re not going to the highest bidder. You need bidders for that to happen.”

      “My son’s flippancy aside, he put the ship up for bid with my approval,” said Tom. His eyes met McMillan’s. “I still own this company and it’s my responsibility.”

      Their gazes locked.

      Sayuri looked back and forth at the odd standoff.

      McMillan’s face softened into an expression of pleading. “Tom, you can’t let this happen. Look, there’s a final inspection tomorrow. Will you be there?”

      From this side of the table, Sayuri could easily read the distress in her father’s face. “Yes, Kaden, I will be there. But it’s just a formality.”

      “No, Tom, don’t be that way. Look, I’ll take you on a tour. I’ll show you where I’ve located quality replacement parts, good, used parts, at half the--get that tray out of my face!”

      The commander swung his arm, catching Sayuri’s full tea tray from underneath. Sayuri jumped to the side.

      The teapot, cups, and tray went airborne and hit the wall behind her. The topsy-turvy mess
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