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      Min-Su stared at the big overhead screen that was supposed to carry information on when the next ship was coming in. When all the ships were coming in. There should be at least thirty in the next twenty-four hours and all there was on the board was the image of a snarling Drathanni. What? Just… what?

      The spaceport was so loud, people screaming, running around, machines binging and booming and crashing, that she couldn't hear whatever the Drathanni was saying. She couldn't hear herself think when she was in a spaceport, honestly, even at normal times. The entire place was a torment that she would have preferred to avoid but her parents had specifically requested that she come home for her spring break because Grandma was getting older and who knew if she'd survive another year to when Min-Su would graduate college and come home for good.

      Not that Min-Su had any intention of moving back home to Melin. She was well off that planet and would never live there again. Visit, yes. She could do that. Live there? Certainly not. The entire point of leaving Melin for college had been to ensure that she wouldn't ever have to deal with the ridiculous politics and horrible grinding poverty of Hexal City where her family lived.

      She'd told Mother that a thousand times if she'd said it once. Mother, of course, ignored all of Min-Su's protests. Her darling brilliant little girl would come home and everything would be lovely. Min-Su would find a nice boy, ew, and settle down to have a dozen or more children. Only with a baby chamber and even then it was dubious.

      No boys, no babies, no going home.

      Apparently there wouldn't be visit at home this week because the screen didn't clear and the chaos only increased around Min-Su. She shook her head, straightened her shoulders and carefully edged her way through the screaming, running crowd to get to the closest comm. Best to warn Mother that she'd be delayed.

      At least her layover at Tasma's Station 19 wouldn't be a painful one. She already had a room reserved at one of the smaller hotels on the station. Another night shouldn't be a problem.

      The comm turned out to be a problem. It showed that same snarling Drathanni. Min-Su tried to lean close to hear what it was saying but someone ran into her back, nearly smashing her face into the comm screen.

      "Hey!" Min-Su snapped. She whirled, very aware of her little hold-out knife tucked into her sleeve. It hadn't been used since she left Melin and hopefully she wouldn't have to now. "Uh. Um."

      "Sorry about that," a very tall, very thin, beautifully muscular woman with a frantic look in her eyes said. "The crowds, you know?"

      "Ah, yes, I do know," Min-Su said. "Do you know what's going on? My hearing is quite bad and I can't make out what the Drathanni message says."

      "You don't know?" the woman asked, eyes wide. They were a lovely color, a mixture of hazel and dark blue ringed with brown. A very nice contrast against the golden skin of a Hyun-Ju. She'd dyed her hair a stunning white-gold and that only made her look a thousand times more beautiful. "Wow. Well, the Drathanni have shut down the interstellar comm system. Entirely. No comms at all anywhere. I don't know why. The message says something about breaking the rules? So, you know, none of the ships will be going in and out. They kind of need the comms to know where they are when they leave the Wave."

      Min-Su stared at her. Looked at the panicked crowds. Looked back at the woman who was as thin and graceful as a blade about to strike. Oh dear. Oh dear… This was not good. Not good at all. She tapped her fingertips against her lips as she considered what to do next.

      She had enough money for the overnight stay but that was all. She'd planned on being on-board tomorrow and her ticket had specified that it included room and board. So she'd hadn't brought extra money. And if the comms were down then she couldn't use the banking system to draw from her account back at her college. Which meant that she was stranded halfway home with no way to get anywhere, really. Especially if the Ceelen liner she was supposed to take home was delayed or couldn't fly.

      "Ah, are you okay?" the woman asked.

      "I'm stranded," Min-Su replied with a little shrug. "Just like… everyone else! Oh dear! I need to get to my hotel before they give my room away. Do please excuse me. Do you think that the comms will be back up soon?"

      "I don't think they're ever coming back up," the woman said. She winced at the way Min-Su stared. "Really, I don't. So yeah, you might want to hurry. Things are not looking good out here. I think we're ramping up to a riot and the guard aren't going to do much about it. They'll probably riot, too."

      "True."

      Min-Su pulled out her knife, considered her belongings and then shrugged. Better to keep them than abandon them right now. Her little rolling suitcase didn't weigh that much. She could always sell her spare clothes and books. The presents she'd packed would probably bring at least a little bit of money. And she did have some food tablets tucked into the pockets as presents for her nephews. At least she would have something to eat, as repulsive as food tablets were.

      The woman stared at the knife, eyes wide, and then grinned so widely that Min-Su shook her head.

      "I'm from Melin," Min-Su said. "It's expected."

      "So am I!" the woman exclaimed. "Is that where you were going? Because I was trying to get back home and now all of this."

      "I was." Min-Su nodded, a little more shyly. It was rare to see someone with Hyun-Ju narrow noses and lean bodies on Melin. The Hyun-Ju normally stayed on their space ships and fought with the Ceelen. But at least they were discreet warriors. They rarely attacked people randomly. And Min-Su's short stature, round face and dark brown skin marked her as Melin born and bred, not Ceelen. She was as far as she could get from the Ceelen's dark black skin, kinky hair and long limbs as she could be.

      The woman pressed her hands together in a hopeful prayer. "You wouldn't happen to have your own ship, would you?"

      "Oh, no, definitely not." Min-Su laughed, flapping one hand at her. The one without the knife, of course. "I had passage on one of the Ceelen liners. It was supposed to be a three-day trip to get there, spend a week and then three back."

      "Darn," the woman sighed. "Well, it was worth a try. Good luck with your hotel."

      "And you with your travel plans," Min-Su said.

      The woman slipped into the rampaging crowd, which really was edging towards a proper riot that would have done Hexal City proud, and disappeared. Min-Su shrugged and began her struggle towards her hotel. It wasn't easy. The crowds of people on the station tended to be a head or more taller than she was. But Min-Su was stocky and she was Melin-bred.

      She shoved elbows into kidneys, knifed one man in the thigh when he tried to steal her bag, and eventually won her way out of the main concourse, back into the sparser streets of the entertainment district and then into the back streets that ran under the garden level where people lived.

      It was quiet at this level of the station. Very few people were out. She saw one woman poke her head out of her door and then gasp, darting back inside, when she saw Min-Su. Though it might have been Min-Su's bloody knife that sent her hiding. Hardly mattered.

      What mattered was that after an hour of careful, determined walking Min-Su hauled her suitcase up the non-functional escalator that led to her hotel.

      Which, hooray! Was actually open. The door was guarded by several big burly men with blasters at the ready but they didn't seem at all intimidated by Min-Su. She bowed properly to them, sighed, and then headed towards the door.

      "Ah, we're full," the right guard said. Rather hesitantly.

      "I have a reservation," Min-Su said.

      The guards exchanged looks, plainly asking which of them was going to tell her that it didn't matter. Min-Su shifted her grip on her knife, remembered what it was like to walk through the Undercity by yourself in the dead of night, and raised her chin. The guards started to sweat. And then fidget. And then they moved aside.

      One hurdle down. Now for the front desk staff who looked at her with enough horror that Min-Su kept her Undercity mannerisms as she marched in with her little rolling suitcase.

      "We're full," the tallest clerk said. He was quite tall, about six foot, with pale enough skin that he might be Gensyn. Or perhaps an exile from Old Earth who'd tanned once he left home.

      "I have a reservation," Min-Su said. "It's prepaid."

      "I'm very sorry but we're full," the man repeated. His tag read 'Omar'.

      "My reservation," Min-Su said more slowly and with that shift of the grip on her knife that always made people twitch, "is prepaid. In full. And confirmed. My name in Min-Su Truman."

      Omar started to sweat. He opened his mouth, shut it, started tapping away at the computer as she glared a hole in his forehead. Or at least tried to. The hotel lobby, all ten feet square of it, was empty. Silent. The other clerk, a sweet-faced young girl who had to be less than nineteen, watched Min-Su with absolute terror on her face.

      "You've… already checked in?" Oman said, blinking at the computer. "About ten minutes ago."

      "Really?" Min-Su asked. "And you did, of course, check this person's ID, yes? With the proper picture and voice prints that I submitted to you when I prepaid. In full."

      Oman opened his mouth, shut it, and then shuddered. "No, ma'am."

      She stared at him until beads of sweat dripped down his forehead, puddled on his upper lip. The girl cringed behind the counter as she slowly crouched lower and lower. Eventually Omar broke, just as Min-Su had expected. If she'd been able to battle her mother into submission to get to go off planet for college, then a random hotel clerk was no match.

      "I don't know who she was," Omar said, voice shaking as he called up the image of Min-Su's spaceport tall and thin woman, "but she had all the proper information. She said that she was going home for spring break. I'm so very sorry, ma'am. I'll, I'll call security, have her thrown out."

      Min-Su stared at the image. Stared some more.

      Interesting. It hadn't been a chance encounter. She'd been targeted. Which meant that her mystery woman with the Hyun-Ju features was probably going to try to steal Min-Su's passage on the Ceelen liner, too. Perhaps her whole identity though Min-Su had no idea why someone would want to be her.

      "No, that won't be necessary," Min-Su said. She tucked her knife away and then gestured towards Oman. "Just make me a second key. She was supposed to show up tomorrow so that we could travel together. I suppose she thought it would be funny to surprise me this way. She never has had any common sense when it comes to jokes."

      Omar blinked and then sagged, letting out a gust of air that was just a bit too forceful to be a sigh. He nodded and quickly coded a key for her. It was one of the tiny ones, the rings that you adjusted to fit your finger. Min-Su slipped it on and then nodded her thanks.

      "I do apologize for threatening you," Min-Su said with one of her most proper bows. "But if you'd insisted I couldn't have a room I would have had to insist on a refund and damages. Really, it's just better for everyone if we don't have to do that."

      "I'd be fired," Omar complained. He rubbed a hand over his hair, rubbed his palm against his thigh. "Thank you for being so considerate, ma'am. Would you like one of the bellhops to help you to your room?"

      "No, that's all right," Min-Su said. She smiled, bowed again, and then headed down the hallway that led off the too-quiet little lobby. Time to go confront her identity thief. If Min-Su was very, very lucky they'd share the room for the night. If not, well, Min-Su would do her best to make sure that she was the one who survived the encounter.

      Though there was something about the other woman that made Min-Su wonder if even her survival skills, honed in the Undercity of Hexal City, would be enough for her to survive a real fight. Best not to risk it. They were both in the same boat so Min-Su would just have to convince the other woman that they should team up for the time being. It did seem to be the best way to get home.
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      Sushila sighed as she sat on the room's solitary bed. This was the biggest disaster of her career so far. Tiyamike was going to yell when she finally made it back home. It would be just like the early days of her career when Sushila couldn't meet people's eyes, couldn't speak up, couldn't act like a free person to save her life. Literally. She'd acted just like the slave she'd been and Tiyamike was going to have a fit.

      Sure, Sushila had killed her target. The asshole had definitely deserved his assassination. All the data Sushila had gathered while cleaning up the room and setting the stage for people to find him said that he'd been trafficking in underage sex slaves as well as skimming taxes off the general populace for his own benefit. Even the mob members who'd found his body as she escaped seemed pleased that someone had finally offed the asshole.

      But now she was trapped on the station instead of making a quick getaway. That was the problem. She needed to get out of Tasma's system. Somehow. If she could just find a ship it would be okay. Sushila wasn't a great pilot but she could handle a gentle Wave at the least. Give her a ship and she'd get back home.

      Problem was that there weren't any ships to be had and the port was sealed. No one in. No one out. That wasn't the Drath. That was all the assholes in charge of Station 19. They'd decided that without the comms they could do whatever the hell they wanted and hey, let's just lock everyone down and keep them there until we've got all the money and power we can get.

      Stupid bastards.

      At least she'd gotten enough data off of sweet little Min-Su that she had a room to hide in for the night. Tiyamike's data capture units were so lovely. Just a touch and you could frequently get a full download of a person's identity and what they were up to on the station. She hadn't gotten the ticketing information or banking codes but she'd gotten this room and that was enough.

      Granted, this wasn't much of a room but fully paid and way off the main drag made it the best port Sushila was likely to find in this storm. And it wasn't very likely that a little thing like Min-Su was going to be able to get here, not with all the riots going on.

      The door beeped.

      Sushila was on her feet, needler at the ready, instantly.

      "Don't you dare, you room thief," Min-Su called through the tiny gap she'd opened. "This is my room and I'm staying in it. I paid for it after all."

      "Min-Su?" Sushila asked and then nearly kicked herself. "Darn it, how'd you get here?"

      "The question," Min-Su said as she eased inside, looked Sushila over with a fierce little frown and then checked outside like a pro for anyone following her, "is why you thought you'd get away with stealing my room."

      "Well, big riots, small woman, long way to go," Sushila said more than a little sheepishly.

      The flat glare that Min-Su leveled on her was so very much like Tiyamike's that Sushila flushed. Darn it. Was it just a Melin-native thing to be able to make you feel like you were four years old? Min-Su snorted before sealing the door and then carefully rolling the area rug so that it would wedge under the door if anyone tried to open it from the outside.

      "It's not much but it should help a little bit," Min-Su said. "Now, we're stuck together for the night, dear, so you might as well give me a name. I do, by the way, intend to stick to you like glue tomorrow. The riots will still be bad, I'm sure. Someone as tall as you can see over most of them. I'm rather walking blind out there. Not a good thing given my hearing problems."

      She stared up at Sushila and really, was she one of Tiyamike's cousins or something? It really was like looking at Tiyamike when she was utterly unimpressed with you. Sushila took a deep breath, let it out slowly and put on her best, most gregarious smile. Min-Su's lips went thin and her eyes narrowed.

      "Um, I'm Sushila. Sushila Svoboda," Sushila said, abandoning any plans of lying in the face of that glare. "I really am sorry for stealing your room but I needed a place to stay and things are really crazy out there."

      Min-Su shook her head before putting her little suitcase in the corner between the bathroom and the door. "They certainly are. Do you have any food on you?"

      "No?"

      "Pity," Min-Su said. "Everything looked like it was closed on my way here. Oh well, I've survived a night without food before. I can do it again. Or I can dig into my bag for the candy-flavored food tablets I got for my little nephews."

      "Eww, candy flavored?" Sushila asked with a heart-felt shudder of disgust. "That sounds horrible."

      "They are, actually," Min-Su said with a wry little smile and a shrug. "But my nephews are five and eight years old. They'll eat them just to say that they did to all their friends."

      "Ick."

      Min-Su nodded. She hopped up on the end of the bed before toeing off her sensibly flat shoes. Good tread on the bottoms even though they were styled to look like proper office shoes. Stupidly classic things, those.

      Sushila had once checked historical records to see how long that style of simple flat shoe had been made. She'd nearly given up after finding records of them all the way back to the twentieth century on Old Earth before space travel was even a dream. And then she'd found a link back to a picture of an ancient Chinese woman wearing a silk embroidered slipper that was a near twin to it way, way, way back in history. Then she'd flung the pad at the wall and given up figuring out why anyone would ever wear a shoe that could fall off while you were running.

      At least Min-Su made sure hers had grip on the soles.

      "Now, are you an assassin or a thief or a spy?" Min-Su asked.

      "What?" Sushila gasped as she tried to figure out just exactly what she'd done to give herself away.

      "That sort of technology to steal someone's ID with just a touch is rare," Min-Su said so practically that Sushila stared at her. "Very rare. I mean, there's a shop in the Old Quarter on Melin where you can get some lovely examples of it. My mother loves to shop there, not that she can afford anything. She just likes looking at the jewelry and hearing about what it can do. The question stands. Assassin, thief or spy? It makes a difference for tomorrow, you see. We're going to need to get a ship somehow and if you're a thief that's one way but if you're a spy that's another. And assassin, well, then I have to ask if you're going out for a hit or coming back from one."

      Sushila groaned and threw herself on the bed so that she could hide her face in the pillows. Just her luck. She'd stolen the ID of mini-Tiyamike. How did she do this? Really. Every single time something went sideways she ended up getting herself into more trouble than she'd been in originally.

      "Sushila."

      "What do you do?" Sushila asked. Sat up and whirled around and glared at Min-Su who was as unimpressed as it was possible for a person to be.

      "I'm an auditor and I'm going to college to be a Certified Galactic Investigator," Min-Su said. "There are, or were perhaps, some lovely jobs for people who can follow a trail properly. You?"

      Sushila opened her mouth to lie, shook her head and gave up. Truth. Truth was the only thing that was going to work with Min-Su. How did she have such terrible luck in picking people? An auditor? A Galactic Investigator? Seriously, Tiyamike was going to laugh herself sick when, if, Sushila told her about this entire mess.

      "I'm an assassin. I'm on my way back from a successful hit of an asshole politician on this station and there are a bunch of people looking for me."

      Min-Su nodded thoughtfully, just as calm as she could be. Seriously, she'd gotten a miniature version of Tiyamike completely by accident. Well, that wasn't all bad. Sushila might survive this whole mess if she had someone like Tiyamike at her side. Though the whole bad hearing thing was a problem. She would have to watch out for that. Min-Su wouldn't know to duck if her hearing was too bad.

      Rather than answer Sushila, Min-Su got up and went into the bathroom. A few moments later the toilet flushed. Then water ran. Sushila put a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Your roommate for the night is a wanted assassin just off a kill and your response is to go to the bathroom? Really?

      "Are you by any chance related to Tiyamike?" Sushila called to Min-Su.

      "The woman who runs the jewelry shop in the Old District?" Min-Su called back. She appeared with two glasses of water, one of which she offered to Sushila. The other she set on the bedside table. "No, not at all. Why?"

      "You remind me of her, that's all," Sushila said. She sipped the water as Min-Su opened her suitcase and pulled out a little plastic bag full of… food tablets. "Oh no. Not candy flavored food tablets!"

      "No restaurants are open," Min-Su said with bone-deep practicality that Sushila kind of thought she both loved and hated, "and you're wanted for murder. We're not going to eat anything else, obviously, so food tablets it is."

      "This is so wrong," Sushila complained as Min-Su put two of them in her hand.

      They were smaller ones, half the size of a proper food tablet, which made them about an inch and a half wide and two inches long. Instead of the normal 'power up and go!' logos that food tablets sported, these had cartoonish children with big grins declaring 'it's good!' Sushila didn't have to open it to know that was a blatant lie.

      It smelled rank. Sweet enough to make Sushila's teeth hurt mixed with that dry musty smell of compressed protein harvested from the most non-animal sources possible and then processed until there was nothing to tie it back to the original source. Sushila checked the label, holding the first tablet between her finger and thumb like it might contaminate her, and shuddered.

      "Algae meal?" Sushila complained. "Really? Fruit byproducts? Soybean powder concentrate and oh fuck, there's fish meal concentrate in this!"

      "It's food," Min-Su said. She took a bite and then sipped some water, chewing slowly and methodically.

      Sushila whined and then did likewise. Too sweet. Way too sweet. Way, way, way too fucking sweet! She chewed fast and swallowed while the damn thing was still lumpy, gulping water to wash the taste out of her mouth. It took three bites to get the first one, four to get the second, after which it was Sushila's turn to head into the bathroom for more water. A lot more water. Even a finger scrubbed over her teeth didn't get rid of that sticky sweet film over her teeth.

      "I am never eating another one of those," Sushila announced when she went back into the bedroom. "I'd rather starve. How can you eat it so slowly?"

      "The sweet washes away pretty quickly," Min-Su said as she finished off her water and sighed. She might have just seen a bug in the shower for how disturbed she was by the horrible things. "Then it's just chewy and kind of bland."

      Min-Su packed her suitcase back up, thankfully putting those horrid little food tablets away. Put her water glass in the bathroom and then came to sit on the bed and sigh. The sad part was that Sushila's stomach felt full. That's what food tablets were designed to do, after all. Give you the calories you needed while adding enough fiber to your stomach that you felt full.

      There had been a point in Sushila's life where she'd had to survive off the things. She'd been more than happy to work with Tiyamike to escape that and now here she was back eating the damned things and unsure how she was ever going to get home.

      "I have practically no cash," Min-Su announced. "A ticket that may be worthless and which was nonrefundable anyway. A small suitcase with very little in it. And an assassin who's being hunted. That's about it. You?"

      "You missed the talent for being completely unflappable," Sushila said and then grinned when Min-Su blushed bright red. "And a very nice hold-out knife and the skills to use it. Oh, and the ability to follow a trail and get people to back down. Because I know you had to intimidate people to get in here."

      "True," Min-Su said.

      She flipped her fingers at Sushila, using Undercity sign to ask 'and you?' That was a surprise. No wonder Min-Su was so unstoppable. Undercity people were the toughest that Sushila had ever seen on any planet or ship.

      "Well, I have a lot of cash," Sushila said, ticking things off on her fingers, "a ticket that's already void because the ship jumped without me, people hunting for me, yes. Um, about a dozen or so weapons. No suitcase. No food tablets, thank goodness. Oh, and a pretty face that makes people go stupid when I smile and bat my eyes at them."

      Min-Su spluttered into laughter. Her stolid face suddenly shifted into a thing of wicked beauty as her eyes wrinkled, her lips curled and color bloomed on the apples of her cheeks. When she grinned it was a wide one, a wild one, like watching a Grazzt dragon-Altered person bare their teeth and boom a laugh.

      So stunning. She was so damned stunning and confusing and admirable and Sushila's heart jumped around in her chest, making it hard to breath and swallow and think because oh dear. Oh no. Not a crush. Another crush. On someone completely out of Sushila's range and in the middle of a huge mess.

      She was so doomed. No matter what happened in the morning, Sushila knew that she'd do her best to protect Min-Su. Tiyamike was going to yell so loud but she'd shake her head I dismay, too. One way or the other, Sushila knew that she was going to make a fool of herself with Min-Su. She always did when she got a crush on someone.

      At least there was no worries of it meaning anything.

      There was no way that Min-Su would be interested in someone like Sushila.
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