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      Lafayette Eloi had spent the first eighteen years of her life in the same village. The cluster of a few dozen houses and public buildings had been her entire world. The extent of that world had been easily defined, all within the circle of the horizon where the flat plains of grassy fields surrounding her village met the blue of the sky above.

      In that world, the tallest thing she had ever seen was the tree that stood at the heart of the village. When she was little, she used to lie down under its branches and look up at the glimpses of indigo sky beyond it and try to imagine anything more immense than its umbrella-like canopy. She had tried to imagine touching anything that felt older than its trunk, a trunk so thick three children pressed against it could just reach each other's hands.

      Lafayette had tried so hard then, to imagine taller things or older things. Because she had known such things existed. She had read about them in her parents' books and journals. She had listened to both of them tell her stories of such things. But she had never quite succeeded in making her mind really picture what it would be like, to look up at something taller. To touch something older.

      A lot of things had changed for Lafayette in the last few months. She had walked a distance that she knew from maps represented a good fourth of the way across the known world. She had watched one kind of grass grow sparser and other, newer grasses grow more dominant as she walked from region to region. She had seen the snow-capped peaks of mountains, little more than a smudge off to the west, for days and days as she traveled north. Her path never brought her any closer to them, not before the grasses around her grew so tall they and the horizon they dominated were lost to view.

      Then she had turned east, heading to the very center of all the maps. Heading to the capital city where her parents had met as students. She had heard all their stories. She had seen all the pictures in history books of what it had once looked like. She had seen drawings of the fields and grassy hills that had once stretched for kilometers between the last of the buildings and the domineering height of those walls that ringed the city from the highest elevation.

      The stone walls that had once contained everyone who lived within the capital with space to spare were overrun with people and their structures now. More than that, the city she had seen with her own eyes had started long before she had even reached those walls. Village after village had dotted the landscape all around those walls, as humanity burst the containment of that ring of stone and sprawled into the grasslands all around.

      She had learned to speak dialects she had only heard of before. She had tasted food so exotic she had never even read descriptions of it before.

      She had seen the remains of two of the spaceships that had brought her ancestors to this world centuries before. She had touched their metal hulls and felt the indescribable age of them, feeling almost like they were sleeping, waiting to be found again.

      Her father had made it his life's work to find them. And he had brought Lafayette along when he had finally, at long last, succeeded.

      She still thought of her younger self, lying under the village tree and looking past its boughs into the sky beyond. But her feelings about that tree had changed so much.

      After seeing that first spaceship, half-buried in its own crash crater and covered with dense tangles of jungle, Lafayette had a hard time remembering when that village tree had felt so tall. Even the trees in that jungle that had grown around the crashed ship had dwarfed her old, familiar tree.

      She had thought on that horrid day when she and her half-robot dog Kora had been forced to leave that crater behind—the day that derelict of a ship had launched itself back up into space with her father still trapped on board—that she was numb now to any sense of wonder. All the amazing things she had seen on that ship, it had all been a part of the same thing that had taken her father from her. And so soon after her mother had died, to lose her father too had been so much to bear.

      That numbness had taken the edge off her grief and despair, which had been necessary. She had needed to not be feeling those things while she and Kora had trekked across kilometer after kilometer of hot grasslands, hiding from strangers who might be bandits and trading everything her father had left behind with her for just a bit more food, so she could continue walking to the capital. But there had always been a tiny voice in the back of her mind that worried about that numbness.

      Not that she wanted to feel that grief and despair again. She still wasn't ready. And, in the last day, she had added another loss to her personal toll. Her father's mentor, Uche Okafo, had taken her in and promised to help her, only to be arrested by Central Planning and disappeared into one of their many secret prisons. She didn't know if she'd ever see him again, let alone her father trapped up in space, on a ship locked in orbit, a ship he couldn't control.

      No, it was too soon to not feel numb yet. And until she had no choice but to give her father up as lost to her, it would remain too soon to feel all those things.

      But she did worry that the numbness might be blocking her from feeling wonder like she should.

      Certainly, she had marveled at the city, even as its sheer size overwhelmed her, and its throngs of humanity almost frightened her at times. The strange but amazing food she had tasted in the last few days had made an impression on her as well.

      And that sense of marvel had only grown when she had realized that what had appeared to be a tall metal pillar in the center of the city, one with the government buildings perched atop of it, was actually a second derelict ship, hidden in plain sight. The structures built all around its sides and especially over its upended ring section had disguised it pretty well. But once it had been pointed out to her, she couldn't unsee it.

      She had seen two starships, ships with enormous engines capable of carrying thousands of people from star to star. And she knew she had only seen parts of those ships, as both had been buried nose-down in the ground for centuries. She had to extrapolate the full size of them. But the massive ring sections that once had housed all of those people? She had seen the full size of those.

      She had marveled at the scale of it, even seen from a distance across the rooftops of the city. Or from the long climb up staircase after staircase when she had gone inside of it.

      But she still kind of worried that the real appreciation she should have been feeling, the real depths of awe and wonder, just weren't there.

      Was she growing dead inside? At the age of eighteen? Was that happening to her?

      But she really needn't have worried. Sure, she had endured another long night's travel, and again by foot, but this time through damp, chilly tunnels under the streets of the capital city and not over hot, humid grasslands. But this walk hadn't been just her and Kora, and with Kora unable to speak aloud lest she be overheard. This time, it had been with her newfound friend Tristan Carey and his old friend Dieter Bohm.

      Tristan, like her father, was a student of Uche Okafo who was secretly learning the real history of their world and its people, not the official, Central Planning-approved version. His friend Dieter Bohm wasn't a student. He also wasn't the street urchin his slovenly clothing and stooped, hollow-bellied posture were meant to evoke. Lafayette wasn't quite sure just what he was yet. He turned out to be the very opposite of an orphan, with a mind-boggling number of siblings who kept turning up at opportune moments to help the three of them escape the clutches of Central Planning.

      Were they traders like the caravan clans she had travelled over the grasslands with? Or were they more like smugglers? Or even some kind of ragtag rebellion, hiding under the city inside the sewer system and finding little ways to disrupt Central Planning whenever they could?

      Lafayette wasn't quite sure. But she was getting the sense that "all of the above" might be the correct answer.

      But, as new and wonderful as traveling with friends was, that wasn't what sparked the sense of wonder she had been afraid she had lost.

      No, that happened after they had left the sewer tunnels behind, just squeezing through a narrow fissure in the bedrock that charted a zigzag course, ever deeper but always heading more easterly than anything.

      They were passing under the wall on the eastern edge of the city. During that long night, the three of them had walked the entire length of the city. No wonder her feet were so tired. And her body generally. But also her mind. She needed sleep so badly.

      But all of that exhaustion just left her when the fissure opened up into an immense cavern nestled among the hills east of the city walls. The cavern was shaped like a round flask, wider on the bottom but curving in to a narrow neck that led up through the rocky hillsides to the sky above.

      The sight that waited there in the heart of that cavern was one that left her gaping, wide-eyed and wide-mouthed, stumbling over her own tired feet until she gave up walking entirely just to drink in the vision before her.

      She felt like that kid again, the one who had had endless time to lie under the branches of her village tree and look up at the sky and imagine things.

      But she had never imagined anything like this.

      "That's your family's airship?" Tristan said before Lafayette could make her mouth do anything other than hang open. But he sounded as awestruck as Lafayette felt. Which, given that he had lived his entire life inside the capital city and had grown up around all of its everyday wonders, made Lafayette feel a bit less foolish.

      "Indeed, it is," Dieter said. Smugly as always, but Lafayette found that this time, she didn't mind. Just this once, that smirking twist to his lips felt earned.

      The cavern they were standing in was so large she couldn't make out the far wall, although the first gray light of dawn was trickling down from the open top of the cavern above. That light might not be able to penetrate the rocky corners of the space below, but it lit up the cavern's central feature like a spotlight.

      It danced over the curved sides of that airship as it towered over them. It gleamed silver-bright off of the network of ropes that held that ship down. And it glowed softly through the belly of its form, making it seem almost like a living thing. Like a lighter-than-air whale ready to swim up into the clouds.

      Lafayette knew it was nothing next to the two starships she had seen. But those had been relics from the past, when her ancestors had known how to do so many long since forgotten things.

      This airship was something her contemporaries had built. It was something she could almost understand. She had certainly read about them in books that weren't quite as forbidden as the ones her father had kept that mentioned the starships. Airships were a part of her world, the world she shared with the people living around her.

      She had read about them, sure. She had seen pictures. She had thought she had understood their size.

      But clearly she had been wrong.
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      From everything Tristan had told her about his oldest friend, Dieter Bohm was a street urchin, an orphan doing what he had to do to survive in the narrow streets and alleys of the capital city.

      But from everything she had gathered herself in the few days she'd spent with him, she knew Dieter was so much more than that. The waif look was a put-on. She knew the strength he was hiding could only come from ready access to plenty of healthy food. Not to mention a safe place to get restful sleep at night. She had known too many people who didn't have access to either to believe it was true of him after she'd seen him move through the city swiftly and without tiring.

      She had begun to suspect he was not as disinterested in knowledge of the bookish variety as he had led Tristan to believe throughout their childhood either. She had yet to catch him with a book in his hands, reading. And yet, she was sure he understood what she and Tristan talked about better than he let on to Tristan.

      Still, there was a huge gap between being better read and better fed than he was pretending to be, and having access to something as wondrous as the airship she was, admittedly, still gaping at.

      For one thing, when did he find the time to lead his little gang of street urchins in their spying missions and black market shenanigans? Because she knew if she had a ship like this, she'd be spending all her time flying it around if that was even a possibility.

      "You fly this?" she asked Dieter when she could finally summon up the words.

      Dieter looked down at her with a grin. His usually slicked back dark hair had fallen forward over his forehead, making his gaunt face look a little bit softer than usual, his cheeks a little rounder. Not that she hadn't realized his appearance was a carefully calibrated facade. She knew he put great effort into seeming like any other young street urchin, too small for anyone to bother with. But she knew the body that looked thin and weedy in his tattered clothes was actually all hard muscle. She had seen him running and climbing and fighting his way through the city.

      Now she was noticing something else about him. That hard look to his face was just as false. The smirks and the sneers were as much an act as the starving street kid look. Underneath it all, he was just as capable of gentle feelings of wonder as she was.

      But then he reached a hand up, ran it over that hair, and it was like that slicking back changed his whole face. The smirk was back, and the softness to his cheeks was gone.

      "You doubted me," he said.

      "No," Lafayette said.

      But Tristan spoke at the same time. "Shouldn't we be getting on board?"

      Lafayette looked at him, taking in the exhaustion making his normally pale, freckled skin look positively gray, especially against the red of his hair. Unlike her, he wasn't used to hours upon hours of walking. And that was chiefly what they'd been doing since long before the last day's dawn. That little nap they had gotten just before things had gotten dangerously bad hadn't really counted.

      "My sisters—" Dieter started to say, looking around with a frown.

      But he was interrupted by a voice behind them. "Have been waiting for quite a long time for you to arrive."

      Lafayette pivoted, annoyed at herself for not noticing they were being sneaked up on. But then Kora hadn't noticed it either. And Kora, with her unique combination of dog instincts and the intelligence of a construct within her that had been designed to teach children all they needed to know, was always on high alert.

      She was bristling now, or as much bristling as she could do when her entire middle section was robotic. It was just a little lifting of the red hair at the back of her neck, and a bushing out of her long, brush-like tail.

      But Dieter made a soft noise at her, not a word that Lafayette understood, but whatever it was, Kora relaxed at once.

      It wasn't just one woman who had sneaked up behind them. It was two, one with long, pink hair pulled into a topknot and the other with short hair dyed a shade of blue that was almost teal. But they were clearly Dieter's sisters. As much as everyone in the Bohm family went out of their way to craft a unique appearance—his younger siblings almost genderless urchins while his two older brothers could pass for any of the office workers who flocked to the very heart of the capital every morning to get to their various Central Planning jobs on time—Lafayette was starting to get an eye for the features underneath that they just couldn't hide. The telltale signs said they were all definitely siblings.

      Hair aside, Lafayette would bet money that unlike Dieter's brothers Karlo and Till, who strived to look identical although they were not, these two actually were twins.

      "We made the best time we could," Dieter said, not quite shooting a glance Tristan's way. But Tristan flushed with embarrassment all the same.

      Lafayette wanted to assure him that he hadn't slowed them down all that much, but Dieter's pink-haired sister was already talking, so she remained silent.

      "Everything is on board," she said even as she started herding them with gestures to keep walking towards the airship.

      "Cold-weather gear," the blue-haired sister said, "fuel and food enough for twenty days. Ronja even put a games table in there in case you get bored. Because she's a softie."

      "I'm the softie?" Ronja shot back even as her steps leading them to the airship never slowed. "Ivka is the one who spent half the night and called in a lot of favors acquiring the nutritional paste that Finley said you needed."

      "Nutritional paste?" Dieter said with a puzzled frown.

      "For Kora," Lafayette told him. But she was as gobsmacked as he was. "But how did Finley know?"

      "Uche," Tristan put in. "Uche knew you needed it."

      "And if Uche was asking around to find a source for it, Finley would've heard," Dieter said.

      Lafayette didn't doubt that for a minute. Finley, young as she was, had struck Lafayette as highly competent at what she did. And being part of a trading or smuggling or whatever kind of family, knowing what people were looking for but couldn't find on their own was definitely part of what she did.

      But still. "I didn't know he'd even started looking," Lafayette said.

      "I understand she doesn't need much," Ivka said. "But it was just as easy to acquire in bulk. The three of you will run out of food long before she needs a resupply. Long, long before."

      "Thanks," Lafayette said. But Ivka just waved it off, as if gratitude annoyed her.

      She really was Dieter's sister.

      They finally reached their destination: the open door in the side of the gondola that was tucked almost out of sight beneath the immensity of the balloon part of the airship. It looked almost ridiculously tiny compared to all of that air-filled metallic fabric.

      Then she stepped inside, following Dieter and Ronja, and realized it wasn't just a matter of scale. It really was very tiny. To the right of the doorway was an area that was separated by thin walls and an opening with no door, an area so crowded with controls and panels and great, curving windows like bubbles of glass that two people could only just manage to stand in the space in the center of it. It would be far more comfortable for just one.

      There was a narrow closet across from the doorway she was stepping in from. Or so Lafayette thought at first. Then she saw the toilet and the sink stacked on top of each other, and she realized what she was looking at was the world's tiniest bathroom. If you could even call it a bathroom when there was no bath, not even a shower.

      The rest of the gondola interior was one open space. The curved windows ran down both sides and all across the back, and Lafayette realized from the way they bubbled out like they did, it was possible to lean into them to look more or less straight down. That would be important once they were up in the air, she was sure.

      But calling that space "open" was probably not the best word. It was all one room, but that room was almost impossibly cluttered. Crates of supplies were stacked against all three walls, but not so high as to block the windows. There were also a number of huge bottles of water, and sacks that Lafayette guessed were filled with either that cold-weather clothing they had mentioned or bedding to be rolled out at night, or both.

      Crammed into the center of it all, making the space between it and the crates just barely passable, was that games table. It was built from wood like any other table, but its surface was painted with an almost indecipherable overlay of various game boards. And every side of the table had its own drawer, presumably filled with the pieces to be used on those boards.

      Luckily, with the pieces put away, the surface was flat and uncluttered. Perfect for spreading out books and journals. Which, for the foreseeable future, was going to be what filled all of Lafayette's and Tristan's waking hours.

      Central Planning may have burned all of her father's books. And they may have burned all of Uche's too, and everything that Tristan had been hiding in his secret room behind the library at the university.

      But they hadn't touched the memories Lafayette and Tristan had of everything they had read. Only, if they didn't write it all down, it really could be lost. No one else would ever know what had been destroyed. And Lafayette worried that with every passing day, another memory of something she had seen or read would fade away. She wouldn't even know it was gone.

      She had to write it all down before that happened. And she knew Tristan felt exactly the same.

      Lafayette set her bag of journals and writing utensils on that table then stretched out her back as well as she could in the tight space.

      It must have been obvious how awkward that stretch was, because Ronja gave her a smile that wasn't quite one of Dieter's smirks, but was definitely related to it.

      "Don't worry. Once Ivka and I step out of here, it's like you'll have twice the space," she said.

      "I really do appreciate this," Lafayette said. "I assume, like your brothers, you already know about my father⁠—"

      "We do," Ronja cut in. "Pardon my rudeness, but you all need to get airborne before the sun gets any higher in the sky."

      Lafayette nodded, but Ronja had already turned her attention to Dieter. "You're sure you can handle this?"

      "Because, again, I can stay and fly for you," Ivka put in.

      "I've got it," Dieter said, his jaw tightening. Interesting how he didn't smirk at his sisters. His older sisters. Maybe that was the difference.

      "Like you had it last winter festival," Ivka went on.

      "That was more than a year ago, and this is different," Dieter said. "This is important. Now, kindly, get off my ship. And help me make way," he added with a little belated gentleness.

      Ivka gave him a tight smile and a punch on the shoulder, then ducked out of the gondola.

      But Ronja paused a moment, giving Dieter a more unreadable expression.

      Dieter just said. "I know. And we will. I promise."

      "I have your word on that," Ronja said gruffly. Then she pulled Dieter into a quick, tight hug before just as quickly pulling away, ducking her head so her face was out of sight of the others and following her sister out the door.

      "We will what?" Tristan asked quietly. For which Lafayette was grateful. She had had the same question, but lacked the years of friendship that would actually make it askable. "Be careful?" he guessed when Dieter still said nothing.

      "See each other again," Dieter said, his voice even more gruff with stifled emotion than his sisters.

      Then he pulled the door shut, fastened the latches to hold it fast, and turned away from the two of them to stand before that array of controls.

      "Just a little longer," Lafayette said to Tristan. "We get up into the sky, turn the nose to face north, and put the capital city far, far behind us. Then we can rest."

      "Just a few more minutes of intense anxiety, and then we can rest," Tristan said with a dry scoff.

      But, as it turned out, they couldn't have been more wrong.
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      Things started out smoothly enough. Which, given Lafayette knew the top of the cavern was like a bottleneck, but one so narrow the airship barely had clearance around it to keep from scraping against all that rock, was impressive. On top of that, while looking down directly below them was possible with some careful leaning into the various bubble-shaped windows, there was no way to look up. Not unless all you were interested in seeing was the bottom of the airship balloon that spread far beyond the confines of the gondola in every direction.

      Lafayette wasn't even sure how Dieter managed it. She didn't want to distract him with questions, but she did stay just out of his way in the space between the latched doorway and the accordion curtain of the toilet closet so she could watch everything that was going on.

      She thought there was some sort of communication going on between him and his two sisters below. She had watched as they ran from post to post, releasing all the ropes that held their ship down in the center of that cavern. The airship had started rising at once, and Dieter had made constant adjustments to hold it steady until his sisters were done.

      Then he kept looking down their way, even when they had shrunk down to the size of dots below them. He would lean forward over his controls and see something they were doing, then lean back to make another little adjustment to their steady elevator-like ascent.

      She didn't know how they were communicating with each other, but she was sure it was happening. And—if these two were in charge of launching this airship on a regular basis—she thought the odds were good that looking different from each other wasn't the only reason these twins had brightly colored hair. It was just why they picked two different but equally bright colors.

      Then, with a blinding suddenness, they were clear of the last of the rocky bottleneck. Lafayette was still blinking sun-dazzled tears from her eyes even as she felt the airship move beneath her. Dieter was changing their heading.

      But then she heard a sharp hiss as he sucked a breath in between clenched teeth.

      She wiped at her eyes, but she didn't need to hear his words to know what she was about to see.

      "Company," was all he said, but so low it was almost to himself.

      Then Tristan from the back of the gondola shouted towards the front. "Guys? I see five… no, six other airships."

      Then he was standing just behind Lafayette, holding onto the walls although so far the movement of the airship had been surprisingly steady. He leaned close behind Lafayette's shoulder to look through the front windows. "More here. I think ten in all."

      "I see them," was all Dieter said. He halted the turning motion of the airship, stopping when their nose faced not north but due east, towards the rising sun. The blinding rising sun.

      Lafayette blinked then looked away, back at Tristan's worried face. "You've seen airships over the city before, right?" she asked him. "I haven’t seen any since I got here a few days ago, but I've seen pictures in books. They carry cargo up to the mini-city on top of the pillar that's the crashed spaceship. Right?"

      "Right," Tristan said, but she could tell he was hedging.

      "Never this many," she guessed.

      "Frankly, I can remember one single day when I saw two in the sky at the same time," he said. Then he looked away from the windows to pin her with those hazel eyes of his. "One time. When I was five."

      "So this is about us," Lafayette said.

      "Well," Dieter said in his most jocular tone, even as his hands never stopped moving from lever to lever, from control to control. He spared the two of them the briefest of glances over his shoulder to say, "I think it's about me."

      Then he jammed the largest of the levers that was set into the floor of the cockpit as far forward as it would go. And Lafayette heard engines she hadn't even realized were there roaring to life. She clutched at Tristan to keep from falling into him from the sudden acceleration, but once they reached a steady speed, she let him go again.

      "About you?" Lafayette asked.

      "Well, my family," Dieter said with a shrug without looking back at them. "They know who I am by now, and they know I helped you get away from their clutches yesterday. I'm sure whatever intel they have on the Bohm family is a riot of deliberate falsifications. My father was a big believer in making sure all sorts of implausible rumors reached the ears of Central Planning, so any truth they discovered about us would be lost in a deluge of lies. But at the very least, they know we have access to five airships. And this is the largest of them."

      "They're all over the city in a search pattern," Tristan said. "They don't know where you launch from."

      "Well, they didn't," Dieter said. "I'm guessing that's about to change. Two of them for sure have spotted us. We'll have all twelve on our tail before breakfast time."

      "But we can get away from them," Lafayette said. "This ship is top of the line. Right?"

      Dieter gave her another of his brief glances, mostly so she could see that smirk again. "It's the top of our line. I assure you, Central Planning has far more resources than my little family of smugglers. We mostly get by with not being noticed in the first place."

      "It's my fault," Tristan said, and at first Lafayette honestly didn't know what he was talking about. But then he went on. "I was too slow. We could've launched before sunrise if I had been just a little bit faster."

      "You're on two nights running with no sleep," Lafayette reminded him.

      "We all are," Tristan pointed out.

      "We were all too slow, but it's not like it mattered," Dieter said. "It was a cloudless night with both moons full. This airship would've been almost easier to spot by night than it is now, with us aiming straight for the sun."

      So that explained the due east course, then. Not only were they not letting on which direction they ultimately wanted to be heading, they were also using the blinding brightness of the sun itself for cover.

      Although that was only going to last for so long. And some of the ships had spotted them already.

      "If they're faster than us, what can we do?" Lafayette asked.

      "Fly smarter," Dieter said. He didn't look back, but he didn't need to. That time, Lafayette could just hear the smirking grin in his voice.

      "You're hoping they won't follow us out over the open water of the sea?" Tristan asked with a frown.

      "The sea is a little further away than it looks like on maps," Dieter told him. "At top speed, it would still be dark again before we reached it."

      "So what, then?" Tristan asked.

      But Lafayette had a hunch even before Dieter pointed to something ahead of them and slightly to the left. A bank of clouds. Thick and white like fluffy cotton, but taller than any mountain.

      "How can you see in there?" she asked in the tiniest of voices.

      "Won't need to," he said. "The point is not to be seen. Those ships are going to have to slow down if they follow us in there. And since we're heading due east, the odds of one getting ahead of us and making an obstruction I'd have to see to dodge is pretty low."

      "But not zero," Lafayette said.

      "Well," Dieter said, that grin back in his voice. "What's the fun of zero risk?"

      "We'll be okay," Tristan said. But Lafayette was fairly certain he was talking to himself and not to her.

      Dieter kept the engines at full power, but their steady roar quickly faded into the background. It was almost like Lafayette wasn't hearing it anymore, although she knew it was still there. Like with smells that seemed strong at first but at some point you just stopped smelling them, even though they were still there.

      Lafayette realized she was feeling dizzy, then realized that was because she was holding her breath. Only after taking a breath did she become aware of just how tense her entire body was. Her jaw was tight, her shoulders were scrunched up tight, her hands were in fists. It was like she was bracing for a blow that wasn't coming. And it kept on not coming.

      "Diet," Tristan said suddenly. "You hungry?"

      "I'm so hungry I could eat Kora," he said, but with fondness in his voice. "Well, I'd pick out her metal bits. After which, I'm not sure there'd be much left. Do you want to dig into what Ronja and Ivka packed for us?"

      "Speaking of Kora," Lafayette said as she followed Tristan into the back of the gondola. She wanted to find that crate of nutritional paste, as she was sure Kora was hungrier than any of them, if disinclined to complain. But for a moment, Lafayette was just struck with the image of twelve silvery dots in the blue sky behind them.

      "They look so far away," she said softly.

      "They might not be putting on their own top speed," Tristan said. "If they think they can run longer than us, maybe they don't need to. They'll just wait until we run out of fuel and go down, and then they’ll pick us up."

      "Ronja said we had enough for twenty days," Lafayette said.

      "They don't know that," Tristan said. Then he started examining the neatly printed labels on the crates below the nearest window.

      Lafayette chewed at her lip. Central Planning might, indeed, not know how prepared they were to keep flying.

      But then again, they might.

      And even if they didn't, they never did anything without a carefully thought-through plan.

      It was, after all, half of their name.

      "This one's Kora's," Tristan told her, pulling her out of her reverie. She took the crate from him with a mumble of thanks, then opened the lid to pull out one of the unlabeled tubes made of soft metal. A quick look around showed her a detail she had missed before: the wall that didn't have windows, the one that divided the toilet closet from the rest of the room, also had crates stacked against it, but they went no higher than the other stacks. But while the others stopped at the bottom of the windows, these stopped at the bottom of a row of cabinets.

      Something about those cabinets just screamed "galley," although she couldn't see any of their contents until she started opening doors. But that was indeed what they were. The largest of the cabinets held more wonders that Lafayette had only read about but never seen: an electric cooker for soups or porridge, an electric skillet for frying things, and an electric kettle for beverages. But the next one over held stacks of plates, bowls, and cups.

      Lafayette took down one of the bowls, then twisted the cap off the tube of nutritional paste. She squeezed what she knew was a double portion into the bowl, then set it down on the floor between Kora's paws.

      Kora had been sitting up but in a half-doze, her eyes blinking closed more than open. But she perked up at the scent of the grayish ooze that was her food, looking up at Lafayette with bright, happy eyes even as her tail swished the floor behind her clean.

      "You're awfully quiet," Lafayette said.

      "Just tired," Kora said. Given that her human voice came from the construct built into her torso, she could easily speak and eat at the same time. But it was still unsettling to watch.

      "Yeah, I think we all are," Lafayette said.

      Tristan banged around in the galley cabinets briefly, then took out the electric kettle and filled it from one of the water bottles before plugging it into an outlet that Dieter's sisters had carefully left exposed when they'd been stacking all those crates.

      "I found oatmeal that just needs hot water to become food, and I stopped digging around," Tristan said. He almost sounded apologetic, like she or Dieter had been expecting him to whip up a home-cooked meal of bacon and eggs or something.

      "Oatmeal sounds perfect right now," she assured him. She toyed with adding on her second thought—that with all the anxiety this day was steeped with, the idea of eating anything more challenging for her stomach than cereal was almost repellent—but opted not to.

      He already knew they were all anxious. No one needed to be saying it out loud.

      The kettle whistled, a surprisingly cheerful sound, loud even against the background of the droning of the engines. Tristan shut it off with a snap of the switch, then filled each of the three containers he had arranged on the games table. After setting the kettle aside, he stirred the first of the containers thoroughly and then handed it to Lafayette with a tired sort of smile, then picked up the second, stirring it even as he carried it up to Dieter in the cockpit.

      Lafayette spooned a mouthful of oatmeal into her mouth and realized too late that it was still a bit on the hot side. But she sucked in a few cooling breaths as she watched Kora lick the already thoroughly clean bowl just a little more thoroughly clean.

      "Do you want some more?" Lafayette asked around her mouthful of hot oatmeal.

      "No," Kora said, but regretfully. "This body can only process so much at once. In fact, I think for the next meal we should go back to the normal amount." While the construct said all that, the dog's tongue never stopped lapping at the bowl.

      "Okay," Lafayette said, her words still muffled by the food. "How about some water?"

      "Yes, please," Kora said, and Lafayette set her oatmeal aside to bring the slightly slimy bowl over to the water bottle to fill it.

      She set the bowl down and smothered a laugh at how eagerly Kora devoured its contents. But as she reached for her now cooler oatmeal, she happened to glance up out of those windows again.

      And saw the dots of pursuing ships were closer now. A lot closer. They weren't dots anymore. No, the dots now were the dark outlines of people she could just make out moving around inside the gondolas of those ships.
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