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      The door to my bedroom irised open with a nearly inaudible whoosh, and I stepped inside clutching Dad’s gift to my chest. I couldn’t believe my luck! My very first grown-up, never-owned-by-anyone-else tablet, complete with security features encoded to my thumbprint and DNA.

      Not even Mom or Dad would be able to access this tablet without my permission. How cool was that?

      I hopped up onto my built-in bunk, settled the tablet on my knees, opened my very first folder, and titled it: The Case Files of Cinnamon Chou, Space Station Detective.

      A happy sigh escaped my lips. I might still be a kid, but I had big dreams. I was going to be a Universal Star League detective, just like my dad. By the time I was old enough to attend the USL Academy, I intended to have a sizable number of cases documented in my files.

      That’s how I’d gotten this tablet. I’d prepared my case, presented my argument (referencing my Academy aspirations), and Mom and Dad had agreed to my request.

      “All right, Sugar Cookie,” Dad said—he was the only living being (human or alien) who was allowed to refer to me as the overly sweet pastry responsible for my name. The story goes that the first instant he saw me, he told my mother that my combination of her ebony complexion and his gold-toned coloration reminded him of an old-fashioned cinnamon sugar cookie.

      Parents.

      What can you do with them?

      Anyway, Dad said, “All right, Sugar Cookie. You’ve made your case. We’ll get you a secure tablet…on one condition.”

      I held my breath to keep from screaming in delight and waited for him to elaborate.

      He glanced at Mom, received a minuscule nod, and said, “Like any commanding officer, your mother and I reserve the right to review your files.” He lifted an eyebrow and waited for my response.

      I considered for a mere heartbeat before nodding. “Sir, yes sir,” I said, giving him a crisp USL salute. “As a junior detective under your command, my files will be open for your inspection.” I paused, licked my lips, and countered. “But only when requested in advance and reviewed in my presence.”

      Mom and Dad exchanged glances. Mom, as senior USL officer present, nodded. “That is acceptable, Junior Detective Chou. You will have your tablet within the week. Dismissed.”

      I pumped my fist, squealed and ran to hug them. First Dad, then Mom; then, in an excess of exuberance, both at once. “Thank you! This is going to be so awesome!”

      Dad tousled my hair, and Mom grinned. “You did a great job building your case, Cinnamon. We can’t wait to see the case files you write.”

      Secure in my bedroom, I created my first file: The Case of the Missing Inarian.

      A broad beam of sadness swept through my heart and tears misted my vision. That had been my best friend Lando Maxon’s last day on Space Station Zeta, and I still missed him terribly. Writing up that case would be a bittersweet reminder of a great friend.

      I glanced across the room to the habitat Dad and I had built for my very first pet, a handsome red Fornaxian dragon I’d named Raphael. Rafe, a reformed thief, would be the focus of my second file: The Case of the Glittering Hoard.

      When I finished transferring my hand written case notes to my new tablet, I pulled on the special sheath glove Dad had designed for me, opened Rafe’s habitat, and invited him onto my forearm. The glove protected my skin (and my tunic) from Rafe’s claws. Dad said it served a similar purpose to protective gear used by his ancient ancestors, the eagle hunters of a place on Earth known as Mongolia.

      Rafe eyed my extended arm for a moment before deciding to take me up on the invitation to leave his habitat. He unfurled his ruby-red wings and flew from one of his perches to my arm. I managed to take his weight without bobbling; I was definitely getting stronger. Rafe was easily the size of a small Earth dog, one of those described as “lap dogs.” He was red scaled, with a barbed tail that was nearly as long as his body.

      When he first came to me, his expression was haughty and aloof, like he was doing me a favor by making eye contact. Now that we’d been together for a few months he actually seemed to like me, even chirping and purring and nuzzling my cheek when he perched on my arm or shoulder.

      Of course, his good mood was probably ninety-percent due to the amazing habitat Dad had created. Rafe’s “cage” easily took up half of my bedroom. It rose from floor to ceiling, included multiple permaplastic perches that reminded me of tree limbs, and had a small pond on the floor for both drinking and bathing.

      I was responsible for keeping his habitat clean, and believe me, it was a chore—especially cleaning that pond. But I was lucky… Fornaxian dragons are very clean animals. Rafe used one specific corner of his habitat as a toilet, and as long as I kept that area well supplied with faux-cedar chips, scooping out the refuse was a breeze.

      Stepping out of the habitat with Rafe on my arm, I strode from my bedroom to our living room.

      “I’m taking Rafe to the recreation area,” I called to my parents. “We’ll be back before dinner.”

      “Have fun,” Mom said, looking up from the novel she was reading on her tablet.

      “Don’t forget to work on his training exercises,” Dad said.

      I grinned and palmed the door open. “Don’t worry. Rafe and I are getting really good at working together. We’re a good team!”
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