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Welcome to the mysterious colony of Barsoom where the colonists kept the romance of the Renaissance but paired it with advanced technology. 

When a teenage girl goes missing, the peaceful facade is shattered, and three couples are thrown into a dangerous web of criminal activity. The last person she was seen with was the sinister Jean Coudet, a member of the notorious Red Conclave.

Devon Morten and Tash Higgins, returning to the colony for their friends' wedding, never expected to be caught up in a race against time. Along with their friends Randal and Judith, Judith's older sister Ava and the girl’s father Carlos, they must navigate the treacherous underbelly of the colony to find the missing girl before it's too late.

If you enjoy books filled with an exciting blend of technology. Intrigue, mystery, danger, and a touch of romance, then you'll love City of Deception. 
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AVA GARNEYS checked the display on her tablet against the survey marker she had just inserted into the ground to ensure it was securely placed. This was the last marker she needed to set today. Satisfied, she swung an armored-clad leg over the seat of her personal airsled and headed back to base camp. Ava was a mapmaker and explorer attached to the Outlawed Colony of Barsoom. She was the last one to return to base today.

“There you are girl. I was beginning to think we needed to send out search parties,” Mathilde Dale, a petit blond and one of her fellow mapmakers chided as Ava slid her airsled into its customary place outside the Pop-up dome they shared with the other female member of the team, Thomasine Willys, who was busily preparing tonight’s meal. Thomasine was about medium height with a chunky body and light brown hair which she wore in a short bob for easier care and maintence out in the field. 

“Not likely,” Ava retorted before disappearing into their dome to shed the armor she wore during the day, re-emerging in the leggings and sweatshirt she customarily wore when off duty. Ava had inherited her height and lanky build from her father as well as his ginger hair.

“I leave for town tomorrow, remember?” she said.

“Yeah, a month off to laze around and try on clothes,” Constantine Bryan, one of the two male members of the team and the only one who looked the part of the intrepid explorer, said.

“I see you’ve never been at ground zero during the weeks before a wedding,” hooted Jacques Brunelle, a tall, skinny nerd. “I remember when my sister got married! Ordinarily she’s okay for a sister—but talk about turning into Bridzilla! Ava’ll probably want to come back here to relax!”

“Now that Ava’s back, we can turn on the security field,” Constantine announced, staring pointedly at Jacques.

“I did it last night. It’s your turn,” Jacques told him.

“We need to redo next month’s chore rotation, anyway,” Mathilde who was senior stated. “We’ll do that after dinner, so don’t anyone run off immediately.”

“Yeah, the deserter here will be gone for a month,” Constantine said.

Ava sank into her customary camp chair, stretching her long legs out toward the Crystal heater. “You’re breaking my heart, Bud,” she snorted.

Compared to down near Savona, the colony’s capital city, which nestled in the hot and humid tropic zone, it was chilly up here in the mountains, especially at night. She would be glad of her insulated sleeping bag later.

When she left the next morning, dawn was just breaking. The twin moons could still be seen in the sky and the rising sun had turned the horizon a splendid orange, fading into lavender, and then into the dark blue of night.

Jacques had been right, damn him—she wasn’t looking forward to the weeks before her baby sister’s wedding. Judith was marrying Randal Langton, the son of one of her dad’s business partners, who she had been affianced to since they were children. The marriage was an arrangement between their parents, as was the custom in the colony which adhered as closely as possible with the way things had been done in the Renaissance.

They would have done the same for Ava; indeed, they tried—but she had been singularly uncooperative. She had managed to torpedo all the arrangements her parents tried to make for her. Gossip and innuendo had done the rest. No one wanted to try and marry their son to her. Ava was glad for Judith, but she knew she was going to have to endure the humiliation of her parents looking for a husband for her among the wedding guests and any single young men of the right age. The trouble was her taste and that of her parents simply didn’t fit well together.

Her unpleasant thoughts were interrupted by a fracas going on below her. Swooping lower on her sled, she saw several Kevlar had cornered what looked like a furry catamount. Why didn’t the silly creature simply climb the tree behind her to get away? She wondered. Then she spotted the litter of pups half-hidden under the bush next to the tree. 

Kevlars were a Medium to large carnivore, with shaggy, green mottled fur, pointed ears and Predator eyes. After an incident earlier in the year when someone had attempted to kidnap Judith, her new brother-in-law to be had insisted on installing some weapons on their personal sleds. He had done Ava’s first since she intended to leave as soon as her father had been cleared, but for some reason had put off adding weapons to Judith’s personal sled. Ava suspected this was because Randal didn’t want his fiancée to go looking for trouble.

Ava squeezed the handlebars and a plasma bolt shot out, clipping the rear of the Kevlar pack. With a squeal of rage and fright, they ran away. They would be back, she knew. Kevlar’s were hunters; they might have been frightened away, but the pack would soon overcome their fear and return.

The Catamounts found around Savona were nearly hairless an evolutionary adaption to the heat, but this one had a short, dense coat of golden fur fading to white around the paws and face. Intending to document the creature, she stopped her sled close to the tree, dissolved the wind-blocking force bubble over the sled and pulled out her vid-cam to take pictures. Up close the resemblance to a Catamount was even more pronounced. The skin under the dense fur was still wrinkled. Either this was a previously unknown variant or an entirely new species. The colonists had only been in residence on Barsoom for about 150 years; there was a lot they didn’t know about their new planet.

The mother was thin to the point of emancipation, and she was weakening rapidly. Ava dismounted her sled and crouched in front of the dying animal. Cautiously she reached out to touch the kits. The first three she touched were dead, cold and stiff, but one of them was moving, attempting to nurse, even though it was plain her mother had no milk to feed her. When Ava touched the kit, the mother hissed feebly and then simply closed her eyes and died. Ava gently slid a hand under the live kit and lifted it. It was cold but still alive. She tucked it inside her shirt, next to her skin and re-mounted her sled. She could see the Kevlar pack peeking out at her from across the clearing, and hastily hit the lift button on the sled. It wasn’t unknown for a Kevlar pack to attack a lone human on the ground or even one on a one-man sled like hers if it was flying low enough. She re-instated the force bubble and gunned the engine. Behind her she could hear the Kevlar fighting among themselves for the corpses of the dead creatures.

In town, her first stop was the veterinarian used by her sister for Licorice, her pet Catamount.

Like Ava, Dr. Helewis Peele was tall, with short-cropped dark hair and a fit body. She looked up as Ava gently removed the animal from inside her shirt and laid her on the examining table. “A Hairy Catamount!” she exclaimed. “Wherever did you find it?”

“A pack of Kevlars were fighting her mom as I passed over on the way home. I scared them away with a plasma bolt across their tails and they ran. The mom died in front of me. This was the only kit still alive. I couldn’t leave her there to die or be eaten, so I brought her with me.”

“Was she still nursing?”

“Well, she was trying to, but I doubt if the mom had any milk. She was awfully skinny.”

Dr. Peele nodded. She ran a scanning wand over the small animal. “Female, about three weeks old. We’ll put her on a formula we use for Catamounts. I take it you’re planning to adopt her?”

“I guess so,” Ava said, feeling a tug on her heartstrings. She’s a fighter.”

“What are you going to name her?”

Ava looked down at the small body with its dense golden fur, fading into white around her face and paws. “Sunrise, for the time I found her.”

“I’ll send a vet-bot with nursing supplies and a few other things I think you will need over to your house. In the meantime, just keep her warm and her tummy full.” She handed Ava a half full glass bottle with a nipple and showed her how to get the kit to drink. Sunrise latched on fiercely, swallowing nearly the entire bottle, after which she burped and went to sleep.

Ava looked up with a smile. “I guess she was hungry.”

On the way home from the vets, she stopped off at a local pet store and purchased a pet bed, some food dishes and litter box supplies which she had sent to her parents’ home.

The house her father had built for their mother was just the same as she remembered; a 3-story edifice nestled on the water, with the bottom floors open to the air, with tall trees, whose enormous broad leaves shaded the house from the sun and heat, rising around it. She parked her sled on the deck where two robot servers waited for her.

“Welcome home, Miss Ava,” the one in the butler’s livery said. “How was your trip home?”

“A little exciting Marston,” she told the senior robot. Even though the servers were only robots, Tamara Garneys demanded her family address them as if they were real people. “Dr. Peele will be sending over a vet bot and a few essential items for my new Catamount. My clothes and stuff are in the saddle bags and side storage.”

She extracted Sunrise from inside her shirt. The small animal blinked still blurry eyes at him.

“He has fur,” Marston said, his robot voice showing surprise. Most robots on Barsoom had been programmed to interact with humans as their programing dictated another human would.

“Yes, she is a different variety than Licorice,” Ava replied referring to her sister Judith’s pet, whose fine, transparent hair revealed his nearly blue-black skin.

She had no chance to say more; Judith and Tamara became impatient for her to come inside and rushed out. Judith showed her inheritance from her parents as clearly as Ava did, she resembled their mother, except for her flame-tinged hair. Ava had always felt her sister looked like one of the fairies in the stories Tamara liked to read to them as children. She was tiny, like their mother, with the same Rubenesque figure. Tamara’s once voluptuous figure had softened into matronly lines, and her hair, once a platinum blond, was now simply white.

“Ava!” Judith cried, throwing her arms around her sister to hug her.

“Careful! You’ll squash Sunrise,” Ava exclaimed in her turn.

Judith drew back. “Oh, what is it?”

“She’s a catamount, like Licorice, but a different variety. Dr. Peele called her a Hairy Catamount.”

“What an ugly name for such a sweet-looking creature,” Tamara had given her daughter a much gentler hug. Now she stroked a finger over the kit’s tiny head.

“Come inside and let’s get you and Sunrise settled in your room. We’re having some friends over for tea later. I’ve laid out some fresh clothes for you. All you need to do is take a shower and freshen up.”

Ava sighed. The wedding circus was starting already. “Who’s coming?”

“Oh, the usual crowd.” Judith answered.

–––––––– 
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BARSOOM WAS a planned colony. Part of the planning had included creating a court system. Although the Colonists deeply admired the Renaissance lifestyle, they hadn’t hesitated to alter customs where they considered changes necessary. Although it paid a small stipend, the job of Chief prosecutor and his subordinates was voluntary. After the volunteers had put in their names for consideration they were reviewed and selected by a judicial council every three years. This was how Carlos Santana had come to serve as a prosecutor. He had been selected over the other candidates because although he was now a solid family man, he had a history of being a tough opponent who didn’t scare easily. In his younger days he had been a famous duelist, an excellent shot with a pistol, and a master of bladed weapons. The Black Templars and the judicial committee were aware that he had also been a bounty hunter before he took up the law as a profession.

Carlos Santana was tall and slender with finely cut features and melting chocolate eyes behind absurdly long eyelashes. His dark hair had just enough grey in it to give his handsome looks a distinguished air.

Just now he was prosecuting a case against Christopher Moyet who was believed to be an enforcer for the Red Conclave, a local criminal organization, for extortion. It was a solid case and Carlos was confident of a guilty verdict. A series of alternate threats and bribes offered hadn’t stopped him from forging ahead. That morning before court had convened, he found his clerk, Denis Norward, a rotund little man with limp brown hair, attempting to dispose of an envelope without giving it to his boss.

“You needn’t be afraid to show it to me Denis,” Carlos held out his hand for the envelope. “What part of my anatomy am I going to lose this time?”

Denis turned stricken eyes to his boss. “It isn’t about you sir,” he said, watching Carlos open the envelope. Several vid-stills of his daughter at school slid out. Carlos’s face darkened as he stared at the pictures.

“I checked with the school, sir,” Denis said hastily. “Your daughter is fine. I also requested them to add additional security.”

Carlos wadded the vid stills of his daughter Francisca playing soccer and walking across campus, into a crumpled ball and threw them in the trash.

“Thank you, Denis,” he said. “We’d better head for court now, or we’ll be late.” 

As Carlos had expected, the jury brought in a verdict of guilty in less than 15 minutes. He invited his clerk and office staff out to celebrate with him at lunch.

Across town the verdict was received much less happily.

“You are certain we can’t overturn it on appeal?” Jerome Redglove, one of the titular heads of the Red Conclave asked the man who brought the news. Redglove was a thin man with brown, sleekly groomed hair. No one looking at him would suspect him of being anything but the well-groomed, up-and-coming politician he was.

The woman he was sharing lunch with was striking. Adeline Prowd had long, silver hair, which she allowed to cascade down her back in a mermaid style coiffure. The tattoo of an eagle placed discreetly over her right eye was the only thing to mark her as the Conclave’s top enforcer.

“Santana is becoming a problem,” Redglove told her. “I thought you were going to take care of him.”

“Since you won’t let me get rid of him, I’ve been working under a handicap. I’ve been looking for a whip to tame him with, and I think I’ve found it. We’re going to introduce his daughter to a young, ambitious captain in the Conclave. Up till now, we’ve only used him for a few collection and intimidation jobs, but he’s anxious to move up and he’s pretty enough to appeal to a fourteen-year-old.”

“What’s his name?”

“Jean Coudet.”

Coudet had once thought becoming a member of the Red Conclave would be glamorous. After being outed about the date rape ring, he had been shunned by most of the good citizens of the colony. He received his assignment with mixed feelings. He wasn’t attracted to little girls, but he told Antoni Guissipe, the Enforcer who brought him the assignment, he would do it.

“How?” Guissipe asked curiously.

Coudet had been flipping through the pages in the information Guissipe had handed him. “There is a teen hangout called the Black Dog Café she frequents. It shouldn’t be hard. Girls her age are always looking for a bad boy underdog. I’ll get her to come to me.” 
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