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Chapter 1: Schooling Time
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I worked my way through the labyrinth of corridors onboard the Samaritan, munching on an old-fashioned egg-and-sausage biscuit—with a twist. I was taking full advantage of Miles’s cooks, who’d topped the egg with a bit of poached quili, which gave the sandwich a delicate hint of spice. A bit of comfort food never hurt anyone when they’re the center of unwanted attention. 

Despite the horrific development of learning about the depravity of my brother, along with the chaos resulting from his destruction of Lunar 5, I’d stuck with my decision to throw Miles into the brig. Each morning since that decision, I made my way to Central Processing and asked Miles about the smart-bots he’d infected me with and why he’d thrown me to the mercy of the Star Eaters. For the first few days, Miles laughed, joked, and lounged around as though he didn’t have a care in the world. He would flash me his cryptic smile as he casually leaned against the wall and stated I wasn’t ready for those answers. 

Right. 

As if being held captive—twice—being injected with multiple substances, learning that my brother was as messed up as the other crazies I’d had the misfortune of getting to know, and being forced to watch Cain’s torture wasn’t enough to make me “ready” for whatever mysterious revelations the universe had in store for me. 

As I made my way through the corridors, I passed one of the crew, who gave me a respectful nod and said, “Captain.” 

I’d been tempted to relinquish my command of the Samaritan to Commander Lio, an individual of mixed Telt and human ancestry, who had a quiet yet authoritative air about him. But maintaining my connection to the Samaritan’s artificial intelligence core, Sam, meant I controlled Central Processing. Miles couldn’t bribe or threaten anyone on the ship to release him. 

I really wasn’t the captain and felt a little embarrassed each time the crew acknowledged my title on the ship. I had the sneaking suspicion the crew wasn’t recognizing me just because I held the highest level of authority within the Sam network, but that there was also a touch of genuine respect in their salutes and salutations. After the complete debacle with the InterGalactic Justice System on the Justus, the crew credited me with their escape—with Sam’s help, of course. 

In reality, Commander Lio was in control. We’d come to a mutual agreement, using a surprisingly small number of words. I also suspected Lio wasn’t a big fan of Miles and enjoyed seeing his employer forced to sulk. I would have to admit I enjoyed it as well. 

That time, before I headed off for round eight—or nine, I’m not sure anymore—with Miles, I stopped by the lab and checked in with Dr. Ashter. While the renowned xenologist might not have held much respect for my father—the infamous Wats Hawking Orion, convicted traitor against humanity and a man I realized I’d never known—Dr. Ashter seemed to hold a small spark of respect for me. 

He’d also been forthcoming with me, teaching me as though I’d signed up for a private Star Eater 101 course for little old me. 

“Morning, Doc. Any updates?” I asked as I popped the last of the breakfast sandwich into my mouth and stopped next to a large holo platform. 

Every time I’d stopped and chatted with him, a holo of a planet was slowly rotating in the center of the room, a clue to his current focus. The platform was dark that day—not a good sign.  

The xenologist turned and shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not.” 

Dr. Ashter had spent a fair amount of credits on life extensions. Biologically, the man was in his nineties, but physically, he appeared to be in his thirties, maybe even late twenties. Except that day, his skin looked sallow, with a few wrinkles around his mouth and eyes. 

“Doc, you feeling okay?” 

He waved a hand to dismiss my concern. “Review. Timeline.” 

Ever the professor. 

“The Star Eater cult is a phenomenon known for centuries, with limited sightings on multiple worlds. Rare enough to warrant only limited or academic curiosity as the cult kept to the shadows and existed in rumors and popular back-alley myths. But approximately two years after the beginning of the Cricade Wars, Star Eater activity spiked with an unprecedented number of sightings. 

“Numerous cult members were first spotted on Mandarian’s Rhine with a slew of subsequent reports across multiple locations. This broke with traditional patterns. The media quickly ran the stories, but despite journalistic, academic, and the few oddball inquires, no one could pin the Star Eater cult to one species. Or provide any reasonable idea as to their motivation. Self-proclaimed members of the cult were known only by the tightly woven blue robes they wore and their staunch refusal to answer questions. Because of the number of deaths surrounding Star Eater activity, the cult rapidly became a symbol of fear,” I recited like the good little parrot I was. 

I could be a walking encyclopedia when I wanted to be. <Take that,> I silently thought and waited, expecting to hear a response. Despite what Dr. Ashter and the chief medical officer, Dr. Kell, had informed me, I expected the telepathic connection between Cain and me to be fully restored at any moment. 

I got nothing back. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t going to happen. Sam provided regular updates as well, and each time her report came in, I crossed my fingers and hoped for good news. 

Cain had talked me down from killing Commandant Yilmaz after her unwelcome hospitality on board the Justus. I suppose I was in denial, not wanting to believe what Dr. Kell repeatedly told me concerning the extensive amount of neurological damage Cain had sustained, damage he’d gotten because he reached out to help me when I’d been teetering on the edge. I was working hard not to dwell on that. 

Cain will be fine. The ornery man will wake up, and everything will go back to how it’d been. But deep down, I feared that wasn’t true. Nothing could go back to the way it’d been—not my life nor my short-lived time with Cain. We’d both sustained too much emotional and physical damage to be who we had been. 

“And?” Dr. Ashter asked, pushing me out of my melancholy thoughts. 

The tone of his voice was stern, and I had an inkling that any first-year students taking one of his classes would crawl into a hole after their first day and sob uncontrollably. 

“Star Eater activity has been sighted on the known worlds, including the Glipglow home world, the Telt home world, Kibol 3, Selarious, Epo-5, and Dar,” I said.

Dr. Ashter raised an eyebrow. 

“Most are worlds my father worked on, plus a few he hadn’t made it to,” I said. I’d made the connection the previous night after reading through the latest group of reports Dr. Ashter had provided. The realization was a shock, yet it also wasn’t, somehow. 

I mean, mix up the unexpected aid from the Star Eaters when Mrs. Gol had toyed with me on the Rapscallion, and add the communication the cult had had with my father as evidenced by what my lawyers told me, and I wasn’t really surprised when the dots connected. As wonky as that connect-the-dots puzzle might have been, it was finally all coming together. It’s like when someone buys a Rizzly art piece. They stick it up on the wall then turn it one way and the other, trying to figure out which way is up. 

Dr. Ashter nodded and walked over to me. “Your father petitioned to work on Dar.” He asked no question in there, merely making a statement of fact. He activated the hologram. “But they denied him access.” 

Then I nodded. “Yup. I remember that. He wasn’t happy, moped around for weeks after receiving the final verdict. I think it really surprised him the Ruling Council denied him access.” 

“It wasn’t the Council that decided,” Dr. Ashter said, as calm as a ship tethered to a space dock. 

I turned and stared at him. “What?” 

With a heavy sigh, Dr. Ashter moved to the opposite side of the platform, but his gaze remained fixed on the holo. “The Ruling Council alerted me to Wats’s petition and asked me for my thoughts on the matter. They knew his reputation, as did most academics—methodical, expedient, and most thorough, by all accounts an acceptable person to allow access to Dar. But”—he lifted his eyes to look at me—“I knew something about Wats few did. I knew what he was really after.” 

“Star Eaters,” I sighed. “You don’t think you could have just led with all of this? Instead of waiting for me to play catch-up?” 

“I wasn’t sure of your motivations,” Dr. Ashter replied. 

“And now? Have you decided whether I’m going to take over the known worlds as some evil flaming ball of melting metal?” I asked, and if you don’t get the reference, look up the heavy metal rock band, Flaming Fuel. 

“No, I don’t believe you’re destined to be a fiery goddess. I believe your motivations are pure.” 

My mouth dropped open. I wouldn’t have expected someone with his reputation to know about Flaming Fuel. Will wonders never cease? I should’ve felt annoyed at Dr. Ashter making me work for the information instead of saving time and just coming out and telling me, but Dr. Ashter was playing true to who he was, an academic, and despite the drawn-out way he was providing answers, at least he was doing so. 

I snapped my mouth shut and grinned. “Good. No fiery balls of doom in my future, then. But...” I had to ask, “So you were the reason he was turned away?”

My correct assumption earned the merest hint of a smile. “Yes. I wasn’t entirely sure of his motivations, but I knew whatever they were, it wasn’t in the best interest of Dar.” 

“Why?” 

“Do you know who your father worked for?” Dr. Ashter asked. 

I was sorely tempted to roll my eyes, but I answered. “Various companies, corporations. Whoever needed that type of work done could hire him out. He wasn’t ever tied to a particular schooling branch.” 

“No, he wasn’t. But his employers weren’t random or multiple. Wats worked for one corporation, the one who funded his schooling and the one that wanted to bribe his way onto the Exploration and Historical Research Panel.”

“Wait, let me guess,” I interrupted. “A corporation that somehow ties back to Mrs. Gol, right?” 

Dr. Ashter nodded. “Among a wide selection of other wealthy and powerful individuals. Yes.” 

“And the corporation is?” 

“ChowHo Insurance,” Dr. Ashter stated. 

I laughed. “You’re kidding me.” But when his expression didn’t change, I stopped laughing. “You’re not joking, are you?” 

He shook his head. 

That made a certain amount of sense in the whole messed-up direction my life had taken. An insurance company was always in demand and could gain access to just about anything they wanted, with the right paperwork and attitude. Wow. I would have lost the ship if I’d made a bet on that. 

“Research the company. ChowHo has its legitimate branches, but read between the lines. See what you can find,” Dr. Ashter said. 

I’d learned a lesson from previous conversations and knew I wasn’t going to get much more out of him. The man had given me an assignment, and once I’d come up with an answer, he would talk again. 

He turned back to what he’d been working on, and I stared at the holo of Dar. What could Dar have to do with the Star Eaters? As far as I could tell, the Ruling Council had never added their voice to the growing alarm at the ever-increasingly violent actions of the cult. And honestly, Dar culture didn’t give off a hint that they would want anything to do with a group like the Star Eaters. I’m not trying to be snooty or anything—that’s just their vibe. 

I desperately wished Cain was awake so that I could discuss that with him. To my distaste, the next best person for hashing out a few theories was Miles. But talking with the would-be emperor of Old Earth was like trying to herd a roving group of feral grav-cats. 

I left the lab with some torturous thoughts on my mind—as in methods for torturing Miles into giving me the answers I wanted. There had to be a way to make the man tell me something useful. 

“Excuse me, Captain?” A young crewman rushed up to me. “I apologize for the interruption, but you’ve got an incoming message. Private comms only and marked urgent.” 

“Thank you.” 

I headed for the nearest communications node. A plethora were scattered throughout the Samaritan, and I found one tucked away in a corner not too far from the lab. I stepped up into the alcove and activated the privacy screen. 

“Mahia Orion,” I said. 

The node’s interface flared to life, and I heard Sam’s voice. 

“Please state your request.” 

“I’ve got a message in the queue.” 

“Incoming message for Mahia Eimariana Orion, private comms. Please hold still while the system confirms.” 

Sam scanned my face and pinged the HalfLife biochip. I had no need for false digital fingerprints anymore and had asked Sam to scrub my HalfLife chip clean. “Identity confirmed. Proceed?” 

“Yes.” 

The node opened like a flower hocked up on stims to reveal a screen embedded underneath. Standard disclaimers scrolled by, and once through the red tape rigmarole, I could see who’d sent the message. 

Urgent

From Master of Dentar

Message on a seventeen-hour delay 

Reply needed immediately 
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Chapter 2: Messages Galore
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I breathed a sigh of relief. After having Miles locked up in the brig, I’d sent a message to the master. I figured that if Miles wasn’t going to provide answers about the sneaky smart-bots he’d infected me with, then I knew someone out there who could. Who better than a master Glipglow? 

Dr. Kell hadn’t been offended when I told her what I needed. She monitored my vital signs, but the smart-bots were beyond her scope of expertise. So she assisted me in my endeavor by taking blood samples, processing them through the medical system’s computer, and doing a whole host of other medical tests. Despite my not being able to provide the master with an actual smart-bot, at least he could examine my physiological data to put together a profile of what I might be dealing with. 

I opened the message and read.

Send rendezvous coordinates at once.

And that was it. 

“Sam, where’s the rest of the message?” 

“Please state the malfunction.” 

I bit my tongue. If I’d been in charge of coding the ship’s help desk persona, believe you me, things would’ve been a tad bit different. But fine. “The message hasn’t been displayed in its entirety. Please reload and display the message.” 

After a few seconds’ delay, the first screen appeared with the standard disclaimers. I flicked through it and was returned to the one line. 

Send rendezvous coordinates at once. 

“Is that really it?” I asked. I’d sent him piles of data to sift through and had been confident the master would provide me with some kind of clarity regarding what Miles had done to me. To be fair to Miles, though, I was fairly sure my strange visions—hallucinations, I’m not sure what to call them—weren’t Miles’s doing but the Star Eaters’. One of those supposed options Miles had mentioned. 

But while Dr. Kell had been diligent in keeping up to date with my exams, as far as she could see, I was perfectly healthy, minus the smart-bots, of course, and the fact they seemed to have migrated to my spinal column. All my scans showed no evidence of neurological damage or anything suspect that might have explained what’d been happening. 

To be honest, I hadn’t told Dr. Kell about the visions. I wanted to have some kind of handle on what might’ve been going on before I delved into the world of wacky hallucinogenic lights. 

What a bucket of pickled eels. 

Pardon my language. I’ve watched a tad bit too many Neetho holodramas to take my mind off of everything late at night. 

With the one-sentence message staring up at me, I opened a reply channel and stared at the screen. Where could I rendezvous with the master? We were on route to Dar, and the route from where Lunar 5 used to be to Darquet-controlled space didn’t have a lot of stops along the way. And I wasn’t interested in making a detour. Cain needed help.

I supposed my answers were going to have to wait. For the time being. Unable to rendezvous at this time. Will send coordinates for a meetup at a later date. Please send what information you can. 

My finger hovered over the send icon. I hated to be so vague with the master, but even with heavy encryptions, all communications were heavily monitored, no doubt. Not just because a certain commandant of the IGJ threatened to come after me—she was like a dog with a bone—but security systems had to be on high alert after Lucas’s little show and tell. 

Then again, anyone with half a brain should’ve been able to figure out where the Samaritan was headed. First, every kid who’s gone through Intro to Ships, Designs, and Emergencies—a course required throughout the known worlds—could extrapolate our course trajectory. And second, if they’d been following my little saga, they would know I wasn’t going to sit back and do nothing to help Cain. So that meant I was in a race against the known worlds. Would I be able to get Cain the help he needed before someone caught up to us?

So be it. Life was what life was right then. I sent the message. 

“Do you wish to play your other messages?” Sam asked. 

“What?” 

“You have seventy-nine messages in the queue. Do you want them displayed?”

I stood up a little straighter. “Why wasn’t I notified about them?” The system should have pinged me when they arrived. 

“All notifications have been placed on silent. Please state the command to reactivate notifications.” 

Rotten jellyfish, I’d forgotten. When we took the Samaritan back from the IGJ, the link I’d set up with the Sam network had been inundated with notifications: repair lists, crew requests, damage reports, a catalog list of injuries, and the list of the dead. It’d been too much. That was when Commander Lio and I’d come to an agreement, and I’d silenced the notifications. 

Whoops. 

“Reactivate notifications for all incoming messages addressed to me.”

“Notification request processed.” 

“Thanks. Display my messages, please. All of them.” 

The screen blinked then rolled through the list. Requests from various media outlets for interviews were there, no doubt because of my brother boldly claiming responsibility for destroying an entire lunar base and once again splashing the Orion name in the news. And a handful of hate messages had come in. I’d learned to ignore those pretty quickly after my father was arrested. 

The light ping of a bell went off in my head, followed by an update from Sam: [NOTIFICATION ALERT. INCOMING MESSAGE FROM WONDERLUST MEDIA. INTERVIEW REQUEST.] 

A second ping. [NOTIFICATION ALERT. INCOMING MESSAGE WITH BLOCKED CODING. YOU AND YOUR FAMILY SHOULD NEVER HAVE BEEN—]

“Block that one,” I quickly instructed. 

[MESSAGE BLOCKED.]

I turned my attention back to the screen. I need to look at what my—

Ping. [NOTIFICATION ALERT. INCOMING MESSAGE FROM HART THORGO. GO TO—]

“Block it,” I snapped. “Screen incoming messages. Send alerts for messages from my contact list only.” Granted, that was a rather small list. I could count my contacts on two hands, but give me a break, people. 

“Request processed.” 

Now. To the messages from my lawyers. 

I started with the oldest and worked my way up to the most recent—no surprises there. The offices of Strobe & Bloodhearst had informed me of the IGJ seizure of the letter Commandant Yilmaz had shown me, along with a laundry list of agreements I’d signed off on initially, stating they weren’t to be held responsible and blah blah blah. 

Three other messages repeated the same information, then the next was an apology from a Cleary Station clerk. I hadn’t expected that. I tried to compose a reply but didn’t know what to write. Sorry my messed-up life got you sucked up into the crazy land of the IGJ. Or perhaps No worries. It happens. 

I moved on. The latest message from my lawyers opened, and I frowned. “Sam, rerun the message. It looks like the trace-back coding got scrambled.” 

“Processing request.” 

Mixed-up coding wasn’t an anomaly even though tech companies did their best to ensure it rarely happened. But with sending messages across the known worlds, tying into multiple receivers with jumbled-up tech from a slew of different species and the distances the messages traveled—well, accidents were bound to happen. 

“There appears to be a large data packet embedded within the trace-back coding. Permission to retrieve?” 

Alright. So perhaps that wasn’t an accident. “Yes.” 

“The process will take an unspecified amount of time.” 

“Notify me when you’re finished,” I instructed Sam. 

Then I scrolled through the messages one more time to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, and when I decided I hadn’t, I deleted most of them. 

I stepped out of the alcove, wondering what my lawyers had tried to send. Maybe it hadn’t really been a message from them. It was hard to tell anymore. My thoughts drifted to the one place I didn’t want them to go—Lucas. He was a major reason I was binging Neetho holodramas late at night. Every time I closed my eyes, I pictured Cain in medical, Miles standing off in the corner, gleefully chuckling, and my brother with a wry smile on his lips with an unpleasant look in his eyes while he loomed over me. Lucas had never hurt me as a kid, but some of his scheming had been extremely unpleasant. I’d always chalked it up to a kid rebelling against his father, upset at being yanked from place to place without the time to put down any roots.

But having looked back on several of our misadventures, I was questioning what I’d really known about Lucas. Had our father known about the little vicious streak running through his son? I shuddered. I really hoped not because, if he had, then he shouldn’t have let Lucas leave as he did. 

I didn’t know where to even start tackling the issues my brother brought up—not just with Lunar 5, but with his message. I wondered if he was watching me. That would’ve been pretty creepy, if you ask me. But he’d known what was going on by referencing Cain and Yilmaz. While I didn’t relish hashing out family history with people, that had been something I’d talked with Lio about. Maybe we had a spy on board the Samaritan. Lio assured me we didn’t. Then I pointed out the two IGJ agents who’d helped capture the ship, and Lio had leaned forward and very quietly said, “It has been seen to.” 

Also, I knew Lio and the command officers were tackling the larger issues of the origin of the tech Lucas had used—maybe the Jumjul or a species who’d been quietly working on it in the dark or humanity. No one knew for sure. No one was owning up to it except Lucas. Everyone was scrambling to find a way to protect themselves. 

Miles might’ve known, but I didn’t want to distract the would-be emperor from the one task he needed to accomplish. 

Lucas had said he would be there for me when I was ready. But I didn’t know why he thought I would go to him, especially after what he’d done, not to mention flaunting that damned sun tattoo. I wondered if he’d followed in our father’s footsteps or known Mrs. Gol.

If he had, then I couldn’t bring myself to acknowledge that implication—not yet. I was still processing what I’d learned about Pops. While I was getting better at acknowledging that reality, I wasn’t ready to tackle round two. 

After I get Cain fixed up, then we go down that particularly nasty rabbit hole. 
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Chapter 3: Down the Research Rabbit Hole
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I dismissed the guard on duty at the block of cells Miles was assigned to at Central Processing. That wasn’t a big deal as Miles was the only one currently there. 

“I’m a bit peckish,” Miles quipped as I came into view. 

“Too bad you missed out on breakfast. The chef whipped up some fabulous eggs with poached quili,” I said. 

“From my reserved stock?” Miles asked. 

I nodded. “You betcha.” 

He squinted his eyes and huffed. “You’d better have plans to restock my stores when I’m out of here.” 

I shrugged. “Who says I’m planning on letting you out? Maybe you’ll just rot in this place. I’m confident we can find other charges that will stick. You’re not exactly a squeaky-clean specimen of honor and valor, now, are you?” 

Miles leaped off the poor excuse for a cot and charged to the edge of his holding cell. “You’ve got no idea what I am,” he snarled. 

“I would’ve thought you would have more stamina than this. You’re barely past a week in the brig, and you’re what? Stir-crazy? Not enjoying rationed food?” 

His fury vanished as he cocked a leg, placed a hand on his hip, and twirled the other in the air. “It has a tendency to bring the worst out in me, I’m afraid. Spending time in the dank, dark dungeons of Old Earth can have that lasting effect.” 

I raised an eyebrow. That was a tidbit I didn’t know. “Fascinating, but as much as I would enjoy learning your excruciatingly dull history, I’m much more interested in what you can tell me about the smart-bots. You remember those pesky little critters you injected me with?” 

Miles shook his head. “Mahia, my dear. What have I told you? You’re simply—” 

I snarled. “Enough of that foggy jargon, you little scuttle crab.” Again, too many Neetho holodramas. “It’s time you coughed up some helpful information.” 

“Scuttle crab?” Miles asked then doubled over in laughter. “I haven’t heard that expression since... Well, I don’t know. But somehow, I like it.” 

Of course the madman would like it. “Miles, come on. Isn’t this getting tedious?” 

He wiped away a few tears and shook his head. “Perhaps. But there is a time for everything. One of the hardest lessons I’ve had to learn.” He paused and grew thoughtful. “If you really feel as if you need a peek behind the veil, then might I suggest you visit Deck Fifteen? The rec hall? It might surprise you what you find on board a ship such as this.” 

“Right. Fine. At least Dr. Ashter has been helpful,” I muttered. 

“Really?” Miles asked with a glint in his eye that I didn’t like. “And what, pray tell, has he been telling you?” 

I grinned. “You’re not ready for that kind of information. Sorry.” 

Miles pursed his lips and studied me. “Not every helping hand is what it appears to be.” 

“And what’s that supposed to mean? Are you jealous? That I’m working with someone else and not playing along with your game? Is that it? For crying out loud,” I huffed, “you’re the one who hired him. He’s doing what you employed him to do.” 

When Miles didn’t answer, I shook my head. “Fine. Enjoy your rations.” And I turned to leave. 

“Ms. Orion, sometimes the strangest paths take us exactly where we need to be,” Miles called out. 

“Whatever,” I muttered and waved at the guard. “I’m done here.” 

The guard gave me a sharp nod and returned to his post. 

Once again, Miles wasn’t being helpful, which honestly made me wonder if anything about him was. Maybe the setup with the smart-bots and the Star Eaters had been a coincidence, or Miles was someone’s puppet and he wasn’t helping because he didn’t have anything to give me. 

I really hoped not. I wasn’t sure I could add anyone else to my dance card at the moment. With Star Eaters, Commandant Yilmaz and the entire IGJ, Lucas, Miles, and Cain, my plate was full. 

Off to medical, I guess. Dr. Kell would be waiting. My conversations with Miles never took long, and as horrific as seeing Cain laid out in medical was, spending time with him was a lot more comforting than talking with Miles. That said something, either about how deranged and unsettling Miles was or how painfully optimistic I was determined to be about Cain’s condition. 

The medical bay had quieted down after our little picnic with the Justus, and I appreciated the privacy Dr. Kell had provided for Cain. He’d been placed on a bed in the corner, where the doctor could activate privacy screens. That time, when I entered medical, Dr. Kell stepped away from Cain and activated the screens. 

“Any change?” I asked, unable to keep the hope out of my voice. 

Dr. Kell turned and shook her head. “No. I’m afraid not. But his vital signs are holding, and there’s no new neurological damage.” 

I didn’t answer. Each time I visited, I hoped for a different response—not that day, it seemed. 

“If it’s alright, I’d like to sit with him for a bit,” I said. 

“Actually, I need to talk with you first, if that’s alright, Captain?” 

That was different. Dr. Kell never addressed me by that title. 

“Sure.” I shrugged. 

“If you please.” She gestured toward her office. 

We both took a seat, and Dr. Kell cleared her throat. “Are we still on course for Dar?” she asked. 

“Yup.” 

“Then we’ll need to start your genetic modeling. At least, I’m working on the assumption you’ll be attempting to go to Dar. Forgive me if I overstep. Dr. Ashter has continued to consult, and he mentioned the possibility.” 

Interesting. “That’s fine. Miles had mentioned something about it before”—I shrugged—“well... before.” 

The corners of her mouth moved up a hair. I knew it. She’s not a fan. Maybe we could form an antifan club of the would-be emperor. We could make matching jumpsuits and everything. 

“You’ll need a series of gene-mods. Three in total over the next two weeks. The process will, unfortunately, have to be rushed as I would have preferred at least a month, but it can be done with minimal risk within the timeframe we have to work with. Not to mention masking the smart-bots. But I believe I might have a solution for that problem.”

I tried my best to listen, but the doctor vanished down a black hole of medical terminology that sounded like a bunch of gobbledygook. If you’re curious about gene-mod procedures, there’s a wealth of information out there. Just don’t go to some street vendor, for Pluto’s sake. Find a professional. 

“Do you consent?” 

I blinked and nodded. “Sure. Yeah, I consent.” 

I didn’t care too much about knowing all the horrible side effect possibilities—didn’t need to add those to the list of things causing nightmares. Besides, I wasn’t doing it for me. I was going to Dar for Cain, which meant doing whatever it took. 

If a miracle occurred, and he woke up, and Dr. Kell could help him, then maybe we would table the whole vacation on Dar for a later date and focus on the bigger issue at hand. But right then, what I needed was to help Cain. I wasn’t sure I wanted to face the “bigger issues” without him. I didn’t want to be alone anymore. 

“Ms. Orion?” 

I jumped. “What? Oh, sorry.” 

Dr. Kell had stood at some point and come around her desk to lean against its edge. “Do you need to talk?” 

The doctor had been patient with me, and I’d appreciated her noninvasive line of questions about the smart-bots. But I couldn’t let myself open up to her. I didn’t know if that was because of my memories of the string of therapists I’d seen after everything went down with my father or if I was hesitating to open up to someone else with the threat of losing Cain hanging over me. 

Slippery eels. Look at me, now I’m psychoanalyzing myself. Good grief. 

“No, I’m fine doc. The gene-mods?” 

She frowned but didn’t push. “We can start today if you’re ready.” 

I pushed myself up out of the chair. “Let’s do it.” 

The procedure didn’t take long, and I sat with Cain for a time before heading out. I decided to head back to my rooms and lie low while the rest of the side effects cleared my system. 

[DO YOU REQUIRE MEDICAL ASSISTANCE? YOUR MOVEMENTS ARE ERRATIC, YOUR BLOOD PRESSURE IS ELEVATED, AND YOUR HEART RATE IS HIGH FOR NO LOGGED CARDIO ACTIVITY.]

No, I’m fine, I responded just as my stomach rolled and I leaned against the corridor’s wall for support. Really. Doc said the effects would wear off. 

I stumbled into my room in time to rush to the bathroom and throw up. I’ll spare you the grisly details. But to sum it up, Dr. Kell had cautioned me that the gene-mods presented serious side effects for the first hour. Then the effects would vanish, and I would be right as rain. 

Thirteen minutes to go. The doc had wanted me to stay in medical, but for a reason I can’t remember now, I’d insisted on coming back to my hab-unit. I suspected Sam was providing the doc with continuous updates. 

Believe it or not, the doc was right. One second, I was doubled over in cramps, and the next, poof, right as rain. Not really looking forward to the next two rounds of that junk. But I reminded myself it was for a good cause as I took a quick peek in the mirror—no differences yet. She’d told me I wouldn’t see any noticeable changes until after the second treatment.
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