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Chapter 1: Confinement 
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Being confined to a shuttle—designed for two individuals but stuffed with five—for a little over two weeks wasn’t conducive to prepping for meeting up with a traitor and a nemesis. Nor was there much privacy or food, which was the critical factor. Cain had given me a wicked grin as he negotiated for zip pockets to be our sole source of nutrients. Thank Jupiter for Miles, who’d insisted on having his chef whip up a fresh batch of zips—full of delicious ingredients and not the foul-smelling items Cain had eaten on Epsilon’s Station. 

All of the Samaritan’s shuttles were equipped with food dispensers, but in order to reach Epo-5 as quickly as possible, the engineers had reconfigured any system we could safely do without, in order to provide more power to the miniature overdrive engine. Captain Lio had insisted on letting the best technicians and engineers on board the Samaritan spend three days maxing out the shuttle’s engine capabilities. 

“What’s our ETA?” I asked. 

Cain sighed. “For the hundredth time, we’ll be at Rockerton’s in”—he half stood and glanced over Lieutenant Chambers’s shoulder—“three hours and twenty-nine minutes.” 

My lack of space to pace had set me on edge within the first hours of leaving the Samaritan. Thank the universe Cain and I had turned a corner in our relationship, because the man was showing an unceasing amount of patience with me. I wasn’t sure our other three bunkmates felt the same way. 

Lio had stayed true to his word and assigned three of his crew members to go with us to Epo-5. I understood his rationale, but I would have preferred just Cain and I go. Lieutenant Chambers and Lieutenant Aj-Otha were former military, and Lieutenant Commander Ochoa was former IGJ intelligence. 

I’d peeked at their files before we left. If we were going to become insta-best buds, I wanted to know who I was dealing with.

I trusted Lio, but the InterGalactic Justice system had left a nasty taste in my mouth after they tortured Cain, and I dealt with Commandant Yilmaz. When I read through Ochoa’s background, I’d confessed my breach of protocol to Lio. He was annoyed but ended up sharing a personal and touching moment between the two of them, which boiled down to the fact he trusted Ochoa with his life. So I continued to place my trust in Lio. 

“Remember, the two you of are to stay on the shuttle,” Ochoa said. 

I rolled my eyes. 

“I saw that,” she muttered. 

<Are you sure she’s not part Darquet?> I asked Cain. 

He grinned and shook his head. 

“We’ll be in and out before you know it,” Aj-Otha said. He twisted in his seat to give me a smile. If not for the four rows of sharp teeth he sported, his smile might have been reassuring. 

I’d had little to no dealings with a Quiloto before. They were fiercely loyal and equipped with a pair of wings. Aj-Otha had had his bioenhanced. Each wing had been surgically overlaid with a thin sheet of enhanced magnesium alloy. A plethora of sensors laced his wings, all tied into his neural implants. 

“We’ll get the data packets,” Ochoa assured me. 

I leaned back into the corner of the shuttle I’d claimed as mine and tried to relax. We’d decided direct communication among us, the Samaritan, and Miles was too risky. We all needed to fly dark, which meant those of us in the shuttle would have only one opportunity for an update before we reached Epo-5, at Rockerton’s All-in-One Fueling Station, a free-floating asteroid the Rockerton family had converted a few generations back. It was the only place the shuttle would pass without having to detour and rack up major time delays. Lio and Miles had both promised updates for us by the time we reached Rockerton’s. 

I was nervous about stopping there, even though we needed intel. But we had to get to Epo-5 before Yilmaz and Dr. Sia-Al Ashter did. As each day wore on, I lost my optimism about beating them to the planet. 

Cain did his best to reassure me. <We don’t know that they’ve made it there yet. Lio or Miles will have an update waiting for us. Then we can make the appropriate plans.> 

<And if Yilmaz and Dr. Ashter have figured it out already? What then?> My stomach rolled, and my chest tightened. I could feel Cain’s longing to hold me, to comfort me. But we were keeping anything physical to a bare minimum, not even holding hands, although the others were likely well aware of our newfound connection, thanks to Miles and his little gossip train. 

I let my head fall back against the shuttle’s wall and sorted through the tangled mess of information. Would have been far easier if you’d just been up front with me, Pops. I couldn’t believe only a couple of months had passed since I boarded the Rapscallion. That felt like a lifetime ago. But enough time had passed that I could slip back into the memories of the nightmare-filled tour without too much anxiety: Mrs. Gol and her dead son, Triton; the Star Eaters; the beginning of my relationship with Cain; and the shock of realizing I hadn’t known my pops at all. 

Why did you hide this from me? I couldn’t help but wonder if Pops had shared more with Lucas or if Lucas had picked up on things I’d missed. My brain screamed those scenarios were the likely answer, given Lucas’s recent actions—the timing of his popping back into my life was more than coincidence. And even though I wanted nothing to do with his crazed killing spree, the thought of being excluded still stung. 

Was I not worthy? That was a loaded question and probably unfair to ask of myself. The Star Eaters had gotten Miles to inject me with modified smart-bots, which the Third had replaced on our eventful excursion to Dar. If that was indeed what Mrs. Gol and her ilk had been working toward for generations, then I was more than worthy. Did you know that, Pops? Or was that why you never included me? Maybe he’d figured it all out by then and hadn’t wanted me to be a part of the experiments. Maybe you acted the way you did in order to save me.

That idea didn’t sit well because if that was the case, then he’d killed all those people for me—not some mystical reason for teaming up with the Eeri, just the simple reason of a father wanting to protect his daughter. 

A shiver ran up and down my spine. 

Cain stood, shuffled over to me, then squeezed himself between Ochoa’s chair and me. His hand found mine, and he laced his fingers through my own. 

I gave him a questioning look. <I thought we’d agreed on no touchy-feely.>

<That was before. This is now. Whatever your father did, he alone is responsible for—not you.>

I squeezed my eyes shut and let my head slide down to rest on his shoulder. <Easier said than done.> I didn’t want to step on that emotional land mine. But I couldn’t help it. We were almost at Epo-5, the planet all roads seemed to point to. The mysterious way the Third tried to communicate had reminded me of what I’d seen as a kid when Pops was working on Epo-5, not to mention his cryptic—well, maybe not as cryptic as he’d hoped—letter that had hinted at the miserable waste heap of a world.

The answers to my pops’s actions had been floating along in my periphery for the past couple of months. And my gut was telling me they were ready to take center stage. I just needed to be ready to face them, whatever they turned out to be, because I had to believe the answer to what Lucas was up to was somewhere in there, along with this mysterious connection among the Star Eaters, the Third, and me. 

Since the destruction of Starbase 9.2, Cloud 11, and Lunar 5, my brother had been relatively quiet. The rest of the known worlds hadn’t been. The Jumjul had taken action. They’d initiated a martial control clause, which they’d sneaked into several of their written alliances with various worlds, and they’d clarified that humanity was going to be held responsible if Lucas and his followers weren’t stopped within the next few weeks. That deadline was forcing the Old Earth Monarchy to respond and not too well either. The emperor hadn’t even tried to mask his contempt for the Jumjul and their threats and had clearly stated Lucas wasn’t Old Earth’s problem. He turned the blame toward the IGJ. 

We’d left the Samaritan before Commandant Yilmaz broadcast a reply. The only nice thought I could muster about the woman was that she would have more diplomatic grace than the emperor, at least. And maybe, just maybe, this whole Jumjul threat would demand too much of her attention and slow her down on her way to Epo-5. Fingers crossed. And toes. 

I closed my eyes and tried to conjure up a few happy memories to take my mind off everything. Studying the files we’d brought was no-go for me at present. I’d pored over them until my vision swam, and my mind was throwing out wildly unhelpful ideas. Cain told me to stop, and after a bit of an argument, I’d decided he might have a point.

But even the happy memories were tough because all roads led back to Pops—even memories of Cain—because without Pops’s actions, I would never have worked for Confore Tech, earning the voucher for the cruise on the Starshine, being mistaken for helping Jorge uncover Confore and Yilmaz’s partnership over Project Clear Sight and the SeeClear tech, and having Cain come into my life. Everything was a complicated mess of questions, doubts, and fears. 

I gripped Cain’s hand a little more tightly and tried hard to focus on something else, anything else. 

In my mind, a field of luscious green grass filled with wildflowers of every color sprang to life. Off in the distance was a stand of trees, and beyond that, the purplish hint of mountains. A soft summer breeze swept across the meadow, and I could hear the grasses gently brushing up against one another. Underneath were the faint hums and chirps of insects, and far above me, a bird cried out. Sunshine filled the meadow, and its warmth moved across my skin. 

For a moment, I resisted getting lost in the scene’s beauty. Am I having visions again? I’d been running on the assumption the Third had left me. When we’d been underground, trying to rescue Elea, Cain’s sister, and the Holy One had shown up, the Third that had attached itself to me had gone after the Darquet. But I had another vision after that, didn’t I? When the tunnel had collapsed. But if this is the Third trying to communicate with me, why now? And why choose something so— 

<Just let yourself relax.> Cain’s thoughts interrupted my own. <This is a memory of a favorite place when I was young. My father would sometimes take Elea and me to Culi when he needed a break from my mother.>

<You can project memories now?>

<It would appear that way.> A smug pride tucked between his words, but I snuggled closer and worked through a few deep-breathing exercises. 

<Tell me a story. Something from your childhood,> I sent. 

Cain’s hand brushed back a few strands of hair that had fallen over my face, and he let his head rest on mine. <My father loved insects. He trained to be an entomologist, with additional specialties in ecosystems and bioseeding. I think he learned to love and cherish the delicate balance of an ecosystem from his father, who passed down stories of when his father had lived on Dar. So when he needed a break from the political life, he always escaped back to nature. And Culi was his favorite.>

Cain continued to share until I drifted off to sleep. And I dreamed of a young boy running through the meadow, laughing and chasing winged insects through an endless sea of color. 
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Chapter 2: Embarrassing Nightmares
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Somewhere in my dreams, the young boy, all smiles and giggles, morphed into my brother. Lucas was young, his skin smudged with foul sludge, and the whites of his eyes visible and fearful. He was running and tripping through muck as though chased by a nightmare of his own. 

I jerked awake, screaming. 

The walls of the shuttle were melting, a sickly green slime burning through the metal. Slumped over in their chairs, Ochoa and Aj-Otha’s flesh bubbled and boiled while Chambers, seated on the floor across from me, was tearing at his face, screaming as he ripped away pieces of skin. I turned toward Cain—still seated next to me—but instead of his reassuring gaze, all that stared back was an eyeless husk of the man he’d once been. 

I tried to scoot back, to get as far away from his corpse as I could, but the shuttle was too small. My hands touched the slime on the walls, and I could feel it eat through—

“Wake up!” Cain’s voice boomed. 

Someone had grabbed me and was shaking me, but I couldn’t open my eyes, no matter how I struggled. Then I felt a sharp prick at the base of my neck, and everything melted away into a sea of darkness. 

“Vitals?” Cain was asking someone. 

“Faint but steady. The neurodepressant did the job. Now we let her wake up on—” 

My eyes fluttered open, and I cringed. I didn’t know if I was going to wake to a nightmare turned into reality or reality restored. My eyes focused on the worried but thankfully fully fleshed face of Chambers. And next to him was Cain, his eyes amber with flecks of black. 

“Mahia? Can you hear me?” Chambers asked softly. 

I nodded. “Loud and clear, Doc.” 

Chambers boasted not only formal military experience on his record but a medical degree as well. Who would’ve guessed I would have a mini meltdown? Evidently, Lio. That was one reason he made an excellent captain. 

“Can you tell me what happened?” 

I tried to push myself up and felt a pair of hands assist me. “Don’t move too much,” Cain said. 

“I’m all right. Promise,” I said, trying to wave him off. 

<Liar.> 

Maybe. As the foul taste of the nightmare cleared, all I really felt was embarrassment. 

I blushed at Chambers’s intent gaze and looked away. I opened and closed my hands a few times and noted they felt tight, as if they’d fallen asleep and I’d gone straight past the tingly stage into the puffy stage. “It was nothing. Really. Just a bad dream.” 

Chambers frowned and glanced at Cain. “With everything you’ve been through, I’m not surprised. Frankly, I would have expected you to have been having nightmares for weeks by now.” 

“Everything okay?” Ochoa asked. “We need to broadcast for clearance to land. If we’re still going to do that.” 

Ochoa held seniority, but she’d been deferring to Cain and me on most decisions. I appreciated that. 

“Yes. We need the updates,” I said. “Could I have some water?” 

Chambers nodded and rotated to dig through the supply packs. He pulled out an edible water bottle. “Here. Drink it then eat it. The electrolytes and boosted vit-mins will be good for your body right now.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t want to deplete our supplies for Epo-5. I can just take a standard—” 

But Chambers shoved the water bottle toward me and shook his head. “Your body needs it. Take it.” 

<Do it.> Cain’s tone left no room for argument in those two words. 

I threw Cain a disgusted look but took the bottle. 

“Confirming we are going to Rockerton’s,” Ochoa said. 

“Yes.” <On that, I won’t take no for an answer.> I threw my next words at Cain. “It was only a nightmare. I’m fine.” 

Cain studied me, and I caught the glimmer of uncertainty in his eyes. I appreciated the concern but didn’t want to dwell on it. The experience was embarrassing. Here I was, supposed to be the bad-ass woman going to stop Lucas and beat Yilmaz and Dr. Ashter to the prize of Epo-5. No one had said those words out loud, but I knew that was the hope on every crew member’s face I’d passed before we’d left the Samaritan.

<There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. We all deal with our demons in different ways. Consciously and subconsciously.>

<I don’t need a therapy session. Thanks.> 

Cain scowled but didn’t press. I shouldn’t have snapped, but I didn’t need a reminder of my weaknesses. I couldn’t afford a mental breakdown or anything that might slow me down. I was Mahia Orion. I was done being shoved and pushed around. So I wasn’t particularly happy when my mind played tricks on itself. 

“This is the shuttle Scout X-13 requesting permission to dock,” Ochoa said. 

After a few tries, a static-filled response came. “This is Rockerton’s, the rockin’ rock of the vast emptiness. Stake your claim and claim your steak.” 

Ochoa snorted in a thinly veiled attempt to not laugh. “We need one docking space for two hours. Looking for quick turnaround with supplies.” 

“No worries at all, Scout X-13. We’ll slot you into a nice and cozy docking ring, Level 23, Berth 31A. Need a wax and shine while you’re here? Only costs a few extra credits. Or how about a good old-fashioned bug hunt? We can clear out any vermin hitchhikers in a nanosecond with Exeter’s Extermination. They’re on sale this week.” 

“A wax and shine sounds good. Come with a full-polish package? I could use a bit of extra detailing,” Ochoa responded. 

I frowned and gave Cain a puzzled look. “What’s she on—” 

He shushed me, so I sulked. 

“You betcha. Need some buffing done? We can add that too. A full polish with a buff will set you back... seven hundred and thirty-seven credits. Direct or transfer streams?” 

“Direct. Paid on entry,” Ochoa confirmed. 

“Okey dokey, Scout X-13. We’ll have you shined up and ready to roll with your time slot. Thanks for doing business at Rockerton’s.” The real-life voice cut out, and a recording with a slightly bored voice started up with a full list of discounts and all the on-sale gadgets, services, and goods anyone could dream of. 

“Now can I ask?” I asked. 

“Sure,” Ochoa replied. 

“What in the worlds are you paying for?” 

Ochoa twisted in her chair and grinned. “An extra layer of protection. You don’t think I really care about how the shuttle looks, do you? A full-polish package will ensure complete privacy, and the buff will have an encrypt team double-check our systems, make sure there isn’t anything lurking around in our coding.” 

“Oh. Well, then.” 

“Rockerton’s is used to dealing with IGJ and other organizations using their services but needing to keep everything discreet. It’s how they stay in business. And why they’re not tethered to a specific locale. Can’t claim loyalties that way,” Cain explained. “Those who’ve been invited to do business know their unique locator codes and can find them when needed.”

I should’ve suspected a reason everyone was okay with taking the risk of transferring data packets at a place like Rockerton’s. 

“Any other tidbits I should know?” I asked. 

“No. Not for now. Only if Aj-Otha and I aren’t back when the two hours are up, Chambers has orders to hightail it out of there,” Ochoa said, as calm as a cucumber. 

I really didn’t know why that expression ever became a thing, but I remembered Pops loved using it. 

And I wished I felt the same. 
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Chapter 3: Eeny, Meeny, Miny, Moe
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I know what I was expecting—the two hours to be up, with Ochoa and Aj-Otha not yet returned. One thing I’d learned over the past couple of months was that plans didn’t ever go as I hoped. 

But lo and behold, the universe took pity on us, and the two returned with three minutes to spare.

“We need to go. Now,” Ochoa snapped, looking hassled. 

“All warmed up for you,” Chambers replied. He slipped out of the chair and tucked himself into his little corner of the floor. 

“Report,” Cain said with a tail wiggle despite the cramped space. Emotions rushed through our telepathic connection—concern, alertness, frustration, and disgust. “Pardon me,” he added through gritted teeth. “Old habits and such.” 

“No apologies needed,” Ochoa replied. “I appreciate the training you’ve had, since we’re headed into a hostile situation.” 

“Rockerton’s, this is Scout X-13. Requesting release immediately.” 

A reply came promptly. “Scout X-13, we read you loud and clear. All units stand by. Docking disengagement begun. Stand by in three... two... one. And released.” 

“Easing out in three... two... one. Prepping overdrive engines. Thanks, Rocky. See you next time.” 

“Take care, Rosa.” 

I looked at Cain. <Rosa?> 

He shrugged. That wasn’t the name in her file. Then again, if Rockerton’s was frequented by the IGJ, perhaps it was an alias. Or maybe the name she was using was an alias, and Rosa was her actual name. In that case... Knock it off. Lio vouched for her. But after Dr. Ashter’s betrayal—who’d been working for Yilmaz all along—not being suspicious was hard.  

“So, what’s up?” I asked once the coordinates had been input and the shuttle’s nav system took over. 

Ochoa swiveled the chair around to face us. That wasn’t good. She hadn’t done that before. Cain and I had to rearrange ourselves in order to make room. But if she needed to look at us directly, then the news certainly wasn’t any good. Can’t be worse than what Yilmaz put us through. Cain nudged me with his shoulder. He was right. We had no time for self-pity. 

“There was only one data packet waiting for us. From Miles.” 

“And that’s got you ruffled because...?” I asked. 

“I think it’s better if you hear it for yourself,” Ochoa said. “Go ahead, Aj-Otha.” 

The message started off with a lot of background chatter—not interference but literal chatter from a large group of people. The people were unhappy—in fact, downright angry. Someone cleared their throat, then Miles started talking. 

“I’m not one to look on the dark side of things, but everything is going from bad to worse to horrific. War is imminent. The Jumjul didn’t take kindly to my brother’s less-than-stellar response, with everyone pointing fingers at each other over the whole situation with Lucas and his followers. Rumors are flying that the Jumjul are going to break their word—which is virtually unheard of—and declare war on Old Earth itself. Yilmaz has gone radio silent and left some stupid puppet in her wake. So if you didn’t feel the need for urgency before, I’m hoping you all have a few smarts left in those lovely heads of yours to understand what’s at stake.” 

A few indecipherable shouts sounded in the background, followed by the unmistakable sounds of weapon fire. 

“Is that it? Is he—” I couldn’t even say it. Though Miles was a slippery eel at best, I’d grown attached to him. 

Ochoa shook her head. “Keep listening.” 

“Look, kids, I’m all for believing in you guys and finding the you-know-whos, but I’ve got to tell you... I’m feeling some unnatural stirrings to give my brother a good earful and see what I can do to control the damage he’s done. I may be half-mad, but I can’t say that I’m thrilled about seeing my home world turned into a pile of rubble. Because there’s no way Old Earth is going to hold their own against the Jumjul, and everyone knows it. So, Mahia—I’m taking a gigantic leap of faith here—whatever is going on with you had better have some answers to this whole situation. Because I—”

His voice was cut off by the sound of a thousand different sirens going off at once then ending in a hiss of static. Ochoa held up her hand. “Wait for it.” 

The static popped a few times, then Miles came back. But his voice sounded unfamiliar, hushed, and low. “Sending coordinates. See you at Epo-5.” 

Where in the world is he? Or better yet, where does he think the Star Eaters are?

I leaned back against the shuttle’s hull and felt a shiver of anticipation and fear run through me. Lucas had certainly kicked the Farle nest by falsely accusing the Jumjul of preparing for military action. They didn’t take kindly to lies, especially ones that concerned them. Unfortunately, the rest of the message was the landing coordinates and no other information.

“Proceed?” Aj-Otha asked. 

“Yes,” I replied. “Where do Miles’s coordinates line up with ours?”

We’d spent the first few days of shuttle time working through various aerial maps of Epo-5 to determine where to start. I overlaid the past three survey maps of the planet, along with areas showing where academic research had been conducted. Secretly—or not so secretly, since I was sure Cain knew what I was doing but decided not to comment—I hoped looking at the maps would spark a memory, something to give me a clue where I needed to go and what on Pluto I was supposed to be looking for. Nothing, unfortunately. So I made my best educated guess. 

For our primary target, I settled on an old landing base not far from where Pops had worked. But the others agreed Yilmaz would look there too. So we came up with three other potential landing sites short distances away from my original choice but secluded and on the edge of the waste bogs. 

“Roughly two hundred kilometers to the east of your original target,” Aj-Otha said. 

“That’s quite a way off from what you were considering,” Cain noted. “He hasn’t been to Epo-5. Why would he choose those coordinates?” 

“A secure landing site to meet up?” Aj-Otha offered. 

“Or information passed on from Captain Lio,” Ochoa said. “This could be where Lio feels the most comfortable sending a landing party. Once he enters Epo-5 space, he’ll be playing tag with Yilmaz.” 

“No. There’s one thing you’re all missing,” I said. “Miles was to pick up the Star Eaters. If he’s sending us coordinates, then I’m betting the information is coming from them.” 

“And you’re sure that’s the best course?” Ochoa said. 

I nodded. “Yes. We’ll follow Miles’s play.” A small sliver of anxiety disappeared as I felt a renewed sense of purpose. I wasn’t the only one working on figuring out what was up with Epo-5. Others held answers and could help me understand. 

“Bring up the holo of Epo-5,” Cain said. 

Chambers pulled his legs back and brought out the portable holobase. The world of Epo-5 sprang to life. 

As far as planets went, it wasn’t large. In fact, it only missed the whole Pluto debacle by a few kilometers. Epo-5 sported one moon and a debris field believed to be from two other moons. The planet and its neighbor Sicilia Prime were both within the Goldilocks zone for their solar system—a good thing for the two different species that evolved in that system and a bad thing for the original inhabitants of Epo-5, since the Sici ended up using their planet as a dump site for waste fuel before they upgraded to a friendlier energy system. 

Despite one of the prevailing theories, that an extraterrestrial force destroyed the species on Epo-5, all xenologists agreed on one thing: the Sici weren’t the bad guys, at least when it came to the destruction of the Epo-5 inhabitants. It was a well-established fact that the Sici lived at an industrial level of civilization when whoever or whatever disliked Epo-5 decimated the planet. But that still left a ton of unanswered questions. 

“You had pinned the old landing base for Research Outpost 3.” Ochoa leaned forward and touched the corresponding location on the holo. An orange dot appeared, and she moved to mark the spot Miles had indicated—up close and personal with the only mountain range on the planet. 

“Is there anything around the area that provides a clue as to why this location?” Chambers asked. 

Studying the map, I enlarged it and zoomed in to enhance the topography. Research Outpost 3 had been built on a fairly wide plain. Off to the east were Hermann’s Mountains, which gradually angled south, ending at Research Outpost 2. Ruins dominated the area on the east side of the mountain range. That vast area of complex ruins, with academia declaring the area the largest city on Epo-5, was dubbed E-Complex 9. Pops had been assigned to the lesser ruins around Research Outpost 3, W-Complex 5, W-Complex 3, and the W-Anchors C through G. Those had been the focus of the xenologist student’s academic papers, which Pops had worked on verifying. 

Lucas and I had been free to do as we pleased while on Epo-5—within reason. Several areas were marked off-limits by the Sici oversight committee and the insurance adjusters who’d approved Pops’s research ticket. Despite the inoculations and precautions, some areas were deemed too hazardous for exploration. I remembered Pops and a few of his colleagues joking about insurance adjusters and how the red zones were nothing more than the big corporations not wanting to spend anything on hazard pay. But I didn’t think we’d ever wandered as far as where Miles was directing us. 

My head was aching with all the possibilities and the slew of memories I was trying to dredge up. I stretched, trying to not hit anyone, then rubbed my temples. 

<Chambers could help relieve your tension,> Cain suggested. 

<No. I want a clear mind for all of this. It’s just a little headache is all. It’ll go away once I can get up and move around a bit.>

He didn’t press the matter and instead asked, “Does anything match up with areas of your father’s research?”

“No, I don’t think so.” I leaned back and sighed. “His papers focused on the ruins around Outpost 2, where he was supposed to reconcile the differences in the students’ work. If I remember correctly, he mostly worked in W-Complex 3. But my memory is fuzzy. I’m sure he visited all the surrounding ruins. If there was one thing Pops was known for, that was being thorough.”

“Then the question remains, do we follow Miles’s coordinates?” Ochoa asked. 

“I believe Mahia answered the question. Just not how she thinks she did.” Chambers replied. He pointed at the coordinates from Miles. “This is in a red zone. Our suits will provide protection for roughly twenty-four hours, but beyond that, and we’re compromised. Radiation sickness will show—nausea, dizziness, diarrhea, vomiting—”

“We get it,” Ochoa interrupted. “It won’t be pretty.” 

“So, what? Miles is leading us on a wild goose chase? I highly doubt it. Miles might be a few things, but on this...” I shook my head. “No, there’s got to be a reason for the coordinates.” 

“Fine,” Chambers said. “But we shouldn’t land in the red zone.” 

“Agreed.” Aj-Otha leaned forward and touched the holo. “You picked this area as another potential landing site. We could adjust south by fifty kilometers. That would put us roughly twenty-five kilometers outside the red zone—a solid three-to-four-hour hike to the edge, where we can scan the area and decide the best course of action. If Miles is meeting us there, then it stands to reason he has equipment to lessen the side effects, and we would be able to safely dampen comms at that range and check in with him. And if he’s not there, we wait.” 

I glanced over at Cain, who nodded in agreement. “Fine. That sounds solid.” I stared at the holo. Miles, you’d better not be up to your games this time. I’m counting on you.
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Chapter 4: It’s Go Time
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Once we were within range, Ochoa scanned the area around Outpost 3, our landing target, and Miles’s coordinates. Yilmaz and Dr. Ashter appeared to be nowhere in sight, bless Jupiter. When Ochoa widened the scan, we discovered a large encampment clustered around Research Outpost 5—a solid four hundred sixty kilometers to the west of Outpost 3. 

“Any guesses why they’d settle there?” Ochoa asked after she relayed the information. 

That stumped me. “Outpost 5, the newest of the lot of them, has been the one with relatively little activity. In fact, I think they shut down the area a few years after they constructed the outpost.” 

“Confirmed,” Aj-Otha said. “Built in 2587 and closed in 2590, standard Old Earth. Reasons cited were difficulties with the surrounding waste bogs leaching through to the outpost, lack of supporting artifacts to indicate settlements in the area, and lack of research funding for agricultural or animal husbandry topics.” 

“Then why waste their time? What would Dr. Ashter know or have access to?” Ochoa asked. 

Or what was it within the files I sent from Dar that tripped his alarm bells? Dr. Ashter had played his cards wisely. No one had suspected the devious little man, not even Miles, who was as devious as they came. He could have stayed on the Samaritan and watched for my next move. But he’d run back to Yilmaz, and they’d taken off. So what am I missing?

“Do we need to consider a different course of action?” Cain asked. 

I turned and stared at him with uncertainty. Dr. Ashter was renowned and brilliant and had access to a plethora of information. The odds were that he knew something I didn’t. A memory surfaced, of Pops standing at a table of recently unearthed and decontaminated artifacts. He was unhappy, upset about something. I closed my eyes and tried to hold on to the images. 
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