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Chapter 1: Decisions and Zips
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I stared at the plate of elegantly arranged food. Sauteed flower grass stems were paired with thinly sliced pieces of roasted kiol fowl and a thin glaze of spearberry jam. Miles and Cain were silently eating, while I simply couldn’t find the appetite. Cain cast me a concerned look but kept silent. Over the ensuing weeks since the events on Epo-5, both Miles and Cain had tried to tempt me with outlandish creations from the chef, but most only turned my stomach sour. 

The Master Glipglow had been running a series of tests and reached a conclusion. The modified smart-bots the Star Eaters had provided Miles to infect me with had begun the process of rewriting my DNA. Despite the bots having been replaced by the Third, the process hadn’t stopped. This wasn’t like the temporary modifications I’d used to try to sneak onto Dar in order to snag a heart stone, but a nonreversible reconstruction of the basic parts of who I was. More than that, the Glipglow home world had given the master permission to share their database of information with Dr. Kell and the other specialists Miles had brought in. They’d all come to the same inevitable conclusion: what the Star Eaters had done was permanently changing me. What they couldn’t agree on, though, was what those changes might manifest down the road. 

That was really spectacular news, but there was even more. 

Yilmaz remained tucked away in the hab-unit Miles had set up for her, and I’d steered clear of that entire deck. Miles had visited her several times, trying to confirm her theories or trip her up in a series of lies—nobody was better suited than another master of manipulation. I knew Cain had visited Yilmaz as well, but so far, he’d refused to talk to me about it. All I knew was that both he and Yilmaz had received medical attention afterward. 

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said and pushed my chair back. When Cain stood, I shook my head. “No, I need some time alone. To think.” 

“Perhaps you should at least take a bite before you go,” Miles said. “The chef has experimented with the spearberry jam. I know he’s looking for feedback.” 

“That was a poor attempt, Miles,” I said. 

He’d been getting sneaky, trying to get me to eat. But I obliged the man and took a small bite of the meat. The initial burst of flavor was sweet then turned to a mild sourness. 

“Not for me, I think,” I said. “But tell the chef I appreciate his willingness to try new things.” 

Miles frowned. “You really should—” 

“I can grab a nutrient pack if need be.” 

“You said those tasted like zips,” Cain said, setting down his fork. 

<Don’t start. I’m not in the mood.>

<You haven’t been in the mood for almost two weeks. You need to eat something a bit more substantial. Even Dr. Kell has raised some concerns.>

<Going behind my back, are you?> I meant that to sound a little playful, but all I felt was annoyance. “Look, you two. I appreciate the concern, but I’ll eat when I’m hungry. Right now, I need to go for a walk.” And without waiting for further discussion, I left. 

When the door closed behind me, I sighed. But the anxiety that had taken up permanent residence in my chest didn’t loosen, not one iota. 

I paced the decks of the Samaritan. We’d transferred back to that ship in order to work with Lio and Dr. Kell. Miles had sent the Snapdragon off on some top secret mission he refused to share with me. I let him have his secrets—for the moment.

He’d wanted Ochoa to go with the Snapdragon, but she argued her way into staying with us, for which I was grateful. She was a good woman and someone I believed I could trust. That was still a challenge, but Cain agreed with me. Miles was maybe ninety percent trustworthy. I dinged his rating because we still didn’t know what he’d promised the commandant when their forces teamed up to fight Lucas and his Sun Worshipers. And Cain was still biased toward the woman after what had happened on the Justus. I couldn’t blame him one bit. I was a tad bit biased too. 

That was one reason I couldn’t get rid of my damned anxiety. I was second guessing myself all over the place. I’d listened to the Third and the Star Eaters and had believed they’d been asking for my help. Well, that wasn’t technically wrong. They had needed help in re-sorting their connections to each other and the Path Makers. But I hadn’t stopped to consider why they’d needed help. My disgust at how everyone else seemed to only want to use them for their own gain had blinded me, not to mention the conflicting emotions over my pops and Lucas. 

I’d believed I could rise above them and do something good with everything that had happened. I wasn’t like my family or the Sun Worshipers. I wasn’t trying for domination or power or any of that junk. I’d thought I could be the one Orion who would be better. Vain and stupid and foolish and... just dumb.

By allowing my biases toward my family to cloud my judgment and perception of what had happened, maybe I was now responsible for something far more dangerous. That was the proverbial storm cloud hanging over me. Yilmaz certainly believed I was, and I thought Miles did too, not that he was blaming me. For Jupiter’s sake, if any blame was for sale, Miles should’ve been the first one in line. He’d tricked me on Epsilon’s Station with those stupid smart-bots. 

My thoughts continued to cycle back and forth, and I wasn’t paying any attention to where I was wandering. When I surfaced out of my misery, I realized I’d wandered down into the lowest decks of the Samaritan. The one I was on was used primarily for large-scale storage: spare parts, supplies, and no doubt, a treasure trove of Miles’s many obsessions. 

Curious and really needing to focus on something else, I took a look. Nothing down there was top secret, after all. And if it was, then they should’ve keyed in biometric locks on the cargo bay doors.

The first cargo bay was a well-organized repository of spare parts, just as I’d thought. Replicators were great and were used the majority of the time, but any ship worth its salt carried the essentials in case the replicators failed. I meandered down the aisles, recognizing a handful of items stamped with the Confore logo. When nothing wild or exciting jumped out at me, I left that cargo bay and headed to the next one. 

It was also unlocked, and I slipped into an expanse of quiet darkness. For a moment, I didn’t activate the lights but stood there, letting the doors shut behind me, and I pretended I was once more lost in the tunnels of Epo-5, not as an adult but as a kid. What would’ve happened if I’d really died? If the Third hadn’t brought me back to life? What would Pops have done? And why had the Third chosen me, of all people? 

We’d all dug into the ancient texts and myths of the worlds we knew Pops had visited, and for good measure, I added the worlds Dr. Ashter had focused heavily on. That was a wormhole topic right there. In the horrible chaos of Epo-5, no one knew what had happened to Dr. Ashter, and Yilmaz was keeping her lips sealed. For several nights, I couldn’t help but conjure up multiple gruesome scenarios, including a few where he’d cackled like an old-school villain, twirled his mustache, flapped his cape, and fled into the darkness. 

Right. Back to what we know and can act on. All our research confirmed the theory that the Star Eaters—I couldn’t think of them any other way now, not after they’d used me—and the Third had been trying for centuries to find the right biological species to use as a bridge in order to repair the damage that had been done. When they’d what? Traveled here from another galaxy? Even after everything that had transpired, even that idea was a bit much for me to wrap my head around. The idea of traveling outside of the Milky Way was a dream discussed in jute-store novels. Scientists could theoretically debate about the possibility, but no species in the known worlds had or was developing that kind of technology. 

But I didn’t know if the Star Eaters wanting to go home was really a bad thing. I certainly didn’t think so, but Yilmaz did. She believed the Star Eaters would live up to their name and destroy our part of the galaxy in order to return to their own. And that was a bad thing, partly because I couldn’t get rid of my blasted ego. I didn’t want the Orion name caught in the middle of yet another scandal—or massacre. Truly, I wasn’t sure anything was salvageable at the moment. 

Provided I believe Yilmaz’s story. 

Everyone had come to their own set of conclusions. And I had mine. Decisions had been made. I was just procrastinating, and I knew it. 

I lay down on the cool metal flooring and imagined I was slowly being devoured by a black hole. Memories flashed before me, and I pictured each one slowly fading then crumbling into the dark. Pops hadn’t been who I’d thought, not even close. Lucas—Well, I should have known, but still... My brother was a mass murderer and a crazed fanatic. I recalled all my years as a child, moving from one planet to another, believing Pops was studying the great mysteries of xenology, when all he’d been doing was working for the Sun Worshipers and Mrs. Gol. Even the hard-to-reach memory of my mom was tainted. After so many years—and I’d been so young—I could barely picture her face. Pops had married her on purpose. Had he really loved her? I still wanted to believe it, but after all I’d learned, I couldn’t figure out what the basis for love between them might’ve been. 

He might’ve shown affection in wanting to ensure I had a normal life. But if I’d told him what had happened to me on Epo-5, my gut told me he would’ve squeezed everything he could’ve out of me. 

The door opened, and a small line of light fell over me before quickly vanishing. 

<I thought I told you I wanted to be alone.>

Something heavy landed on my chest. I reached up and, as soon as I touched it, knew what it was. 

“You said you’d eat one. So here it is,” Cain said as he sat down next to me. 

“Spoilsport,” I muttered. 

<This time, I’m not taking no for an answer.>

First, I still hated being told what to do. And second, all I wanted was to wallow in my misery a bit longer. One doesn’t simply learn the ugly truth of their family and get up the next day or week or month or lifetime, all zip-a-dee-doo and ready to go. 

I grabbed the zip and threw it off into the darkness, hearing a satisfying smack as it splattered against something.

Another one landed on my stomach. I took it and threw it too. 

When the third appeared, I grabbed it but sat up. “Geez. How many of these did you bring?” 

“And why do you think I’d tell you that?” 

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Fine. I’ll take a bite.” 

“No. You’ll eat it. Or I’ll make you eat it.” 

Cain’s mission had been successful—somewhat. My mood lifted temporarily, and I leaned into him. “I bet you can’t make me.” 

<Really? You want to take that bet?>

I did. I really did. But my stomach chose the wrong time to let off a rather loud rumble of annoyance. “Fine,” I muttered. I ripped open the zip and chewed in silent petulance. 

“Lio wants to talk with us. Seems we’re at the go-or-no-go zone.” 

I swallowed and took another bite. The decision. The one they want me to reaffirm. The known worlds were teetering on the brink of all-out chaos. Miles had done everything he could to prove we’d defeated Lucas, but the Jumjul had walked away dissatisfied. Everyone was holding their collective breath over what the Jumjul High Court would decide. Also, the Eeri had declared their allegiance to the Jumjul in this whole mess. 

“You know we’ll follow you wherever we need to go,” Cain said softly. 

“Why?” I all but exploded. “For Jupiter’s sake, why? I don’t think my decisions have led us to anything great or grand or glorious. It seems like I keep falling into the same trap, being a tool for someone else’s nefarious schemes.” 

“I thought you liked jute-store stories. True-crime dramas?” Cain asked. 

“What?” I said. 

“How many times does the hero or detective have to make wrong turns in order to find the right one?” 

“Stop being philosophical. I don’t think my brain can handle it,” I muttered. 

“Of course you can,” Cain said and put an arm around me to pull me tight.

I’d felt so confident after Dar, so sure that we would figure everything out on Epo-5 and everything would be over with. “But what if my choice leads to another disaster? More lives lost?”

“Then we keep pushing forward until we reach the end. We find the conclusion.” 

“Is that some IGJ agent training claptrap?” I asked then stiffened, realizing what I’d said. 

Cain shrugged. “Sure. Probably. But it’s true.”

It was. I just wished it wasn’t. 
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Chapter 2: A Friendly Bit of Advice
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When we stepped into Lio’s office, chaos greeted us. Ochoa and Miles were yelling at each other while Lio talked with one out of the three guards watching Yilmaz. Cain bristled at the sight of the woman, and I reached out to place a restraining hand on his arm as rage poured out of him. 

<There are witnesses here. If you were going to... destroy the woman, you should’ve done it before this.> 

My admonishment was enough to help him gain a shred of control, enough that he backed himself up into the opposite corner and glared at Yilmaz. 

“What’s going on?” I asked Lio, ignoring Miles and Ochoa. Judging from their flailing arms, I wouldn’t have been able to get a word in edgewise. 

“Just keep her secure,” Lio ordered, and the guard saluted. Then Lio turned toward me. “Miles took it upon himself to include Yilmaz in our meeting. Ochoa isn’t happy.” 

“That’s putting it mildly,” I said. 

Lio’s mixed ancestry betrayed him as his fur was standing on end where it wasn’t being held back by his uniform. 

“Yes. Well. I’ve learned that it’s better to let her finish her fights on her own than to get involved. Here, look at this.” Lio motioned me over to his desk, where he brought up a screen. “I’m assuming you’re familiar with a standard military oriented mapping system?” 

I nodded. “Confore tech. Top of the line.” 

Every government had their own way of displaying their forces and anything they deemed a threat. But Confore’s programming made changing the display a breeze. So while the individual markers might’ve been unfamiliar, I recognized the setup. I reached out and touched a purple triangle. A small info box popped up next to my finger. 

Eeri. Scout class. Verification enabled.

Next, I touched a cluster of blue squares. 

Old Earth military fleet. Class unknown. Verification enabled. 

After that was a round, orange indicator. 

Jumjul. Destroyer class. Verification pending. 

“So we’re not getting together to celebrate someone’s birthday, are we?” I said. 

“No. I had the chef hold back the cake,” Lio commented.

I about had a heart attack. “Jokes?”

He shrugged. “Why not? It’s better to laugh in the face of impending death than shake hands with it.” 

I held up a hand. “I’ll stop you there. Thanks, I have had my quota of philosophy today. I think I’d rather have had the cake.” 

“That can be arranged,” Lio said, a small quirk of amusement playing on his lips. 

I turned my attention back to the screen. “So, if not a birthday party, then what’s the occasion?” 

“From the intel we’ve been able to gather, the emperor has gone on the offense, a complete suicide run,” Lio snarled. “A waste of lives and resources.” 

Fudge nuggets and a whole bucket of scuttle crabs. No way did Old Earth have the military capability to stand up to the Jumjul, let alone the Jumjul and the Eeri. What is the emperor playing at?

“Captain, we should regard this meeting as confidential,” Ochoa said, interrupting us.

That was a little disappointing. I was rather enjoying the light-hearted side of Lio. And after the zip, a slice of cake sounded perfect. 

“It is,” Lio said, returning to full-on captain mode, “which is why I agree with Ochoa. I don’t believe Yilmaz should be present.” 

“Wrong,” Miles argued. “We need intel. And she’s got it.” 

“Truthful intel or just more lies and misdirection?” Ochoa asked and crossed her arms tightly against her chest. 

“Both. All intel is useful, even the misdirection, because then you know what they don’t want you to be looking at,” Miles replied. “I’d have thought that was intelligence training 101.” 

Since Lio was sucked into the argument, I turned my attention to Yilmaz, who, unnervingly, was watching me. She looked tired. Her hair had multiple flyaways, dark circles sagged under her eyes, and her skin had a slightly yellow tinge to it. Good. After the suffering she’d caused us, I didn’t mind seeing her suffer a bit as well. But the thought caused a rush of guilt at my own heartlessness and the reminder of how “Orion” my feelings made me sound. 

I blinked and almost chickened out of our little stare down. But I decided I wouldn’t back down. Instead, I walked up to her. “So.” 

“So,” she replied. 

“What is it about you that Miles thinks makes you so important? Withholding valuable information? Access to resources he doesn’t have but wants? Blackmail?” 

Yilmaz smirked. 

There she is. The slimy eel. 

“Why don’t you tell me?” she asked. 

I’m not sure what it was—perhaps the potent mixture of Cain’s quiet rage, the agitation of the argument behind me, or the feelings of failure and depression—but one or all three caused me to snap. Not in an arm-waving, jumping-up-and-down lunatic style, but a very calm, very focused sense of detachment. 

The guards were doing their job, make no mistake. They were focused on Yilmaz and making sure she didn’t get up to any funny business. What they didn’t count on was one of us going off script. 

I reached out and snatched the gun from the nearest guard’s holster. I was sure he would later receive a dressing down at having his weapon poorly secured. Pity. I pressed the muzzle underneath Yilmaz’s chin, and the room went quiet. 

“I’d like a straight answer,” I said.

“You won’t, you know.” 

“Oh?” I quirked up an eyebrow. “And why is that?” 

“Because you’ve still got a shred of decency left. After dealing with the worst of the worst in my career, I can tell.”

“Really,” I drawled. “Because it didn’t feel that way on the Justus. When you were torturing Cain and trying to figure out what I knew.” 

“I apologize for the oversight there. But I had been working under the assumption that one Orion was like the other. Not to mention the fact our little heart-to-hearts followed your brother breaking into the IGJ and stealing the weapon.”

“And so what’s changed your mind?” I asked. My finger moved to touch the trigger, and I pressed the muzzle a little harder against her skin. She sat up a little taller but didn’t flinch. 

“Your heart’s blood,” Yilmaz said. 

<Don’t do this.> 

“Explain to me, exactly, why we should go to the Eeri. Then I’ll decide if I’m my pops, my brother, or just little old me,” I said. 

Yilmaz maintained eye contact, and I caught a brief twitch of indecision in her left eye. 

“As we’ve already discussed, your father sought the Eeri for a reason. If you allow me to make the initial request, that will be a smart move, considering the Jumjul are in the mix now. I’ve dealt with both species, enough to have built a tenuous relationship, and right now, we can’t risk tipping the scales any further, considering their mistrust of what’s been going on. Besides, the Eeri will have information you need to clean up your little mess.” 

I leaned forward. “You sound pretty confident. Tell me, how do you know if they’ve got what I’m looking for? Because if you already have the answer, then I’ll give you to the count of five to spill it, or else...” 

<Mahia, this isn’t—>

<Cain, let me handle this.> I sensed him slowly creeping forward. <Back off. And tell the others to do so as well.> He stopped but didn’t respond, except for a rather potent mixture of agitation and concern. 

“One... two...” 

Yilmaz said nothing but pursed her lips and stared at me. 

I slid my finger over the trigger. “Three... four...” And my muscles tensed as I had to decide. “Fi—” 

“The Eeri are secretive, which should come as no surprise, given the historic trade negotiations they’ve agreed to. But because I am from a lineage of Gatekeepers, there were meetings and data I was privy to, enough to rouse my suspicions, and I dug deeper into the Sun Worshipers and the Star Eaters. Enough to know the danger the Star Eaters posed. But what your father sought, I don’t know. And if I did, I certainly wouldn’t be here. I would’ve finished with this whole mess years ago,” Yilmaz said. 

I relaxed my arm, let my finger slide back to the side of the trigger, and took a deep breath then slowly exhaled. Extremely lucky. I wasn’t sure if I was talking about myself or Yilmaz. 

“I want everything you have. All the files, the information from the Gatekeepers. All of it. Understand?” 

Yilmaz nodded and leaned back in her chair. “You’ll have it as soon as I’m granted access to a computer.” 

I handed the gun back to the guard, who was blushing a brilliant crimson, and turned to Miles. “You’ll make that happen. Now. I want that information.” 

He gave me a tense nod. 

“Good. As soon as you get it, send it over to me. I also want a copy sent to Sam. Let the ship sort through the information and match references from other data sources.” 

“I’ll see to it personally,” Lio quietly assured me. 

“Lio, Cain said we were at the go-or-no-go zone. Is that correct?” 

He nodded and glanced down at the screen embedded in his desk. “Yes. We will cross over into Eeri territory within the hour. If we’re going to proceed, we need to signal them.” 

“Work with Yilmaz on that. Let’s see if she’s telling us the truth about having contacts with the Eeri government,” I ordered. “When it’s done, let me know.” 

I brushed past Miles and left the office. Then I marched down the hall and turned into the first empty room. It turned out to be one of the conference rooms. A temptation ran through me to scream and to throw a few chairs around, but the moment I stepped into the dimly lit room, I placed my hands against the cool glass of a screen tabletop and leaned forward. What in Jupiter was that? What am I becoming? 

Cain had, of course, followed me, and when he quietly slipped into the room, I threw myself at him and buried my head in his chest. He instantly wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. 

<I’m sorry,> I thought. <I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I shouldn’t have reacted like that with Yilmaz. I really am no better than they were.>

Cain tightened his grip and rested his cheek against my head. <A little latitude can be given, considering everything you’ve been through. And that woman has that effect on people.>

<But it doesn’t excuse what—>

<You’re too hard on yourself. No one is perfect. A hard lesson I’ve had to learn and still struggle with.>

I pulled back and looked up at him. “Is everyone suddenly becoming philosophical around here?” 

“We may have attended a recent seminar,” Cain said with a deadpan expression. 

I burst out laughing and lightly tapped him on an arm. “Saturn’s rings. Sorry I missed it, then. Bet it was a snooze fest.” 

“The worst.” 

<I don’t know what I would’ve done if I hadn’t met you. Thank you.>

Cain leaned forward and gave me a kiss, a very reassuring kiss. Blow me out of an airlock.

“If the two of you are finished...” Ochoa coughed, standing in the doorway.

“We are,” I sighed as I pulled back. 

“Then, if I might have a word?” Ochoa asked. “Cain, she’ll catch up with you a bit later.” 

Cain gave Ochoa a curt nod and one last look at me. <Together. We’ll do this together. Remember that.>

<I will.> At least I would try. 

Ochoa waited until Cain was out of earshot. “Yilmaz is many things, but what you must remember is that she will do whatever she feels is necessary in order to protect what she perceives to be the greater good.” 

We left the conference room and started walking. “I’m not defending her actions. One of the reasons I left the IGJ was over certain... policies she put in place. But Yilmaz will use you however she sees fit. You can count on one thing with her. There’s always another motive behind what she says, how she acts, and even her expressions. Everything is carefully crafted to elicit the responses she’s looking for,” Ochoa cautioned. 

“I’d gotten that impression,” I replied, “but thanks for the reminder. The woman just gets under my skin.” 

“As she does with most. But you’ve outsmarted her once. Now, it’s time to do it again. But”—Ochoa stopped and turned to face me—“what you did back there was both smart and stupid. Yilmaz knows two things now. She knows there’s a part of you that won’t play her games, and there’s another part she’ll be able to manipulate. If you’d been serious, a well-placed bullet in her shoulder or leg would have sealed the deal.” 

I blinked and stared at Ochoa. “You can’t be serious.” 

She tilted her head to one side and stared. 

I frowned and grumbled, “Yes. I get it.” 

“Perhaps. She believed you enough to not fully call your bluff. But next time, she won’t. So if you decide to do something like that again, then you’re going to have to be prepared to follow through.” 

I’d opened a rather nasty can of worms. And I wasn’t sure I agreed with Ochoa’s assessment that I’d truly outsmarted Yilmaz before. What had gone down on the Justus wasn’t outsmarting Yilmaz but merely playing a desperate game and winning by the skin of my teeth. But Ochoa’s confidence in me was nice to hear, just not the warning she was giving. 

“Mahia, at one point, I had to make the same decision you’re facing, when I was younger, before I signed up with the IGJ. I can’t say if I regret it or not, because I’ve only known this kind of life, but my decision put me on the path of working in intelligence. And from there on out, I’ve had to know the difference between bluffing and proving a point.” 

I had to look away, and I wondered if she was warning me off becoming like her or merely trying to clue me in on the cost of what such decisions would be. Pops, did you face this type of decision? Or is this just a part of who the Orions are? Merciless. Relentless in making sure we get what we want. Am I doomed to follow in my family’s footsteps, or can I make my own way?

We started walking again, and Ochoa continued. “And while Miles might appear to be many things, he’s actually only one of them.” We turned a corner and moved up to the next deck. 

“And what’s that?” I snorted. 

“A little boy trying to live up to the standards placed upon him at such a young age.” 

“What?” 

“I work for Miles for very specific reasons, one of them being what he’s tried to do, how he’s tried to help.” 

“Help? Miles? Are we talking about the same self-made madman here?” 

Ochoa shook her head. “All a front.” 

“You’re trying to flip the tables on me,” I said. “Miles has proven he cares about one thing, himself. He’s a master manipulator, great at tricking others into doing his bidding. Trust me, I should know.” 

“Yes. I won’t argue he’s perfected the art of manipulation, a talent he had to learn early on, growing up in the emperor’s home. And I won’t argue with you that he may have gone off track now and again. But Miles isn’t Yilmaz. He’s on your side. He’ll fight for you, and dare I say, he’ll die for you.”

“Why are you telling me this?” 

“Because you need to hear it. You need to remember you have people who believe in you and will fight with you.” Ochoa stopped, and for a while, I wasn’t sure what she was going to do. Then she took a deep breath and looked at me. “Working in intelligence is a lonely job. You don’t make friends or allies. You have to rely upon yourself to get the job done and stay alive. I’ve made and destroyed friendships all for what that person could give me. And in the end, I was always alone. But since I’ve worked with Miles, I respect and understand the need for teams, for a network of individuals to share the burden of a job. And that’s what you have. We’re here to help share the burden.” 

Tears stung my eyes, and I looked down at my boots. 

“I’m guessing you haven’t heard that very often,” Ochoa said quietly. “And whenever you need a reminder, all you have to do is ask.” 

“Thanks,” I whispered. 
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Chapter 3: Top of the Class
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Ochoa’s tough words of wisdom left an unsavory pit in my stomach as I considered whether I had what it took to call a bluff. Could I have pulled the trigger? Shot Yilmaz in the leg or the shoulder? 

So I did the one thing I thought might help. I visited Miles’s chef. The order would be completed by the evening, and I requested everyone come to my quarters after the crew’s second rotation was finished. 

In the meantime, Yilmaz came through on one part of her agreement, and scads of files were waiting for me when I returned to our hab-unit. Cain was sitting at the desk, already reading them. 

I walked up behind him and slid my hands down his chest. <I really am sorry.>

He reached up and grabbed one of my hands to give it a gentle squeeze. <I know.>

“Anything good so far?” I asked. 

“Mainly historical information. Once Sam finishes pulling in information from other sources, I think that will help round out the picture. But the original Gatekeepers, the indigenous population of the Lesser Seeds, have some intriguing stories. I wouldn’t consider them myths but remnants of eyewitness testimonies to events they weren’t able to understand.” 

I moved to his side and pulled up the other chair. “How so?” 

Cain closed the file he’d been reading and pulled up another one. “Here. Have a look at this: ‘In the time of Lo-Liopath-Poli, Destroyer of Waktrr and Builder of the first Gate, came the darkness. The mouth of Eydrr opened, and they spat fire upon their children. And from the fire rose the vengeful tongue of Eydrr, along with the sharp teeth of Eydrr, and they feasted upon the Seed.’” 

“My comparative religious studies memories are a little rusty. You’re going to have to help me out here,” I said. 

“Eydrr is the first god of the Seeds. A combination of five distinct personalities, which are believed to be rooted in the five seasons found on the Seed of Dethron,” Cain explained. 

“The original home world for the Irolo, correct?” I asked. 

“Point to you,” Cain teased. “Xenologists and religious researchers believe this little snippet is detailing the destruction around the Seed of Karth.” 

“Wait, hold on.” I leaned back and closed my eyes, thinking Karth sounded familiar. Where have I recently seen it? My eyes flew open, and I grinned. “Karth. That’s where the moons were destroyed and where the Opali-Poli FloodGates of Knowledge were built, right?” 

“Another point. Keep it up, and you might pass the course,” Cain said. 

I smirked. “And what will I get if I do?” 

Cain blinked, and his eyes shifted from violet to amber in an instant. He didn’t need to say the words—I could feel the energy radiating off him. 

“One last question,” he said. “Tell me what this part of the myth is describing, and you will have aced the test.” 

I gulped and leaned forward to read where he indicated: “‘The face of Yil shone down upon her children and swallowed the darkness. And out from the belly of Yil came the Flood. And from the Flood came the Light. And from the Light came the Gate. And from the Gate came the Knowledge.’”

Waste fuel. I read through it several times. The word “Yil” was familiar, and my instincts told me it should be tagged with the information I’d remembered about Karth. We’d sat in the cafe and killed time before our meeting with the Star Eaters on Lunar 5. But what was it referring to? 

[YIL REFERS TO THE OPALI YIL NEBULA. A TOURIST CAN HAVE AN UNOBSTRUCTED VIEW OF THIS NEBULA AND WHAT THE LOCALS CONSIDER THE TOMB OF LO-LIOPATH-POLI.]

Sam? Holy rocket burners. The Samaritan’s AI network had remained relatively silent since we’d transferred back to the ship. She’d alerted me to a few incoming messages and requests from Lio or the others, but on the whole, our relationship had changed significantly since I handed control to Lio. 
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