
  
    [image: The Case of the Missing Merchandise]
  


  
    
      The Case of the Missing Merchandise

      The Cinnamon Files, Case 5

    

    
      
        Deb Logan

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WDM Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      For Joya and Julia with my deepest thanks for your support!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      I was in a quandary as I slid into my seat at our table that morning. The agility trials were coming up soon and my best friend Sammy was off-station visiting her grandparents on Gamma IV. With Sammy and her cute little dog Fred unavailable, who would partner with me and my Fornaxian dragon Rafe?

      “What’s wrong, Cinnamon?” Mom asked as she set my plate of synth-eggs and replicated toast in front of me.

      I sipped from my glass of calcium-enhanced, hydroponically grown orange juice while I considered my answer. As Space Station Zeta’s commanding officer, Mom didn’t appreciate whiners. She expected a can do attitude… which was usually a no-brainer for me. But today…

      “The agility trials are coming up and today’s the day teams need to register.”

      Mom nodded, a forkful of synth-eggs hovering in front of her lips. “And?”

      “And Rafe and I don’t have partners,” I said. The bite of toast I’d just swallowed hit my stomach like a brick.

      We ate in silence for a few bites, though I didn’t enjoy my food. At last Mom wiped her mouth on her napkin and reached for my hand.

      “I know you and Rafe miss Sammy and Fred, but they haven’t moved away permanently. They’ll be back before you know it.”

      Just not in time for the agility trials, I thought, but since that sounded suspiciously like self-pity, I kept the words locked inside my head. “Where’s Dad?” I asked instead.

      “He had an early call this morning,” she answered. “He promised he’d grab a cheese pastry from Mr. Zitnik’s bakery.”

      Despite having just finished my breakfast, my mouth watered. Mr. Zitnik made the best pastries on the station!

      Once I’d cleared my place at the table, I raced to my bedroom. Time to get Rafe and head to the recreation area. I grabbed the special sheath glove and the padded vest Dad had designed for me, pulled them on, and opened the door to Rafe’s habitat.

      “Come on, Rafe. We’re going to the recreation area to find partners for the agility trials.”

      He glanced at me from the highest of his permaplastic perches and closed his eyes.

      “It’s okay, Rafe,” I crooned. “I know you miss Fred and Sammy, so do I… but they won’t be back in time for the games. We need new partners.”

      He shuffled on the perch and turned his back to me.

      Even when he acted sullen (like now!), Rafe was gorgeous. Glistening red scales that he kept clean with a daily bath in the pool at the bottom of his habitat, a wicked barb on the end of his long tail, and stunning amber eyes that shone with intelligence.

      Of course I couldn’t see those intelligent eyes at the moment since he was pretending I didn’t exist.

      “Okay,” I said, attempting to sound nonchalant. “If you don’t care about the agility trials, I guess I’ll just withdraw our application.”

      Rafe gave an indignant squawk, jerked his head around, and glared at me.

      I held up my sheathed forearm and tapped the padded surface with my other hand. He hopped down a few perches, then spread his wings and flew to my arm.

      If you’ve never had a Fornaxian dragon land on your arm, you can’t imagine the experience. Rafe wasn’t as heavy as his size suggested— similar to a small earth-normal dog— but I’d really had to work to build up my muscles so that I could hold my arm steady when he landed on the glove.

      I reached into the pocket of my tunic and pulled out one of his favorite treats, a fish-flavored biscuit that Mr Trigger, owner of Trigger’s Exotic Creature Emporium, kept in stock just for us. After giving Rafe his treat, I stroked his scaly head and scratched just behind his wing joints. He closed his eyes again, this time in pleasure.

      Transferring him to the shoulder of my specially padded vest, I said, “Time to get down to business, Rafe. We have to find new partners if we’re going to participate in the agility trials.”

      With Rafe securely settled on my shoulder, I strode out of my room and hurried toward the door to the corridor.

      Mom glanced up from the recliner where she was reading something on her tablet . “Where are you and Rafe off to, Cinnamon?”

      I didn’t even pause, just called over my shoulder, “The recreation area to find new partners for the games.”

      Mom nodded. “Have fun, but be home in plenty of time for dinner.”

      “Will do,” I said and slid through the opening iris into the corridor.

      Space station corridors can be confusing if you’re not used to them, but I never have a problem. I grew up on Space Station Zeta and I can navigate its corridors with my eyes closed.

      Yes, the corridors are color coded: blue for administration; red for engineering; green for hydroponics; white for medical; and purple for the market district; but each section also has its own, unique odors. I can follow my nose to any place I need to go.

      Today wasn’t even a challenge. Rafe and I wouldn’t even need to leave the last and most important (at least to me) sector: yellow— the central core that houses the space station’s living quarters, educational units, and recreational area.

      I slowed from a jog to a brisk walk as we entered the large park at the center of yellow sector. The ground underfoot changed from permaplastic deck plates to artificial turf, a springy green surface that supposedly mimicked the grass of old earth. Glancing from the forest of Andolian fern trees that ringed the park to the game fields for soccer and baseball, my gaze came to rest on the picnic tables beside the galactic jumpball court. Groups of kids and their pets crowded the area, while three adults made notes on hand-held tablets.

      I glanced at Rafe and he met my gaze. Bobbing his head, he chirped at me.

      “Right,” I said. “Let me know if you spot a good candidate.”

      While the agility trials were designed to test the pet’s…uhm, agility… they also tested the owner’s ability to control and direct the critter. Agility trials took place all over the galaxy. They’d originated on old earth and had spread as far as humanity had travelled. Even other species had adopted them once introduced by human contact.

      But Space Station Zeta’s agility trials added another element. We required partnerships. At least two participants and two pets were needed.

      Why partnerships? Mom—Space Station Zeta’s commanding officer—explained that it was to encourage team thinking. To learn to work cooperatively with other people.

      Whatever.

      Rafe and I couldn’t participate unless we found partners. Preferably someone with a creature whose talents would complement Rafe’s. He was a great flyer, so we needed a partner whose creature excelled on land or in water.

      I narrowed my eyes and scoped out the other potential entrants.

      Rabbie and Ginger stood off to one side, talking animatedly while their pets, a shiny black bird and a fuzzy round ball of fluff about the size of a house cat, eyed each other. Before I could even move in their direction, they shook hands, picked up their pets, and joined the line to register.

      Right. Two down. Who was next?

      I spotted Aaron and made a beeline in his direction, but before I got there, he grinned, waved at Jase, and the two of them ran to join the line with Rabbie and Ginger.

      Bummer. Teams were forming faster than I could walk!

      That’s when I saw her. A girl I barely knew. She was in my class, but she’d only arrived on the station a few days ago and we’d barely even spoken. She hovered at the edge of the forest looking unsure of herself. Long dark hair the color of Mom’s morning espresso framed a pretty face. Her caramel brown eyes searched the field from behind star-shaped glasses. A bit taller than me, she had fair skin that would complement my cinnamon coloring nicely.

      Not that what we looked like mattered. But still, my straight black hair wouldn’t be confused with her wavy locks.

      Best of all, her pet wasn’t a flyer. I wasn’t sure what kind of animal she held, but it had sleek fur, a long thick tail, and inquisitive eyes. We could work with that.

      “Okay, Rafe. Let’s go check her out.”

      I strode across the jumpball court straight to the new girl.

      “Hi,” I said, plastering a smile on my face. “You’re Joya, right?”

      She pushed her glasses up her nose and nodded.

      “I’m Cinnamon and this is Rafe. Raphael, if you want to get formal.” I pointed to the critter in her arms. “Who is that and what kind of creature is he?”

      “This is Cilly, Celeste actually, and she is a Cancrian otter.”

      “Your pet’s name is Silly?” I asked. I didn’t want to insult her, but who would call their pet silly?

      “It’s Cilly, with a ‘C’ not an ‘S’. Short for Celeste.” Joya nodded to Rafe. “What is he?”

      I nodded. “Got it. Rafe is a Fornaxian dragon. He’s a great flyer, and he’s really smart.”

      A concerned expression flitted across Joya’s face. “Does he breathe fire?”

      “Nope. Not even a spark.” I studied Cilly. “What are her talents?”

      “Cancrian otters are semi-aquatic,” Joya said. “She’s a great swimmer, very intelligent, and she’s pretty fast on land too, though she’s not a jumper.”

      “Nice. If we were partners, we’d have most of the tasks covered: air, water, and some land.”

      “You’d be my partner?” she asked, eyes wide behind those starry glasses.

      I shrugged. “Sure. My best friend is off-station, so I’m available. You interested?”

      Before Joya could answer, I heard a man’s voice bellow, “Sugar Cookie!”

      I rolled my eyes and turned to see my dad trotting across the jumpball court. Honestly! Would Dad never remember not to call me that in public? Being referred to as an overly sweet pastry was bad enough in the privacy of our home, but here? With all my friends standing around?

      I scowled at the kids in line, who promptly wiped the smirky smiles off their faces and looked the other way.

      “Did that man just call you Sugar Cookie?” Joya asked.

      I turned back to her with a sigh. “That’s my dad,” I explained. “He’s been calling me that since I was born.”

      She cocked her head, her expression puzzled.

      “It’s like this: Mom is gorgeous, with black hair and deep, dark skin. Dad,” I gestured over my shoulder at my approaching father, “is a throw-back to ethnic Chinese with, as you can see, a very golden skin tone.” I shrugged. “I’m a combination of the two and Dad thinks I look like a Cinnamon Sugar Cookie… so that gave me both my name and my family nickname.”

      I clenched my jaw, then relaxed when Dad came even with us. I glanced sideways at him and said to Joya, “He knows he’s not supposed to call me that anywhere except at home.”

      Dad grimaced, then smiled. “Sorry about that, Sug… uhm, Cinnamon.” He glanced at Joya. “Who’s your friend?”

      I grinned. “Nice catch, Dad. This is Joya Gatti. She’s new and we’re thinking of partnering for the agility trials.

      “Joya, this is my dad, Chief Detective Li Chou. He’s head of security here on Space Station Zeta.”

      Dad nodded. “Nice to meet you, Joya.”

      Joya ducked her head and murmured, “You too, sir.”

      Dad turned to me. “I’m sorry to interrupt… Cinnamon, but I need to borrow Rafe for a while.”

      I frowned. “Rafe?”

      “We have a little… situation, and Rafe’s particular talents might be just what we need.”

      Excitement coursed through my veins. A case! A chance to work with Dad on a mystery trumped signing up for agility trials any day.
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