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Chapter 1: It’s All about the Drama
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“Those aren’t zips,” I protested, eyeing the dubious-looking pastries. 

No way in a full burn around Saturn’s rings were those certified Zipper-Mates. Honest-to-goodness zips carried the mark of the Old Earth Food Licensing Board baked into the soft, buttery goodness of a zip’s outer pastry shell.

The Neetho working that unfortunate food stall waved a tentacle or two and sputtered at me. “Fresh off the Tur Osho. Finest fresh-produce transport on this side of Torth’s Portals.”

“No, they’re not,” I argued.  

The Neetho turned a brilliant shade of crimson as a tentacle snaked forward and snatched the rip-off zips from the counter.

“Trust me. I’ve learned a lesson or two about certified food. Those aren’t zips, and there’s no way the Tur Osho is a fresh-produce transport. Maybe a waste-fuel transport or a black market—”

“She’ll take two,” interrupted the man who’d become my shadow.

I turned and glared at Cain. “You know as well as I those aren’t certified. No stamp, see?” I pointed at the knockoffs suspended in a display above the counter.

Cain ignored me and my furious gestures. “Exchange the credits.”

The sheer amount of willpower necessary to do as instructed was enough to fuel a small colony outpost generator. I gritted my teeth and held my palm over the reader.

“Thank you for your purchase, Kimmi Washlo. Please come again,” the automated voice chimed.

If you ever need to move under the radar, let me suggest the HL-359 dermal patch kit. Program the patch with a brand-new identity—feel free to be as detailed as you like—then slap the sucker over your HalfLife biochip. Make sure you wait the full thirty minutes for the patch to absorb. The masking signal will extend out in a two-and-a-half-meter radius to shield the legitimate HalfLife biochip. Once the process is complete, head out on your merry way.

The downfall in that situation was that I didn’t get a choice in picking out my false identity. The name Kimmi didn’t feel... quite right. But Cain had insisted on keeping a low profile and had slapped on the dermal patch before I could protest. That was a smart play as the patch would make tracing our digital fingerprints difficult while we investigated Project Clear Sight. Then we would go back to business as normal—whatever normal was anymore.

After being trapped on the Rapscallion with Mrs. Gol, uncovering the unwanted truth about my father, and realizing someone at Confore Tech wanted me dead, I thought “normal” had taken an abrupt detour completely off the map—not to mention almost dying of a nefarious bacterium my father had used to kill a slew of people and getting tangled up with the notorious Star Eater cult, who inexplicably saved my life and—surprise, surprise—had made some kind of deal with my father. Plus, I’d made my own deal with Cain, my annoying IGJ shadow, in order to figure out what Project Clear Sight really was. 

Add that all up, toss in a few onions and some bitter herbs, and I had a life salad chock-full of pure chaos.

Anyway, in the long run, if we were to get the chance to step back into our real lives, that would be the hardest part of all. The mounds of forms and red tape associated with HalfLife identity updates was unimaginable.

“Waste of credits, if you ask me,” I muttered as Cain took the proffered zip knockoffs.

“I didn’t,” Cain replied and handed me a pastry. <Upsetting every single vendor we go to isn’t going to help us in the long run. We’re supposed to be blending in. While we’re digitally masked, create too big a ruckus, and some enterprising fool may get it in their head to do a little research.>

I snatched the offending all-in-one meal, took a sniff, and made a face. That earned a rather nasty look from Cain as he unzipped the transparent pouch on his own zip and took a big bite. 

<Blending in doesn’t mean we have to eat garbage.> I held the foul-smelling piece of food at arm’s length, marched over to a waste can, turned to stare directly at Cain, and dropped the zip in the trash.

His response was to take another big bite and slowly chew with a malicious grin.

“I’d dump you in the waste can if I could,” I grumbled.

The stench of the zip reminded me of the foul mess we’d landed in—a big, miserable smelly snag in the fabric of our best-laid plans. We hadn’t made it to Lunar 5. That little picnic excursion Mrs. Gol had whipped up for me triggered a cascading effect through the more civilized regions of settled space. 

Cain didn’t receive a resounding round of applause from the IGJ nor a bump in rating for making sure I lived through tour time on the Rapscallion. Let’s just say he wasn’t in the top-ten list for agents angling for the employee-of-the-month award. Cain had received a clear message to cease and desist, turn over any and all case files, recordings, or evidence, and report in—a cut-and-dried way of saying the whole debacle with Mrs. Gol and her secret chamber of horrors had been neatly tossed out the air lock.

Suffice it to say, our names were popping up on the IGJ’s pesky little watch list.

But being on the watch list wasn’t a no-no for the upstanding citizens of Lunar 5. The base wasn’t known for its welcoming attitude toward the IGJ or its agents. That attitude was due, in large part, to the founding family’s ravenous appetites for black market goodies, which translated into an ongoing game of tag for transport and cargo ships in and out of Lunar 5 controlled space.

What we needed was either a planet’s worth of credits to pay the exorbitant rates for a smuggler or our own way past IGJ checkpoints at Lunar 5.

Cain had tried to book passage on a few freighters and even a personal taxi service, but all the deals had fallen through at the last minute. With limited options, we were forced to lie low on Epsilon’s Station for far longer than either one of us liked.

The station was a free-floating piece of junk, under the control of the Little Asteroid Gang. Don’t let the name fool you—it’s not a cutesy kid’s science club. Those pesky assassins from the Starshine, players with the Tretoono Club, are the elite of the elite when it comes to that line of work. The Little Asteroid Gang is a close second.

Every day, I thank my lucky stars Cain and I are still alive—not just because of recent events, but despite the less-than-stellar company of Epsilon’s Station, the Tretoono Club wouldn’t send a pair of goons for revenge, risking all-out war by overstepping into Little Asteroid territory.

My best guess is our little victory against the Tretoono assassins scored us at least a few points with the Little Asteroids. Maybe it wasn’t enough to be added to the birthday-and-holiday-best-wishes list, but no one had hassled us. Realistically, though, the Little Asteroids were probably trying to figure out how to score a win against the Tretoono Club and make bank off us.

In summary, we were stuck on Epsilon’s Station in the meantime. That meant putting up with junky meals and even junkier lodgings.

We passed another Neetho vendor. It waved its tentacles at me and turned crimson. Great. Now, I’m on the Neetho hive mind watch list.

<See, my point: you’re attracting too much attention,> Cain said telepathically.

<I thought that was the point of our little scenario. Which, by the way—I’m still not happy I’m bait... again.>

<If we want off this station, this is the way it plays out. Is he watching?>

<Well, I’m not exactly going to swing my head around and make a point of looking for him, am I?> I let my irritation leak through our telepathic connection, quite sure Cain was getting the message loud and clear. 

“Heard anything yet?” I asked, changing the subject. 

“No,” Cain replied.

“I’ll take the longer answer for a thousand, please.”

“No, I haven’t heard anything yet, and it’s been twenty minutes since I last checked channels,” Cain said.

I ground my teeth. Despite Cain’s low-ranking and unpopular status, he still had access to IGJ channels. Without fresh information, we were wasting fuel.

We needed a win—namely, to unravel the mysteries of the IGJ case dubbed Project Clear Sight. We knew that Jorge had been the IGJ agent plant within Confore Tech and that, out of the blue, he’d stopped reporting in—no warnings, no hint of double-dealing, nothing. Then his body turned up on Lunar 5 with no leads as to why he’d traveled all the way to that particular lunar base and no hints of foul play. If we could ever get off that junk-heap station, we could’ve started our little investigation and figured out what got Jorge killed and what in the worlds that had to do with me. 

I would really have liked to understand why someone wanted me dead. I would assume most people would want to understand why a contract was put out on them, and if they wouldn’t... well, maybe they’re a little too invested in the criminal underworld and that’s all in a normal day.

I’m not judging, mind you.

Cain needed answers to boost his bottomed-out ranking with the IGJ. If the I’m Going to Keep Everything to Myself Man earned back some respect and gained the proper clearance, Cain would be able to open a fresh case to investigate the wrongful imprisonment of his sister on Dar.

“I can hear you when you’re sulking,” Cain said. <And so can anyone else who might be able to listen in. We’ve got to make this believable.>

“So?” I grumbled.

Cain popped the last of the zip in his mouth and chewed with malicious purpose before he answered. “It’s hard to think when you’re constantly projecting your insecurities.”

“Excuse me?” I stopped and turned to stare at the man.

Cain returned my scrutinizing look. His emerald eyes glowed with thinly veiled disgust. His feline-esque tail twitched back and forth, and I couldn’t help but feel the need to stomp on it.

Saturn’s rings, why were his eyes going emerald... again? I wasn’t projecting my insecurities but merely considering our options. At least they weren’t pitch black. Then I would consider running or hiding behind something. No, scratch that, running would be a much better option.

“I can’t take much more of this,” Cain snapped. “You’re always in my way. I can’t think or figure out a plan because you’re underfoot. Either physically or mentally.”

“If you think you can do better, Mr. Holier Than Thou, by all means, go ahead,” I all but shouted.

“You know, I think I will,” he retorted. But before I turned and stomped back the way we’d come, Cain’s eyes flashed with a hint of amber. <Be careful.>
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Chapter 2: The Self-proclaimed Madman
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Epsilon’s Station’s vendor row was crammed with a variety of species that tried to hock their ill-gotten wares on the unlucky few who ventured through the credit death traps. Unfortunately, I had earned quite the reputation, and most of the vendors ignored me as I stalked past the goods, all for “bargain” prices.

I turned down a narrow access corridor, a shortcut back to the lifts. At least, it would have been if not for a bulky, armor-plated Shilo-Torp blocking my way. He was right on cue. Cain and I really were trying to keep a low profile on the station, except where that guy was concerned. We’d been working at keeping his attention fixed on us, according to Cain’s plan. 

Originally a pacifist species, they’d come from the aquatic world of Shil, but once the Shilo-Torps discovered the lucrative credit flow available in responding to bodyguard and heavy-muscle job listings, the species never looked back. And that particular Shilo-Torp worked for the big bad boss of the station, a man who’d taken a curious interest in me. 

So Cain, being the paranoid IGJ agent he was, cooked up a plan, using me as bait—again—to gain a rather unconventional introduction to the boss.

“Finally breaking it off with the frothli?” the Shilo-Torp asked. The AI Voca-box that particular Shilo-Torp had the misfortune of having plugged into its vocal cords never ceased to tempt me into fits of giggles. Too bad he didn’t have the credits to update to a voice of his own choosing instead of the standard human woman.

“He’s not a weak-minded fool... just a stubborn, bull-headed, annoying piece of space junk,” I grumbled. “But I take it you saw our little disagreement?”

The Shilo-Torp nodded. “You come with me and make it all better,” his AI voice crooned.

I snorted. “Dosing isn’t going to solve my problems.”

Stunners and stingers were a solid business investment on Epsilon’s Station for the right person without a conscience.

“Naw, not talking about dosing. My boss knows you want off this heap of junk, has an offer. Offer for you.”

“Tempting. But I’m low on credits right now. I doubt I could afford your boss’s price.” I threw the Shilo-Torp an apologetic smile as I tried to squeeze by, but his arm shot out and nearly took off my head. 

“Hey, watch it, big guy.” I rubbed my nose and took a step back.

“You think you find better deal?”

I took a deep breath. That sort of place had no good deals, hence the ridiculous charade with the Shilo-Torp. “I might.”

The Shilo-Torp clicked his beak in what was a no-nonsense response.

“Fine. I’ll hear your boss out. But I’m not promising anything, hear me?”

“And the frothli?” he asked.

I snorted. “He can find his own way.”

The Shilo-Torp grinned, a disconcerting gesture for the species. Biologically, Shilo-Torps didn’t have teeth in the human sense of dental design. The Shilo-Torp opened his beak to reveal numerous stalactite-looking structures, which were, in fact, papillae. The papillae lined the inside of the mouth, the esophagus, and even their guts. Evolution had designed the structures to allow the Shilo-Torps to easily grasp and graze on a type of jellyfish-like creature abundant in the Shil oceans.

Dr. Si-Ial Ashter, a preeminent xenologist, had spent several of his early years on Shil. My father made Dr. Ashter’s research papers mandatory reading in—

Oh boy. Sorry. I did the whole getting-lost-down-a-wormhole deal again. And I don’t feel like talking about my father right now. That’s a subject I can’t quite stomach at the moment.

While I was mentally meandering down Shilo-Torp Biology 101, I followed the bulbous creature down the access corridor. Soon, we exited at Epsilon’s Station’s main terminal hub. To the right were the lifts to the higher decks, all mainly hab-units for short- and long-time dwellers, and to the left were checkpoints for the various docking rings.

The Shilo-Torp headed forward, straight to the maintenance and control bunkers. I highly doubted the big guy moonlighted as a part of the station’s workforce, not with the abundance of narrow crawl spaces undoubtedly peppered throughout the station. Nor did I think the Shilo-Torp’s boss would allow divided loyalties with his employees picking up other jobs, because I did know who his boss was: Miles High.

The man had everyone in his pocket, and his was the palm you had to grease in order to set up shop on Epsilon.

My escort didn’t flinch as he walked up to Maintenance Door Nine and waited for the bioscan. A discreet light above the door blinked red then turned a steady green as the door popped open. The Shilo-Torp ducked inside but held the door open and motioned for me to follow.

I knew I should’ve learned a lesson from the Rapscallion about following nefarious individuals into corridors and unknown spaces. But I shrugged, took note of the small locking box jutting out of the lower-left corner of the doorframe, and took aim. Along with a well-timed trip, my hand flew out and landed on the bioscanner. Gotcha. <Hurry up and follow us inside.> To my surprise, the Shilo-Torp reached out to help, but I smiled and waved him off.

“Just trying for that grand entrance, you know?” I joked.

Smoothing my jumpsuit and taking a deep breath, I stepped into the dimly lit corridor and into what could only be described as the worst taste in interior design I had ever laid eyes on. I thought the Starshine had been garish.

Curtains stained a deep maroon had been draped over the drab gray metallic walls of the station. Gold chains of delicate stars hung over the curtains, and the sky-blue carpeting was so plush that my entire foot sank into its fibrous goodness up to my ankles. I couldn’t imagine the cleaning bills the place must rack up.

When the Shilo-Torp clicked his beak, I threw him a dirty look. “I get it. I’m moving, but you should know it’s like walking through mud on Talcioush Prime.”

After the unexpected workout of moving through a series of convoluted corridors, the shag carpeting gave way to a black-and-white tile-lined floor in a very spacious room.

Rounded platforms stuck out from the walls like fungi on tree trunks, each protrusion sporting a few tables and chairs. In the center of the room was another rounded platform, complete with an old-school band setup. Talk about a throwback to the gangster clubs of Earth’s yesteryear.

I wouldn’t have expected any less from ex-royalty. 

Yup, Miles High was the would-be emperor of Old Earth.

“Speaking of the Farle,” I muttered. 

Lounging on a platform a few feet off the ground was none other than the big bad boss himself. 

“Life extensions looking good, I see.” I knew I had a poor habit of taunting those who could easily kill me.

Miles grinned, complete with crimson-stained teeth tucked behind lips permanently dyed black. Just to clear up any possible wrong impressions, Miles High was a lunatic—a very dangerous lunatic.

The man jumped up and vaulted over the platform’s railing. “Got the latest bioupgrades from Old Earth. Courtesy of my nephew. Now, there’s a man who can’t keep his fingers out of the honeypot, if you know what I mean.”

Gag. No, I didn’t, and no, I didn’t want to.

“Muscles here says you might want to cut a deal with me.” I pointed at the Shilo-Torp, who hadn’t backed up.

“Did he, now?” Miles asked with a sly grin. 

“The piece of frothli seems to have crossed the line,” the Shilo-Torp reported, making me bite my lip to keep from laughing at that blasted female AI voice.

“And what says our little harbinger of death?” Miles inquired.

The laughter died in my chest. I narrowed my eyes and asked, “What did you just call me?”

“Oh, come now, you’re on the tip of everyone’s tongue—at least those in the know, anyway.” Miles had the audacity to wink at me. “The daughter of the infamous Wats Hawking Orion. The ordeal aboard the Rapscallion. A contract out on you.”

“How do you know about the Rapscallion?” I snapped. Whoops. “I mean... I don’t know who you’re talking about. My name is Kimmi—” 

“Oh come now, did you think a little old patch would fool the likes of me?” Miles asked in a sickly sweet voice. 

I supposed we shouldn’t have. 

Miles’s eyes danced in delight. “Dear, I have ears where no ears should ever be. But they serve their purpose.” He twirled back and forth a few times, presumably to the beat of the off-kilter drums in his head, before he leaned against the railing of one of the lower platforms. “But you’re not here to discuss your little adventure, are you?”

“No.” Since he knew who I was, I saw no point in keeping up the pretense any longer.

“You want off my little station, yes?”

I nodded.

“Rumor is you’re trying to find a way to Lunar 5.” He leaned forward and asked, “What if I could help you with that? What would you do for me in return?”

“Wait tables for a few nights?” I offered.

Miles roared with laughter. “I think we’re going to need to do better than that.” He bounced off the railing and bounded over to me. I tried not to grimace as he tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I’ve got a message that needs sending. But old school like. Not through traceable comms or links.”

“Let me guess. A message to Lunar 5.”

“Oh, she’s a quick one, isn’t she?” Miles touched his nose and winked. “So, what do you say? You help me, and I’ll help you.”

I ground my teeth. We really did need to get off that station.

“Why me? You can’t tell me you don’t have a handful of goons all eager to jump at a snap of your fingers,” I said.

“True. But there’s a certain sense of pleasure your presence gives me, knowing how you vanquished a few of my rivals.”

I thanked my lucky stars that was where he was headed with his little statement about pleasure.

“Also,” the madman continued, “none of my usuals appear to have the connections I need in order to get this little message delivered—connections you seem to have, odd though they may be.”

“I don’t know who you’ve been dosing with, but if you really know who we are, then you’re talking to the wrong person. I’m not the one with connections. You should’ve talked with Cain.”

A switch flipped inside the crime boss. One moment, Miles was jovial and lighthearted, and the next thing I knew, he was at my throat. Fingers with flamboyant three-inch-long nail art pressed against my neck.

“That miserable piece of scum can crawl back into the hole from which he came,” Miles growled. “This offer is only for you.”

All righty, then. “Purist much?”

Miles squeezed and glared at me. “No.”

I blinked. I wasn’t expecting that.

“I wouldn’t do business with that traitorous piece of trash if my life depended on it,” Miles growled.

<Um, now would be a good time.>

The nifty piece of hacker tech I’d slapped onto the bioscanner should have worked and let Cain slip in behind us. 

“I wouldn’t have betrayed you if you hadn’t played me for a fool,” Cain snarled as he entered the room, his gun trained on Miles.
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Chapter 3: Here Comes the Snag
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Standoffs—always a tense situation, and putting myself in the middle of one wasn’t a smart move.

Upsetting the crazed would-be emperor hadn’t been the plan. We’d quickly figured out Miles High ran the show, since no one would budge on helping us unless Miles gave the say-so. So when all sane—or slightly less risky—avenues of getting off the station had been closed to us, I’d proposed seeing what Miles High was offering. Because for whatever reason, Miles had decided to take an interest in me. And only me. 

The invitations had started a day after we landed on the station. They were addressed only to me—never to Cain and never with a plus one. They were all for Miles’s nightly club show. The interest quickly turned into an obsession, based upon the number of invitations. The hitch was that I wasn’t keen on going anywhere without Cain, who was less than thrilled about the idea as well.

So I’d gathered up the invites, arrived at the designated location, and stated Cain was my security. Denied. I figured the snub was against Cain and the fact he was still IGJ and of mixed-species heritage. It’s maddening and sad how purist ideology propaganda runs deep, even all the way out on a junk heap of a station.

After the no-go with Cain as my security, the Shilo-Torp shadow had been next on Miles’s creepy-stalker agenda. So, taking a page out of popular jute-store thrillers, Cain decided a little ruse was in order. 

Hooking the rather dim-witted Shilo-Torp on our little love spats didn’t take much —I use the term “love spat” loosely, mind you—although the longer we stayed at the station, the less we had to feign the whole “spat” part.

And don’t forget that little stumble at the door. I certainly wasn’t that clumsy. I had to do something to allow me to subtly stick the bioscanner with a ghoster, a nifty piece of tech that renders a security system inoperable for fifty-seven seconds—just under the one-minute mark, before redundant backup systems kick in. Enough time for a certain IGJ agent to follow. 

Help desk aficionado, at your service. At least, I was before my Wepli bosses put a contract out on me. Anyway, upon pairing my useful knowledge of tech specs with Confore’s need to stamp its tech with their logo, making it easy to identify, the whole system was a breeze to beat.

That should catch everyone up, right? Except for me—because Cain had obviously failed to mention a few key things.

“If you hurt her, you’re dead,” Cain snarled. He blinked, and his violet eyes were suddenly as black as the Chasm of Doom on Katrr.

“I feel I’m missing some information about the two of you that I should know,” I quipped, trying to lighten the tension and relax the hand with the sharp nails digging into my neck.

It didn’t help.

“Get this piece of filth out of my club,” Miles snapped the order as he twisted around me and shoved a weapon into my back. 

Cain ducked the Shilo-Torp’s armored fist. What the species lacked in speed, they more than made up for in nearly impossible-to-destroy plating. Natural keratin shells were enhanced with military-grade armor plates and shielding. Stamina was about the only thing someone like Cain had going for him. Moving a Shilo-Torp’s massive bulk took a lot of energy, even with bioupgrades. If a Shilo-Torp’s opponent could dodge and weave in a close-quarter attack long enough, the opponent would simply wear the Shilo-Torp out.

Unfortunately, considering my fellow audience member, I didn’t think that was going to be an option. Miles would shoot Cain if push came to shove.

“I’ll do it,” I said. “I’ll deliver your message.”

“I might be reconsidering the offer,” Miles grumbled.

“But you said I had connections. Even though you haven’t clarified that bit, it sounds like you need me,” I countered.

His breath was hot against my neck as he whispered in my ear, “Star Eaters.”

Pluto’s dilemma. “Who says I have connections with those crazy psychos?” I asked.

“My ears, darling. My little ears scurry everywhere.”

I tried to shake the mental image of solitary ears running around on cartoon legs. Who’s up for nightmares tonight? “Let’s say, for argument’s sake—” I winced as the Shilo-Torp landed a heavy blow in the middle of Cain’s back.

<You’ve got to duck and weave.> To be polite, I won’t share Cain’s sarcastic reply.

“But let’s say I do have an in with the Star Eaters. What would you want with them?” I asked. 

“That’s none of your business. All I need is the message delivered. My ears tell me there’s a small cluster of the fools on Lunar 5. They’ve refused my regular couriers, and something tells me those Star Eaters just might accept an invitation if I drop your name. Or they might eat you on the spot,” Miles answered.

A lot of things were wrong with that. “First of all, ears don’t have mouths. It’s your lips or whatever talking to you. And second of all—” I popped my head back against his and rammed my heel right into his sweet spot.

I spun around, and the man’s expression might have been amusing if not for the live-or-die situation. Right then, all I cared about was how to gain the upper hand.

I pushed back the sleeve of my jumpsuit and activated my Vulture DR-31, a significant upgrade from the Raptor-series weapon I had on the Rapscallion.

Vulture tech was black market, coded with a myriad of shielding protocols and nifty add-ons that ensured the weapon remained a high-demand product, and it was available in several stylish forms. I’d chosen Debutante’s Best Pal, a sleek model designed to look like a knockoff replica of the armbands currently in fashion on Cloud-11. The bracelet had an ebony shell decorated with intricate scrollwork and rubies. Staying true to the whole knockoff bait and switch, my rubies were fake. I wasn’t about to waste credits on the real deal, not when that version was still a fully functional weapon.

Within a heartbeat, the Vulture rearranged itself into a full-sleeve gun, the same base design as the Raptor with several added kicks, high-intensity disruptors and a scrambler. After I purchased my new accessory, I’d spent a few nights setting the Vulture to my specifications.

With my weapon trained on Miles, I confidently ordered, “Stop them.”

Miles threw me a wink. He didn’t think I was serious. I pressed the trigger and fired. A beautiful scorch mark appeared on the tile between his legs.

“There’s no need for that.” Miles frowned. “Rot, stand down.”

“Rot?” I asked. “That’s his name?”

The Shilo-Torp didn’t answer but did at least follow his boss’s instructions.

Thank Jupiter, because I’d been bluffing.

Cain frequently told me that defending myself and deliberately taking another’s life were two different things. The IGJ had heaps of laws and case examples to back up Cain’s arguments whenever I needed reminding that the events with Mrs. Gol and the two assassins fell into the defense category. While I understood and agreed with it all on an intellectual level, I couldn’t shake the guilt that weighed on me. I was still responsible for those deaths.

And all those evenings spent watching true-crime dramas had taught me one thing. Becoming comfortable with death was easy. Not to wax too philosophical, but I often wondered if the reason was that when someone killed, a little piece of them was killed in the process. Or maybe the act snatched away some of the innocence everyone was born with, and deadening ourselves to those feelings became easier than living with them day in and day out.

If my father was researching a particularly nasty bit of history, he would always tell my brother and I that we shouldn’t let our circumstances dictate what type of person we were, that we all had a choice in how we lived our lives.

I wondered what my father would say if I asked him how that applied to all the people he’d killed on the Rapscallion.

“So, the job?” Miles asked as Cain limped up beside me. 

While I bluffed and deliberated the finer points on morality, I had no doubt Cain wouldn’t. He would take the shot if need be.

“First, I would like to know what happened between you two,” I asked. <Seems like there are some details of this plan you could have told me.>

<You weren’t getting anywhere.>

<I was until I brought up your name. Could have at least given me a heads-up,> I countered.

Miles narrowed his eyes and looked back and forth between us. “Have you found your heart’s blood?”

Cain growled and leaped forward. He grabbed a fistful of Miles’s shirt and jabbed his gun under the man’s chin. “Give us transport off your little heap of rubble.”

Miles grinned, crimson-stained teeth bared for all to see. “Why would I help you?”

“Because I’m the one with a gun to your face, you miserable little piece of—”

“Enough.” I was getting tired of their back-and-forth. “Get to the point. You need me to deliver a message, and we need transport to Lunar 5. Do we have a deal or not?”

I added Miles’s little question about “heart’s blood” to my growing list of information Cain needed to spill.

A fair amount of disgust showed on Miles’s face as he considered everything. 

“Must not be too pressing a message?” I asked, trying to speed things along.

His eyes snapped over to mine. “Oh, it is. I assure you.” After another snarl between the two men, Miles went limp. “Fine. We have a deal. Just get off me.”

Cain didn’t move.

<Come on. We’ve got what we wanted,> I thought.

<Not until we’re safely tucked away on Lunar 5, out of the reach of this... thing, then we’ve got what we wanted.>

Cue eye roll. Cain was still as insufferable as ever.

“I’m assuming that if I harm Ms. Orion in any way, you’ll kill me?” Miles asked.

Cain nodded.

“And I’m also working under the assumption that if I kill this annoying piece of meat, you’ll kill me too? Or at least do a fair amount of damage?” Miles asked me.

I might have paused a bit too long as Cain threw me a nasty look.

“Yup,” I said.

“Surely, you can see we are at an agreement. Even though I find it distasteful to have to work”—Miles grimaced—“around him.”

<Come on,> I whined. <We need to get to Lunar 5 and start investigating what happened to Jorge. That’s the priority, remember?>

I didn’t need Cain to respond mentally or vocally to feel his conflict. His tail snapping back and forth was enough.

“Fine,” Cain spat and let Miles go. 

Cain stepped back to stand shoulder to shoulder with me. “But if you do something I don’t like... well, no hard feelings.”

Miles hopped up and brushed himself off. “Sure. Whatever you say, pal.”

“So, about this message,” I said, feeling like a broken record.

“Dinner first, then we’ll talk specifics.”

Cain snarled and took a step in front of me. “No, we do this now. Get it over with.”

“My longtime frenemy, the ship doesn’t leave dock for another three hours. Plenty of time. Besides, what Rot has told me is the two of you have been eating a fair amount of swill. I presume you would like a decent meal before you go? I can’t vouch for what you might find on Lunar 5.”

The man had the audacity to shudder. Lunar 5 was a step up—heck, it was ten steps up from Epsilon’s Station.

<I am hungry.>

“It’s not my fault you didn’t eat the zip,” Cain mumbled.

I powered down the Vulture and decided to let Cain worry about defensive maneuvers. “Let’s eat.”

Miles clapped his hands, and I swear he jumped for joy. “Goodie!” he exclaimed then spun around and whistled. “Chef, dinner for three, please.” He motioned at us. “Come, come. Up we go.”

I glanced over at Cain, who shrugged. I recalled a saying, something from an Old Earth story about going down a rabbit hole. But in that case, up, up, up we went. 
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Chapter 4: Deals and Meals
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Miles led us to the highest balcony and gestured for us to take seats around the table there. As I sat, my gaze fell upon the tabletop. I looked over at Miles, aghast. “Tell me this didn’t come from the Spires of Pola Tahh.”

“I hoped you might recognize it. You have quite the travel history. Not to mention the adventures I’m sure come from being the daughter of the notorious Wats Hawking Orion,” Miles replied gleefully. He turned his attention back to the tabletop. “Original piece. Taken from the Holy Triune’s personal chambers. Over fifteen thousand years old. I spent a fortune to have it shipped here and inlaid.” He held up a hand and looked serious for a split second. “Don’t fret. I paid for the highest package possible. Gen fifty-one tech on smart-glass protection. Can’t even tell, can you?”

I let out a long, low whistle. That kind of tech was reserved for the elite of the elite. But Miles was an ex-monarch. “What happened to the rest of it? If I remember right, this is a part of a larger scene. One of three, actually.”
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