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CHAPTER ONE




The last time I tried to take a honeymoon, we got booted into an alternate dimension.

That sounds like I take a lot of honeymoons, but that was my first. And after three years, my husband and I have decided it’s time to try again. Before the triplets arrive.

Yes, triplets. And no, they aren’t clones or specially engineered fetuses being gestated in a rent-a-womb. I have three random babies growing inside me.

That sounds wrong, too. The pregnancy hormones must be messing with my verbal abilities.

The babies aren’t random. They are mine and Ty O’Neill’s. Created the old-fashioned way. Wink, wink, nudge, nudge, as the Ancient TēVē guys say. But who knew multiple births run in both our families? The two boys are identical twins—which we knew was a possibility, since O’Neill’s brothers Ro and Yuri are identical. The girl is fraternal. After the scans revealed this, Mother told me fraternal twins are common on her side.

Thanks, Mom.

Our ship docks at the station orbiting Moghbeli Luna Major. The bright orange arc of the gas planet dominates the sky as we walk through the transparent docking tube to the station. Luna Major, our destination, hangs below us, green and lush.

I grab O’Neill’s arm and point at the moon. “That looks very… Survival Equation-ish.”

He tries to hide his smile, but not very hard. “Don’t worry, there are plenty of conveniences. You don’t have to forage for your meals or build a lean-to. I know my wife well enough to pick a destination she’ll enjoy.”

“They filmed an episode of Survival Equation here, though, didn’t they?”

“A couple years ago—but they didn’t stay at the resort.” He wraps an arm around me and squeezes gently. “You’ll love this place. I’m not going to risk your life—or our marriage—on a survival show.”

I kiss his cheek. “You know me well.”

As we step out of the docking tube, a uniformed woman intercepts us. “Sera Morgan? I am Laiani. I will be your Shatner Station liaison. This way, please, to the Moghbeli Luna Major shuttle.” She sweeps an arm in the only possible direction—up the docking arm toward the station. Gracefully arched beams support the curved, transparent material that forms the walls and ceiling of the arm. Every other beam has the words “Moghbeli Luna Major Shuttle” and an arrow pointing ahead.

“Thanks for meeting us.” I give O’Neill a doubtful frown, then look along the line of the woman’s still-extended arm. “Call me crazy, but why do we need a liaison? We’re taking the first shuttle to the moon—which is supposed to leave every twenty minutes.”

Laiani puts a hand to her chest. “For our very important visitors, we always provide a liaison.”

“In case we can’t read standard?” I gesture at the words on the beam as we pass under. “I’m pretty sure most VIPs can follow directions.”

“Be nice,” O’Neill mouths at me. Then he clamps his lips tightly together, but it doesn’t hide the quirk at the corner.

“It’s all part of the service!” Laiani turns at a well-marked cross-tunnel that runs perpendicular to the docking arms, connecting them mid-way. With the station on our left and Moghbeli on the right, we step onto a sliding walkway and zip to the next arm. There, we move into a waiting area with a countdown clock telling us the next shuttle to the surface leaves in ten minutes. Laiani escorts us to a VIP section, which consists of slightly larger chairs separated from the others by a thick red velvet rope. “Your luggage will be transferred to the shuttle. Enjoy your stay on Luna Major. If there’s anything I can do to make your wait more pleasant, please let me know. Your comfort is my only priority.”

I turn my head so she can’t see my face and roll my eyes at O’Neill.

He gives her his shiny smile. “We’re absolutely fine here. Thank you for your escort.”

“I will remain here with you until you board your shuttle.” She straightens up, putting her hands behind her back, and smiles brightly at us, her eyes fixed on my face. She almost looks like an android in wait mode.

“It’s fine. You can go.” I wave at the comfortable seats. “We’re all good.”

She blinks once. “I wouldn’t dream of abandoning you!” Then her face goes back to that creepy, blank smile.

I lean close to O’Neill. “Do you think she’s a bot?”

His brows draw down. “No?” He doesn’t sound too sure. Then he points at the desk a few meters away where more uniformed personnel consult holos and help customers. “Do we need to check in for the drop?”

Laiani blinks again. “No, ser. I’ve already done that for you.”

“In that case, we’re no longer your responsibility. You’ve handed us over to them. You can get on with your work. I’m sure you have plenty of things to do.”

“Your comfort is my only priority.” She continues to smile.

I’m sure she’s a bot. One with a limited dialog. But for some reason, I can’t ignore her like I would a bot. Maybe it’s that creepy, human-looking face that keeps staring at me. If I give her a task, maybe she’ll look away. “Could you get me some water?”

“I’m sorry, sera, drinking anything prior to the drop is highly discouraged.”

“But my comfort is your number one priority. And I’m thirsty, which makes me uncomfortable.”

“But your future comfort is also my priority, and studies show drinking beverages before dropping⁠—”

She breaks off as a soft chime rings through the room, followed by an announcement that the shuttle is boarding. Laiani flicks her holo-ring. “Your shuttle is boarding now. Enjoy your flight. Please rate my service on the app. Anything less than a five will result in my immediate termination.” She spins on her heel and strides away, the smile still plastered to her face.

My holo-ring vibrates, and a survey notice pops up with the Shatner Station logo. “Does she mean she’ll be fired or—” I slide a finger across my throat.

O’Neill rises and takes my hand, pulling me up from my chair. “They’ll probably just reboot her.”


CHAPTER TWO




Our shuttle lands on a smooth dark platform in the ocean. The hatch pops, and O’Neill and I—the only passengers to Lacerta Resort—step out into the hot, muggy sunshine. A stiff breeze blows waves of moist, briny heat at us. I hurry to the shade cast by the craft’s stubby wing as sweat breaks out on my chest, neck, and face. Even my ear lobes are sweating.

Unlike on Shatner Station, no one meets us. One of the shuttle pilots exits and pulls our bags from the cargo pod at the rear, dumping them at the end of the long, long boardwalk that leads to shore. “Please step behind the safety line.” He points at a yellow stripe painted across the junction of the platform and the boardwalk.

As we move to the far side of the pile of baggage, he returns to the shuttle, and the hatch thuds closed. The anti-grav lifters whine, and the craft rises, the thrust ruffling the water surrounding us and whipping my hair around my face with a whiff of hot metal and exhaust fumes. The ship rotates until it’s facing us, then the engines fire and it zips over our heads and arcs up into the sky.

I turn slowly, taking in the view. Beyond the landing platform, the blue-green ocean stretches to the horizon, smooth waves splashing against the platform’s supports. Behind us, brilliant beaches sparkle along lush jungle. A bird-like creature soars high above the thick foliage, and a tall mountain pokes up in the distance, its top white with snow.

“It’s beautiful, but way too Survival-y. Where are those conveniences you were touting? Do I have to carry my own luggage?”

O’Neill looks around and shrugs, then starts stacking the bags. “If you can carry this, I can deal with the rest.” He hands me a small bag.

I put a hand on my still-flat belly. “Good thing I’m only two months along.”

“Six weeks.” He reaches for the bag. “But I can take that one too.”

“Nope, I’m quite capable of carrying one small bag. In fact, gimme one of those.” I reach for the handle of the grav-assisted bags my mother gave us. I had argued that we would not be carrying our own luggage, but she insisted.

As usual, she was right. I hate that.

I sling the shoulder strap of the small bag over the handle of the larger suitcase, then pull my jacket off. “Why is it so hot here?”

O’Neill flicks his holo-ring and connects the bags’ grav-lifters so they bob along in our wake, then waits for me to precede him down the long boardwalk. “It’s a tropical resort. Hot is part of the deal. At least in the daytime.”

“No, resorts are supposed to be pleasant, not sauna-like. I could jump in the water and not be any more wet than I am already.” I pull my damp shirt away from my chest, but it doesn’t help.

“Don’t worry, it will cool off at night.” He squints at the shore as we walk. “I’m really surprised no one met our shuttle. This is supposed to be a full-service resort.” He swipes another app open and flips through the screens, then shrugs and takes my hand. “I guess they’re busy.”

As we get closer to the shore, the gentle swells break, forming white-topped waves. The sound of them crashing against the shore overwhelms the squawk of the seabirds that have appeared to circle overhead. Staring up at them, I see the hazy distortion of a force shield protecting the boardwalk.

Something screams, the sound tearing my eardrums like an inbound asteroid alert on an unprotected space station. One of the circling birds dives at us, growing larger at an alarming rate. Its bright orange beak sports a jagged scar and ends in a vicious point. Its beady eyes glare death and destruction. The feather-like covering flutters as it plummets toward us.

Splat.

I wince at the blotches of guano on the invisible surface above us. “Ew.” The shield sparks blue then purple, and the mess disintegrates. “At least the tech is full-service.”

As if the first bird’s attack was a signal, an entire flock erupts from the tree line, heading straight for us. In singles and pairs, they divebomb the walkway, their contributions showering the empty space above our heads in a disgusting spray. As quickly as each glob lands, it burns away in a colorful flash. We hurry down the walkway, but the birds adjust their strafing run to our location. Then the attack ends, and the birds speed away into the foliage.

“That was both impressive and disgusting.”

O’Neill nods, peering at the sides of the walkway. “I’ll bet the shield is strong enough to keep us from falling off the edge? I was wondering why there was no railing. ”

“I’m not going to test it. I wonder why they didn’t include environmental controls. A little cooling would be nice.”

We reach the end of the boardwalk, where a gentle ramp descends to the sand. A gravel path continues across the blinding white sand into the trees.

I stop before the ramp. “You don’t think those birds will be back, do you? It doesn’t look like there’s any protection here.” I point overhead.

“If people use this beach, there must be a way to deter the birds. Avian bombing would drive away customers.” He takes a tentative step down the ramp.

We both freeze, but no bird assassins appear. O’Neill cocks his head. “I guess we try.”

I raise both hands. “After you. And if we’re attacked, I’m running. I’m not waiting for you.”

He takes my hand again. “We both know that’s not true. Besides, I’m way faster than you.”

As we approach the trees, the chirping and chatter of animals drowns out the crashing of the waves behind us. I pause uncertainly at the edge of the sand, but O’Neill tugs gently. “Resort, remember? If those animals were dangerous, they wouldn’t have a five-star hotel here.”

I heave a sigh and follow him onto the dim path cut through the foliage. The fronds and leaves overhead cut some of the light, but the temperature is still oppressive. Vines winding from tree to tree create an impenetrable screen on either side. The branches above shiver in a breeze I don’t feel, but no creatures are visible. As we continue, the animal sounds die out, replaced by soft jazz music. The hazy distortion is back, enclosing us in a tunnel of protected space.

I take a relieved breath. Those attack birds can’t get us here.

We pause when the tunnel ends at a wide clearing. Thick, grass-like foliage sprinkled with blossoms covers the ground, and the dark path winds through the flower-strewn meadow. Near the middle, a tiny arched bridge spans a small stream. At the far side, a tall wooden building is nestled in front of more jungle. Gracefully curved tile roofs top the four-story structure, with shaded balconies spanning each level. The stream burbles into a moat that encircles the building, with another boardwalk leading across the water to the large front door.

There are no people.

I grab O’Neill’s arm as he steps forward, pulling him to a halt. “This is starting to feel like the beginning of a bad horror vid. It’s a beautiful day—except for the heat. Why is no one out here frolicking in the meadow?”

He chuckles. “It’s a high-end resort. I’m not sure meadow frolicking is on the daily schedule. And, as you pointed out, it’s zarking hot.” He blows out a puff of air, trying to dislodge his hair from his sweaty forehead. For once, even my shiny husband looks a little bedraggled. That’s some intense heat.

“Still, don’t you find it odd that no one is outside?”

He pats my hand, still clutching his arm. “Let’s go check in and find out. Maybe there’s a raucous pool party on their sound-buffered patio. Or maybe they’re handing out gold bars at the casino. Or everyone is having fun in the adult-sized, air-conditioned bouncy palace.”

“They have one of those?” I give him a little push. “You weren’t kidding about high-end.”

He laughs. “I don’t think they have a bouncy castle. But it seems like they should.”

We strike out across the peaceful meadow. We make it about three steps from the tree line when a seabird scream rips through the clear air. The low murmur of insects I hadn’t noticed cuts out as if someone flipped a switch.

“There!” O’Neill points to the left and back at about seven o’clock. “Run!”


CHAPTER THREE




O’Neill grabs my wrist and yanks me to a sprint.

As we pelt across the meadow, I risk a look, trusting O’Neill to steer me safely. High above the trees, the flock of seabirds arrows toward us, their murderous eyes glaring.

At least, I assume they’re glaring. The birds are too far away to see their eyes, but their whole bodies look deadly. And they’re diving, not directly at us, but at a tight angle that will intercept us on the far side of the meadow.

Great. Murderous seabirds who can do trigonometry.

“We aren’t going to make it!” O’Neill hollers as we thunder over the tiny bridge.

“Should we double back?” I wheeze the question between heaving breaths.

“No! Jump on the luggage!”

“What?”

“Trust me!” He releases my hand and puts on a burst of speed. The luggage, tethered to his holo-ring, passes me smoothly.

“That won’t hold me!”

“It will! Your mother buys only the best.” At least I think that’s what he gasps out as he thunders along the path, feet pounding, arms swinging, pulling away with every second.

Saying a quick prayer, I put on a burst of speed and fling myself onto the suitcases. I land chest first across the trailing bag. It drops like a stone in double gravity, then the grav-lifters compensate. The case bounces, nearly tossing me off. O’Neill pumps his arms so fast they kind of blur, and we surge forward. He swerves left and right, smoothly following the meandering path. The suitcases follow in his wake, swinging more wildly. I clutch the handle of my ride and try to hike myself on a little more securely.

“Cut across!” I gasp as I stare up at the attack squadron. The lead bird—I swear it’s the same one that launched the attack on the beach—screams again. Its speed seems to increase, and I can see the lightning shaped scar on its beak as it plummets toward me.

“HOLD ON!” O’Neill’s footfalls change from snare drum to bass as he hits the front porch of the massive building. I risk a glance at him as he plows into the building at full speed. Miraculously, the doors swing wide before he touches them, and he bursts into the lobby. The suitcases surge after him.

The trailing case, with me still aboard, hits the porch as the birds let loose. A mass of yuck splats against the building’s force shield as I pass through, leaving a disgusting blanket dripping down the fizzing blue and purple screen. And on my left shoe.

The case I’m riding slams to a halt as if it’s hit a brick wall, and I shoot forward over the handle, launching into the air. I land on the front case, its grav-assist dropping under the brunt of my weight like a boat being loaded with platinum. “Ungh!”

O’Neill peels himself away from the check-in desk and stumbles past the bemused onlookers to my side. “Are you okay?” His chest heaves, and the words are almost inaudible.

“I’m fine.” I speak through my audio link because I can’t pull enough air into my lungs to talk aloud. “Got the air knocked out of me in the fall. And that bird got my shoe.” I lift my leg. A wave of unbelievable stench accompanies the movement.

Three people wearing red uniforms converge on me. Without a word, one of them slides a plastek bag around my foot and removes the shoe, whisking it—and the stink—away. The two remaining women put their hands together and bow. As they straighten, the one on the right clears her throat. “On behalf of the resort, I apologize for the inconvenience.”

“Inconvenience?” I slide off the suitcase. “Murderous doo doo birds attacking the clientele is an inconvenience?”

O’Neill puts a hand on my arm. His breathing has already smoothed out into long, deep draws. “Don’t. I’m pretty sure this isn’t a feature of the resort.”

“No, of course not!” The woman touches her hair. “I am Verdana, the manager here at Lacerta. Welcome, Sera Morgan, Ser O’Neill y Mendoza bin Tariq e Reynolds. I will have the porter take your luggage.” She flicks her fingers and a pair of men in black shorts and boxy red shirts converge on our bags.

“Shouldn’t they have collected our luggage at the landing pad?” I whisper to O’Neill.

“Yes, of course.” Verdana must have augmented hearing. “Again, I apologize. We are experiencing some minor issues—nothing that will negatively impact your stay, of course!” She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

I point at my shoeless foot. “That was my only pair of sneakers.”

Her face goes a little pale, but she waves her hands dismissively. “We will clean your shoe and return it. And provide a new pair from our fully-stocked shops.” She flicks something on her holo-ring, and mine pings with an incoming message. “I’ve sent you a coupon for a free pair of shoes—anything in the resort.”

I take a quick peek at the message—full price coupon valid at all resort shops. They really want to smooth over the pain. Which is not surprising, since they know who I am. The perks of being a top-lev.

That thought makes me a little sick. I’m getting used to the best of everything again—which in turn leads me to expect it. “Thank you. What’s going on with the birds? I assume they didn’t attack guests when you started this place.”

“Oh, the birds have always done that.” She turns and leads us toward a float tube. “But the force shields kept them away. We’ve had a few glitches in the larger shields and the birds are smart enough to capitalize on it, which is why we’re currently recommending guests avoid the meadow and the west beach.”

O’Neill raises a brow. “Kind of makes it hard for guests to arrive.”

“Normally, we have a porter meet guests at the shuttle. They carry umbrella shields, so you can get across any temporarily unprotected areas. And arrivals are currently directed to the east platform. I’m not sure how you ended up at west.” She pauses at the float tube, and a holo appears beside us detailing the resort’s amenities. As she speaks, the holo displays each of the amenities. “Although the west beach and the meadow are currently not recommended, you are encouraged to explore the three other beaches as well as seven pools, the public baths, spa and wellness center, casino, fitness center, riding center, spirituality dome, and business center. Breakfast is served all day in La Ronda, our twenty-four-hour restaurant. We have seven other restaurants, ten bars, and a dance club. To book a seating, simply use our app.”

My holo-ring buzzes as the app notice arrives.

“Now, let me show you to your suite.” She bows and gestures to the float tube. “You’re in the penthouse on the twenty-third floor.”

“Twenty-third?” I frown at the float tube. “Does the building go down? I only saw four levels.”

She laughs. “The exterior you saw is projected to provide a more intimate ambiance. The building is much bigger than it appears.”

We ride up in silence. The float tube takes us to a small lobby with a single door. It opens as we approach, revealing a huge apartment with stunning views of the sea and islands. Wide sandy beaches encircle the property, and the sun pours down. Far below, I spot three of the swimming pools, a set of sports fields, and what must be a riding arena for animals both Terran and indigenous.

When O’Neill joins me at the window, I point at a pool with several water slides, a lazy river, and a rapids ride. “I want to go to that one first.”

He wrinkles his nose and pats my stomach. “We’ll have to check the safety protocols. Don’t want to endanger the offspring.”

“The offspring will love it.” I turn back to Verdana, who is directing the porters with the luggage. “Any restrictions on pregnant people?”

Her eyes go wide, then lock on my stomach. “You mean actually, physically, currently pregnant? With an embryo… in there? Not in a gestational facility?”

“Yeah, babies on board.” I pat my tummy. “My doctor says I’m perfectly healthy and don’t need to restrict my activities at this point. I’m only two months.”

“Six weeks,” O’Neill puts in.

Verdana flicks quickly through her holo-ring interface. “I’ll need to do a bit of research… We don’t get a lot of physically pregnant guests. Usually, the fetus isn’t with them.” She frowns and lifts her chin, as if my current state is distasteful.

“Please check. But I’d prefer if you keep this confidential.” I roll my eyes as I turn to the window. My mother hasn’t officially announced the pregnancy yet, but we also haven’t made any real attempt to keep it secret. News of my “situation” has leaked to the media but has not been confirmed. But I don’t need to be gestation-shamed by the snooty resort staff.

To be honest, I hadn’t realized how judgmental upper-levs would be about our choice to do this the old-fashioned way. It’s unusual in our circles, but hardly unheard of. And after seeing my best friend, Kara, experience the ups and downs of a natural pregnancy, I decided to do it, too, although the docs tell me we’ll probably have to finish the process in a facility. The human uterus was not built for three. Or so they say. If Ancient TēVē is to be believed, our ancestors carried up to eight on the regular.

And yeah, I know Ancient TēVē isn’t always correct.

Verdana shows us around the apartment, including a beautiful roof-top terrace I’m too traumatized to consider using. More birds—or perhaps the same flock—circle the resort like solar racers around a star, just waiting to divebomb unsuspecting guests. “Not again, poo-birds!” I shake my fist at them.

Verdana frowns slightly at my display. “The terrace is fully protected from aerial inconveniences.”

“Is that what you call them?” I flick my holo-ring and bring up the resort app. “This says the beaches are also ‘fully protected.’ I’m not going to take the chance.”

She bows. “As you wish.”

“I love that vid!”

She gives me a blank look. “Vid?”

“Never mind.”

O’Neill ushers Verdana to the door. “Thanks for helping us settle in. We’ll be fine. And if you’d let us know about the water park—with respect to Sera Morgan’s condition…”

“Of course.” She smiles brilliantly at O’Neill and slightly less sweetly at me. “Contact me at any time if you have questions—I am at your service. Enjoy your stay.”

The door closes, leaving us alone in the sumptuous room. O’Neill dials up a couple of soft drinks on the Autokich’n, and I sink into the plush couch. He hands me a tall glass of clear bubbly liquid and drops beside me, clinking his glass to mine. “Cheers.”

“Salud.” I take a sip of the sweet, fruity beverage, then set it on a side table. “Hey, back there in the meadow—why’d you stay on the path? My shoe might have survived unscathed if you cut across.”

He shakes his head and brings up a holo. “Nope. That meadow is pretty, but it’s a swamp. Look.” The video in his hand starts. We’re high above the meadow. To the right, a flock of the poo-birds begins a strafing run. Far below, two people run along the path, one of them towing a train of bobbing luggage.

“Is that us?” I stretch the holo. “That’s us! Where’d you get that?”

“The terms of our stay require access to all footage taken of us. It’s part of your mother’s standard contract. Didn’t you know that?” He flicks his ring and tosses a document to me.

I wave it away. “I guess I kind of knew that. But I’ve never seen it in action. Who took this? And how’d you get it so fast?”

“It’s standard resort surveillance. I registered for immediate access to all vids. It gets forwarded to me automatically.”

In the holo, I bellyflop onto the suitcase. O’Neill freezes the image. “See there?” He zooms in. The hard-sided bag I’m riding has hit the low point and swerved to the edge of the paved path. The trailing strap of my shoulder bag drags along the grassy ground, leaving a deep gouge through the green.

O’Neill restarts the vid, running super slow, staying zoomed in. Water flows into the gash, filling it at incredible speed. Then the green ground cover flows across, like oil over water, rendering the damage invisible. “It’s Grissom swamp grass. Hides ugly terrain in wet areas.”

I gulp. “How deep is it? What if you’d run through there? Or if I’d fallen off?”

He shrugs. “I’m not sure. There’s probably rock underneath—the island was formed by an extinct volcano. But I don’t want to test how much swamp is over the rock. I’m sure the resort’s protection fields normally keep guests from straying.”

I pull up some historical information on Luna Major. The moon was habitable when discovered, but this part was barren, rocky islands. Lacerta was bioformed decades ago, bringing in native and compatible non-native flora to create the resort. Then the doo doo birds—more properly named sordida mors columbae—converged on the lush new property from their barren former home two islands over.

Scrolling past the dirty death pigeons, I find an initial Explorer Corps report. Matching the coordinates, I pull up images of the island before it was bioformed and turn on the elevation data. “Yeah, that was a good idea. That swamp is twenty meters deep in places!”

His face blanches. “I can’t believe they let us cross that death trap alone! In fact, I’m shocked they haven’t closed the whole island if their force screens aren’t working. Someone could be killed.”


CHAPTER FOUR




The next morning, we wake early. Sunlight pours in through the huge windows, casting a brilliant glow over the room. O’Neill sits up and hands me a cup of tea, delivered by the suite’s private Kich’n bot.

“How’d it know we were awake?” I sip my tea, then reach for the sweetener on the plate beside a perfect croissant.

“I called it. I’ve been awake for a while. Can’t sleep in on a Monday, even on vacation.” He sips his coffee, nodding at the gorgeous view. “We could go out on the terrace. The weather is perfect⁠—”

“Nope, not happening.” I clutch my croissant. “I’m not risking this delicious pastry. It’s almost as good as Dav makes.” Dav is my mother’s pastry chef, and he is amazing. “Wait. Last night you were talking about how they should close the resort. Now you think we should risk the glitchy force shield?”

He shows me a text conversation on his holo. “Verdana has reassured me. The glitches are only in the overhead, and only at the beach and meadow.”

I narrow my eyes. “If it’s only the overhead, how did my suitcase strap dig that trench through the swamp yesterday?”

“They have a two-centimeter tolerance on the path through the meadow.” He opens the video again, zooms in, and applies a measurement app. The gouge through the swampy grass is only a centimeter wide and right along the edge of the path.

I start to cross my arms but decide to take another bite of the croissant instead. Ooh, chocolate!

O’Neill sips his coffee. “I’m not saying we’re completely safe from avian divebombers, and I’m not going to take any unnecessary risks, but eating on the terrace should be completely uneventful.” He puts the mug on the bedside table and gives me a sultry smile. “Or we could stay right here.”

[image: ]


After breakfast, I put on the new pink cross-trainers that arrived while we slept, and we head down to the lobby. O’Neill wants to take another look at the walkway out front—and determine if there really is a two-centimeter tolerance on the force shield. I leave him negotiating with a porter to borrow an umbrella shield and wander across the wide room to the windows on the far side. These look out over the closest pool, where a scattering of happy people splash in the clear, blue water. A pool-side bar offers frosty glasses filled with multi-colored beverages and topped by tiny umbrellas.

Amazing how beverage technology has not changed much since humanity left Earth. And how early vacationers start drinking.

I intercept a passing employee. “I thought this was a family-friendly resort?”

“Oh, yes, sera, it is.”

“Then where are the children?” I wave at the bathers.

The woman looks around, then leans closer, as if she’s afraid someone will overhear. “Children are welcome, but guests don’t like to see them. Or interact with them. We have an exceptional childcare program. We take them to the ranch on the far side of the island.”

“What if a family wants to spend their vacation together?”

Her eyes widen, as if no one has ever asked this question before. Then she blinks. “I think there are cabins at the ranch for those people.”

“Olana!”

We both spin to find Verdana glowering at us from across the room. Olana bobs a nervous bow at me. “Excuse me!” She darts away.

Does Verdana have augmented hearing or listening devices planted around the lobby? Or maybe the individual employees are monitored. The cruise ship I worked on a few years ago had body cams for all of their employees. Maybe this resort does too. I make a mental note to keep private conversations on our internal audio connection.

Speaking of which… I initiate a call to O’Neill. “How’s it going?”

The raucous screams of the seabirds pierce my brain. “Gah!” I flick my holo-ring to add a noise suppression routine. “How did the birds get on your audio channel?”

“Sorry. I had the external pickups open. Is that better?”

I flick the suppresser off. Nothing. “Yeah. How’s the measurement going?”

“I didn’t bother. I poked my finger where the field should have been, and it wasn’t. Their force shields are completely bonkers out here. On in some places, off in others, fluctuating randomly. This place is a total disaster.”

I swing around as the front door opens, and O’Neill returns to the lobby, his face thunderous as he strides toward Verdana. “This resort is dangerous. You need to shut it down.”

Verdana laughs musically. “Ser O’Neill, what are you talking about? Lacerta is perfectly safe!” She looks around the room and spots me. “Why don’t you and Sera Morgan join me in my office so we can discuss your… concerns.” She purses her lips, as if O’Neill’s accusations are trivial. “Please. Come with me.” Her eyes flick past me. I turn to see a pair of resort employees approaching. Their pleasant smiles do not disguise their massive muscles and purposeful stride. These are security.

O’Neill looms over her. “Someone could fall into that swamp out there! Do you realize the grass covers a twenty-meter-deep sinkhole?”

Verdana shushes my husband, “Ser, please. Everyone is perfectly safe.” She takes his arm and steers him toward a door beyond the fireplace. The two smiling security guards herd me after them into a smaller room. Two plush couches sit at right angles along two sides, and a row of chairs lines the third wall. The fourth wall is a video screen that offers a three-dimensional view of the pool area. After a few seconds, it switches to a view of the water park, then to one of a carriage being pulled by a large, scaled animal that bears a mind-numbing resemblance to a T-rex wearing a neck ruff.

I point at the vid. “What is that thing?”

Verdana glances at the vid screen as it flicks to a different scene. “That’s a salsa lesson.”

The guard on my left coughs. “She meant the drahgin ride.”

Verdana frowns at the man. “Return to your posts. I’ll call if I need you.”

The guy gives me a shrug, and he and his partner retreat to the lobby.

“There!” I point at the screen that has rotated back to the giant reptile. “Is that a dinosaur?”

Verdana opens an inner door, not bothering to look at the vid. “That’s a drahgin. They’re indigenous to Luna Major. And very easy to domesticate. During the colonization age, the farmers on the western continent used them when their tractors broke down and spare parts were too expensive. Now they’re used for this sort of thing. And professional riders, of course.”

“Pro riders? Is there some kind of competition?” O’Neill ushers me into the next room. This one has a large desk at one end and comfortable seating at the other near an unlit fireplace. Another wide window overlooks a different swimming pool.

“Jumping competition. Similar to equestrian show jumping.” Verdana gestures to the couch, then turns to a side cupboard. “Would you like a drink?”

“I’ll have water, please.” I sit at one end of the couch where I can watch the swimmers. A tall, thin man leaps from a high diving platform, arches upward, spins, then bellyflops into the pool. “Ouch.”

A little smirk crosses Verdana’s lips as she hands me a glass. “That’s the grav-assisted diving pool. We have a customized low-grav chute that allows beginners to flip, spin, and tuck like a real diver. But they still have to line up the entry.” She demonstrates with her hands, the fingers of one diving into the palm of the other. Then she does it again, this time slapping the top one down flat.

I wince again at the smack.

She shrugs. “We also have state-of-the-art med pods, so any bruising can be corrected quickly and easily.” The man drags himself from the pool and staggers across the deck to a small building with a door bearing a blue med star.

Verdana gives a second glass of water to O’Neill, then sits in the armchair across from us. “Now, Ser O’Neill, I want to assure you that our guests’ safety is our top priority.” She waves at the window. “From self-induced injuries to potential local dangers, we’ve taken every precaution available.”

“Except your force shields are glitching. Someone could fall into that swamp you call a meadow.” He flings an arm at the door.

“We aren’t allowing guests to use that area at this time.” She folds her hands in her lap.

I glare at her. “My husband was out there. No one stopped him.”

She licks her lips nervously. “That was an oversight. Fird and Estor are stationed at the front door to keep guests from departing that way. They must have stepped away momentarily. I will reinforce the gravity of the situation.”

I snort a little at her word choice. “Gravity is kind of the problem.”

O’Neill throws me a repressive look that is ruined by the quirk at the corner of his mouth. The smile disappears before he turns the glare on Verdana. “They were at the door. I told them I was checking on the field, and they let me through.”

“Well, if you were testing the security, of course they⁠—”

I fling up a hand. “Why would a guest be testing the—hey.” I turn back to O’Neill. “Tell me you aren’t working.”

He bites his lip and shrugs. “Only a little. When I woke early, I contacted a friend in the parent company, and she asked me to look around a little.”

“But did Bird and Lester⁠—”

“Fird and Estor,” Verdana snaps.

I ignore her. “Did they know you were ‘working’?”

He ducks his head. “I told them I was helping Keristan, my friend at Randolph Holdings.” He turns to Verdana. “The fact remains they let me go outside without any proof of my professional status. And don’t forget you allowed us to walk all the way from the landing pad yesterday without an escort.”

Verdana looks away. “That was an egregious error. That landing pad is supposed to be closed. I don’t know why your pilot landed there. We had a welcome team at the east pad to meet you. I have forwarded a sternly worded message to your transport and the pilot authority at Shatner Station.”

“Randolph didn’t know anything about your problems here.” O’Neill sets his glass on the table with a loud click. “Keristan searched their database, and no one has reported any issues.”

“You reported us to Randolph? You’ll ruin everything!”


CHAPTER FIVE




“We’re handling it in-house. In fact, your interference—” Verdana breaks off as if realizing speaking to a guest that way is probably not a wise move. She doesn’t seem to have the polish one would expect from the manager of a high-end resort. She jumps up. “I need to get this fixed or they’ll fire me.”

“What were you waiting for?” O’Neill stands too. “That glitch, as you call it, could cause a fatal accident if a guest is in the wrong place at the wrong time. That’s not something you should ignore.”

“We aren’t ignoring it!” Verdana stamps her foot. Her eyes glisten with tears. “I’m doing the best I can. But I’m not⁠—”

I rise and put a hand on her arms as she spins away. “You’re not what? This isn’t really your job, is it?”

She bites her lip, then shakes her head. With a sigh, she reaches into the collar of her high-necked blouse. Her face flickers, like a bad vid, then resolves into a much younger looking woman—late teens or early twenties, perhaps.

O’Neill starts. “You’re wearing a programmable visual disruption field. Where’d you get a PVD?” He extends a hand, palm up, demanding to see it.

The girl drops a small capsule into his hand. “A guest left it—some old, rich person. I didn’t recognize them, but Mother said they were Someone. I found this thing when I cleaned the room.” Her brows come down. “If I hadn’t been facing a mirror when I picked it up, I’d never have known what it did. Probably would have tossed it in the trash.”

“Why are you pretending to be the manager?”

“My mother was injured when the glitch first happened, and I’ve been trying to keep everything together so she doesn’t lose the resort—” She flings herself at me, tears running down her face.

I catch her and awkwardly wrap my arms around her while making faces at O’Neill.

He shrugs and pats the girl’s shoulder. “Why don’t you tell us what happened? Did your mother get medical attention?”

I ease the girl back toward her seat, keeping an arm around her. “Is Verdana your name?”

“No. I’m Breta. Verdana is my mother. She’s the owner of this resort. Or was before Randolph took over last year. They paid off our debts and included a long-term contract for Mom in the deal. She stayed on to manage the place. We couldn’t really afford to leave.”

“How did your mother get hurt?” I hand her O’Neill’s untouched glass of water.

Breta sips the water, then sits, placing the glass on a coaster. “She was out front when the shield failed. Near as we can figure, she slipped off the path. One of the porters found her clinging to the edge, but she couldn’t pull herself out of the swamp because the field had gone back on.”

O’Neill’s eyes narrow. “Near as you can figure? Didn’t she tell you what happened?”

The girl shakes her head violently. “She doesn’t remember.”

My gaze snaps to O’Neill’s. We met while investigating a crime involving a drug called Captio Praevus, which causes memory loss. Probably the wrong conclusion in this case—the woman’s trauma is a more likely cause. “What about surveillance vids?”

She sniffles. “They weren’t working either. I think the system is all tied together.”

O’Neill touches Breta’s shoulder. “I’d like to speak with her.”

Her eyes shift away. “You… can’t. She’s not here.”

I frown at the girl. “Where is she?”

“At a medical facility. On… Shatner Station.”

I consider her for a moment. Do we dance around her obvious prevarication? I’m not patient enough for that. “Why are you lying to us? We’re trying to help you.”

“Are you?” Her voice snaps a little. “Or are you going to report this whole thing to Randolph? It’s their fault we’re in this mess!”

O’Neill paces from the chairs to the desk. “If I wanted to report you, it would have been done already. This place would be swarming with local law enforcement, public safety, corporate risk analysis drones, insurance experts.”

I nod. “That’s true. When a corporate board thinks something is going to cost money, they’re all over it. Speaking of which, maybe I can have a look at the glitchy code? We don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

Breta throws a skeptical glare at me. “You want to look at code?”

“It’s kind of my specialty.”

“You’re a top-lev from Kaku. What do you know about software?”

I cross my arms and lean away from her. “I may be a top-lev, but I’m also a stellar programmer. I understand security systems better than you do, I’d wager. And whoever is currently doing the job clearly needs help.”

O’Neill leans on the back of an armchair. “Who is working security?”

“My brother.” The words seem to pop out before she can stop them. Breta clamps her lips together, as if trying to keep anything else from escaping.

I frown. “This is a high-end resort. Why are you and your brother running everything? And didn’t any of the staff notice when you took over for your mother? Look, why don’t you start from the beginning. How long have you lived here?”

O’Neill lifts a hand, then points at me. “First, let’s get you into the system. Then Breta can tell us the story of her life.” He turns to Breta. “I am a trained security agent. Believe it or not, Sera Morgan knows more about computer systems in general, and security system in particular, than most paid employees. She’s a genius.”

“That’s so sweet!” I jump from my seat to kiss my husband.

He puts out a hand to stop me. “You’re kind of undermining my position here.”

“What position is that?” I raise my brows and purse my lips. “Your position as the trophy husband of a top-lev?”

“Ouch.” He claps a hand to his chest, but his eyes twinkle.

“Would you two stop goofing off and help already?” Breta launches to her feet. “This is serious business! Guests are in danger!”

O’Neill swings around to face her. “Now guests are in danger? And you’re willing to let us help?”

“At this point, I’m not sure how it could hurt.” She pushes past him and clomps to the door. “Are you coming?”

O’Neill and I exchange a look and a shrug, then follow her into the outer room. The big screen flickers and goes blank, revealing another door marked “staff only.” It opens to reveal a float tube, which takes us up to the fourth floor.

“This side of the building overlooks the maintenance buildings and cargo transfer station, so it’s offices.” Breta steps into a small, sunny lobby. Work cubicles fill a wide room with big windows on one side. Breta responds to greetings with grunts and nods as we pass down the narrow aisle to a glass-walled room. “This is my mother’s office.”

The windows provide a view of a big, flat-topped building with air handlers and other equipment scattered across it. Beyond that, a glimpse of swimming pool sparkles. A cloud of dust wafts up from beyond a stand of jungle.

Breta crosses to the window and points across the jungle. The tops of more gracefully swooping roofs poke up from the green. “That’s where the drahgins live.” The wistful tone makes me think she’d rather be with the lizards than the humans. After a long look, she goes to the desk and starts a holo-screen. “My brother, Romy, is over there.” She points through the internal glass wall and across the room. Beyond the cubicles is another transparent wall and a young man working amid a bubble of holo screens.

I step behind the desk. “Can you log me into the system?”

She crosses her arms. “I thought you were some kind of tech genius. Can’t you just hack your way in?”

I look away to keep from rolling my eyes. “I could, but that takes time. It’s faster and cleaner if you let me in.”

“Fine.” Breta slaps her hand against the access plate on the desk, then types in a passcode and steps away with a flourish. “There you are, sera. Access to the system.”

I consider commenting on her snippy attitude, but I’ll fight that battle later. After creating my own login so my actions can be traced in an audit, I flip through the interface. It’s a standard hospitality system, and I find the security submodules exactly where I’d expect to find them. Across the cubicle farm, Breta’s brother looks up in alarm. Our eyes lock, then his gaze snaps to his sister. He bats aside a couple of screens and stomps out of the office.

“Your brother noticed my intrusion.” I tip my head at the teen stomping toward us. “That’s good. At least he’s paying attention. But he doesn’t look too happy to see us.”

The clear door slams open. I hold my breath, but it doesn’t crack. Plasglass is strong but not indestructible.

“What’s going on? Who are these people?” Romy grabs his sister’s arm and flings his other hand at me and O’Neill.

“Ty O’Neill.” My husband steps forward and puts out a fist to bump. “Security for Morgan Holdings. We offered to help.”

Romy gives O’Neill’s extended hand an angry glare, then focuses on Breta. “We don’t need their help.”

Breta responds, but I tune out their argument as I focus on the system. The code looks completely normal so far, so I need to dig into the individual modules. I swipe the reporting modules aside and push into the performance logs. The error should show there. Scrolling back to our arrival time, I find no anomalies noted. “The system doesn’t know it isn’t working properly. That’s a huge problem.”

The two teens break off and stare at me. “What are you talking about?”

Crooking my fingers, I beckon them closer. “See here? This is when we crossed the meadow out there. There’s no log of a shield failure.” I scroll forward. “And Ser O’Neill was out there—what, thirty minutes ago? He said it was fluctuating as he worked, but nothing shows here.”

O’Neill raises a brow at my formal address. I activate an internal call. “They’re children. We need to reinforce our authority.”

His lips twitch in a suppressed smile. “They’re only a few years younger than you were when we met.”

“I was twenty-four. These two are teens. Why aren’t they still in school?”

“They’re in their early twenties. You’re getting old, Triana.”

“Says the old man I’m married to.” He’s only three years older than me, but I don’t let him forget it. “And calling your wife old is a really bad idea, especially when she’s swimming in pregnancy hormones.”

The two kids stare belligerently at us, clearly waiting for a response to something. I wrinkle my nose. “Sorry, what did you say?”

Romy glowers, arms crossed, eyes narrowed, chin raised. “I said that’s not the real logs. If you were really a hot-shot programmer, you should have figured that out.”

I glare cooly, channeling my mother’s Ice Dame attitude, and push away from the desk. “I am trying to help you. If you don’t want my help, I’d be happy to hand this over to the Randolph internal affairs team and get on with my vacation. Somewhere else.”

Breta’s face blanches, and she grabs her brother’s arm. “Stop. She’s a top-lev. You know what Mom says about them.”

Romy rolls his eyes. “Trying to please a top-lev is how we got into this situation in the first place.”

I step through the holo-screens arrayed around the desk. “What do you mean by that?”

The siblings exchange an angry glare. They seem to communicate in some way—maybe through an audio call like O’Neill and I do. Then Romy throws up his hands. “Fine. Tell them. I need to get back to work.” He stomps away, slamming the plasglass door.

This time it shatters.


CHAPTER SIX




Breta calls a vacu-bot to clean up the shards of plasglass littering the doorway. While it whirs, I return to the system. O’Neill and Breta lean against the credenza under the windows, watching.

I pull up the logs I’d been looking through and follow a traceback to their creation module. As Romy said, it’s being generated by a cover loop, not the actual surveillance system. It doesn’t require much digging to find the actual records. “I’m not sure what Romy thinks he’s doing here. A forensics specialist is going to figure out these are fakes.”

“You didn’t.” Breta folds her arms.

I close my eyes and count to ten. “I am not the enemy. And I’m not a forensic accountant. I’m trying to help you fix the system, not look for proof of negligence. I would have found it, but I don’t have time to waste. Are there any other fakes I should know about?”

“I don’t know.” Breta pushes away from her perch. “That’s all Romy’s thing.” She glares through the empty door frame at her brother. He glares back, then flings up his arms and stalks out of the office toward the float tube.

I pull up the communications nodes. It might be helpful to infiltrate their private conversations. “Where’s he going?”

“Probably out to the drahgin arena.”

“What is it with you two and those things?” I push the comm nodes away. They use a standard communication protocol, which would require some of my stronger system-breaking tools to infiltrate. And those are both time consuming and illegal without video consent from all parties. I could do it, but I have more pressing things to work on.

O’Neill interrupts Breta’s rhapsodic description of the giant reptiles. “You were going to tell us what happened. How helping a top-lev got your resort into trouble.”

Breta heaves a sigh and flings herself onto the couch. “Lacerta was never a top-lev destination. It was mainly aimed at families.” She waves a hand at the windows and their view of the resort’s support buildings. “The drahgins are a big hit with kids. Then a few years back—right as I was graduating from Grissom Business college, a top-lev showed up. He’d heard about the drahgins and wanted to see them himself.” Her face hardens. “He wanted to set up a fighting scheme.”

O’Neill straightens. “Animal fights are illegal.”

She nods. “That’s what Mom told him. But he was insistent.” She looks away and shivers. “He wanted to have guests fight the drahgins, like gladiators.”

“Ew.” I push the holos aside so I can see her face better.

O’Neill joins her on the couch. “What happened when your mother said no?”

A little smile flickers over her face. “She was amazing. But he was not happy. Threatened to blackball the resort. We didn’t cater to his demographic, so I told Mom not to worry about it. He left, and everything returned to normal. For a long time. Then another top-lev showed up. Neran.” She blushes and looks away.

I raise my brows at O’Neill. I can’t think of a top-lev named Neran. A quick search through my personal database reveals nothing. Maybe her idea of a top-lev isn’t really a top-lev.

O’Neill touches her arm. “Did he want to do the fight thing too?”

She jerks a little and shakes her head. “No. He was… good. He’d heard about the resort from the guy trying to smear us. But instead of staying away, he came to check us out. Probably the drahgins. People always want to know about the drahgins.”

She puts a hand to her pink cheek, then yanks it away, darting a quick look at O’Neill who pretends not to notice. “He thought we could make something bigger of the place. He gave us suggestions on how to change our business model to appeal to the higher income levels.” She shakes her head again, sadly this time. “I was full of business ideas—it all sounded great to me. Mom and Romy weren’t so sure, but they trusted me. Over time, we implemented his suggestions and business grew. Then he invested in the company, and we built the resort towers. Installed the projections, so the resort still looks like the original buildings.”

She nods at the people in the cubicles outside the office. “He insisted we hire new staff. People to handle reservations, marketing, event planning. We used to do it all ourselves, but the guests and credits were pouring in. Not really top, top-levs, but upper-levs. But we expanded too fast, and we had to up our rates—even for our regular guests.” She looks up and blinks, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “We had families who’d been coming here for decades, and they couldn’t afford it anymore. Mom tried to convince Neran we should offer a grandfathered rate for them, but it would have had to be subsidized by other guests. Neran thought that would be a bad look if anyone found out. Then he brought in outside investors.”

“Randolph?” O’Neill asks.

She nods. “It seemed like such a great plan. More investment would allow us to offer our regulars a good deal. But it didn’t work out that way. Neran got Mom to sign away her controlling interest in the company in exchange for the new investments.” This time, the tears roll down her face and she brushes them away angrily. “That bastard top-lev got what he wanted—he ruined us.”

“You think this Neran was working for the dino-fight guy?” I flick the system interface and pull up financial information. The meticulously kept records show every transaction. Large influxes of money, notes about stock exchanges, details of capital improvements, and debts paid off. If I’m reading this correctly, the resort was deep in debt before the mysterious top-lev showed up. I flip through the reservation files. “What was the top-lev’s name?”

“I’m not sure. He was using an alias. I’ve heard that’s kind of normal for you people?”

O’Neill carefully doesn’t look at me, but his shoulders twitch as if he’s laughing. I shoot a death glare at him—ineffective since he’s not looking—then suck in a breath. “Sometimes top-levs will travel under a false name—especially if they’re traveling without security. But most of them follow a theme. Favorite actors or sports stars or characters from a particular novel. What did he call himself?”

“Robert Moore.”

My lungs crystalize. Moore is my pseudonym. I’ve never heard of another top-lev using that name, but I know who it is all the same. “Was he wearing a PVD?”

Breta frown in confusion, then brightens. “You mean a disguise capsule like I had?” She shoots a narrow-eyed glare at O’Neill. “I want that back, by the way.”

O’Neill gives her a flat stare in return.

“Whatever.” She shakes it off and turns to me. “No, I don’t think so. People here recognized him, even with the fake name.”

I log into the net and pull up an old image. “Is this him?”

O’Neill glances at the holo as I slide it past him, and his mouth drops open. His jaw snaps shut with an audible click and his gaze darts to me.

“Yes, that’s him. He’s very good looking, isn’t he?” Breta sticks out her tongue and makes a gagging face. “How could someone so evil look so good?”

I sigh and punt the image to the trash. “I’ve wondered that for a very long time.”

O’Neill finally snaps out of his shocked paralysis. “It can’t be Bobby. He’s dead.”

Breta’s gaze snaps to O’Neill’s. “Really? Are you sure?”

“We saw him blow up.” I start pawing through the data again.

“More importantly, we have DNA confirmation. They found enough of his remains to make it one hundred percent certain.”

“That doesn’t mean he isn’t still pulling our strings from beyond the grave,” I mutter darkly. “This was five or six years ago, right? Right about the time he started his little spree on SK2.”

O’Neill snaps his fingers. “I remember talk of a resort investment. Don Said had someone look into it, but it came to nothing.”

“That doesn’t tell us who this Neran person is.” I start sifting through public sources for more images of Bobby Putin. “Tell me if you recognize any of the people with him.” I fling files across the room at the girl, so hard and fast she ducks.

“It’s probably easier to find his system entry records. Shatner Station should have pics and vid.” O’Neill bats a few of the flying files away and flicks his holo-ring. “I have a contact up there.”

“We can check with Randolph, too, and see who initiated the contact with the resort.” I pull up their web presence and start combing through it for contact information.

Romy appears at the door, peering through the empty panel. He seems to have worked through his anger—his face has lost the tightness around the eyes and mouth. He takes a deep breath and lets it out. “I know—at least I think you guys are trying to help, but what difference does it make who Neran is? You know who he was fronting, so go after the big fish.”

O’Neill frowns at Breta. “How’d he hear that? Are you guys talking via the web?” He taps his temple then flicks his finger at Romy.

The girl smirks. “We’re twins. We have a secret, psychic bond.”

“Right. I have brothers who are twins. The psychic bond isn’t that specific.” O’Neill stares her down.

“It’s probably a listening device.” I initiate a scan and pinpoint three of them almost immediately. Tracing the feed to Romy’s lair takes a few seconds longer. “I should have scanned when we first got here.”

Breta jumps to her feet and stalks up to her brother, poking his chest with her index finger. “You’ve been listening in on my private conversations?”

He grabs her hand and pushes it away. “Business conversations. And I can’t believe you thought I just knew all that stuff.”

“I thought you were doing your research, not eavesdropping.” She pokes him again.

“It’s a family business. That means anything you’re doing—and decisions you’re making—affect me too.” He leans through the door frame, trying to intimidate.

“Were you listening in on Mom too?”

“No, of course not. She would have tossed me out of the family.” He slams the broken door open. It smashes into the plasglass wall and everyone winces. After a second, Romy stalks in.

“Ugh!” Breta spins away and storms across the room. “Can’t you trust me?”

“You’re the one who got us into this mess!” Romy flings his arms out. “You’re the one who said we should trust Neran. Stupid, besotted girl!”

“How dare you—” She lunges at him, shoving him with both hands.

Romy, taken by surprise, flies backward, slamming into the transparent wall. We all stare in horror, waiting for it to shatter, but the plasglass holds.

Before either sibling can attack again, O’Neill steps between them. “Enough. It doesn’t matter how it started. What matters is ending it. And more urgently, finding out exactly what they did to your system so we can ensure the safety of your guests.” He glares at each of them in turn.

The two hang their heads like children. Which, considering their behavior, is appropriate. They’re only a few years younger than me—why does it feel like decades? Is this what becoming a parent does?

I blow out a sigh, and everyone turns to look at me, as if I’m the boss. I point at Romy. “Why don’t you come here and help me with the system. Breta, take O’Neill to talk to your mother.”

The siblings exchange a look but won’t meet my gaze.

O’Neill props his fists on his hips. “Where is your mother?”

“She’s on Shatner,” they say together, but they don’t sound very convincing.

“Right. So’s mine.” O’Neill cocks his head at the girl. “Where is she really? And why won’t you take me to see her?”

The two young people stare at each other for a few seconds. I can’t see Romy’s face, but Breta’s goes from mulish to uncertain to resigned. Romy clutches his hair dramatically. “Fine.”

Breta sighs. “It would probably be better if Sera Morgan came with me instead. Mom doesn’t do well with men.”

O’Neill shakes his head. “We’ll both come. I’m not letting Sera Morgan go to an unspecified location alone with you.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




Leaving Romy behind to recheck the force shields in the rest of the resort, Breta leads O’Neill and me to the float tube. We descend to the ground floor and exit through a long, bland corridor that bears little resemblance to the opulent guest areas of the resort. At the end, big double doors open to a half-empty parking lot.

We step into the shaded end of the lot. Damp heat surrounds us and sweat breaks out on my face, chest, and arms. Sunshine illuminates one corner, glinting on damp plascrete. Blank walls surround the space, reflecting the heat at us, with a narrow exit between two of the buildings.

Breta stops beside an open vehicle with three bench seats and a flat roof. Colorful bobbles hang from the edge, swinging as she slides onto the front seat. “Grab a seat.”

O’Neill ducks under the fringe and slides onto the middle seat. I sit next to Breta. “Where are we going?”

“The dinosaurs?” O’Neill hazards.

“They’re drahgins, not dinosaurs.” Breta places her hand on the access plate set in the front dash. The vehicle hums and the screen lights.

I twist around to look over the seat back at him. “Why would she be there?”

He shrugs. “They seem to have a weird affinity for them.”

Breta bristles. “It’s not weird. They’re part of the family.” She taps in a destination. The cart lifts a few centimeters from the ground and eases toward the exit, sliding into the narrow canyon between the buildings on a silent cushion of air. “But we’re not going there. We’re going home.”

At the end, we emerge into a different world. To our right, sunlight sparkles on a wide river where guests float on inflated devices of every shape and color. Most of them hold colorful drinks from the bar beside the building behind us. Water shoots in arcs overhead, creating a mist that does nothing to cool us in the muggy heat. A gentle breeze blows but provides no relief. The guests, dressed—or rather mostly undressed—in flashy bathing costumes, don’t seem to mind the oppressive temperature. Across the way, a group of younger men fire water guns at each other, laughing and trash talking. Music with a driving beat thunders in the distance.

On the left, the jungle presses close, the gusting breeze pushing thick fronds and vines against the force shield in a brief shower of blue and purple sparks. Animals call softly. A flock of the murderous doo doo birds circle overhead, as if biding their time.

A faint sizzle of static washes over my skin as we slide between two glowing blue pylons. The birds shriek, as if they know we’re unprotected now, and the one at the point of their wedge-shaped flock dives toward us. Breta activates a force umbrella over the cart. The birds deliver a half-hearted attack which burns away, and they return to their high-altitude surveillance.

I squint through the faint pink haze of our shield. “Does that happen every time you leave the resort?”

Breta throws a quick glance upward. “Yup. It’s like they know it’s not going to do any damage, but they can’t help making the attempt.”

O’Neill scoffs from the middle seat. “They know. When we were crossing the meadow, they didn’t break off after one run. They know.” He repeats the last phrase in a dire tone.

We follow a path through the jungle. The sunlight can’t penetrate the thick foliage above us, but the heat is no less oppressive. We don’t speak as we wind along the track, which swerves around the boles of larger trees. The heavy fronds overhead wave gently, showering us with sparks when one brushes against our force shield.

“Are destructive shields the norm for hotels these days?” I ask.

Breta frowns, then follows my pointing finger. The cleared space above the path is so perfectly arched it appears to have been cut through the jungle with a hot knife. “We use them here because the plants grow so fast. The force umbrella trims the foliage every time we drive through here.”

“What about guests—you aren’t worried about accidents?” O’Neill’s tone indicates he’s not surprised by this lack of care.

“Of course we’re concerned with guest safety.” Breta raises a hand before O’Neill can interrupt her. “Your experience notwithstanding, we are very careful. The force shields are designed to detect and protect life.”

“What keeps the birds from sailing right through them, then? They’re alive too.”

Breta frowns and shrugs. “Something in the system can tell the difference. I think it’s based on mass. Those birds are pretty small, even if their stink is not.”

I chuckle in appreciation of her joke. My shoe has not been returned, so the stink must be persistent as well as powerful. “Is that why you keep the children away from the adults? They’re small enough to trigger the force shield.”

“What? No.” Breta snickers. “The birds are small.” She puts her hands together as if she’s holding a grapefruit.

“What about other wildlife?” O’Neill rests his forearms on the back of our seat, leaning between us. “Those lizards are way bigger than a child.”

“Drahgins. I think it’s a velocity thing too. If the animal is moving fast—like a divebombing doo doo bird, the field is denser. They’d bounce right off. If it’s moving slower and not alive—like a tree branch or bird guano, it burns⁠—”

“Tree branches are alive.” I try to hide my smile—listening to amateurs explain tech they don’t understand is always hilarious.

“Whatever!” Breta stomps her foot, making the little cart bounce in response. “I just know it works.”

“Except when it doesn’t.” The humor has disappeared from O’Neill’s tone.

“Right. But the umbrella shields haven’t had any problems.”

“Yet.”

She glares at O’Neill. “Yet.”

We slide out of the green tunnel onto a stretch of white sand. More birds glide overhead. They feint in our direction, then veer off without attacking. You can almost feel them shrug. Sunlight gleams on the crashing waves and burns onto my hand resting in a patch of sunlight. I pull my arm back into the shade. “How is it even hotter here? It didn’t get any cooler when we went into the shade?”

Breta smiles. “The wonders of Lacerta.”

“You like it?”

“Most people who come to a tropical resort like warm weather.” She frowns at me as if I’m crazy.

“I enjoy warm weather. Kaku is lovely—at least along the coast. Even in the interior, it’s a dry heat. But this is—” I pull my shirt away from my chest and pulse it a little. If there was any cool air, it would help, but there’s no relief.

Breta rolls her shoulders. “I like it.”

“Were you born here?” O’Neill leans toward me and blows along my neck.

I shiver a little, but it’s a pleasant shiver. And still no cooler.

The girl nods. “Yes. Romy and I have lived here all our lives. Except college. He went to a local school on the mainland. I went to Grissom.”

The cart turns inland again, and we drive into another tunnel of foliage. Our path angles up, and we burst out of the jungle as we sail up a steep hillside. Then we plunge into another tunnel—this one of rock.

It’s cooler here—enough to raise goosebumps on my arms. Lights illuminate the rock wall as we slide past, moving at a decent clip. It reminds me of the HyperLoop on Kaku, but not nearly as fast. After a few minutes, the cart slows, and we turn into a larger cavern and stop beside another cart.

“We’re here.” Breta scoots off the wide seat and makes for a hatch set in the cavern wall. “Come on.”

I rub my arms as we follow her across the smooth floor. “Was this natural or cut out?”

“The lava tube is natural, but they smoothed it and widened it in places.” She points back the way we came. “Housing was carved by plasma torch.” She places her hand on an access panel, then pulls the hatch wide. She points at O’Neill. “When we get to the bedroom, you stay by the door, okay?”

Beyond the hatch, the room looks like any normal dwelling. The interior is finished in a clean, modern style, furnished with bright rugs and comfortable-looking couches, tables, and chairs. A large window provides a gorgeous view of a strip of jungle and the white beach beyond.

We follow Breta across the room. Through a door, I catch a glimpse of an old-fashioned kitchen. We turn down a hall past a small bathroom on the interior side and two closed doors on the outer. Then we reach an open door at the end.

A big bed takes up much of the room, with a plethora of pillows and cozy blankets. Open cupboards hold clothing and decorative items. A woman sits in a chair by the large window. She looks up when we enter, then bounces to her feet with a joyful smile. “Breta!”

“Verdana. I brought some new friends.” Breta gives O’Neill a stern glare, then crosses the room to hug the woman. I stay beside O’Neill, watching the reunion.

The older woman—who looks exactly like the “Verdana” we met originally—squeezes her daughter, then releases her. “I can’t believe you came home during the day. Usually you have to work.”

Breta gives a stiff nod. “These people wanted to meet you. This is Sera Mor⁠—”

“Call me Triana.” I step forward to bump fists with the woman, but she grabs me in a quick hug.

“So nice to meet you, Triana!” She releases me and gives O’Neill a wary glance. “Are you visiting Breta?”

I frown at the girl, unsure. “We’re guests at the resort.”

Verdana smiles. “The camp is so much fun, isn’t it? Did you ride the drahgins yet?”

“Uh, no, we only arrived yesterday.”

“You know how busy the first day can be, Verdana. I’ll take them to the drahgin arena after we’re done here.” Breta glances uncertainly at me. “These folks want to know what you remember about meeting Robert Moore.”

Verdana frowns in concentration for a brief moment, then shrugs. “I don’t think I know anyone by that name.”

“It was a couple of years ago. He wanted to buy the camp.”

Why does Breta sound so uncertain? Maybe she doesn’t remember the meeting—she would have been only eighteen or nineteen.

The older woman shakes her head again. “No, but if he was trying to buy the camp, he would have talked to Daddy, not me.” She gives her daughter a playful push. “I’m not in charge. Besides, I only came home to Moghbeli three years ago. It was probably while I was gone. You should ask one of the old-timers.”

O’Neill and I exchange a confused look, and his audio pings me. “I dunno,” I say before he can ask. “She mentioned ‘Daddy.’ Maybe we should ask about him.”

Still standing by the door, my husband clears his throat. “Is your father here? I’d like to speak with him.”

Verdana gives O’Neill a quick glance, but her gaze darts away almost instantly. “He’s not here right now. He went to…” She looks at Breta. “Where did you say he went?”

“He had to meet with one of our agricultural partners on Big Island.” Breta pats her mother’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll schedule a meeting with him when he returns.”

“Perfect.” Verdana’s eyes dart at O’Neill again, then she drops into her rocking chair by the window. “I’m going to work on this hammock some more.” She lifts a bundle of rope into her lap, her fingers rapidly sorting through the woven strands until she finds a frayed end. Then she picks up a strand from a spool of similar material and starts knotting things together.

At least I think that’s what she’s doing. Textile crafts are not my forte.

Breta puts out her arms and sweeps us out the door. “I’ll check in with you later, Verdana. Have a nice afternoon.”

“See you later, Breta!” She doesn’t lift her head from her work.

I give her one last frown, then follow Breta and O’Neill to the living room.

“What is⁠—”

Breta cuts O’Neill off. “Not here. Wait until we get to the cart.” She goes to the kitchen and pulls a few items from storage, assembling a meal on a tray. She leaves that on the counter, then goes back down the hall to speak with her mother. “Lunch is in the kitchen.”

Verdana’s response isn’t audible. Breta wishes her a good afternoon again, then walks past us to the garage door. “Come on.”

O’Neill waits until we’re trundling down the stone tunnel to speak again. “She doesn’t remember anything.”

Breta wipes a tear away. “No. After the… incident, she was in a med pod for a day. When she woke up, she thought it was thirty years ago. And every morning, she kind of resets, like a stupid time loop, but in her own head. Every morning I have to remind her who I am. After a while, it became easier to pretend I’m a friend of the family instead of trying to explain that she’s my mother. How do you convince someone they’ve lost thirty years?” She looks away, swiping at her cheeks.

“And you’ve had to take over her duties at the resort as well. Does your staff know you’re not her?” I slide across the bench seat and touch her shoulder.

She shakes her head, her face still averted. “Romy knows, obviously. We were afraid to tell the staff—most of them are new people brought in by Randolph. They know we work here too, of course. And we’ve been pretending she’s working from home. But their contract is with Mom, not me or Romy, so we have to pretend she’s still completely in control. That’s why Romy reprogrammed the PV—PD—what was it?”

“Programmable Visual Disruptor. PVD. He did a good job of installing your mother’s likeness. It’s very realistic.”

She sniffs. “Really? You aren’t just saying that?”

I lift both hands. “None of your staff have said anything, right? You’re clearly pulling it off. But you can’t go on⁠—”

“I’m not giving Randolph a reason to kick us out!” She swings around in her seat to face me, her hands balled in fists. “I won’t let them take our family’s livelihood.”

O’Neill puts a hand on her shoulder, and she jumps as if she’d forgotten his presence. “Let me look at your contract with them—I don’t see why Verdana’s infirmity would make any difference to the legal status of your deal. Unless they had an extremely unlikely clause in that contract, you should be fine.”

She looks mutinous, then relents. “Fine. But Mom said we have to prove our viability to them, and any unexpected problems would reflect badly on us. This is pretty unexpected.”

“But it isn’t your fault.” I pat her leg. “Don’t worry—we won’t tell anyone anything until O’Neill reviews the contracts. In fact—” I turn in my seat to face him. “Send them to Hy-Mi. He can have legal take a look.”

“Who’s Hy-Mi? And legal? I don’t want strangers⁠—”

I cut her off. “Hy-Mi is one hundred percent safe. And legal works for Mother’s company, so they can’t say a word to anyone.”

“But you’ll check with me and Romy before you tell Randolph.” Her nostrils flare as she breathes heavily.

“Yes, of course. We have no allegiance to Randolph. And I’m certainly not going to play into Bobby Putin’s plans. I will do everything I can to help you take him down.”

O’Neill’s hand moves to my shoulder, and he gives it a firm squeeze. “Triana, he’s already been taken down. Remember? You did it. With an exploding cake.”

I snort a laugh.

“Exploding cake?” A watery smile spreads across Breta’s face. “I need details.”


CHAPTER EIGHT




As the cart returns us to the resort, I tell Breta about our final confrontation with Bobby Putin at the O’Neill family home during his sister’s wedding. With my husband’s help, I embellish the tale with enough ridiculous details to get Breta laughing. As the cart stops in the staff lot, she slides off the seat, clutching her stomach. “I can’t breathe!”

O’Neill winks at me and jerks his head toward the blank entry door. “Shall we check in with Romy before we get lunch?”

I grip my suddenly rumbling belly. “I don’t know if I’ll make it that long. I feel like I haven’t eaten in days!”

“You stole a cookie from my mom’s lunch tray. I saw you.” Breta unlocks the big metal door with her handprint. “You can’t be that hungry.”

I rub my stomach. “I’m eating for four, so yes, I can be.”

“Four?!” She drops the door, and it slams closed with us still on the outside.

“Yeah, four. And the hormones are making it hard for my body temperature to regulate, so can we please go inside?”

“That’s your excuse? The hormones?” O’Neill whispers as the girl unlocks the door again.

I draw myself up. “It’s not an excuse if it’s true.”

He lifts both hands to ward off my anger. “I would never suggest it wasn’t true. But you’re always hungry regardless of hormones.”

“Exactly. Imagine how much worse it must be with three passengers on board.”

“They’re currently the size of a pea. I don’t think they eat enough to make a difference.” He holds the door to let us precede him into the building. When I shoot a glare at him, he wisely closes his mouth.

When we reach the fourth floor, the cubicles are deserted. Inside his plasglass workroom, Romy sits within a bubble of holo-screens, rotating his chair back and forth while tossing ChezPops into the air and failing to catch them in his mouth. The carpet around him is littered with forlorn pops and crushed orange powder. Breta opens the door, and he starts guiltily, swiping a screen away.

“I see you’re working hard.” Breta drops into the dilapidated armchair stuck in a corner.

“It might look like I’m doing nothing, but a lot is going on up here.” He taps his forehead, leaving an orange smear across his temple.

“Sure. Let Sera Morgan look at what you’re doing.”

“Please, call me Triana.” I wave off the boy’s raised brow and take a few steps into the room. “Long story. Show me what you’ve got going here.”

Romy brushes the remaining ChezPops from his shirt and sits up to flick a file open. “The glitches in the force shield are extremely regular.” His fingers flip through files almost too fast for me to follow, and a graph appears. “It doesn’t look that way on the surface, but when you adjust for a few variables…” The data swirls and reforms into a scatter graph. The datapoints are so regular they look like a checkerboard.

Breta scoots forward in her chair. “Does that prove it’s someone doing it?”

“Yeah—” Romy swings to look at her.

“No,” O’Neill and I say together.

“What?” The siblings glare at us.

I lift a hand. “Something that regular is certainly triggered by a computer. It could have been initiated by a human, like a malicious program. We’ll have to track back to find out. But it could have been set off by an unintentional error.” I turn to O’Neill. “You wanna send those legal docs off to Hy-Mi then feed your starving family? I’m going to stay here to help Romy.”

The boy’s eyes narrow. “I don’t need your help.”

Breta jumps up and grabs her brother’s arm. “Romy, let her help. You’ve been working on it for—” She breaks off, giving us another uneasy glance.

“How long?” O’Neill’s head cocks. “Look, we know there’s a problem, and we need to fix it. It doesn’t matter how long you’ve been trying to work it out on your own, but pinpointing the start date should help.”

“Four months.” Romy crosses his arms and gives O’Neill a belligerent stare.

I blink. That’s a long time to maintain the Verdana impersonation. Although if most of the staff are newer, that probably helps. “That’s a long time.”

He opens his mouth, but Breta cuts him off with a wave. “It is a long time. And he’s kept everything running.”

O’Neill raises a brow. “Everything except the force shields out front.”

“And the virtual self-registration system.” Breta stares at the ceiling, thinking. “And the automated resupply system. And⁠—”

“Hey, you’re making it sound like everything is falling apart!” Romy lurches forward in his chair, and the bubble of holo-screens jitters around him. “We’ve still got paying guests, and they’re happy, so I think we’re doing pretty good.”

“No one is criticizing.” I touch his arm. “But we need to catalogue all of the problems, so we know what needs to be fixed. And we need to track your hacker to the source so we can eliminate the problem and potentially take legal action.”

The two youngsters exchange a surprised look. “We can do that?” Breta asks.

“They’re attempting to destroy your business. If we can track down the culprits, you can file for damages.” I glance at O’Neill.

He nods. “Not just monetary damages. They’re responsible for your mother’s medical condition. Local law enforcement will likely file criminal charges. In fact, we need to get them in on this as soon as possible.” He raises a hand to forestall the twins’ arguments. “We’ll check the contracts first. But the sooner we can get them involved the better.”

“Unless they’re already involved.” Breta’s jaw tightens.

“What do you mean?” O’Neill cocks his head.

“Nothing.” The girl looks away.

“Breta thinks Constable Waldroon is working with whoever is doing this.” Romy frowns at his sister.

“Why?”

“Why does she think that? Or why is Waldroon working with them?” Romy flicks his scatter chart, making it bounce in place.

“Either. Both.” O’Neill flicks his own holo-ring and pulls up the local net.

“There’s a long history between the Waldroons and the Periltas.” Romy waves his hand in a swirling motion that sets the whole bubble of holo-files shivering around his head. “Waldroon’s brother dated our mother way back—when we were little. He was a jerk, and she broke it off.”

“Great.” O’Neill starts ticking things off on his fingers. “So, we have a pissed off top-lev, a spurned lover and his local law enforcement sibling, a potentially limiting legal contract with the aforementioned top-lev’s company, a hacker damaging your safety and logistics… Anything else?”

Breta throws up her hands. “Isn’t that enough?”

My stomach growls, loudly. They all turn and stare at me. I clutch my belly and lift my chin. “I told you I was hungry. I was promised lunch hours ago and have yet to see any food.”

A tiny grin plays at the corner of my husband’s lips, and he gives me a mock contrite look. “I have failed in my duties. I’ll run down to the restaurant and get something.”

Romy flicks a file at me. “You can order from the kitchen.”

Breta jumps up and smacks her brother’s shoulder. “They’re guests, not employees.” She swings around to face me. “I am so sorry we’ve interrupted your vacation. Now that you’ve given us some ideas on how to proceed, we can⁠—”

“Don’t be silly. You still need our help.” I reach out and grab the virtual menu file. “Tracing a hacker sounds like way more fun than sitting out there in the ninety percent humidity and not riding the water slide.” Although Verdana—or rather, Breta disguised as Verdana—offered to check the safety protocols for the waterslide, I have a sneaking suspicion O’Neill’s safety protocols will be far more restrictive.

I flick a few items on the menu, then shove it to O’Neill for him to add his own selections. “If you want fries, order your own. The four of us are going to eat all of mine.” I pat my stomach, then glance at Breta. “While we wait for the food, I’m going to start a few search loops on your system. He is going to look at your contract.”

Breta snags the menu file and waves her hand through the charge icon. The margins flash green, then the file folds into itself and disappears with a faint pop. The girl jerks her head at the door. “Let’s go to my office so we don’t disrupt the geniuses.”

Romy pulls a ChezPop from his shirt and throws it at his sister as she exits, O’Neill in her wake. I watch them cross the empty cubicle farm, then turn back to Romy and crook my fingers at him. “Where’s the bag? I need something to tide me over.”


CHAPTER NINE




By the time the wait-bot arrives, we’ve dug deep into the system and loosed a series of track-back spiders as well as polished off the ChezPops. Romy finishes installing the last of my loop triggers while I open the office door for the bot. Soft chatter filters in—apparently the cubicle workers returned while we were working. I pull food from the bot and put it on a side table, then send the little delivery system on its way with a gentle pat.

“Did you pet the robot?” Romy’s disbelieving look cuts me to the core.

I straighten my shoulders defiantly. “Yes, I did. Bots deserve love too.”

“They’re machines. They don’t recognize human emotions.”

“Don’t listen to him, little bot,” I whisper as the delivery device trundles away. My comment is mostly to tease Romy, but I can’t help but feel a little protective of service bots. They get so little appreciation.

O’Neill appears in the doorway and leans in to kiss my cheek. “Are you anthropomorphizing the robots again?”

I lift my chin. “Always.”

“That’s my girl.” He pats my hip and winks. My heart warms and my legs go a little watery. Even after three years of marriage, he’s still so shiny.

Breta trails into the room behind him, her face downcast. She picks up a dish and drops into the armchair, her noodles sloshing precariously close to the lip of the bowl. O’Neill frowns at her, then heads out to the cubicle farm, returning with two chairs. He slides them close to the side table and offers me one.

With a smile, I sit and reach for the giant burger. We’re quiet for a while as we eat. Breta pokes at her noodles with her chopsticks but doesn’t eat much. Romy rips open another bag of snacks and slurps from a huge, neon colored drink. O’Neill munches on a pile of disgustingly healthy-looking vegetables.

Once the demons in my stomach are distracted by the food, I lean back in my chair. “What did you figure out?”

O’Neill looks up, one of my fries halfway to his mouth. He freezes, then starts to return the food, but I roll my eyes and shake my head.

He wags the fry at me. “It looks like there is a clause in the contract that requires Verdana be in control of the resort. It’s linked to her employment contract but worded in a way that makes the requirement murky. I’ve sent both documents to Hy-Mi and asked him to take a look.”

I activate my audio link to take the discussion private. “You stripped the identifying information from the contract before you sent it, right? Mother was talking about moving the company into resort properties. If she catches a whiff of this, she’ll be all over it. We don’t need two top-levs messing things up.”

“Yes, of course. But since one of the top-levs in question is dead, we wouldn’t really have two, would we?”

“I’m sure Don Putin has inherited anything Bobby left behind. He’s worse than Mother about scenting weakness and exploiting it.”

“Randolph already has their claws firmly in Lacerta. I don’t think it can get any worse. But, yes, I asked Hy-Mi to keep it confidential. I was kind of surprised you suggested we send it to him—he works for the Ice Dame, you know.”

“Technically, I work for her too.” I shrug and glance at the siblings, but Breta is still focused on stabbing her ramen, while Romy chuckles at the vid he’s watching. “He’s not going to keep any secrets that would damage her or her interests, but nothing about this situation should have any impact on her. And I’m sure Hy-Mi can figure out who the contract includes if he wants to. But unless we hit him over the head with a deal he can’t ignore, he won’t mention anything to her. Same for me.” I grin, as if my allegiance to the Ice Dame isn’t questionable at the best of times.

My mother and I have a complicated relationship.

O’Neill clears his throat, and the siblings look up. “From what Breta and I uncovered, she and Romy actually took the smartest approach to this situation—hiding Verdana’s health problems.”

The two youngsters exchange a surprised look, and Breta smiles gratefully at O’Neill, her eyes shining. “You don’t know how much that means to us!”

If I weren’t one hundred percent sure of my husband’s loyalty, I’d be a bit worried by that worshipful look on Breta’s face.

O’Neill lifts a hand in denial and snags another of my fries with the other, as if I won’t notice. “I’m not saying you didn’t do some things wrong. Obviously, the first one wasn’t your fault. But signing that contract without legal counsel was a bad idea.”

“That’s what I told Mom!” Romy jerks up from his slouch and glares at his sister. “But she convinced Mom that Neran was trustworthy.” His eyes narrow and he shakes his head in disgust. “Women.”

I glare at the kid. He might be right about his mother and sister, but there’s no need to lump the rest of us in there. “And you were completely without blame.”

“What do you mean?” His shoulders hunch.

I flick my fingers at the files still arrayed around his head. “I’ll spare O’Neill and your sister the tech details, but if you were really suspicious of Neran, you should have checked his credentials in the system. I would have tracked his actions.” I turn to O’Neill. “He slid a bunch of back doors into the system. They’re easy to spot because they’re off-the-shelf hacks.”

Romy flushes. “How was I supposed to know? I’m not an expert hacker like you.”

Breta grimaces. “That’s not what you told me!”

He shrugs and looks away, mumbling under his breath.

I snap my fingers, drawing their attention. “The point is, mistakes were made all around. Let’s stop blaming each other and focus on repairing them. I’ve got the spiders tracing every change linked to Neran. I’ve already found two other aliases he created. Probably to provide real hackers access to the system. Those intrusions will be harder to track.” I turn to O’Neill. “We’ve locked down everything we can and isolated the impacted systems. I’ve asked a friend of mine to look at the glitch pattern and help me find the trigger, so we can get the meadow and beach systems back on online.”

“A friend? Who would that be?” O’Neill asks.

“Someone Arun introduced me to.” I answer Breta’s question before she can ask it. “My cousin.”

My audio implant connects. “So, instead of two top-levs, we’ll have three instead?”

I ignore the humor running through his comment. “Arun’s not your usual top-lev. You know that. And I sent a scrubbed file to his friend for a tech assessment, not anything else.”

He dips his chin at me in acknowledgment.

“Where do we go from here?” Breta asks.

I spread my hands. “We let the loops chug and hopefully find our culprits. You two keep the resort running. You’ve got humans handling the stalled reservation system.” I nod through the plasglass at the people in the cubicles.

Breta snorts a little. “Yeah, that’s one of the things that makes no sense. Randolph insisted we set up this office and hire two people to handle special clients personally, so it was easy to ramp up when the automated system went out. We hired a couple local friends. Why would they give us the tools to survive their sabotage?”

O’Neill chews and swallows—another of my fries! “I doubt Randolph, the corporation, is trying to sabotage you. I think this Neran person is using Randolph and their resources, but the company itself is trying to make money off this deal. They want you to succeed, so they’re working at cross purposes with Neran.” He turns his hands inward and bounces his fists against each other. “And even if he controls the company, he doesn’t want them actively destroying a new acquisition. There must be other investors or board members he’s trying to hide his activities from.”

He casually takes another fry and points it at the cubicle farm. “Are they also handling logistics? Which systems were impacted?” The crispy potato stick disappears into his mouth.

I move my basket of fries to the other side of the table, out of easy reach. He grins, unrepentant.

“Before Neran showed up, we did everything by hand.” Romy stands and stretches as he speaks. “As the operation grew, he brought in all these automated systems. Then they started failing, and we had to go back to doing it personally.” He snorts, then bends over to touch his toes. “Idiot thought we wouldn’t be able to go back to the old ways, I guess. It’s hard, because the place is so much bigger, but we have friends to help.”

O’Neill rises and offers me a hand. “It looks to me like you’ve got things under control for now. It will take time for Hy-Mi to do his research and for Triana’s loops to run. I’m going to take my wife back to our vacation. We’ll check in with you in the morning.”

Breta jumps to her feet. “We can handle everything from here. You don’t⁠—”

“Don’t be stupid, Sis.” Romy straightens up so fast he bonks his head on the table edge. “Ow! We need their help.” He rubs the back of his skull.

Breta glares at him, but then seems to realize he’s right. “Thank you. At least let me set up some special services for you. We have the drahgin rides, water slides, zip lines⁠—”

O’Neill points at me—or rather at my belly. “Maybe something a little less… adventurous.”

I roll my eyes but don’t argue. While zip lines and water slides sound great, I am a little more nervous about this whole triplets thing than I care to acknowledge to anyone. It’s probably best that I keep my feet on the ground.

“There’s the spa, restaurants, shopping. We have tours of the islands, and of course the pools. I can reserve the private pool for you—it’s amazing.” She hurries past us into the outer room as she continues listing all of the experiences she’s going to set up for us.

I grab my basket of fries and look at Romy. “The spiders will report to that folder we set up. I can check it remotely, and it will ping me for those specific cases we included. We can confer in the morning.”

He nods. “I’m not worried about the tech end of it. Everything you did made sense to me, even if I couldn’t have figured it out myself. I’m not really a hacker.” He shoots a look at the back of his sister’s head. “I learned how to use the systems Randolph installed, but I’m not—” He wiggles his fingers.

I chuckle, knowing exactly what he’s getting at. “There’s a big difference between using a system competently and getting in there and twiddling the bits like we did today. For now, just keep things running.”

He gives me a little salute. “But when you find the culprits, we’re going to need advice on how to handle it. I want to take that bastard Neran down, but we need to keep the resort alive. Untangling the two might require more business acumen than a degree from Grissom Business college.”

“It’s smart to know when you’re in over your head. And when top-levs are involved, the pool is a lot deeper.” I wince. “That’s a terrible analogy, but you know what I mean.”

Romy shoves his hand over his head. “Save the holo-rings.”


CHAPTER TEN




After lounging by the private pool for a few hours, O’Neill and I enjoy a meal at the best restaurant the resort has to offer. It boasts human chefs creating amazing dishes in a real, plasglass-enclosed kitchen. We have seats by the window, so we can see everything they prepare.

Then we go dancing. I’m not particularly skilled at this sport, but O’Neill is an expert, which means I feel like one too. We try out all three nightclubs, enjoying different styles of music at each. By the time we return to our suite, I’m exhausted but happy.

In the morning, the bot brings coffee and croissants again, along with a hand-written note from Breta thanking us for our help the previous day. It also includes an extensive list of activities she’s booked for us. At the bottom, a note in a different hand says, “You don’t have to do any of these!”

I point out the spiky writing to O’Neill. “I think that’s Romy.”

He chuckles. “It sounds like him. And he’s right—that’s a lot. Which ones do you want to check out?”

“I kind of feel like we should visit the dinosaurs, only because Breta is so passionate about them.”

“Drahgins, not dinosaurs.”

“Yeah, I know.” I look at the list again. “A massage sounds good, but if it’s automated, I’m checking the code ahead of time.” I make clawing motions.

O’Neill shudders. “A rogue auto-massage sounds terrifying. I’ll pass.”

I tap my holo-ring and pop up the resort interface. “Nope, it’s a human masseuse. I’m in.”

We spend the day at the spa, complete with a healthy and not too horrible lunch. I raise my murky green drink to O’Neill. “Vanti would be proud.”

He smirks and shakes his head. “Have you ever tasted those protein bars she eats?”

“Yeah, they’re terrible.”

“No, that’s what she wants you to think. The bars she shares are not the bars she eats. Hers taste like candy.”

“No way!” This doesn’t surprise me much. Vanti likes to pretend she’s tough. No, that’s not right. Vanti is tough, but she’s also got a soft side she hides. Really well. And she’s crafty. Carrying decoy protein bars to scare off anyone who might eat hers sounds exactly like something she’d do. I can’t believe it took O’Neill this long to clue me in. “I might have to divorce you if you’re going to keep secrets like this.”

After the spa, we sit on our rooftop terrace—only after I’ve dug into the code to make sure the shield is operating properly and safe from further tampering. The sun sits low in the sky, casting a beautiful golden light over the property. The doo doo birds seem to have taken a vacation too. The long V-shaped formation circles high above us, but they don’t bother with a run. Our beverage bot brings water with exotic fruit slices.

I raise my glass. “I could get used to living this way. Why do top-levs want to work all the time?”

“Says the woman who checked her code loops four times today.” O’Neill lifts his glass in a toast.

I clutch my chest. “Are you suggesting I’m as much of a workaholic as my mother?”

“Never. But someone has to make sure there are enough credits to live this way, so I’m glad I married a girl who loves her job.”

“Says the guy who checked in with the resort owner twice this afternoon to make sure everything was operating smoothly.”

“Fair enough.” He sips his water. “I heard from Hy-Mi. He ran the contract through his AI legal review, and there’s a clause that could be interpreted to say Verdana must remain on the payroll to prevent penalties.”

“What kind of penalties?”

“Loss of ownership was the big one.”

I nearly spit out my water. “She signed a contract that says if she doesn’t keep working, she loses the resort?”

“It could be interpreted that way. And you know a top-lev is going to make sure it is interpreted that way.”

I sigh. “You said ‘on the payroll.’ Are there stipulations as to what role she must fulfill?”

He grins. “Of course. But those are also rather vaguely worded, which works to her advantage. Strictly speaking, as long as she continues to be employed by the resort—in any capacity—she’s good.”

“And Breta has been making sure her job is done, so they have no excuse to fire her. That will only work until someone discovers Breta isn’t Verdana.” I drum my fingers against my leg. “Wasn’t she repairing a hammock or something when we visited? That’s a job.”

He snaps his fingers and points at me. “Brilliant. You are a genius.” He leans close to plant a swift kiss on my mouth, then flicks his holo-ring. “I’ll message that to Breta and then we can celebrate.”
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The next morning, I’m woken early by a ping on my holo-ring. My loops, which have been running for almost forty hours, have found something. I wrap a gauzy robe around myself and tiptoe out of the bedroom, so I won’t wake O’Neill.

I hit up the Autokich’n for a mocha, then slouch in a corner of the couch to pull up the message. One of my loops has reached an end—either the hacker’s point of origin or a dead-end. Either one could clue us in to the culprit.

Of course, we already know who the culprit is—Bobby. But we need to root out the person pulling the strings now that he’s gone. His father, Don Putin, still rules the family, but after Bobby’s death, he returned to Sally Ride and withdrew from most of his normal activities. Rumors suggest he’s raising a new heir in secret—probably genetically engineered and gestated in an auto-womb. Because controlling every aspect of a child’s development produced such a stable successor the first time.

I shake off my morbid thoughts and work my way through the notification log. It identified the faults introduced into the protective shield and has traced them to an isolated computer system in the capital city. I set my spiders to ferret out the owner of the node and then trace through the inevitable shells set up to stop us finding the criminal behind it.

Since I’m up, I check on my other programs as well. Each one has tracked back to its instigation code. Most of them originated with the legitimate credentials assigned to Neran—but they’re set up to look like interface errors. Every one of them could have been a well-intended action that interacted poorly with another piece of code to cause havoc. Neran is either a fantastic coder or the most incompetent one in the history of computer systems.

And I still don’t know who “Neran” is. Could he have been another of Bobby’s aliases? Or someone he hired. I check my deep search loop, but nothing has turned up. Which makes me believe even more strongly that Neran is an evil genius.

“Why are the geniuses never on the good guys’ side?” I ask the empty room.

“You’re a genius. Is this your way of telling me I’m actually married to a closet supervillain?” O’Neill stands in the doorway, his hair tousled in a perfectly shiny bedhead. He rubs the sleep from his eyes. “How long have you been awake?”

I glance at my chrono. “Only an hour and a half.”

He takes my hands to pull me up from the couch. “Then it’s time to go back to bed.”
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Later that morning, we meet Breta and Romy in the fishbowl-like office. Someone has replaced the broken plasglass of Breta’s door with a translucent panel. A few of the cubicle dwellers nod in recognition as we cross the wide room and knock at the door. Through the big window, I can see the young woman talking earnestly, but I can’t tell if she’s on a call or someone else is in the room.

The door swings open, revealing Romy in the opening. “Hey, come on in!” He pulls it wider and steps aside.

Verdana sits in a corner, staring at us with wide eyes. The hammock she was repairing—or a similar one—pools on her lap and down her legs in a pastel blue net. When I wave, she lifts a hesitant hand in return.

Breta jumps up from her seat and hurries toward her mother. “Verdana, this is Triana and Ty. They’re helping with some things here at the resort.” She gives me a meaningful look. “This is Verdana.”

“Nice to meet you,” the older woman says.

Breta’s odd look clicks—her mother’s memory resets every day. “Nice to meet you.” I bump fists with her. O’Neill, hovering near the door, waves silently.

“We’re going to set Verdana up with a workshop downstairs.” Breta puts a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “We’re building a skilled artisans’ marketplace—have you been there yet?” In response to our headshakes, she goes on. “Lots of old-style crafters selling artisanal items. Verdana makes these hand-knotted hammocks.” She lifts a length of the rope, then lets it fall to her mother’s knees. “An excellent suggestion.” She puts her hands together and bows.

“Glad we could help. Speaking of which—” I break off and raise my brows. I don’t know if she wants to discuss the details with her mother here.

A tiny headshake from Breta. “I saw the report you sent. That information is helpful.”

“Not very. We still don’t have a source.” I grimace. “We need a way to flush out our—” I try to think of an innocuous way to say it, but every word carries too much negative freight: villain, culprit, instigator.

Breta raises a hand. “Let’s take Verdana down to the marketplace, then we can work out the details.” She nods at the rope. “Ty, would you carry the hammock?”

We leave the uncharacteristically quiet Romy in the office while the four of us take the float tube to the floor above the lobby. It lets us out into a large hall filled with tables in rows—much like the cubicle farm upstairs, except many of them have colorful tents above. Voices mix with more mechanical sounds, like hammers on metal and a sizzling of something hot hitting something wet. Metallic grease, caramelizing onions, and coconut mix to form an oddly pleasant aroma.

“This is the artisan market. Open every Wednesday. It’s still small, but we’re bringing in new crafters every week.” Breta moves down one of the aisles, past a couple of empty tables to a stall canopied in pale yellow. “This will be your place, Verdana. We’ve already set up a couple of your completed works.”

A hammock hangs from a graceful U-shaped frame made of laminated and polished wood. Two wide feet hold it upright, and the multi-colored rope net swings gently from the ends of the frame. Tall metal hooks hold more loops of rope in a dozen different colors, some knotted into net, others waiting to be formed.

Verdana runs a hand over the top edge of the hammock. “I don’t remember making this.”

“You did.” Breta puts an arm around her and steers her toward a comfortable chair at the rear of the stall. “Remember, I told you about your memory problems. You made that hammock last month. You can sit here to keep working on this one or use the rope here to start a new one.”

“I’ll finish this,” the older woman says, her voice faint. “Thank you for setting this up for me, Breta. My father is going to be so pleased to see all of this when he comes home.”

Breta smiles tightly. “I know.” She kisses her mother’s cheek, then leads us past glass blowers, candle makers, and food stalls. When we get back to the float tube, she dashes away a tear before turning to us. “The hammocks were a stroke of brilliance. We have been building the artisan fair for a while, and the guests love it. The rest of the artisans don’t work directly for the resort, but Verdana is now on the books as our hammock repair expert as well as being a contract crafter. Based on what you told us, that puts us legally in the clear with Randolph.”

“That is my understanding.” O’Neill pauses, then goes on. “But every lawyer can interpret the contract differently, and if they choose, they can still take you to court. It would mostly likely get thrown out as frivolous or malicious, but you’d still have to hire legal counsel to deal with everything. Sometimes that’s what corporations do—they wear you down defending yourself when you’ve done nothing wrong.” He lifts a hand when she opens her mouth. “I’m not saying it’s going to happen—just that it’s possible. And if Neran is really trying to ruin you, more likely. If he can get someone at Randolph to support him.”

“I understand.” Breta sighs heavily, then straightens. “If you’d like to check out the rest of the vendors, we can meet upstairs in a bit? I have things to attend to.”

O’Neill and I exchange a shrug and a nod. Breta steps into the float tube and disappears upstairs.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




“Was that too much?” O’Neill guides me between the closest stalls.

“No. Neran could use Randolph to file legal action against Lacerta. I’m sure that’s why he brought them in. But if we can trace the malicious software to him, we can discredit him.”

While we debate the best way to take Neran down, we peruse the hand-made crafts and purchase a few to be delivered to SK2. Then we head to the float tube and Breta’s office.

When we arrive, the twins’ voices ricochet across the cubicle farm, loud but indistinct, except for several very clear swear words. I grab O’Neill’s arm and pull him to a halt. “Is this how twins behave? Will we spend the rest of our lives reconciling a constant series of arguments?” I didn’t have any siblings growing up. My half-siblings rarely visited—so I don’t have a good frame of reference for family dynamics.

O’Neill’s face screws up in confusion, then he notices my hand on my stomach and chuckles. “Possibly? Ro and Yuri get into it sometimes, but it’s worse in stressful situations. I think we have a few years—at least until they learn to talk.”

“You are not relieving my mind.”

“They always reconcile, if that helps. Eventually.” O’Neill takes my hand and leads me across the room to the obviously-not-sound-proof door. With a raised brow and a shrug, he pushes it open and closes it behind us. The twins don’t seem to notice our entry. They stand nose-to-nose, faces red, chests heaving, hands gesticulating wildly.

O’Neill puts his fingers in his mouth, and I barely get mine into my ears before his piercing whistle cuts through the yelling. They jerk around to face us. “What?!”

Breta flushes even redder and looks away. “Sorry.”

“What’s all the yelling about?” When both twins open their mouths, O’Neill flings up a hand. “One at a time. Calmly.” He points at Romy.

“I found Neran!”

“And he called him!” Breta spits out before her brother can elaborate. “You weren’t supposed to contact him before we⁠—”

O’Neill raises his finger at Breta, and she breaks off. “Not your turn.” He turns back to Romy.

The boy throws a defiant glare at his sister. “I sent him a message telling him we know what he’s up to, and he’d better stop it or we’ll⁠—”

We wait, but Romy doesn’t finish the statement.

“Or we’ll what?” O’Neill asks.

Romy mumbles.

I lean closer. “Did you just say⁠—”

“We’ll send Dame Morgan after him.” Breta crosses her arms and stares him down. “I can’t believe you said that! We don’t know Dame Morgan.”

“She’s Dame Morgan!” Romy thrusts his arm at me.

My breath catches in my chest, painful and hard. “No, I’m not. Not even close.”

He flicks his holo-ring, pulls up a news site, and flings an image into the space between us. The caption says, “Dame Morgan at the New Sydney Opera,” but the woman has curly red hair and my face. Almost.

“What’s the date on this?” I step closer and flick the meta data icon. Yesterday. “Is Mother in New Sydney? Why does she look like that?”

O’Neill bites his lip, but I can see the grin twitching at the corners. “I guess she likes your look.” He pulls gently on one of my corkscrew curls. “Although hers is more… subdued.”

I cover my face with my hands. I knew I bore a strong resemblance to the Ice Dame, but she’s been an icy blonde as long as I can remember. I never realized how similar we appear until now. It’s almost like looking into a mirror but with one of those filters on that makes you look younger and more sophisticated.

O’Neill coughs. “I wonder how R’ger feels about this.”

A snort of laughter bursts out of me. “R’ger is not the kind of creep who would want to date a woman who looks that much like his daughter. I don’t think.” It’s weird enough that she looks younger than me, but she was young when they met, so maybe that works for him.

“You mean that isn’t you? But you’re a top-lev, registered as Annabelle Morgan, even if you keep telling us to call you Triana.”

“That is not me.” I show him the date on the image. “I was here yesterday, not on S’Ride. Although I didn’t know she was going to be there.”

“Trip’s been on the books for weeks,” O’Neill says.

“Not helping.” I turn my glare on him.

“But who is she?” Romy points at the image, then at me. “And who are you?”

“That’s my mother. Dame Imogen Morgan. I hope your friend Neran doesn’t call you on this, because we do not want to get my mother involved. You think Randolph is predatory…”

“You could pretend to be her.” Breta rummages in her desk drawer and pulls out a little capsule. “Romy could reprogram it, although you’re already a close match.”

I cross my arms and lift my chin. “You’d better hope it doesn’t come to that. I am not the Ice Dame and never will be. And you and I aren’t good enough friends for you to convince me otherwise.”

“Yet,” O’Neill adds with a wink.

I give him a death glare.

He raises a brow, undeterred. I sigh. He knows me too well. “Yet. Probably ever. I thought we were keeping that thing?”

“She might need it,” O’Neill says with a shrug.

“Only when absolutely necessary.” I crook my fingers at Romy. “Show me what you sent.”

The message isn’t as bad as I’d feared. He does, in fact, invoke the name of the Ice Dame, but only obliquely. “With the backing of Dame Morgan…”

“Still, you’ve kind of muddied the waters. We think Neran is connected to Bobby Putin. If he’s still actively sabotaging you, that makes me think he still works for the family. Threatening him with another family head is going to make him wonder what’s going on here. Possibly bring him to investigate.”

“Yes!” Romy bounces on his toes and pumps his fist. “We want to flush him out, so this is the way to do it!”

“But we didn’t want to bring the legal team from Putin down on our—your heads.” I drop into a seat. “Everything hinges on how ‘official’ Neran’s status is with the Putin family. This could go completely wrong. You need to tighten up your security. Unless they have people in system, it will take a couple of days for them to get boots on the ground, but they could launch a cyber-attack immediately.”

“I’m watching the system.” Romy flips open a virtual dashboard. “Like you showed me yesterday.”

“I would have liked a lot more time to secure things if I’d known you were going to poke the bear that hard.” I make a jabbing motion at him, then sit up and open my own access to their system. “I’m going to add a few more sentinels.”

[image: ]


Once I’ve secured the system as best I can, O’Neill and I leave the twins to monitor. I enjoy hacking and preventing hacks, but all evidence to the contrary, I’m not going to give up my entire vacation to help people I barely know. “Let’s go see those dinosaurs.”

“They’re drahgins.”

I glare at O’Neill. “You are already skating on thin ice, Ser.”

He slides an arm around me and gives me a lazy smile. “What can I say? I like to live dangerously.”

“Since when?” But I kiss him anyway because I can’t resist.

We take an automated cart across the island to the drahgin habitat. As we emerge from the thick jungle, the arena comes into view. Tall pylons top a three-meter-high golden wall. A heavy blue force shield glows between the pylons, ensuring whatever is inside doesn’t get out. A swooping red roof—mirroring the one on the resort’s projection—is perched above the brilliant force shield.

“It looks kind of fake.” I jerk my head at the arena.

“The building?” O’Neill asks.

“No, the force shield. I’ve never seen one that bright. It’s like it’s saying, ‘Hey, look how safe I am.’ Overly obvious.”

Our cart slows to a crawl, then stops in front of a bright red gate. A person-sized door in the massive panel allows entrance to a vast hallway. Halfway down, instructional holos direct us up wide steps to the left. We emerge into bleachers. The decorative roof protects us from the sun. More holos guide us to the lowest seats near a railing that allows us to view the dirt arena. A not unpleasant but overwhelming musky scent wafts over us.

Up close, the drahgins are every bit as terrifying as in the vid. Their rough gray hides shine with iridescent purple and gold highlights, the palm-sized, metallic-looking scales sliding smoothly over the powerful muscles in their huge back legs and massive tails. The comically small front arms end in claws that give pause to any laughter. Their large jaws hinge open to snatch the fish thrown by visitors, revealing rows of sharp finger-long teeth that close with a crack. “People ride those things?”

I stare at an approaching phalanx of grim-faced, leather-clothed wranglers. They each carry a bundle of straps over one arm and a long pole with a wicked looking barb in the other.

O’Neill looks up from the net bubble hovering above his holo-ring. “Says here they’re quite gentle. And pescatarians.”

“You think a thing with jaws like that differentiates between fish and mammal when it’s hungry?” I point at the closest drahgin as it crunches a silver fish as long as my arm and as thick as those wranglers’ skulls.

“I’m just telling you what the wiki says.” He pops the bubble, and the glow of his ring fades. “I think I’ll leave the riding up to the professionals.”

The crowd cheers as the wranglers enter the arena. The drahgins thrust their snouts at the sky and roar, spittle and chunks of fish flying from their teeth. A smaller one, directly below us in the shade cast by the stands, mimics his elders, his roar sounding more like an excited squeal. The creatures gnash their teeth at the wranglers who stand their ground. With another squeal, the little one leaps forward. One of the wranglers blanches and drops back, thrusting his spear at the charging drahgin.

The crowd gasps.

The beast stops, then drops its head almost to the ground, its tail waving over its back, like an enormous dog hoping to play ball. One of the older wranglers gives the younger one a disgusted look, then steps forward to scratch the little drahgin’s spine with his barbed spear. The creature twists and wiggles in pleasure, its flailing tail nearly taking the wrangler’s hat off.

The other creatures abandon their angry display and follow the little one’s example, a couple even rolling onto their backs to have their bellies scratched.

The crowd goes wild.

“Isn’t that the cutest thing?”

“They’re so sweet!”

“I want one, Mommy!”

“They’re like giant cats!”

“Cats?” My face scrunches. I don’t remember Apawllo ever behaving this adorably. “Has she ever seen a real cat?”

O’Neill chuckles. “I think she means dogs. Probably lives on a station.” While cats are encouraged on space stations to prevent rodents, dogs require too much room and are usually prohibited.

The woman next to O’Neill frowns at us and stabs a finger at the drahgin rolling on the ground. “My cat acts exactly like that.”

O’Neill lifts both hands in defense. “Sorry. We don’t have a lot of felines on SK2.”

She gives O’Neill a sharp once-over. “Too posh for pets, I expect.” With a sniff, she turns away.

The wranglers play with the drahgins for a while, then invite members of the audience to come down into the arena. Children scramble over the seat backs, their parents following more slowly. The wranglers remind the audience to never approach a drahgin in the wild, then let them mingle with the domesticated beasts, using the barbs to scratch the animals’ backs and stomachs, and even hand-feed them more fish. A few of the largest beasts give rides around the arena, the audience waiting impatiently in line for their turn.

“You wanna take a lap?” O’Neill gestures to the steps leading to the dusty circle.

I wrinkle my nose and pat my stomach. “You aren’t worried about ‘Imogen Junior’ and her brothers?”

“We are not naming our child after your mother, and no, I’m not worried.” He nods at the large silvery beast bounding around the circle with three cheering children on its back.

I turn away from the arena. “I’m good. I rode a lot of different alien animals as a kid, and they’re all the same. One short lap around a crowded enclosure. You end up with an upset stomach and smelling like dirt.”

“Upset stomach?” He puts a hand on my lower back to usher me up the steps to the exit.

“From the bouncing.” I glance over my shoulder at the arena. The drahgin’s gait is surprisingly smooth, the powerful legs loping along faster than the little cart that brought us out here. “I wonder why they don’t use them for transport instead of the carts?”

“I think they did before the resort went upscale.” He moves beside me and takes my hand. “The wiki has lots of pictures.”

Our cart returns us to the resort where we enjoy some time by the pool and a lovely lunch at the smaller restaurant. My glass noodles and beef are cooked to perfection, and O’Neill happily munches on a plate full of vegetables and fish.

I nod at his dinner. “You eat like a drahgin.”

He snorts then bares his teeth at me. “Will you scratch my belly later?” His eyebrows waggle suggestively.

“I’ll see if I can find one of those barbed spears.”

“Ooh, kinky.” O’Neill lifts a hand. “Check please!”

I slap his arm. “It’s billed to the room.”


CHAPTER TWELVE




After lunch, we stop by the office to check in with Breta and Romy. The security systems have recorded no attempts at infiltration—at least nothing beyond the usual bots that every system constantly fends off. The force shields have been repaired, and the few guests who have ventured out the front have encountered no dive-bombing seabirds.

“Everything is fine. Do you think it was just a glitch after all?” Breta asks.

“No. Those errors were definitely introduced by an external source. Not necessarily on purpose.” I rock my head side to side, then explain my theory of Neran’s possible incompetence.

“No,” Breta says firmly. “Neran was not incompetent.”

Romy nods in agreement. “I didn’t like him, but he knew what he was doing.”

“You watched him that carefully?” I cross my arms.

Romy flushes and looks away. “Not that carefully. But everything worked fine until a few months ago. Long after he left.”

O’Neill taps his chin with a finger. “So, what happened a few months ago to trigger this problem? Anything unusual around here? New employee in corporate? Change in income or expenses? High visibility guest had a bad experience?”

The twins shake their heads at each suggestion.

“Pull up the calendar.” O’Neill points at the desk. “Look at everyone who stayed here in the weeks leading up to the glitch. Who canceled? Did your advertising bring in a different demographic? Let’s run customer evaluations and see if we can spot anything.” He rolls up his sleeves and pulls up a chair.

While he and Breta work on that, Romy and I check the security logs again. By this time, our spiders have uncovered the intrusions, so we backtrack a few weeks to look at anything leading up to the trigger. “While you work on that, I’m going to look at world events.”

“What do you mean?” Romy asks absently.

“We know the Putins are involved with this, so I’m going to look at anything that might have put you back on their radar. It’s possible they had a long-term plan running, and the actual date wasn’t significant. But it’s also possible something happened to remind them of you and make them decide to do this.”

I start a sweep on news sources from Sally Ride, with the names Putin, Lacerta, and Moghbeli as keywords. Then I throw in Neran for good measure. Using my own personally developed AI, I have it run iterations expanding from that starting point, adding in the financial market, reports from loosely affiliated corporations, and anything else I can think of. The AI should catch anything I miss, but I like to give it as much information as possible to start.

“That will take a bit to run. Any word on Neran showing up?” I glance at Romy. “Do you know anyone on Shatner who can give you a heads up if he appears under an alias? The system should catch him in a DNA check.” I send a note to O’Neill.

My audio pings with his call signal. “Already in place. But no one could locate his entry data from the last visit.”

“What? You mean he managed to scrub his identity from the station’s entry control system? How is that possible? I’m not sure I could do that, and Neran is a mediocre hacker.”

A rumbling growl comes through the audio. “The only way I know of takes money.”

“You think he paid someone to delete his information? That’s technically possible, but the audit bots should catch the data purge.”

“No.” He’s silent for a moment. “I think he paid to be let in illegally. There never was a record to purge.”

My jaw drops. Star systems track everyone coming and going. The data is collected at the jump points, then transmitted to the local planets as well as a central database. Every passenger, crew member, even livestock and pets are tracked. “The last time we saw someone enter a star system completely unknown was when Bobby was shipping people in the freezer.”

Through the office windows and across the cubicle farm, our eyes meet, and he nods. “People in deep sleep don’t register on the jump beacon data collectors. Because no one travels that way—jump capability makes suspended animation unnecessary.”

“You think Neran arrived in the system in deep sleep? Then what? Was he dropped as cargo to the planet? How did he leave?”

“Brilliant!” Across the way, O’Neill jumps to his feet. “We’ve been looking at entry data. We need to start sifting through exits. Breta.” He turns away, but through the implant, I hear him ask the girl aloud when Neran left Luna Major.

“Ha!” He snaps his fingers and points at me. “This time, we’ll get him.”
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The flat plasphalt of the port stretches across a barren island of volcanic rock, reflecting heat at the darkening sky. Huge stacks of rectangular cargo pods block our view of the eastern side of the island. Automated grav-lifts buzz around the stacks, removing and inserting cargo, ferrying it to and from the distribution center at the north end. To the west, across the calm sea, a blur of green has faded to a smudge. The jungle resort is beautiful, but I think I prefer the arid, empty expanse of the freight terminal. It’s hot, but it’s a dry heat.

Romy and I stand in the shade of a small, single-story office building. Although operations continue around us, the building is deserted—probably because it’s after five pm. Or so my chrono tells me. I’ve completely lost track of the time, as one is supposed to do on vacation. And the sun is close to the edge of the gas giant, casting strange light.

“Got it!” Romy flicks his holo with a dramatic flourish, and the door beside him pops open. Cold air whooshes out. “Let’s get inside! The heat is killing me. I feel like a raisin.”

Muttering agreement under my breath, I follow him into the building. The lights pop on, revealing a single room with several workstations and a dirty coffee pot on the counter. A large, translucent window glows but keeps the strange sunlight out. A layer of sand grinds under our shoes, and tiny drifts of the stuff fill the corners of the room.

“They let anyone in here?” I trail a finger along the edge of a table, leaving a clean streak in the fine layer of sand. “Or is this place abandoned?”

“I didn’t break in, if that’s what you’re carefully not asking.” Romy presses his lips together in disgust. “Although I could have, easily enough. But I’m not ‘anyone.’ The local business association provides access to owners.” He puffs up his chest.

“The local business association should spring for a vacubot.” I grimace at a chair, then tip it to let the sand coating the seat sift onto the floor.

“We have one. It probably ran this morning.” Romy pulls a can of compressed air from a shelf and blasts another chair with it, sending a cloud of silvery dust into the air. The building’s air handlers rumble to life and suck the fine haze away. He offers me the chair, then cleans a couple more. “It’s really dusty here.”

I drop into the seat. “You don’t say.”

He misses—or ignores—my sarcastic tone. “The atmospheric shield keeps the water and animals out, but it keeps the sand and dust in.” A gust of wind slams the door shut, the metallic boom ringing. He looks up in surprise. “I don’t know how the wind comes through it.”

“The shield is set to block specific velocities and masses. A mild wind doesn’t trigger the limits. Hurricane forces are repelled. Standard setting for this kind of environment, although you should be able to adjust it to allow the breeze to remove the sand.” I lift my hands, swinging my chair from side to side with my hips. “You sure this is where he’ll land?”

“If Neran is coming back as cargo, this is the only place he can land.” Romy taps his holo-ring and connects to the building’s systems. The lights dim and the window clears, providing a view of the port.

I squint, my eyes watering at the sudden, reddish brilliance. “This is the only place on the whole planet?”

“It’s a moon.” He points at the curve of the gas giant we’re circling, bright in the dark blue sky. “It’s small. There’s only one cargo port.”

I bounce a little in my chair. “If this planet—sorry, moon—is so small, why is gravity so… normal?”

“Mass. The moon has a super dense core. But we’re still a bit lighter than what you planet dwellers call ‘normal’.” He scoffs. “Normal.”

We watch the terminal as the sun slowly drops closer to Moghbeli. The shadows cast by the tall stacks of pods stretch across the broad stretch of plasphalt. The grav-lifters buzz around the stacks like insects, darting in, zipping out, circling. When my eyelids start to droop, despite the lack of padding in my dusty chair, I connect my holo-ring and infiltrate the local system.

The hum of the vacubot I dispatched brings Romy’s drooping head up with a jerk. He rubs his eyes, gazing around the room in confusion. Then memory kicks in and he grunts. “Did you do that?” He jerks his chin at the robot.

“It was so offended by the layer of dust it activated on its own.” I raise my brows in challenge.

“Sure.” He looks around again. “How long do we have to stay here?”

“You’re the one who thought we should come here. I’m just babysitting.” I sigh. Breta and O’Neill are still working through layers of legal mumbo jumbo at the resort. In the air conditioned, dust-free, food-delivery-available, adult-beverage-adjacent resort office.

“I am not a baby! I can do this on my own.”

“That is one hundred percent true, since ‘this’ is snoozing in a dusty, uncomfortable chair.” I get up and the room swims. Clutching the back of the seat, I breathe deeply for a moment, and the vertigo passes. My fleet of doctors has assured me that minor changes in the audio-vestibular system can be caused by hormonal activity and the symptom is not cause for alarm.

Or something like that.

“I’m ready to head back. I need a snack.”

Romy digs in his bag, then tosses a small packet at me. It’s a protein bar—the same variety Vanti carries. I rip the wrapper open, praying it’s the good-tasting one, not the decoy. I nibble the end, then shove a bigger bite into my mouth. Either I got lucky, or those pregnancy hormones are changing my sense of taste too. “I’m still going back. There’s no point in sitting here. He could be in any of those pods.” I wave at the stacks. “Are you coming?”

“Nah. The hopper will come back after it delivers the cargo—that’s you. You’ll want to get out at the delivery dock. It goes back and forth on a regular schedule.” He swings his chair around and puts his feet up on another one. “I’ll keep watch.”

“Like a highly trained space marine,” I mutter under my breath. “Alert and on guard.”

“What’s that?” He opens one eye to look at me.

“Nothing. Don’t you have work to do?”

“There’s always time for work. I need a break.”

“Seems to me you could find a more comfortable hiding place to nap, though.”

He waves a lazy hand. “I can sleep anywhere.”

I finish the protein bar and drop the wrapper in a trash can. “Don’t let me interfere with your watch.” He doesn’t respond, so I let myself out. A shiver runs through my body as the heat slams into the cold air from the building, sending goosebumps down my arms. Then the door closes, and the warmth wraps around me like a blanket.

By the time I reach the hopper, the blanket is stifling, and I consider returning to the frigid building. But my stomach rumbles again. The triplets have already dispatched the calories I’ve ingested and are demanding more. With a sigh, I climb into the vehicle and hit the “return to resort” icon on the dash. The auto restraints engage, sliding around my hips, and the hopper lifts off, spins a hundred and eighty degrees, then shoots away from the terminal.

The hopper is larger than the six-passenger cart we took across the island, but it’s mostly cargo space. The two seats in the front are built for long-distance travel, with thicker padding and a more comfortable shape than the cart’s benches. It doesn’t have any external doors or internal climate control, but once we reach cruising speed, the wind that gets through the automated collision prevention shield cools me enough to be comfortable. A few meters beneath me, water sparkles and seabirds bob on the waves, but none bother attempting a strafing run. Are they smart enough to know this vehicle is protected? It seems like they’ve learned which areas of the resort can repel their attack. I wonder idly if anyone has tested these birds for intelligence and sentience.

A deep rumble draws my attention to the craft’s dash. The rear cameras activate, and I watch the latest supply shuttle descend to the cargo port. It might have been fun to watch the bots unload the pods, and I briefly consider hacking the interface to turn the ship around. My stomach reminds me I have other priorities.

Flicking the cam view closed, I lean back in the comfortable chair and take a deep breath of the clean, salty air. As the hopper approaches the beach, a flock of doo doo birds make a half-hearted attempt on me, but the craft’s force shield burns away the offering. The birds squawk in disappointment and circle around toward the beach, outpacing the little ship easily.

As we reach the beach, the hopper rises to glide over the jungle canopy since it’s too bulky to navigate the little paths the carts use. A light on the panel flickers from green to red—the craft is due for a maintenance cycle when we return. I chuckle. Romy might be stuck at the terminal longer than he anticipated. He’ll have to ask his sister to send a rescue or spend the night there.

He did say he’s trained to sleep anywhere. I suspect he’s done this before to avoid work.

A flash catches my peripheral vision, and I turn to watch a light blaze bright against the almost dark sky as it falls toward the ground like a shooting star. Except it doesn’t burn up on entry. It looks big—too big for a random, untracked meteor. It can’t be a ship—cargo lands at the port and that downward trajectory is never used by passenger ships. Sure, artificial gravity could counter the steep angle and rapid descent, but it’s more cost effective to use a gentler approach in powered, occupied ships. Maybe a catastrophic satellite failure? But what sent it spinning to the ground without any warning? Of course, my comm signal has been glitchy since we landed here, so maybe I missed a moon-wide warning.

A chute pops out of the rear end, confirming it’s manmade. As I get closer, I can see a capsule swinging at the end of long cables beneath the wide red and white canopy. It has to be a rogue lander. Exactly what Neran might use to avoid the immigration system’s data collection.

I use an app to calculate the shooting star’s landing, then hack into the hopper’s control unit and enter that arrival point as a temporary cargo terminal. Flicking my holo-ring, I check distress channels, but no ships in the system have declared an emergency. A jettisoned rescue pod should have initiated a system-wide announcement—a request for assistance, or declaration of mechanical error, or something. Assuming the signal is getting through.

But there’s nothing, which makes me think this is our guy.

Time to see who Neran is and what he’s up to.
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The hopper slows a hundred meters short of the shooting star’s projected landing location. I find a thinner spot in the canopy, then use the ship’s lifters to blow the branches and fronds aside so I can land safely. Another quick hack tells the ship to wait, and I grab a spare protein bar I found stashed in a drawer under the seat. My search didn’t turn up any weapons, so I take a big wrench from the toolbox behind the seat and a small backpack containing a first aid kit.

Humidity drenches me before I reach the edge of my tiny clearing. Pulling my shirt away from my body, I blow down my chest, but it doesn’t help. Making a mental note to bring a personal climate system next time I go on vacation, I tighten my sweaty grip on the wrench and ease my way through the jungle.

Fortunately, the seabirds don’t stage an attack run. That makes sense—they can’t possibly see me through the thick jungle. I make a mental note to avoid any wide clearings, although now that it’s dark, I’m probably safe.

The landing site is easy to find—the smell of steamed vegetables leads me to a wreckage of burned leaves, sheared branches, and a still-hot bod pod. I pause behind the bole of a large palm tree to get a better look. The pod appears to be intact. The big red and white chute is tangled in the treetops above us, holding the pod at an angle. And it didn’t damage enough of the jungle canopy to expose me to the seabirds. That’s a win.

I chew my protein bar. I should probably call the resort and have them send medical personnel out here. Bod pods are like lifeboats. They might save a passenger from a damaged ship, transporting them to the nearest habitable planet—or moon—but they don’t always provide the most comfortable voyage. They are outfitted with basic life support systems, including rudimentary medical care, so the passenger—if there is one—is probably alive.

But the rough landing means our visitor is likely off balance at the least. If I wait until backup arrives, I might miss the chance at the upper hand. I take a few steps closer to the pod, then click my audio implant to call O’Neill.

And get the now familiar buzz of a disrupted connection. You saw that coming, didn’t you?

Gripping the slippery wrench in my right hand, I approach the pod, carefully stepping over a fitfully smoldering branch. My shoes squelch in the muddy ground, each step requiring me to pull my foot from the vacuum-like grip of the gooey soil. I almost lose my shoe but manage to yank it free without having to put down the wrench.

When I reach the pod, the steam has mostly evaporated. It’s still warm to the touch but doesn’t burn my fingers. The pod has landed on its side, with the nose—where the passenger’s feet should be—burrowed into the mud. A bright green square with the words “open here” in Standard, Gagarian, and Leweian identifies a small access panel at the mid-point of the capsule, but the actual door appears to be on the underside. I shove the empty protein bar wrapper into my pocket and press the panel gingerly. The curved metal pops away from the body of the capsule, revealing a touch screen. I tap it, and it lights. My only option is a big green button labeled “open.”

There’s no way to know who or what is inside. If there’s a window, it’s facing the dirt. I could try rolling the thing, but with the end buried in the mud, I’m not sure I have the strength to do that. I should have brought a shovel, not a wrench. I glance over my shoulder—maybe there’s one on the hopper.

The trees rattle and leaves shake. I freeze, wondering if wild drahgins inhabit this part of the island. To be honest, I’m not sure there even are wild drahgins—I didn’t pay that much attention to the educational part of the event yesterday, and the resort is clearly not above bending the truth.

The trees shake harder, dislodging a few loose fronds which splat into the mud. I duck under the parachute lines, scramble around the pod, and crouch behind it, watching over the curved side. With a whoosh, my hopper rises from behind the nearby trees and shoots away toward the resort. The trees go still.

“No!” I whip out my control app, but I’ve lost the link to the little ship. My last tie with civilization has disappeared.

A squelching noise draws my attention back to my actual last connection to civilization: an apparently occupied bod pod. One that appears to have sunk a little deeper into the mud. Is this quicksand? Panicked, I look down at my feet. Mud has oozed over the toes of my super cute pink cross-trainers. Balancing against the pod, I pull my right foot free, grimacing at the brown smear left behind. I will not lose another pair of shoes to this forking moon. I step to what looks like a drier patch and pull the left foot clear. The squelching, sucking pop would be funny if the mud wasn’t trying to eat me.

The pod is definitely sinking. Mud has risen to cover the last of the ship’s identifying number on the nose, but tangled chute cables are taut, tipping the pod to a steeper angle. Those lines are strong enough to bear the weight of the capsule—surely they’ll keep it from being sucked into the earth.

With another slurping noise, the pod’s nose sinks a little deeper. The tree above me bends helpfully. Great. The cables are strong enough, but the tree is the weak point. I probably need to let whoever is in there out. I rack my brain, trying to remember everything I know about bod pods, but it’s a jumble of fragments from the cruise I worked four years ago and bits from Ancient TēVē stories like Lightwave and Krimson Empire.

I move around the craft. It’s tilted enough that I can see a window, but the plasglass is fogged. A light blinks above the window—presumably indicating the pod is occupied. It suddenly occurs to me I have no idea who’s in here. It could be a completely innocent victim from a cut-rate, unregulated cruise line who experienced a catastrophic malfunction and jettisoned all their passengers in secret to avoid interstellar fees.

That idea might be inspired by Ancient TēVē too, but the realization doesn’t stop me from checking the sky for additional shooting stars.

The helpful blue button blinks from inside the open panel, begging me to press it. Shouldn’t there be an internal release button on this thing? Did the designers even consider their rescue boat might land in a muddy sink hole? Maybe Neran is unconscious. Maybe it’s not Neran. Maybe it’s a sweet octogenarian from the planet Pasadena who owns three cats and only drives her bubble to church on Sundays. Unwilling to consign some random old lady to a muddy death in the jungle, I slap a hand onto the button.

Gears whir and the pod shakes. The tree above me creaks and pops alarmingly, its upper story bent almost double as the mud sucks it closer to the ground. The pod shivers, then the free end rotates upward, pulling the chute cables even tighter. One line pings and snaps, ricocheting into the top of the tree and slicing several fronds loose to rain down into our singed little clearing. The pod lifts a little more, bringing the hatch clear of the mud, but the nose stays firmly embedded. It sticks out of the dirt at a high angle, quivering like a fat javelin that just impacted the ground.

The hatch pops free from the vehicle, falling from the underside to splat into the ground. Then a human drops from the opening, face-planting on the hatch, his feet hanging from the lower lip of the open doorway.

I take a hesitant step closer. The pod stops whirring and immediately begins sinking into the mud again, pulling the treetop closer. Something cracks, like a projectile weapon on Ancient TēVē. The pod lurches. With a sharp hissing whoosh, another cable snaps and recoils into the trees, raining green destruction on the jungle beyond. The pod groans, and the rounded oblong opening deforms as the vehicle gets stretched between the tree and the mud.

Part of me wants to see who wins: the mud or the tree, but the logical part of my brain spurs me to action. Even though the passenger is clearly not a little old lady from Pasadena, I grab his feet and unhook them from the opening. Then I seize the edge of the curved hatch and drag it away from the capsule with superhuman strength.

And the assist of the hatch’s internal grav-lifter. Clearly the designers did consider the hatch might need to be used as a stretcher. I’ll give them points for that in my review.

We barely reach the relative safety near my thick-bolled tree when the final cable snaps. The tree top whips into the air, limbs breaking with the force. Fronds thud onto the nearby trees. Something screams. I gasp and slap a hand over my mouth. I hope whatever it was is scared enough to run and keep running—away from us.

With a slurp, the capsule disappears into the mud. A single, huge bubble slowly grows on the surface then pops with a loud burp. Then the mud smooths into a seemingly solid surface.

“That was terrifying.”

I spin to see my new companion sitting up on the hatch, a hand clasped to his forehead. His dark eyes—almost black—stare out of a face as white as a sheet. Frizzy dark hair sticks out in all directions, and a faint beard shadows his jawline. He wears plain black pants and a snug black shirt with short sleeves and a rounded neck. “Thanks for rescuing me. Who are you?”

Hefting my huge wrench, I take a step back. “Triana Moore. Who’re you?”

He rises slowly, watching the heavy implement in my hand. “Nick Eranovsky. Friends call me Neran. Are you going to bean me with that thing?”

Zark! It is Neran. “That depends. What are your intentions, Nick Eranovsky?”

“Toward you?” He rubs his head again, puzzled. “I’m going to say ‘thank you’ and ask if you know where I can find Breta Perilta.”

“Why do you want Breta?”

“She’s my girlfriend.”
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The wrench nearly falls from my slippery fingers. “Your girlfriend?” I switch my weapon to my free hand, wipe my sweaty palm on my shirt, then switch it back.

His brows come down and nose wrinkles in confusion. “Yeah. Girlfriend. You know, the woman I’ve been seeing?”

I stomp, my stained shoe giving an unsatisfying squelch. “I know what a girlfriend is. But who shows up for a date in a bod pod? The ship you were traveling on was too busy to swing by the station and let you off?”

He grimaces and scrubs his hand through his hair, wincing as if he’s hit a sore spot. “Yeah, I guess my mode of arrival was unusual.”

I snort. “Try illegal. You can’t bypass customs and immigration. Not to mention the possibility of injuring a bystander.” I gesture at myself.

“Bod pods are designed to avoid people. Why do you think I landed way out here in the jungle? It’s safer.”

“You do this frequently?”

He leans forward, getting in my face. “Look, I don’t have to justify my arrival to you, Triana whatever your last name is. What kind of name is Triana anyway?”

I brandish the wrench between us. “It’s my name, that’s what kind. And I’m not the one sneaking into high-end resorts via questionable transportation methods.”

“I told you, my transportation methods are none of your concern!”

“How do you know I don’t work for immigration?”

“Immigration officers are usually issued more effective weapons.” He nods at the wrench. “And they wear uniforms, not Hehwhyun shirts.”

I glance down at my loose, flowered top, then take a step away and wave the wrench again. “Maybe I’m off-duty.”

“Yeah, sure.” He lifts both hands, demonstrating his lack of weapon. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to get to the resort and see Breta. If you want to arrest me when we get there, fine.” He looks around the empty clearing. “Where is my bod pod?”

“It sank into the mud. But if you think I can’t arrest you because I don’t have any evidence, you have—” I break off. I have no authority to arrest him, and I’m sure immigration can track his pod’s emissions in their surveillance system. This is one hundred percent not my responsibility. “Fine. But my hopper left without me when I came to your rescue, so we’re going to have to walk.” I turn slowly in a circle. “If we can figure out which way to go.”

He rubs his head and winces again. He pulls his hand away, then blanches. Blood drips from his fingers, soaking into the muddy ground.

“Didn’t your pod have a med system?” I pull one arm from my backpack strap and swing the bag around to the front. Shoving the wrench into a convenient loop, I open the top to dig inside. “When did you hit your head? Sit down. I have a first aid kit.”

Neran swallows hard and thumps onto a convenient tree root. “I dunno. Must have been when we landed. I blacked out during reentry.”

“Did you engage the pod restraints before that?” I pull a MedChek from the bag and open the small case. After donning the protective gloves, I grab Neran’s arm and press the device against his skin.

“There are restraints?” His face goes even paler, and he sways a bit.

“Don’t pass out.” I grab his shoulder with my free hand and squeeze hard enough to get his attention. “Yes, most bod pods have restraints. You strap in before you enter the atmosphere, so you don’t—” I release his shoulder to wave at his head.

“I wasn’t in there very long. Or at least, I don’t think…”

Before I can ask another question, the MedChek bleeps. I pull it away from his head to read the screen. “It says you’re low on potassium.” I dig through the backpack and pull out a MedFix. A flick a switch to connect the two devices, and the MedFix pings with a “Dispense Remedy?” notice. I grab Neran’s shoulder, then press the small, rectangular box to his bicep and press the button.

“Ow!” He jerks, but I hold the device firmly in place. “You could warn a fellow!”

“Have you never used a MedFix before? They sting a bit.” I check the screen, then pull the device away. It pings again. “It administered a dose of potassium. Hang on.” I press it to the cut on the back of his head. It whirs quietly as it seals the gash. “That should fix you up.”

He turns to straddle the root and lean against the tree trunk, eyes closed. “I need to—can you clean up the blood? It makes me…” He waves his blood-stained hand at me listlessly.

“Don’t tell me the sight of blood makes you faint.” What kind of guy takes a bod pod to the surface if he’s this wishy washy about injuries? I yank a packet out of the first aid kit and rip it open. A whiff of alcohol makes my nose wrinkle and eyes water. I mop the blood from his limp hand, then clean up his neck and soak up the blood dripping from his shoulder-length hair. If it’s going to make him pass out, I won’t mention the big red stain on the back of his shirt. With the humidity here, he probably won’t notice the damp spot. “Okay, you’re good.” I step away and crumple the wipe into its empty pouch, then turn the gloves inside out as I take them off.

He continues to sag against the tree, so I put the medical equipment away and check the contents of the pack. In addition to the first aid gear, there are two bottles of water, a couple more protein bars, and a comm device that gets the same staticky reception as my audio implant.

The ripping of the protein bar wrapper catches Neran’s attention. He extends a hand. “Great, I’m starving.”

I hold the food out of his reach, taking a step away for good measure. “Oh, no. This is mine.” I raise it to my lips and catch a slightly metallic odor. Did someone slip some of Vanti’s decoy bars into this stash? I lower my hand, but the smell remains. “What is that smell?”

“Chocolate caramel.” Neran licks his lips. “At least share it with me. I had a traumatic experience.”

I frown and hold the bar away from him again. “Whose fault is that? You’re the one who decided to crash land in a bod pod instead of taking the shuttle like a normal person.”

He lurches to his feet. “How do you know I’m not the sole survivor of a doomed interplanetary ship?”

I hold up a finger. “Because there were no ships scheduled to arrive today.” I raise a second one. “Because even if no one else made it to a bod pod, there would be visible rubble from the ship burning up in the atmosphere.” I lift another finger. “Because we were expecting you to try to slip in unannounced. What is that smell?” I turn slowly, keeping an eye on Neran and my body between him and my protein bar.

He sucks in a deep breath. “The dirty, metallic smell?” He grins. “That’s a drahgin.”

I take a step away from his manic expression. “What is the fascination with those things?”

“They’re huge and majestic.” He stretches his arms wide. “Terrifying yet cute at the same time. Have you seen the show at the arena? They’re like giant scaly puppies.”

Across the clearing, beyond the seemingly solid mud pit and the few burned leaves that didn’t sink with the bod pod, the trees shake. Branches fall from the parachute-entangled tree. Something roars.

I ease away, putting one of the squat, wide-bolled trees between me and the as yet invisible drahgin. “Those giant, scaly puppies at the show are domesticated. Do you really think they’re friendly in the wild? I saw those teeth—huge and pointy. Those are meat ripping teeth, and you and I are made of meat.”

“Didn’t you listen to the spiel? They’re pescatarians.” Neran takes a step into the mud.

“Watch—” I break off as he strides across the glossy surface, his feet sinking only a few millimeters into the sink hole. “Why aren’t you sinking into the mud?”

He looks down. When he stops moving, the mud seems to climb up his shoes. “Yikes!” With a sucking squelch, he pulls his feet loose and runs across the mud to the solid ground beyond.

“Ooh, the mud has shear thickening properties!” I grab a stick and poke it into the mud, trying different speeds. “That explains why the capsule didn’t sink right away. Although there must be a temperature component as⁠—”

“Who cares about that?” Beyond Neran, the trees shiver again, and the roar repeats.

I fling the stick away and bolt to the dubious safety of my squat tree. “Why are you walking toward the killer dinosaurs?”

He throws a scornful glance at me. “They’re drahgins, not dinosaurs. And I told you, they only eat fish.”

I peer around the tree trunk. “How good is their eyesight? Because if I squint, you look pretty fishy.”

“Ha, ha, so funny.” He pushes between the fronds and disappears from sight.

“Don’t come crying to me if you get eaten!” I yell.

He doesn’t respond. A creature roars, and I’d swear it’s a happy, “Look, here’s lunch” sound. The trees shake. Neran screams.

My heart stops in panic. I can’t breathe. I might not think much of Neran, but I don’t want anyone to get torn apart by killer dinosaurs. Except maybe Bobby Putin, and he was blown up, so the point is moot.

I stare wildly around the jungle. There’s nowhere to run. Or rather, there’s lots of places to run, but they’re all full of potential dangers. I rack my brain, trying to remember if the drahgins are attracted by movement. Should I play dead? Should I climb a tree? A quick look at the short, fat specimen beside me puts the kibosh on that idea. It has branches only at the top, and even if I could climb the slippery trunk, that would put me right at prime eating altitude.

The roar repeats, and my heart thunders back into action, pounding so hard I can’t hear the dinosaur anymore. I try to think what Vanti would do in this situation.

She’d inventory her assets. Great. I have a first aid kit, an unwrapped protein bar, and a large wrench. Maybe I can distract the dinosaur with the food, then smack him over the head with the wrench. Or shove it into his mouth so he can’t close it, like in an animated vid.

The trees shake, and the dinosaur’s giant head, with its boxy snout and finger-long, razor-sharp teeth, thrusts between the fronds. Its beady eyes glow and seem to focus on me like lasers. My vision goes dim around the edges as true panic sets in. I grip the wrench tight in my sweaty hand, the other one clamped onto the tree trunk so I don’t collapse in a puddle of fear.

The monster leans across the mud slick, its rank, fishy breath blowing my damp, frizzy hair away from my sweat-slicked brow. I stare it down, slowly reaching into my pocket to grip the protein bar. The chocolatey coating is warm and slimy, but I pull it out and fling it across the clearing. In the lighter gravity of this planetoid, it sails farther than I expect.

The giant head comes up, glowing eyes tracking the arc of the bar. I swear I can feel a weight lifted when its baleful glare leaves me. I take a slow step backward, easing behind my tree again.

The dinosaur sniffs at the protein bar as it sails past, the huge nostrils dilating. Its whole body seems to freeze for a split second. Then it grunts, and the massive jaws snap shut over the protein bar. The huge head whips back to me.

I swallow hard as it leans closer, the enormous jaws opening again, wide enough to swallow me, my wrench, and the tree beside me in one gulp. My eyes clamp shut against the terrifying sight.

And a huge, wet blanket slaps across my face and upper body.

My eyes fly open as the sloppy, dripping tongue pulls away. The drahgin drops to its tiny front legs, head down, tail arched high overhead, tongue lolling, like an enormous, scaly golden retriever wanting to play catch.

That’s when I notice Neran perched on the creature’s neck.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




I stare past the blocky, terrifying head with its huge jaw, tiny eyes, and sharp, triangular teeth to the man perched astride the drahgin’s body. “What the fork? I thought you were dead!”

Neran laughs, slapping the beast’s silver hide. The drahgin sits up suddenly, and Neran’s laughter cuts off as he slips. His arms convulse around the thick neck to keep him from sliding off. He regains his balance and laughs again. This time it sounds a little forced. “I told you they’re pescatarians. Gentle as puppies.”

“You screamed.” I start to cross my arms, then notice the smear of chocolate coating my fingers. After a brief internal debate, I use my other hand to pull another wipe from the backpack to clean off the mess. I hate to waste good chocolate, but I’ve been touching trees and mud and irritating strangers. Plus, I’m covered in dino slobber.

Neran looks a little sheepish but lifts his nose. “You were mean to me, so I thought it would be funny.” He slides down the drahgin’s body in a more controlled fashion and sticks the landing.

“You scared the crap out of me! How old are you? Twelve?”

“I’m nineteen!” He glares at me.

I throw up both hands in dismay. He practically is a child—at least mentally. “Breta said you set her up with Randolph. That you offered sound business advice. I expected someone older.”

He blushes and stammers. “That was my cousin. I mean, it was me, but my cousin was advising me. But I was the one who was here.”

“Who’s your cousin?” I close my eyes, afraid I won’t like the answer.

“Darien Putin.”

I was right. I bury my face in my hands. “I knew you looked kind of familiar. How close were you to Bobby?”

His face shutters, and he looks away. “Not at all. Although he’s the reason I’m here.”

“What do you mean?”

Beside him, the drahgin dances from foot to foot, as if only the hope of playing a game with the tiny humans is keeping it from darting off into the jungle. Neran looks up at the huge creature and pats its massive flank. “It’s time to go. These wild ones will play for a while, but if she gets hungry, we’ll end up at the beach.”

“The beach?” I repeat faintly.

“Fish. If she gets hungry or bored, she’ll want to go fishing. Not much I can do to stop a four tonne drahgin if she wants to swim with the fishes.”

“That’s not what that phrase means.” I press my lips together, certain I will regret this question too. “What are you proposing?”

He gestures to the animal’s sloped back. “Climb on. I can get her to take us to the arena.”

I suck in a deep breath. “I was afraid you were going to say that.” Sliding my wrench through the convenient backpack loop, I shrug into the straps and tighten them. With a sigh, I step closer.

The huge head swings down, and the tongue comes out again, plastering me with another layer of fishy slobber. I shudder and stumble back a couple of steps.

“You gotta stay outta range of her tongue if you don’t want to get slimed.”

“Thanks. So helpful.”

Neran crooks his fingers at me, then crouches and laces his hands together to create a step. “Climb aboard. The neck ridges make a really comfortable saddle.”

I swipe the dino-spit from my face, then slap that hand on Neran’s bloody shoulder as I step into his fingers. He twitches at my slimy touch but manages to stay steady, giving me a boost up the drahgin’s surprisingly soft shoulder. The angular-looking plates aren’t actually scales, but rather iridescent coloring in a geometric pattern. I grab the lower neck ridge and hoist myself up, aided by the lower gravity and Neran’s push. A bit of a scramble gets me between the two bony ridges.

“Scoot up.” Neran clambers up behind me, then reaches around me to pat the spot in front of the upper ridge. “You sit there. The rider has to be where you are to control direction. I assume you’ve never ridden one of these.” The smug tone is back.

I glare over my shoulder. “Watch it, cocky. If I figure out how to ride one, I won’t need you. And if you can do it, it can’t be that hard.”

“Ouch!” He clutches a hand to his chest. “You wound me.” He puts a hand against my hip and shoves. “Move.”

Before I can respond, the dinosaur lurches forward, using its huge head to shove the trees out of its way. I grip the front neck ridge tightly, leaning forward against the great neck in hopes the branches won’t sweep me off the thing.

“Hey, I’m going to fall off!” Neran’s arms clamp around my waist like a grav belt. His face presses hard between my shoulders. “You have to steer.”

“How do I do that? This animal has no control panel!”

He slings his legs over the bony ridge, wrapping them around me like a monkey clinging to a banana. Then he releases one arm to smack a fist on my right thigh. “Press with that leg, she’ll go left.” His other hand bites into my shoulder.

“Press right to go left.” I grit my teeth and push my right leg into the drahgin’s neck. The beast veers left, as if trying to escape the pressure. When I let off, she straightens out. “Wow, that’s… easy.” I push with the left leg, and she goes right. “Dang. I don’t need you.”

His claws tighten on my shoulders, his fingernails biting like teeth. “Don’t kick me off!”

I look at the heavens. “Don’t make it so tempting. Which way do we need to go?”

“How am I supposed to know? I just crash-landed on this moon. Which way were you going?”

I look around, but there are no distinguishing marks visible in the jungle. We are still below the leafy top canopy of the jungle, so I can’t see the resort towers. The sun has disappeared behind the gas giant, leaving the moon in darkness. If we could get a clear look at the sky, we might be able to see its curve, but there are too many trees.

I flick my holo-ring. Even without comms, I must have something useful on here—ah ha! Compass. “Is magnetic north the same as directional north on this moon?”

“How would I know?” Neran’s grip has loosened, although his legs still encircle me like a child riding piggyback. He’s locked his ankles together in my lap, probably to prevent me from pushing him off. “I don’t live here.”

“How, exactly, were you planning on getting from your bod pod to the resort?”

There’s silence, except the crack of the drahgin breaking through branches and the whoosh of fronds sliding past us. I lean closer to our mount’s neck and twist to look at my companion. “Did you have a plan?”

His face goes pink, and he looks away. “No.”

“Perfect.” I check the compass app and nudge the lizard to the right. “Assuming north is north and based on where I think we were in relation to the resort, this should take us somewhere near the arena.”

As we move farther from our landing place, the space under the trees clears enough that the branches are no longer slapping our mount in the face. It’s even darker now, and a splash of stars twinkle between the trees.

I squint down the animal’s smooth flank to the ground beneath. We seem to be on a beaten path, as if hundreds of animals have trod this way over the years, creating a wide track. We reach a small clearing with another slick-looking patch of mud. The drahgin doesn’t even slow, she just stomps across the smooth surface, her heavy steps barely indenting the weird mud.

As we reach the other side, I notice a different type of mud, with lots of dino prints. “How many of these things are on this island?”

“How many drahgins? I dunno. A bunch. Why?”

“Are they all this friendly?” The metallic odor of the creature has intensified.

“This is a young one. The juveniles are friendly—that’s how they domesticate ‘em. Give them some food or play with them and they’re happy. That’s how I got her to give me a ride—I tickled her.” He removes one hand from my shoulder and wiggles his fingers in front of my face.

“And what about the adults? Because I think Stella here might be taking us to meet the parents.” I point at another set of huge prints as we hurtle ever faster along the path.

“Stella?”

“What do you want to call her?”

“Stella is fine.”

Stella bursts into a larger clearing and skids to a stop. Darkness has fallen with a vengeance, so it’s hard to see. The ground looks kind of lumpy here, like small sand dunes or tiny, rolling hills. As I squint at the strange landscape, Stella flings up her head, nearly dislodging us from her neck, and lets out a roar. This one is answered by a cacophony of louder, deeper, and even more terrifying drahgin screams.

My heart stops as dozens of giant eyes glow and stare straight at us.
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Perched on the neck of Stella, the juvenile drahgin, I squeeze my eyes closed and pray. Maybe if we’re still and silent, the adults won’t notice us clinging to their precious baby.

“Dang, there’s a lot of em!” Neran hollers in my ear.

The roaring cuts out, as if a conductor directed a break at the symphony. For a beat, there’s total silence, including my heart which has stopped in my chest.

Stella chirps like a bird but much louder. I peel my eyes open as the metallic odor engulfs us. Massive drahgin heads close in around us, sniffing. The huge nostrils widen, the force of their indrawn breath pulling my hair away from my sweaty neck and face. Neran’s legs clamp tighter around my waist, and his fingers bite into my shoulders.

A huge, forked tongue flicks out, and I wrap my arms around my head. The tongue slaps wetly across my body, dragging more slime over my arms and side. Neran squeals as it continues to him. A big, blunt head, mouth thankfully closed, butts into me, nearly knocking me from my precarious perch. Then another from the other side. And another.

“What are they doing?” I hiss.

“I think they want to play.” Neran whimpers a little.

“I thought you liked the drahgins.”

“I like them better when they aren’t trying to knock me three meters to the ground.” He releases his grip on me and slides down Stella’s back.

“Where are you going?” I cling to Stella’s ridges, pressing my body as tightly to her neck as possible.

“I don’t want to be dino lunch!” Neran sprints away into the undergrowth.

“I thought they were pescatarians!” I scream, but he doesn’t reply.

Heart pounding, I stare at the huge animals crowded around me. None of them are licking their chops, so maybe they aren’t hungry. Neran said they go to the beach to fish when they want to eat. These guys were sleeping peacefully when we arrived, so I should be safe, right?

Neran also said they were harmless, yet he abandoned me and ran away like a coward, so maybe he’s not a reliable source of information.

After what seems like hours, the drahgins give up sniffing me and turn away. Stella trumpets a happy little song, then follows the largest dinosaur across the clearing. She stops beside the massive creature who is now curling up in a shallow dirt hollow. With an almost human-sounding sigh, she drops to her belly against the bigger creature, snuggling close.

Before I get stuck between two spooning dinosaurs, I slide off Stella’s neck and stumble away from the pair. The larger animal lifts its head and butts its snout against me hard enough to send me reeling, then drops to the dirt and closes its eyes. Around us, the others follow suit, collapsing like a series of deflating balloons.

Holding my breath, I tiptoe between the napping drahgins, picking my way to the edge of the clearing. A few shift restlessly, but don’t open their eyes. Maintaining a constant, wordless prayer under my breath, I make it to the edge of the clearing and dart behind a tree.

It’s even darker here with the heavy jungle hiding the stars and the faint glow of the gas giant, Moghbeli. A hazy snippet of something O’Neill said comes back to me. Apparently, we’ve entered the long night-time part of Luna Major’s orbit—almost four days of darkness while the planet is between us and the sun. I wonder if the lizards sleep the whole time.

Flicking my holo-ring to life, I squint into the sudden brightness. I lean against the tree between me and the dinosaurs and dial my ring’s brightness down so I don’t wake them. The floor of the jungle is surprisingly bare—the trees above must keep plants from growing down here. What I thought was a path cut by the drahgins is actually the naturally clear understory. Walking won’t be too bad as long as my power holds out.

Checking my compass for direction, I push away from the tree and turn slowly toward what I think is the right direction. A couple of swipes and an easy code loop connects that app to a directional indicator. My ring shoots a holographic arrow which will change colors and directions if I stray off my chosen path. I focus my light on the ground, watching my steps. I don’t want to make any unnecessary noise—who knows what might wake those creatures?

Which makes me think of Neran. Should I look for him? He hasn’t impressed me with his ability to problem solve, so leaving him here in the jungle could be fatal. On the other hand, he chose to crash here. And he abandoned me without a second glance when he thought we might be eaten.

The crack of a stick breaking makes me freeze. “Ha! Found you!” He appears out of nowhere, jumping in front of my light.

“Hush!” I spin to look behind me but can’t see any movement. “Don’t wake the drahgins!”

He scoffs. “They’re out for the count. They sleep at night. I can’t believe you were going to leave me behind!”

I swing back and shine the light into his eyes, feeling a tinge of satisfaction when he flinches and flings up a hand. “You’re the one who left me! If those things were hungry, I’d be a dim memory in one of their stomachs by now.”

“I told you—they don’t eat people.”

“That’s why you ran away like a frightened baby.” I sound like a child myself, but I don’t care. I’m tired and hungry and scared. And he’s a jerk.

He grumbles under his breath but doesn’t attempt to argue. Instead, he juts a thumb in the direction I had been going. “Is that the way to the ranch?”

“I can only hope so.” With a sigh, I push past him, following my holo-arrow. “Have you tried your comm system? I’m not getting anything.”

“Comm system?” He throws a puzzled look at me, then his expression turns sheepish. “No, I haven’t tried calling anyone. I’m not sure Breta will be happy to see me. And I know Romy won’t be. Who else would I call?”

I rub my forehead. “You purposely crash landed on this moon without any plan as to how you’d get to civilization or what you’d do once you got there?” I know I already asked this, but I can’t believe he was that cavalier.

“No. Yes. Kind of.” He shrugs. “The island isn’t very big. I figured I could just walk ‘til I hit the ranch or the resort or the beach. Then I’d find someone.”

I stare up at the invisible treetops, counting to ten. Then I take a deep breath. “Stupid as I think that is—at this point, it’s probably our best bet. At least, I don’t have anything better.”

He pumps a fist into the air with a “Yes!”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I would accept literally any other plan. If I could think of one.” With another sigh, I push past him again and trudge into the darkness.

[image: ]


Half an hour later, we reach the ranch. The island really isn’t very big, and luckily, we had been moving in the right direction. The arena is dark and quiet except for the occasional drahgin snore. The light of the force shield is bright after the dark jungle, illuminating the high walls.

I blow my hair away from my face. The temperature has dropped precipitously with the darkness, and for the first time since we arrived, I’m comfortable outside. Stopping beside the entry gate, I slide my backpack off my shoulder.

“What are you doing?” Neran crouches beside me.

I unzip and check the outer pockets. Nothing. “I’m looking for food.”

“Oh, good. I’m starving.”

“Anything I find in here is mine.” I pull the medical supplies from the bag, stacking them to one side. When I get to the bottom, I find only dust and the empty protein bar wrapper. Raising it to my nose, I sniff, but there isn’t even a whiff of chocolate. My stomach growls loudly in protest. “Any idea how to get from here to the resort?”

Neran rises and gestures toward the drahgins’ clearing. “It’s that way. But Breta’s place is much closer.” He swings around and points past the arena at the hulk of the hill visible only because it blocks the stars. “Right up there.”

I reload the bag and stand, slinging it to my back. “I guess we’d better start walking, then.”

“There should be a maintenance cart here. Maybe we can borrow it.” He wanders away, trying the small door beside the arena’s big gate. “It’s locked.”

I shake my head and roll my eyes. “No surprise.” With a flick of my holo-ring, I use the credentials Romy set up for me to access the network. Unlocking the door would be child’s play, but I realize I can use the net to call O’Neill. I must be so hungry my brain isn’t working right.

The call connects immediately. “Triana! Where are you? Romy said you left hours ago! I’ve been worried sick!” My husband’s shiny voice fills my heart with warmth.

“I’m at the arena. Long story, but I have Neran with me.”

Neran shakes his head wildly, hands extended. “No! don’t tell⁠—”

“Too late.” I switch to sub-vocal. “He can’t be behind all of the problems—he’s an idiot.”

“I’m coming to get you. And you know what they say, ‘don’t attribute to malice what can be explained by incompetence.’” He chuckles.

“While I one hundred percent agree with that sentiment in general, I don’t think we can blame Neran’s ineptitude for all of the trouble. No one is that clueless.” My stomach growls again. “Bring me something to eat, will you?”

“Already ordered. I can’t believe you thought you had to ask,” O’Neill says. “I’ll see you in about ten minutes. Love you.”

“Me, too.” I smile as I disconnect. When my gaze falls on Neran, my smile dies. “Why didn’t you want them to know you were here? Isn’t that why you came? To see Breta?”

“Yeah, but I wanted to surprise her. Not have to be rescued.” He tries the door again. “If we could only get inside…”

I lean against the wall and slide down to my butt. “I can get inside if I want, but I don’t see any reason to. And believe it or not, stealing a maintenance vehicle is probably not going to impress her.”

“I wasn’t going to steal it. I was going to borrow it.”

“Right.” I sigh, then pat the ground beside me. “Why don’t you sit down and tell me the whole story while we wait?”

He hesitates, then plops down beside me. “Didn’t Breta already tell you?”

“Somehow, I don’t think your stories will match up.” I tap my fingertips together.

“Why? What did she say about me?”

A twinge of compassion surprises me. Neran has been the evil villain since I first heard his name, but that image doesn’t match up to this overcompensating but engaging boy. How can I say this gently? “She doesn’t think you’re completely innocent.”

He turns bright red. Or at least I assume it’s red. With the force shield and stars our only light sources, color is hard to see.

I laugh. “I don’t mean—” I wave a hand at his torso. “From what she and Romy told us, you sold them out. Convinced them to bring in outside investors who’ve taken over the company.”

His jaw drops, and the color blanches from his face so fast I’m afraid he’s going to pass out. “She said that?”

Watching him closely, I nod. “You brought in Randolph. Then engineered the technical problems to destroy the resort’s reputation.”

His brows come down, and he sucks in a loud breath. “Who’s Randolph? What technical problems? What are you talking about?”
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Neran stares at me, his fists balled, his face mulish. He leans a little closer, anger and despair rolling off him in palpable waves. If I didn’t think of him as an incompetent child, it would feel threatening. I cross my arms and stare him down.

The whoosh of a passenger hopper interrupts our staring contest, wind from its landing blowing dust and metallic drahgin scent at us. I squeeze my eyes almost shut and push myself up the wall to my feet.

The craft lands in the clearing in front of the arena, and the dust settles. When the door slides open, O’Neill jumps out, hurrying across the packed earth to my side to pull me into his arms. “Are you—” He takes a step back, and his face contorts. “Why are you so damp? And… smelly?”

I frown and lean my face closer to my shoulder, sucking in a breath. Yowza. “Drahgin slobber. Maybe jungle mud. And sweat.” I sniff again. “Maybe some protein bar?”

Breta comes up behind him. “Did you get licked into submission by a herd of drahgins? They can be messy.”

“You don’t say.”

Her gaze shifts to the young man still crouched against the arena wall. He rises slowly, eyes locked with her. Neither of them says anything.

O’Neill clears his throat. “What’s the story?” He jerks his head at Neran.

“We were finally getting to that when you arrived. He claims he doesn’t know anything about Randolph.” I pull in a deep breath and can’t help but notice O’Neill’s nose twitch when I move. “I really stink, don’t I? Maybe Neran and I should get cleaned up before we figure this out. He’s not going anywhere. And I need food.”

A smile flickers over O’Neill’s face. “There’s my girl. I brought you a snack. It’s in the⁠—”

I push past him, lunging for the take-out box on the rear seat. I’ve always enjoyed food, but since I got pregnant, the desire has become a compulsion. I rip open the lid and shove my nose close to the steamy, spicy, savory yum.

Then my stomach rebels, and I barely make it to edge of the jungle before I throw up the remaining bits of the two protein bars I ate this afternoon. O’Neill hurries to my side, holding his breath as he pulls my hair away from my neck and face. A shiver runs through my body as the breeze—chilly now that the sun has set—hits my sweaty neck.

“What happened?” He hands me a water pac.

I rinse my mouth and spit. “I guess my anti-morning sickness patch was working. I forgot to put a new one on this morning.” I wipe my mouth with the handkerchief he hands me, grimacing at the smear of mud and yuck I leave on the pristine cloth.

He rubs a hand down my back. “This reminds me of the night we met.”

I hang my head. “You’ll never let me forget that, will you?”

“Why would I forget the best thing that ever happened to me?”

“Me ralphing in your office is the best thing that ever happened to you?”

He slides his arm around me. “You are the best thing. Every detail of the night we met is engraved here.” He puts his free hand over his heart.

Unable to formulate an eloquent response, I lean close to kiss his cheek, then I salute him with the folded square. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

“What is that?” Breta wanders closer to peer over O’Neill’s shoulder. Neran still loiters near the arena, glaring. Apparently, their reunion didn’t go quite as he’d hoped.

“It’s a handkerchief.” I sip my water and wait to see if my stomach will accept it.

“It’s a multi-purpose tool.” O’Neill takes the cloth from me, finds a clean side, and wipes my forehead. “Napkin, bandage, sweatband, tourniquet. So many uses. I never leave home without a handkerchief and a multi-tool.”

“Fascinating.” Breta leans closer. “Is that decoration hand-stitched?”

I shoot another look at Neran, then one at Breta. “We’re seriously going to discuss personal linens instead of him?”

Her jaw tightens. “He’s the source of all our troubles. Why would we discuss him? I’ll discuss him with my lawyer.”

I snort a laugh at her tough-girl act, then try to turn it into a cough. My stomach flips, and I breathe deep. The stench of drahgin slobber roils my stomach harder, and I clutch it and close my eyes.

O’Neill’s arm tightens around me. “Let’s get you back to the resort. We can decide what to do about him later.” He guides me toward the hopper.

We all get inside, Neran and Breta having a brief argument over who must sit next to whom. O’Neill ends it with a glare at the boy, pointing at the rear-facing seat. “You. There.”

Neran sits, his face set, eyes narrow. Breta moves to the front of the little craft, taking the driver’s position. “All set?”

O’Neill checks the door, then throws a thumbs-up she can’t see. “We’re good.”

The vehicle lifts off, dust and loose palm fronds blowing away in the wash. We rise above the tops of the encircling jungle, spin a hundred and eighty degrees, then shoot toward the glowing resort towers. I watch out the window but can’t pinpoint Neran’s landing site or the drahgin nest.

As we near the tall buildings, the sounds of a party reach our ears: music, laughter, clinking of glasses, occasional cheerful shouts, and the splash of the pools. I squint at the bright strings of colored lights strobing in time to the thumping music. “I guess it’s party time.”

“Wednesday night is always party time.” Neran leans forward to peer out the window “It’s the beginning of the long night, plus an extra hour.”

“An extra hour?” I frown.

“Yeah. The planet’s rotation is a hundred and sixty-nine hours, so each week we get eighty-four and a half hours of light, and an equal amount of darkness. The calendar is divided into seven twenty-four-hour days, but that leaves an extra hour. So, it’s added to Wednesday.”

“Wait a minute. I know we’re supposed to have three and a half days of light and darkness, but it didn’t really sink in until now.” I look from Neran to O’Neill and back. “It was dark last night. And the night before.”

O’Neill shakes his head. “That’s fabricated darkness. The resort’s force shield darkens in the evenings.”

Neran nods violently. “Right. Studies have shown the demographic who comes to the resort prefers a lot of nighttime—more party time. So, they have a false darkness every night. The ranch, out near the drahgin arena—those force shields are normal, so you get daylight Sunday through Wednesday, and darkness Thursday through Saturday. We—” He breaks off to look over his shoulder at Breta who is studiously ignoring him. “They do lots of campfires during the dark days. Stargazing. It starts getting pretty cold by Saturday, so they serve hot chocolate. And the hot springs are awesome at night. Occasionally it snows.”

I stare at him, dumbfounded. “It snows in this jungle?”

“At night it does. Mostly in the higher elevations. We’re in Moghbeli’s shadow, so it gets cold. Then we have sunrise on Sunday morning, and it warms up again.”

I look at O’Neill. “You knew all of this.”

He gazes back, his eyes wide. “You didn’t read the briefing Hy-Mi sent?”

“How long have you known me?” I poke him with a finger. “Did you really think I’d read the report for a vacation?” I close my eyes. “Mother has been keeping me so busy— I didn’t think I needed an orientation to have fun on a tropical beach moon.”

“Sorry. I thought you were paying attention to the welcome vid. They have orbital mechanic simulations and everything.”

I open my eyes to see him gazing sheepishly at me. Shaking my head, I roll my eyes, but I can’t help but forgive this man. “I’ll watch again while I eat. Are we there yet?”

“Just landed.” He slides the door open and slides to the ground, offering me a hand. “Let’s get upstairs. I’ll order room service while you shower and change.” He turns to Breta as she rounds the front of the vehicle. “You two can join us, and we’ll figure this out.” He waves his fingers between the two younger people.

Breta glares at Neran, then looks at O’Neill, her lips tight. With a sigh, she relaxes a fraction. “I’ll get him a room in the service bunks. Does he have luggage?” She speaks to me, as if I’m his nanny.

“If he did, it went down with the ship.”

Neran turns to face Breta. “I should be getting a box delivered. In your name. It was the easiest way to handle luggage when I’m not supposed to be here.”

“Yeah, why is—” My stomach gurgles loudly, then rolls like a ship on high seas. I clutch a hand to my abdomen. “Never mind. Tell me later.” Without waiting, I turn and stumble across the patio, through the strobing lights and gyrating partiers. No one pays us any attention, beyond a couple of frowning sniffs and a single drunk yelling, “What is that smell?!”

Inside, I take the float tube to our floor, O’Neill on my heels. I strip off my clothing, dumping it into the LaundroBox, and turn the shower to Rainstorm Massage. Switching on the auto-wash feature, I step in and close my eyes.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




When I finally feel clean and less nauseous, I flip the shower to the drier setting. Warm air circulates, and the system gently vacuums the water from my skin and hair. A quick turn in the InstaFab gets my wild red curls under control, and my prenatal patch soothes my wonky stomach.

There’s a knock at the bathroom door, then O’Neill sticks his head in. “The food is here. And the kids. You decent?” He catches my gaze in the foggy mirror and smiles, his eyes going all bedroom. “No, you aren’t. Too bad we have guests.”

My stomach rumbles at the mention of food, shoving the warmer feelings aside. “Hand me a robe, will you?”

He holds the shoulders as I slide my arms into the sleeves, then wraps his arms around me to tie the belt in front. A quick nuzzle to my neck promises more later, then he takes my hand and tows me to the door. And dinner.

My husband knows me well. He’s a keeper.

I stop on the threshold and suck in a breath of warm Shinese spices and toasty bread. My favorite fusion combination, no matter how many people tell me the Shinese didn’t eat bread.

“You look better,” Neran says from the couch by the window. He’s obviously had a chance at a shower, too, and is wearing enormously baggy sweatpants with the resort logo down one leg in bright green letters, with a tight orange T-shirt. Illustrated drahgins playing volleyball are stretched across the chest of the too-small garment.

“Is that a kids’ T-shirt?”

He looks down at his chest, a faint blush spreading across his cheeks. “Breta said it was all she had.”

On the far side of the room, perched on a stool beside the breakfast bar, Breta smirks, then shoves a fried dumpling into her mouth.

I grab a plate from the stack beside her and load it from the dishes on the countertop. Spicy noodles, steamed and fried Zhishwan dumplings, toasty Eetalien flat bread with olive oil, fried rice with Ballentine Crab, and even cheesy risotto. With a happy groan, I drop into a chair and shovel hot Srirangian Shicken into my mouth.

Once the triplets have enough food on their heads to keep them happy, I look up from my nearly empty plate. Ty sits at the end of the table, picking at his food, a goofy grin on his face.

“What?”

He startles and raises a brow. “What what?”

“You’re giving me one of those funny looks.”

“Can’t I sit here and admire my wife?”

“You two are sickening.” Neran rises and stomps across the room to refill his plate. “Old people in love. Yuck.” He does a dramatic shiver.

“Old people?!” The response escapes me before I realize I really don’t care what he thinks. “Deal with it.” I point my fork at him. “You still haven’t told us your side of this story.”

Neran returns to the table, leaving an empty chair between him and Ty. Breta picks up her plate and moves to the empty spot across from him but doesn’t make eye contact. The boy looks at her for a moment, then clears his throat.

“My dad is part of the Putin family.”

I suck in a breath. Although I knew from our previous conversation that he was related, the bald statement still hits me hard. O’Neill’s lips press together, and he reaches under the corner of the table to squeeze my hand. Breta raises her head enough that I can see her eyeroll.

“Go on.” I wave my fork at him, then stab an innocent dumpling with more force than necessary. Hot steam and broth gush out, splashing onto my plate and soaking into my bread.

“My cousin Bobby⁠—”

O’Neill’s fingers convulse around mine, then relax. “Cousin? How close?”

Neran’s brows come down and his lips twist. “Not very? My dad’s grandfather was Don Putin’s brother. Not the current Don, but the previous one.”

“Fairly distant, then.” O’Neill nods and wiggles his fingers in a “get on with it” gesture.

“Bobby discovered this moon a few years ago. He was fascinated by the drahgins. I remember him talking about them at a family gathering. He thought making them fight would be cool. And lucrative.” He shrugs and looks away. “Based on what I know of top-levs, he was probably right.”

O’Neill’s mouth opens—probably to defend my honor—but I squeeze his hand. Bobby ran with a rough crowd.

“He tried to buy the place from Verdana, but she refused to sell.” Neran flicks a glance at Breta, then stares at our reflection in the dark windows. “That was before he even mentioned the fight scheme.”

“We’ve owned this island for generations. No way we’d sell.” Breta lifts her chin. Then she deflates—probably remembering they could lose it thanks to Neran’s investors. Which she encouraged her mother to accept.

“Anyway, Bobby was pissed that they refused, so he tried to buy it through a couple different shell companies. I only know this because my cousin—our cousin—Darien told me. He and Bobby were tight.”

I frown. “I’ve known Bobby for years. I don’t remember a cousin named Darien.”

O’Neill nods in agreement. “He never came to SK2—at least not since I’ve been there. They brief all the sec agents when a top-lev has visitors.”

Neran sips his drink. “I dunno what to tell you. Darien talks about Bobby all the time. Or did, before Bobby—” He breaks off and ducks his head.

Anger spears through my chest at the boy’s faintly admiring tone. “Before he killed a bunch of people? Went to prison? Blew up?”

“He didn’t really do those things.”

I stand so fast my chair tips over and thuds to the floor. “He absolutely did do all of those things. I was there.”

Neran scoffs. “Did you see him kill anyone?”

O’Neill surges to his feet beside me and nearly lunges across the table, looming over Neran with fury burning in his face. His voice is so low, I almost don’t hear the words, but his tone makes the boy blanch. “He tried to kill both of us. If you’re a Bobby Putin fan, you need to leave right now. And never cross my path again.” I’ve never seen O’Neill so angry.

Neran raises both hands to ward him off. “I’m sorry! I’m not a fan! I’m just telling you what Darien told me!”

I put a hand on O’Neill’s arm. He turns to me, his face alive with anger which melts away when our eyes meet. With a curt nod, he drops into his chair again. “Tell your story, but no more editorial embellishments.”

Neran takes a shaky breath and nods once. “Yes, sorry. Darien helped Bobby make offers on the property a couple of times, through different agents, but Verdana kept saying no. Even after Bobby… went to S’Ride⁠—”

“To prison for murder,” O’Neill puts in.

Neran swallows hard and nods, once. “To prison for murder, Darien kept trying. Eventually, he asked me to come here and talk to them.” His face goes pink, and he won’t meet anyone’s gaze. “He thought I might be able to make a… personal connection.”

Breta finally looks up from her dinner, her eyes narrow. “They sent you here to schmooze me, didn’t they? I remember those slick real estate agents trying to talk Mom into selling. I even suggested she consider one offer. Money was tight, and the guy was friendly. But Mom said no. She knew we could pull through the tight times. That our regulars would stand by us.” Her eyes go a little glassy. She sniffs and glares at Neran. “Until I let you convince us to bring in investors who⁠—”

“Me?” Neran pops out of his seat like a ground squirrel. “I never⁠—”

“You cozied up to me and talked sweet, then brought in your big money investors. ‘Silent partners,’ you said. They’d never make us do anything we didn’t want to do. Until suddenly they did. And you were nowhere to be found!”

“How many times do I have to tell you, I didn’t do that! When did I ever⁠—”

“When?! On your third visit! I remember it so clearly!” Breta jumps up and stomps across the room to the floor-to-ceiling windows. “We were walking on the beach⁠—”

“Third visit? What are you talking about? I’ve only been here once before!” Neran shoves away from the table. “That two weeks at the camp and now!”

“No!” She stomps her foot. “Why are you lying? You were here for camp three years ago. Then you came back the next year. That’s when we—” Her face goes red, and she clamps her teeth together with a snap. Her nostrils flare as she pulls in a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “Then you came back again and brought the Randolph guys.”

Neran starts shaking his head slowly before she finishes. “No. That wasn’t me. I haven’t been here since my first visit. I wanted to come—that’s why I sent you so many messages. But you never replied… until last week. And you told me to⁠—”

“I did not⁠—”

O’Neill slaps his hand on the table, cutting her off with a sharp crack. “Stop!”

They both turn on him, yelling over each other, arms gesticulating wildly, rehashing the same statements over and over.

I open my holo-ring and turn out the lights.

Silence falls for a second. Then the two of them are at it again, this time wondering if the power has failed, which leads to Breta accusing Neran of damaging the resort’s systems which Neran repeatedly refutes.

I flick the lights a couple times, then leave them on. The two youngsters stop yelling. Before they can draw breath to start again, I poke a finger at Neran. “Sit down and shut up!” Then I swing around to Breta. “You, too! Or we walk away and leave you to figure out this mess on your own.”

Breta drops into her seat and buries her face in her hands. Neran retreats to the couch by the windows, gazing out into the darkness.

I turn to O’Neill. “Did you get access to Shatner immigration data?”

He nods and flicks his holo-ring, bringing up a file. “It took a little legal legwork from Hy-Mi, but we got it. Came through this afternoon.” He opens the datafile and stretches it across the table where it hovers over the remains of our meal.

“Can you get far enough back to find Neran’s first arrival? Look for Nick Eranovsky.”

O’Neill frowns at Neran, then enters the data. “Here it is. Three years ago. Destination Lacerta Ranch. Scheduled to stay a week, extended to a second week on the third day. Left on time, passing through Shatner Station on schedule.”

“Any other visits?” I pick up my fork and steal a dumpling from O’Neill’s plate.

His lips twitch but he doesn’t say anything about the theft. “I’ve got no other hits. According to the station, he hasn’t been here since. Of course, they don’t know he’s here, now.”

“Exactly!” Breta pokes a finger through the data. “The other two times he visited, he came ‘under the radar.’ That’s what he called it. The first time, he said his family wouldn’t like him being here, so he had to sneak in. Then it was to ‘keep publicity down’ until the deal with Randolph was finalized. He never told me how he got here.”

“I didn’t—I don’t know anyone from Randolph!” Neran throws his hands in the air, then scrubs them through his hair. He turns to the windows. “I wasn’t here!”

“When did he come back?” I ask Breta. “And how did he arrive? Like Neran did today? In a bod pod?”

The girl’s brow wrinkles. “I’m not sure how. He showed up at the front desk. But I think he came from the station, not in a bod pod. Or at least, I thought that until you mentioned frozen people sneaking in.” Her head tilts as she looks at Neran. “Were you frozen?”

He turns away from the window. “Ye-es? Kind of? My cousin Darien said he’d sneak me in. He had me get in the bod pod before we jumped from S’Ride.”

I squint at the data still floating above the remains of my Srirangian Shicken. “Cousin Darien seems to be the connecting factor. Try searching for him.”

With a nod, O’Neill enters the search terms. The file jiggles, the outline turning green. “It’s a hit. Multiple entries through Shatner Station.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN




“Darien was here?” Neran spins around to face us, the dark window at his back. “When? Why?”

“I can’t tell you why.” O’Neill isolates six lines of data and stretches them until the numbers and letters are as big as my hand. “Here’s the when.”

Breta reads the information and frowns, pointing at one line. “That’s the same time Neran visited. And that one. And those others are when the Randolph guys were here. I’m almost positive.”

The door slams open. “Nice of you to wait dinner for me!” Romy glares from the doorway, hands on hips. “I’m starving over there at the transfer station, and you’re here shoving food into your faces. With him!” He flings a dramatic arm at Neran.

“Not again!” I moan, dropping in my chair. I push my fork into my noodles and wind them onto the utensil.

O’Neill’s lips twitch, but he clamps them tight as he swings around to stab a finger at Romy. “Do not start.” He swings his hand to point at the food, still steaming gently in the heated take-out containers. “Get some food and listen, don’t talk.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” He lopes three steps across the room and snags a shallow bowl.

“I thought you were staying there all night?” I ask as Romy takes an empty seat at the end of the table, his bowl loaded with food topped with a piece of flat bread.

“Breta called to tell me he was here, so what was the point? I was waiting for him to arrive, remember?” He jerks his head at Neran, then shoves a huge piece of bread into his mouth. “Mmm.”

“I’m surprised the call went through. I got nothing out there. Try the dumplings.” I point at O’Neill’s plate, then threaten Romy with my fork when he reaches toward it. “Not mine! Get your own.”

“Those are his, not yours.” Romy rises and takes his bowl back to the counter.

“What’s his is mine.” With a wink at O’Neill, I take the last dumpling. He always gets extras for me, so I know he doesn’t mind. Plus, he’s obviously finished eating.

My husband clears this throat. “Back to the subject at hand. Is it possible Darien was pretending to be Neran?”

We all stare at him. The dumpling slides off my fork and plops to the table. Romy’s hand slides closer, but I make a stabbing motion then scoop up the food.

“No,” Breta says, but it sounds uncertain. “No. I would have known.”

“It was a year between his first visit and the second one. And he was here, what? Two weeks the first time?” I pause to put the dumpling in my mouth, casting a triumphant grin at Romy.

“We look nothing alike!” Neran’s voice cracks. “And this is my second visit.”

Romy tips his bowl toward me so I can get a good view of his pile of dumplings. He better not have taken all of them. O’Neill’s gaze flicks from me to Romy to his now-empty plate. Trying—not too hard—to hide a smile, he rises and goes to look through the remaining dishes on the counter.

“What happened after your first visit?” I ask Neran.

Neran sighs, sounding forlorn. “I sent a bunch of messages. At first she didn’t reply, then she finally did. I asked her to…” His voice subsides to a mumble.

“Asked me what?” Breta’s brow creases. “I don’t remember you asking anything. You told me you’d be back, that you missed me.” She blushes. “That you couldn’t wait to see me again. Then you came again the next year.”

Neran’s head swings side to side, but his anger seems to have evaporated. “I asked you to visit me on Sally Ride. You were at the college on Grissom. I figured you could come see me on one of your breaks, instead of going home.”

“You never asked me to visit.” She crosses her arms and presses her lips together.

“Sure I did. Several times!”

Breta flicks her holo-ring. “I still have those messages.” She blushes hotly as she pulls up a file. “Even after you betrayed me, I didn’t delete them. I don’t know why⁠—”

A hologram pops up over the center of the table. It’s Neran, although his face is a little rounder, and he has a pimple on his chin. “I’ve already booked my flight for next summer,” he says.

“That’s not me.” Neran stabs a finger at the holo, then rubs his chin. “I would never send a vid looking like—there are filters, you know.”

I glance at O’Neill. “Do PVDs work in vid messages?”

“What’s a PVD?” Romy asks through a huge mouthful of food.

“That capsule thing you reprogrammed for me.” Breta glares at O’Neill. “Which he took.”

“What are they talking about?” Neran asks.

O’Neill sets his plate down and reaches into his pocket. He seems to waver, then his features change to Verdana’s. She’s still wearing O’Neill’s clothing, although the colors have shifted to complement her coloring. She extends a hand which appears to be empty.

“Holy crap! How’d you do that?” Neran exclaims.

“I need that back.” Breta rises and plucks nothing from O’Neill-Verdana’s hand. Verdana shivers, and she seems to split, like an amoeba reproducing, taking over Breta as well. With an almost audible pop, O’Neill returns to himself.

“That wasn’t creepy at all.” I use the distraction to steal a dumpling from Romy’s plate.

“Cool.” Romy points his fork at me. “I saw that.”

Neran snaps his sagging jaw shut. “You think Darien did that with me?”

O’Neill shrugs. “It’s possible. In fact, given your conflicting statements, I think it’s highly likely.” He extends his hand to Breta. “You don’t need that thing.”

Breta pinches her fingers together and her mother disappears. She shoves her hand into her pocket. “I do need it. Some of the staff are… They don’t respond as well to me as they do to her.”

O’Neill makes a gimme motion. “You need to make them respect you as the boss. Pretending to be your mother isn’t a solid long-term strategy. Especially now that she’s working in the marketplace. They’ll figure out soon enough that she isn’t calling the shots, and this—” He circles a hand at her face. “It won’t work anymore.”

Breta sighs. “I guess you’re right. But can I keep it long enough to… I want to have Verdana tell them to listen to me.”

“I suppose.” O’Neill frowns. “I hope it works.”

“Hang on.” I lift a finger, then flick my holo-ring. “Breta, turn that back on. I want to see what happens if I do a vid.”

She turns the PVD on again, and I take a short vid. The visual field holds and the video shows Verdana, not Breta.

O’Neill dusts his hands together. “There’s our answer. Did you notice anything about Neran’s voice when he came back? I’m sure they used an audio clone for the messages but faking someone else’s voice in person is harder. Not impossible, but harder.”

Breta stares into the middle ground for a moment. “Now that you mention it, his voice was deeper last time. It seemed to mature over the year he was gone.” She blushes fiery red. “He seemed a lot more… adult.”

“Oh my gah—did he? Did you?” Neran points at Breta, his face as red as hers. “Did you think we⁠—”

Romy sticks his fingers in his ears. “I don’t want to hear about my sister’s sex life. La la la! I’m not listening!”

“We didn’t—” Breta breaks off, lifting her chin, her face still flaming. “It’s none of your business what I did with that other Neran.”

“Ah ha! So you admit there was someone else!” Neran advances on Breta. “You cheated on me!”

Breta’s hands ball into fists so tight she turns the PVD on and off in a blinding strobe. “Cheated? How could I have cheated on you? There wasn’t any ‘we’ when you left here! We were a couple of kids who hung out during your vacation. If I had a real relationship, it was with your imposter, not you!”

O’Neill puts a hand on Neran’s chest, holding him back. “Cool down. This is looking more and more like a Bobby Putin scheme. He messed with people’s lives and emotions without remorse. You two need to talk it out. Without an audience.” He tips his head at Romy, who is still eating and watching like it’s his favorite online vid.

“I agree.” I grab the data file still hovering over the dining table and push a copy to my account. “Why don’t you two go for a walk or something. We’ll look through this data and see what we can figure out. I do have one question before you go, though.”

Neran, already halfway to the door, swings around. “What?” he spits.

I give him a look I’ve seen parents give their pre-adult children.

His gaze drops. “Sorry.”

I can’t believe that worked. I file the look away for when my own kids are obnoxious teens. “You said your cousin helped you get here this time.” At Neran’s nod, I go on. “Your cousin Darien? He set up the bod pod and presumably instigated the drop?”

Neran nods again.

I blow out a breath. This is like pulling teeth. “What ship were you traveling on? A private yacht or a cargo hauler or something else?”

The boy looks up, as if he can see the ship in orbit. “We came on a Pleiades Line cruiser. The Morningstar.”


CHAPTER TWENTY




I stare as the door closes behind Breta and Neran. “Did he say the Morningstar?” I ask, even though I know the answer.

“Yes. Yes, he did.” O’Neill shoves his hands through his hair. “I didn’t realize it was sailing to Moghbeli now.”

“They started calling at Shatner about six months ago—once the resort kinda took off with the upper-levs.” Romy swipes a finger through the sauce on his plate and licks it. “Why? You know that ship?”

O’Neill drops into an empty seat. “We sailed on it from Kaku to S’Ride about the same time Neran first showed up here.”

“No, it was before that. He came here the year we got married.”

“Right. About five years ago.” He leans back in the chair, hands behind his head. “That’s the trip where we busted Bobby’s slavery ring. And right before we got him locked up.”

Romy takes his dish to the counter again and looks through the remaining food. With a shrug, he picks up one serving platter and dumps its contents into another one. He adds the remains of two more, tops it off with a handful of flat breads and returns to the table. Plunking the huge bowl down, he picks up a fork. “He was already in prison when Neran first showed up here?”

I watch, aghast and a tiny bit admiring, as he uses the fork to scoop a mix of dishes onto the bread then shove it all into his mouth.

“Yes.” O’Neill catches my eye and shakes his head slowly, lips tight in an effort to hide a smile. I’m not sure if he’s silently begging me not to try Romy’s method or bemused because he thinks I will.

I pat my stomach to assure him I’m done and won’t attempt such sacrilege any time soon. At least not before tomorrow’s breakfast. “My question is why did he send Neran today? He must have known the whole subterfuge would come out.”

“Maybe Neran decided to come on his own.” O’Neill gets up and goes to the Autokich’n. “Anyone want coffee?”

Romy grunts and shakes his head, still using the bread to shovel food into his mouth. I ask for peppermint tea and a cookie. O’Neill programs the machine, then returns to the table with our dessert.

I snap a piece off my cookie with a grimace. “Do you think Darien put Neran in the bod pod today hoping he wouldn’t make it?”

“That’s dark,” Romy mutters.

“The sooner you understand Bobby Putin, the better.” I lean forward, tapping my cookie against his plate rim to get his full attention. “He was dark and twisted. He killed people—in gruesome ways—for fun. And anyone working with him or on his behalf is going to be the same. I don’t know this Darien guy, but do not underestimate how warped and sick he might be.”

“Then maybe he sent Neran to mess with us. Or with Neran. Or both.” Romy waves his fork at the room in general, flinging a noodle across the table.

O’Neill sips his coffee, manfully ignoring the stray pasta. “What do we know?”

With a grin, I toss a blank file above the table. O’Neill knows I love making timelines. “Five years ago, Bobby started killing people.” I toss an image of Bobby on the left side. Then add a splatter of blood, to make him look like the creep he was.

My husband raises a finger. “Five years ago, we discovered Bobby was killing people. Who knows when he actually started doing it.”

I gulp, my dinner churning a little. I’ve always assumed we were there at the beginning—that the six women we identified on SK2 were the sum total of his serial killer career. But Bobby had an efficient clean-up team, and only they know for sure when he started killing. Unfortunately, Baker—the head of his grisly team and the only one with him from the beginning—is in a full-time care facility with severe brain damage.

“Sorry.” O’Neill squeezes my hand, then puts a second image on the timeline—the cruiser CSS Morningstar. “When he fled to Sally Ride, we uncovered his slave trade.”

“Slaves?” Romy’s fork clatters to the table, leaving a smear of red sauce on the white cloth.

We both nod. Romy’s face goes a little green, and he gulps down some of his sparkling soda.

“We stopped him.” O’Neill throws up another image—this time the prison on S’Ride. “Got him incarcerated.”

I take up the narrative, putting an image of the frosting splattered wedding up next. “We encountered him again after he escaped, then blew him up with the cake.”

At Romy’s wide-eyed gasp, O’Neill shakes his head. “Not really. The cake mess was his fault. That’s when we caught him. The carriage blew up after we got him inside to send him to holding. And he’s the one who set that bomb. Not intending to be the victim, of course.”

“And you’re sure he was really in there?” Romy asks the question I’ve posed too many times.

“There is zero doubt. The lab recovered enough tissue that survival would have been impossible.” He’s talking to Romy, but he’s looking at me, silently reassuring me for the millionth time. “Not to be macabre, but we found body parts. Brain matter. All DNA tested and confirmed.”

I nod once. I know there’s no way Bobby survived, but I will probably always have a niggling doubt. Trying to shake off the twinge of fear, I find an image of Neran and toss it onto the timeline below the exploding cake. “According to Neran, he arrived here a week before the wedding. I’m guessing Bobby got Darien to suggest the place to him. What teen boy could say no to dinosaurs?”

“Drahgins, not dinosaurs,” Romy says absently, as I knew he would.

“Assuming this whole mess was a sideline—kind of an automatic attempt at revenge, cause that’s what Bobby would do—” I break off another piece of cookie and pop it into my mouth. “Bobby gets mad about not being able to fight the dinosaurs—” I dart another look at Romy, but his mouth is too full to protest. “He tells his cousin Darien to destroy the place. Did anyone attempt to buy the resort after Bobby—Robert Moore, that is—but before Neran arrived?”

Romy holds up a hand while he chews, then swallows and gulps down more fizzy drink. “Sure. A couple of suits came at different times. Mom assumed they were from him and said no. She wasn’t interested in selling anyway.”

I toss images of random people in expensive business attire onto the timeline and gesture at Romy. “Put ‘em in the right place.”

“I was a kid—I got no idea. Probably around here.” He pushes the pictures to the left, scattering crumbs across the table in the process. The debris blocks the projection system, resulting in a weird, pockmarked appearance that seems oddly fitting.

“Would your mother have saved that information?” O’Neill raises a brow at the boy. “Names, dates, company contacts?”

Romy shrugs. “Probably.” He scoops up more food, then realizes we’re waiting. “I’ll check after I finish dinner. It’s not that important, right? We know none of those suits damaged our force shields.”

We gaze at him in silence.

“What?” Sauce drips down his chin. He swipes it up with a hand, then licks the sauce.

“Do we know that?” O’Neill glares at him. “Sure, we think that, but we don’t know it. We’ll check all possibilities.”

“Why does it matter? We fixed the system.” With a satisfied groan, he pushes the empty bowl away, leaving another smear of sauce across the white tablecloth.

“It might not matter. But we’re gathering information. Building a picture of everything we know.” I wave at the timeline. “Facts, not guesses.”

“Fine.” He flicks his own ring and starts pawing through data. “This is boring.”

“This is necessary.” O’Neill throws a couple more dates onto the display. “Randolph invested here. We traced the backdoors in the software to here—which coincides with the dates Darien was here flirting with Breta.” He puts an image of Breta and Neran—that he must have snapped during their argument a few minutes ago—onto the timeline.

“Hey, that’s—are you recording this?” Romy looks around the room, as if trying to find a camera.

“Yes. We’re investigating. Best way to keep track of everything is to record this kind of conversation.” He flips an image of Romy shoving food into his face onto the screen, then wipes it away with a smirk.

Romy sits up straighter. “I’m not embarrassed. I was starving.”

I lean back in my chair and sip my tea. “I think we’ve got everything. Bobby tries to buy the resort. They say no, he tries with the as yet unconfirmed agents.” I glare at Romy, who throws a few links onto the timeline and gives me an unrepentant glare.

I roll my eyes. “Fine. The now confirmed agents. Then, after he escaped from Attica, Bobby sent Neran—through Darien. Neran makes friends with Breta. Bobby dies in the explosion, but Darien uses the relationship between Neran and Breta to extract revenge?” I turn to O’Neill. “This whole thing is about revenge. First Bobby—mad about not being able to buy the place, then Darien continuing the plan?”

“Why would he bother after Bobby died?” O’Neill gets up and walks around the table, looking at the display from all angles. “Is it personal for Darien? Or did Bobby have a hold over him that continues, even after his death?”

“He was twisted. If he could figure out a way to control people from beyond the grave, he’d use it.”

O’Neill yawns and stretches, then nods. “Agreed. He’d use anything to mess with people. Maybe that’s the only motive. Because he could.” He pushes his fingers through his hair again. “I need to sleep and let my subconscious work on this.”

Romy jumps up from his chair. “Don’t you want to solve this?”

“We aren’t going to solve it tonight.” O’Neill claps a hand on Romy’s shoulder and steers him toward the door. “You’ve locked down the force shield, so we aren’t worried about physical accidents. The rest of it can wait. Nothing is going to happen.”

“Famous last words.” Romy grins over his shoulder at me but exits when O’Neill gives him another little push. “I’ll double check the perimeter and see you in the morning.”

I start to stack the dishes, but O’Neill grabs my hand. “The bots will clean up. This is a full-service resort, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. Hy-Mi set up this reservation, didn’t he?” I smirk at my husband as he pulls me toward the bedroom.

“Is that some kind of jab, Sera O’Neill? Are you saying I wouldn’t get the best for my wife without his help?” He stops in the doorway and turns, crossing his arms.

“I’m saying ‘the best’ means different things to different people.” I poke his chest with one finger. “You might be married to a top-lev, but you don’t have top-lev tastes. Left to your own inclinations, you would have booked us into the ranch part of this resort. But you’re smart enough to know your pregnant wife didn’t want to sleep in a yurt under the divebombing seabirds.”

He laughs and grabs my fingers, pulling me into the room with him. “If I’d known about the seabirds, I definitely wouldn’t have chosen the yurt. But, yeah, I asked Hy-Mi to book the best for us. And here we are. Now let’s go to bed. My subconscious has work to do.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




A klaxon wakes us early Friday morning, blaring over the hidden speakers in our room in addition to our holo-rings and our audio implants. I slam a hand through the disable icon floating above my head, and the obnoxious hooting cuts out. As I sit up, the holo-screen across the end of the bed lights up. “What time is it?”

A woman—probably a simulation since she looks ridiculously perfect at oh dark thirty—frowns at us. “Earthquake detection has been activated. A large tremor of approximately 45.2 on the Ferano scale is projected to hit the Benturia Island chain at 4:23 a.m. It will be followed by multiple aftershocks and a tsunami impacting the chain.” An image appears beside her of a chain of islands, viewed from overhead. A bulls-eye flashes near the largest one, then lines radiate outward to show the tsunami’s path. “Seek shelter immediately.”

Another light blinks, highlighting a location on one of the smaller islands. The holo splits and zooms in on a pair of resort towers, with the word “Simulation” flashing across the bottom. Lights twinkle, and pools sparkle in the moonlight. Then an enormous wave crashes across the jungle, swamping the exterior areas and slamming into the towers well above the fourth floor. The buildings shake.

I gape. “Is that us?”

O’Neill’s already out of bed, pulling on his pants. His hand closes over my pointing finger. “It’s a simulation. We’re well above the water line. And the force shields will keep the water out. If it’s real.”

“The force shields are glitchy, but they’re real.”

“No, I mean the news cast.” He flicks his holo-ring and pulls up a news site from Benturia City on the biggest island. A reel about a puppy and a kitten sharing a tuna sandwich finishes, and the hosts simper and fawn about how cute they are. O’Neill flicks to another channel. This one is running a story about a fifty-year-old store selling ancient books.

When he swipes away, I grab the holo and slide it back, poking a finger through the bookstore. “We should go there before we leave.”

He gives me an incredulous look then laughs. “Obviously. Assuming it survives the supposed tsunami.”

I glance at the simulated news caster hovering above our discarded clothing, serenely warning us of imminent death and destruction, then back at his holo. “Look for a weather channel. Those fluff reporters might be a little slow.”

“If earthquakes are enough of a regular happening to warrant an early warning system, you’d think they’d have an automated alert.” His lips press together as he flips through various channels, finally settling on one projecting a ninety percent chance of light rain today. “Yeah, look. Nothing.”

The screen above the bed ripples, giving the pleasant harbinger of death a watery appearance, then an incoming call icon bearing Breta’s name appears over her. I lean across the rumpled covers to throw a shirt at O’Neill, then swipe through the answer button.

Breta appears, her face wrinkled with concern. Then she catches sight of O’Neill pulling the shirt over his head and her jaw drops. I snap my fingers. “Over here, please! Nothing to see there.”

O’Neill’s head emerges from the neck of the shirt as Breta rips her gaze away, and he chuckles. I give him the stink eye. “She’s half your age!”

“I am not!” Breta draws herself up and points at her own chest. “I’m twenty-two! There’s no way he’s forty-four.” Her finger swivels to stab at O’Neill.

“You don’t know many top-levs, do you? We all look twenty-five. He could be a hundred and forty and still look this shiny.” I turn to give my husband a quick once-over. “But in this case, that’s all natural. And all mine.”

O’Neill winks.

“Could we get to the matter at hand?” Breta’s cheeks flame. “Our hacker is back! There’s no earthquake!”

“We figured that.” I flick my own ring and connect to the system using the credentials Romy set up for me.

“We finally got everything fixed, and now this!” Yesterday was surprisingly quiet, with no new disasters.

I flick through to the communications system, but the warning loops aren’t here. “What is your brother doing?”

“I can’t find him!” she wails. “Last night, he said he was taking Neran to a party. I haven’t seen them since!”

“Neran and Romy went somewhere together? Willingly?” I glance up from the data flowing through my fingers. “That seems… odd.” I find the loop running the automated warning, hidden in the room-service delivery modules. I adjust the script and set up a gentler alert tone. “You should probably go on as Verdana and calm people down.”

“People?” Breta’s jaw drops. “You mean the guests saw this?”

I wave a hand at myself and O’Neill. “We’re guests. We saw it. Did you think it was broadcast only to you?”

The simulated newscaster lifts her perfectly manicured hand, and a “FRAUD” banner appears across the vid of the waves splashing over the resort. “Attention guests. This news report was the work of malicious pranksters. There is no earthquake and no tsunami.”

I point at Breta. “I’ve got the automation retracting the warning, but people need to see the face of the resort. That’s Verdana, right now. Which is another reason you need to step fully into that role before the next wave of guests arrive. Right now, you need to reassure people. Via holo and in person.”

O’Neill nods. “We can go downstairs and try to calm anyone in the lobby, but they’re going to respond better to Verdana. What if you wake her? Will she be able to help us?”

Breta frowns and opens her mouth, but I cut her off. “Think about it while you record a vid. I’ll⁠—”

“What do I say?” she wails.

O’Neil drops to the bed beside me and holds up a finger. From the vacant look on his face, I suspect he’s on a call. If Vanti were around, I’d expect her to burst in any second. I even look at the door before remembering she’s across the galaxy with Arun.

Breta’s panicked gaze ping-pongs between me and O’Neill. “What do I say? Tell me!”

Waving his index finger at her, O’Neill continues to stare at nothing for a few more seconds. Fortunately, Breta understands his gesture and waits, wringing her hands. Then he looks up. “I’ve dictated a script for you. Read it, then paraphrase. You need to look natural, not like you’re reading a speech. Imagine you’re telling good friends how they can best protect themselves in this trying time.”

She wipes a tear from her cheek as her gaze focuses on something below her camera. Blinking quickly and sniffing, she nods a bit as she reads. Then she takes a deep breath and looks up. “Okay, I think I can do this.”

“I know you can.” He turns to me. “Can you broadcast her?”

“Sure.” I show him my holo-screen, squeezed down small enough that the girl can’t see anything. I’ve set the system to record then broadcast with a ten second delay, in case she goes too far off script. “Did you include a greeting placeholder in the speech?”

“Yes.” He gives me a little smile, then nods at Breta. “Turn on the PVD. And start when you’re ready.”

The young woman morphs into Verdana and takes a deep breath. She nods at us and begins to speak. “Triana and Ty.” She says our names in a calm and friendly tone. The resort system is good. The placeholder automatically inserts each guest’s preferred name into her broadcast, using Verdana’s voice and making it appear she’s speaking directly to them.

Breta’s voice changes a little—because it’s her actual voice now, and not a simulation of Verdana’s. I flick a couple of settings and even out her nervous tone and pitch. If I’d been thinking, I would have hacked the simulator to use her mother’s voice, but it’s way too early to be that clever.

“First, let me assure you we are not in danger. The earthquake and tsunami warnings you recently received were perpetrated by malicious hackers. We have locked down the system, so they won’t be able to do it again.”

O’Neill raises a brow at me.

I widen my eyes and mouth, “Working on it.” As Breta continues to reassure the guests, I sift through the logs and track the intrusion to a single login credential. “Zark.” Closing my eyes in disbelief, I shove my fingers into my bed-tangled curls.

“What?” O’Neill leans closer to look at my holo.

“Neran. His cousin must be using his access.”

“Can you trace it to a point of origin? Find out where that zarking—” He bites down on whatever he was going to say. “We need to locate him.”

I nod, my fingers flying through the loops and data. “It looks like he’s on Shatner.” I show him the trace-back. “Or sending a signal through a node on the station. Really, he could be anywhere on this moon.” I send my spiders in to trace his signal. “I need more time.”

“Sure. Locking him out is the most important thing.”

“Already done. Although⁠—"

“What?”

“Why did Neran have access to the system? He’s still a suspect.”

On the holo, Breta stops speaking. That’s my signal to cut the broadcast. “Nice work, Breta. It’s a good thing your voice is similar to your mother’s.”

O’Neill nods in agreement. “Now, I’d suggest you come back to the resort to speak with individual guests. I’m betting the lobby is in chaos.”

Breta glances off screen and her face goes pale. That PVD must be a low end one—no top-lev would want their emotions displayed that clearly when using an assumed persona. “I’ve got a string of messages from the staff already. But I need to stop at the ranch and make sure they’re okay.” She turns off the vid, but we can hear clothing rustle and cupboards open and close as she gets dressed.

I snap my fingers to catch her attention. “I hate to be that kind of person, but your resort clientele is both more valuable—in a purely financial sense—and much less likely to forgive you. You said the guests at the ranch are long-time visitors, right? People who know you personally and won’t abandon you.”

“That’s why I can’t abandon them!” Her voice cracks a little with stress. “They’re friends. I’ll stop and tell them everything is fine, then come across to the resort. If Romy was here, we could split up. That little⁠—”

“She’s right.” O’Neill flicks our own vid off and hands me my clothes. “But so are you. Angry, frightened top-levs can ruin a business faster than—well, anything. We’ll go down and try to help. Get over here as quick as you can.”

“Right. Thanks.” Her feed snaps off.

I snag my shirt from O’Neill’s hand. “Yay. Angry top-levs. My favorite.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




When we get downstairs, the lobby is quiet. A young woman I don’t recognize stands behind the check-in desk, speaking softly into her audio implant. Or talking to herself, I’m not sure which. Outside the big windows, the strings of party lights glow above the empty loungers and barren decking. Cleaning bots trundle around the deserted space, collecting abandoned beverage containers and other trash.

“No one’s here.” I turn slowly in the center of the wide lobby, taking in the peace and quiet. “Did we get it wrong? Were we the only ones to see that broadcast?”

“If that were the case, then the retraction would have stirred up trouble.” O’Neill ruffles his hair which returns to its perfect configuration immediately, as always.

I touch my sleek headwrap self-consciously. The brightly patterned fabric holds my frizzy curls away from my face and gives me an almost regal appearance, but as usual, I can’t help but wish my hair were as compliant as his. “I hijacked the hack and sent the retraction vid to the same audience. If the fraudulent broadcast went to a subset of the resort, then the retraction did too.”

A quiet cough brings us around. The young woman from the desk has approached, moving so quietly we didn’t hear her. She smiles uncertainly. “There’s no tsunami. You can safely return to your room. But if you’d like to check out…”

“I guess that answers our question.” O’Neill turns to the woman. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Everyone? There weren’t a lot of people still here.” She looks around the room, as if she’ll spot someone hiding under a table. “The few people who stuck it out after the dive-bombing seabirds and dangerous swamp are on their way back to Shatner by now. I’m headed there myself.”

I reach out and touch her arm to stop her. “You said there’s no tsunami. Why are you leaving?”

“This place is bonkers. I’ve never worked anywhere so poorly organized and outright dangerous. I was hoping to finish the season and get my bonus, but it’s not enough credits to be worth the risk. Or the work.” She gestures at the empty desk and huffs out a grumpy breath. “I was watching StarDrama Stories and had to come out here to check people out.”

“I hate it when work interrupts my fun time during my shift,” I say.

“Exactly! I took the nightshift so I’d have time to do what I want, not wait on people.” She rolls her eyes, then pauses, eyeing us suspiciously. “You two don’t want me to check you out, do you? You can do that virtually from the room. Or from the shuttle.” She points at the door to the rear of the room. “There’s a cart waiting to take you to the landing pad. We can have your luggage packed and sent later for a small up-charge.”

“We aren’t leaving.” O’Neill moves closer to the check-in desk. “But can you tell me how many guests are still here?”

The girl’s shoulders drop, and she drags herself across the room in my husband’s wake. Then she stops and straightens up. “Nope. I can’t. I don’t work here anymore.” She pulls her badge from her jacket, looks at it for a second, then drops it into the pocket. Shrugging out of the coat, she flips her hand at the holo-screen that lit up when she approached the desk. She waves through a couple of screens and logs out, then tosses the coat on the desk. “I’m outta here.” Her footsteps echo through the empty room as she stomps out the door.

O’Neill stares after her for a moment, then lifts a hand toward the desk. “Can you…?”

Shaking my head, I log in. “I can’t believe you had to ask.” I scroll through the screens and find the registrations. “Looks like there are still seven—” A link flickers and goes dark. “No, six registered guests. Including us.” I sift through the previous week’s data and frown. “There were only ninety guests when we arrived. They left in a steady trickle until Wednesday. Then it flattened out a bit—once we got everything working correctly again. Until tonight—or this morning, rather—when we lost forty-five. Make that forty-six.” I add the last bit as another guest checks out remotely.

O’Neill gazes out the windows, his brow furrowed. “It seems Darien’s schemes have been fruitful.”

Breta rushes through the door, dragging a young-looking woman behind her. They’re trailed by a man with graying temples. The hotelier is talking a mile a minute. “—comp your meals. I assure you there’s no danger. We can get you back into your room⁠—”

The woman comes to a halt in front of us and yanks her arm from Breta’s grasp. “Are you two staying?”

O’Neill and I exchange a wary look, then nod together.

“And you don’t mind being woken at four in the morning for this foolishness?” She waves her arm at the empty lobby. “I’m not afraid of a tsunami—I had my people check the safety codes and statistics before I set foot on this moon, of course! To first allow a hacker access to the system was bad enough, but then to disturb my sleep with another intrusion to retract the warning, why, that was outside of enough!”

“You’d rather spend the night thinking there’d be an earthquake?” I stare at this woman in amazement.

“I wasn’t worried about the quake.” She waves her hand again, dismissing my concerns. “As I said, my people checked. This building was built to withstand any seismic event this moon is likely to throw out. But I require nine hours of uninterrupted sleep each night. One disruption was enough. Two—” She swings around on Breta. “Can you guarantee you won’t disturb my sleep for the remainder of my stay?”

Breta stares at her, her mouth open.

“Well?”

The girl’s jaw snaps shut. She starts to speak several times, then shakes her head. “No, I can’t. In the event of a real, verified threat, I am required by law to notify all rooms. Even if you have your notifications turned off, it will broadcast to you.”

“Well, I have never been subjected to such inferior guest services in all my life!” She turns to the man. “Wilfred. I will not⁠—”

“Chill, Pauline. We’re staying.” He gives me a long, considering look. “If it’s good enough for Sera Morgan, it’s good enough for us.”

“Sera Morgan?” The woman looks at her partner, then around the room, ignoring me completely. “Here? Where?”

He nods at me. “Right there. Right?” The question appears to be directed at me.

I hate being identified, but maybe I can use my status for good. I nod regally. “Yes. I’m Annabelle Morgan.”

Wilfred claps his hands together once, the fleshy slap echoing through the empty room. “There ya go. If it’s good enough for the Morgans, it’s good enough for me.” His gaze turns crafty, and he rubs his hands together. “We’d love to invite you to breakfast. Let’s get waffles!”

Is that why he wants to stay? So he can tell his friends he ate breakfast with Annabelle Morgan? I start to decline, but O’Neill puts a hand on my arm. “That would be lovely. But perhaps at a more… civilized hour?” He flicks his holo-ring to display his chrono. “I’d like to get a little more…uninterrupted sleep.” He mimics the woman’s words.

She points a finger at him. “Yes. Exactly. Sleep is important. Come, Wilfred.” She turns and stalks toward the float tube.

“We’ll see you at ten, then, shall we? The hotel restaurant? It won’t be hard to find us!” He laughs loudly as he claps O’Neill’s shoulder then ambles away.

Once they’ve disappeared up the float tube, I turn to O’Neill. “That was weird.”

His head tilts. “How so? You get recognized all the time.” He reaches out and tugs on one of the frizzy curls spilling from the back of my headwrap.

I look for Breta, but the girl has vanished. Probably out at the shuttle pad desperately trying to stop people from leaving. I feel for her, but dragging unwilling guests back to the hotel isn’t going to do much good. “I wonder if we should go out there and try to help Breta bring folks back? Maybe I can put the Morgan name to good use? If those people are willing to stay because I’m here⁠—”

“Yeah, but those people were leaving because there wasn’t a tsunami, not because there was one.” He laughs and slides an arm around me and steers me toward the door. “But they were very excited to have breakfast with you. Which gives me an idea.”

We cross an empty teakalike deck. On our right, the pool reflects the strings of lights overhead. A railed walkway leads away from the pool. It’s dark out here, except for the lights on the underside of the railing, which illuminate our path and not much else. Overhead, a brilliant blanket of stars covers the sky, except for the low arc where Moghbeli blocks them. With the sun on the far side of the gas giant, we can see only a faint glow at the edge of the vast semi-circle and inky darkness within.

At the end of the walkway, the decking widens out to a three-meter-wide strip beside the plasphalt landing pad. Angry, exhausted vacationers crowd the space, some surrounded by luggage, others holding small bags as if they left with only what they could carry.

O’Neill sticks his fingers in his mouth. I duck and cover my ears before the piercing whistle rings out over the crowd. The chatter ceases immediately, and heads turn toward us, faces disgruntled.

“Sorry about that.” O’Neill raises a hand. The crowd immediately responds to his cheerful apology. He’s so charismatic even entitled top-levs evacuating a dangerous moon respond to his charm with only three words. How does he do it?

“The events of the night have been a bit unsettling, but there’s no real danger. And before anyone leaves, I wanted to make sure you know you’re all invited to Sera Morgan’s Sunrise Party on Sunday morning. If you’re still here.” He smiles at me, then drapes his arm around me again and turns us back to the hotel. Voices call out behind us, but he keeps walking. “That’ll get ‘em.”

“You think?” I risk a peek over his shoulder, trying not to be obvious. A few of the crowd have already started straggling after us.

He pulls me closer. “Who would miss a chance to party with Annabelle Morgan?”

Fast footsteps thud on the decking behind us and Breta appears at my elbow. “That was amazing!”

I squeeze O’Neill’s waist as we continue to the hotel. “It was all him. I had no idea what he was up to.”

Breta’s face falls. “You didn’t know? You don’t have to do it.” She casts a furtive look behind us. “We can always cancel the party after they get back.”

“I don’t think that would be a wise course of action.” O’Neill leans forward to look past me, giving Breta a tiny headshake. “These people wield a great deal of social clout. You don’t want to give them more reason to badmouth the resort. No, you’re going to cater to them as if your life depends on it, providing for their every need. And you’re going to end the week with a massive, star-studded, luxurious Sunrise party before sending everyone back to Shatner first class. These guests can make or break this resort. You need to pull out all of the stops.”

With a heavy sigh, Breta throws another look over her shoulder. Most of the guests appear to have changed their minds. “I don’t think I’m cut out to run a top-lev resort. I never should have listened to Neran. Or Psuedo-Neran.”

“Cousin Darien set you up from the start.” I pat her arm as we cross the threshold into the hotel. “But we can recover. I’d start with a breakfast buffet. Now. Get everyone fed and send them back to bed. That’s what I’m doing.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




With a stomach full of waffles and whipped cream, I sleep for a solid four hours, waking to the murmurs of voices in the other room. After a quick shower, I dress and open the door to the living room.

O’Neill, Neran, and Breta sit at the table, talking over sandwiches. The salty, almost sweet scent of roasted meat makes my stomach growl loud enough that they all jolt in surprise and turn to look at me.

O’Neill rises to meet me halfway across the room with a passionate kiss. “Morning, love.”

“Is it still morning? I’m not even sure what day it is.” I look out the windows at the star-splattered sky. “I don’t think I could get used to living on a moon. Three days of darkness?”

“It’s still Friday.” Breta flicks her holo-ring, and the window brightens, sunlight shining in. “The unusual diurnal rhythm was one of the draws at the ranch, but we figured top-levs might want a more normal day-night pattern. The resort towers have programmable daylight.”

“Ugh, change it back. I hate being a typical top-lev.” I swing by the Autokich’n to order a coffee with lots of cream and chocolate syrup, then suck in a deep breath of whatever is in the covered containers on the counter. “What are you eating? That smells good.”

“Roast dino sandwiches,” Neran says.

Behind him, Breta leaps to her feet, her face horrified. “That’s disgusting! Drahgins are pets, not food!”

“I’m sorry. You’re right.” The boy flushes and touches her arm in apology. She moves her chair a few centimeters away but sits back down. I guess they didn’t completely resolve their differences.

“Where’s Romy?” I pull my beverage from the Autokich’n, grab a plate, and pull the cover from the first serving platter. Hot roast beef sandwiches—yum! The second one holds pastrami, and the third turkey. All on thick, artisan bread with a tray of condiments on the side. After loading the plate, I join the others at the table.

“I’m sure he’s off doing whatever he does when he hides from work.” Breta grits her teeth and mutters under her breath.

“He disappears frequently?” I lick mustard from my finger and snag the bowl holding crispy potato chips.

“He’s lazy.” Breta frowns at her sandwich, then stabs a knife into it, cutting it roughly in half. Romy should probably stay away until she doesn’t have a knife handy.

“We’ve planned your party.” O’Neill knocks his shoulder gently against mine. He knows I hate party planning. “Hy-Mi sent me some excellent suggestions, and the staff here have taken them on. You don’t have to do a thing except show up.”

“Did you say it’s at sunrise? That doesn’t sound like my kind of party at all.”

Neran glances at Breta, then says, “It’s a thing here. Sunset on Wednesday night, when we go into the planet’s shadow. Big party. Then we—they—have another one at sunrise at six on Sunday morning. A mimosas and brunch send-off party. After that, everyone heads home, and the next group of tourists arrive on Sunday afternoon.”

“I do like mimosas and brunch.” I rub my eyes and drink more coffee. Why do I let myself get involved in things like this? If I were a normal top-lev, I’d have returned to Shatner with the rest of them. Or maybe gone straight back to the station when no one met us at the landing pad on Sunday afternoon. But I pride myself on not being typical, so I guess I need to embrace that difference. I nod. “Sure, party at sunrise. I’m in. How many guests changed their mind and stayed?”

“All of them.” Breta gazes at O’Neill, her eyes glowing with gratitude. “No one could resist! You’re amazing.”

I snap my fingers, drawing her attention away from my husband. “Yes, he is. But now we need to figure out what Darien’s next move will be so we can counter it. And catch him.”

“I had my contact on Shatner send me a list of the passengers on the Morningstar.” O’Neill takes a cookie from the tray in the center of the table and sets it on his plate. “Darien Putin is on the ship. Hasn’t left it, though. Yet. My contact confirmed.”

“Is it a coincidence that the same ship Bobby used for his slave transport is now at Shatner?” I consider stealing O’Neill’s cookie just because I can but take three from the serving plate instead because I love him.

“It might be. It’s not like Darien could have restarted the freezer scheme. The ship was stripped and retrofitted after that bust. The secret access to the hold would have been closed, and the surveillance tightened.”

“Here’s a question: why haven’t they noticed one of their bod pods is missing?” I finish my sandwich and start on the cookies. The chocolate is delicious. I filch another from the serving platter then sample the molasses. It’s good too.

“It isn’t.” O’Neill takes a bite of his snickerdoodle and washes it down with tea. “They have no life pods missing. I had my contact double check. Did you see the Pleiades logo on that pod?”

“No—” I draw the word out as I try to remember. “I would have noticed that. It was completely blank—like a brand-new pod that hadn’t been branded yet.” I frown. Is that even a possibility? Aren’t those pods unique to the shipping line? I have no real experience with bod pods, but based on what I learned during my stint as a maintenance tech on the Morningstar, the electronics in the pod would have been programmed to match the ship, including a coordinated transponder in a sealed box. Surely company logos would have been added at the same time. “Now that I think about it—shouldn’t the transponder have drawn the scrutiny of the local authorities? But no one showed up, which makes me think it didn’t have one. Why would an incomplete pod be on a ship?”

“You’re sure you were launched from the Morningstar?” O’Neill asks Neran.

“I think I’d remember if I changed ships.” The boy’s tone is derisive.

“But you said Darien made you get into the pod before you jumped from S’Ride. He could have moved the pod once you were in stasis.”

Neran rolls his eyes. “We were on a cruise ship. It’s not like he could dock a private yacht to the ship and move the pod. Even if he could, someone would have seen. The docking would have been noted in the logs.”

O’Neill maintains eye contact until the younger man drops his gaze.

“I hate to say it, but he’s right.” I tap O’Neill’s hand. “He could have an accomplice who can modify the Morningstar’s logs, edit surveillance data, and facilitate the docking, but too many people would have known about it. He can’t have the entire crew on his payroll. I’m pretty sure Don Putin would notice an expenditure that big.”

O’Neill nods absently. “Unless the don himself is involved. He may have retired from the SK2 board, but he still controls the Putin Family assets. And he still resents us for Bobby’s imprisonment, even though he finally seemed to understand we had no choice.”

I frown and wave a hand to indicate the resort. “You think this whole thing was aimed at us?”

He laughs. “No. All of this was initiated years ago—long before we decided to come here. Unless Hy-Mi put us up to this at Don Putin’s instigation?”

I laugh. If there’s one thing I know, it’s that Hy-Mi is one hundred and fifty percent loyal to my mother. I know what you’re thinking—famous last words. But in this case, they’re true. Hy-Mi would never do anything to hurt me.

Unless… “Do you know how Hy-Mi learned of this place?”

O’Neill’s eyes meet mine for a long moment, then he shakes his head. “You think someone from Putin’s family suggested it? That you were the primary target this whole time? No. That’s ridiculous. You’re important, but the whole universe does not revolve around you.” The corner of his mouth quirks up. “Only my universe.”

I lean in and kiss him. “Mine, too.” I blink as what I said clicks. “I mean, you’re the center of my universe.”

“Would you two get over it? We have a—a thing!” Neran wiggles his fingers at the table.

My holo-ring vibrates with an incoming call. “That’s weird. It’s from another room in the resort. Everyone I know here is here.” I point at the table.

“Except Romy.” Breta leans across the empty dishes. “If it’s him, I have some words…”

I flick the answer icon. Video request pops up, but I decline. “Hello?”

“Annabelle Morgan?” a female voice asks.

“Who is this?” I’m not going to confirm my identity to a stranger.

“Pauline Sherman del Vazquez y Zhang-Heinlein Thomas! We had a brunch date. Where are you?”

I mouth “Pauline?” at O’Neill.

“From the lobby.” He mimes big hair and makes a face that looks so much like the woman from last night that I snort a laugh.

I cover with a faked cough. “I’m so sorry, Sera. I must have been more tired than I realized. We didn’t get that uninterrupted sleep we were looking for. I just woke up.” And I really don’t want to have brunch with her, but I’m smart enough not to say that aloud.

She sniffs loudly. “Really. We’ll have to reschedule. How’s tomorrow?”

I grimace at the others. “I’m afraid we’re fully booked tomorrow—spa day. And with finalizing the Sunrise Party. You will be there, won’t you?” I try to make it sound like I planned the party specifically for her.

“Of course!” She gushes about the party, bemoans our busy schedule, then finally hangs up.

I drop my head onto my hand. “She is exactly the thing I hate most about being a top-lev. Everyone wants a piece of me.”

O’Neill rubs my back. “I guess we’d best make the most of our freedom until then.”
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The day passes uneventfully. We hide out in our suite, enjoying the solitude of our roof-top terrace. The seabirds don’t even bother with an opening salvo when we go out—as if they’ve realized they won’t get through. Or maybe they don’t fly in the dark. Either way, we enjoy a few hours of togetherness, pretending we aren’t both thinking about Darien and his scheme.

The next morning, we’re up early—at least for me. It’s still dark out, of course, but we turn on the artificial sunlight as we get ready for the day. As we enjoy our breakfast, O’Neill’s holo-ring buzzes.

“It’s Breta.” He flicks the accept icon, and the call connects to both our audio implants. “Good morning.”

“I’m so sorry to bother you, but I don’t know who else to call.” Breta’s face is tight with worry, and her eyes look suspiciously red. “My mother is missing!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




“Verdana is missing?” I freeze in surprise, my coffee cup half-way into the Autokich’n for cleaning.

O’Neill retrieves it back and puts it on the counter. “Cleaning bots,” he mouths.

I nod absently, focused on the ragged breathing coming through my audio implant. “What do you mean she’s missing? Where did she go?”

“I don’t know!” Breta wails. “She was here last night. I checked on her before I went to bed—she was sitting by the window weaving another hammock. This morning, her room was empty. She’s not in the house! I’ve looked everywhere. Here, the arena, the ranch.”

“Could Romy have taken her somewhere?” O’Neill pulls on his sandals and stands, gesturing at the door while raising his brows at me.

I shove a few protein cookies in my pocket and slide my feet into my stained pink shoes.

“I haven’t seen Romy, either. Not since before the tsunami thing!” The girl’s voice cracks on the last word. “He hasn’t been home.”

“Do you have a peacekeeper force on the island?” O’Neill takes my hand and guides us into the float tube together. We drop to the lobby and step out into more simulated sunlight.

A female employee I don’t recognize works behind the front desk. A few people sit around the pools outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. Waitbots trundle to relaxing vacationers, delivering food and beverages. It looks like a typical vacation resort, although less crowded than most.

“There are peacekeepers on the big island, but not out here.” Breta sniffs.

O’Neill leads the way past the pools toward the cart kiosk. “Have you reported to them?”

“Yes, but they won’t do anything until she’s been missing for fifty hours. It’s standard policy.”

“Did you explain Verdana’s unique situation? A woman with a Groundhog Day brain isn’t a typical adult.” O’Neill presses his hand to the activation panel and approves the charge to our room.

“I—how could I tell them? No one knows.”

“Breta, we’ve been over this.” I slide onto the bench seat beside O’Neill. “Randolph can’t take any legal action against you as long as she’s on the payroll. It’s safe to tell people. And it’s not safe to leave her disappearance unreported and uninvestigated. We’re coming to you. Call the peacekeepers and explain what happened. Are you still home?” I wait for her confirmation then disconnect.

“Hold on.” O’Neill approves the destination, and the cart pulls smoothly away from the kiosk.

I snicker. “Didn’t really need to hold on. But do you know how to activate the shield? I don’t want to get splattered by the birds.”

“I think it comes on automatically. But the birds don’t come out at night. It was in the welcome video.” He grins at me, then leans forward to tap the small screen embedded in the dashboard. Text scrolls across it. “Yup, completely automated.”

When we arrive at the family home, we find Breta pacing between her mother’s room and the kitchen. “They wouldn’t let me leave!”

I frown, looking around for “them” but finding no one. “Who wouldn’t let you leave?”

“The peacekeepers!” The girl throws her hands in the air. “They’re sending someone to talk to me in person. I don’t know why we couldn’t have done it on a call. But they want to⁠—”

I grab her arm, cutting her off. “This is good. They’re taking you seriously and sending an officer in person to investigate. And if you’d run off to search on your own, we wouldn’t have found you.” I steer her toward the living room while O’Neill checks the bedroom. “You say Romy is still missing? You tried calling him?”

“Of course I tried calling! I’ve left a hundred messages since the tsunami warning!” She pulls away from me and resumes pacing. “This season has been one disaster after another! The safety problems, the security breach, the customers leaving, the tsunami thing! Why is this Darien so anxious to ruin us? We only have forty-eight guests left at the resort, and even some of the ranch people left early.”

“I told you why—Bobby is unhinged.”

“You said he’s dead! Why would this Darien guy keep at us?”

I drop onto the couch and bite my lip. I don’t know why Darien would continue to do Bobby’s bidding. “Bobby was very smart—most top-levs are. We—they are designed that way.” I wasn’t a designer baby, so I don’t class myself with Bobby and his ilk. “Bobby was brilliant, but psychotic. He had no conscience—didn’t care who he hurt but was smart enough to hide that. I have no doubt he could have figured out a way to control his cousin from beyond the grave. A kind of legal time-bomb, maybe?”

O’Neill returns in time to hear the last bit. “You mean, if he had dirt on Darien, Bobby could have set up a deadman switch to disseminate it if Darien didn’t follow through on a specific step?”

“Exactly. It wouldn’t be hard to do. He’d have to require a predefined form of proof for each step.” I wrinkle my nose. “Like, a ticket on the Morningstar could have proven he was coming to the planet on schedule.”

O’Neill shoves his fingers into his hair, then pulls his hand free. “That might explain why they did the whole bod pod ruse—launching that lifeboat might have been one of the checkpoints. I mean, it would be completely normal for Neran to come to Lacerta. Why bother with sneaking him in?”

I start to answer but can’t formulate a response. Something is bothering me—it’s twitching around the edges of conscious thought. I poke at it, but the idea doesn’t come clear. If I let it simmer, it will probably reveal itself later. Or disappear completely.

“None of this helps me find my mother!” Breta exclaims and flings herself across the room again, slapping both hands against the plasglass doors to the balcony. “We need to do something!”

“Have you started a search of the property?” I ask.

“We’ve checked the ranch. She doesn’t know about the hotel—it was built too recently.”

“Initiate a search anyway.” O’Neill swings a finger to indicate the whole island. “Anywhere she might easily reach.”

My stomach rumbles, loud enough for O’Neill to hear. Ignoring his snicker, I slide a hand into my pocket for my cookies.

He touches my arm and leans close. “Save those for later. I’ll get you something.” He raises his voice. “I want to check the kitchen, anyway. Breta, make a list of all the places on the island where an adult could be held against their will with no one else aware. Are there hidden caves—” He gestures to the ceiling. “Empty warehouses? Unoccupied homes?”

“Maybe an abandoned lighthouse?” I bite my lip to hide my laugh.

I know this is serious. Verdana is missing and who knows how she’ll react if she wakes up in the middle of nowhere. But when I’m hungry, my mind goes to wacky places.

O’Neill’s lips quirk before he turns them down in a disapproving frown and sadly shakes his head.

Breta turns away from the windows. “Actually, there is a lighthouse, but it’s not really abandoned. It is automated, though.”

I shoot a triumphant smirk at O’Neill. He swings his index finger at me, acknowledging my win, and disappears into the kitchen. “Get the location.”

Breta and I mark possible locations on a virtual map with red tags while O’Neill investigates the kitchen. He returns a few minutes later with a package of crackers. Breta doesn’t appear to notice his pilfering, she’s so busy coming up with random isolated locations.

I flip a few of the flags she’s added to yellow. “These places are probably less likely. We’ll make them lower priority.”

“You don’t think the drahgin arena is likely?” She pokes at one point.

“You already checked there, right? I suppose she could have wandered back.” I change the arena to purple. “Add any place you think she might have gone on her own. She could have decided to visit an old favorite haunt⁠—”

“But she would have come home!” Breta flings purple flags onto the screen with abandon.

I put a hand on her arm. “She could have gotten hurt.” At the girl’s wide eyes, I squeeze gently. “Or maybe she ran into an old friend and stayed out late. What happens to her memory if her sleep schedule is messed up?”

Her brows scrunch together. “I don’t know. We haven’t experimented with her schedule.”

“I assume the reset happens when she sleeps.” At her nod, I go on. “She’s never taken a nap?”

Breta’s head shakes slowly. “No.”

“That might be an interesting approach to try when we get her back. How long does she have to sleep to reset?” When Breta opens her mouth, I wave her off. “Later.” I turn to the map. “Looks like we have a lot of places to check.”

O’Neill returns, handing me a sandwich. He puts another on the table in front of Breta. “I’m betting you didn’t eat this morning.”

Breta rubs her eyes with both hands, like a sleepy child. “No.”

“And you’ve been up since the earthquake hoax?” He pushes the plate closer to her. “Eat. We’ll come up with a search plan. Then after the peacekeepers talk to you, you should take a nap.”

The girl pulls a piece of pickled vegetable from the sandwich and nibbles at it. “I won’t be able to sleep.”

“At least eat.” I point at the food, then pick up my own. “Your brain needs fuel too.”

As we eat, O’Neill asks questions and develops a prioritized list of places to check. He outsources many of them to resort staff, using Breta’s message system to send employees to various places with instructions to report back immediately. By the time we finish the food, he’s narrowed the list to more remote locations. “We’ll have to see how many officers the peacekeepers can dedicate to the⁠—”

A pleasant ping rings through the room, followed by a feminine voice: “Visitors have arrived.” A blue icon labeled “guests” appears on the holo-screen over the map. Breta waves her hand through it, and a vid of two grim-faced people in severe uniforms appears. The woman frowns at the camera, raising her brows in a look that clearly says, “I don’t have all day.”

“Ugh, Waldroon. I guess I should be glad she’s taking the report seriously.” Breta flicks another icon as she rises and hurries across the room. The door pops open. “Thank you for coming.”

I grab my sandwich, and we follow her to the foyer.

The peacekeepers stomp over the threshold. The man immediately pushes past us toward the bedrooms, muttering about checking the premises. The woman glances at us, does a double-take when she sees me and O’Neill, then flicks her holo-ring. With a miniscule nod, she turns to Breta. “We’ve found her.”

“What? Where? When?” Breta peers over the woman’s shoulder, but the door has already shut behind her.

“She’s not here. Based on what you told us, we wanted to bring you when we pick her up. Don’t want to scare her with strangers.” She scrolls through files on her holo-ring too quickly for me to read anything.

“Let’s go!” Breta spins to us, her eyes wide. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

I make a shooing motion at her. “Of course. We’ll head back to the resort.”

“No.” The male peacekeeper comes up behind us, boxing us in. “We need all of you to come down to the station after we apprehend⁠—”

“Retrieve!” The woman glares past me at her partner. “We are not apprehending anyone. We are retrieving Verdana and returning her to the care of her daughter.” She stares hard at the guy, as if he’s forgotten something important.

“Of course.” The guy gives a fake cough that fools no one. “I meant we need to have you provide details for our report. After we retrieve the… missing individual.” He emphasized the verb as if proving he can use the correct terminology as well as his colleague.

“May I see some identification?” O’Neill asks pleasantly.

The two officers harrumph and fumble but finally tap their holo-rings and send their credentials to us.

O’Neill reads them and nods. “Constable Waldroon, we won’t have anything of substance to add to your report. We only know what she told us, so our input is hardly necessary.”

The man—Officer Smith—puffs his chest. “Are you a peacekeeper? I didn’t think so. If I say we need to interview you for the incident report, then that’s what’s going to happen.”

“Smith.” The woman clears her throat—a sound as fake as the man’s cough. After a long glare, she turns to me. “We would appreciate your cooperation, Sera Morgan.”

“Sera Morgan is on vacation.” O’Neill takes my elbow and moves me a few steps to the right where I’m no longer pinned between the two officers. “Surely, we can complete a report or interview remotely from the resort. We promise to do it before we depart tomorrow. In the meantime, don’t you need to get moving? Verdana is waiting.” He turns to Breta, still herding me away from the peacekeepers as he speaks. “We’ll see you tonight, Breta. Why don’t you and your family join us for dinner at La Ronda?” Gripping my arm tightly, he steers me around Constable Waldroon and waves the door open.

“I—of course. Thank you for interrupting your vacation to help me, Ty. Triana.” Breta follows us to the door, then turns to face the peacekeepers. “Let’s go get my mother.”

Our last encounter with peacekeepers who wanted to take me in for questioning resulted in me being deported, but they had a valid, if flimsy reason. Why is O’Neill so anxious to get us away? I activate my audio-link to O’Neill as we step into the cave-like parking area. “What is going on?”

“Something is off. Why would they need to interview us? Why didn’t they bring Verdana with them? Why did Smith say ‘apprehend’? And Smith? Is that really his name?” As he speaks through the audio connection, he hustles me across the lava tube to our cart then hurries around to the other side. With quick, precise movements, he activates the cart and enters our destination.

The vehicle hums and starts backing but then stops with a ping. “Thoroughfare blocked” flashes across the screen, and a voice repeats the warning.

We turn in our seats to peer out the rear of the cart. The peacekeeper’s hopper fills the tunnel. The door to the residence opens. O’Neill grips my hand and pulls me across the bench seat, putting the vehicle between us and the peacekeepers.

Ty crouches a bit, pulling me lower beside him, as if he’s preparing to take fire. “Ready?”

“For what?” I look at the vehicle’s flimsy curved top and open sides that provide little cover.

“Anything.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Smith exits the dwelling, followed by Breta and Waldroon. The three of them halt at the sight of us, then continue on. The woman throws a “sorry” over her shoulder as they climb into the hopper. She doesn’t sound sorry. Their vehicle buzzes and lifts off, hovering a few centimeters above the ground, then spins in place, barely clearing the rocky sides of the tunnel, then zips away.

We stare down the lava tube, watching the hopper disappear into the darkness, leaving us in silence. O’Neill and I exchange a look.

“That was… unexpected.” O’Neill jerks his chin at the front seat of the cart. “I guess I was wrong. Shall we go?”

I squeeze his fingers and climb into the seat. “You have good instincts. I suppose they can be wrong once in a while.”

“Sure. But usually when I feel this strongly—” He taps the cart’s “resume programmed journey” button. It hums again and begins backing down the long tunnel. O’Neill shakes his head as if to clear it. “Something was definitely off.”

“We can follow them.” I smirk as we emerge from the lava tube and turn left across a small clearing. Overhead a few stars twinkle. At the edge of the open space, trees arch upward, their fronds swaying in a breeze. Then the cart shoots onto a dark path carved from the heavy jungle undergrowth.

He huffs out a laugh. “I think we can—this is not the way back to the resort.” He slaps the control panel, but the screen remains fixed. A map shows our progress, but instead of following a blue path, the blinking symbol indicating our position has headed across a dark section. “It won’t respond.”

We glide down a rough path, hemmed in on both sides by jungle. “We could jump?” I grimace at the foliage, barely clearing our vehicle. As I watch, we approach a spot where a leaf droops into the roadway. Blue sparks sizzle, and the cart’s protective shield burns the offending bough away as we pass. I suck in a gasp. “Would that happen to us if we jumped?”

O’Neill rips a chunk of bread from the sandwich still clutched in my hand and tosses it out his side of the cart. It impacts the invisible shield in a shower of blue sparks, then bounces back, smacking him in the shoulder with a moist splat. He fumbles, then catches the ragged bit of mayonnaise covered bread. Holding it up, he sniffs. “Nope, not even singed.”

I take the chunk of bread, examine its torn edges, then pop it into my mouth. “Still tastes good too.”

He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “Finish your meal. We need to be ready for whatever we’re coming up against.”

“Are you armed?” I shove a huge bite of meat and bread into my mouth.

“Not… traditionally.”

I snort a laugh, spraying crumbs across the cart’s dashboard.

He shrugs. “I don’t have a blaster or stunner. But you know I’m pretty good with these.” He lifts both hands, palms up.

“In more ways than one.” I give him a leer, then let my smile fade. “What do you think is going on?”

“I’d guess these ‘peacekeepers’ are in Darien’s employ. Breta thought Waldroon might be dirty, so it’s easy to imagine he could bribe her. I don’t know why they let us go only to have our cart follow them.”

“Maybe their hopper was full.” I take another bite.

“Maybe. I’d also guess they have Verdana, Neran, and probably Romy wherever we’re going. They want the whole family—you and I are a bonus. Or possibly the actual goal. It’s possible—wildly far-fetched, but possible—that Bobby had Darien set this whole thing up as a trap for us. Which means there could be dozens of others out there, waiting…” He shoves his hands through his hair. “That’s a terrifying thought.”

“You think Bobby put this much effort into a scheme—years ago—on the off chance he could trick us into coming here some day in the future?” I stare at my husband, the remains of my sandwich dropping to my lap. “That’s more than next-level obsessed. That’s—” I shake my head in disbelief. “That’s way beyond.”

O’Neill grunts in agreement. “Honestly, I think it’s highly unlikely. For one thing, he would have had to lay all of the groundwork, then set up a series of tripwires that would get us to register—and recognize the pseudonyms we used.” He ticks off items on his fingers. “Which would activate the security glitches a month before we arrived but somehow keep them secret from us, so we didn’t cancel. Because you know I would have, if I’d known.”

I nod, flicking my holo-ring to life. It lights but doesn’t connect to the LunaNet. “Connections are down again. Or blocked.”

“Probably blocked. Breta said there’s no natural interference, so we have to assume the problems we’ve been having were engineered.” He tries his with no success, then ticks another finger. “Did he plant the PVD that Romy reprogrammed?”

“I’m not sure that was vital to the sequence of events. In fact, since Verdana was the one who refused to sell, he probably would have preferred to get revenge on her, not her children. Breta was helpful, after all.”

He hums in thought. “True. The more we talk about it, the more I’m thinking you and I were just a bonus prize. But either way, we need to be ready when the cart stops. Can you hack this thing?”

I gesture at the files in my palm. “I’ve been trying. But whatever they did must be hardwired directly to the cart. It’s not connected to the net right now.” I lean forward, using my holo-ring as a light, and look under the front dash. “Nothing obvious down here. The resort doesn’t want guests messing with the carts—if this were my place, I’d have a finite, pre-set list of possible destinations. To enter a new one, you’d have to have direct access to the internal database, which is probably reached through a maintenance panel. Which are external.” I blow out a breath, making the frizzy curls around my temples rise and fall.

“Would the peacekeepers have had time to do that?”

“Let’s call them peacewreckers, not peacekeepers. And sure, if Darien knows how this system works, it would be child’s play to pre-program a modification and put it on a datastick for them to install. The maintenance hatch should be locked, but that could be a physical key that he could have stolen, or another back door that he installed electronically. I’m betting on the former. Cart maintenance would be something they’d want to grant access to quickly and easily. A physical key, kept in the garage, would be easiest. No reason for high-tech super security at a place like this.”

“Until now.”

“Until now.” I chew on my lip for a minute. “You got a plan?”

He slides an arm around my shoulders and pulls me close against him. “Plan is such a strong word. Let’s say I have a series of best practices. When we arrive, stay in the cart. It’s possible the vehicle will return to the resort automatically.”

“Not highly likely.”

“No, but it’s still safer to stay inside. What are our assets? I have my multi-tool and a lighter.” He pulls the two items out of his pockets. Replacing the lighter, he unfolds a small but wicked looking blade. “It’s better than nothing, but I’m keeping it hidden until we see what they’ve got in mind. What have you got?”

“Don’t forget your handkerchief. Why don’t you have amazing hidden gear like Vanti?” I pat down my pockets. “I’ve got a hair tie and the protein cookies. And this.” I pull a ring from a hidden zip pocket and hold it out on my palm.

“Is that a tranq ring?” He touches the edge of the device gingerly. “Put that on—we can definitely use it. And for your information, I was on vacation. I didn’t think I’d need a bunch of amazing hidden gear like Vanti to visit a resort with my wife.”

“Have you met me? Even I knew I’d need some slip ties!” I pull those from another pocket. “And I always carry the ring.”

“That thing is illegal in most systems, you know.” He takes half the slip ties and sticks a few into each sock. “Put those where they’re less likely to be found.”

“I’m not surprised. But no one has noticed it yet.” I slide the heavy ring onto my right hand, making sure the safety is still on. It takes a press and a twist to activate it, but I don’t want to risk tranquilizing O’Neill—or one of our friends—by mistake. Then I return the slip ties to the hidden pocket in my waist band. Once I found out where Vanti got her clothes, I started buying all my leisure wear there. Comfortable and functional.

O’Neill tucks the last slip tie into the collar of his shirt. “Back to the plan. If they have weapons, follow directions until they try to separate us. How many doses does that ring hold?”

“Two? Maybe three.”

“Remind me to look it up when we get out of this. Save the tranq for Darien if you can. If they try to separate us, we’re fighting.” He holds out a fist.

I bump it, then lean against him for a last, peaceful moment.

The cart slows as we approach a light at the end of the jungle tunnel. A faint roar reaches my ears, and the ever-present but not overwhelming smell of salt water and seaweed increases. “I think we’re headed for the beach.”

O’Neill frowns and flicks his holo-ring. Pulling up a map, he stretches it wide. “I don’t have access to LunaNet, but I downloaded this before we left Breta’s house. I think we’re about here.” Ignoring the colored flags Breta and I added, he runs his finger along the edge of the island, well away from everything.

The cart slows more as we emerge from the tunnel. Starlight illuminates the wide, sandy beach. The crashing waves glow with a faint but mesmerizing phosphorescent purple. A few meters from us, the peacewreckers’ hopper glints under the stars. It’s bigger than I realized. It could easily carry six passengers in addition to the driver. The windows are tinted, so we can’t see anyone inside, but a lone figure waits beside the open door. As our cart approaches, I recognize him. “Neran?”

He nods but doesn’t say anything. O’Neill squeezes my shoulder again, murmuring through our audio link, “I don’t like this. Stay in the cart.”

I nod, watching Neran closely. He appears relaxed and confident. In fact, he looks too confident. The gangly, uncertain teen has disappeared. This man looks like a force to be reckoned with.

“Who are you?” I demand. “You aren’t the real Neran.”

“Oh, but I am. When I want to be.” The young man’s face and body wavers in a way I recognize—he’s using a PVD. The boy disappears, to be replaced by Bobby Putin.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




“No! You’re dead!” I choke on the words, staring at Bobby in horror. My heart pounds in my ears, and my throat tightens. I try to draw air into lungs that refuse to cooperate. “You blew yourself up!”

O’Neill’s arm flexes, shaking me a little. “That’s not Bobby. Neran was fake—this is too. Remember those doppelgangers we saw on S’Ride. We know the real Bobby is dead.”

Neran/Bobby swaggers toward us, like a supervillain on a campy Ancient TēVē show. “Did you miss me, Annabelle?”

I know O’Neill is right. There’s no way Bobby survived that explosion. But we never saw a body because there wasn’t one—bits of him were splattered all over the yard according to the forensic report. And that little bit of uncertainty remains. I close my eyes, trusting O’Neill to watch while I get my emotions under control. I let the gentle roar of the waves and the smell of salt water and seaweed sooth my soul.

“I’m Ty O’Neill. And you are?” O’Neill’s query is conversational, as if we’ve run into this guy in a tiki bar at the hotel.

Fake Bobby laughs. “You know who I am, don’t you, Annabelle?”

The voice isn’t quite right. There’s a tiny tinge of an accent unlike the usual SK2er—maybe a sliver of S’Ride drawl. I open my eyes and meet his gaze. “You’re Darien, aren’t you?”

Surprise registers so briefly, I almost miss it. Then the supercilious expression returns to his face. “Very good. Someone has been using her top-lev mind to analyze the situation.”

“My top-lev mind? Do you think top-levs are issued special brains?” I know what he’s implying. Most top-levs were designer babies with individual genes specially selected for beauty, intelligence, and specific talents. Some families have gone too far—they’ve manipulated the humanity out of their children. Like those dogs on Ancient Earth that were bred for racing to the point that their skulls were too narrow for their brains. Bobby was handsome, brilliant, athletic, talented… and completely devoid of empathy. “You forget, or maybe you don’t know, but I’m a rando, conceived the old-fashioned way.” I tap my temple. “I got an ordinary brain.”

He laughs, a short, bitter bark. “Yeah, but you’ve got generations of genetic manipulation behind you.”

“Whatever. What do you want, Darien?” I cross my arms and stare him down.

He reaches into a pocket and casually pulls out a stunner. The red light on top indicates it’s fully charged and ready to fire. “I want you to get out of the cart.”

On our private channel, I ask O’Neill, “Will the cart’s shield protect us from that?”

His eyelid twitches as if he hadn’t thought of that. “It might not stop the full effect, but it should scatter the beam.”

I lift my chin and stare at Darien. “Nope, sorry. I’m quite comfortable here.”

Darien jerks the weapon at us. “I said get out!”

We don’t move.

“Don’t be stupid, Annabelle. Do you think the cart will protect you from this?” He waves the stunner at me. “I reprogrammed the cart to come here. Do you think I didn’t turn off the shield?” He fires the stunner into the cart from three meters away.

The beam hits O’Neill. He jerks, then slumps against me.

“Get out!” Darien yells. “Or I’ll shoot you and drag you out.”

I gasp, anger exploding in my belly. How dare this Bobby-wannabe stun my husband? Seething, I carefully lower O’Neill to the seat. I check his pulse and breathing, ignoring Darien’s repeated demands until I’m sure O’Neill is as comfortable as one can be on the bench seat of a moon cart. Then I climb out on the far side, so the cart is between me and my adversary. Propping my fists on my hips, I stare him down. “What do you want?”

He smiles his charming, top-lev-ish smile and sweeps his arm toward the hopper. “I’d like you to join me for a little ride.

“And if I decline?”

“I’ll stun you and take you anyway.”

I cross my arms. “You’d have to carry me to the hopper. I’m not a skinny little stick figure.”

“I can manage.” He pauses for a moment, and his eyes kind of glaze over, as if he’s talking on an audio implant. “My cousin will help me.”

At the word “cousin,” a chill runs down my spine, but I remind myself it can’t be Bobby. Movement in the hopper’s doorway brings my attention to a figure there. I squint, but clouds have rolled in, hiding most of the stars. The man is backlit by the hopper’s faint internal lights. For half a second, cold terror stabs my heart, despite my self-talk, then the figure moves, and I catch a glimpse of his face: Neran.

“He’s real?” I point at the boy crossing the damp sand.

Darien frowns. “He’s not imaginary.”

“I thought you were him.” I flip a hand at him. “With the PVD.”

He casts a quick look over his shoulder, rolling his eyes. “Please. Did you really think I could act that… juvenile? Why bother when I have the real thing?”

I glare at Neran as he approaches. “Were you really in league with him this whole time?”

Neran’s face scrunches in an expression I can’t decipher. He might be angry at my question or afraid of his cousin or constipated. “He’s family.”

“Family? He jettisoned you in a bod pod.”

“That was part of the plan.” The boy pulls a grav belt from over his shoulder and pushes past me.

Or tries. I plant my feet, press my hands against his scrawny chest, and shove. “Keep your hands off my husband.”

Neran stumbles back a couple of steps then catches his balance. “Move out of my way.” His tone is petulant rather than forceful.

“Not happening.” I flex my knees, hands still up. “I have martial arts training, you know.”

Neran glances at his cousin, his expression clearly telegraphing his discomfort and annoyance.

“Let her do it,” Darien says, bored. He shakes his weapon at me. “Put the belt on him so we can move him to the hopper.”

Neran’s lips press together, but he holds the belt out to me. I pull it from his grasp, hopefully fast enough to give him a friction burn, then turn around. As I climb into the cart, I throw a barb over my shoulder. “Your family moved in on your girl when you were off-planet.”

“What do you mean?” Neran’s voice cracks a little.

“Nothing,” Darien snaps.

I unlatch the buckle of the grav belt. “You heard what Breta said. Those times she thought you were here when you weren’t. That was Darien, wasn’t it?” Straightening as much as I can under the cart’s curved roof, I turn to look at the older man. “Breta said you got friendly.” I say the last word in a low, sexy voice and shimmy my shoulders.

“Wait, what?” Neran squeaks.

“Nothing.” Darien presses his free hand in a “calm down” gesture. “Nothing happened.”

“That’s not what she said.” I prop my fists on my hips, daring him to deny it.

Neran sucks in a shocked breath. “She did say—did you touch her? What happened last time you were here?”

“She’s not my type,” Darien says. “She was interested, of course, but I was you. It was you she wanted.”

“I wasn’t here!” Neran’s breath is hard and fast. “You were pretending to be me, and you got friendly with my girl!”

While their attention is focused on each other, I flick my holo-ring, quickly dialing down to minimum brightness, and connect it to the grav belt. I lock out any other remote connections. Then I slide it around O’Neill’s trim waist. The belt won’t lift both of us, so I’m going to have to rescue myself another way.

“What’s taking you so long?” Darien steps closer, waving his stunner again.

“He’s heavy,” I whine. “Have you ever tried to put a grav belt on an unconscious person who out-masses you by fifty percent? It’s not fast or easy.”

“Are you done?” The wind has come up, blowing in a heavy layer of clouds that hide the stars. I can’t really see his face anymore, but he leans toward the vehicle in a threatening manner.

“It’s on. Now what?” I stay in the cart, hunched over O’Neill.

“Lift him off the seat and tow him to the hopper. Or I can have Neran do it.” Darien sounds bored.

“No. I told you to keep your hands off him. I’ll do it.” I tap the belt, activating the lift. O’Neill’s body rises a few centimeters above the seat. His upper body is still slumped uncomfortably, but there’s little I can do about that. I’ve read that newer grav belts can be configured to hold a person horizontally, so they can be used for medical transport, but that version is not on the market yet. I give his shoulder a little push, and he slides off the seat, his feet thumping to the damp sand.

“Let me lift him a bit.” I scramble out of the cart. The breeze bites into me, sending chilly tendrils down my neck. I stand between Darien and O’Neill. Pushing his shoulder up so I can reach the belt control, I set it to lift ten meters. O’Neill shoots into the sky at an angle, his upper body folded loosely over the belt, his legs swinging free. I barely avoid his feet as they fly by my face.

“What did you do?” Darien demands.

“I put in ten centimeters lift. I know I entered ten!” I stare up at the dark sky, my hand over my mouth.

“You must have put in ten meters, you stupid girl!” Darien glares at me, then turns to his cousin. “Bring him back down. I’ve got my hands full.” He wiggles the stunner to demonstrate.

Neran heaves a sigh and flicks his holo-ring. Light from the ring illuminates Darien’s glare as he gazes up, searching for O’Neill. His eyes flick to me then up again.

While he’s watching the sky, I take a slow, smooth half-step away. Then another slow step.

“What is taking so long? I don’t want those nasty birds to find us.” Darien glares at Neran.

“The birds hibernate during the occlusion,” Neran says absently, his attention focused on the holo in his palm. “I can’t make this thing connect.”

“I have to do everything myself! Don’t move.” Darien pokes the stunner at me. He turns to Neran. “Come over here and watch her.”

The boy joins him, and Darien holds out the weapon. “Make sure she doesn’t get away. What is the problem?”

Neran glances at me as he takes the stunner. “I can’t connect to the grav belt. It won’t pair—there’s no signal.” He flicks his holo-ring off, and darkness falls.

I ease back a few more centimeters.

“I thought you got this set up while we waited.” With an exasperated sigh, Darien activates his own holo-ring.

I take another step away, hoping the light from the ring blinds him to my movements. He doesn’t seem to notice, but Neran’s head jerks in my direction. His gaze goes up to O’Neill, then returns to my face, brows raised. Then his eyes jerk toward Darien and back to me.

Is he telling me he knows what I did and is letting me get away? Or that I shouldn’t try anything? I decide I don’t care. I’ve moved far enough that a quick lunge should get me behind the dubious shelter of the cart. The tree line is a few meters away, visible only as a darker shadow against the night.

“Why won’t this connect?” Darien’s tone ratchets up from annoyed to frustrated. “What did you do, you idiot?”

“I didn’t do anything!” Neran turns toward his cousin, the stunner’s aim swinging with him.

I run.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




“Stop her!”

I ignore Darien’s furious roar and run, my feet pounding on the damp sand, praying I won’t trip over a piece of driftwood.

“Stop, Annabelle! We’ll do horrible things to your boy toy if you don’t come back!” Darien yells.

An angry snort bursts out of me, but I don’t answer. They can’t reach O’Neill without another grav belt, which will take a few minutes at least. And then they’ll have to find him in the inky darkness. I zigzag toward the black bulk of the jungle, hoping I’ll see the first tree before I hit it. The faint glow of the waves provides no help. Light spears out from behind me, stabbing at the trees. I duck instinctively, even though the brilliant beam is nowhere near me, thanks to my indirect path.

The light rakes across the wall of jungle, stopping briefly on the path carved by the carts. I curse mentally. Thick jungle undergrowth blocks the way inland—I’ll have to double back to that path to get to the resort. And if Darien is as smart as he likes to think, he’ll know that.

I briefly consider trying to sneak around and steal the hopper, but I’m sure Darien has that locked down. Even if he didn’t before, he’s going to make sure it is now.

I turn parallel to the beach and stumble away from my pursuers. Darien and Neran yell at each other, but they don’t seem to be getting any closer. And as long as they’re looking for me, they aren’t getting O’Neill. Once they realize I’m the harder target, they’ll get a grav belt and go after him. I need a place to hide so I can move him. I slow enough to look over my shoulder. The lights from their holo-rings wander erratically across the sand near the hopper. I continue on, angling more steeply for the jungle.

When I reach the first trees, I duck behind a thick bole. My holo-ring flares bright in the darkness, even though it’s on the lowest setting. Keeping the large trunk between me and the Putin boys, I connect to O’Neill’s grav belt. I briefly consider bringing him to my location, but I don’t need the distraction. Instead, I enter the drahgin arena as its destination. With the speed set to the slowest possible, O’Neill should have time to recover from the stunner before he arrives. I hack into the system to turn off the belt lights so he’s hard to find and send it on its way.

A call to him gets his message system. “Hey, it’s me. Darien stunned you, but I rescued you. Don’t worry, I got away. Your grav belt will take you to the arena. Let’s meet up there. It might take me a while to get through the jungle. See you soon. I love you.”

Dousing the holo-ring, I peek around the tree. The glow of one of the holo-rings has disappeared, and the hopper’s running lights have come on. The remaining ring moves along the shore, dwindling in the distance. He must be using a grav belt—the movement is too fast for walking and too smooth for running.

If I had to guess, I’d say Darien is moving the ship, and Neran is searching the beach north. Does he know he’s going the wrong way? Is he trying to help me? Until I know for sure, I’m not trusting him. I should have told O’Neill about Neran. I try calling again, but this time it won’t connect.

I slide out of the trees and continue south, watching for another trail. Those dinos like to fish, so they must have paths to the sea. I continue down the beach, and eventually the lights disappear beyond a curve in the landscape. The waves crash gently against the sand, covering the sound of my footsteps. Should I be walking near the surf to hide my footprints? I try to remember some of the Ancient TēVē thrillers I’ve watched, but none of them involved a beach. But since it won’t be light until tomorrow morning, I’m not going to worry about footprints. Even now that my eyes have adjusted to the faint glow of the waves, the sand is barely visible beneath my feet. I look back but can’t see my trail. The darkness wraps around me in a comforting blanket of safety.

I stumble over something in the sand. Looking down, I find a path worn from the tree line to the water. After another swift check for pursuers, I follow the trail to the jungle, where it continues through a narrow gap into the thick underbrush. Two steps along the path puts me in total darkness, so I light my holo-ring.

And step into a huge pile of dino-dooky.

Arms windmilling, I grasp at a stray vine for balance. It pulls loose from the tree, and I land on my face, my hands and nose smacking into the hard-packed earth. I lay there for a second, while my breathing evens and my heartrate slows. Thankfully, the smell of the excrement is surprisingly inoffensive. And I didn’t land face-first in another pile.

A rumble cuts through the whooshing of the wind through the trees overhead. I roll to my back and stare down the path toward the opening to the beach. The hopper slowly glides into view, mere meters above the sand. Holding my breath, I lie as still as possible in hopes their light won’t reach this far into the jungle.

Seconds stretch out into hours as the ship slowly disappears beyond my view. I wait another lifetime, then struggle to my feet. Rekindling my holo-ring, I examine the damage to my shoe. As I lift my foot, the dino-dung falls cleanly away, leaving only the faintest discoloration. At least one animal on this moon hasn’t weaponized their poo.

Shining my ring’s light on the path ahead, I follow the trail deeper into the jungle. Thousands of drahgin feet must have trod this way, leaving a smooth track. Unlike the cart paths, the branches are not cleanly cut away, and I take more than one frond to the face before I learn to keep my free hand at head level. As I walk, I attempt to call O’Neill again but get nothing, not even the hum of a bad connection.

The wind ruffles the leaves around me, jostling the tops of the trees more forcefully overhead. The earthquake might have been fake, but the rising wind could indicate a storm brewing. I try my holo-ring but can’t connect to a weather channel. Slowly, I grow accustomed to the faint but erratic roar of the trees above.

After what feels like hours—but according to my holo-ring is only about forty minutes—I reach a clearing. A sound I had barely registered above the soughing of the trees brings me to a halt. That uneven rumble wasn’t the waves—long ago left behind—or another ship. It’s regular but not mechanical. Almost alive.

I look down. There’s no “almost” to it. My toes are a mere handspan from a massive sleeping drahgin. I stare, stunned to inaction at the dozens—maybe hundreds of huge creatures snoring away in the clearing, each seemingly larger than the previous one.

The animal by my feet shudders then rolls over, snorting out a huge, damp breath. A cloud of warm, fishy air enfolds me, frizzing my hair and assaulting my senses. My stomach lurches, my eyes sting, and I choke down a gag. Keeping one eye on the restless drahgin, I shuffle away. My heels hit an immoveable object, but my body is already in motion. Arms flailing, I fall backward, hitting the ground butt-first with a bone-jarring thud. I jam a hand over my mouth to stifle my cry. My legs lie across a large, fallen log. I lift my feet to pull them away and realize it’s not a tree. It’s the end of a drahgin tail. An enormous drahgin tail.

Horrified yet fascinated, I scramble to my feet. My eyes follow the line of the appendage. The rounded end near me is almost half a meter thick, and it gets bigger as it curves around the nest, as if protecting its smaller brethren. The darkness makes it hard to see—only the smattering of stars now visible again overhead providing light. I track the path of the tail three times but lose it near that small hill each time.

Then the hill shifts, and I realize the building-sized hummock is not a landform—it’s the body of the biggest drahgin I’ve ever seen. Not that I’ve seen a lot of them, but holy cow that’s big. Big enough to create its own gravity well. I stare, mouth open, eyes bulging, brain spinning.

A blast of air slams down on us, tree fronds slapping at my head and arms. I duck and look up to find the hopper skimming above the trees, search lights swinging across the jungle tops. I jerk into the shelter of the nearest tree as the ship slows over the clearing, its lights stabbing down at the drahgins.

The king dino shifts, and its tail tip narrowly misses my tree as it swings wide then curls around the other drahgins, like a mother bird gathering her hatchlings under her wings. Across the clearing, a massive head rises slowly on a neck like a cargo crane, beady eyes glowing and blinking sleepily in the light. Before the animal can do more than look, the ship moves on, leaving us in darkness.

Darkness now alive with the dry slithering of hundreds of drahgins and dozens of blinking, glowing eyes. Swallowing hard, I freeze, hoping they won’t see me behind the tree. Do they see in the dark? Does movement attract them? I should have watched that zarking welcome video. I hold my breath. Despite Neran’s assurances, I suspect I taste too much like fish.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




My audio implant pings, and I jump. A tiny shriek escapes my lips, and I slam a hand over my mouth as if I could shove it back in. The slithering of the drahgin bodies stops, as if they’ve all paused to listen. Heads turn in my direction, and eyes glow, watching without blinking. We all hold our breath for a timeless moment, then something thuds, and the dinos relax. Two by two, the glowing eyes flutter then close, heads dropping to the dirt.

I accept the insistent call silently.

“Hello? It’s Breta. Where are you?”

My hand still clamped over my mouth, I reply soundlessly. “In a nest of vipers.”

“Hello? Are you there?”

I haven’t tried subvocalizing in a long time, and it is not like riding a bike. I clear my throat as quietly as I can and whisper. “I’m here. Trying to stay alive in the jungle.”

Breta’s laugh is strained. “Most of this planet is jungle. Where exactly? Send me a locator ping.”

Suspicion tickles my spine like cold fingers. Why does she want to know my exact location? And she said planet, not moon. “Are you with Neran? Wait—don’t answer. If he’s listening, cough.”

“Don’t be silly, Annabelle.” Her voice sounds strangled, now. And she has never used that name.

“Can he hear me?” Listening in on someone else’s audio call is supposed to be impossible—unless the party gives permission. My system should have noted the third party, but maybe Darien’s got an illegal interceptor. He has a stunner—he could have forced Breta to let him link to her call.

She titters again, high and totally out of character. “I told you, he’s not here.”

He’s definitely there.

“Where are you?” I peer through the trees, but the drahgin have faded into the darkness of the jungle. Flicking my holo-ring, I open the settings and double check that my locator is turned off.

“At the resort. We found my mother. And my slacker brother. Have you seen Neran?”

If she’s with Darien, why would she ask that? He knows Neran is searching for me. Not sure what game she’s playing, I answer truthfully. “I saw him on the beach. He’s working with Darien.”

“What?” The gasp and exclamation are overly dramatic. “That traitor!”

I use my own illegal system gear to track her call. The app tells me she’s on the island. Thanks, that’s helpful. I try to tweak the tolerances to be more specific. “Technically, he’d be a traitor to choose you over his family, don’t you think?”

“Whose side are you on?”

“Mine.” I change more settings and narrow her location to the ranch. I haven’t been there yet, but it looks like it isn’t too far from me. “If you’ve found Verdana and Romy, we’re good, right? I’m going to the room to get some sleep.”

“No, wait!” If she could reach through the call and grab my arm, she would have. I can feel it in her tone. “I still need your help. Neran is still missing.”

“I told you, Neran is working with Darien. I’m not gonna worry about him. Besides, I’ve already rescued him once. And by the way, Darien has a PVD to make him look like Neran. We suspected that, but it’s been confirmed. By me.” I stretch my map bigger, looking for a trail that will lead me back to civilization. This island isn’t that big, and it was modified from a volcanic pile in the not-too-distant past. Surely the terraformers would have included transportation routes. There. On the far side of the dino clearing, it looks like a trail, but it goes the wrong way. I suck in a deep breath. Then wish I hadn’t. Hot fish breath overwhelms me.

I turn slowly to come face to giant snout with a drahgin. It huffs out another warm cloud of dead sea vapor. I can feel my hair frizz, and my nostrils try to clamp shut of their own accord.

“Triana? Where are you?”

“Can’t talk. Busy.” I disconnect without looking away from the tiny eyes glowing above the blunt snout and serrated teeth. When the mouth opens, I duck away, lunging behind a tree. The massive tongue scrapes across the trunk, splattering spittle around the sides and showering my arms with droplets of seawater and partially chewed sea creatures.

I jump back, but the creature is fast. It pushes the tree aside like my foot would move a blade of grass and comes at me, sniffing. I scramble away, but it follows, nostrils flaring, tongue flicking in and out. Searching my pockets for a weapon I know I don’t have, my fingers encounter something hard and rough.

The protein cookies. I pull one out and hold it away from my body. “Is this what you’re looking for, Stella?” This can’t be the same drahgin I rode before, but my terrified brain can’t come up with another name for the creature. They say naming your fear makes it less terrifying, so Stella it is.

Stella’s head swivels, following my hand as I pull back then launch the cookie away. The small disk flies from my fingers, crumbs scattering, and sails across the path. Then slams into a tree and falls to the ground in a million tiny pieces. Stella shoves her snout at the spot, her huge tongue swiping along the ground and up the trunk in a single, slimy stroke. Then her head snaps back to me.

Our eyes meet, and I realize this huge, terrifying beast is the answer to my problem. She can get me to the arena. But I need to figure out how to climb on without being licked to death.

She’s a predator, so I need to show dominance. At least that’s what the guys on Beastly Behavior would have me believe. Fingering the three remaining cookies, I try to look around without breaking eye contact. The darkness doesn’t help. I fumble at my holo-ring, turning up the brightness. Stella’s pupils contract, but her eyes remain fixed on me. Her tail, barely visible in the distance, wags like a dog’s, thudding against a tree on one side and something else on the other.

Something gray and scaled. “Please don’t wake up another dino, Stella,” I whisper.

Stella’s tail swings faster, thudding against tree and drahgin flesh like a bass drum.

“Look, Stella, another cookie!” I pull the second treat from my pocket and wave it slowly in front of her glowing eyes. Darting quick looks over my shoulder so I don’t trip again, I back away, aiming for a fallen tree a few meters away. “So yummy!”

She lunges at my hand, but I whip it behind me, catching another blast of fish breath as her laser eyes follow the movement. Her teeth snap shut bare millimeters from my nose. I put my free hand against her snout and push, running a couple steps away at the same time. Stella jumps forward, her short front legs dropping to the ground and her butt swinging high into the air like a golden retriever’s.

She shoves her face close to mine again, and the tongue lolls. At least she’s no longer beating her brother awake. I chance a glance past her wagging hindquarters, but the nest is hidden in darkness.

Two more stumbling steps bring me to the downed tree. I wave the cookie one more time, then toss it into the dark gap between trunk and dirt. Stella dives, shoving her nose beneath the wood. The tree creaks then shudders under her assault.

Muttering a quick prayer to the Big Guy, I leap, using Stella’s knee as a mounting block. With her nose under the tree, I slide down her neck to the ridges. The tree trunk snaps and flies away just as I pull myself into the natural saddle. Stella’s huge tongue swipes up the cookie, leaving a trail of slime. Then she rears back on her haunches, licking her chops. Her head swings around, but her fishy slime-blanket can’t reach me.

Success! I pump one fist in the air, the other still clamped on Stella’s bony protrusion. I press my left leg against her neck, and she lumbers forward, veering to the right.

I should probably figure out how to get to the arena.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




I direct Stella down the path toward the beach. Hopefully Darien has given up on finding me. Even if he hasn’t, I don’t know how to find another path to the arena. If he’s there, maybe I can duck low enough that he won’t notice me on her neck in the darkness.

Or I can drop my remaining cookies on his head and gloat as she swallows him whole. I replay that entertaining scenario in my mind as we trot down the path. Stella pushes through foliage, stray branches nearly unseating me more than once as we lumber toward the sea.

The roar of the waves grows louder, and the jungle canopy thins as we near the sand. The clouds have shifted again, leaving the beach a long black stretch illuminated only by the glow of the sea. The wind has come up, blowing sharp and chilly from the north. With the continuing darkness, the temperature has dropped a few degrees each hour, and goosebumps form on my arms. Stella pauses at the tree line, her head swiveling to the left and the right. I push with my right leg, but she doesn’t move for a long moment.

She raises her snout and scents the air, then gallops down the sand straight at the foaming waves.

“No!” I shriek, pushing against her neck with my leg and both hands. “Not the water! Not the⁠—”

She dives.

I gulp in a deep breath, my hands seizing around her neck ridge, my eyes clamped shut, waiting for my watery death. The thought of letting go slithers into my terrified brain, but I can’t seem to make my hands release. A wall of water slams into my face, surprisingly warm against the chilly night air.

Then it flows away, leaving me cold and wet. I crack open an eyelid, blinking salty water from my lashes. Stella crouches in the shallows, her head down, tail up again, like when she was hoping for a cookie. As the next wave approaches, her massive maw opens. The water slams into us, filling her mouth and drenching me again. I gasp and cough.

After a few repetitions, I realize what’s happening. She’s like an earth-bound whale, waiting for the sea to wash dinner into her mouth. How long will it take to fill her stomach at this rate? Remembering what Neran said about fishing, I wonder if she’s really hungry or just bored.

“Stella!” I pull a slightly soggy cookie from my surprisingly dry pocket. “Look, tasty!” I smack my lips, hoping her dino-brain will recognize the sound.

Stella ignores me, and another wave rumbles toward us. I shove the cookie back into my pocket and clamp my hand over it, closing my eyes and ducking at the same time. The wave smashes over us, leaving my hair and clothes dripping. Miraculously, the two cookies remain intact.

“Stella!” I wave my arm, hoping to catch her peripheral vision. Nothing. Another wave splashes landward, but this one is smaller and only reaches my knees. I slap Stella’s neck and push with my leg.

The drahgin straightens up, her head swinging to the left. I can’t tell if she’s responding to my directions or something else, but I’ll take it. “Stella! Cookie!” I wave the treat again.

Her neck twists farther, bringing her wet snout almost to my side. I thrust the cookie at her glowing eyeball, then hurl it up the beach.

With a lunge that nearly unseats me, Stella takes off after the flying food. She slows long enough to lick up the treat—and probably a kilogram of sand—then lumbers onward up the sandy strand.

Experimentally, I nudge with my right leg, and she responds by veering toward the trees.

“Yes!” I crow, then immediately slap my free hand over my mouth. You’re trying to be stealthy, Triana.

Keeping my holo-ring close to Stella’s side to hopefully hide the glow, I pull up a map of the island. The cart track that took us to the beach isn’t marked, but I can use my location data to track back to that point. My current position blinks green on the image as we approach the site of my confrontation with Darien.

No lights show as we round the curve of the shoreline. Darien must have given up on me. I wish I knew what he’s planning. I’m assuming Breta’s call earlier was at his instigation. He must have taken her as well as Romy and Verdana, but his long-term goal escapes my imagination.

As Stella jogs along, I try calling O’Neill again. This time the call goes through to his message system. Either he’s still unconscious—which seems like a long time for a stunner—or the weird disruptions are still causing problems. Either way, he’s out of reach. I check his grav belt, but I’ve lost that connection too. Grav belts are programmed to follow their pre-loaded instructions, so he should be safely at the arena by now.

The wind whips up, slapping my wet clothes against my skin and chilling me to the bone. Clouds scud across the sky, revealing the stars again. A faint glowing arc appears across the lower part of the sky as the moon moves out of Moghbeli’s shadow. As we approach the trailhead on the map, I focus on the tree line. Starlight and wave glow light the beach, revealing an indentation in the sand where the hopper landed. The cart has disappeared, either automatically returned to the resort or conscripted by Neran.

There. With another press of my leg, Stella heads up the beach. I duck low against her neck to avoid the branches as she trots obediently up the path, pausing every once in a while to sniff random things. It’s almost like riding that giant red animated dog from the Ancient TēVē children’s program.

Except Stella is wet and cold. As we make our way up the path, I start to shiver. By the time I reach the turn to the arena, my teeth are chattering loud enough to wake the dead. I need to warm up, but I can’t leave O’Neill stunned and floating above the arena. As we reach the last curve of the trail, I release pressure on her neck. The dino slows but doesn’t stop, although she pauses to sniff more often.

I don’t know where Darien and Neran have taken Breta and her family, but I don’t want to stumble into them if they chose the arena. Everything in this crazy place seems to come back to the drahgins, so I wouldn’t be surprised to run into them here.

Since I don’t know how to stop the big creature, I simply slide down her neck and down her flank. I have a moment of terror when I realize she might trample me, but she stops and turns her huge head toward me, probably wondering why I’ve suddenly abandoned her.

“Good girl. Are you a girl? Maybe you’re actually Stellan. Sorry for misgendering you, if I did.” I pat her cool side. She leans closer to sniff at my hair, and her rancid breath makes me gag. It’s also kind of comforting, in a warm, fishy way. I pull the last cookie from my pocket and toss it in the air. She snaps it up before it reaches the top of its arc. “Go home now.”

The dino looks at me and blinks.

I point back the way we came. “Go home.”

She rumbles but doesn’t move. With a shrug, I push past her around the curve. The lights of the arena glow at the end of the neatly carved cart trail. Behind me, Stella shifts and thumps. When I reach the clearing, I pause in the shadow of a tree to look back.

The trail is blocked by Stella’s silvery body. She leans down and snorts warm, rank air onto my head.

“I said go home!” I stomp a foot and point down the path.

The dino creeps closer, lowering her front legs to the ground and wiggling her rear. Her massive tail swipes branches from the trees, raining debris around us. I duck under her jaw to avoid the onslaught.

“Fine. Stay here while I reconnoiter.” I flick my holo-ring and bring up a device scanner. It immediately pings, pinpointing O’Neill on my map. No other people appear on the display, so I creep forward, staying in shadow as much as possible.

I’m halfway across the clearing when Stella makes a deep mooing sound and bounds after me, skidding to a halt almost on top of me. Inside the arena, Stella’s call is echoed by dozens of drahgins.

Stella raises her snout and howls.

“Stop that!” I pat the air in front of Stella’s head with both hands. “You sound like a drunk wolf! Hush!”

The domestic dinos call back.

I close my eyes for a second. Obviously stealth is not going to work. Shaking my head in disgust, I stomp across the packed dirt and connect my holo-ring to the arena’s internal security system. I find a door and search the network for the lock. “Front gate” looks promising, so I open it.

The massive, dino-sized front gate swings wide. A herd of drahgins stampede out.

“No!” Breta is going to murder me! These animals are a huge part of their livelihood. What’s the point of saving the resort if their number one tourist attraction wanders away into the jungle?

The creatures put on a joyful dino-reunion in the front yard. They howl, they trumpet, some of them even warble. They race around, sniffing, wrestling, and jumping like a pack of enormous, leathery puppies. I stare from the frolicking reptiles to the open arena gate. Do I dare leave them long enough to find O’Neill?

Of course I do. He is and always will be my top priority. I locate Stella in the melee, make eye contact, and command, “Stay.”

She ignores me.

Well, I tried. With a shrug, I dart into the arena.


CHAPTER THIRTY




The wide hallway that leads between the banks of seats is empty. O’Neill’s locator has disappeared from my map. I call out, “Hello!” My voice echoes into the deserted stadium but no one answers. I climb the steps we took before, emerging in the stands. The rows of seats, barely visible in the starlight, stand empty and silent. Beyond the walls and blue, glowing force shield, the partying drahgins challenge each other to keg stands.

Or so I assume, but I don’t speak drahgin-ish.

I try to connect to O’Neill’s audio but still get nothing. Zark. Now what?

I try to think like O’Neill. He must have woken up and discovered he was hanging from a grav belt above an arena full of pointy-toothed dinosaurs. Nothing terrifying about that. I make a note to have him speak with a mental health provider when we return to SK2.

Then what? He knows how to operate a grav belt, so he could have either landed or used it to go somewhere else. The only place he would have gone would be wherever he thought I would be. I gnaw on my lower lip. I told him in my message to meet me here, so he should be here.

I run my scanner again, but there’s no sign of O’Neill or anyone else. Which might be due to the interference we’ve been experiencing all week. A louder roar draws my attention to the dino party again, reminding me stealth is pointless. I take a deep breath. “Ty! Ty O’Neill!” My voice echoes back, and the dinos reply with another warble.

Wishing I had a grav belt of my own, I head to the top of the stands. Fortunately, the facility isn’t huge, and I make a complete circuit of the seats in about five minutes. Then I start looking for a way to get beneath the seats. That’s likely storage, and I don’t know why O’Neill would go down there—unless he was looking for me. I head to the central area where the dinos perform.

I’m not an expert on performing animals, but surely it isn’t normal for the beasts to be kept in the arena itself. They should have living quarters—perhaps under the seats. Using my holo-ring interface, I connect to the building’s system again and turn on all of the lights. If anyone is looking for us, this might bring them running. On the other hand, they might think I wouldn’t be stupid enough to draw this much attention to myself.

They would be wrong.

I find a door at the narrow end of the arena opposite the huge entrance gate. This door is also big enough for dinos, but it’s painted to look like part of the wall. It has no lock, just a simple latch that opens easily. I guess you don’t need sophisticated locks to keep drahgins inside. I frown, wondering why they were locked out of their own quarters—if that’s what these are. With a quick look over my shoulder at the open front gate, I shrug and swing this one wide too.

Warm, humid, musty air hits me, robbing the oxygen from my lungs. My eyes water for a moment but adjust quickly to both the scent and the dim light. The area under the seats seems to be one big room with stone floors and plain wooden walls curving away on either side. Half-stalls with straw line the outer wall. The place is clean—I noticed a list of muck-bots in the building’s net controls. And the floors appear to be heated, which makes sense. It gets cold out there in the dark days and the drahgins seem to be cold blooded animals. That’s why they nest together. Warmth envelopes me, and my shivering stills.

A rumble behind brings me around. The dinos have moved the party into the arena. Then I realize they aren’t just coming into the arena—they’re headed straight for me. Apparently, they want their beds.

I turn and run.

The curve of the arena soon hides my drahgin friends from sight. More stalls stretch away into the gloom, neat and orderly along the external wall. Gear hangs from the internal one—harnesses, banners and flags, bins of colorful things probably used in the performances.

The thunder of the invading dinos grows louder, the narrow room seeming to magnify their approach. I keep running until I reach a dead end. Huge bins block my way, with a solid wall behind them.

Zark! The entrance gate must be on the other side of this wall. I start at one side, using my holo-ring as a light, searching for a door. At the far corner, tucked in the shadows, I find one. The doorknob turns easily in my hand, and I wrench it open to find a stairway.

A quick look over my shoulder reveals the dinos, but they aren’t threatening. They plod along the hall, peeling off into their stalls like a precision flying team, dropping to the straw with loud sighs. Soon, the huge room quiets, with only the rustling of dino hide against straw as they find comfortable positions. A single voice bleats, the call echoing loudly. A dino stumbles into view—Stella. She doesn’t have a place to sleep.

“Lay down anywhere!” I call softly. “I’ll help you get home later, okay? I’m kinda busy.”

She looks up, her eyes glowing a little in the dim light. They lock onto me like a laser guided missile. With a little mewling sound, she thumps toward me, her tail sweeping the floor clear of straw behind her. I cast a look up the dark stairs, then heave a sigh. I’m ninety-nine percent sure O’Neill can take care of himself, and I feel responsible for Stella. Pulling my foot from the bottom step, I pivot and hurry across the stone floor to one of the empty stalls. “Come here.”

The dino follows me. I lean over and pat the stone floor. The drahgin blinks at me. With another sigh, I drop to the floor and curl up in a corner, the warm stone surprisingly comfortable beneath my side. Stella blows out her own sigh, which ruffles my still-wet curls and sends a shiver of warm air down my back, then drops to the straw covered floor. I pat her neck and whisper, “Good dino.” When her eyes close, I climb slowly to my feet, every move taking superhuman effort. She starts snoring before I take more than a couple steps.

Light fills the door to the stairway. Not bright, but enough of a glow to indicate the lights must be on upstairs. Of course, I turned on all of the lights, so it doesn’t mean anyone is up there. Still, I tread as quietly as I can, staying near the railing in case the middle of the steps squeak. I saw that on an old episode of MacDyver.

Halfway up, I pause for a long moment, listening. If anyone is up here, they must know I’m in the building. They probably heard me talking to Stella. But I’m not charging into a trap without doing at least a little reconnaissance. The top of the steps have an open railing on two sides. I creep up a few more stairs and peek over the top.

The room is empty. I take the last few steps in a rush. A row of padded chairs sit in front of a window that must look down into the arena. Opposite the seats, a row of narrow horizontal slit windows look down on the entrance. I peer out, but the packed dirt is empty on both sides. The drahgins must have all returned to their stalls or wandered away. “Ty? Are you here?” I call softly.

Nothing.

Great. Now what? He must have decided I went somewhere else. I try his audio again but still get nothing. I check my messages, but there’s only a series of texts from Hy-Mi with business updates and a single message from my mother telling me to make contact with Pauline Sherman del Vazquez y Zhang-Heinlein Thomas. Of course she wants me to have brunch with the most annoying person on the moon.

Well, most annoying after Darien. And Neran. And Romy.

Romy. I’d kind of forgotten about Breta’s twin. Breta said she’d found him, so I assumed Darien had gotten him, but maybe not? He’s kind of a rogue, which is probably why I like him. He marches to his own drummer, like me. Of course, he could be helping his sister more with the resort because unlike me, his family needs him.

I try O’Neill again, with the same results, then call Romy. To my surprise, the call goes through.

“Annabelle! Where are you?”

“I’m at the arena.” Zark. I shouldn’t have told him in case I’m wrong and Darien did get him, but I was surprised when he answered. “Where are you?”

“Lacerta Ranch. Your boyfriend is here too. We’ve been trying to figure out where you went.”

Boyfriend? I frown. “My husband is with you? Why can’t I connect with his audio?”

“You know the system here is all screwed up. But he’s here. He says you should come—no wait. He says stay there, and he’ll send someone to get you. And that he’ll have food waiting when you get here.”

I snort a laugh. “He’d better. Is Breta with you?”

“Yeah, she and Mom too. Everyone is fine. We’re going to head back to the resort—we should get there just in time for the sunrise.” He pauses for a second. “But O’Neill says you should wait there for him.”

I open my mouth to answer, then pause. Something doesn’t feel right. Why is Romy calling me “Annabelle”? And referring to O’Neill as my boyfriend. Those may be minor things, but I’ve learned to trust my gut. “What happened to Darien?” I mute my end of the call and clatter down the steps. The dinos are out cold, snoring loud enough to wake the dead. I hurry to Stella and poke her shoulder. “Stella, wake up.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Stella doesn’t move. I poke her shoulder a little harder, but the drahgin twitches away, her snoring resuming.

“Annabelle?” Romy’s voice crackles a little in my audio implant. “Are you still there?”

Unmute. “Yeah. But there’s no need to stay on this call with me. I’ll wait for O’Neill.” I shove the animal hard, but she slumbers on.

“It’s no problem. He wants me to keep you company.”

I look around the room, barely registering Romy’s words. Maybe Stella will respond to food. After another fruitless nudge, I turn and run to the big bins at the end of the room. The first one is full of small, fishy-smelling pellets. Dino-food, I guess. The next two bins contain more of the same. At the end, a smaller one holds larger chunks—cookie-sized disks with an even stronger fish smell. Dino treats?

“Annabelle?” Romy asks again. And I realize what was bothering me. Or at least one of the things. Annabelle. I can think of only one reason he’d use that name. He’s with Darien.

“Yes?” I shove a few fish cookies into my pockets then grab two more in each hand and hurry back to Stella. “Snack time!”

“What?”

Zark. I forgot to silence the call. “Nothing.” I mute it again and wave a cookie in front of Stella’s nose. “Time to get up.”

“What are you doing?” Romy asks.

I flick the unmute. “I’m lying on the heated floor, trying to get warm. Thanks to Darien, I got wet, and it’s cold here at night!”

Stella’s big nostrils twitch, and she sucks in a deep breath, almost like a shuttle engine starting.

“What was that?” Romy squawks.

“Dino snores. I told you, I’m at the arena.” I flick my ring, switching my settings to internal audio only. Shoving the cookie closer to Stella’s snout, I wave it back and forth. Then I blow on it, aiming the airstream toward her nose.

Stella’s head jerks and her eyes pop open. I mute my call and whisper, “Yummy cookies, Stella.”

The drahgin’s giant tongue snaps out, catching me by surprise. It wraps around my arm in a rough, wet blanket then pulls away, stripping the treat from my hand. As soon as I’m free, I jump back and wipe my arm on my pants. “Good dino! Come get another one!”

“You’re actually in the drahgin den?” Romy’s voice cracks this time. “Like, with the drahgins?”

I unmute as I pull another cookie from my pocket. Backing away, I entice Stella toward the doors. “Yeah, why not? They’re friendly. That’s what you keep telling me. And it’s warm here.”

“I’m just surprised. I thought you were scared of them.”

I chuckle. “Survival overcomes fear.”

“That sounds like the motto for one of those survival shows you told me about.”

“That’s exactly what it is.” I turn and run toward the stable entrance. I need to get out of here before Darien or his minions show up. “Who decided the stable entrance should be at the opposite end of the arena gate?”

“What?” Romy asks.

Zark, forgot to mute again. “Nothing.” I slap the call-end icon and run for the door. It’s still open, of course, which makes me wonder again who let the drahgins into the arena and locked their stalls behind them.

When I reach the open performance space, I race across the dirt to the mounting block. This is a platform five steps above the floor. During the regular demonstrations, guests use it to get on the drahgins’ backs. Stella isn’t a trained dino, but she’s hungry, and I’m hoping she’ll be easier to mount this way.

The drahgin lumbers into the arena. The lights are still on, and she pauses in the opening, her glowing eyes pinching shut.

“Stella!” I wave my arm in a huge arc. “Cookie!” For a fraction of a second, I consider abandoning the dino and hiding in the jungle on my own, but for some reason, I can’t do it. I feel a kinship to this creature—and a need to make sure she gets home to her herd. Plus, her huge bulk provides a sense of protection and safety which I sorely need.

Stella’s eyes crack open, and she spots me. She lurches forward, stumbling into a run. Skidding to a stop in front of the platform, she plasters me with another damp lick—this time stroking up my chest and the side of my hastily turned face—before plucking the treat from my outstretched hand.

Unlike the well-trained drahgins in the show, Stella doesn’t line up neatly beside the platform. She stands facing me, her huge head looming over mine, her tiny arms grasping the edge of the decking. I pull out another treat and take a few steps down the platform.

Stella watches my hand, then releases the platform and jumps sideways instead of turning parallel to the mounting block. She grabs the wood again and snatches the food from my hand. Not helpful, Stella.

“Just go!” I whisper to myself. With another prayer—the Big Guy has been hearing a lot from me tonight!—I leap off the platform, flinging myself at Stella’s neck. Almost as if she knows what I’m trying to do, she shrugs her tiny shoulders, boosting me toward her neck ridges. I grab the bony protrusion and pull myself upward, my feet scrambling against her spindly arm.

Another, bigger shrug lands me high on her neck. My arms grasp, but I slip, and my butt hits the bony ridge. Breathing heavily, I clamp my arms around her neck and let myself slide into the natural saddle. “Good girl.”

I give myself a few seconds to recover, but the ranch isn’t far from the arena. Romy—and probably Darien—could be here at any moment. I yank another cookie from my pocket and fling it over Stella’s head toward the arena entrance. “Go!”

Stella pounces, jaws snapping over the treat as it crests the top of its arc, then she continues toward the gate as if she’s being pulled.

Gripping the ridge with one hand, my legs wrapped around the creature’s neck, I flick my holo-ring with my thumb and manage to get into the arena’s system one-handed. I swipe the lights icon, and darkness drops over us like a blanket. Stella stops in confusion, her massive head swinging side to side as if in search of something.

Two pairs of headlights appear at the open front gate. Four or five people, a passenger cart, and one of the slightly larger cargo carts stand in the opening, blocking our exit. Someone shouts, and the “close” icon in my holo lights up.

Releasing Stella’s neck, I smack the gate icon, resetting it to open, then kick Romy out of the system, and lock it down so fast it should make his head spin. “Run, Stella, run!” I hurl the last cookie at the people standing in the opening. “Run!”

Stella springs into action, flying at the cookie like a homing missile. Her tongue comes out, swiping the crumbled mess from the ground, leaving a groove in the dirt. She barrels through the little crowd, her body shoving the carts apart. Her massive tongue swings around to lick her chops, and it knocks Darien off the moon cart he’s standing atop. He flies into the wall, hitting with a thud loud enough to be heard over Stella’s pounding footfalls. I laugh and wave my arms in triumph. “We’re outta here!”

As Stella dashes across the open space in front of the arena, my audio implant rings with O’Neill’s identifier. “Ty, where are you?”

All I get is a choking sound. Then Darien’s voice comes through, distant but clear, as if he’s whispering into O’Neill’s ear. “Game over, Annabelle. If you want to see your boy toy again, you’ll do exactly as I say.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




I squeeze my legs hard against Stella’s neck, and she obediently slows, pausing at the edge of the clearing in front of the arena. I twist around so I can see the figures in the faint pre-dawn light. “What do you want?”

“Come back here and find out.”

At the same time, O’Neill croaks, “Run, Triana!”

My heart seizes. Darien has Ty. Nothing else matters. I slide down Stella’s neck and slap a hand against her side. “Go home, Stella.” I don’t wait to see if she follows my instruction but turn to trudge across the clearing to the arena’s front gate.

I try to channel my inner Vanti, listing my assets and making contingency plans, but all I can think is “Darien has Ty.” In my mind, this is synonymous with “Bobby has Ty,” and I’ve been here before. My whole life loses its meaning if anything happens to O’Neill. I will do whatever it takes to rescue him.

But I can’t for the life of me figure out what that might be.

I stop a few meters from the moon buggy. Darien leans against its side, one hand clamped to his ribs. I feel a savage joy, hoping he broke them when he hit the wall. Romy stands behind him, with Neran. Whose side are they on? Breta and Verdana sit in the rear seat of the cart, bound and gagged. I don’t see O’Neill.

“I see you’ve gone full-on supervillain.” My voice comes out dry and ragged but hard at the same time. “Where is my husband?”

“He’s contained.” Darien straightens, sucking in a breath as he does.

I smirk. “You don’t look so good.” O’Neill has to be nearby—Darien called me through his audio-implant. If there’s a way to access those remotely, I don’t know it. And if I don’t know it, the chances of anyone else knowing about it are between slim and none.

Darien’s eyes narrow. “Your boyfriend got in a couple of good hits before my associates subdued him.” It’s light enough now for me to see him clearly, including the quickly swelling bruise around his right eye.

“Your associates? You mean those two scum?” I lift my chin toward Romy and Neran.

Darien laughs then breaks off in pain. “No. I mean my actually useful associates. I believe you know them as Smith and…” His brows draw down in thought.

“Do your associates know you can’t even remember their names?” I pitch my voice a little louder, in case Waldroon and Smith are close enough to hear. I’m surprised Darien didn’t leave them—and O’Neill—at his hopper, wherever it is, but who knows how his unhinged mind works.

“My associates don’t care what I call them as long as they get paid.” Darien sucks in a little gasp, as if he realizes this is not a smart thing to say.

“Whatever he’s paying you, I’ll double it!” I yell. “Triple if you turn O’Neill over to me in the next ten seconds. Ten. Nine. Eight⁠—”

“Enough!” Darien yells. “She’s lying!”

“Seven. Six. Five.”

“I’ll help you!” Romy jumps forward, grabbing Darien’s arm.

Breta and Neran stare at Romy in disbelief. “You money hungry traitor!” Neran splutters.

“He said no one would get hurt!”

“I warned you about him!” I can’t resist yelling. “Psychos don’t care who gets hurt.”

“You were right! I screwed up.” Romy turns on Neran. “You’re one to talk! You sold out my sister for that creep!”

“That creep is my cousin! I was loyal to my family, which is more than⁠—”

“THREE! TWO! ONE!” I holler. “TIME’S UP! Come out now!”

The door of the cargo cart swings wide, slamming into the side of the boxy back. It bounces closed, and a woman swears. The two peacewreckers appear beside the vehicle, holding O’Neill between them. The woman holds a hand to her nose. “We surrender!”

The guy releases O’Neill’s arm and raises his hands. “We’ll take the money!”

As the sun crests the edge of Moghbeli, everything seems to happen at once.

Darien swears, swinging around to confront his faithless associates. He fires the stunner as he turns, hitting Romy squarely in the chest.

Romy topples into Neran, taking the scrawnier man down with him.

O’Neill sags, as if Smith had been his sole support. The man swivels instinctively to catch him. O’Neill’s hands come up, and he grabs each of his captors by the back of the neck. With a primal roar, he slams their faces together. The resounding thunk makes me wince. The two collapse in heaps at his feet.

Darien dives toward me, his stunner still in hand. He slings an arm around my neck and presses the muzzle to my temple. “Stop or she dies!”

Everyone freezes. I try to wrestle free, but I feel as though we’re all suspended in time.

The first rays of the sun glint on the passenger cart’s chrome trim. In the distance, the sea roars, louder than before, or maybe more noticeable in the sudden quiet. A drahgin trumpets from inside the arena, and another answers from the jungle behind us. Seabirds squawk in the distance. A new day on Moghbeli Luna Major.

The cold muzzle of Darien’s stunner presses against my face. “At this distance, a stun will kill you.”

“What’s your plan, Darien?” O’Neill asks. He’s close enough that he doesn’t have to yell, although I’m not sure when he moved.

Darien takes another step forward, shoving me ahead of him, and I realize we’re the ones who have moved.

“You can’t get out of here.” O’Neill’s tone is calm and conversational. “Even if you kill all of us, you’ll never get back to the Morningstar. Security on Shatner are looking for you. And they’ve undoubtedly contacted Pleiades security as well. There’s nowhere to go, unless you’re planning on taking a cargo drone out of here.”

Darien jerks against my shoulder blades.

“That was your plan?” I start to twist around to look at him, but the weapon pressed against my head stops me. “You were going to get shipped out like cargo? I guess it makes sense.” I wave a hand at Neran, still struggling to push the unconscious Romy off his legs.

“This whole conversation is being recorded and broadcast.” O’Neill crosses his arms and leans against the hood of the cargo cart. He must be hurt, or he would never relax that much in a hostage situation. “Even if you manage to escape, you’ll be hunted down by Annabelle’s family. You can’t win. You’re done.”

I flick my ring. I don’t know if O’Neill is bluffing about the recording, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a second one. If I can get to it.

Darien’s arm tightens around my neck, and I can’t breathe. I grab his arm with both hands and put all my weight on it, hoping to pull free or drag him off balance. Darien squeezes tighter, forcing me onto my toes, gasping for air.

With a raucous cry, a flock of seabirds dives out of the sun, like feathered kamikazes on a sacred mission. Darien’s arm slackens in surprise, and I drag a deep breath into my starved lungs. Then I twist my ring and slam it against his restraining arm. The drug in my tranq ring courses into his body, and I throw myself to the side as the flock of birds release on their target.

Behind me, Stella roars and dives. Her huge snout swings over my head, batting the birds away from me. Darien’s legs buckle, and he drops to the ground in a heap of bird guano.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




A few hours later, we straggle into the resort. Music and laughter greet us as we climb slowly out of the cart beside the pool. The sunrise party is in full swing. Champagne flows freely, tables of food cover the decks nearest the building. The thirty or forty remaining guests chatter and laugh, their luggage stacked neatly near the doors.

Breta and Verdana lead the way past the partiers, O’Neill and I supporting each other in their wake. The peacekeepers—the real, uncorrupted ones—have taken Darien, Neran, and the two peacewreckers into custody. Breta refused to file a complaint against her brother but told him to take his things and leave. He tried to convince her he’d planned to double cross Darien all along—that he went along with the plan to get on the inside, but she wasn’t buying it. I suspect the lure of a big payout—combined with a false promise that no one would get hurt—was more than the lazy Romy could withstand.

Once we gave the initial evidence to the peacekeepers, including O’Neill’s recording, they agreed to let us return to the resort. We aren’t allowed to leave Luna Major until we do a complete interview, but Breta has extended our stay for a few days so we can recover in peace.

As we reach the lobby, a woman’s voice calls out, her cheerful tone forced. “There she is—the woman of the hour! Sera Morgan, we thought you’d abandoned us!”

I turn to face Pauline Sherman del Vazquez y Zhang-Heinlein Thomas as she steams up. Wilfred, loitering in her wake, gives us a little finger wave. I scrub a hand through my tangled curls. “We had… a late night.” I don’t want to give her any details, but I’m too tired to think straight. “And my mother sends her best.”

Pauline’s eyes widen in their thick kohl rims. “Dame Morgan—did she mention me by name?” she asks breathlessly.

“She did indeed.” I nod emphatically. The message said Pauline is a professional passive aggressive, and that I should attempt to cozy up to her in an effort to derail her retaliation campaign for some perceived slight. The fact that my mother sent me to fend off Pauline’s vengeance on her behalf is both typical and frustrating. Cleaning up seems to be my role in life. “She insisted I seek you out and forward her regards.”

Pauline turns to Wilfred. “Dame Morgan knows my name!” She swings back to me, grabs me in a fierce and bony hug, then drops me just as quickly, her nose twitching—probably at my drahgin slobber perfume. She disappears into the crowd chanting, “Dame Morgan knows my name!” Wilfred smiles, shrugs, and wiggles his fingers at us again before trailing Pauline across the room.

I turn to O’Neill. “Can you do that whistle thing again?”

He waits until I plug my ears, then sticks his fingers in his mouth and blows a short, shrill blast. Everyone turns to face us.

I smile tiredly and lift my hands—which I suddenly realize are filthy. Shoving them behind me, I smile wider. Tonight, I’ve stepped in dino-poo, been slobbered on by a drahgin, endured a hostage situation, nearly drowned, and taken out a bad guy. With my plastic smile, I probably look like a crazy woman. But these people know who I am, so they overlook all of that, beaming at me as if I’m their fairy godmother. “Thank you for attending my sunrise party. We’ve had an amazing week here at Lacerta. I hope you have too. Please enjoy the hospitality of the resort and please plan to come back next year.”

O’Neill starts the applause, then signals to the human staff to refill champagne glasses. While the guests are occupied, we slip away into the float tubes.

When we reach the suite, I stumble into the bedroom and fall face first onto the bed. O’Neill drops beside me, both of us still wearing our filthy clothing. I close my eyes to rest for a moment before cleaning up.

Hours later, we surface long enough to shower and don the hotel’s plush robes. We eat dinner in the suite, refusing to see anyone, including Breta and Verdana. I have the cleaning bots change the bed, and we sleep another twelve hours.
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The next morning, Breta arrives with our breakfast.

“Have you been waiting for us to order room service?” I ask as she pushes the float cart into the room.

“Yes and no.” She uncovers the trays and slides them onto the table. “I was working but had the system ping me when you ordered. Do you mind?” She gestures to one of the empty chairs.

O’Neill pours three cups of coffee. “Be our guest.”

“No, you’re our guest.” Breta takes her cup and sets it down, untasted. “You’re welcome here any time, for the rest of your lives. Completely comped. I’ll make sure it’s in the operating procedures. And my will.”

“Thanks.” I chuckle, but it comes out rusty.

“Did the peacekeepers get anything out of Darien?” O’Neill asks.

The girl nods. “He was acting under blackmail. He claims he doesn’t know who is blackmailing him, only that he was told incriminating evidence would come to light if he didn’t do as instructed.”

“Bobby.” I take a piece of bacon.

“Bobby,” O’Neill agrees.

“That seems to be the unofficial conclusion. But no one is willing to take on the Putin family. And the Moghbeli peacekeepers don’t really care. They have enough evidence to put Darien away without going near the family.”

“And Neran is going down too?” I stir more chocolate syrup into my coffee.

Breta nods jerkily. “He was following Darien’s instructions all the way. Once they were arrested, he started spilling the beans. It was pretty much as we expected—Darien pretended to be him, then used threats to make him fall in line.”

I sip my mocha, reluctant to broach the next topic.

O’Neill sets his mug down. “What about Romy?”

Breta winces. “I don’t know! He took a payout—first from Neran, then he extracted a larger one from Darien. And he was going to switch sides and take one from you too! He says he was playing Darien, but—I’m not sure how it would have played out.” She twists her hands together, and her eyes go glassy with tears. “I knew he was lazy, but I never thought he’d betray us like this!”

O’Neill puts a hand over hers. “To be fair, he probably thought he was betraying us, not you.” He gestures to me and himself.

I nod. “And when he realized Darien wasn’t going to let you go, he switched sides again. If it helps, Bobby was really good at convincing people to believe in him—I suspect Darien shared that ability. He managed to convince you, when he was wearing Neran’s face.”

She blushes and wipes tears from her cheeks. “You think I should give Romy a second chance?”

I bite my lip and avoid O’Neill’s gaze. She’s going to need support—if Romy can be counted on for that. “If you do, watch like a hawk.”

O’Neill picks up his coffee again. “Have you spoken with Randolph?”

She nods. “First thing this morning. I called your contact there. As you recommended, I sent them copies of the arrest records for Darien—who is on their board—and offered to buy them out. They were so mortified over Darien’s behavior they agreed to write up the sales contract right away. I don’t know how I’m going to find the credits to cover it, but I am buying my home back.”

“I’ll back you,” O’Neill says.

Breta frowns. “What do you mean?”

He shrugs. “I have some credits saved up, and I want to invest them here. I’ll have Hy-Mi write up a silent partnership—I won’t try to meddle in your business.”

“What? I couldn’t⁠—”

“You can.” O’Neill raises a brow at me. “I’m not sure I have enough to buy you free of Randolph, but it should be close.”

“I’ll cover the rest.” I point a piece of bacon at Breta. “My only condition is Romy gets nowhere near the finances. And you’ll take Verdana to Sally Ride for medical treatment.”

“I—do you think they can help her?” The girl’s eyes shine with hope and unshed tears.

“They have the best medical care in the galaxy. I’ll have Hy-Mi send you a referral to a memory specialist.”

“Why are you doing all of this for me? I turned your vacation into a disaster!” She covers her face with her hands.

O’Neill laughs. “If we’d had to sit around the pool all week, Triana would have gone stark, raving bonkers. This was exactly the kind of vacation she loves.”

I give him the stink eye. “I could do without the hostage situation, but the rest of it was not bad. And I want to see Stella before we leave.”

“Stella?” O’Neill and Breta say together.

“My wild dinosaur.” At their blank faces, I wave both hands to indicate her size. “The one I rode out of the arena?”

“You call her Stella?” Breta asks. “Do you know who Stella is?”

“Yeah. My dinosaur.” Is she still shellshocked?

“Drahgin. And Stella is the name of one of the founders of the Lacerta Ranch. My great grandmother.” She sips her coffee, then frowns and adds two spoonsful of sugar. “How did you know that?”

“I didn’t. Coincidence, I guess.” I grab another piece of bacon. “Or maybe I heard it in the welcome vid.” The one I didn’t watch.

She shakes her head. “We didn’t mention Stella. Neran convinced me it was too rustic for a high-end resort. I’m putting her back in, now.”

“Sounds perfect for Lacerta.” I raise my champagne glass and clink it against hers. Then I turn to O’Neill. “And I think we should bring the triplets here when they’re big enough to ride drahgins. They’ll love it.”

O’Neill smiles his shiny smile. “I’m sure they will.”
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Thanks for reading Sun Spot Remover! I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please consider leaving a review on the retailer where you purchased it or on Goodreads. It’s the second best way to help your favorite authors.

First is buying another book, of course!
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