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            Princess Caoimhe has more determination than an Imperial Princess should have.

          

          It will get her killed.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Terran Empire is at war with The Rhimodian cyborgs. The Terrans believe the cyborgs have stolen a system of planets from them. At least, that's how it started.

        It degenerated into hatred and fear.

        

      

      Caught between what is right and what is commanded, Caoimhe must make decisions that no princess--no leader--should ever have to make to save her people.

      Including risk everything against a devious opponent who will stop at nothing to win.

      Even kill.

      Bahran is a Tarnished Rhimodian. Because he made choices that went against his people and Master System, he has lost his shine. Fortunate that Harbin's unit accepted him. All but Kian,  the only other -An cyborg in the unit, who reminds him of his failings.

      Not that Bahran needs any reminders.

      When the Ambassadors arrive, Bahran is in the perfect location in the escort to witness exactly what happens to the transport. The true attackers, however, do not want him to live to share the information.

      If this mouthy Terran Princess doesn't make him crazy. One sight of her, and his Craving burns like nothing he's ever known.

      And Caoimhe? She's not sure what to think of her rescuer. He's awfully careful.

      And this is no time to be careful.

      She knows.

      She's been careful all her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The explosion radiated.

      It hit her hard.

      Slammed her into the white.

      Everything hurt.

      And the white was everywhere.

      It captured her. Carried her.

      "It was trying to kill you," came the dark voice.

      

      Imperial Princess Caoimhe London Montgale Bron woke with a start, her hand on her chest. She felt the explosion this time. The heat.

      Climbing out of her bed, the princess crossed to her refresher room to splash some water on her face. Get a sip to cool her mouth. She could almost taste the heat from the dream.

      Explosions erupting right next to a person tended to be remembered.

      She woke with nightmares about her mother's death almost daily, for the last decade since she'd died.

      Since her mother was killed.

      She glanced at herself in the mirror and brushed her dark hair away from her face.

      She sighed and ran her hand over her face.

      "A princess doesn't falter," she said.

      And attempted to erase the emotions from her face.

      Because it was the only way she was going to survive--if she was perfectly emotionless.

      As the feelings started to back off, she woke up, and her mind was ready to work. She wasn't sure what she was going to work on, but there had to be something. She was a princess, after all. There was always something that needed to be done. Some correspondence she could answer or some such.

      A hand-lettered note from the princess was always considered the highest regard, and Caoimhe liked doing it. When she had time, of course.

      The only time she seemed to be able to do it was when she woke from one of those bad dreams. They put her mind at ease, the hand lettering.

      She logged herself into her computer and opened her private digital letters. Everything had been through rigorous filters before it came to her, so she was not wasting time on unnecessary missives. Of course, she had daylight hours to do these things, but she also enjoyed doing it at night, when everyone was quiet and asleep.

      It was all the usual things--would she attend this event or that event. To perform royal duties or represent the royal Empire in this particular ceremony or that.

      Nothing particularly worthy of a hand-lettered note.

      She pulled out her calendar and started booking the events into her log so that everything could be accounted for. Some she would have to run by her father. Others would be Bianca, her governess. There were others she needed to handle personally. Her charities for children who had lost parents in the war required her endorsement for a few things.

      Normal royal duty.

      One of the digital notes referred to a previous version that she didn't recall receiving. Caoimhe checked her backups and her archived files. No, nothing there. So she opened her trash.

      There was the initial missive. She returned it to the main folder and glanced over the other trashed files.

      Near the bottom was a letter from a sender she did not know.

      She received very few communications that were not from someone she was at least mildly acquainted with. The layers of security that went into all the letters were quite astounding, and her private contact channels were monitored carefully. So very little got past the walls of protection, even if it was sent directly to the trash.

      It made her curious.

      She opened the message--a text-only missive.

      
        
        Imperial Princess.

        You do not know me, but I need your help.

        

      

      She almost stopped right there, for she'd received countless letters over the years that started in the very same way.

      A part of her wondered about what the latest request for her help could be about. What charity needed her endorsement now? There was a reason it was in the trash section, of course. It had to be a fake letter. Maybe it was the late hour or her bad dream, but she decided she'd indulge herself and see what it was all about.

      What could it hurt? She decided to check the file's location and origination data.

      The data revealed no sender, but it did show a general location.

      She stared at it.

      Rubbed her eyes.

      Because if she saw that, it said it was from Rhimodians.

      The cyborgs that they were at war with.

      "Oh, this must be fake," she whispered, but she continued to read it.

      
        
        I am a soldier for the Rhimodians. I am contacting you because I have been informed that you are most likely to help.

        I believe your people have some Rhimodian soldiers held as prisoners.

        I want to return them to their people.

        Please contact me so that arrangements can be made.

        Bahran

        

      

      Caoimhe blinked. "How strange," she whispered. "Talk about a crazy way to bring me into a scam."

      And she knew it was a scam.

      Why in the world would the Terran Empire have Rhimodian prisoners? They were at war, yes, but the Terran Empire did not take prisoners. For quite a few reasons, but primarily because the Terran military was rather ruthless. Their "take no prisoners" attitude was well documented in the Terran Empire's history.

      So why would a Rhimodian think they had prisoners?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The following day, after Caoimhe woke, she still felt that nibble from that missive she'd found from that alleged Rhimodian.

      No matter what she told herself, it stuck with her. That something about it rang true, though she could not imagine what it was. She'd looked at it twice this morning and saw nothing that spoke to her any differently than someone attempting to get her attention. It was the same, yet it felt different.

      Why she didn't know.

      Surely it wasn't real, and he wasn't a real soldier that had contacted her. There were so many who wrote scams. She was just another victim. It was probably just a fluke that she saw it since she probably got those kinds of communications all the time, just that her people dealt with them.

      Yet, there was something about it that gave her pause.

      She headed down to the dining room for her breakfast. Eleanor was already there, and she smiled at Caoimhe.

      "Did you sleep?" Eleanor asked.

      She shrugged. "A few hours. You?"

      "I slept for both of us, I think."

      Caoimhe smile. The two of them were opposites when it came to sleep. Eleanor slept a lot. Caoimhe didn't sleep much. When they were younger, Caoimhe would sleep with Eleanor to take care of her, as she always said at night. Their mother had always said Caoimhe would baby and care for her sister.

      And all her life, that's what Caoimhe has done. She's protected and cared for her sister so that nothing terrible happened to her.

      Regardless of the circumstances. The Emperor did not appreciate it, but there was little he could do. The Empress permitted it, and when the Empress died, the Emperor gave the girls whatever they wanted to pacify them. More of an attempt to keep them quiet, Caoimhe had always suspected.

      Good little princesses remain quiet.

      Good little princesses are perfect.

      Good little princesses do not speak about their mother's death.

      And for all their lives, that's how the two princesses were. As much as they could be, of course. It had been harder on Eleanor over the years because she was younger. The poor girl had even had some trauma memory wiping done. Now, Eleanor pushed medical professionals to remove the procedure, except in extreme circumstances.

      While her father didn't like Eleanor's charity, he didn't stop her from doing it. Probably because he wanted her to be available to marry if he managed to secure another treaty.

      Caoimhe, however, he saw differently.

      Being the oldest, she was the one who would inherit the title of Empress and lead the Terran Empire. So he'd been preparing her for that for the last few years. She'd been working in the Royal Senate, learning government procedures and how everything tied together.

      It also gave her a way to make friends with many system senators and learn who was in her father's pocket and who was more open to different ideas.

      Like ending the war.

      Something she'd been wanting to facilitate for several years now, but finding the backing and the proper channels to make it happen had been difficult. It seemed her father would cut her off every time she got close to finding some kind of hole to get her ideas heard.

      "Good morning, Imperial Princess," the Emperor said as he came into the dining hall.

      He looked his usual tall, slender self. Today, he wore a red and white woven cloak that broadened his shoulders and made him look intimidating, even without his crown.

      "Good morning, Emperor," Caoimhe replied.

      Her sister, Eleanor, replied with the same greeting, and the two of them sounded like songbirds mimicking each other. At least, that's what Caoimhe always thought.

      He didn't bother looking at Eleanor.

      "And what is a part of your plans for today," he asked as he seated himself at the head of the meal table, his gaze landing on Caoimhe.

      For once, why don't you ask your other daughter? She wondered. But she didn't dare say that. It seemed the Emperor had little to no use for his other daughter, except as a backup plan for his negotiations.

      "Research, it seems," she replied.

      "What are you researching today?"

      "Terran historical documents."

      "For?"

      "Proof that the Terran Empire did not take prisoners during wartime activities."

      "And why is that important?"

      "Idle curiosity," Caoimhe said.

      "We have a wager," Eleanor added. "I thought I had read that the Empire had taken war prisoners before, and Caoimhe was certain we never had."

      The Emperor's gaze cut to Eleanor, then back to Caoimhe. "You are right as usual, Caoimhe. We have never taken prisoners of war. The Terran Empire does not believe in attempting to rehabilitate prisoners. This year's prisoners are next year's rebellion. They are a waste of time."

      Caoimhe nodded. "I thought it was something like that." She glanced at her sister, happy that she'd helped her cover for the question. "I told you."

      Eleanor rolled her eyes. "You always have to be right, don't you?"

      "She always is right," the Emperor said.

      "Thank you," Caoimhe replied. She said the words, looking at her father, but she meant them for her sister.

      Fortunately, a glance at Eleanor, and she knew her sister knew that as well.

      The three of them finished their breakfast, and Eleanor and Caoimhe returned to their suites.

      Eleanor glanced at her after they got away from their father and were far enough away from the dining hall. "What was that all about?"

      "I heard a rumor that the Terran Empire might have prisoners of war," she whispered.

      Eleanor blinked. "We don't do that. Take no prisoners and all that."

      "I know, which is why it doesn't make any sense. But I heard--"

      "Where did you hear this?"

      "In my missives."

      Eleanor rolled her eyes. "Sister, someone is scamming you."

      "I wondered that, I did but--"

      "It is a scam, I promise you."

      "Maybe it is, but what if it's not? This war has been going on far too long. What if there's more to it than just war and anger and the Emperor wanting vengeance?"

      "There's always more to it, you know that."

      "But I feel like this is important. I'm not sure why."

      "Show me the file."

      When they got back, Caoimhe showed her the digital letter.

      "Scam. It's a scam."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Is she sure about what?" Lady in Waiting, Freya asked as she walked into the suite.

      "Caoimhe got a scam, and she thinks it's real," Eleanor said.

      "Like you thought the ion germination process was real?"

      "Hey, that would have worked if you would have let me bury that box," Eleanor said.

      "Or we all would have had seven ears by now," Caoimhe said, laughing at the memory of Eleanor getting sucked into a scam about fast-growing plant food.

      "Regardless," Freya said. "What's got you both so concerned?"

      "This," Caoimhe said. "She thinks it's fake. I think there might be something to it."

      Freya came over and looked at the file. She started pulling up the hidden coding and going through the digital gibberish that made little sense to Caoimhe.

      "When did you get this?"

      "I'm not sure when it came through. I found it in my trash files when I was looking for something else. Did I open a virus or something?"

      Freya shook her head. "Not that I can tell. However, it's not from here."

      "Well, it says--"

      "No, I mean, it's not from the Terran Empire."

      Caoimhe blinked. "How can you tell?"

      "Everything that comes through the Terran network has an origination coding. Like a stamp that can't be removed. While some programmers can get really good at hiding it, it's still there if you know what to look for."

      "So?" Eleanor asked.

      "This doesn't have it."

      "Which means, what, that it's legitimate?"

      "I wouldn't go that far. I would only say that it originated outside of the Terran Empire. Also, whoever wrote it somehow knew all the security codes to get past the Terran protection and walls to get it into your personal logs."

      "That's terrifying," Eleanor said.

      Freya glanced at Caoimhe and smiled. "You should answer it."

      "Why would I do that?"

      "Because if you answer, I can send back a tracer code, and we can see what kind of origination it has. They're incredibly good if it's a local system hacker, and I want to break their technique. If it's not local, and it's from somewhere else, I want to know how they got through the security."

      "It's security. It can be hacked," Eleanor said.

      "Not this. It's like you shooting a knitting needle at the speed of light, through a wormhole, and hitting me in the eye, while I'm on the other side of the galaxy."

      "Possible, but highly unlikely."

      "Extremely unlikely," Freya said.

      "So I should reply."

      Freya grinned. "You really should. This could be a lot of fun."

      "For you, the computing programmer."

      Freya shrugged. "If I have to wear these dresses, I ought to have fun while I do it."

      "Okay," Caoimhe. "What should I say?"
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      Bahran sprayed the washing cleaner, attempting to get the waste containers cleaned. The wall was covered in muck and waste, and he got the job of cleaning it. The sprayer fanned out and removed a bunch of the gunk on one wall, and he narrowed the tip to get a particularly nasty bit that wasn't coming off.

      The smell didn't really bother him anymore. At least he could turn off his nasal receptors so he didn't have to smell the waste. That was a benefit, anyway. Being a cyborg did have some advantages. At least, other humanoids said as much.

      He was not supposed to care about what tasks or protocols he was given to perform, either.

      But he did. Deep down, he knew.

      Being Tarnished, he was put in positions to do the least appealing jobs. And whether cyborgs used them or not, they had feelings. The repressors turned most everything off, and not many tapped into that resource.

      Probably because relying too much on emotions tended to get one Tarnished.

      Bahran was an example of that. He'd made some difficult decisions in the past, the kind of decisions that no cyborg would want to make, but he had them. Being an -An series, he had a different type of programming running through him.

      He was supposed to be a more advanced, or maybe just a more evolved version of a cyborg. More in touch with emotions and learning to work with them better than previous versions.

      Drygok, all of it. If anything, the variance in his design and programming made him weaker than others without the excess emotions. Emotion versus logic, it was easy to see which side mattered to the Rhimodians.

      When he made a hard choice, he lost his Shine.

      Plain and simple.

      They were cyborgs, and all they had were their Shine. He'd lost his because of a choice he made in battle. Now, many of his brethren were gone.

      So many of their people had died in the foolish starfield war with the Terran Empire. A fight over who had the right to live where.

      The Rhimodians had acquired the Sol system through the Galactic Alliance. They chose to respect the galactic laws and established their position in Sol, an uninhabited dead system. The Terrans claimed that they had the rights to the system since it bordered their territory.

      It should have been a simple situation.

      Follow Galactic Alliance's decree.

      But the Terrans didn't do that. It was a war that made no sense. Supposedly, the Terran Empire followed Galactic Alliance law. Yet, they refused to accept their ruling on the state of the system of Sol.

      The Rhimodians would have been content to live right where they were, to not engage with the Terran Empire outside of trade. It seemed no matter what they did, it was their lot to be fighting. They fought for years with their original makers. They fought to find a home. Now, they fight to keep it.

      They just wanted to be allowed to survive on their own, without any interference from anyone.

      Unfortunately, the Terrans did not see it that way.

      Many believed the Rhimodians came in and stole Sol from the Terran Empire. Allies of the Terran Empire did not make life in this sector of the galaxy easy. They attempted to craft truces with certain groups outside of the Terran Empire. Still, even without having claimed systems, the Terran Empire had its influence in the area.

      It made the war even more difficult. There were enough people out there who would not deal with the Rhimodians because of the Terran Empire.

      It frustrated him that so many of the Rhimodians were gone. They had yet to determine how to extend their numbers. Part of the work the Orlicians did to the Rhimodians when they began their experiments was to control their population. The Rhimodians were strong and dumb on Orlicia. They were, in essence, slave labor for them, at least until the Rhimodians got smart enough to figure out they didn't have to stay on Orlicia.

      So they left.

      And took as many embryos as possible with them. The idea was to keep their population full.

      They didn't count on war wiping them out.

      Many of his friends were gone in the war. He knew the Terrans lost many as well, but he didn't know how many. It had to be a lot--they lost far more ships than the Rhimodians did. He and his people didn't engage like the Terrans did--they were always trying to get inside, to defeat the Rhimodians with subterfuge. The Rhimodians only held their ground.

      Hoping not to lose more of their people.

      Bahran had lost enough of his friends because of his own mistakes. Initially, he believed they were dead. He had no reason to think otherwise.

      At least, not until he heard the rumors on Disguised Serenity.

      He scraped away at more waste, the pressure cleaner working overtime to get the muck out of the bin.

      Again, he was thankful he could turn off his smell receptors before coming in here. The mold and muck mixed with the sulfur in the air and gave everything a rotten smell.

      
        
        Incoming Transmission

        

      

      Bahran paused. "Master System?"

      
        
        Incoming transmission. Text only.

        

      

      "Location and source?"

      
        
        Terran Empire. Private channel.

        

      

      He paused, and his mind started to race. The Terran Empire? Had his message gotten through? It had been such an impossible quest. He could not believe that it would possibly find a way to work.

      What if it wasn't? What if it was something else--that it was merely a "go away" message?

      He inhaled a breath.

      At least he tried.

      The putrid smell of the waste hit him, and he choked.

      He muttered a curse.

      
        
        Incoming message.

        

      

      "All right, Master System," he muttered.

      Was this actually going to work?

      He had heard a rumor the last time he'd gone to Disguised Serenity, a nearby space station they sold their exports at every few weeks. It wasn't anything he thought was true, but when the talk had shifted to him and what happened, he wanted to know if it was possible.

      Though the only way he could find out would require him actually infiltrating the Terran Empire.

      He was well over two and a half meters tall. Most Terrans barely hit the two-meter mark. He would not be able to just land there and blend in, even with the tech that could camouflage him in any environment. In fact, his feet and legs reflected the same mucky black-brown goo as the large waste bin he was standing in as he cleaned it.

      So he knew his only chance would be to find an ally. At Master System's insistence, he sent a text-only missive to the Imperial Princess Caoimhe Bron. Master System's calculations said that the Imperial Princess would most likely respond to his inquiry.

      That had been a few weeks past.

      With no response, he had assumed that she would not be answering, and he would need to find a new way to determine if the rumors were true.

      That the Terran Empire had Rhimodian prisoners of war. He wanted to know if his people were alive.

      If they were, he would find them and bring them home and back to Master System.

      "Display the missive," he said.

      
        
        Dear Bahran,

        While I understand your concern about the possibility of prisoners of war in the Terran Empire, I can assure you that there are no such prisoners here. Under the Galactic Alliance Accords, we, like all other governments, cannot and will not have prisoners of war in the Terran Empire.

        If you believe that information to be incorrect, I recommend you consult your sources to determine their validity.

        Regards,

        Imperial Princess Bron.

        

      

      He read the missive several times, making sure he understood it. She either didn't believe him or honestly thought that the Terran Empire would not disobey the Accords.

      He gritted his teeth.

      What did he expect, though?

      Would she admit if they did have prisoners of war? Most likely not.

      "A wasted effort," Bahran muttered.

      
        
        Not entirely, Master System said.

        

      

      "How so?"

      
        
        There is a tracing program attached to this missive. It is much heavier than what you sent her. She is tracking this message.

        

      

      "To test the validity of it?" he asked, though he couldn't think of another reason to track it.

      
        
        Probability says yes.

        

      

      "Well, she's denied the accusation. So I don't know what else to do with it," he said. "If she doesn't want to believe me--"

      
        
        She answered back. If she genuinely thought what you suggested was wrong, she would not have answered you.

        

      

      He blinked. "That doesn't make sense."

      
        
        The Terrans do not make sense. This is a test. You must reply and show her more data about what you learned about the prisoners of war.

        

      

      "And what good will that do?"

      
        
        It may be enough to convince the Imperial Princess that there is a way to end the war.

        

      

      He nodded and decided that what would it hurt if he composed another response. Possibly sharing some of the data about the Rhimodian prisoners of war discussed on Disguised Serenity.

      He had managed to record and save a good portion of the data. Perhaps that was what the Imperial Princess needed to believe him.

      With any luck, she'll want to return the prisoners as much as Bahran wanted to save them.
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      Another missive came from the Rhimodian, who swore that Rhimodian prisoners of war were in the Terran Empire.

      Caoimhe did what she would have been instructed to do, of course--deny any such thing. But she couldn't help the wonder if whoever this Bahran was, spoke the truth. She wouldn't put it past her father to have some prisoners of war.

      But it also could be the stories of a rumor that wanted to burst out and create chaos and discord where none existed.

      Always a possibility.

      She glanced at Freya.

      Freya, who had been going over a file with Eleanor, Bianca, and a few other staff, glanced back at her. Her eyes opened wide because Caoimhe gestured to the pad in her hand. It was enough that Freya knew what was up.

      Caoimhe didn't open it because there were people around. Her gut screamed that what she was about to see would require the utmost privacy when it was read.

      After all, receiving a message from the enemy one was at war with would be considered treason, would it not?

      Bianca turned to her. "Everything well?"

      Caoimhe smiled at her, the smile she'd practiced all her life. One that she hoped was as convincing as her mother's smile had been. A smile that she remembered so much. Unlike her sister, Caoimhe remembered their mother, and she endeavored to be as unique as she was. "Of course. Just some personal matters I need to attend to," she said as she laid the tablet down on the table, careful to make sure that all the screens were closed.

      "Nothing urgent, I hope?"

      "No, of course not. Just looking forward to hearing about a friend's recent vacation."

      She raised her eyebrow. "I see. Well, that may be enjoyable after we finish these details about the coming celebration."

      Caoimhe sighed. "I don't know what we're celebrating. It's been over a decade we have been at war. An entire generation does not know what it was like to not have a military in the streets. Or to see daily updates about the battles and where to find lists of those who had died."

      "You're being a bit dramatic," Bianca said.

      "She's not wrong," Eleanor said. "When we were in the courtyard, some kids were playing a game. They'd run around, and all of a sudden, one would disappear. I asked what the game was. 'Casualties.' The kids were playing a game called 'Casualties' where when one found their name on the wall, then they were dead. The last one standing was the winner."

      Caoimhe didn't move, but she felt the words in her soul--the vision of the children playing a game. It broke her heart.

      "That is rather horrible," Bianca said. "But surely we're on our way to ending this war."

      "One would hope," Caoimhe replied, and her gaze landed on her tablet again.

      "Nonetheless, we need to finalize these anniversary celebration details so we can get on to other things."

      Caoimhe nodded and made herself focus on the meeting, and in a short bit, they finished what they were working on.

      She was almost jittery with excitement to see what the Rhimodian had sent her.

      She didn't want to believe that the Terran Military had prisoners of war. She hated to think they were holding Rhimodians.

      War did bring out a side of humanoids that was sometimes reprehensible.

      The official statement from the Terran Military was that there were no prisoners of war from the battles with the Rhimodians over the Sol system. Even she knew that just because there was an official answer, it didn't mean the whole story. She would be a very naïve princess if she believed the official statement about anything.

      Bianca, however, was lingering about.

      Caoimhe didn't want to bring it up in front of her. While she trusted her--the woman was her mother, she didn't want to talk about doing anything that might raise her father's ire. Not right now, not in the middle of this war.

      Caoimhe picked up her tablet again and was cradling it.

      Bianca stared at her. "Why are you so protective of your device?"

      "I just want to read in private," she said.

      Bianca blinked. "I see." Her gaze ran over Caoimhe, Eleanor, and Freya. "I will let you girls go over your messages, then. I am sure I have something I need to address."

      They all three waited until she left, neither Caoimhe nor Freya moving.

      As soon as the door closed behind her, Eleanor's expression shifted. "You got another message!"

      Caoimhe nodded.

      The three of them gathered around a table and circled around the device, ready to see the message.

      And now, Caoimhe's hand trembled as she reached out to release the message.

      This one was not just text.

      It was text and an audio file.

      
        
        Imperial Princess,

        I do not believe you received accurate information. My evidence contradicts the Terran Empire's official statement.

        I have added to this message the data that I have that confirms my data. I wish you to inspect this data for yourself.

        Bahran

        

      

      Caoimhe reached to open the attached files.

      "Stop right there," Freya said. "Don't you dare open that file until I check it out."

      "Well, then you do what you do," Caoimhe said. She pushed the tablet over to Freya.

      Freya immediately started going through the message and checking over all the background information.

      "What do you think has been sent?" Eleanor asked.

      "I don't know," Caoimhe. "I keep thinking about this, and anymore, I would not be shocked to learn that there were prisoners somewhere. But to what end, I do not know."

      Eleanor nodded. "I wouldn't put it past the Emperor either," she said with a bit more bitterness in her voice than probably necessary. Eleanor's frustration with the Emperor is understood, of course. As an Emperor, Bron was a powerful and intimidating force to control the Terran Empire's vastness. However, those habits did not make him a great father. He pushed them both to be perfect daughters.

      Caoimhe to be the perfect Empress to replace him when he died, and Eleanor to be the ideal pawn.

      Perfect.

      And nothing less was acceptable.

      "Well," Freya said as she laid the tablet back down, "this is safe to view."

      "Let's see it," Eleanor said, reaching for the tablet.

      "Wait," Caoimhe said. "What did you figure out? Where is the origin point?"

      "The Sol system. From their main world--Sol-3, to be exact. The sender used a bit of protective coding to prevent knowing exactly who he was. Some of the identifying code in there must be from their systems--though nothing that I couldn't figure out if we needed me to figure it out." She glanced back and forth between Eleanor and Caoimhe. "Do we need me to figure it out?"

      Caoimhe shook her head. "I need to know what he wants at this point. Then to determine legitimacy." She tapped the tablet, releasing the extra data.

      She'd expected an audio file.

      It wasn't.

      It was a visual recording from someone she assumed was the sender--just looking at the height differential from the others in the image, they were looking up at the person recording. So it must have been someone taller. And everyone knew the Rhimodians were quite a bit taller.

      "It's his eye view," Eleanor said.

      "Must be," Freya agreed. "Where do you think this was taken?"

      "Looks like a space station or some kind of spaceport," Eleanor said.

      Caoimhe
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