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To Enzo, a father figure, a friend, an artist.










“Us atheist people, we believe we have to act properly and honestly for a moral principle, and not because we expect an award in Paradise.”

Margherita Hack
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Detective Hunter’s inquisitive blue eyes met Private Investigator Lauren Kutyna’s the moment Niko’s flat doors opened, confirming what she had already known: this had been a bad idea.


She hadn’t seen Niko and his fiancé Philip in what felt like an eternity. Her last job had brought her to Cloud Tokyo, a city suspended in Venus’s upper atmosphere. Cloud Vegas, where her friends lived, was just a stop away, but she should have listened to that nagging feeling.


From the sound of it, there was a party inside. But what was Hunter doing here? Being the usual party pooper?


Beside her, Jack Kalakopulos shifted nervously, fiddling with the strap of his jacket. Her young protégé, a hacker whose enthusiasm often outpaced his skill, shrank under the detective’s gaze. After all, Hunter had scrubbed Jack’s criminal record clean after the Faraday Station incident. A favour that felt more like a leash, especially when the detective was staring them down.


‘Who is it?’ Niko’s gravelly voice came from the other room, over the loud metal music.


‘Lauren,’ she called back. Shouldering past Hunter, she entered the flat, followed by Jack.


The music was deafening. Drums and electric guitars reverberated through her body. The room was filled with people dressed in an eclectic mix of clothing—from ripped jeans and band T-shirts to more elaborate costumes. A young woman with raven-black hair and grey eyes caught her attention, hovering near the edge of the room, her discomfort palpable despite the chaotic atmosphere. Klara, Hunter’s daughter. What was she doing in Niko’s flat? Niko had mentioned knowing Hunter, but from the look of it, there was more to this than just knowing.


Niko emerged from the crowd, his bald head glistening with sweat, a crooked smile plastered on his face. ‘Lauren! What a pleasure seeing you,’ he shouted over the noise, pulling her into a tight hug.


‘The pleasure is mine, but I didn’t mean to interrupt.’


She glanced over her shoulder, scanning the room for Jack, but he was gone, swallowed by the sea of people. Before she could dwell on it, Niko dragged her to the terrace, away from the noise.


Philip stepped onto the terrace, too, a graceful figure with long blond hair loosely knotted at the nape of his neck. A silver pendant, shaped like a miniature dancer frozen mid-leap, caught the light as he moved. ‘Niko, you didn’t tell me you’d invited Lauren!’ he exclaimed, pointing an accusatory finger at his fiancé.


Lauren quickly intervened. ‘I didn’t know about the party; otherwise, I wouldn’t have barged in like this.’


Niko brushed off the suggestion with a wave of his hand. ‘Stop it, Lauren. You’re like family and don’t need an invitation.’


Lauren grinned and held out a gift. ‘Well, family or not, I should’ve brought something bigger. But this is for both of you.’


Philip accepted the gift. ‘You shouldn’t have, but thank you, Lauren.’ He gazed at Niko, a playful scowl on his face. ‘Unlike this one, who didn’t even warn me we were having guests.’


Niko chuckled, pulling Philip close and kissing him on the cheek. ‘Surprises keep life interesting, darling, but I didn’t know she was coming.’


Lauren glanced back towards the flat, where the party was in full swing. ‘Speaking of surprises, why the metal party? And why are there so many young people here?’


Niko leant against the terrace railing, looking out at the cityscape. ‘It’s Klara’s birthday.’


Lauren’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘Klara Jane? As in Hunter’s daughter?’ Her gaze landed on the young woman, but the pieces still didn’t fit together.


Niko nodded, following her gaze. ‘Yeah, she’s been staying with us for a bit to take a break from the recovery centre and her mother.’ His expression turned serious. ‘She needed a change of scenery, and Jay believed it would be good for her to spend some time with family.’


‘Who’s Jay?’


‘Asher J. Hunter. No one calls him Asher.’


No wonder, but why was Niko using Hunter’s first name? Lauren’s perplexity deepened. ‘Family? But how are you—?’


Philip interjected, ‘Niko didn’t tell you? Jay’s ex-wife is his sister.’


Lauren dropped her jaw as she digested this new information. Vivienne, the homophobic bitch, who had discarded her family like outdated case files the moment she landed her first law firm position after graduation. Her bigotry ran as deep as her ambition. Though Lauren and Niko had been inseparable during their school years, she’d never crossed paths with Vivienne back then—the sister had already distanced herself, orbiting a world of privilege and disdain. Still, despite knowing they had the same last name, Smith, Lauren had never made the connection. Not when Niko scrubbed Vivienne from his history, reducing her to a footnote in his life.


She gazed from Klara to Philip. ‘No, he didn’t mention that.’ She turned to Niko. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


Niko shrugged, his expression unreadable. ‘It never came up. Plus, it’s not something I like to broadcast. You know my history with you-know-who.’


Lauren nodded slowly, understanding his reservations. Her own past was filled with complexities she preferred to keep hidden. ‘I do. I’m just surprised, although I should have made the connection by myself.’ She’d met Vivienne Smith during an old case, but had never thought she could be Niko’s sister, mostly because aside from sharing the same last name, they were like a warm hearth and a bitter winter storm.


‘I have a theory about that,’ Philip intervened. ‘Jay’s entire existence is a distraction. The man’s 190 cm of walking cologne ad and smouldering glances. No wonder you missed the glaring ‘Smith’ connection. Who’d notice last names when he’s over there looking like a detective romance novel cover?’


Niko pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘Are you done?’


‘Never. But don’t worry, Lauren—I don’t blame you. Jay could make a parking ticket sound like a love confession. It’s his superpower.’


Lauren crossed her arms, fighting a grin. ‘I’m a professional, Philip. I don’t get distracted.’


‘Oh please. Last month, you called his interrogation technique unnecessarily cinematic.’


‘Because he leant against a doorframe while reading a suspect their rights!’


‘Exactly. The man turns procedural drudgery into a trailer. Vivienne probably divorced him for upstaging her closing arguments.’


Philip smirked, gesturing toward the crowded flat. ‘Speaking of upstaging, has anyone checked on Klara? She looks about as comfortable as a vegan at a barbecue.’


Lauren’s gaze snapped to the corner where Klara stood, her grey eyes darting between revellers as if she were calculating escape routes. ‘Perhaps a party wasn’t a good idea. How is she doing?’


Niko sighed, his expression growing sombre. ‘After her adventure with the Sirens’ Alcove and therapy, she had to get away from everything that reminded her of her past. Vivienne isn’t the nurturing type unless you count nurturing grudges and emotional trauma as hobbies, and Jay was struggling to connect with her. So, I stepped in. Klara’s a good kid, just been dealt a shitty hand. And the only reason she is uncomfortable is that Jay is being very protective of her.’


Protective, yeah, Lauren had had a taste of how protective and possessive Hunter could be on Faraday Station.


‘She’s lucky to have you two,’ she said.


Philip grinned, putting an arm around Niko’s waist. ‘We’re lucky to have her. She’s brought a lot of life into our home.’


Lauren nodded, her gaze drifting back to the party. Hunter was standing in the corner, his eyes fixed on Klara and Jack, who suddenly seemed quite taken with the girl.


Oh no! This was going to be a disaster.


‘I need to keep an eye on Jack. He’s got a knack for finding trouble, even when he’s not looking for it.’


Niko chuckled. ‘Sounds like someone else I know.’ He gave Lauren a meaningful look.


She grinned. ‘Well, let’s hope Jack’s better at avoiding it than I am.’ She turned her attention to Hunter. Despite his rough edges, she could see the genuine concern in his eyes.


Stepping back inside, Lauren made her way through the crowd towards Klara and Jack, who were chatting animatedly. A small grin played at the corners of the girl’s mouth.


‘Hey, Klara,’ Lauren said, extending her hand. ‘I’m Lauren, a friend of your uncle’s. Happy birthday.’


Klara gazed up at her, grey eyes framed by dark lashes. No wonder she had been targeted by the band of criminals kidnapping beautiful girls to use as sex slaves. Klara was stunning, and she looked a lot like her father.


‘Thanks,’ she said, shaking Lauren’s hand. ‘You’re the private investigator, right?’


Lauren was taken aback but smiled, nonetheless. ‘Yes, that’s right. How do you know?’


Klara shrugged. ‘My dad told me about … Areth.’


That was unexpected—coming from the man who’d never so much as thanked her, let alone acknowledged her role in the entire operation.


Lauren glanced over at Hunter, who was still watching them with a grim expression from across the room.


‘Hey, I’ve got something cool to show you, Klara,’ Jack interjected. He pulled out his holo-device, activating it to display a complex web of codes and interfaces floating in the air. ‘I’ve been working on this new hack. It can bypass almost any security system.’


Klara’s eyes widened with interest, her discomfort forgotten as she leant in to get a better look. ‘That’s impressive. What can it do?’


Jack grinned, his fingers dancing through the holographic interface. ‘Well, it can open locked doors, tap into surveillance feeds, and that sort of thing. Pretty much anything you’d need to get into a secure system.’


Jack’s skills weren’t top-notch. Still, flaunting them in front of Hunter’s daughter might not be the best idea. She glanced over at the detective.


‘Have you ever used it for something big?’ Klara asked, with eyes shining with curiosity.


Jack hesitated, his gaze flickering to Lauren before he answered. ‘Not really, but a few months ago, I saved Faraday Station.’


‘Oh, it was you,’ Klara said.


This visit was going to be a nightmare. Luckily for her, it wouldn’t last long. She didn’t intend to stay in the same room with that hawk of Hunter looking down at her and Jack.


Thinking of the devil, Hunter made his way towards them, his face set in a grim expression that promised a lecture. Lauren tensed, preparing to intervene if necessary. However, before Hunter could utter a word, Niko appeared at his side, oblivious to the tension, and clapped him on the back.


‘Jay and Lauren, I need to borrow both of you for a sec. There’s something we need to discuss.’


Hunter’s stern expression faltered, replaced by a look of mild confusion as Niko steered him away from Klara and Jack. Lauren followed, wondering what this was about.
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Philip slipped into the parlour behind them, closing the door to muffle the chaotic symphony of the party outside. Niko stood in the centre of the room, his eyes sparkling with an enthusiasm that made Lauren wary. He clasped his hands together, unable to contain his grin.


‘So, what’s this about, Niko?’ Lauren asked, as her stomach tied itself in knots. She had a very bad feeling about this.


Niko took a deep breath, his smile widening. ‘Philip and I are going to tie the knot.’


She blinked. ‘That’s … wow, Niko, that’s great news!’ She glanced at Philip, who was beaming, and forced a grin onto her face, ignoring the sinking feeling in her gut.


Hunter nodded, a rare softness in his expression. ‘Congratulations, both of you.’


‘Thanks, but that’s not all. We wanted the two of you to help us plan it.’ Philip said.


Silence fell over the room.


Because apparently all the professional wedding planners in Cloud Vegas simultaneously went on holiday. Or jumped ship. Smart people.


Then Lauren realised Philip had used the past tense.


‘Wanted?’ she asked, exchanging a glance with Hunter.


Philip’s smile faltered. He looked at Niko, whose cheerfulness evaporated like mist under a harsh sun. 


Niko ran a hand over his bald head. ‘Yeah. Wanted. Things have … changed. Rapidly.’ He took a shaky breath. ‘Look, we were going to take our time, plan something nice for later in the year. But I got word—through channels, you know
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