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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I originally wrote and self-published this novel in 2017 on KDP. I made approximately -$348 on the entire enterprise between a cover artist (which I ended up scrapping and hacking my own photoshop with the provided title font) and ad campaigns. According to KENP stats, many readers who gave it a chance, DNF’d around chapter 2. And I don’t blame them. I went on a sci-fi segue over clocks and cesium atoms—it was a mess.

      So, almost a decade later, I de-published the original from KDP and decided to rewrite it chapter by chapter and release it on Substack. If it gains traction, I’ll put it back on KDP for the paperback.

      This story takes place in a collaborative universe I built with several colleagues at The Starscribes. So I have no plans for a trad-pub. I’m rewriting this for fun and practice, leveraging the skills I’ve gained over the last few years in storytelling.

      Surprisingly, for a pantsed novel, the story is fairly coherent. It’s a basic action story with worldview internal genre and I’m generally happy with it. There are half a dozen PoVs in third person. I somehow thought that was normal.

      I do hope it is worth your time to read. I also write song tracks to go along with the story, and I’m building a little AI generated Cyberpunk soundtrack. Those will be posted periodically, but you can find the track list here.

      The Serial is now complete. The original novel rang in at 63k words, and now it’s an accounting error shy of 55k. Next up is the unfinished sequel: The Cannibal of Cloud Ball 9 . The first chapter dropped there May 1st, 2026.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            THE LADY IS A THIEF

          

        

      

    

    
      The lights were out in the hall of the Ice Princess and therein lurked a thief. She crept along the arched outer-wall, passing a window full of star-shine set in thick, fused-silica glass. The Kronian moon, Enceladus, rolled through, sweeping panels of pale light along the opposing wall. When Enceladus cleared the view, there was star-specked darkness again.

      And then, with a flash, sunrise.

      The thief turned away from the glare as a photochromic layer in the glass tinted the view. The sun swooped by as a flare across the amber-colored filter, casting the hall in a golden dusk as bright as the Enceladan shine.

      The sun set into starlight again.

      Light shifted over the thief as she moved.

      Moon.

      Starlight.

      Sun.

      Starlight.

      Moon.

      This was daytime on a spinning ring—a sixty-second cycle that filled the hall with fire and ice like an inverted lighthouse. As the thief maneuvered in silence, pale light blazed across her gamine form, and her silhouette skittered down the hall like an agitated insect.

      Her boots crushed the piled carpet; her dark hooded jacket rustled—subtle sounds made loud in the quiet.

      She approached a bureau at the end of the hall. Made of redwood burl, it shaded black in the shadows and rose-colored in the flickering light. The prize the thief sought lay concealed inside. And there she hesitated–glancing left; checking over her shoulder.

      She shouldn't be doing this. She should go back. There had to be another way. But there wasn't. If the thief didn't get caught, then she would never know.

      Easy in. Easy out. No harm. No foul.

      One breath in; one breath out: she kneeled.

      Gently, she lifted the latch on the main cabinet door. Opened it. Creak! She stopped. Looked around the room again. The thief stared over her shoulder at the double doors on the other end of the hall, where the Ice Princess slept. Not a sound—just the humming of the air handlers and the hammer of her own heart.

      She turned back. Slower now, she eased the door open.

      Inside sat a small gray box measuring fifty centimeters on each side–right where Mason said it would be. An access panel glowed on the front, casting a pale blue pall over the thief's round face.

      She didn't have a mule unit on which to practice. So, the thief was working with little more than theory and luck. But she also had an advantage.

      As she leaned in close, her right eye glowed bright purple, smothering the safe in ultraviolet light. The ocular implant had replaced the eye she lost long ago, and now she used it to scan the magnetic tumbler on the door. It churned through the raw sensor data, merged it with pre-loaded schematics and fed the imagery directly into the thief's visual cortex as an active vector overlay of white lines and numbers.

      A steady finger traced the glowing lines of electromagnetic force.

      There: a wrinkle in the tumbler's magnetic domain–a linchpin to release the locking bolts without engaging the failsafe meltdown protocol.

      With her other hand, she raised a small, makeshift device—all wires and silver tape.

      Click. Fizz! Hum. Thunk.

      A tiny electromagnetic pulse let loose the bolts; the panel turned green; the door popped open.

      Lying flat inside the safe was a single blue keycard—notched at one end but otherwise unmarked. Swiftly, the thief swapped it with a replica from the satchel at her hip and shut the safe with a gentle snick. A second EMP re-engaged the locking bolts.

      She breathed. It actually worked. She had the keycard. Everything was going according to plan.

      Easy in. Easy out. No harm. No foul. She thought, and a smirk broke across her face; her green organic eye twinkled.

      "Like a ninja." She whispered—but, out of the corner of her eye, a reflection in the window shifted.

      Her stomach flipped—cold in the pit. Someone was watching. Had been for several minutes. Gooseflesh bloomed down her neck and over her arms as she stood slowly, legs shaking.

      She'd missed the shift in the air when the double doors opened; the approach of a warm body; the musk of sweat over sweet jasmine. She gasped, inhaling the familiar scent deeply.

      The Ice Princess wasn't asleep.

      The thief spun and gaped at the pale woman in front of her, clutching the keycard in her hand like a forbidden cookie fresh from the jar.

      "Oh. Hi. I—I was just⁠—"

      The woman's hand flung forward, palm out. “Don't. I knew something was wrong with you tonight. You never offer to pour me a drink.” Her voice cracked. “I felt like such a bitch not trusting you, Simonee. But here you are. Did you really try to drug me?”

      "Dalia... no." Simonee shook her head, then nodded. "I mean, maybe a little diphenhydramine. To make you sleepy, that's all!"

      Dalia Ledas glared. "Oh, just a little? What were you thinking?"

      The passing moon-glow of Enceladus splashed milky light across Dalia’s nude body. Her lips stretched thin over bared teeth, and tears trailed diamonds down flushed cheeks; falling, splashing over her breasts where Simonee lay her head an hour before, listening to the beat of Dalia's heart—musk over sweet jasmine.

      But all Simonee could do was stand there: gawking, head shaking, no words, no breath.

      Dalia hissed and smacked the tears from her cheeks as she spun towards the door.

      “Podozhdi... wait.” Simonee stumbled from Russian back into English— hesitant with the truth, yet desperate to say something. “This isn’t— It's not what you think!”

      Dalia stopped. Subtle starlight swept a sinuous gray line across her slender back and sparkled coldly in sapphire eyes as they glared over her pale shoulder. When the sun blazed in, it lit them on fire. "Alright then. Explain."

      Simonee's jaw dropped open. Snapped shut. "I... I can't. Just, please⁠—"

      Dalia shook her head, her pale hair whipping; cascading over her shoulders and pouring down the small of her back.

      “I don’t want to hear it. I knew. I knew what you were. Shame on me for thinking I wouldn’t be just another mark. Take what you came for and leave. I hope it’s worth it." She sniffed, her eyes crinkled. "I won’t call security until I’m dressed."

      Dalia tossed aside her platinum locks and stormed back into her room. Slammed the door.

      Simonee's short black hair feathered back from the pressure. She stared at the keycard in her hand. Let her hand fall. Nearly dropped the card and ran after her.

      But she couldn't. There were consequences.

      She wanted to tell Dalia everything. She always could... before this. But that wasn’t the bargain. Mason had been clear; Dalia would die if Simonee didn't deliver. She wiped away a gliding tear, slid the card into the satchel at her hip and made for the door. Muffled sobs from the bedroom stalled her again, but she swallowed her guilt dry and burst out the door. If Dalia called security, they'd lock down this section.

      And Simonee Saran had a delivery to make.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            A TIME TO WEEP AND A TIME TO FLEE

          

        

      

    

    
      Simonee walked away from Dalia's suite. Fast, not frantic. But her chest pulled tight and her legs wanted to run. She tried to look hurried, but not harried—like she wasn't fleeing the scene of a crime.

      She glanced left and right. The corridor was empty. Not unusual.

      This section of the Luxury Habitation Ring belonged to the Ledas family—just Dalia and her father. But Simonee had been coming here five years and never once saw the man. She was the only visitor Dalia ever had that she knew of.

      Empty didn't mean unwatched. Cameras in the corners. Mics in the walls. All listening. All learning. The AI missed nothing. A young woman walking fast, breathless, eyes darting? That raised flags.

      But Simonee had her own watchers. She managed a web of autonomous agents across the station’s net—listening, parsing, decrypting. With a series of blinks, the message stream floated into her right visual field, courtesy of her cybernetic implant and a wireless link to the smart communication device in her back pocket.

      KeenKite, one of her agents, posted a message to the channel.

      
        
        [KeenKite] Cams alive, boss [image: eyes] Aggy's tracking. Hooking the tracking API to this channel.

      

      

      She gripped the strap on the satchel tight with one hand and twiddled the buckle with the other.

      
        
        [AggyHook] -!- LEDAS CORRIDOR: SUBJECT(Simonee Saran) BEHAVIOR(Agitated) :: THREAT LEVEL 0.00 → 0.06

      

      

      
        
        [PrimPeacock] Stop fidgeting and slow up a bit, Sim.

      

      

      She slowed. Let the satchel hang. Tried to keep her arms from pumping faster than her legs. But her calendar app pressed the issue.

      
        
        [System] [image: calendar] Reminder: 09:00 :: Date with the Devil. (20 Min Warning)

      

      

      She sighed, blinked and the stream dimmed. Mason wanted the signal by nine. That left twenty minutes. Not enough. She needed to find a quiet place to transmit—outside this section.

      The morning shift would be moving now, filling the common areas with people. That meant cover, but also friction.

      Morning, though, was a fiction. Enceladus orbited Saturn every thirty-three hours, but the station kept a twenty-four-hour clock—humans clinging to Earthlike rhythm in a sky that never agreed.

      Dalia always followed the light, or rather the lack of it. She liked the twilight hours in Saturn’s shadow, when the ringed giant loomed outside her window like a neon god straddling the galactic plane. They used to sit together in the gloaming, watching it spin around them at 376 kilometers an hour.

      I’ve ruined that.

      Her boots thumped against the paneled floor.

      Thum-thum. Thum-thum. Thum-thum.

      Like a heartbeat.

      Dalia’s. Warm in her ear. Rising.

      Falling with each breath.

      Never again.

      Her breath hitched.

      Everything had gone so terribly wrong.

      On mornings like this one, when the sun flared through Dalia’s windows, she wouldn’t wake until it set. Simonee had tried to help that along. Just a dose of antihistamine in her brandy.

      That was her mistake.

      She didn’t want to be caught.

      She didn’t want to be doing this at all.

      She broke character.

      Easy in. Easy out. No harm. No foul. She’d repeated that mantra all week.

      But the look in Dalia’s eyes twisted her stomach into knots.

      Not easy. Plenty of harm.

      Totally foul.

      And if there was any doubt Dalia might report her, that look erased it.

      The corridor ended at a frosted glass partition separating the Ledas wing from the LuxHab lobby. Diffused light shimmered through it—behind the blur, shapes moved: beige, blocky, busy.

      From the inside, the door opened at the touch of a wall panel. From the outside, the guards controlled access.

      They also recorded exits.

      
        
        [AggyHook] -!- EXIT GATE: SUBJECT(Simonee Saran) APPROACHING :: BEHAVIOR(Hurried) :: THREAT LEVEL 0.08 → 0.11

      

      

      
        
        [PrimPeacock] Hold steady, hon, don't correct, "Hurried" is fine.

      

      

      She blinked it away.

      Simonee lingered by the door, eyes flicking from glass to plate, hand raised but unmoving. The corridor here was wide and bright. When the door opened, anyone near would see.

      The system would, too. Every opening logged. Every anomaly flagged.

      How long before Dalia alerted security?

      It hadn’t happened—yet. Simonee would know. If her name surfaced, she’d see it. Still...

      She pulled out her smartcomm and held it up as if checking a message.

      "Greedy Goblin, you watching the ESSF bulletins?" she whispered, barely more than a breath—a practiced intonation that wouldn’t trip a mic within two meters.

      
        
        [GreedyGoblin] Bulletins are clean. No Simonee Saran on report. [image: OK hand]

      

      

      Still, if Dalia followed through, she didn’t want to be here when it happened.

      
        
        [AggyHook] -!- EXIT GATE: SUBJECT(Simonee Saran) LOITERING 120s :: BEHAVIOR(Pensive) :: THREAT LEVEL 0.11 → 0.14

      

      

      
        
        [PrimPeacock] [image: grimacing face] Break it up or go, girl.

      

      

      Simonee turned back to the corridor once, looked at her smartcomm, looked back, rocked on her heels then shook her head and faced the glass. BEHAVIOR(Waiting on someone).

      She closed her left eye.

      Through her implant, heat signatures bloomed red and yellow—amorphous blobs meandering the lobby. Two glowed bright at the desk a few meters in front of the door. One was massive.

      Only one officer she knew fit that signature.

      Gora.

      He liked her. A lot. If he saw her, he'd stop her. He'd start a conversation.

      He'd ruin everything.

      She needed privacy; she needed to get the hell off this ring.

      A denser blob of heat swayed toward the security desk. A crowd. A distraction. Perfect.

      If she timed it right, she'd sneak out behind them. Her hand hovered over the touch plate. The partition would open about seven centimeters a second. She needed 21 centimeters sideways: three seconds on the clock. Three seconds that Gora might see her.

      The blob shifted toward her. Satchel tight to her chest, she pressed the plate. The gap opened.

      One, two, three.

      She slid through.

      The crowd was loud—barking at the security desk about accommodations, upgrades, something. Matching yellow kasaya robes flared over their shoulders.

      A cult?

      Maybe consultants. Expensive ones. Simonee couldn’t tell the difference—same bullshit, different packaging.

      Gora was like a red-headed giant in front of them. He glanced at the sliding partition. Then back to the guests. When the door opened fully, he raised a massive hand and stood tall, eyes sweeping the corridor like a lighthouse beam.

      The crowd went still. A dozen necks craned upward.

      
        
        [GossipyGecko] Social commotion spike (12 devices monitoring).

      

      

      
        
        [PrimPeacock] Blend in. You're just waiting in line.

      

      

      
        
        [AggyHook] -!- LUXHAB LOBBY: SUBJECT(Simonee Saran) :: BEHAVIOR(Waiting) :: THREAT LEVEL 0.11 → 0.10

      

      

      Where Gora was ridiculously tall, Simonee was particularly short. She could stand behind the tallest kasaya in the crowd and look like she wasn't hiding.

      08:53:22—but she couldn't wait forever.

      She needed a place to work. A spot to unload the satchel. Scan the card. Fire the signal.

      That meant no eyes.

      That meant no cameras.

      There weren’t many places like that on this station.

      Dalia's suite was one. The plan was to transmit from the cocktail table, curled up on the soft couch. If Dalia walked in then, she'd play coy:

      Whatcha doin'? Oh, just working.

      She needed to find another.

      Blink-blink: a heat map of the LuxHab ring faded into view. Red for camera clusters. Blue for thin coverage. Black for blind spots.

      She gave the air a subtle pinch, spread it, and the map zoomed in on the lobby, which was a bowl of red. By design, every exit stood in view of the security desk. The only black spots were a single office tucked behind that desk, and the women’s restroom just off the main entrance. The office had a privacy block, but privacy blocks were flagged—sure, you could have some privacy, but what are you trying to hide?.

      The restroom, was noisier, with mics but no eyes. Either way, she’d have to cross the same open floor. Straight past Gora. Still scanning. Still standing.

      
        
        [System] [image: calendar] Reminder: 09:00 :: Date with the Devil. (5 Min Warning)

      

      

      No time to wait him out.

      She turned. Hoodie up. Satchel forward.

      One breath in; one breath out: she walked.

      A shrill whistle sliced through the lobby. Simonee cringed. Froze. Looked back.

      Gora's eyes locked with hers. They twinkled. He smiled.

      His arms upraised as if to say, You leave without saying hello?

      The crowd turned too. A dozen pairs of eyes glared at her. A dozen witnesses.

      A dozen faces recorded for further questioning.

      
        
        [GossipyGecko] Social attention spike; The room just looked at you.

      

      

      Simonee grimaced, teeth grinding. No kidding!

      
        
        [AggyHook] -!- PATTERN HINT: SUBJECT(Simonee Saran) UNEXPECTED EXIT 77% :: BEHAVIOR(Hunted) :: THREAT LEVEL 0.10 → 0.25

      

      

      
        
        [SaltySquid] Watch it! Aggy's got a child-agent poking your smartcomm—sandboxed for now [image: grimacing face]

      

      

      Shit. Her stomach went cold. It's bad when they try cracking your system. Worse when they can't. Routing to a virtual image full of cat pics and boy band albums wouldn't keep them long. She needed to de-escalate.

      
        
        [PrimPeacock] Cool and friendly, kiddo.

      

      

      Miming a sad face; she threw her hands up in an exaggerated shrug, gestured at the crowd between them and then tapped her wrist.

      Gora shook his head and waved her off. He barked at the crowd, who jumped, turned and resumed shouting about whatever they thought they deserved.

      Simonee turned back to the big arch of the lobby entrance.

      
        
        [AggyHook] -!- PATTERN HINT: SUBJECT(Simonee Saran) FAMILIAR INTERACTION 89% :: BEHAVIOR(Hurried) :: THREAT LEVEL 0.25 → 0.06

      

      

      
        
        [SaltySquid] Child-agent disengaged.

      

      

      Her heart stuttered and slowed. Her legs wobbled, but she held steady. She couldn't faint. There'd be commotion and Mason was waiting.

      
        
        [GossipyGecko] Social disturbance allayed.

      

      

      
        
        [PrimPeacock] Smooth acting, sweety.

      

      

      Simonee rushed out of the lobby, took two rights and a left into the women’s restroom. She ducked into a stall, shut the door, latched it.

      
        
        [AggyHook] -!- LOST VISUAL: SUBJECT(Simonee Saran) ENTERED BATHROOM :: BEHAVIOR(Private) :: THREAT LEVEL 0.06 → 0.10

      

      

      
        
        [KeenKite] No cams, but keep mum, mics are hot. You’ve got a plausible-stall window—fifteen minutes max. No loitering in the loo.

      

      

      
        
        [System] [image: stopwatch] Added: 15:00

      

      

      With her back against the cold metal door, she sank to the floor—breath shallow, arms shaking, chest shivering. Cortisol picked up where adrenaline left off.

      The last thirty minutes crashed down all at once.

      Dalia in the dark. Crying. Frowning. Hating Simonee for being everything that she was.

      Her vision blurred. Her fingers fumbled with the satchel. She sniffed. Huffed. Gasped. She no longer cared what the mics might hear. It wasn't going to keep inside anymore.

      
        
        [PrimPeacock] Privacy cloak engaged, sugar; [image: crying cat] and [image: toilet], let it out.

      

      

      She yanked out the blue keycard and glared at it. She'd never seen anything like it. The replica that replaced it was a lame copy. This thing had serious tech. Whatever it opened outclassed any system she'd ever worked with.

      But right then she didn't care what it was for, just what it had cost her.

      She wanted to snap it in half. Grind it into dust.

      To hell with Mason.

      To hell with them all.

      But she breathed.

      She had to finish the job. It was everything now.

      All she had left.

      Next from the satchel came a translucent tablet. She set it on the floor. Powered it on.

      Tears splatted the screen. She wiped them with her sleeve, her eyes with her shoulder.

      Breathed again—slow and long—until the heat in her face faded.

      She needed to think. Clearly. Now.

      At any moment, security might light up the station with her face. She'd know first, but not soon enough to make a difference.

      Petty theft was one thing. But the Ledas family ran Enceladus Station—they owned it.

      And Simonee had just stolen from the governor’s daughter.

      Even Gora might come after her for that.

      And she liked Gora. A lot.

      If he were the one to catch her, it'd be so much worse somehow.

      There would be conversation.

      There would be shame.

      She'd been arrested. She'd been in cuffs.

      But she'd never felt guilty about it.

      Breaking the rules was how she survived.

      But she'd broken a different rule this time.

      More tears. She wiped.

      The tablet’s loading icon spun.

      Too slow.

      
        
        [System] [image: calendar] Reminder: 09:00 :: Date with the Devil. (2 Min Warning)

      

      

      Less than two minutes left.

      What if she missed the contact window?

      Security might be the least of her worries.

      Mason wasn’t known for mercy. Or patience.

      The tablet was his. He’d given it to her a week ago.

      Along with the decoy keycard.

      In the middle of the night.

      She’d been sleeping naked in her own bed—the safest place she thought she could be.

      She woke to the tink of ceramics, steam in the air, the earthy scent of tea.

      And a stranger in her kitchenette.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            INDECENT PROPOSAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Simonee built her own security system: proximity alarms, laser trip-wires, infrared watchdogs, infrasonic sensors. Enough siren and glare to blind the station.

      Yet a man in a brown bowler sat at the small wall table in her kitchenette—calm as a master at a tea shop—pouring oolong from a porcelain kettle covered in blue lilies and trimmed with silver. She blinked once. Twice. Ice needled her belly.

      The door-bolt still set. The panel blue. Her system just... missed him.

      He glanced up, and his slate eyes met hers where she stared over the gray sheet pulled up to her nostrils. He grinned, amused—too many teeth. He gestured to the chair across from him, and poured another cup.

      A tingle rose from that cold cinch low in her gut.

      Couldn't run. Only one exit. So she stood—rigid, dragging the sheet tight around her like a shield.

      "Come now," he said, cheerful. "I don't bite."

      She edged back; the wall chilled her bare shoulders. Simonee knew better. She'd never met Mason in person, but there were legends of the man in the bowler with a posh accent wrapping cruelty in velvet ribbon—each story a warning.

      And all that separated Simonee Saran from Enceladus Station’s most dangerous man was a thin sheet and three meters of laminate flooring.

      "How—how did you get in?"

      "I go where I please, Ms. Saran. As to how—well, that’s my secret."

      He dropped a cube of sugar into the teacup and stirred it slowly, eyes never leaving hers.

      She kept to the wall. "What do you want from me?"

      "I'm here to hire you. Please, have a seat. Do you prefer sugar or honey?"

      Sugar? Honey? Both were luxuries a billion kilometers from the sun. He brought them to a job interview.

      She looked down at the sheet covering her. "Can I at least get dressed?"

      "Oh, certainly. I do consider myself a gentleman."

      He covered his eyes with one hand and sipped with the other—pinky raised.

      Simonee scrambled for the pile of clothes on the floor. The sheet slipped. She spun to the wall, fastened her pants and yanked on a black shirt—inside-out—her nose wrinkling over stale sweat.

      She shuffled around the bed and up to the table, toes curling over the cold floor, and slid out the dented aluminum chair across from him. She sat and eyed the delicate teacup on the table.

      Steam rose in curling threads, woody, smoky. Expensive. She sniffed, never taking her eyes off the threat in front of her.

      Mason splayed his fingers and then dropped his hand. "Good. That was quick. Shall we commence?"

      She took the cup; turned it one way, then the other. Just a cup. Best not be rude. The tea tasted metallic on her sticky midnight tongue, warming her throat, her chest. The adrenaline keeping her upright faded. Caffeine caught it mid-drop. Mason clasped his hands on the table and his coat shifted. A silver gleam peeked out beneath it. Coilgun. Not surprising, but now the adrenaline was back. She shifted her foot to the hidden switch on the floor under the table. Not yet. The gun wasn't active.

      "So," she asked, voice shaky. "What do you need? Falsified credentials? Counterfeit crypto? Something built? Broken?"

      "Oh, nothing so pedestrian. No, I’m in the market for a burglar."

      Simonee gulped on a swallow of tea. Set the cup down.

      Circuits, loops, protocols: these were her domain. She could break them or build them. But she was no cat burglar.

      "You just ghosted through my door carrying tea and sugar. Why do you need me?"

      She took another sip. Her throat clicked. Warmth churned against the ice in her gut.

      "Don’t sell yourself short, Ms. Saran. Your setup is marvelous. But I have my own tricks—especially with locked doors. However, as you know, I'm quite conspicuous in a crowd. So, I need someone with preferred access to a particular suite on LuxHab."

      Simonee nearly spit out her tea, but swallowed it hard instead.

      "Also someone who's handy with security systems."

      She shook her head slowly. Her voice came out quiet. "I can’t. I couldn’t do that to her."

      Mason’s smile thinned. "Oh? You haven’t even heard my offer."

      Her fingers tightened around the cup. "Still. I—can’t. I won't."

      "Not even at the cost of her life?"

      Simonee froze. Her teacup jittering at the edge of her lip.

      Mason set his cup down, folded his hands. His tone cooled.

      "Ms. Saran, you know me. You know my reputation. I may be crafty, but I am hardly delicate. Within the Ice Princess's suite is an item of immense value, stored in a nearly impenetrable safe. Now, I can certainly get there myself, but I am no safecracker, and as soon as I'm seen anywhere on LuxHab, my window of opportunity shrinks. This might make me... hasty. So, I have two options. One, I blow open the safe: noisy, possibly lethal for poor Dalia." His lips curled. "Probably lethal." He held up two fingers. "Two, I hire someone with access, a regular visitor, a known quantity. Someone who can do it quietly. Someone... delicate."

      He leaned forward.

      "I will do whatever it takes to get what is inside that safe, but I’d rather not provoke the wrath of Karalius Ledas. It's bad for business. So, I'm exploring option two. Unless of course you force my hand."

      The cup hovered forgotten at her chest. So said the legends: Mason's threats weren’t idle. They were policy.

      She had to warn Dalia, but would she take it seriously?

      How could Simonee describe this polite sociopath so Dalia would see the danger?

      She glanced at her workspace taking over the kitchenette—wires and circuit boards scattered about from last week's project. She could do it. She could break anything. She just needed time.

      "I need two weeks to plan⁠—"

      "You have seven days."

      Simonee gaped. "Seven? I know nothing about this safe. I need to find a vulnerability, build tools, time everything perfectly."

      Mason rolled his eyes. "Yes, yes—time to warn Dalia, time to ping security, time to run." His eyes narrowed. "I'm not an amateur, Ms. Saran. And neither are you. I've been tracking you in the security log for weeks. I'm sure you have your own hooks, so you know what I've seen."

      He stood. Buttoned his jacket over the bulge of the coilgun. Simonee moved her foot away from the switch. He probably wouldn't—didn't need to—pull the gun, but if he did, she’d need it charged.

      "You're smart. Discreet. But your comm logs are more telling. Dalia doesn't bother with secure channels. She keeps odd but consistent hours, and in about six days, she'll summon you for a little... sleepover. Just enough time to solve the puzzle. Figure it out by then or I take over and express my frustration accordingly."

      Simonee glared. She'd tried to get Dalia to use her VPN, but Dalia didn't like complicated. She didn't see the point.

      If Simonee told Dalia, Mason would know.

      Now she had to rob her best friend.

      Mason raised an eyebrow. "So. Do we have a deal?"

      “Seven days. And Dalia doesn’t get hurt,” she said.

      Charm stitched his grin with barbed wire. "Seven days. I'm a man of my word."

      Simonee closed her eyes. Looked down and nodded. Her head felt heavy.

      "Excellent."

      He
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