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To all the Gemini and our dual personalities.




Chapter 1:

There was literally nowhere Fox Axford would rather be than seated behind the controls of the Lagoon. The cockpit was spacious enough to fit his entire team, meant to make meetings and last minute notifications easier for whoever was in charge of controlling the ship. Which for now, was him.
But not for long.
He scowled and ran his fingers over the control panel lightly, careful not to press anything. They were currently docked on the Red Beryl, the main planet ruled by the Hild Empire, and had been summoned to the Imperial Palace to meet with the Empress.
“How long do you plan on being in here?” Nova, the Intergalactic Inspector assigned as Fox’s partner, asked in exacerbation from the doorway. Her mahogany hair was pulled up into a tight bun at the back of her head, and her Vexan eyes rolled when he sent her a grin over his shoulder.
Like most, he’d always found Vexan eyes pretty spectacular. They varied in colors but all appeared as though they contained tiny galaxies swirling within their irises. Nova’s had a base color of pink, with swirls of green and blue and gold around her dark pupil.
Fox heaved a sigh and got to his feet in an overly dramatic motion that had her shaking her head at him. “Give me a minute, would you? Just let me enjoy my final moment with my baby.”
“A Ship Captain is going to be assigned by the Empress for this mission,” Nova reminded. “As soon as we’re done here, we get to leave and you get the Lagoon all to yourself again.”
“A Comet Captain,” Fox corrected, giving a mock shiver for good measure before he crossed the metal floorboards toward her. “They’re notorious for being blunt, and abrasive, and—”
“Those are similar enough descriptors I feel you could have just chosen one.”
He stopped at the small cubby off to the side of the door and grabbed one of the rectangular boxes inside, slipping it casually into his front right pocket while he clicked his tongue at her. “You’re no fun either.”
“Missing your slacking days again?” Dawon Parker appeared in the corridor, fixing the stretchy white belt of his uniform. As per usual, his shaggy hair—ombre teal that lightened into silver—was in complete disarray, and his jumpsuit was wrinkled.
“How many times do I have to tell you,” Fox said, stepping out into the hall and looping an arm around the younger man’s neck, “I didn’t slack off. Besides, not sure you’re in the position to say anything about that to me.” He glanced pointedly down at Dawon’s appearance and then shoved him toward the left where the hall branched off. “Let’s go. Don’t want to keep her Imperial Majesty waiting.”
“That was my suggestion,” Nova mumbled under her breath, just loud enough to be sure that Fox could hear.
He chuckled and turned to wink at her over his shoulder.
“What’s this mission about again?” Dawon asked, and for a moment Fox felt a real thread of annoyance toward the other guy.
They’d gotten the mission statement days ago and had plenty of time to go over the briefing. Though he was new to the Intergalactic Police Force—more often referred to as the I.P.F—Dawon was a bona fide junior detective now. He should know better.
“The Hild Empire has been trying to catch a thief for months now,” Nova said. “There isn’t much information on him, just that he’s slippery and skilled.”
“He’s been stealing from the surrounding moons, right?” Dawon reached up to tap the control panel at the side of the exit door, not bothering to turn to face them as they waited.
“Did you even read the information packet we were given?” Fox clicked his tongue. “Next time if you come this unprepared I’ll card you. This involves an Imperial family. Your incompetence could get us all thrown in a locked cell. Understood?”
“Sorry.” He hung his head.
The two of them were a few years apart and cousins. Fox often wondered if assigning Dawon to his team hadn’t been an error made by their chief. He bumped his elbow lightly against Nova’s arm. “Isn’t it your job to point out his appearance?”
“Last time you told me I was being too hard on him,” Nova argued.
“We weren’t meeting an Imperial then.” The doors began to open and he pulled Dawon back so that Fox was now situated at the front. Just in time, too, because as soon as the metal doors slid out of the way they were presented with a view of half a dozen soldiers.
The soldiers waited at the bottom of the air stairs as they unfolded from the side of the spaceship and settled on the ground.
Fox began the descent, relaxing his features so that he’d appear friendly and unburdened. It was his job to solve all of their problems by catching this thief, and people tended to react more openly to someone who seemed easy to get along with. He scanned the faces that waited for them, noting that only the one in the front made eye contact while the others kept their gazes straight ahead.
They were all dressed in the traditional uniform of the Hild Empire, their armored breastplates made out of twists of gold and copper and bronze. The colors were bright and flashy. A high collar went all the way up their necks, stopping just beneath their jawline. It looked like they were ready for war, and Fox might have been worried if not for the fact Nova had already given him a briefing on Hild dress and basic customs.
He held his hand palm up the second he stepped off the last stair, holding it out to the man in the center of the cluster of soldiers. “Captain, I presume?”
The man stared back at him sternly, his quiet disposition making Fox antsy. His amber eyes flashed in the overhead lighting of the dome-shaped landing dock, the color similar to the golds and yellows encasing his body. He was roughly the same height as Fox, with his hair in a buzz cut and two golden loops dangling from his ears, the pattern similar to an infinity symbol but with a larger circle at the bottom.
Perhaps Fox had been wrong. He certainly wouldn’t peg the man before him as ship captain, more like a head of guard. Was he in charge of the Imperial protective detail?
Nova came up to Fox’s side then and reached out to twist his hand, turning it so that instead of palm up, it was palm down. She sent him a glare when he hummed, no doubt thinking about how he’d just been scolding Dawon for not doing his research.
He’d known there was some tidbit about which way his hand was meant to be if he initiated.
“Whoops.” He flashed a grin at the man across from him, hoping to charm his way into the guy’s good graces. “My mistake.”
The man didn’t so much as blink. Instead, he held out his hand toward Nova, initiating the greeting with his palm down, bowing slightly when she then presented hers palm up and gently ran the back of hers over his in what was apparently the correct formal greeting of the Hild.
“Inspector #717,” he spoke in a voice deep and mellow, the exact opposite of the way he stared with obvious disapproval at Fox when he addressed him, “Detective #563, if you would please follow me I will escort you to the Imperial Chamber.”
Quietly, Fox and his two teammates obliged, falling into step behind the man as the rest of his men circled around them. Every planet and empire was different, which made getting used to things difficult. That was why they had Nova.
Nova’s job as the Inspector was to research and update them on the customs and laws of whichever empire they needed to visit to do their jobs. Currently, their mission took place in the Hild Empire, which meant they would have to adjust to the laws set by the ruler of the Hild, Empress Gypsum Sard.
Fox had met the woman once before at an Intergalactic Conference, an official meeting of galaxy rulers to discuss possible changes in the treaty. The woman had seemed straightforward, but he knew better than to operate off of assumptions. It was well known throughout the entire universe that the people of Hild were just like their rare gemstones, hard and multifaceted.
The Hild Empire was rich in rare minerals and gemstones that couldn’t be found anywhere else. This helped put them in the top three richest empires in the Crystal Galaxy, and it was common to see them garbed in their riches and dressed—much like their guards—in flashy outfits. Red Beryl, the main planet where most of the Hild population lived, was centered between six moons all of various sizes. Many considered the moons in the way some planets did countries, with each having different things to offer.
Recently, someone had been sneaking onto these moons and entering official areas to steal. There was a list of known items that had been taken, all with different worth, and the empire feared that the culprit wasn’t finished. After attempting to discover who the thief was on their own, they’d finally turned to the I.P.F to request help.
The palace was made of pink salt stone and glittered beneath a ceiling made of clear glass. Above them, a rose-tinted sky hovered with a mix of light clouds in pale blues and greens. The halls were spacious and wide, with more than enough room for them to move comfortably as they followed the man through twists and turns.
Fox made a mental note of every right and left they took. If for any reason he needed to rush his team out of there and back to their ship, he would be able to do so. There was no reason for him to mistrust the Hild, but he’d long since learned that “better safe than sorry” was a motto worth living by.
No one could truly, one hundred percent be trusted. Not those closest to him, and certainly not strangers on a planet he couldn’t call his own.
But that was half the fun of it.
Life wouldn’t be exciting if he’d followed his family’s chosen path and entered politics. If he had, he’d be working a desk job right now, and no doubt hating everything.
“So,” he glanced at the man leading them, waiting for him to look back, “come here often?”
Nova tapped him—hard—in the center of his back, jostling him, but he merely grinned. “I apologize for him. He isn’t very good at sitting still.”
“We’re walking,” the man stated in a monotone voice. It was hard to tell if he was being serious, joking, or if he even cared about this conversation at all.
Fox hated to admit it, but his interest was piqued. Too bad there was work to be done and no time for light flirting.
The man was incredibly attractive though, appearing as though he’d been carved from stone, all sharp angles and hard lines that Fox wouldn’t mind tracing. With his tongue. But stone was the perfect descriptor for him, and Fox got the impression the man didn’t know how to let loose and wouldn’t be a good time even with a face like his.
Despite his aversion to settling down, Fox wasn’t shallow enough to hit on someone he didn’t think he’d be able to have at least one stimulating conversation with. Having assessed that was a dead end of no real interest, his mind wandered away from the man.
After what had to be at least fifteen minutes, they turned down a corridor that led to a set of massive double doors. Here, the windows moved from the ceiling to the right wall, and Fox took a quick glance outside at the bustling city life of the Red Beryl.
The palace was built in the heart of the capital, Crimson, and they were on a floor high enough up that they could see the tops of nearby buildings and look down upon the streets. It was midday and it appeared as though many hovercars were out, zipping from place to place. Most of the surrounding buildings were government-operated, but the next street over was made up of fancy restaurants only the upper class would be able to afford and past that Fox had read was the start of the clothing district.
He’d made a point of memorizing a map of the city on their way here as well, and was confident that, should they need to, he’d be able to safely return them to the palace from any given point. Though he doubted they planned on staying here long. They’d been summoned to deal with a single, highly skilled criminal, and it was unlikely that a thief of that caliber would be hanging on planet.
No, if Fox had to guess, he suspected that whoever the culprit was, they were currently on one of the surrounding moons. Out of the six, they’d already hit half, which left three more possible targets—if stealing from every location in the Hild Empire was their goal, of course. There was no way to know that for certain, but the Empress must have reason to suspect otherwise she would have merely written the stolen goods off and moved on.
The man brought them to an abrupt stop, and Fox almost walked past him, so caught up in his own thoughts.
He turned back with a lifted brow, only to find those hard amber eyes locked on him.
“Your lip ring, Detective,” the man ordered. “You must remove it before meeting with the Empress.”
Fox poked at the single white gold ring wrapped around the center of his bottom lip. “What’s wrong with it?”
“It is disrespectful.”
“So is asking a person to remove personal items,” Fox said, then he gave the man a lengthy once over. “Sure you’re not just asking me to start taking things off?”
Nova hissed at him to stop, but Fox was too distracted by the man to notice.
He’d cracked. It was subtle, almost so much so that if he hadn’t been staring, Fox certainly would have missed it, but it was there. The man’s mouth twitched before settling back into a thin line.
Whether he’d been about to smile or scowl, Fox felt a small tingle of awareness at knowing he’d had an effect on the guy.
He didn’t go around flirting with everyone, and if it ever made anyone uncomfortable he was sure to apologize and refrain from ever doing it again. But that wasn’t the case here, and the man had given himself away.
Maybe things wouldn’t so boring with him after all.
Fox pulled out the ring and slipped it into his pocket.
Saying nothing, the man headed past him, continuing without so much as a second glance.
The two large doors swung inward on their own at their approach, and then they were entering the Imperial Chamber, more aptly named the throne room in most other cultures.
Sandstone pillars stretched thirty-some feet up toward the domed glass ceiling, and across the expanse of the room was a short dais with three thrones. The first, which was centered and slightly closer than the two behind it, was occupied by a lithe woman with long, pitch-black hair that trailed down to her hips. A gold circlet decorated with rubies sat atop her head and she watched them approach with her chin tipped slightly upward and her shoulders pulled back.
Her dress was made of silks so fine it was as if she’d been draped in liquid gold, with a string of beads made from star berries—one of the rarest gemstones in the universe—around her neck. The string wrapped around at least seven times, creating a heavy necklace with multiple layers, the longest of which settled between her breasts.
On her right sat a young man probably around the same age as Fox, who held the same regal stature. His hair, however, was the shade of spun silver, cut short with bangs shielding one of his sapphire eyes. He was also garbed in golds and bronzes, with the emblem of the Hild Imperial family pinned on his left side, a spiral with carefully placed gems along the line to symbolize Red Beryl and its six moons.
The throne on the left was empty, but Fox had been expecting that. He’d heard about the sudden passing of the Emperor several months prior and knew that the Empress had yet to find a new match.
Their party came to a stop before the dais and they all bowed, keeping that position until the Empress allowed them otherwise.
“Rise,” she ordered, voice firm and almost smoky. “Thank you for coming, Detective Fox. We appreciate your speedy arrival. As you can imagine, this situation has caused quite the panic amongst my citizens.”
Considering how highly they all held their wealth in accord, that made sense. Most of the people of the Hild were miners and farmers. Miners dug for rare minerals and materials. Farmers cultivated them. It was a lot of work, but it made them all incredibly rich.
“This thief doesn’t seem to have any discernable pattern,” Fox stated, getting right to business.
“That is correct.” She seemed to approve of his methods, her intense gaze softening some. “The first place of attack was here, on Red Beryl. He broke into a highly protected facility and stole blue eryspore.”
Fox lifted his right arm and tapped at his multi-slate, a body-borne computer that he and his team carried around with them. He pulled open his notes and scanned over them as the Empress spoke, making sure they’d been given all of the updated information.
“On Painite,” she continued, “he blew open a door to a holding facility and stole at least a dozen lopeel’s, one hundred fine rubies, and stardust 19. Then on Tanz, he put several of the miners of the largest Royal mine in medical and made off with three jars of novite, lux 12, and a few other lesser items.”
“Wealth?” Fox suggested. “What form was the eryspore in when it was stolen?”
“Solid,” she replied. “It hadn’t yet been ground down.”
Blue eryspore was a stone found only on the Red Beryl. It was mined and then ground into a fine powder which was used to produce a more durable plastic-like substance. When the substance was thrown out, it decomposed over the course of four years, returning to the earth. Within ten after that, it would solidify and become eryspore which could then be harvested again.
It was useful, and this half of the galaxy used it in most of their daily lives—be it to hold groceries or their skincare products—but it was hardly worth much on its own considering the empire was abundant with the stuff.
Unless it was still in its solid form.
“If brought to the right person,” Fox explained, “the stone could be cut in such a way to make it appear as though it were sapphire instead. Could be he’s hoping to fool someone and make a profit that way.”
A lot of work for something that would make him maybe a couple hundred coin though.
“We considered that,” the Empress agreed, “and the dozen lopeel flowers he stole are certainly worth several times the amount of the pound of eryspore taken, not to mention the other gems, but the novite…Even three jars of it is worthless on the black market. No one would pay for raw material.”
“It’s useless before we’ve properly processed it,” the Imperial Prince filled in. “A liquid sludge that smells like swamp water.”
“Even on the black market, it would be hard to find a buyer around here,” the Empress repeated.
“And what reasons do you have to think the thefts haven’t stopped?” Nova questioned, already tapping away at her multi-slate as well. “Since these attacks have all been random, couldn’t this thief be finished? Especially since it seems like he won’t be able to sell anything until he leaves.”
“Or he’s just begun,” the Empress stated. “He came here, to the palace. That was the final straw.”
“Here?” That hadn’t been in their report.
“He was discovered near my quarters,” the Imperial Prince told them. “He managed to escape when pursued, and as far as we can tell he didn’t take anything. But the fact he’s become bold enough to enter the palace is what made my mother and I decide to involve the I.P.F.”
Fox noted the way the prince’s gaze kept shifting over to the man who’d escorted them here. Was something going on between the two of them, perhaps? There was definitely a certain interest in the Imperial’s dark blue eyes.
“I assume you’ve been operating under the assumption that this thief is from Hild?” he asked, setting aside those other, unimportant suspicions.
“Up until that event,” the Empress said, “yes. Now we’re not so sure. A person of Hild wouldn’t dare try to steal from the Imperial family directly.”
That seemed like a strange assumption to make. In all of the places Fox had visited, there hadn’t been a single one where there weren’t at least some people against their rulers. But it didn’t seem like a good idea to bring that up, so he kept it to himself.
“How do you know it’s the same person?” Fox figured they had to have video footage or something to help tie the culprit to all of the robberies.  
“Firsthand accounts,” she replied. “There were witnesses for all of the thefts due to the fact these locations are always so busy. They’re typically run twenty-four-seven with rotating staff. Everyone who saw the thief said the same thing.”
“We’ve created a holographic depiction,” the Imperial Prince told them before he motioned to the quiet man who’d lead them here.
The man stepped off to the side and lifted his arm, holding out a multi-slate of his own, only in gold of course. With the click of a button, an image projected out of the side of it, taking form between him and Fox.
The image was life-sized, and of a man who stood at the same height as Fox. He was slightly broader and was wearing skintight black pants and a cloak with the hood pulled up over his head.
“There’s no face,” Dawon pointed out, straightening when Fox sent him a glare.
“This is all you have?” Nova took control of the topic, making sure her voice was less accusatory than their young team members had been. “No one saw him close up?”
“He kept hidden,” the prince explained.
“A true professional.” Fox took a step closer, cocking his head as he began to slowly circle the image. Nothing remarkable stood out. It could be literally anyone under that hood. They couldn’t even be one hundred percent certain it was a man. “There was mention that one of your people managed to get close to catching the culprit on Tanz.”
“Yes,” the Empress waved toward the man holding up his multi-slate, “Captain Jiro Arc did.”
The corner of Fox’s mouth tipped up when he turned to face him. “So you are the Captain.” Interesting.
“You weren’t able to make out any other details either?” Nova quickly jumped in, probably knowing Fox shouldn’t be allowed to linger on this train of thought.
Why had it been so difficult for the man, Jiro, to tell him who he was? He inwardly laughed, finding the way the other guy straightened and refused to meet his gaze head-on kind of endearing. If nothing else, this case wouldn’t be a bore. That was something.
“I got close enough to speak with him,” Jiro answered Nova, “but he kept his face hidden. There was nothing else to go off.”
“What did he sound like?” Fox asked, quirking a brow when the direct question forced the other man to meet his gaze. “Old? Young? Angry? Happy? Excited?”
“That is unclear,” Jiro said.
“Unclear?” he frowned. “Surely a captain is worldly enough to be able to sound out the difference between a happy person and a sad one?”
His jaw clenched. “He sounded tired.”
“Tired?” That was…also interesting. “What? Is stealing and beating innocent people up too hard for him?”
“Sounds like he’s in the wrong profession,” Dawon mumbled.
Fox snorted in response but kept his eyes on Jiro. “What did he say?”
“Nothing of great import.” Jiro didn’t waver or blink. “There was mention of a visit to either Tibera or Lucvete.”
“Which we of course do not believe,” Empress Gypsum said.
Both of those planets were located pretty far away from the Hild Empire, so he didn’t blame her.
“It does seem unlikely, but he may have been spooked enough into leaving and trying his luck elsewhere. Or he was lying,” Fox agreed, although… “Could be he was telling the truth and hoping Captain Jiro would go easy on him—”
“I would never,” Jiro cut him off darkly.
Fox held up his hands. “Only a suggestion on what he could have been thinking, Captain. If that wasn’t his goal it’s likely he was hoping to throw you off and convince the Hild to lower their guard.” They weren’t going to get very far standing around here rehashing details already logged in the report. He turned back toward the dais. “Empress, I would like to interview someone who was harmed during the attack here.”
“Of course, Detective.”
“Also,” it took all his willpower not to turn toward Jiro, “I’d like to request the aid of the Captain on this case. As someone who’s served the Hild Empire and has seen the culprit, I believe he could be of great help.”
Empress Gypsum thought it over momentarily before nodding her agreement. Since she’d already informed them she’d be assigning someone to their team, it was probably not a big deal that he’d made a suggestion. “I’ll authorize Captain Jiro to supply anything you might require and gift you his services for the remainder of your stay here. With him, you will also have access to all six of our moons.”
Fox half expected the Captain to complain, but he remained still and silent at his side.
“For easy access, we’ve sent word that you’re top priority should you need lodging. It’ll be easy for you to find rooms should you need them. I’ll order one of the men who witnessed the first robbery brought here for you. Afterward, the Captain can escort you and your team to wherever you see fit to travel next, as I highly doubt we’ll catch sight of this thief here on the Red Beryl again any time soon.”
“Ideally we won’t be staying in Hild long,” Fox told her, smiling politely despite his words. He knew better than to offend a Royal/Imperial, especially an empress. “With any luck, we’ll hunt this guy down for you and arrest him before the start of the Blood festival.”
Gypsum’s eyes widened for a moment before she could get a handle on herself. “I wasn’t aware you knew of it, Detective.”
“All part of my job, Empress. With the big event only a couple of weeks away, it’s no wonder you’re eager to catch the culprit.”
She hummed her agreement. “I’ll leave it to you then.”
He bowed, tipping his head to the side to catch the eye of the Captain once more.
Then he winked.




Chapter 2:

“What’s your reason for requesting him?” Nova asked later when the three of them had settled in a large white and pink room. Dawon was currently napping by one of the large windows while the two of them had sat down to wait.
There were multiple tables set up, almost like a school cafeteria, and Fox was getting flashbacks to his days at the Academy on Status. The World Ship most famous for training I.P.F agents had been the first place he’d learned how to stand on his own two feet, without his overbearing family breathing down his neck. Because of that, he had fond memories of the place.
“What’s Vexan schooling like?” he asked absently. She’d come from the Olympus, home to the Vexans, which was currently located on the opposite side of the galaxy.
“Intense,” she said. “What about Xanon?”
“Boring.” He hadn’t done very well at school on his home planet. Everything had come off as dull or unimportant.
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” she drawled, then followed his gaze across the room to the entrance where the Captain had disappeared less than ten minutes prior. “Seriously, what’s the reason you asked for him? There has to be one. Despite appearances, you don’t do anything without a reason.”
“Was that meant to be a compliment?” He chuckled. “Maybe I just like his face.”
“While it is true he has a nice one,” Nova said, “and this whole flirty, playboy act you’ve got going is effective, that’s not reason enough for you to want him to help in this investigation.”
He wasn’t going to bother addressing her playboy comment, too used to her seeing through him by now. Instead, he leaned back in the white metal chair and tapped his fingers against the surface of the table between them. “Help is a strong word. It’s more like…”
“You want to keep an eye on him,” she guessed.
He nodded.
“What about him has you suspicious?”
“Nothing really.” There wasn’t anything he could directly put his finger on, but Fox got the sense the man was hiding something. Whether or not that something had anything to do with the thefts, he’d find out.
“And you’re sure it’s not just that he’s quiet and aloof and that makes you desperate to crack through his hard exterior?” Nova teased, and for a split second he didn’t pick up that it was meant to be a jest since her tone never wavered.
“The two of you are going to get along brilliantly,” he pointed out, but then the sound of the doors opening caught his attention and he quickly got to his feet.
The Captain led an older man into the room, keeping his gaze steady as they approached. It was still impossible to tell if he was happy or upset about being ordered to help them find the thief, another thing that put Fox on edge.
Indifference always meant something.
Back at school, Fox hadn’t cared about learning from his teachers because he’d been too hyper-focused on teaching himself how to fly. It’d been his dream since he could remember to grow up and become a pilot. He’d wanted to captain a Cupid Bow, one of the fastest spacecraft’s created at the time, and travel the galaxies in search of adventure.
He’d been indifferent about his test scores because he’d been too busy learning how to hotwire a jet so he could take one for a spin on his own.
Stupid and foolish, but not the current point.
What had Jiro Arc so distracted that he was indifferent about being ordered to help with an official I.P.F investigation?
As the lead captain of the Comets, Jiro most likely had no time to himself on a daily basis. The Comets were the main policing and military force of the Hild, in charge of protecting Red Beryl and all six of its moons. It appeared as though he also had direct contact with the Imperial family, which meant he probably spent a lot of time working as a second line of protective detail where they were concerned.
Fox had noticed the Imperial Prince’s eyes lingering on Jiro just a little too long when they’d been in the throne room and was reminded of his earlier question. Was there something going on there?
“Detective,” Jiro stopped and stepped to the side to present the man he’d brought with him, “this is Ton-Em. He was injured during the first raid.”
“Hello,” Fox held out his hand, sure to get the positioning right this time. When Ton-Em ran the back of his knuckles across his, he glanced over at Jiro to find the other man watching him. He winked again, then gave his full attention to the new arrival. “Please, sit down. We just have a few questions for you, if you don’t mind.”
Ton-Em chose the seat between his and Nova’s, which left Jiro standing at his back. No one said a thing to the Captain about it, leaving him to his own machinations as Fox pulled open his notes file on his multi-slate.
“Can you tell me what it is you do, Ton-Em,” he asked.
“I work in the factory,” he explained. “It’s my job to select the best stones for processing and send them to be broken down. It’s basically a storage facility, where I’m located in the building, I mean.”
“How’s security typically?”
“Decent,” he told him.
He cocked his head. “Meaning, it could be better?”
“Well…” Ton-em sent a sideways glance over toward Jiro.
“Don’t mind him,” Fox said. “He’s not here as a spy and he won’t go running off to the Empress to tattle if you say something negative about the way things are run around here. His job right now is to help me get to the bottom of things, and he seems like the kind of person who takes his job seriously. Aren’t you, Captain?”
A flicker of something other than disinterest flashed behind Jiro’s eyes, but it vanished just as quickly, before Fox got the chance to get a good read on it. “Of course, Detective. We all want the same thing here.”
He hummed and smiled at Ton-Em. “See? As you were saying.”
“Security is lax,” Ton-Em admitted. “The government owns a percentage of all mined goods, however each facility is privately run. Operations between them differ and it’s pretty well known throughout the planet that Angler, the one I work at, is lacking in many departments, safety being at the top of the list.”
Fox understood that the Hild had many natural resources and couldn’t possibly classify them all as majorly important, but it seemed strange to him that a company would be allowed to cut corners where things like security and employee safety were concerned.
But then, he’d never been responsible for an entire civilization so what did he know. Many Imperial rulers had to deal with their single planet or World Ship; Empress Gypsum had her home world and six fully operational moons to govern. Who was he to judge.
Still...
“What’s the crime rate typically?” he addressed Jiro. “Is it uncommon for thefts to happen?”
Jiro shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. But the punishment is steep, and those who do steal are usually caught within a few months. Finances are strictly monitored in the Hild.”
“Right.” He’d heard about that. “The Imperial family can allow access to anyone’s accounts at any given time, correct?”
“That is correct.” Jiro didn’t sound overly pleased about it, but Fox wasn’t sure if anyone else had caught that slight edge to his tone.
A quick glance over at Nova showed she was typing away on her multi-slate so probably hadn’t.
Fox cleared his throat. “What about regulations? If this facility is under such poor operations why hasn’t it been checked and given citations?”
“Angler meets its monthly quota,” Ton-Em said.
“Ah.” Fox understood now. “You’re saying so long as they make their money, the people in power don’t care how things are done.”
“I urge you to be cautious, Detective,” Jiro stated.
“Because we’re currently located within the palace walls,” he challenged, “or because your delicate ears can’t stand hearing negative words spoken about your ruling family?”
Jiro locked eyes with him and stayed strong, silently refusing to answer that question.
“What time did the attack take place?” Fox dropped it and returned to Ton-Em.
“Just past two AM,” he replied.
“You’re certain?”
“Positive. The doors are all locked at midnight, so no one can enter without the proper key codes. The late night shift is only run by three of us. That night one had called out and the other had gone to the bathroom at two on the dot. He wasn’t gone long before one of the censors for the hallway was tripped. When I went to investigate, that’s when I saw the thief.”
“He attacked you right away?”
“He did…” Ton-Em frowned, “something. Something with his hand…I can’t really remember. Either way, it knocked me out. When I woke up again, we’d been robbed and the coworker who’d gone to the bathroom was found also knocked out in the main room. He must have come back in the middle of the theft.”
“And where is he?” Fox asked Jiro. “Why isn’t he here?”
“He’s off planet,” he told him. “He suffered PTSD from the assault and was allowed to relocate to Tanz.”
“Tanz, where you ran into the culprit?” Fox held up a hand before Jiro could answer. “A story for another time.” Right now he needed to stay focused on the man in front of him. “How many people are aware that so few are on the night shift, Ton-Em?”
“It isn’t a well-kept secret, or even a secret at all, if that’s what you mean. It would be easy enough for anyone to find out.”
So, whoever this thief was, they’d known not only which facility was the most vulnerable, but also what time it would be less occupied.
“Did he want to avoid casualties,” Fox wondered out loud, “or was he merely concerned about getting caught?”
“Less people means there’s less of a chance,” Nova said.
Jiro tilted his head, breaking his role as a statue for the first time since entering the room. “Does it matter if he was trying to avoid harming people?”
Ton-Em pursed his lips. “He didn’t do a very good job, did he?”
“Thank you for cooperating.” Fox stood and held out his hand, but before anyone could say anything else, Jiro reached out and flipped it for him so that his palm was now up.
“This is the proper way to part,” he explained quietly, watching as Ton-Em placed his palm atop Fox’s.
“I hope you catch him,” Ton-Em told them.
“We’ll do our best.” Nova motioned toward the exit. “I’ll escort you out.”
“Take that with you.” Fox pointed over toward the window where Dawon was still napping, completely oblivious to what was going on around him. He clicked his tongue disapprovingly but let Nova go over and wake the kid herself.
Dawon rubbed at his eyes and followed her without question, another thing that had Fox rolling his eyes, and then it was just him and the Captain.
“We’ll head to Glitz first,” he announced, shutting the program on his multi-slate before sending a text message straight to Nova with instructions to meet them at the ship.
Jiro’s brow dipped slightly, but he made no arguments.
“How did things go down on Tanz?” Fox asked.
“What?”
Fox sighed and rested his hands on his hips. “Explain it to me. What happened there.”
“I happened to be on moon at the time when we got the call, so I rushed over. By the time I got there, he’d already fled. I gave chase and managed to corner him in an alley, but he got the jump on me. Said a few things and escaped.”
“Aren’t you highly trained?” He gave him a thorough once over. Even beneath all of that armor and uniform material it was obvious that Jiro was fit and in great shape. “What’s your combat classification?”
Jiro seemed annoyed by this, but licked his lips and replied. “Eleven.”
“Impressive.” It wasn’t an exact science, but placing people on a classification spectrum allowed for easier job placement for those wanting to get into protection services, the I.P.F, or the military. Twelve was the highest it went, so eleven meant the captain was in fact skilled at self-defense. “Was it a lucky shot or would you peg this guy as better than you?”
He was less offended by this question and it showed.
Fox was already starting to pick up on his tells. They were subtle, would no doubt go unnoticed by everyone else, but they were there. It wasn’t that the Captain didn’t feel anything. He was just really good at hiding it.
“I couldn’t say,” Jiro ended up admitting. “It happened too quickly. I could have made a mistake. Or he could be more skilled.”
“Guess we’ll have to faceoff with him again to find out.” Fox ran a hand through his blond hair. “That wasn’t what I was asking anyway. I want to know how he managed to get his hands on the goods.”
“There was a new shipment that arrived earlier that day,” Jiro said. “Apparently he was waiting for it and attacked during transport.”
“Let me guess, the security for this place was a lot stronger than Angler.”
Jiro nodded.
“That’s why we’re going to Glitz,” Fox told him finally. “Whoever this guy is, he’s in the know. He’s hitting locations that are most vulnerable when they’re most vulnerable.”
“Blood Day,” Jiro caught on.
“Bingo.” Fox snapped his fingers and grinned. “Blood Day takes place on Glitz two weeks before the official festival. And if I’m not mistaken, that’s today. I don’t know about you, but if I was a thief after my next money grab I’d definitely choose the planet that’s distracted by celebrations.”
“All of the workers will be off for the holiday,” Jiro added. “Why didn’t I think of this?”
Fox shrugged. “You were busy.”
Jiro glared.
Fox blew him a kiss.
“Stop that.” Jiro shifted on his feet.
“Stop what?”
“Flirting,” he stated, then backtracked, “or whatever it is you’re doing.”
“I’m not flirting.” Not entirely, anyway. “I’m feeling you out. You’re a closed book, Captain. It has me curious about you.”
“Don’t be,” Jiro said.
“Aren’t you even a little bit curious about me?” The corner of Fox’s mouth tipped up. “I’ve been entrusted to solve this case, after all. You seem the loyal type. Isn’t that what made you want to be a Comet? Protect your home, etc. etc.”
“Is that what made you join the I.P.F?” he retaliated, voice heating a bit.
Fox grunted. “Xanon is over half a galaxy away and I haven’t been there since graduation.”
Jiro searched his expression. “You haven’t seen your family in that long?”
“My family and I aren’t that close,” he divulged, then blew out a breath. “And thus ends our little heart-to-heart. We should be on our way, Captain. My hope is to make it there before it’s too dark, or too late, to see our little thief coming.”




Chapter 3:

“Careful with that.” Fox crossed his arms and tried not to scowl as he stood off to the side of the captain’s seat on the Lagoon.
Jiro paused what he’d been doing and turned his head to stare back at him.
“If you’re wondering where the coquettish Fox went,” Nova said from the captain’s other side, “he makes a hasty exit the second anyone touches the ship. It’s his one true love you see; don’t let his otherwise charming nature fool you.”
He wanted to argue with that, but Jiro smiled at the statement and even though the captain turned his head away in an attempt to conceal it, Fox saw.
His eyes narrowed and he opened his mouth but was beat to the punch.
“There’s no need to worry,” Jiro told him calmly. “I come highly trained, remember? I’ve flown this model a hundred times before.” He patted the top of the control panel like one might a pet. “I’ll take good care of her.”
“They,” Fox corrected, and at the other man’s frown, elaborated. “The Lagoon goes by they.”
“That’s…” Jiro grinned. Fully, without hesitation, and the smile lit up his entire face, causing his eyes to flash brilliantly and dimples to appear on either cheek. “I like that. A lot.”
“Glad you approve.” Even he couldn’t tell if he meant that sarcastically or not, too enthralled by that look. He shook himself out of his momentary stupor. Done with this conversation, he turned to address Dawon, who had plopped down in the nearest empty seat the second they’d entered the room. “You. Up. Now.”
He at least had the good sense to appear nervous, rising slowly and wringing his hands before him.
“Don’t give me any of that,” Fox chided. “I wrote the playbook on Using Body Language To One’s Advantage.”
“He did,” Nova confirmed, though she was busy inputting the coordinates for their destination into the computer on the other side of where Jiro sat.
“You can’t just drop your gaze and feign submission every time you make a mistake,” Fox said to Dawon. “This is serious. How many times do I have to tell you that? If you’re not interested in this line of work, I can send you back—”
“No!” Dawon’s gaze snapped up to his. “Please, I’m sorry. Let me stay. I’ll do better.”
Fox was tempted to point out that he’d already given the kid more than enough passes. This was a serious mission involving an Imperial family. If something went wrong, not even the I.P.F would be able to help them escape the Empress’ wrath. He should order Dawon back to base and submit a request for someone more professional.
It was the look in the kid’s eyes that gave him pause.
Dawon seemed desperate, maybe even a little afraid, and while Fox knew their uncle was strict he also knew he’d never physically hurt either of them. Still, it was enough to have him heaving a sigh in frustration and relenting for what had to be the tenth time in the past four months alone.
“This is your last chance,” he warned. “I mean it. If you can’t put in the work and remember you’re a part of a team you’re useless to me.”
“Understood!” Dawon dipped into a bow that would typically be reserved for a Royal/Imperial.
It had Fox releasing a low growl, reprimanding him. He was tempted to glance over his shoulder at the Captain to see if he’d noticed the exchange but held himself in check. If Jiro had seen, the last thing Fox needed to do was acknowledge it further.
On their family tree, Dawon was branched much lower in station than Fox, and couldn’t be considered a Royal the way Fox could. But that was something that he’d made clear he wanted kept secret. People tended to treat Royals and Imperials differently, and Fox’s entire job rested on his ability to put people at ease around him and get them talking.
Very few people knew that Fox Axford was a Royal, fifth in line to the Xanon throne and the nephew of the planet’s current emperor.
He wanted to keep it that way.
“Go research Blood Day,” Fox ordered, shaking his head when Dawon bolted from the room, disappearing down the long corridor that led to the living quarters of the ship.
“We’re all set,” Nova said, straightening from the computers on the wall. “It’ll take about an hour to reach Glitz; I’m going to grab some sleep while I’m able. You should probably do the same.”
He quirked a brow at her and glanced pointedly at the back of Jiro’s head. Fox wouldn’t be able to sleep with a stranger on the Lagoon and Nova knew it.
Nova rolled her eyes then went to step away before thinking better of it. She paused next to the Captain. “If he asks you to play with him, just say no.”
“Thanks for the advice.” Jiro gripped the controls, focused on lifting their ship out of the loading bay. There was a steady calm to him, confident as he maneuvered the massive hunk of metal up into the air and then through the still-opening sky doors.
Fox hated to admit it, but the guy looked suave and just a tiny bit sexy.
He’d always been a sucker for pilots.
Settling down into the empty chair next to him, Fox waved Nova off, not bothering to rise to the bait. As he got comfortable, easing back in the plush white leather seat, he pulled the small black and gold box from his right pocket and flipped the lid open. A deck of well-used cards slipped out into his palm and he began to absently shuffle them, eyes locked on the deepening furrow between Jiro’s brow.
“What?” the Captain finally snapped after some minutes had passed.
The reaction caused Fox to grin. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”
Jiro grew anxious when people fidgeted around him. Noted.
Fox kept shuffling.
Jiro sent him a sideways glare quickly before returning to stare out the large window. The protective glass covered the entire front of the ship, allowing them a perfect view of midnight and pinpricks of blinding white light as they exited Red Beryl’s atmosphere and entered space.
“Do you have any theories, Captain?” Fox asked after another moment of silence transpired. He felt fine in the quiet, but it was apparent that Jiro was becoming unnerved. Since he appeared to be the silent broody type himself, perhaps it was because he was used to others making conversation for him. If that were the case, Fox was more than happy to oblige.
“Theories?” Jiro frowned.
“About the thief,” Fox clarified, making note of this whole exchange for later. The best way to get-on with others—or to tick them off—was to first figure out what they liked and disliked. “You don’t like attention, do you?”
“I don’t understand what that has anything to do with the case,” Jiro stated.
“We’ll be working together for the unforeseeable future,” Fox said. “It could be beneficial to get to know one another. Unless,” he cocked his head, “you don’t play well with others?”
“No,” Jiro snapped, then realized how that sounded and corrected himself. “No, I mean, I get along with other people just fine.”
“Do you?”
“Yes!”
The corner of Fox’s mouth tipped upward, but the captain was making a big point of not looking his way now and didn’t catch it. He leaned back in his chair and peered out at the vast darkness before them.
It wasn’t all black; from where they were they could easily make out three of the empire’s six moons. Fox had learned about them long ago, silently naming them off in his mind as they speed through space toward the one in the center. The first was a pale pink shade, Painite, known for its fields of naturally grown crystal flowers. Each bloom was worth a small fortune and their petals could be harvested and preserved forever. There were only two major cities located there, and the rest of the population was made up of farmers. Though, not any farmers like the ones Fox would find back home on Xanon.
No, only the already rich and well-off could afford to run a lopeel farm.
The planet on the right was topaz with deep craters in darker shades of greens and blues. Tanz, where novite was harvested and created.
The moon they were aiming for was slightly larger than the other two, well known for the many people who lived there and the abundant parties they frequently threw in one honor or another. Glitz.
“Does everyone on Glitz celebrate Blood Day?” he asked, scanning the surface of the moon, trying to picture what it might look like once they were closer. Already he could tell it was larger than many planets he’d visited.
“Yes,” Jiro replied. “Blood Day is one of our most important celebrations, meant to honor those who’ve lost their lives working on one of the more dangerous moons.”
“Right, harvesting and mining natural resources can’t be an easy or entirely safe job all the time.” Fox had heard stories of men and women working in mine shafts on Ruder who’d suddenly been buried alive. Holding the title of wealthiest empire in the galaxy didn’t come cheap. The Hild people often paid in blood, hence the name of the festival.
Although, in reality the festival itself was less about honoring those fallen and more about celebrating their empire’s fortune as a whole. Admittedly, there was much about it Fox still hadn’t learned, but he’d get to that if he had to. Ideally, he wouldn’t stick around long enough to need to bother.
“What’s the atmosphere going to be like?” He could picture arriving at a scene of either mourning crowds or joyful singing, or even raucous riots in the streets. It was impossible to know how things were done in each empire without having first experienced it, and since this was Fox’s first time visiting Hild, he didn’t know what to expect. “How should I present myself?”
“I suggest you act in an opposite way of what you would usually,” Jiro told him, and it was impossible to miss the flash of glee in his amber-gold eyes, despite how monotone he spoke.
“That was an insult, wasn’t it.” Fox clucked his tongue, hands picking up speed as he continued to shuffle the deck of cards between his long fingers. “You don’t like me very much, do you, Captain?”
“I’ve been ordered to help you get the job done,” Jiro said. “The Empress mentioned nothing about having to think fondly of you.”
“Which is really just a roundabout way of saying no, you don’t.” Fox wasn’t offended. He had a vibrant personality that more often than not tended to rub on people’s last nerve. He was aware of it, and what’s more, he enjoyed that about himself. It brought a certain level of challenge to what could otherwise be a boring life.
How quickly, he wondered, could he convince the Captain to change his mind?
“Tell me about what’s on Glitz.” Fox would shelve getting the Captain to like him for later. “What’s the most valuable thing they mine?”
“They don’t,” Jiro began. “They harvest. Glitz is where most of the food sources for the rest of the moons and the Red Beryl are grown, everything aside from seafood. Ruby berries are also farmed here. An ounce of those are worth over thirty coin, more the further you get from the empire.”
Fox hummed, thinking it over. “Doesn’t line up with the other items stolen thus far.”
“If his goal is funding, all the thief has to do is steal a crate,” Jiro disagreed. “This time of year the winter harvest is being boxed and packaged. They’ll prepare for shipment across the galaxy soon. If he gets his hands on some of those, it could be worth his while.”
“But not his efforts.” Fox rested his arms on his knees. “I’m not convinced.”
Jiro frowned but kept his gaze straight ahead. They were beginning their approach to Glitz now and the view of the planet growing larger before them had already mostly blocked out the inky void of space. “With all due respect, you’ve only just received this case.”
“I’m good at what I do,” Fox reassured. “Always have been.”
“Cocky much?”
“Confident.” He eyed him. “Kind of in the same way you’re so at ease flying my ship.”
“I believe the Lagoon belongs to the I.P.F.”
Fox waved him off. “You get what I’m saying. You know how to do your job. Trust I know how to do mine.”
It appeared as though Jiro wanted to argue further, but instead, he clamped his mouth shut and went quiet all over again.
“What else?” Fox insisted. “If he’s not after berries what else could he possibly want to steal here?”
“We can’t even be certain he’ll come to steal anything,” Jiro reminded, but answered anyway. “Gen 37. It’s a rare calcium stone that grows beneath the soil of broins—they’re a starchy vegetable,” he added before Fox could ask. “A lot of specifics have to happen for the stones to form, the right temperature, vitamins in the soil, stuff like that. There aren’t many, and while they’re not necessarily worth more than a box of Ruby berries, they align more closely to the other items the thief has stolen in the past.”
Berries went bad, and there was no telling how long this person planned on sticking around the empire before he finally left to sell his wares. There was a good chance he’d speed up his escape now that the I.P.F had been involved, but again, no way of knowing for sure.
“I get the impression this thief is bold.” He had to be to break into the Imperial Prince’s palace.
“Or desperate,” Jiro said softly.
Fox wanted to ask why he’d gotten that impression, but didn’t get the chance.
Jiro pushed the small orange square button to his left, activating the intercom which connected to every room on the ship. “This is the captain speaking. Entering Glitz airspace in three minutes. Repeat. Three minutes.”
He clicked the button a second time to shut it off then turned and motioned with his chin pointedly at the latch at the side of Fox’s chair. “Buckle up, Detective.”
“Bossy.” Fox clicked the button and sat back as the seatbelt unspooled on its own, stretching over his middle and across his right shoulder at an angle. “I like it.”
Jiro didn’t reply, but he may have rolled his eyes.




Chapter 4:

“How can you even be sure the thief will show up here?” Dawon asked a few hours later as the four of them roamed the hectic streets in the center of Glitz’s main city, Edu.
“We aren’t.” Fox swiveled on his heels, taking in their surroundings, curiously staring up at the tall buildings with triangular roofs and oval windows. This was a commercial area so they’d yet to see any residences and though they’d changed into clothing more appropriate for Blood Day—at Jiro’s insistence—he did little to hide the fact that he was a tourist.
Some detectives liked to blend in, keep a low profile while they worked. Not Fox. He’d found being open about his identity typically had the desired effect, leading the bad guys to make a move out of curiosity. If someone presented themselves as a nonthreat, people tended to believe them, even if they had a badge and an official I.P.F blaster attached to their hip.
Gone were the white jumpsuits typically worn when on duty. Instead, Fox and his team were garbed in silks in bright shades of cherry and poppy and scarlet. The robes were light, cinched at the waists with thick sashes in matching shades with delicate pink embroidery. They’d been left their standard issue ankle-high black leather boots, which were obvious to onlookers considering the ends of the robes stopped mid-shin. The pants were comfortable at least.
It wasn’t Fox’s typical wear but he liked the way it felt on his skin. The only problem was the material was dainty. If he wasn’t careful he’d easily tear it, especially if they somehow lucked out and came across the thief.
Carrier-bots whizzed throughout the streets, some hovering high in the air out of way of the crowds, others dodging and weaving between patrons as they moved from shop to shop. The city streets, made of cobbled amber-colored gemstone, were packed, people easily dodging the various sized and shaped bots as if it were common. Might be. Carrier-bots delivered goods from stores as well as personal and commercial packages, and there was a lot to be bought in Edu.
Above them, the mid-day sky was already starting to make way for evening, the colors pops of orchid and plum that reminded Fox of the bruises he’d gotten after one particularly bad case where he’d made the mistake of arguing with a citizen of Sanctum.
Sanctum was a planet ruled almost entirely by warring mafia groups. Their corrupt government was more concerned with lining their pockets than protecting against the Brumal, and though Fox had met this citizen an entire galaxy away from home, their encounter had proven all of the rumors about Sanctum and its people right.
Some of the most brutal warriors came from there, and Fox had had the misfortune of running into one that had decided to help an escaped convict from the Glade Empire that Fox and his team had been sent after. In the end, he’d knocked the man unconscious and retrieved the prisoner, but he’d spent a week in a med-bay for his efforts.
Neon pink lights shown from all the shop windows, lighting the way as the sky continued to darken. Despite the waning hour, there was no sign of the crowds thinning. Blood Day wasn’t exactly an apt name considering many of the festivities took place once the sun had set and Painite had risen high in the sky, casting its own kind of glow on the world below.
“This is like finding borg in a jigna,” Dawon said, giving Fox pause.
He turned and frowned at him, only to receive a shrug in return.
“What? I heard Nova say it once.”
“It is a common phrase,” Nova confirmed when he glanced in her direction next.
“Where?” Fox asked.
“On Seton.”
He snorted. “None of us have ever even been near that planet’s galaxy.” And they probably never would.
“We’ll never find this thief either,” Dawon muttered, throwing up his hands when Fox glared.
“We should split up,” Jiro interrupted, coming to a stop a few feet ahead of their small party. His head was tipped back and he was looking at a quartz stone building tucked between two others that looked similar enough Fox would have walked right by them.
“Why do you say that?” he asked, stepping forward so that he came up to the other man’s side. So far, the Captain had been pretty quiet, leading them first to a dressing shop to change and explaining his reasoning for it in no more than three sentences.
Fox had concluded that when it came to Jiro, it was one of two options. Either the man didn’t want to bother getting close to anyone. Or he didn’t want to risk letting anyone get close to him. Since he didn’t have enough information as of yet, there was no way of knowing which it was.
Logically, Fox knew it didn’t matter. He wasn’t here to make friends, he was here to do a job, and as soon as that job was completed he’d get back on the Lagoon and head off toward bigger and brighter things—aka the vacation planet Rain. He was long overdue for a break and there was a salted margarita and a sandy beach with his name on it.
“This is the facility where most of the Gen 37 is stored,” Jiro said. “If he does plan on stealing that particular item tonight while everyone is distracted, this is where he’ll do it.”
“You’re certain?” Fox knew the question was stupid the second it left his lips and he made an apologetic face when the look on Jiro’s confirmed as much. “You know what I mean.”
“Couldn’t you guys have done more?” Dawon asked then. “What were you investigating all this time? Seems like you spent months collecting a whole lot of nothing.”
Fox’s first instinct was to scold him for being rude but…kid had a point.
“Investigating is our job,” Nova drawled. “Remember?”
She had a point too.
“We’re too obvious together,” Jiro said, ignoring their youngest member. “We split up. Better chance of catching the thief in the act.”
“You mean the big shadowy figure you guys managed to make a sketch of?” Dawon grunted. “Yeah. We’ll call you if we spot him.”
Fox internally groaned.
He tried to laugh off his cousin’s words, not wanting him to get on the Captain’s bad side, and waved a finger between Nova and Jiro. “You two go together. Dawon and I are going to have a little discussion about manners and professionalism and docked wages.”
Aside from a lingering look Jiro wordlessly agreed and he and Nova set off, presumably to move to the other side of the building.
That was good, it meant that all Fox had to do was find a place nearby where he could keep his sights on the entrance and tear into Dawon without drawing too much notice from the crowds. Though, a glance around showed what he’d already known. It wasn’t going to be easy to find seclusion in this tangle of bodies.
There was a small shop directly across the street from them and through the windows he could see people seated closely at small tables. Guessing it was most likely a café, he motioned toward it, not bothering to check and be sure that his younger team member was following him before crossing through the bustling crowd.
Inside was almost as packed as out, but they managed to snag a square table tucked into the corner by the front window just as a couple was getting up to vacate. Fox situated himself so that he had a perfect view of the building they needed to watch, and of the only exit there, then waved a palm over the center of the table where a small censor was set.
The censor registered his presence and light beamed out, a holographic image of a menu appearing less than an inch above the pale, white stone table. Without asking what Dawon wanted he selected two drinks and waved again to submit their order.
And now that that was out of the way…
“What did we just talk about on the Lagoon?” He steepled his fingers and rested the tip of his chin on his thumbs.
Dawon shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. “I’m sorry.”
“I know you don’t want to be here,” he better than most, understood that, “but it’s only for a year and you’re already halfway through.”
“Except,” Dawon heaved a sigh of frustration, “it wasn’t only a year. I had to attend Academy and graduate in order to take this job that I never wanted in the first place. Uncle Non—
“Emperor Non,” Fox corrected sternly. It wasn’t just for Dawon’s safety either it was for his own a well. Though not the most hated empire in the galaxy, by far, Xanon also wasn’t exactly known for its abundance of true friends. Politically? Everyone wanted to sign a treaty agreement with them. Xanonian’s got things done and knew how to cover all of their bases. They were often referred to as the “Lawyers of the Crystal Sea”. But when it came to more social gatherings that had nothing to do with laws or policies…well, even their allies often spoke tersely when it came to the empire’s ruler, respecting the way their uncle got things done, but not especially the means in which he used to get there.
Still, the man ran an entire empire and had a seat on the Intergalactic Conference so…Uncle Non was doing quite well for himself.
Too bad for him most of his family hated his guts.
He was too strict, too tyrannical. It was always his way or no way, from where each of his nieces and nephews went to school right down to the color of the kitchen towels.
Dawon blew out a breath and slumped in his chair. “I hate being related to him.”
“Try being fifth in line,” Fox drawled, a rare show of acknowledgment toward his title he typically would rather pretend didn’t exist.
They may have different last names, but that didn’t change the fact that Fox and Dawon were related, and both were tied to the Xanon Emperor in ways they wished otherwise. The older of the two, and closer in blood relation, Fox had already undergone the scrutiny of their uncle and understood the kinds of pressure it caused to be accepted into the fold.
Fox had always wanted to be a pilot, yet here he was, a decorated Detective high-up in the ranks of the I.P.F.
And it still wasn’t good enough.
“Is he still trying to get you to go home?” Dawon asked, a hint of sympathy crossing over his face. He was four years younger at only nineteen and had been rushed through the Academy training—Fox still didn’t know how, since the I.P.F held no connection to any single empire and therefore shouldn’t have been able to be bought—all in order to please their uncle.
When he’d first heard the news, Fox had found it ironic. He’d been denied entrance into flight school but had slipped past his Uncle’s defenses and signed himself up for the Academy behind his back. After that, there’d been nothing the Imperial Emperor had been able to do to stop him from going.
He’d been furious, yet he’d insisted on sending Dawon down the same path.
It made no sense.
His mother was Non’s youngest sibling out of five, and the one most cherished by their parents. She’d also been the only one who’d ever shown an interest in the parents’ home planet, a place located in a different galaxy, which Fox had always imagined had something to do with why she’d gotten more attention from them. Emperor Non had two daughters himself who would inherit the throne and all the responsibilities that came with it, so Fox wasn’t needed in any sense of the word to fulfill family duties to Xanon.
And yet, his uncle had mapped and plotted out his future from the very moment he breathed his first breath. The plan had always been that Fox would enroll in RS University on Xanon and get his law degree, then he would join the capital city board and work closely with visiting dignitaries.
Visiting. As in, he would be expected to remain on planet for the rest of his life. Sitting behind a desk.
Hard. Pass.
A robot waiter rolled over to them then, carrying a tray with two glasses set on it. With its single metal claw arm, it deposited the drinks before them and then rolled off again wordlessly. The paint job on it was sparkly, a cherry red with a glitter sheen, and expensive, like just about everything else they’d encountered on this moon thus far.
Fox thought about the luxuries back home and scowled, taking the metal straw in the center of the pink concoction he’d randomly ordered and stabbing it into the frothy liquid a few times. “Yeah.”
“Still ignoring him?” Dawon leaned down and took a deep drag of the cotton candy blue drink he had, eyes widening slightly in appreciation after. “Tastes like hyperberry tea.”
“I have no intention of leaving the I.P.F,” Fox said, answering his question and ignoring the comment about the tea their grandmother used to give them whenever they’d visited as children. She was long gone, and so was his desire to ever return to Xanon or the rigid family he’d left behind there. He missed his mom, but that was about it. He’d never even been particularly close with any of their other cousins, all of them too ambitious and willing to go along with their uncle’s plans for Fox’s tastes. “Unlike you, I like and appreciate this job.”
Which brought them back to the reason they were sitting in here and not out there, scoping the building at a closer range.
“You need to do better,” Fox told him solemnly. “I can’t protect you if you piss off the wrong person here. I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” he made a pointed gesture at the gold leaf decorating the walls and the glistening marble flooring, “but this isn’t like the other planets we’ve taken cases on since you joined. Not to mention—”
“This one involves an Imperial Family.” He waved him off. “I get it.”
“D.”
“I’ll do better. I promise.”
“You made that same promise less than four hours ago on the Lagoon,” he reminded.
Dawon made a face. “Well, this time I mean it.”
There wasn’t much more he could say besides pushing the issue, so Fox let it drop for now. He’d kept his gaze bouncing between his cousin and the two large golden doors of the building across the street, but there’d been no movement from it thus far. Everyone who worked there would have been given the day off.
“You have to admit,” Dawon said then, tentatively at first, clearly not wanting to poke the bear now that Fox had finally calmed down some, “this is a really crappy plan. I mean, let’s just hope that we catch the guy in the act?”
“There aren’t any other options,” he admitted. Yes, it was a shit plan. But what else were they supposed to do, tell the Empress that her team was useless and had virtually given them nothing to work with? Somehow he didn’t think that would go over well.
What they had: a list of missing items and eyewitnesses who could attest to the thief having been the same person.
What they needed: an identity, and more importantly, a motive.
“If we can figure out what his end goal is,” Fox said, “we’ll be able to find out who he is.”
“But all he’s done so far is steal a bunch of random shit,” Dawon reminded. “Isn’t thief good enough?”
“It is to know that we need to catch him,” he explained, “but not good enough to actually do the catching. He’s evaded the Hild Comets. That’s no easy feat.” An empire as rich as this one needed good security and an impeccable policing force. They got that with the Comets.
Trained pilots and warriors, Comets were hand selected by the Imperial family and appointed their higher stations by the Empress herself. The selection process was rigorous and grueling, so much so that it was a popular joke throughout the rest of the galaxy that Comet Pilots were made of metal every bit as much as the machines they flew.
Having met Jiro, Fox could see the reasoning. Aside from the flash of a smile he’d given on the ship, the Captain had been stoic and stiff all day.
Androids were common, but in this sector they required visual identification to be present on their bodies at all times. Jiro didn’t wear any of these indicators, and being that he was so close to the Imperial family regularly, he would have to…
Fox snorted, finding humor in the turn of his ridiculous thoughts before forcing himself back to the matter at hand. “While it’s true we don’t know what he’s after yet, I have faith that we’ll figure it out before too long.”
Dawon frowned. “How?”
“I’m—” Fox’s multi-slate let out a staccato rhythm, interrupting him, and he tapped the center of the screen quickly. “Report.”
“Target spotted!” Jiro’s voice came thick through the small comms device they all wore in their right ear, alerting the rest of them all at once. “Giving chase!”
“Where are you?” Fox and Dawon both sprung out of their chairs and rushed through the café and back out onto the streets.
“He was checking out the east side of the building,” Nova answered for him, the sounds of heavy breathing coming through the line. “Heading there now.”
“Will meet you there!” Fox left the feed open, pointing to the front of the tall pink building they’d been watching. “Stay here,” he ordered Dawon, “in case you spot him on the street. He could try to circle and blend with the crowd. Keep your eyes peeled for anyone suspicious!”
“Got it, boss!” It was a bit of a relief to see the serious air suddenly come over the younger member. Maybe that scolding had really worked this time after all.
Not wanting to risk giving their target more of a chance to escape, Fox took off around the opposite side of the building, squeezing between the narrow space the side wall shared with the shop next to it. As soon as he came through the other side, he paused and tapped his ear piece.
“Tell me where to go,” he demanded.
“Got him in my sights, heading west!” Jiro’s voice swiftly replied. The sound of his boots slapping against stone echoed through. “Just passed a flag of a golden ack!”
“What in Light is a golden ack?!” Nova clipped back.
“Butterfly,” Fox answered. “Keep chasing him, Captain, we’re right behind you!”




Chapter 5:

The golden ack banner was pretty hard to miss, with a wingspan as wide as Fox’s arm span at least. The golden threads that made it up winked in the reflecting street lights, almost glittering from its perch tied to the side of an awning over what may have been a toy store.
Fox didn’t exactly stop to check.
He bobbed and weaved through the thick crowd, not bothering with apologies as he pushed his way through, passing the butterfly banner and racing further down the street in the direction Jiro had given them. He’d yet to catch sight of either the Captain or any suspicious characters, and was just starting to feel irritation rise when a flash of movement off to the right caught his attention.
He spun in that direction, just in time to see a man of similar stature to his glance at him over his shoulder before he ran faster down the street.
“What was the target wearing?” Fox asked as he gave chase, keeping his eyes locked on the man who was clearly running from him.
“Dark clothing,” Jiro said through the comms.
The man in front of Fox was dressed in a deep crimson, so dark it may as well have been a muddy black. He sped down the street, shoving people aside in his haste, obviously aware that he’d been seen.
“I.P.F Agent,” Fox yelled out to him, protocol dictating that he had to make his station known, “halt for questioning!” It wasn’t all that surprising when he didn’t get a response and the man didn’t slow. He repeated himself with the same results.
Some people on the streets shrieked and leaped out of the way, others openly stared, but no one interfered despite the fact Fox wasn’t in his uniform. The silky material of his outfit whipped in the wind and he was tempted to tear the layers off but refrained. The only real thing holding him back was imagining the frustrated look in Nova’s eye if he did so. Ripping up traditional celebratory clothing probably wasn’t the wisest decision.
The smell of toasted pastry and cinnamon filled the air of the next road they turned down on, rows of wooden food stalls set up at either side. If anything, it was even busier here, what with dinner time fast approaching, and the target took advantage of this by grabbing at barrels filled with drinks and fruits, toppling them over behind him so that the contents splashed and spilled out onto the cobblestone.
Fox leaped over one of the barrels, avoiding a pool of greenish liquid at the same time, and almost laughed. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand how serious of a matter this was, it was just nearly impossible for him not to enjoy the adrenaline rush he got every time he had to pursue a suspect like this.
He’d been a thrill seeker all his life, that was part of the reason why his uncle had insisted in him settling down, with the end goal being him on the Board and becoming an honorable member of the Royal Council. If he’d gotten his way, Fox would be spending his days twiddling his thumbs in front of a panel of citizens flooding his brain with complaints about potholes and overly priced bot-fuel between meeting dignitaries. All important things, no doubt, but not at all what he considered a good way to spend his time personally. Since his way to becoming a pilot had been blocked, joining the I.P.F—the one policing force in all the galaxies that bypassed citizenship of any single planet—had been his only move.
He’d spent weeks plotting out his escape, had eventually stolen a pod, and flown straight to the other side of Xanon where the only I.P.F headquarters on his planet was located, and signed up before anyone could stop him. For days leading up to it, he’d been sick to his stomach with anxiety that he’d be discovered and his uncle would prevent him from doing that as well.
Yet Non had forced Dawon to enter the Academy.
Fox didn’t get it, but now was hardly the time for him to waste trying to pick apart his uncle’s line of thinking, so he shook those thoughts loose and focused on the task at hand.
“Where is everyone?” He’d yet to see any of his team members. “Captain?”
“I lost him,” Jiro stated.
“I have him in sight still,” Fox reassured. His thighs were starting to burn but he pushed through it, noting that the target was starting to grow tired as well and had started to slow. He closed the gap between them, taking a right turn sharply and almost tumbled into a wall in the process.
It brought him that extra inch closer, however, just enough so that he could reach out and grip the back of the man’s high collar. He pulled with all of the force he could muster and then slammed forward into the target, taking him down to the ground with a heavy thud that had Fox’s bones rattling. Cobblestone slammed against his knees and he ground his teeth against the pain.
“Get off of me!” the man beneath him cried out, struggling against him as Fox collected his wrists and pinned them together at his small back. “I didn’t do anything!”
“You ran from an I.P.F Agent,” Fox corrected.
The sound of footsteps came a second before Nova came into view just ahead at the other end of the alley they were in. When she spotted them, she let out a breath and reached to remove the set of ion cuffs from the thin charcoal-colored belt at her side. Unlike Fox, she’d worn it over her silk outfit and had easier access to it than he did where he’d shoved them in his front left pocket earlier.
Rookie mistake, but Fox did love a challenge.
He grinned at her as she approached. “What took you so long?”
Ignoring him, she dropped down at their side and reached to secure the cuffs to the target's wrists. It was a small device that started as little more than a tiny black circle. The second it touched skin and she tapped it, it changed, wrapping around first one wrist and then the other before tightening them together. These particular restraints were voice command, and there was no other way to remove them.
“You’re under arrest for refusing questioning by an I.P.F Agent,” Nova told the guy as she waved Fox off and got to work helping the man back onto his feet, “causing chaos in the streets, and for possible theft.”
“Look, this is a big misunderstanding,” the guy said frantically as she began to drag him back down the way she’d just come, leaving Fox standing there with nothing to do but trail behind, “I didn’t mean to take it, I promise!”
“Was that a confession?” Dawon met them at the end of the alley.
“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Fox warned, but it was already too late and his statement had set off the target.
The man started vehemently denying he’d done anything and began struggling against Nova’s hold. With Dawon’s help, she was able to keep hold of him, but he was distressed now which meant they needed to speed this process up and get him to a holding facility quickly.
Fox glanced around, pursing his lips. They’d entered a relatively quieter area with only a couple of groups of bystanders watching from a safe distance. He ignored them, as well as the steadily flowing river with the crystal pink waters a few yards away. “Where is the Captain?”
“Haven’t seen him,” Nova said.
“Me either.” Dawon tightened his grip on the target and glanced back at Fox. “I’ve secured a hovercar and already called the local station to let them know we’re on our way. They’re clearing an Inter-room for us as we speak.”
“Smart thinking,” he had to admit, he was impressed, “there’s hope for you yet. You two take him to the car while I—”
A car pulled up on the street, its sleek silver body standing out more than the symbol of the Comets—an orange and rust-colored swirl—painted on the side did. The passenger side door opened and Jiro stepped out to greet them.
“Guess we won’t be needing that car of yours after all,” Nova said to Dawon, clicking her tongue. “The first time you’ve done something useful too. Shame.”
“Where’ve you been?” Fox asked Jiro.
“After I lost him I saw the cruiser and thought it might be faster to drive around,” he explained as Nova and Dawon wrestled the target into the back seat. “We’re lucky you caught him, Detective.”
“Maybe,” he shrugged. It all seemed a little too convenient, but he kept those doubts to himself for now. “Let’s get going.”
* * *
The Comet Police station wasn’t too far from the main part of the city they’d been in so the ride over didn’t take too long for them. Once inside, they were welcomed by an older gentleman in uniform a little less flashy than the one Jiro had worn when they’d met him earlier in the day.
They were led down a hallway to a back room that split into two sections and the suspect was placed in the interrogation section while the rest of them flooded into the adjoined observation area.
Since they were in charge, the Comet officers stood guard at the doors but nothing else, and they were left alone by the man who’d greeted them fairly quickly.
After they were settled, Fox sent Nova and Dawon in while he and Jiro watched from observation. But after a half hour they still hadn’t gotten anywhere.
The man kept denying his involvement but refused to explain why he had run or what he’d meant by that comment he’d made when they’d arrested him.
“Should you go in there and do this yourself?” Jiro broke the silence between them first, clearly frustrated by the lack of progress they were making despite his enigmatic expression. Like the rest of them, he was still dressed in the red silks, the long billowing sleeves hanging from his crossed arms making him appear more dignified than stoic.
“I trust my team,” he replied blithely. “What about you?”
“Respectfully,” Jiro tore his gaze off the two-way glass and the view of the others through it and turned to Fox, “I don’t know you or them. I’m here to get the job done.”
“As are we.” Since it’d come off more as a factual statement and less like a jab, Fox didn’t bother getting offended by his wording. “It’s been less than a day. Give it time. We’ll get to know one another soon enough.”
“I would rather not,” Jiro clipped, glancing back into the room, “thank you.”
“Not big on making friends?” As he spoke, Fox lifted his multi-slate and began typing on it.
“Friends are not necessary in my line of work.”
“Well, that’s not true. You’re a Commanding Comet Captain. Surely making and maintaining connections with other high-standing individuals is part of your job description.” It certainly was everywhere else in the universe.
Jiro’s position would place him just beneath the Hild Royal Council, in fact, which meant he could probably skate by in some social circles with the title of Royal himself. Things like that mattered. Royals/Imperials received a lot more in terms of benefits, respect, etc, in pretty much all of the known galaxies. Relationships were every bit as important for building and keeping station as skill level was.
“You seem very interested in my job, Detective,” Jiro drawled.
“I am.” He purposefully didn’t elaborate, letting the quiet settle pointedly between them. As he hoped, the Captain cracked first.
Jiro heaved a sigh and looked his way again. This time there was a spark of emotion in his eyes, something that just lightly touched on annoyance.
It was better than the blank robot expression he was more often seen wearing.
“Don’t leave me in suspense, Detective.” Jiro knew he was being played and he was going along with it anyway.
Interesting.
“I’ve always wanted to be a pilot,” Fox told him. “Spent most of my formative years secretly researching the best schools my side of the Crystal Sea. Have you ever flown a T-0R4?”
“Yes.”
“Wow. That’s so cool. Was it smooth? I bet it sailed smooth.” He’d always wanted to try it out for himself, but hadn’t ever gotten the chance. Probably never would either, considering they were highly specialized military space crafts that most empires couldn’t even afford to have in their fleet.
Jiro tilted his head curiously. “You aren’t jealous?”
“Are you jealous I have hair?” Fox said without hesitation, holding back a smirk when that had the other guy scowling.
“I cut it like this on purpose.” As if unsure of himself, Jiro lifted a hand and ran his palm over the top of his buzz cut. He froze the second Fox lifted his gaze to watch the motion, eyes narrowing as a thought seemed to occur to him. “You’re reading me.”
The Captain’s reaction told him that he was self-conscious about his physical appearance.
Not bothering to deny it, Fox shrugged a single shoulder. “You’re making it easy, Captain, and I’m admittedly curious about you.”
“Don’t be.” He dropped his arm and straightened to his full height defensively.
Reading someone simply meant being perceptive toward them, and Fox couldn’t help it that he was so good at picking up on things about people simply by sight. It was part of his job, after all, to be able to suss a person out. It’s also been part of his uncle’s training when he’d been younger. Non had meant for it to benefit Fox’s political future, to aid him in judging court cases, not solve them, but he couldn’t deny how useful a skillset it was no matter what the purpose for learning had been.
And for some reason, Fox found himself wanting to know more about the quiet Captain, including minor, meaningless details like his hairstyle.
“Too late for that,” he said, flashing the other man a wolfish grin that had Jiro’s brow furrowing slightly. His multi-slate pinged, distracting Fox from anything else he may have said and he turned his attention back to the small screen. “They’re ready for us.”
Jiro’s frown deepened. “Who is?”
Fox pointed to the glass.
Inside the interrogation room, Nova and Dawon were collecting their things and getting to their feet.
At Jiro’s questioning look, Fox smirked. “Our turn, Captain.”




Chapter 6:

Fox and Jiro settled down in their metal seats across the table from the suspect. The others had undone his handcuffs and given him some water in a paper cup, which the man was fiddling with while the two of them pulled up their files on their multi-slates.
“Ego Norm, correct?” Fox began the interrogation, glancing up to see the guy nod his head once. “Weird name. Where’d you get it?”
Ego glanced between him and Jiro, no doubt trying to figure out what was going on here. “Um, my dad named me.”
“That’s fun,” Fox clicked at his device, “I’ve never met my father. He was an A-Class Donor on Xanon.” The donation of genetic material for procreation was pretty common on his planet, though he’d heard it was less so here on Hild.
Jiro gave him yet another inscrutable look, but Fox paid it no mind.
Flicking the screen on his multi-slate to projection mode, he moved his arm closer to the center of the table and motioned with his chin at the image that appeared. A picture of a pearly white stone slowly rotated in the airspace above the device.
“Ever see this before?” Fox asked.
“Of course,” Ego answered, “but I didn’t steal any!”
He made a noncommittal sound. “It’s true we didn’t find any stolen goods on your person, but we were chasing you for a while. You could easily have tossed it or stashed it somewhere.”
“I didn’t!” The man sounded like he was at his wit's end at this point, no doubt due to the fact he’d answered all of these questions with Nova and Dawon already. “I told your partners, I ran, yes, but not because I stole anything like that!”
“What did you steal then?”
He went quiet.
Fox tapped the tabletop. “You wouldn’t tell her either. You see why we’re having difficulty believing you’re not the guy we’re after?”
“Look I swear—”
“What about this?” Fox flicked at the screen, changing the image to a small box of Ruby berries. When Ego merely frowned in confusion, he flicked it again. This time a picture of small charcoal-looking twigs flashed into being.
Jiro tensed at his side, probably annoyed at being left in the dark, but Fox was too focused on the man across from them to explain.
There was still no reaction from Ego, but he’d mostly been expecting that.
He brushed his finger against the screen one final time, the corner of his mouth twitching upward when Ego’s eyes went wide.
Got him.
“Interesting choice.” Fox leaned back in his chair but left the projection going, pretending to inspect the image of the short red candle it now displayed. “I didn’t have much time to research, so please forgive me if I’m wrong, but isn’t this a Blood Candle?” He clicked his tongue and Ego winced. “Stealing one of these from a temple on Blood Day? That’s got to lead to a hefty sentence.”
“Around seven years,” Jiro filled in, “if he’s fortunate.”
Fox tried not to let his surprise show at that. That long just for stealing a candle? It was short, less than four inches tall, and wide, but aside from being a pretty bold shade of red, there was nothing all that spectacular about it that Fox could see.
“When you lite it the flame changes color,” Jiro explained, catching Fox’s curiosity. “Lore has it that the color is dependent on the person’s soul.”
There were two things in the vast universe that Fox made a habit of trying to avoid. Religion and politics.
He’d done a shit job of staying away from either.
“What were you planning on doing with it?” Jiro asked Ego in a firm tone. As per usual, his expression was hard to read, but it was clear by the stone glint in his eyes that he didn’t find this turn of events amusing.
Fox wondered how much weight the Captain put into beliefs such as this one, staring at the candle for a moment longer before final closing the browser on his device. The image flickered and vanished and he reached into his pocket to pull out the deck of cards he’d brought with him from the Lagoon.
Ego’s gaze dropped to them as Fox began to shuffle, his unease apparent.
“To be frank,” Fox said, “I don’t really care why you took the risk to sneak into a temple just to steal a candle. That’s not why I’m here. It isn’t my job. What I want to know is if you happened to see anyone else while you were wandering the streets looking over your shoulder.”
Both Ego and Jiro frowned at him.
“You were on high alert because of what you had stashed in your pocket,” Fox elaborated. “Surely you would have been paying attention to everyone around you for fear of getting caught. See anyone who stood out? Someone who maybe didn’t seem like they belonged? Maybe they looked as suspicious as you? Maybe they came off as extra scary and you made a point of avoiding them.” He continued to shuffle, the sound of the cards sliding against one another filling the room. “Anything ring a bell?”
Ego shook his head.
Sighing, Fox rested his elbows on the edge of the metal table and split the deck. He riffled the cards, collected them, and did it again.
“I’m not asking for free,” he reassured Ego. “Once my partner and I leave the room, your case gets handed over to an official Comet Police team. If you help me out, I might be able to put in a good word for you. Seven years?” He whistled low. “That’s a long time.”
“There was one guy,” Ego told them, tentatively at first, as if he wasn’t quite sure if it was worth it. “I didn’t get a good look at him, but he gave me a bad vibe. He wasn’t Hild. It’s rare for anyone who isn’t from our empire to participate in Blood Day.”
“That’s not enough to go off of,” Jiro said. “How can we even be certain you’re not giving a vague answer just to try and save yourself?”
“I’m not,” Ego insisted. “I only saw the guys back, but he was lingering near—” He paused, getting excited all of a sudden, and slapped his palm against the table. “That’s it! I saw him on Gawain Street, near Sode Bakery! That’s the largest baker in this section of the city and they’re known for using nu spice in some of their tarts!”
Fox’s hands stilled. “Keep going.”
“That picture,” he waved his hand at Fox’s multi-slate, “of the black sticks? That’s nu spice! If that was stolen today, then I’m willing to bet it was by the guy I saw lurking outside the bakery!”
He shoved the cards back into one deck and left them on the table, folding his arms over his chest. “Are you?”
Ego glanced between him and the cards and swallowed. “I swear I’m telling the truth. I did see someone standing there. He was tall,” his gaze wandered between Fox and Jiro, “around both of your heights, with broad shoulders.”
“What was he wearing?”
“Red.”
Fox quirked a brow. Everyone was wearing red, it was Blood Day. “If he was dressed the part, what gave him away?” What made this guy think he wasn’t Hild?
“His hair,” Ego said. “It was long and messy.”
Fox had been practically ordered by Nova before they’d stepped off the Lagoon to run a comb through his blond locks. He didn’t wear it very long, but it fell in front of his face more often than not, and apparently, that was a big no on Blood Day. It was important to look put together, so it did say something that this guy hadn’t bothered with doing his hair, but…
“That’s hardly enough to go on. Maybe he was just having a bad day.”
“It was violet,” Ego added.
“Violet?” There weren’t many species this side of the galaxy that had naturally purple hair. Didn’t say much considering how easy it was to dye, but it seemed unlikely since the thief had to know he was currently being hunted for his thefts. Fox turned to Jiro. “His hair wasn’t violet in the sketch.”
“It’s always been dark when he was spotted,” Jiro thought it over. “It’s possible that none of us picked up on it because of that.”
So they couldn’t rule it out.
“Anything else?” Fox asked Ego. “Anything else that could help us find this guy?”
“I’m sorry, no. I only caught a glimpse of him before I hightailed it out of there,” Ego said.
Fox collected the deck with one swipe of his palm and stood. “Thanks for your cooperation. We’ll be handing this case over to the proper authorities from here on out. If you think of anything else, tell them to alert us immediately.”
“What about—”
Fox waved him off. “Don’t worry, I keep my word. I’ll let them know that you were helpful and to try to be lenient.”
Whatever that might mean in this empire. Still, he made a point to tell the officers waiting outside in the hallway that Ego had been important to their case, and that they may need to call on him again. Typically, doing so meant the suspect was treated slightly better than they would be otherwise. The idea was to keep him cooperative, and someone who felt neglected or wronged rarely wanted to lend a hand.
Nova and Dawon were waiting for them in the adjoined room, and Fox waited until the door was tightly shut behind Jiro’s back before beginning.
“Run a search for all humanoid species logged for having natural purple hair,” he told Dawon. “Let’s run on the assumption for now that he didn’t dye it.” He turned to address Nova. “I’ve already added nu spice to the list of stolen items. I want to be certain that it was the only thing taken today during the ceremonies so I need you to tell them at the front desk to alert us if they hear of any other thefts.”
“How did you know about this one?” Jiro asked. He was standing near the computer station set against the two-way glass wall. Behind him, the interrogation of Ego by the Comet police had begun but the microphones were off.
“I can already tell you’re not going to like my response,” Fox said, keeping his tone teasing in the hopes that it would distract the Captain enough to get him to drop it.
It didn’t.
Jiro’s gaze turned reproachful and Fox sighed.
“Fine. I tapped into the police communications line and ran a keyword search. The break-in at the bakery was reported after the alarm to the shop went off and was flagged.” He waved his multi-slate in the air. “I got the notification almost as soon as the police did. Then it was just a matter of sending an order for them to let me know if anything was stolen. They got back to me while Nova and Dawon did the initial interview.”
“You had them stalling for time.” Jiro shot a look toward the others. “Were you both aware of this?”
“No.” Nova shook her head, and while she clearly wasn’t happy about Fox breaking the rules by hacking into a government comm-link, she also wasn’t overly surprised. “He rarely shares those types of details with us unless it’s necessary, however.”
“I would have,” Fox defended himself, “except I didn’t think of it until we’d already split up.” He’d broken into the Comet system and set the keyword program while he and Dawon had been sipping their drinks in that café. It hadn’t occurred to him sooner. “Our plan had too many holes. We needed to cast a wider net in case we had the wrong building and were guarding the wrong item.”
“What else have you been doing without telling us?” Jiro demanded to know.
Fox ran a hand through the short hairs at the base of his skull, suddenly uncomfortable. It was strange because he was pretty used to getting the death glare from people, and from doing things out of the norm which set them off, but…He didn’t like the fact that Jiro was looking at him like he couldn’t be trusted.
They’d known one another a single day and Fox better than most understood that trust needed to be earned. Instead of being bothered, he should be rising to the challenge and thinking up all the ways he could win the Captain over to his side. Instead, he found himself instantly wanting to explain.
His reaction might have been interesting if not for their circumstances.
Fox wasn’t here to get to know anyone, not even the fascinatingly gruff Jiro Arc.
“I have a search going through Demeter Station,” he admitted.
Even Nova gasped this time, straightening from the gray wall she’d been leaning against. “What?!”
“Relax,” he waved her concerns away, even knowing they were extremely valid, “I’ve submitted a request form to gain legal access to the information as well.”
“But you couldn’t wait for them to get back to you?!”
He shrugged. “Time is of the essence?”
“No, your patience is just nonexistent,” she growled.
Demeter Station was an information-collecting hub where all data on the known galaxies, the worlds, and beings living within them was stored. It also happened to be protected by the Intergalactic Conference, the ruling group that kept peace and order throughout the universe, and to who the I.P.F answered.
Fox wasn’t just breaking several dozen laws by doing what he was doing, he was also committing treason and risking a possible life sentence in a tunnel cell—a nifty little creation that made a prisoner feel like they were tumbling through a tornado…eternally.
So, yes, the risks were high.
But Fox was confident he’d never get caught.
“As soon as the request is approved I’ll shut down the program and seal the backdoor,” he promised her. “None will be the wiser.”
She rolled her eyes and Dawon was shaking his head, but Fox could feel the heavy gaze of the Captain still on him, clearly unwilling to let this go.
“Don’t worry, Captain,” he told him, flashing a bold smile for good measure, “if I am ever caught, I’ll be sure not to implicate you or the rest of the team. I would never let someone else take the fall for something I’m responsible for.”
“You don’t seem very responsible at all,” Jiro uttered under his breath, though loud enough that they all caught it in the otherwise silence of the room. “What are you searching for specifically?”
“Lists,” Fox said. “I’m running a bot through their systems that will find any lists that include all of the stolen items the thief has collected over these past few months.”
Jiro frowned. “I thought the general consensus was he was merely taking things to fence? You don’t agree?”
“I could be wrong,” he stuck his hands in the deep pockets of his red ensemble and ran his thumb over the edge of the deck of cards there, “but it just doesn’t add up to me. The thief is one man, and he’s gone to great lengths to steal things from the Hild Empire despite knowing his identity has already been partially leaked. Then take today. The I.P.F have been called in. That’s big. Yet instead of cutting his losses, he still acted.”
“Allegedly,” Jiro stated. “Nu spice hardly lines up with the rest of the things he’s stolen thus far.”
“Doesn’t it?” Fox wasn’t convinced. “Nu spice might not be worth very much but it can still be considered rare. It’s only found on Glitz, for instance.” It probably would be priced higher too if there was a market for it. As it were, the spice had a particular after taste that most non-natives found too bitter. That was the only reason the Hild hadn’t been able to outsource it to the same extremes as most of their other natural resources. “There’ve been a couple of moons where he’s taken more than one item, sure, but no one can deny the fact he’s collected at least one from different satellite planets.”
“He chose this empire for a reason,” Nova said and Fox nodded.
“He’s not just here to steal for riches, he needs something specific. Our job is to discover what that is so that we can catch him before he’s able to complete his collection.” In his experience, criminals who were putting together a set of ingredients rarely if ever did so for a good cause.
“Most of the items he’s taken are things like stone and wood,” Jiro pointed out. “Pricey, but hardly materials used to build something like, say, a bomb.”
“It’s probably nothing like that,” Fox agreed, “but that doesn’t mean his end goal isn’t to put together some type of weapon.”
“Either way,” Dawon joined in on the conversation, “we won’t know until we figure out exactly what it is he’s after.”
Fox snapped his fingers and pointed at him in a proud gesture.
A knock on the door came then, and they all turned in time to see another Comet officer pop his head in.
“Your rooms have been readied for you, Captain,” the officer, who was probably about twenty years their senior nodded at Jiro and then glanced at Fox, “Detective. There’s a car waiting out front to bring you to the hotel. It’s only a five-minute ride from here, as per request.”
“Thank you.” Fox sent one final look through the glass toward Ego, who was frantically waving his hands around his head, before exhaling and following after the officer.
There was nothing more he could do here. Best rest up and start again fresh tomorrow.




Chapter 7:

Jiro Arc felt overwhelmed.
Standing on the rooftop of the hotel they’d been brought to, staring up at the inky night sky, he tried to empty himself of all unnecessary feelings.
It wasn’t working.
Galax Hotel was a high-rise made up of rose gold siding and wide glass windows. The rooms were lofty and sparkly decorated with only the finest furniture and even had a mini bar and a Jacuzzi. On each floor, there was an amenity, such as a pool room or a gym, and on the main level, there was a fully staffed gourmet kitchen which was open twenty-four-seven all week long. It was the type of hotel that only Royals and Imperial’s stayed at, even in an empire as rich as Hild.
Jiro certainly hadn’t ever been before.
It was too bad he couldn’t enjoy it.
From the second they’d stepped foot inside, his mind had been racing. Not only about the case, but also about who had booked them this stay and why. Had it been the Empress, intending to impress the Detective? Or had it been the Imperial Prince?
He hoped it was the first and not the latter.
It was long past midnight now, close to two AM and logically he knew he should head back in and get some sleep, but he just…couldn’t. Inside, the walls, as spaciously parted as they were, were stifling. At least out here, he felt like he could get enough air in his lungs so he wouldn’t suffocate to death.
The hotel’s best feature, in his humble opinion, was the rooftop garden. It stretched across the entire expanse of the hotel, with the stairway entrance set in the very center. A balcony encircled it, coming up to his mid-chest, and made of durable pink quarts brought over from Red Beryl. Pathways of stone slabs made from the same material twisted and trailed between thick, leafy shrubs and rare long stemmed flowers, many of which came alive at night and were in full bloom at his back.
There were small trees as well, some from every one of Hild’s six moons except its last—practically nothing came out of there. Jiro didn’t like to think about it.
A cool breeze blew by, ruffling the billowy arrow sleeves of his black and gold uniform which he’d changed back into as soon he’d been shown to his private room. It was a more comfortable version, without the armor and the added baubles that his Royal uniform entailed. Since there were no plans to meet with the Empress or the Imperial Prince again any time soon, he was able to do away with that and move more at ease.
So why did it still feel like there was a mountain of iron pressing on his chest?
Jiro closed his eyes and inhaled slowly, seeking a calm he knew would be impossible to find.
He should have known better than to allow himself to let his guard down, even in a place as heavily guarded as this. The shifting of air at his back was noticed a second too late, and even as he spun he knew he’d be too slow to block any real attack.
But none ever came.
Fox stood a few feet away from him in the partial darkness, his head cocked at a slight angle, hands in his front pockets. He’d changed as well but hadn’t bothered getting back into his I.P.F uniform. Instead, he was dressed in formfitting black jeans and a gray shirt with the I.P.F Academy logo on it.
“What’s up, Captain?” he asked in a calm voice, low and relaxed.
The soft timbre rolled over Jiro, causing his spine to tingle confusingly which he wasn’t overly fond of. He couldn’t stop the frown from touching his lips and turned away from the Detective before it could deepen and he could give more of his annoyance away.
He’d come out here to be alone. To escape the events of the day and sort through everything clouding his head.
Including, unfortunately, Fox Axford.
After a moment, Fox joined him at the railing, propping his arms up on the smooth stone. He tipped his head back, gazing up at the swirl of stars, and let out a contented sigh that had Jiro bristling.
“Don’t get comfortable,” Jiro said, and for some reason that caused Fox to snort.
“Finally breaking the silence,” he chuckled, “and that’s what you choose to say?”
“What’s wrong with it? We won’t be here long.” Admittedly, it’d been a tad snide of him, but it hardly merited being laughed at. He should have expected that type of reaction from the Detective though.
Less than a day together and it was already painfully obvious that Fox had a mercurial temperament. People like that, the ones who gave into their whims, were dangerous. And not only that, he was charming to boot. He was so damn charismatic, in fact, that even Jiro hadn’t been able to entirely escape his snare.
Today had been a never-ending battle between them, with Jiro having to try extra hard not to slip up and be too much like himself.
“What about you, Captain?” Fox asked. “I get the feeling there aren’t many places where you find yourself comfortable.”
He narrowed his eyes in warning. “Stop doing that.”
“Sorry, bad habit.” Fox turned, angling his body facing Jiro’s with an elbow on the balcony railing. “You could always try returning the favor.”
“Reading someone isn’t a favor,” he stated.
“Getting to know someone is.”
“Not if they have no desire to be known.”
“Ah.” Fox smiled. “That’s right. Not here to make friends.”
“Neither are you.” Jiro wished he could accuse the other man of taking the job lightly, but that wasn’t the case at all. If anything, the Detective was a little too good at what he did. “I can see why they selected you for this.”
He hadn’t meant to say it, but the compliment slipped past his lips leaving him inwardly cursing at himself.
Fox grinned, a cocky, self-satisfied expression that proved Jiro’s fears that he’d just inadvertently given the other man an in.
“Working for the I.P.F has its appeal,” Fox said.
“Like?” He shouldn’t ask. He should turn on his heels and leave. But he didn’t.
It was almost as if Jiro’s legs were cemented to the ground, his palms glued to the banister. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from Fox’s sea-green gaze.
“I get to help people?” Fox tapped on the banister and thought it over. “I also get to travel, that’s nice. I wouldn’t be able to meet people like you otherwise.” He winked, but when Jiro gave no reaction he didn’t seem affected by the slight. “The fun new outfits I get to try on are neat too…Honestly, the best part is probably just that I get to be myself.”
The serious note to his tone was so subtle Jiro would have missed it if he hadn’t been paying such close attention to him.
“I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I can be a little reckless,” Fox said, laughing when Jiro quirked a brow. “Okay. A lot reckless. I like to live life like it’s me verses them and that means I play to win. Always.”
“Who is them?”
“Everyone.” Fox turned away from him, peering back up at the sky.
“You have trust issues.” It occurred to him, again too late, that he should not be playing into this man’s hands. Because that’s exactly what was happening here. A guy like Fox didn’t go around confiding in random strangers. He was letting Jiro in on purpose, giving him a glimpse behind the curtains to see how he would react.
The real question was why.
Did he suspect something?
Impossible. Jiro was careful to never make a mistake. He took his position as Comet Captain to heart and followed protocol to a T. He’d done nothing so far that the Detective could have found fault with.
“You have trust issues,” he repeated, “and you want me to know about them.”
“You think I’m capricious and carefree,” Fox said. “I’m the first. But I’m not the latter. I do care about how important my job is to others, even if my favorite part about working for the I.P.S indeed is that every day is different. Anything is possible in my line of work. Who knows where I’ll be assigned once this case is solved, for example.”
“I don’t think many people join the I.P.F to escape boredom,” Jiro said.
“I like adventure.”
“That’s just a fancy way of saying you’re a thrillseeker.”
“So?” Fox pointed to the sky. “Look how big the universe is. How can anyone see all of that and not wonder what else is out there? I’ll never understand how people spend their whole lives on a single planet.”
“Some of us are content and happy with our home worlds.”
Fox cocked his head. “Us? Are you happy on Hild, Captain?”
No. No, he was not. But he wasn’t about to jump down that rabbit hole.
“You’re telling me all of this because…?”
“We have to work together to solve this case, Captain.” Fox didn’t seem putout by his brush-off. He pulled his gaze away from the stars and glanced back at him. “That’s my goal. That’s the game. Find out who this thief is and bring them to justice.”
And he would do anything to win the game.
Jiro hummed in sudden clarity. “You can’t expect me to sit back and say nothing while you go around breaking universal law.”
Fox watched him quietly for a moment before, “Can’t I?”
“How did you even do it?” He was uncomfortable with the way the other man was looking at him, like he knew something Jiro didn’t, or something that Jiro did but didn’t want to acknowledge.
Less than twenty-four hours and Fox was already getting under his skin. What the hell was going on?
“Breaking into an Interstellar Conference protected system is practically unheard of,” he continued. “If you’ve got hacking skills like that, you should’ve been given a much higher station than a detective.”
“Any higher and I’d have to interact with Royals on a daily basis.” Fox scrunched up his nose in distaste. “Pass.”
“Not enough fun for you?” Perhaps even he had a line he wouldn’t cross, a level of danger he viewed as too great to risk.
“Royals tend to be tied to a government, and I would like to avoid any personal involvement with them.”
“You are aware you work for the International Police Force, correct?” They were created and run by the Interstellar Conference which was arguably the largest operating government system in the entire known universe.
“It isn’t the same.”
“Enlighten me.” Jiro hated himself. Why couldn’t he just walk away? Was this man really that fascinating that he was willing to put his sanity on the line just to pick his brain like this?
Yes.
He wished it weren’t true, but there it was. Since the moment the loading doors of the Lagoon had opened this morning and revealed Fox standing on the other side, Jiro had been captivated. For someone who was used to having laser-like focus, it was not only disrupting for him to be so interested in the Detective, it was also life-threatening.
And it wasn’t just one thing about him, either. It was all of him.
Fox’s hair shined like stardust in the light, glimmering in a distracting way that made it hard to concentrate on much else. He had high cheekbones and sharp eyebrows in the same shade of bronzed gold as his hair. His lips were the color of yan petals, pale and pink, the upper one slightly thinner than his bottom. It was his eyes that took the prize though.
They reminded Jiro of the sea after a storm, green and intense and unpredictable. Fox could change everything about himself at the drop of a hat, mask or morph his expression to hide his feelings. But not those. His eyes were always expressive and true, one just had to know what they were looking for. The clothes he was in now did little to hide the width of his shoulders or the plains of his abs. If the two of them fought head to head, there was no telling which of them would come out on top.
Fox was physically stunning, but when he spoke…twisting words with that silver tongue of his, he seemed nothing short of a god. Jiro had already seen him use that power to put people at ease and rile them up with what had seemed like minimal effort. The people around him would dance to his tune without even being aware that’s what they were doing.
He was dangerous.
Mysterious.
Kind of damn sexy.
And literally everything Jiro should be avoiding.
“Do you like working for the Empress?” Fox asked then, cutting into his thoughts, leaving him momentarily addled.
Jiro blinked and then recalled what they’d been talking about and how the two things might connect. “Being a Commanding Comet is only one step below becoming a Royal. The benefits I receive in health, finances, and accommodations alone make it worth it.”
“I didn’t ask if it was worth it,” Fox said. “I asked if you like it.”
“I—” Jiro closed his mouth, needing a second. He took pride in his station, one which he’d had to fight and claw his way up to get. Having come from near poverty, it was practically unheard of for anyone like him to have climbed as high, and that also gave him a sense of self-appreciation at the end of the day. Did he like it?
Flying ships was enjoyable, and a typical day for him didn’t usually involve racing from moon to moon in search of a nimble thief, so it wasn’t ever really all that taxing. Mostly, he stood guard over the Imperial family and oversaw punishments for other soldiers who’d broken a rule. He’d only been called onto this case because the thief had been spotted within the Imperial Prince’s palace and Jiro had happened to be there at the time.
That was all a lot to explain, however, and a lot to say to just say nothing, so instead of any of that Jiro summarized it with, “It gives me purpose.”
He partially expected Fox to snort again, as he had earlier, maybe even roll his eyes for good measure.
He did neither.
Instead, he watched him somberly, for long enough that Jiro was just starting to grow uncomfortable under his scrutiny when Fox finally ended it and glanced away.
“I wouldn’t feel like I had purpose if I had to work directly under an Imperial,” the Detective said quietly.
“How would you feel?”
“I’d feel trapped.”
Jiro frowned but remained silent. It seemed like there was suddenly a lot on the Detective’s mind, and fascinated, he stood there and observed the play of emotions flicker across his face.
Trepidation.
Regret.
Frustration.
And then…nothing. Fox simply went still and everything seemed to drain away from him. When he turned back to Jiro, he’d plastered a friendly grin to his face that probably would have instantly put most others at ease.
It simply reminded Jiro why getting close to him was unwise.
Fox could see through people too easily, and what’s more, he could reflect what he wanted people to see in him. Even if it wasn’t the truth.
“Honestly, there’s really just one Imperial I’m hoping to avoid. It’s not all that dramatic. Forget it,” Fox said causally. “I didn’t come out here to talk about our chosen professions.”
“You came to check if I plan on reporting you for hacking into Demeter Station,” Jiro guessed.
“Nope, not here for that either.” He didn’t elaborate, but he didn’t have to.
Of course, that wasn’t something Fox was concerned about. He had to have already surmised that Jiro wouldn’t turn him in, probably even before he’d admitted what he’d done. Somehow, he’d figured that Jiro would keep quiet about the fact he was breaking an intergalactic law when even Jiro himself couldn’t have known that.
By not filing a report, Jiro was making himself an accomplice, something he couldn’t afford to be, and yet…
It hadn’t even occurred to him to tell the Empress.
Jiro should be worried about Fox’s antics blowing up in his face. Instead, he wanted to ask the other man to continue, to give him the reason he had come all way up here this late at night. Wanted to know if, perhaps, it’d been because the Detective hadn’t been able to get him off his mind.
He stopped himself.
As badly as he wanted to know, he couldn’t allow himself to get any closer to Fox. He needed to put an end to this discussion and ensure from here on out that he was never alone with the Detective like this again. It was too dangerous.
Fox was too dangerous.
“It’s late,” Jiro’s voice came out a tad more curt than he’d planned, but he rolled with it, trying not to feel bad when Fox’s brow furrowed at his sudden change of composure. “I’m turning in. I’ll see you tomorrow, Detective.”
Not wanting to give the other man any chance to talk him into staying out a little longer, Jiro spun on his heels and briskly made his way down the winding path that would take him to the rooftop exit.
He felt Fox’s gaze following him all the way.




Chapter 8:

There’d been an attraction there, he was sure of it.
Fox tapped the end of his stylus against the edge of the oval-shaped side table in the main cabin of the Lagoon. From where he sat, he got an excellent view of Jiro through the open sliding doors that led into the cockpit.
That night on the rooftop kept replaying over and over again in his head, and he couldn’t understand why it was so difficult for him to shake it. Yes, he found the other man incredibly attractive, but the universe was full of hot people…What was it about the Captain in particular that interested him so much?
Nova had to have been right when she’d said Fox liked the idea of a challenge. Getting Jiro’s stony exterior to crack was thrilling in a twisted sort of way, and knowing he was the one who was causing that rift left him all tingly and excited.
He’d been certain there’d been something in the Captain’s gaze, that that was the reason he’d suddenly turned tail and run back inside the hotel, but ever since he’d been a closed book. Not even someone as good at reading as Fox had been able to glean a damn thing from him, and that was frustrating.
After spending a couple of days on Glitz with no other signs of their thief, they were finally back on the move. It’d been an early start for them all and it showed. Dawon was asleep on the couch built into the wall on the opposite side of the room, and Nova was seated across from Fox sorting through the data they’d collected since their arrival to the empire.
The entire surface of the table was in screen mode, dozens of windows with notes typed from the four of them filling the space. In his distraction, Fox missed the edge, lightly hitting the actual tabletop, sending one window bouncing across the others to the other end.
Nova paused and sent him a glare, waiting for him to feel the tell-tale prickle that he was being watched and finally notice her.
He glanced down, saw what he’d done, and straightened in his seat, smiling at her apologetically the way one might to their teacher. Though he was technically her boss, he’d always held Nova in high esteem. They’d been partners ever since leaving the Academy, and he couldn’t ask for a better Inspector. Not only was she well-versed in most things, she also had a knack for keeping him in line.
Fox wasn’t too proud to acknowledge he oftentimes needed a firm hand. Years of rebelling against his family had instilled some rather obnoxious habits that were too hard to shake to bother even trying. Back at the Academy, he’d been considered the class clown; there’d even been bets their first semester on him flunking out.
It’d come as a serious surprise to everyone when he’d earned top marks.
And had kept them all four years.
Having people underestimate him hadn’t bothered him though. On the contrary. Fox liked throwing people for a loop. It kept things interesting.
Which was why Nova’s knowing stare now made him uncomfortable.
“What?” he asked, setting the stylus aside so he could pull another worn deck of cards from his pocket and riffle through them. It was different from the one he’d brought onto Glitz, with golden edges and pictures of tropical locations all across the universe depicted on the backs.
She narrowed her eyes at the cards as he flicked through them. “That won’t work on me.”
“What?” he repeated. “I’m not doing anything.”
“You’re trying to distract me,” she corrected. Nova knew most of his tricks. It was both a benefit and a downside of having worked together for almost five years. “If you aren’t going to be useful, why don’t you follow Dawon’s lead and take a nap or something? We need you well rested in case this doesn’t pan out.”
They’d hung around Glitz so long in the hopes that their thief would make another appearance—he’d stolen multiple items from other moons in the past—as well as to give the Comet Police time to sort through any possible reports on stolen goods. Unfortunately, there’d been nothing of the sort, which meant they’d been back to square zero.
Until Fox had woken up this morning to a message from the Comet Police on Zircon, claiming they’d gotten a report of a sighting matching their updated description of their thief. As he’d expected, purple hair wasn’t all that common this side of the Crystal Sea.
They’d gathered their things quickly and were on their way to Zircon now, the only problem being that particular moon was located on the opposite side of Red Beryl, meaning even with how fast the Lagoon was it’d still take them a little over half a day to reach it. It would have been even longer if not for the fact they had Jiro behind the cockpit. There were so many codes and passwords needed to cut through the red tape; Fox hadn’t realized how complicated it was to travel between moons in one’s own damn empire.
Xanon only had the one moon and it wasn’t livable.
“You don’t trust the report?” Fox asked, opting to distract her with the case instead since his card trick clearly wasn’t going to work.
“A bolo was issued across Hild,” Nova said. “That means everyone is aware and is now on edge. You can’t trust people when they’re emotions are heightened like that. It messes with the mind.”
“What happened to that Vexan honesty?” he joked. He’d never had the pleasure of visiting her World Ship before but he knew enough about her kind. They held the truth above all else.
“I honestly know better than to trust random strangers,” she drawled, shaking her head when he chuckled, changing the subject without skipping a beat to catch him off guard. “What’s going on between you and the Captain?”
Fox cocked his head slowly, mostly to buy himself some time, then lifted a single shoulder. “No clue what you mean.”
“You’ve been tiptoeing around one another ever since the first day.” She rested her elbows on the table, ignoring the way it caused the screen to flicker.
The main cabin in the Lagoon was built to be a living space for the collective crew. Along with the table and couch, there was also a kitchen area to Fox’s left, right next to the hallway that led deeper into the ship where the bedrooms were located. Because their job meant they had to travel a lot, they’d grown pretty comfortable around one another, despite the proximity.
If there was one person in the entire universe that Fox trusted, it was her.
He stuck out his tongue.
“Very mature.” She rolled up the black mesh sleeves of her shirt. Zircon was a more relaxed moon, so they’d decided to dress casually and leave their uniforms behind. Her outfit comprised of a tight black top and leather pants.
He motioned with his chin at them under the table. “You are aware we’re headed to a tropical paradise, right?”
“You are aware that it’s the middle of February and that means it’s still mid-winter on Zircon, right?”
He had not been, no. Admittedly he’d heard the word beaches and had pretty much stopped caring after that. At least he hadn’t dressed too lightly himself in his jeans and bomber jacket, which he would keep on over his tank-top now that he was aware of the temperature that awaited them.
He gave an overly dramatic shiver. “I hate the cold.”
“Oh, I’m aware.” Nova leaned closer, dropping her voice a bit. “I hate people who avoid the subject.”
“Nothing is going on,” he said, realizing there was no way around it and giving in. Like they’d both already known he would. “There just hasn’t been much to talk about considering there’s been no new leads on the case.”
“You said something weird to him, didn’t you.”
It wasn’t a question, but he pretended to be affronted and answered it anyway. “I did not!”
She sighed. “You totally did. Damn. We have to work with him until this thing is solved, you know that, don’t you?”
“I didn’t say anything weird!” He really didn’t think he had. Their conversation that first night had been…heavier than he’d intended when he’d gone searching for the Captain, but that didn’t mean he’d crossed any lines.
Had he?
He thought back to the way Jiro had suddenly closed up on him and practically run off the rooftop. Could he be wrong about the attraction being mutual? It’d been bugging Fox since, but he hadn’t been able to come up with a good enough reason to bring it up. The two of them weren’t friends and according to the Captain, that wasn’t something he wanted to change. Fox didn’t want to push him, wasn’t the type to force himself on anyone even in a friendly capacity.
But…he’d never been wrong at guessing that someone was crushing on him before…
Jiro had done his best to shield it behind his icy exterior, but Fox had seen through it. The Captain was into him, at least physically.
The feeling was mutual.
Maybe.
Ugh, he hated the uncertainty. That wasn’t a feeling he often dealt with.
“Here,” acting on impulse, Fox rose to his feet, mostly wanting an escape from this conversation and his now spiraling self-doubts, “I’ll prove it.”
He made it halfway across the room before he started to second guess himself further, and was one hundred percent certain he was making an ass of himself by the time he reached the cockpit. Since he was already there and Nova was watching, he forced his feet forward, casually dropping down into the co-pilot seat next to Jiro.
The Captain sent him a quick sideways glance before silently returning his gaze to the front of the ship as he steered them around some rocky debris floating through space. The energy shields encasing the ship would keep most of it from causing any damage, but it was still ideal to avoid contact with the larger boulders.
For a moment, Fox merely watched him carefully evade, impressed with how simply Jiro controlled the rather large ship.
“What do you think our thief is after?” He was pleased when his voice came out even and strong. Conversational. “And how do you think he’s managing to get around?”
“Prior to us knowing about his hair, I doubt anyone found him suspicious,” Jiro surprised him by answering. “The only reason Ego even did was because he was on edge, as you pointed out to him in the inter-room. Now that we know, we’ve got all of the exit stations under heavy watch on all five moons and Red Beryl.”
“Five?”
“Design is strictly a prison planet,” Jiro explained. “Who do you know who breaks into prison instead of out?”
Fox licked his lips and looked away.
“You’re kidding.” Jiro stared at him, finally giving him his full attention for the first time in days.
“It was for a case.” He opted to keep the few times it’d happened back on Xanon to himself. The goal here was to gain the Captain’s trust, not shake it more than he already had. Besides, he’d been a stupid kid then willing to do anything to piss off his uncle. He was older now.
More tactful.
“Where?” Jiro asked.
“It’s a long story.”
“Of course it is,” he agreed. “It’s about you breaking into a guarded facility for who knows what.”
“You surprise me, Captain. I thought for sure you would scold me for breaking the law.”
“I don’t even know what planet you were on or empire you were in,” Jiro stated, though he did straighten some in his chair in an attempt to compose himself, “there’s no telling if any laws were broken or not.”
That was…curious. Although, Fox supposed he shouldn’t be that surprised, given the fact that he’d kept his word and hadn’t reported him for what he was doing with Demeter Station. Or how he’d hacked into the Comet’s systems to bug their comm links. Both were offenses big enough to warrant being brought straight to the Empress and yet here they both were, on their way to Zircon as if nothing had happened.
Except for that night on the rooftop, of course.
“Did I do something to offend you?” the question, which he’d promised himself he wouldn’t ask, slipped past his lips before he could stop it.
Jiro bristled, that shutter dropping back down over his expression so that in less time than it took to blink he went from a person to a robot. It was a defense mechanism, that much was apparent, but why?
Who’d hurt him in the past so badly that he thought it was better not to feel? Who gave him such bad trust issues? Fox wanted to ask that too but was smarter than to do so.
“You left abruptly,” he continued when Jiro didn’t respond, “the other night. I was just wondering if it was something I said, or did. It’s been pointed out to me that I can be kind of an asshole sometimes and we have to work together so—”
“You didn’t say or do anything,” Jiro cut him off, lips slightly pursed. “Wouldn’t you know if you had? You were there.”
“Not always,” he admitted. “Sometimes I push people too far past their comfort zones.” He cocked his head, inspecting the Captain for a moment. “Kind of like I’m doing right now.”
Jiro shrugged. “I’m fine.”
“You aren’t. You’re back to not looking at me.”
“Confidence is attractive, Detective,” Jiro turned and glared, “cockiness isn’t. Not everyone you meet is going to be instantly enamored by you and your charms. I told you—”
“You’re not here to make friends,” he waved him off. “Yeah, yeah. I remember. Honestly,” he blew out a breath, “I’m not sure why I’m feeling insecure about this either. We hardly know each other. It shouldn’t matter that you’ve slotted me into the colleague zone. So long as the way we interact with one another doesn’t affect our work, it shouldn’t be an issue.”
“…But?”
“I don’t know,” Fox said. He wasn’t looking for anything from the other guy, so this odd tight feeling in his gut didn’t make any sense.
It wasn’t like he’d never been rejected before either; he’d flirted with tons of people in dozens of empires, if they weren’t receptive to him, he shook it off and moved on to the next. Sex for him had always been about scratching an itch, that was all. He enjoyed a battle of wits, sure, appreciated decent conversation, but he never had anyone stuck on his mind for more than a day—two at most.
He was a walking, talking cliché, but Fox had never wanted to settle down. He hadn’t gone through all that trouble of escaping the monotone life his uncle had laid out for him just to windup trapped in a relationship. It worked for some people, but it’d never seemed appealing to him.
“Are you perhaps part Endo?” he asked, grasping for straws mostly to deviate from how awkward this had gotten. He wasn’t even sure he remembered why he’d come over here in the first place. “I’m from Xanon and supposedly we have biological compatibility with the people of Endo—”
Shit.
The rest of Fox’s sentence died on his tongue, the words suddenly tasting like ash.
Him being from Xanon wasn’t exactly a secret, but it was something he avoided bringing up. Doing so typically led to questions about his home life and his childhood, all things he wouldn’t speak on. He was hardly the only Royal masquerading as an average citizen in the I.P.F, but like the rest of them, he didn’t want to be discovered.
Royals were treated differently in the universe, and Fox didn’t want that. He preferred to win people over on his own, with his personality and who he was, and not simple because he bore a title.
For some strange reason, he wanted the Captain to like him. Him, not Royal Fox Axford, fifth in line to the throne.
That was…suspicious.
“I have no ties to Endo,” Jiro said then, breaking through Fox’s thoughts. He was looking at him once more, but it was different this time. There was a subtle sheen of interest that hadn’t been there prior, like he’d caught on that there was something Fox didn’t want him to know and now he was curious to discover what that might be.
Fox almost laughed. Here he’d been trying to get the guy's attention and now that he had it he wished Jiro was still too distracted navigating the ship to pay him any mind.
“I already know,” Jiro volunteered, lowering his voice as if afraid the others could somehow hear them from the other room.
Fox froze.
One of the perks of joining the I.P.F was an official separation from wherever you came from. Signing that contract meant signing away his allegiance to any one empire, including the one he was born in. It was the other major reason Fox had been so desperate to become a detective. Doing so meant a clean break. So long as he didn’t get fired, or quit, his uncle wouldn’t be able to call him back to planet without his consent.
All of that also meant that the agent files shared with those who hired them for a case held limited information. For people like Nova who had visually telling signs of their lineage, like her eyes, it didn’t really make a difference, but for people like Fox, it did.
He was a looker, but there was nothing specific about him that could be linked back to Xanon. They didn’t have any obvious defining physical traits or markers, and unlike their thief, his hair color was pretty common throughout the galaxy.
“I looked deeper into you,” Jiro admitted. He pretended to ready their ship for landing—Zircon was close and at some point, while Fox had been distracted they’d entered its orbit—but really he was just fiddling with minor buttons and knobs to keep from having to meet Fox’s gaze. “It wasn’t difficult.”
“My files are sealed,” Fox stated.
“You aren’t the only one who knows his way around a computer.”
Fox shot to his feet, about to storm from the room.
He wasn’t upset, per se, the Captain’s snooping was understandable, but that didn’t mean he wanted to talk about it.
“You are very pretty to look at.” Jiro’s softly spoken words stopped him. “You were especially pretty under the starlight the other night.”
Fox turned slightly to face him, but Jiro was back to staring out the window as they drew closer to Zircon.
“But I’m a Comet Captain who works directly with the Imperial family. I have no need for a Royal. And you’re a class 9 Intergalactic Detective with a flight license. You have no need for a pilot. Don’t get me wrong, I know you’re only flirting with me to pass the time. I haven’t taken it seriously. But seeing as how the only use we have for one another is solving this case, I would prefer if we focus on that and that alone.”
Fox was quiet for a long while, standing there until they were close enough to the moon that he’d have to sit back down and buckle up for safety. He so didn’t want to do that in here.
“Harsh, Captain,” he said. “But understood.”
He walked back into the main room, heading toward his seat across the table form Nova, reaching it a second before Jiro activated the intercom and announced they needed to prepare for landing.
When she gave him a light, teasing look, he pretended not to notice.




Chapter 9:

Zircon was a tropical planet made up of warm sandy beaches the color of sea glass, and navy blue oceans. Since they’d arrived during winter, the air nipped at them, carrying an icy chill that had their team bundling deeper into their jackets as they exited the hovercar that had picked them up at the landing dock.
They’d gone straight to the main police station, eager to get things moving. Fox had spoken to the commanding officer through comms earlier that day and so was expecting to be met at the doors by him. When the Imperial Prince greeted them instead he almost faltered on his way up the stairs.
One of the brightly clothed guards opened the door for them, forcing Fox to bury his surprise. He painted a friendly smile across his face and bowed his head as he entered the foyer.
The building was made of glass and metal, with a sky roof that gave the perfect view of light blue. This moon was frequently visited during the warmer season, but since it was winter they didn’t anticipate many tourists. As he had back on Glitz, their thief should stick out here.
A long desk was set across from the entrance, with three officers currently seated on the other side. They paid them no mind, continuing to work as if they weren’t even there. The waiting area was rather large, with wide halls at either side leading to different parts of the station. Fox had requested that a private meeting room be cleared for them, and eagerly wanted to get to it.
But first, the Imperial Prince.
“I wasn’t expecting to see you here, Prince Obsidian,” he kept his tone warm, sounding pleased even to his own ears. The exact opposite of what he actually felt. Now that things had gone from cold to frozen between him and the Captain, Fox wanted nothing more than to solve this damn case and get the hell away from the Hild Empire.
Admittedly, his ego was a little bruised.
Logically, he knew it shouldn’t be. Jiro had been right, after all. His flirting hadn’t been serious. And yet…
No. No that was it. Whatever attraction Fox felt toward the Captain needed to come to an end. Plain and simple.
“It was a last-minute decision,” the Imperial Prince said, though his attention was locked on Jiro as if he hadn’t seen the man in years and not the mere four days it’d been since they’d all been on Red Beryl.
Obsidian was dressed in his royal attire, black pants tucked into ankle-high boots with gold scales attached to the side seams. His jacket was buckled at the front in a complex twist of straps, and his high collar brushed beneath his jawline. His hair, dark as night, was swept off to the side, and his deep blue eyes sparkled with a sheen of glittery red whenever he turned his head toward the light.
“Jiro, how are you?” Obsidian sounded happy and inviting, but the Captain’s blank expression never cracked. If that bothered the prince, he didn’t show it.
“Fine, Imperial majesty.” Jiro bowed.
“I didn’t mean to bother you at work,” he continued, “but I was due for a vacation and so was in the area.”
Fox tilted his head slightly, glad that the Imperial prince was too busy making eyes at Jiro to notice he’d caught on to that poorly worded bullshit. Obsidian had chosen Zircon because he’d heard that the Captain would be here. If those lingering looks he’d given Jiro when they’d been in the throne room were any indicator, someone had the hots for him.
Someone other than Fox, that was.
But he was meant to be focused on forgetting about Jiro and his minor crush, not fanning the flames by feeding that tiny ember of jealousy sparking to life in the center of his chest. Fox needed to douse that, quick. Especially since it was directed at an Imperial Prince.
Since Obsidian liked Jiro, Fox would be expected to back off. It wasn’t against the law or anything, but it was a pretty commonly understood rule in any empire that one didn’t compete with an Imperial. No one got in the way when an Imperial wanted something, that’s how it always was when it came to people with power.
If anything, he should be taking this as further incentive to forget about the Captain and his curiosity toward him. Fox couldn’t afford to tarnish his spotless record by pissing off a prince, and Obsidian came off like just the right kind of petty, the kind who’d make up some bullshit offense and have him reprimanded or taken off the case.
Fox might not agree with the way his uncle had raised him and his cousins, but he wasn’t too proud to admit, if only to himself, that he’d put in a great amount of effort keeping his professional record squeaky clean to prove to Emperor Non that he’d made the right decision leaving.
Would it be worth risking throwing that away for an icy Captain who’d already made it abundantly clear he wasn’t interested in playing with him?
“I hope you enjoy your stay. I’ve heard Ragus beach is lovely this time of year.” Jiro said then, before giving another light bow. “If you’ll excuse me, majesty.”
He stepped toward the front desk and rapped his knuckles against the counter, getting the attention of one of the officers there. “Which room were we given?”
“It’s Room 31.” The man pointed behind Jiro down the hall on the left, “that way and to the right, sir.”
Jiro nodded in thanks and turned without another word, heading down the hall with clipped steps. His swift departure left no room for further discussion with the prince, and the rest of his team were forced to either hang back or follow quickly behind.
And just like that, all of Fox’s tangled thoughts about how stupid he’d be for sticking with the Captain went up in a massive puff of smoke. The snub against Obsidian was just too exciting, making it impossible to ignore the twist of relief in his gut.
The prince might be interested in Jiro, but Jiro most definitely did not reciprocate.
Fox flashed a grin at Obsidian. “Your Imperial Majesty.”
He jogged after Jiro, coming up to the man’s side, and shoved his hands into his pockets. It was stupid, but he couldn’t wipe the smirk off his face, even though there was no reason for it. So what if Jiro had basically rebuffed the prince’s advances? It didn’t mean he was suddenly going to change his mind and toss himself into a fling with Fox.
The room they’d been given was on the other side of the station, with a long table set in the center and a blank wall at one end of it for projections. There was a lock on the door, though they didn’t bother with it, certain they wouldn’t be disturbed. The black chairs wheeled out from under the table and Dawon gave his an extra spin, clearing his throat and seating himself without further play when that received him a glare from Fox.
“Do they have the contact information for whoever reported the sighting?” Fox said as Nova began setting up the room by syncing her multi-slate with the projector hanging above the table.
“I’ll go ask,” Dawon said, springing up from his seat only to have Jiro stop him with a reply.
“They don’t,” he answered, and at Fox’s frown, elaborated. “Apparently they filed the report anonymously and hung up before any information could be collected. They’ve tried to find out who it came from, but no luck.” He motioned for Nova to step aside and aimed his multi-slate at the projector instead. A second later, a written communication appeared on the wall. It was an update from one of the officers.
“Know him?” Fox asked, reading the officer’s name and filing it away for later.
“We attended training together,” he said. “We don’t keep in touch unless there’s a case. He knew I would ask about this once we arrived and beat us to the punchline to save us some time.”
“Our ideas of saved time are vastly different,” Nova mumbled before sitting down in the chair on Jiro’s left. That put the two of them on the opposite side of the table from Fox and Dawon.
“She’s right.” Fox ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “Without this witness, we’ve got virtually nothing to go on. They claim they spotted our thief at the East pier?”
“Yes,” Jiro confirmed.
“What if they’re lying?” Dawon asked.
“That’s my point.” Fox didn’t like this. “It’s too easy and yet not easy at all. Something doesn’t seem right. Why wouldn’t whoever reported this want us to know their identity?”
“Perhaps they’re afraid,” Jiro suggested, but Fox clicked his tongue in the negative.
“Our perp is a known thief, but aside from a few injured workers who’d had the unfortunate luck of getting in his way, he hasn’t outright hurt anybody. My guess is he doesn’t want to.”
Jiro cocked his head. “What makes you say that?”
“It’d draw too much attention for one,” he said, “and for two, there’s an end goal here, I’m sure of it. We’re missing something.” But what?
Even though he would have gotten an alert if there’d been any pings on his illegal search through the Demeter Station archives, Fox checked his multi-slate. Sure enough, nothing.
“If we got a list we’d at least have a starting point,” he stated, mostly to himself.
“Are you really so sure there’s going to be one?” Nova didn’t sound as convinced.
“Think about it,” Fox leaned back and crossed his legs, “if you were out stealing things for the fun of it, the second an Imperial got involved you’d bounce for sure. And if for some strange reason, you were ballsy enough not to, you would definitely go when the I.P.F were sent in. The second we arrived in the empire, our thief should have gone into hiding and cut his losses. He didn’t. Instead, he risked getting caught by stealing from Glitz. Why?”
“He needs money.” Jiro shrugged. “We’ve already—”
“No.” Fox shook his head. “No, I’m certain that’s not it. It’s not good enough.”
“Clearly you’ve never been poor, Detective.” There was an edge to his words, but Jiro’s face remained unreadable.
Fox filed that away for later and focused. “Family dynamics are run a little differently on Xanon—even for regular families.”
Nova’s brow shot up and Dawon braced his hands on the table with a frown, but Fox waved them off.
“He already knows about me,” Fox said, unable to keep the hint of derision from his tone. He might have a raging crush on the Captain, but that didn’t change the fact he found him looking into his background distasteful.
“Fifth in line to the throne.” Jiro kept his eyes on Fox.
“Unfortunately.” It wasn’t the time for that either. He sighed. “As the member of our bloodline with the highest ranking position in the empire, our Uncle,” he motioned a finger between himself and Dawon, “controls the vast majority of our wealth on planet. Always has. When he was particularly angry over something we’d done, he’d drain our accounts and refuse to return funds.” He glanced at his cousin. “How many times did he make you go hungry again?”
Dawon snorted. “Way less than he made you.”
“Yes, well.” Despite his hair color, Fox was hardly a golden child and they all knew it.
“Four that I can remember,” Dawon said. “Only one of those times was for longer than a few days.”
“A few?!” Nova had known of their origins, but they’d never given her details.
Fox kept most of those lovely stories to himself.
He didn’t hate his uncle by any means, even though many probably would think that he should. Emperor Non practiced tough love and set even tighter restrictions on his eldest nephew. His childhood hadn’t been easy, but whenever he’d been grounded, he’d gone off to a bedroom with a plush silk-covered bed, a flat-screen TV, and enough floor space for him to comfortably run laps so…There’d been pluses, and he wasn’t above acknowledging them.
“We’re Xanonians.” Dawon swiveled a bit in his chair, unable to sit still even though his voice was casual. “We can go a full two weeks without food before it starts to become an actual problem.”
“But you eat daily.” Jiro frowned at Fox, his expression cracking some to show a well of concern in his gaze.
Fox didn’t want it.
“We get hungry every day too,” Fox lifted his multi-slate to connect it to the projector, “it’s just that we don’t have to fear starvation until a week or so has passed.”
“The people of Hild will starve within three days if they aren’t given proper sustenance,” Jiro said.
“Good thing my uncle didn’t raise me here then, huh?” Fox pulled up his notes, swiping the space where Jiro’s communication was still displayed so that it flicked out of sight and was replaced with a list.
The list had a bunch of things on it, as well as random circled items and question marks. It looked a little chaotic, actually, but Fox hadn’t had the time to clean it up and type up something more put together, so this was what they had to work with.
“That’s financial abuse,” Jiro said then, clearly not willing to drop the topic even though Fox already regretted having brought it up in the first place.
“Funnily, Imperial Emperor Non doesn’t seem to care.” Fox pointed to the screen. “Anyway, what I’m saying is I understand financial desperation to a certain degree—I ran away from home and joined the I.P.F, after all. Which is why I’m confident that’s not what this is about for our thief.”
“What is it about?” Jiro asked.
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I’m going to find out.”
“It might be the only hope we have at solving this thing,” Nova stated, reading the screen to herself as she spoke. “If we toss out the idea that he’s stealing for money, we need to fill in the blank with something else. There’s got to be a motive. People don’t do things just for the heck of it.”
Dawon grunted then stilled and sent Fox an apologetic look.
Nova rolled her eyes. “Your cousin doesn’t count.”
Fox didn’t bother arguing there. “I haven’t gotten any hits on my deep search, but if we can narrow it down I might have better luck.” He’d circled possible reasons he’d come up with and had starred one in particular.
“Terrorist?” Jiro read that one out loud and scowled. “Seriously?”
“Why so quick to brush it aside?” He’d thought that one made the most sense.
“You just got done saying you don’t believe he wants to hurt anyone,” Jiro reminded. “Make up your mind, Detective.”
“That’s never been a problem for me,” he said.
“It’s true,” Nova confirmed. “Once he’s put his mind to something it’s next to impossible to convince him to let it go. Stubborn.”
“Thanks.”
“Not a compliment.”
Fox winked at her.
She rolled her eyes.
“Detective.” Jiro barely seemed an iota bit amused.
“I’d like to believe that his end goal doesn’t involve harming anyone,” Fox returned to their topic at hand, “trust me, I really would. But when we take into consideration all the facts, a happy-ever-after ending doesn’t add up. This guy broke into the Prince’s palace. Why? Not only is that risky, it’s also downright suicidal. There had to be something important, and since nothing was reported stolen, we have to assume that he was there for the Imperial Prince himself.”
“I doubt he wanted to invite him to tea,” Dawon drawled.
“Exactly. Whatever his motive for being there that night, it couldn’t have been good. Before, he was hitting up random facilities and stealing seemingly random items, all things a repeat thief would do. But once he involved the Imperial family that excuse went out the window.”
“We don’t know that he went there for anything nefarious,” Jiro said. “He was discovered in a separate wing from Obsidian.”
Fox tried not to feel annoyed by the fact he was on a first-name basis with the prince. “We don’t know he was there for anything good either.”
Jiro stared at him for a moment and then heaved a sigh of defeat. “Fine. What else?”
“We’re on Zircon.”
“What does that have to do with it?” Nova asked.
“I found this.” Fox changed the screen to another page in his notes. “It doesn’t contain all of the ingredients he stole, but it does have some of them, including one that can only be found here on this moon.”
It was an old recipe for an explosive. It’d taken days for his program to shuffle through all of the Hild police systems, but eventually, it’d found it. This particular explosive hadn’t been used in over a decade, but that didn’t mean there weren’t still people out there who knew how to make it.
“And what about the other things?” Dawon picked at the buckle on his belt. Out of all of them, he was the only one who’d dressed in his uniform. It looked a lot like Fox’s, though he wasn’t technically a leveled Detective yet, but the clasps on the white one-piece suit were bronze instead of gold. “Why’d he steal them if he didn’t need them?”
“Not sure,” Fox confessed. “Maybe those things were for fencing?”
“Seems like a long shot,” Jiro said.
“This whole case is,” he pointed out. “No offense, Captain, but you guys didn’t make things easy for us.”
“What were you all doing these past couple of months?” Dawon chuckled, dropping his gaze when Fox glared. “Sorry.”
“I was only brought on after the break-in at the palace,” Jiro told them. He scrubbed at his face, clearly at his wit's end with all of this like the rest of them. “I apologize for my people’s lack of ability. Crime happens in Hild, but nothing like this.”
Everyone was rich here. Sure, there were some greedy bastards—as there were all over the universe—who schemed to become even more so, but petty crime and theft weren’t very common. The Comets were the best piloted policing force this side of the galaxy, but there definitely had to be extra emphasis on the word pilot. When it came to actual investigating, well, that was too few and far between for them to bother employing anyone with any real talent in that area.
Fox had been warned enough by his commanding officer before he’d taken this assignment. Didn’t change the fact that it was driving him crazy now that he was here and experiencing their lack of skill firsthand.
“Tell us about xif.” Nova motioned to the word on the screen.
“It’s a type of algae found in the deeper recesses of the ocean here on Zircon,” Jiro said. “It’s not worth much if anything and the locals will sometimes use it for decoration in their fish tanks—it glows at night. But that’s about it.”
“Apparently it can also be used to make a bomb.” Dawon read the screen. “Something about natural chemicals found only in this type of algae and how it reacts with the spoors from lopeel flowers.” He hummed in appreciation. “That’s kind of cool.”
Fox clucked his tongue.
“When it isn’t being used to possibly cause a terrorist attack,” he quickly amended.
“You’re so certain this is what he’s after?” Jiro turned to Fox.
“It’s the only thing I could find that could be used with other items he’s stolen thus far that can be found here.” They needed a reason their thief had come to Zircon, and this was the best Fox had been able to come up with in such a short time. “Maybe I’m wrong, but at least it’s a lead. If we follow it and it brings us to a dead end, it’s something we can cross off the list of possibilities if nothing else.”
“Optimistic.” It was impossible to tell if Jiro agreed with him or not.
“I’m going to ask the officers to give us a list of the best possible locations this stuff can be found,” Fox added.
“What, you’re not going to hack into their systems as well?” Jiro drawled.
It was easier to tell how he felt about that in any case.
Fox chuckled. “Time is of the essence. If you think it would be best—” He was in the process of lifting his multi-slate when Jiro gave him a dark look before the Captain motioned to Dawon.
“Go ask the front desk to help you compile a list of all the possible places near the East pier where the stuff is sold. We may be too late,” he ordered.
“He could have already left the moon,” Nova agreed.
Dawon glanced between Fox and Jiro, waiting.
“Go on,” Fox confirmed with a chuck of his chin toward the door.
Jiro glared but Fox merely lifted a single shoulder. It was his team and his cousin. Couldn’t blame the kid for not wanting to take commands from someone else.
“This stuff is located so deep that only experienced divers can reach it,” he told them once the door had clicked shut behind Dawon. “Boats who travel out there have specific schedules they follow. We may get lucky.”
Jiro thought it over. “The thief may have gotten here too soon.”
“He could be waiting.”
“I’ve already booked us rooms at the inn across the street,” Nova said, rising from her chair. “If this is all we’ve got so far, it looks like I can be excused. I need a hot bath and at least a couple of hours of decent sleep. How long do you think it’ll take for them to compile that list?”
“Not sure,” Fox replied. “But we can probably handle this without you anyway.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah, but I’ll let you know if we end up heading out. It’s already mid-afternoon and most of the fishing boats dock just before dawn here. If it’s coming today we’ll find out about it sooner rather than later, and if it isn’t…”
“You won’t need me then either.” She nodded in understanding and then bowed briefly at Jiro before heading for the door with a yawn. She’d been up, working in her hotel room most of their stay on Glitz, so it wasn’t surprising that she was exhausted.
When she hit the square panel on the wall next to the door and it slid open, she startled some to find the Imperial Prince standing on the other side.
“Your majesty.” She dropped her head and then stepped out of his way, allowing him to enter the room.
He did so but kept to close to the exit. His eyes immediately found Jiro and he smiled sheepishly. “I was hoping you would finish early enough that we could grab dinner.”
Jiro paused then sent a look over to Fox who forced himself to smile politely.
“We’re done here,” he said. “I’ll let you know if we get an update and proceed. Until then,” he stood and rolled his chair back under the table, “enjoy your meal.”
Nova was still standing at the entrance and Fox motioned to her. “I’ll walk with you to the inn.”
There were at least half a dozen Imperial guards in the corridor, and while they stepped to the side to make room, they didn’t bother cutting their conversations short.
“Do you think he’ll say yes this time?” one of them, a burly man at least a decade older than Fox, whispered to the shorter guy next to him.
“Probably,” the guy replied, keeping his voice down as well as if afraid their prince might overhear them gossiping. “The two of them are engaged so I don’t see why the Captain would say no.”
Fox faltered a step, composing himself quickly and shaking his reaction off in the hopes no one had noticed. A sideways glance showed Nova was now giving him an odd look, but he ignored her, pretending not to see as he picked up the pace and rapidly continued to lead the way out of the station.
Leaving behind Jiro.
Who was apparently engaged to the Imperial Prince of Hild.
Fuck.




Chapter 10:

Fox shut the door to Dawon’s room with more force than necessary, wincing a little at the sharp whacking sound it made when it connected with the doorframe.
He was more used to electrical doors that opened and closed themselves, but aside from the elevators and the key codes, this place had a distinctly old feel to it. The inn they were staying at was made of wood, a rarity. It was painted in splashes of bluish-gray and eggshell white, giving the whole place a homey feeling that made Fox’s skin crawl. Everything was too still. Too quiet. It put him on edge. Give him the hustle and bustle of city life any day.
Despite the inviting ambiance, the inn itself was made up of three floors with at least twenty rooms each. As it was just after dinnertime, he expected the halls to flood with people within the next hour or so, but they were mostly empty right now.
His gaze inadvertently traveled to the other side of the hall, where Room 54 was. They’d been placed on separate floors, with him and Nova on the one directly below this one, but he knew all the room numbers of his team members.
Fox had just come from number 52, where he’d spent the better part of a half-hour attempting to wake his cousin. Dawon slept like the dead, and no matter how hard Fox had tried, he’d refused to get up. He hadn’t bothered to check on her, but he knew Nova was most likely sleeping as well and he didn’t want to disturb her. It was rare for her to admit she needed rest, and seeing as how she was the most reliable person on his team, he needed her in top shape.
His multi-slate beeped softly, and he nibbled his bottom lip. He needed to get going if he had a hope of making it to the docks before nightfall, already he’d lost a lot of light trying to struggle with Dawon.
He should have gone on his own from the beginning, but protocol dictated that he not travel alone amid a high-stake case such as this, and he’d wanted to avoid piling on anymore to Nova’s plate. She’d be livid if she discovered he’d taken that kind of risk, especially since they had a sighting of their thief on moon.
Though, he wasn’t sure he could trust said sighting. The whole ordeal screamed setup to him. The only reason he wasn’t leaning more in that direction was that it didn’t make much sense. There was no reason he could find for their thief to lure them here on purpose.
Unless he was trying to distract them while he robbed somewhere else on a different moon…
He played with the idea in his head for a moment, but really, he was simply stalling.
Fox looked at the golden door numbers across from him.
Had Jiro returned from dinner with the prince yet?
When he thought back on how he’d acted with the Captain, Fox felt like an idiot. He’d flirted with him and most likely made the guy uncomfortable when he should have been keeping his distance. Messing with someone in a relationship was gross, but messing with someone in a relationship with an Imperial was dangerous. The last thing Fox needed was to get caught up in the crosshairs of that.
It was also practically unbelievable that he’d been so wrong about the relationship between the two of them. He’d thought for certain the prince was chasing after a man who’d had little interest in him. Turned out, Jiro most likely just wasn’t into PDA.
Fox was a notorious flirt, but he never took anything seriously. That was due in part because of his job, which kept him constantly on the move from one empire to the next, and in part because he liked it that way. Fox had never gotten the urge to settle down anywhere or with anyone. After the restricted and dull life he’d been forced to live on Xanon, he’d made a promise to himself that he’d spend the rest of his life truly experiencing.
The universe was boundless, why would he ever want to stay in one place and miss out on experiencing as much of it as he could?
Meaning no matter how ridiculously attracted to the Captain he was—and it was ridiculous; he couldn’t even recall the last time he’d felt this into a person he hardly knew—at the end of the day, it wasn’t like he was going to give up his life for him. Jiro and he would have flirted, maybe hooked up and enjoyed one another’s company for the remainder of the case, but that would have been all.
Once this thing with their thief was solved and the guy was behind bars, Fox would board the Lagoon and fly off, possibly never to return to the Hild Empire again. It shouldn’t matter to him that now that particular fantasy bubble had burst and he’d need to keep a respectable distance from Jiro.
He should have kept things strictly professional from the get-go. This was his own damn fault for crossing lines he’d had no business crossing.
Even if Jiro had returned from dinner, asking him to accompany Fox on a trip to the docks wouldn’t do. It was responsible, sure, but Fox didn’t think he was in the right mindset to spend that much time with the other guy alone. He needed to clear his head and sort through these odd emotions tangling up inside of himself first.
It wasn’t like it was the first time he wasn’t going to get something he wanted, and even if he hadn’t discovered the connection between the Captain and the Prince, Jiro had already made his stance on the matter perfectly clear the other night.
He wasn’t interested in getting involved with Fox like that.
Deciding to risk Nova’s ire in the morning, Fox went to step away from Dawon’s door and head back down the hall. He’d only made it a single step before the one leading to Jiro’s opened, however.
“Captain,” he said dumbly, freezing in place as if he’d just been caught doing something he shouldn’t. He cleared his throat and pointed over his shoulder. “I was visiting Dawon.” He resisted the urge to try and glance around Jiro and into his room to see if he was alone.
Barely.
“I can hear his snoring from here,” Jiro told him, and sure enough, a particularly loud sound rumbled from the room at Fox’s back.
“Yeah,” he ran a hand through his hair and chuckled, “I couldn’t wake him.”
“Why did you need him?”
“It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”
“I wasn’t before,” Jiro stepped out into the hall and shut his door behind himself pointedly, “but I am now. What’s going on, Detective?”
Shit. This was exactly the situation he’d wanted to avoid. Fox straightened and slid his hands into his front pockets, trying to emulate the picture of confident and relaxed. “It’s really no—”
“You’re up to something.” Jiro cocked his head, inspecting him. “What is it?”
Fox opened his mouth to retort with something flirty like “I’m always up to something” but caught himself. He licked his lips and said instead, “We found out which dock boats carrying xif will come in on. They’re scheduled to start arriving tomorrow.”
“You want to go get a look at the place ahead of time.” Jiro hummed. “All right.”
“I’ll see you in—”
“Don’t pretend you misunderstood me, Detective,” Jiro cut him off. “I’m coming with you.”
Since there was no good way to turn him down, Fox found himself nodding in agreement like the idiot he was.
* * *
Professional, he reminded himself fifteen minutes later when the two of them arrived at Cem docks. Just keep things professional.
They’d driven over in near silence, neither of them seemingly having anything to say to the other. Fox was okay with that. They were partners on this case for however much longer it lasted, and keeping things between them strictly about business was the wisest choice for the both of them.
Dusk had already begun to settle and there weren’t many fishermen still out and about at the docks. The lights at the largest fishery were still on, but it was far enough away from the parking lot where they left the car for them to only make out moving bodies and no faces. If someone over there was sporting purple hair, Fox and Jiro would have no clue.
“Where do you want to start?” Jiro asked, his smooth voice cutting through the stillness in a way that made Fox shiver even more than the slight breeze did.
The air smelled like brine and fish, and Fox’s nose twitched. To their left, ocean waves crashed against a sandy beach, the green grains glittering beneath the pale beams of light coming off the neighboring moon. The port was mostly filled with docked boats, large ones meant for deep sea fishing, and a separate lot from the one they stood in was filled with hover-trucks.
“Most of their food supply comes from this location,” Fox said, recalling the information he’d read before he’d gone to get Dawon. “It’s caught and brought here, then sorted and shipped to separate locations for packaging and sale.” A good amount would make it off moon as well, sent to the other planets in the empire.
There were seas on Red Beryl, but none so large as the ones here on Zircon, and most of the other moons only held smallish bodies of water in the forms of lakes and rivers. Though the Hild fished from those as well, over eighty-percent of the seafood they consumed in a year came from here.
“We should find places where we can stakeout tomorrow,” he suggested. They’d need to keep hidden to avoid getting seen by their thief. “If we’re lucky, he’ll think since he’s far from any stations that no one will care about his hair, but he might wear a hat or something to cover it up to be safe. This job is low-risk for him. I doubt anyone will bother reporting it if a little xif happens to go missing.”
The two of them started walking toward the short row of buildings, large warehouse-type structures with entrances big enough for someone to drive a boat through if necessary.
“They’ll have security cameras,” Jiro said. “We could station ourselves in the observation rooms—companies like these will definitely have them.”
“Good idea.” They’d split up since there were three buildings. That left one of them able to walk around and cover the ground as well, though that was a feat considering how much of it there was. The dock was huge.
“We only need to keep our eyes on the boats specifically carrying xif,” Fox reminded. “Our sources say there are only two since it’s basically a worthless commodity.”
They stopped at the edge of the lot, a series of rocky structures capturing his attention. There were a few on the beach that sprawled for miles in both directions. The way to the right led so far in the distance that city lights could be seen at the end. Some of the rock structures were tall enough that they overshadowed sections where the boats docked, while others were small enough he could climb to the top in three big steps.
“Is this a popular area for families?” he wondered aloud, thinking about how nice a beach trip might be during the daylight hours. 
“No one is allowed to climb those rocks. Most of them lead to underground caves,” Jiro told him. “Not all of them have been explored, and those that have were noted to constantly be collapsing in on themselves. With sand erosion and ocean waves, they’re constantly crumbling. It’s very dangerous.”
“Sounds like a fun time.” Fox pulled himself away from the view and aimed for the closest building. “Let’s check that out, see if we can meet with anyone right now who can help set us up in the observation room.”
They couldn’t. A lingering worker explained that all the managers had gone home for the night already and they’d have to wait until around five AM for them to return. It was the same story at the next building and the last, and after speaking to the fisherman there they stepped back out into the cool air a bit more resigned.
“Looks like we’ll have to wait until tomorrow after all,” Fox said disappointedly. He’d been hoping they could wrap this up quick, catch their thief, and be done with it.
“Are you all right?” Jiro asked.
“Yeah.” He shrugged. “It’s no big deal, we’ll just have to come back extra early tomorrow so there’s no risk of accidentally being spotted by the target.”
The Captain was quiet for a moment and then, “That’s not what I meant.”
Fox frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You haven’t looked at me this entire trip,” Jiro stated, and from anyone else, it might have sounded like whining, but from him it came off more like an observation than anything. Like he’d noticed it and was bringing it up simply because it was out of character for Fox, and not because the lack of attention affected Jiro himself in any way.
“Sure I have.” Fox pointedly did so now, curving his lips in a half smile in the process. “I’m just tired, that’s all. It’s been a long day. We should probably—”
“We’ve barely searched the grounds at all,” Jiro stopped him. “All we did was enter the buildings which, let’s be real, he most likely won’t bother with anyway. If he plans on stealing something as minuscule as xif, his best chance will be to either board one of the ships once they dock, or wait until product is being loaded into the trucks. We need to search around for places he could hide until then.”
“Right.” Made sense, but… “The security cameras will pick up on all of that.” He lifted a finger to one hanging on a light post a few yards behind Jiro. The small red light flashed. “We can see all of that from the observation rooms.”
“You’re in a rush to leave,” Jiro declared. “Why?”
“No I’m not.” He was. “I just don’t think it’s necessary for us to stay out all night, that’s all.”
“You didn’t feel that way when you thought about coming out here alone.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.” Jiro seemed frustrated, it was in the way his shoulders tensed and he shifted on his feet, all subtle moves on their own but major tells for someone like him. “Is this about your uncle?”
Fox frowned, momentarily confused as to what he could mean before recalling he’d mentioned him earlier in the meeting. “Emperor Non is strict and doesn’t know how to have fun, but he’s not a total monster. Don’t get the wrong idea. I left because that kind of lifestyle sounds tedious at best, and soul-sucking at worst.”
Jiro retreated half a step and gave him a pointed once over. “Yes, I can see how someone like you wouldn’t last trapped behind a desk.”
“Was that a joke, Captain?”
“It was an observation.” Jiro was watching him too closely. “You said you weren’t close with your family. You and Dawon seem to get along though.”
“We’ve spoken more with one another in the past six months than we had our entire childhoods,” Fox confided. “There was the age gap, for starters, but our uncle had me enrolled in elite schools. He reasoned that as fifth in line I had appearances to maintain, whereas Dawon was able to choose the places he attended.”
“Were you jealous?”
“Maybe.” Why were they talking about this? “A little. When I was a teenager and didn’t know any better. But not anymore. No, I’m not particularly close with anyone of blood relation, but I don’t hate any of them, and they don’t hate me. We’re just…different.”
Jiro hummed in understanding.
Fox ended up being the one to break the silence, exhaling and asking, “What? What’s with that face?”
“This is the longest you’ve looked at me all night,” Jiro replied. “That’s all.”
“Don’t say stuff like that.” Fox needed to get away from the Captain. “Fine,” he glanced around. “How about you take that side and I’ll cover this one.” The truck parking lot and the areas surrounding building three were in Fox’s area, while the actual docks and the other buildings were in Jiro’s.
“I can’t help you if you don’t explain to me what’s wrong,” Jiro said, but Fox was already turning on his heels and heading away toward the trucks.
“Keep your eyes peeled for anywhere you think our thief could hide out and wait or steal a uniform and pretend to be a worker,” Fox called over his shoulder.
Jiro’s assumption that the xif would be stolen straight off one of the boats made the most sense. If Fox was planning it out, he’d find a uniform and disguise himself as one of the workers who helped carry product off the ships and into the warehouses.
He half expected the Captain to tell him to come back, but he should have known better. Jiro probably never raised his voice, and if he did, it most likely was only in extreme emergencies. This didn’t constitute as one, no matter how strangely he thought Fox was acting.
He hadn’t thought he was being that weird. Less flirty sure, but had he really avoided making eye contact? If so, it’d been subconscious.
Shaking his head at his own preposterousness, Fox entered the truck parking lot and got to work wandering up and down the rows of parked vehicles. Because they were hover trucks, there were no wheels beneath them to hold them off the ground, so there was nothing to check under them. He stepped back and tried to get a look at a couple of the roofs, in case their thief had come out early and was already hiding, but even he thought he was overreaching with that one.
The likelihood that they’d run into their thief tonight was slim, but no more so than hoping they’d find him tomorrow. In all honesty, this entire case was just one maybe after another. They were playing a guessing game, one that would keep on going until they either caught their culprit or the Empress of Hild got fed up with waiting for them to.
Fox didn’t find anything useful in the lot, and while more areas looked promising inside the building, it was still a long shot. A locker room with a couple of discarded uniforms stood out, and he made a mental note to ask for a camera to be placed just outside the door if there wasn’t one already—he didn’t see one but in this day and age that didn’t necessarily mean there wasn’t one hidden. To keep from getting found out, the thief would probably wait until the last minute to steal a uniform and sneak in with the other workers. He wouldn’t want to risk doing so too early and having it reported.
After about an hour on his own, Fox exited the building a second time and paused to take a look around. He tried to find Jiro by the docks but it was dark and the lights only reached so far.
Fox considered going down to search himself but opted not to bother. Wherever Jiro was, he was working, and Fox didn’t need to interfere with that.
Instead, he ambled over toward the beach, sticking to the outskirts of the lights strung above on long wires, allowing the shadows to encase him as he went. There was something nice about being unseen, hidden. About not needing to worry about someone spotting him and him needing to put on a show. Here, in the protection of darkness, he allowed his usual chipper expression to fall away.
He was almost at the parking lot where they’d parked their borrowed car when movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. At first, he thought it was just the crashing waves, so when he turned it was with little urgency.
But then he made out the dark form slinking across the green sands and he stilled.
None of the lights from the building or the parking lot reached that far down the beach, but there was the bright glow of the moon to aid him. Above, the clouds shifted, trailing across and out of the way of the neighboring moon at just the right moment.
Fox caught a flash of violet hair beneath the moonlight.
He was moving before he even processed what he was planning, not bothering to waste time calling it in or signaling for Jiro—wherever he may be. Instead, he crept across the sandy beach, moving closer to the figure who was busily collecting something from the ground. Whatever it was, it had him distracted, and Fox used that to his advantage.
The blaster attached to his holster came away with a soft click and he froze, waiting to see if the sound had carried over to the thief. When he got no reaction from the other guy, he let out the breath he’d been holding and slowly lifted the weapon as he continued his advance.
When he was less than twenty feet away, the thief straightened, shaking something in his hand. It didn’t hold his interest for long enough this time, however. The man glanced up and though he was still shrouded in shadow, Fox felt the very second the thief’s eyes found him in the dark.
They both halted, staring back at one another for a beat.
Until the thief took off, leaving Fox to either give chase or play it safe and call Jiro for backup.
Fox raced after him down the beach.




Chapter 11:

It was clear fairly early on that the thief didn’t know where he was going any more than Fox did. They raced across the sand, the moonlight their only source of light as they sped over small dunes and climbed over tiny clusters of rocks. He kept close, gaining ground the longer they ran and the man ahead of him began losing energy.
Fox had more than enough to keep him going longer than most other species, a fact he’d always found ironic considering how frequently the people of Xanon ended up living their entire lives working in small rooms. Back in the beginning, they’d roamed across their planet, migrating during seasons, living a nomad type of life before advancements in technology had been discovered and the realization that they weren’t alone in the universe had been made clear.
He’d kept himself healthy and in shape even though he spent a good amount of his own time on the Lagoon, so a late-night run across the beach and some rocky terrain was nothing for him. Fox was barely even out of breath.
That could not be said about his thief. He could already hear the sounds of his heavy panting from here, gave the guy another two minutes at most before he was tripping over his own feet, unable to go on. Hell, the only thing keeping him going now had to be adrenaline and the desperation to not get caught.
Too bad for him, Fox wasn’t willing to let him get away.
His feet beat against the sand as he picked up the pace, ready to put an end to this. They’d already run so far away from the docks that when he glanced back at it the lights were mere pinpricks. He swore but opted to worry about calling Jiro once he’d secured the thief.
Sensing that he was at a disadvantage, the thief made a bold move, swerving suddenly to the right so quickly that Fox almost lost his footing. He ran straight for the rocky mouth of a cave, instantly enveloped by the darkness.
The opening was wide enough to comfortably fit through, and Fox went after him without hesitation. It was pitch black inside but he relied on his other senses, listening to the other guy's movements as he continued to run. A quick flick over his multi-slate had flashlight mode activating, the beam of bright light shooting from the end of the device just above the top of his wrist. He held it aloft as he went, taking in the sharp stalactites that hung from a ceiling he wished was further away from the top of his head.
The ground had started soft and sandy at the opening, but it got rough and textured the deeper they went, so every step had to be taken carefully, despite the two of them still running.
Fox held his blaster in his left hand but had no intention of shooting it off in here. The only reason he kept it was in case the thief was packing as well, though he couldn’t see anything obvious in the man’s hold.
They splashed through a puddle, sending a spray of icy, salty water into their faces and the thief sputtered. He slowed a fraction and it was just enough for Fox to finally catch up.
Fox slammed into him from behind, forcing his body forward.
The thief landed against the rocky wall, whacking his shoulder hard against the stone. He righted himself quickly, spinning around to face Fox with a defensive stance. Sure enough, his hands were empty.
Fox pointed his weapon at the thief and let out a low whistle. “That was a ton of fun, seriously, thanks for that, but it’s about time for us to get back.”
The thief glared at him and remained silent.
The quiet reaction reminded Fox too much of the Captain and he felt some of his patience slip. “I don’t want to shoot you. Just come without a fight and I can promise you won’t get hurt.”
More silence.
“Can you not speak or are you just being an ass on purpose?” he asked. With his light shown directly at the man, he was able to see all of him for the first time.
The thief was tall, probably around the same stature as he was, with violet hair currently pulled into a tight bun at the back of his head. A few loose strands hung at the sides of his face and partially over his forehead, ending at his chin. He was dressed in black cargo pants with pockets on the sides of his thighs which Fox made a note to search later. The pants were tucked into military-style boots that went halfway up his shins and had crisscrossing laces and a steal toe. They looked a little familiar, but he couldn’t place them.
His shirt was a mesh tee, see-through and decorated with what appeared to be constellations, though it was hard to focus when the man’s toned chest and long torso were practically on full display.
Fox’s gaze swept over the plains of his abs before he got a hold of himself and met the thief’s eyes once more.
The thief was still giving him that stony look.
“Sorry,” Fox said, “don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t checking you out. Just suddenly more relieved I’m on this side of the gun, that’s all.” He wasn’t anything to laugh at himself, and he couldn’t tell if the other guy was in better shape than he was or if they were on par, but he really didn’t want to find out.
It certainly wouldn’t be easy to beat him in hand-to-hand combat, and Fox would prefer if they didn’t test out which of them would win.
“Step away from the wall and head back the way we came, slowly,” he ordered, opting to get this thing moving.
The thief’s eyes were a pinkish purple in direct light, but almost onyx otherwise, like the reflective surface of gemstones, and they dropped to his blaster quickly before returning to Fox’s. He made no other movement.
Fox sighed. “Come on. We can either stand here like this all night or we can get moving. You can even attempt to run again once we’re out of this damn cave.”
That seemed to catch the thief’s attention, and Fox snorted.
“I’m not claustrophobic,” he stated, knowing that’s where the guy’s mind had gone. “Sorry to disappoint. I just don’t see why the two of us should stay here freezing our asses off when there’s only one way this whole thing can end.”
Something shifted, rocks scrapping against one another, and Fox was reminded of Jiro’s warning. He tried to figure out how far they’d run through this thing, but he hadn’t been paying attention when they’d entered the cave. It’d been very close to the water though, closer than most of the others, and aimed toward the ocean so…
Another creaking sound, this one a bit louder—and closer—than the one before.
Maybe Fox shouldn’t have slammed that guy’s massive body against the wall like that.
“I don’t know about you,” Fox said, “but getting crushed to death isn’t on my to-do list, so if you don’t mind, how about we—” Part of the wall back the way they’d come broke loose, the sound of crumbling stone and small rocks and pebbles clattering to the ground cutting him off.
The thief pounced while he wasn’t looking, making a desperate attempt on the blaster. He wrapped one hand around Fox’s and pushed it, aiming the weapon up at the ceiling as the two of them struggled for control over it.
It was less than ten seconds before the blaster went off. Fox wasn’t even sure which one of them accidentally hit the trigger. And a heartbeat after the loud boom registered in his ears, it didn’t even matter who’d done it.
The ceiling came down fast.
Fox barely had enough time to shove the thief out of the way of a large stone before he was bombarded by raining rocks.
The thief reached back and latched onto his wrist, yanking him out from beneath the falling ceiling before the worst of it, the two of them slamming onto the ground hard enough to get the wind knocked out of them.
Something hit the back of Fox’s leg and he cried out, turning to find a rock the size of his head covering his ankle. He’d landed on top of the thief, but he forced himself into a seated position now, pushing the rock off of himself. Moving his leg hurt and he swore as shooting pain traveled up from his ankle to his knee.
The pain was hardly his biggest problem, however.
The ceiling had completely collapsed, entirely blocking off the way they’d come. The spot where they’d just been standing was covered in stone. If they’d been there even a split second longer they both would have died.
“You saved my life,” a shocked voice came from Fox’s left and he glanced over to find the thief staring at him, this time with less aggression.
“He speaks,” Fox drawled, not in the mood to explain he hadn’t allowed the other guy to be crushed because he wasn’t a monster. “Help me up.”
And just like that, the suspicion returned full force in the thief’s gaze.
Fox heaved a sigh of irritation. “We’re trapped and I’m injured and it’s all because you grabbed my weapon. The least you can do is help me back on my feet.”
“We are not trapped.” The thief stood and retreated a step. The cavern led down the opposite way, unobstructed.
“That’s the direction of the ocean,” Fox said.
“It could circle around.”
He snorted. “I’ve never been that lucky. You?”
The thief stared down at him.
“Great. Back to the silent treatment.” A quick glance showed no sign of his blaster. Must have been buried in the rubble. It wasn’t worth digging around for it, risking more of the ceiling tumbling down upon them, so Fox resigned himself to the fact it was lost and lifted his multi-slate to dial for help.
“Fantastic,” he said a moment later.
“What?” the thief asked.
“Let’s just hope you’re right and that,” he pointed down the only remaining exit, “leads to land because otherwise you and I are screwed.” He shook his wrist, sending the light flashing around the cavern. “There’s no service. I can’t connect to anything. We’re lucky it’s not broken entirely and built-in functions like this one still work.” At least he wouldn’t have to worry about stumbling in the dark, hopeful that the thief wasn’t going to stab him while he couldn’t see and was vulnerable.
He shifted and another wave of pain hit him. Well, more vulnerable, in any case.
The thief gave him one last lingering look and then turned.
“Hey!” Fox called after him. “You can’t just leave me here!”
But he could, and he did.
Cursing, he watched as the other man was swallowed by darkness. “Ungrateful, asshole.”
Fox scooted backward to get closer to the wall and then pressed his palm against it, leveraging himself up. He ground his teeth against the pulsing sensation in his right ankle as he lifted into a stand, careful not to apply too much pressure to that foot. There was a fracture somewhere down there for sure.
Keeping close to the wall, he shuffled and hoped his way down the corridor, but after a few steps the frustration grew to be too much and he stopped. He let out a growl and fisted his hand against the stone wall.
When the soft patter of approaching footsteps echoed toward him, he stilled, twisting his arm so that he could shine the light attached to his wrist down the cave.
The thief held up a hand to block the beam from his eyes, but he continued to move closer.
Fox searched his expression for signs that he’d come to fight, but the thief’s expression was as unreadable as one of Jiro’s. It might have been funny in any other circumstance, that suddenly he found himself surrounded by enigmatic men, but as it were, not being able to tell what the guy he was trapped with was thinking could cost Fox in the end.
“You were right,” the thief said once he was close enough for his voice to carry without him having to yell. “There’s an exit, but it leads straight to the ocean and it’s currently high tide.”
“Help me over there.” Fox waved his arm at him, motioning for him to come closer. When the thief hesitated he rolled his eyes. “I saved your life, remember? If I’d wanted to hurt you I would have leaped out of the way instead.”
He cocked his head, seeming to realize something. “Because you didn’t leap out of the way, you needed me to grab you and pull you out. I saved your life too.”
“It’s not a competition.” Fox shifted on his feet, swiveling around to fully face him. “How about a truce? Since we’re stuck here anyway. I won’t attack you and you don’t attack me.”
“You’d trust me to keep my word?”
“You’re a thief,” Fox pointed out, “and I’ve got nothing on my person worth stealing at the moment, so yeah. Unless you’re secretly also a serial killer?”
He scoffed. “Hardly.”
“Well, there you go then. I trust you enough not to stab me in the back.” He didn’t really, but all that mattered was making sure the thief believed him. He held out his arm again. “Now come over here and help me.”
“What if I don’t trust you?”
“Seriously?” Fox slumped back against the wall. “My blaster is gone and I’m injured.”
The thief gave him a lengthy once-over. “Yeah, something tells me that’s not really going to matter.”
That was…interesting. Fox tilted his head in mild curiosity before he could help it.
“If you want to fight me,” the thief continued, “I’m guessing you probably have one or two tricks up your sleeves. You seem like the type.”
He laughed.
“Am I wrong?” the thief asked and Fox decided to be honest with him.
“Of course not.” He pretended to think things over. “I suppose your other option is to stand back and watch me try to crawl my way to the exit. It could be entertaining if nothing else. Tedious though, for me and you. What’s your name?”
The thief frowned.
“I’m Fox.” He didn’t bother holding out his hand in the traditional Hild greeting. The hair was enough to tell him already that whoever this guy was, he wasn’t Hild, but the rest of him did the trick as well. It was in the confident way he was carrying himself—and not in a way that screamed superiority because he had a stuffed bank account either. “I’ve already seen your face—it’s a good one, by the way—telling me your name isn’t going to make too much of a difference.”
Though, he doubted he would get a hit if he ran a sketch of the man through the database. Something told him his thief had avoided getting pinged by authorities in the past.
“Are you flirting with me?” The thief quirked a dark purple brow. “Now?”
“No time like the present.” Fox grinned. “For the record though, I’m simply trying to get to know you better.”
“Why?”
“Because I recently got rejected and I’m not in the mood to hit on anyone new?” He purposefully misunderstood and then chuckled when that earned him a bland look. “Ah. Why do I want to get to know you. Knew that’s what you meant. Because we’re trapped together in the dark with no hope of immediate rescue in sight and my ankle stings like a bitch?”
A humored sound slipped back the thief’s lips, perking Fox’s ears. A second later he wandered over, carefully lifting Fox’s arm and settling it over his broad shoulders. His other hand rested on Fox’s left hip bone, his touch warm and firm as he helped Fox adjust himself on his good foot. Slowly, the two of them started down the cave.
“What was that about not being in the mood?” the thief asked quietly after a few steps, his voice close to Fox’s ear.
“Was it the ‘together in the dark’ part that you found suggestive?” Fox asked, clicking his tongue in mock disappointment. “And I tried so hard to keep it out of my tone too.”
“Your weapon was standard issue I.P.F,” he said next.
“I’m a detective,” Fox confirmed.
“In charge of my case?”
“That is correct.”
They moved silently for a few more paces and then, “My name is Shilling.”
“Shilling,” Fox tested it out on his tongue and found he liked it. “Pretty.”
Now he had a face and a name. It was something. He wasn’t as of yet too hopeful that he’d be able to hold onto the thief until help arrived, considering his messed up ankle, but he’d try his best. It’d been a while since he and Jiro had separated to sweep the docks. The Captain had to have realized something was amiss by now.
“You have a way of peppering in subtle suggestion in almost everything you say, Detective,” Shilling told him, practically purring the words in a way that caused them to rumble against Fox’s side where they touched. “Is that by design?”
“Are you asking if my kind are massive flirts?” He grunted. “Not in the slightest, actually. I’m from Xanon. Have you been?”
“No.”
“Well, I wouldn’t recommend. I’m the most interesting Xanonian and I came to you.” He waited until Shilling turned his head toward him and waggled his brow, laughing when that caused the other man to glance away quickly.
“You shouldn’t be so cavalier,” Shilling warned. “It’s dangerous to tempt strangers.”
“Especially in the dark,” Fox agreed.
“It’s clear by your actions that you’re confident you can protect yourself.”
“I am.”
“And you aren’t concerned by me knowing that, why?”
Fox shrugged. “Makes things more interesting. Perhaps knowing that I’m confident will have you second guessing attacking me when I’m not paying attention for fear of the unknown.”
“Perhaps it will have the opposite effect and I’ll do so out of pure curiosity,” he countered.
“Perhaps.” While Fox was hoping for the first, he wouldn’t be all that surprised if this night ended in the second. Although… “You’re not about hurting people.”
“I’ve hurt many people, Detective,” he corrected.
“They got in your way, but you never went out of yours to cause them harm. There’s a difference.”
“Is there?”
Fox nodded, the soft lulling sound of waves crashing against rock distracting him. They’d been mostly walking straight up until this point, but they made a slight right, and then moonlight spilled through a wide opening.
Sure enough, water lapped just at the entrance, stopping less than an inch past the mouth of the cave.
“I already tried scaling the walls outside,” Shilling told him as they got closer to the end. “They’re too slick.”
If they hadn’t been, he would have left Fox there to rot.
He tried not to focus too hard on that fact. The key to getting people on your side was making them feel comfortable around you. He needed Shilling to like him, at least for now.
“Set me down over there.” He pointed toward the wall at a spot closest to the opening.
May as well get comfortable while they waited.
Shilling helped him over, and when he went to lower him to the ground, Fox deftly slipped two fingers into his hair and tugged.
“Sorry,” he said as soon as Shilling cursed and dropped him. He shook his wrist. “The multi-slate got caught. Are you okay?”
Shilling rubbed at the back of his head, scowling, but ended up turning to plop down on the opposite side of the cave.
While his back was turned, Fox shoved the few stolen strands of hair into his pocket.




Chapter 12:

“My people will find us,” Fox said from his spot in the damp sand. The frozen stone at his back was causing chills to seep through his jacket, but he ignored the discomfort, focusing all of his attention on appearing calm as he sat across from the thief who’d been terrorizing the Hild Empire for three months straight.
“Will they?” Shilling didn’t sound all that concerned.
“Yes. My partner is pretty stubborn. Once he sets his mind to something he won’t stop until he’s had his way. He would have noticed I was gone by now. Bet he’s searching the beach as we speak.”
Shilling said nothing to that.
Fox brushed the tips of his fingers into the water as it lapped forward. Unlike the air around them, it was warm, and he was tempted to take a dip. If he’d been alone, he most likely would have.
As far as he could see the ocean stretched out with no signs of anything other than water and sky. When he tipped his head back, resting it against the solid stone, he couldn’t hold the slight smile from touching his lips. The view was spectacular if nothing else. Though they didn’t have the neighboring moon in their direct sight where they were positioned, light from it lit up some of the clouds, painting the sky a dark plum color. Stars winked and sparkled, and he was already absently counting them in his head when Shilling spoke and broke the spell.
“What does it mean,” he asked softly, “your name?”
He smiled wistfully, pleased to be reminded of the one bright spot of home he had. “My mother was originally from another galaxy. Her parents met while traveling and settled down in my grandmother’s galaxy for a bit. They moved back to the Crystal Sea when my mom was five, and she barely remembers her time on her birth planet, but my grandmother used to tell her all these stories and read to her from picture books. I guess she had a favorite animal, it was called a fox.”
“Your mother named you after an animal?” Shilling frowned.
“Don’t knock animals,” Fox warned. “Animals are great. Far more trustworthy than most humanoids in the universe. Anyway,” he kept his gaze on the twinkling stars, “she grew up, was trained alongside her other siblings and her half-brother—my uncle Non, from her father’s first coupling—and forgot all about her love for foxes. After she’d gained a relatively impressive position on the Xanon High Council, she decided she could finally afford to start a family, but she wasn’t seeing anyone and didn’t want to waste time dating so opted for a donor service. Then I was born.”
“Do you…” His frown deepened. “Do you look like an animal from another galaxy, Detective?”
He laughed. “No. No, of course not.”
“Then why…?”
“I saw a picture once,” he said. “Foxes have this distinct color, it’s this burnt, almost ruddy orange shade.”
Shilling searched his face as if he hadn’t already done so a dozen times since the ceiling had collapsed forcing them to confront one another. “Your hair is blond and your eyes are green.”
“They aren’t always,” Fox replied cryptically, grinning when that only caused the other guy's confusion to grow. “My eyes look different sometimes. If we’re unlucky and still trapped here come daybreak—and you, by proxy are therefore lucky—I’ll show you.”
Shilling stared at him. “I admit that has me torn over whether or not I want us to be found.”
Fox grunted. “No, it doesn’t. You don’t want us to be found because that means you’ll be arrested.”
“I also don’t like the alternative, which is that we remain trapped here,” he pointed out.
“Only until the tide goes down. You’re the one who said as much.”
Shilling had told him it was high tide, implying that there would be a low tide eventually and that he knew how to read them. Fox had been certain that the thief wasn’t from Hild, but maybe he’d been wrong.
“Are you from Zilcon?” he asked, watching the shutter drop down over the other man’s gaze. Damn. He backtracked. “I can’t tell that this is high tide, is all I mean. To me, that just looks like we’re surrounded by water and will forever be surrounded by water.”
“On this moon,” Shilling clawed his fingers through the grit next to him, “you can tell by the color of the sand. It reacts to plankton found in the water. It’s emerald green in here,” he motioned a few feet back the way they’d come where the sand was darker than further in, “which means this part was also submerged earlier today.”
“So the tide is already dropping.” Too bad that process could take anywhere from an hour to six.
“We just have to wait.” Shilling let some of the sand shift through his fingers before he tossed the rest of it out to sea. He curled his legs up and rested his wrists on his knees, glancing between Fox and the sky. “Why do you keep staring at it?”
“You’re full of questions, aren’t you?”
“Used to being the one to make conversation, Detective?”
“Yes.” Even more so since his arrival to the empire. He forced thoughts of Jiro and his quiet demeanor from his mind. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on the Captain. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I like attention.”
“Oh,” he drawled, and there was a note of suggestiveness there that was impossible to miss, “I’ve noticed.”
Fox blinked at him and Shilling let out a bark of laughter.
“What, can’t handle when the tables are turned?” Shilling asked. “I like to tease too. It helps pass the time. And,” he held up an arm indicating their predicament, “there’s nothing else to do. If only we weren’t on opposing sides, things could be even more fun.”
“Alas,” he feigned disappointment, “you’re a criminal and I’m in the law enforcement business.”
“Something tells me that’s not the type of thing that would stop you,” Shilling said.
“True,” it really wasn’t, “but you’re forgetting something else.”
“Right.” Shilling settled back against the cave wall, the smirk on his lips never wavering. “You’re not in the mood.”
“No one likes rejection,” Fox replied flippantly.
“Are you sure you were rejected, Detective? From where I’m sitting, it seems unlikely.”
“Because of my sparkling personality?”
“No,” he grunted, “if anything, that mouth of yours is bound to get you into serious trouble someday. But,” he shook his head, “you’re a sight to look at, I’ll give you that.”
“Ouch,” he pretended to be hurt, “for a second there I thought you were considering stealing my heart. Turns out you just like looking at my face and can do without the rest.”
“I like looking at your body too.”
“Package deal I’m afraid,” Fox told him. “Personality is built in.”
“Disappointing.”
“I’m sure.”
“Did you talk with him like this?” Shilling asked. “The person who rejected you?”
“Assuming he’s a guy right off the bat,” Fox hummed, “interesting choice.”
“Is it a she?”
“Nope, you were right the first time.” He was enjoying giving the thief a hard time way too much. The throbbing in his ankle was getting worse by the second and he needed something to help keep him distracted from it and the cold, so he didn’t bother reining it in.
Shilling seemed to consider a thought for a moment before, “Have there been she’s?”
“Asking about my sexual preferences now?” He clucked his tongue. “Kind of rude, Shill.”
If the nickname affected him at all, he didn’t show it. Instead, Shilling shrugged. “We’ve already almost died together. What’s a little rudeness at this point?”
“I’m pansexual,” Fox told him, not seeing a reason not to. He’d always been open with his sexuality, even back home on Xanon. There were very few planets still around in any of the galaxies that limited or judged one's sexual preferences. “I like who I like. You?”
He grinned and it was clear he was considering making a joke out of the way Fox had worded that with you so closely at the end, but opted not to. Probably because it was too easy.
Fox found that he liked that Shilling was putting a little effort into this…whatever the hell this was.
“I typically lean toward men,” Shilling said. Typically didn’t mean always. “You haven’t answered my question.”
Fox frowned. There’d been so many, he was actually finding it hard to keep up.
“Why do you keep looking outside?”
“Jealous I’m not completely enamored by you?” Fox teased, then answered seriously, “My childhood wasn’t exactly easy. By age twelve we’re separated from our parents and sent to what basically amounts to boarding schools where we’re taught all about the law and how to best govern. I found it more tedious than most of my peers. Got into trouble a lot. After one particularly bad visit where my uncle threatened to have me shipped off the world, my mother told me something that’s stuck with me ever since.”
It was strange that his upbringing was such a repeated topic today when he usually got away with keeping closed lip about it. Maybe it was just on his mind already since he’d brought it up with Jiro earlier. He’d also told the Captain that it hadn’t been all that bad, yet here he was whining to Shilling about how boring school had been. Both statements were true. Sometimes things were both extremely hard and extremely easy at the same time.
Fox’s childhood had been like that. There’d been good and there’d been bad. If he’d learned anything over the years, it was that was how the universe typically operated. He may be an I.P.F agent, and Shilling may be a wanted criminal, but even that wasn’t purely black and white.
Fox bent the rules and caused trouble wherever he went, and Shilling…well, Fox didn’t think he’d ever killed or tortured someone, but he guessed it was still too early to be certain of that. If he was correct, however, then he’d bet money on the fact the thief had never gone out of his way to physically harm someone.
Nothing was black and white or simple or clean cut. Everything was gray, and Fox was okay with that.
Understanding that one simple thing made life a million times more exciting. It also helped him to let go of things, like his strict upbringing, so that he didn’t dwell. And he didn’t. He’d gotten what he’d wanted in the end, after all, and while his uncle and he hadn’t spoken in a while, it wasn’t because either of them hated the other. There was simply no reason to speak.
“What did she tell you?” Shilling cut through his thoughts.
“No matter how hard the day is, always end it on a bright note. She didn’t mean it literally, of course, but I was a kid, and well…” He lifted his chin toward the sky. “Bright spot.”
“The stars.”
“Yup. If you make friends with the stars, you’ll always have light. It’s a habit of mine. I end every day spending a moment staring up at the sky.”
“Just looking?” Shilling was watching them now as well, giving Fox the perfect opportunity to trail his gaze over his profile.
“Sometimes I try to find patterns,” he admitted, not the least bit embarrassed to share this with someone even though he never had before. No one had ever asked. “There’s a constellation back in my mother’s birth galaxy, it’s called the Fox. I try to find something like that here sometimes.”
“Have you?”
“Sure. It’s not all that complex of a constellation.” He chuckled. “This is probably the most I’ve ever talked about myself before.”
He didn’t know why he shared that last part, but he kept his expression carefree when Shilling turned to look at him again.
“The person who rejected you hasn’t asked questions?” Despite his words, Shilling didn’t sound all that surprised. “Perhaps you’re better off without him.”
“Oh,” he curled one of his knees and stretched out his right leg, careful not to move his ankle too much, “I’m better off without him. Not only is his home here, he also happens to be engaged to the Imperial Prince.”
Shilling's eyes widened at that.
“Exactly,” Fox continued. “Had I known beforehand, I never would have hit on him. Getting involved with an Imperial’s intended? No thank you.”
“Why do you like him at all?” Shilling cocked his head and smirked. “Let me guess, he’s attractive.”
“He is,” Fox confirmed, “incredibly attractive, but…” He paused, trying to search through his brain for the proper way to describe it. “I don’t know. I’ve just felt something for him since the moment we met. This…connection of sorts? It doesn’t make any sense when I say it out loud.”
“Some species have soulmates,” Shilling suggested, but Fox shook his head in the negative.
“Not Xanonians.”
“There are two of you involved here, Detective.”
“Ji—” He stopped himself from saying his name, even though it wouldn’t really matter if he gave it out to the thief. Still. “Not him. He’s from Hild, and the people of Hild don’t have soulmates as far as I know.”
“The people of Hild may not, but the original rulers of this land may.”
That caught Fox’s attention. “Enlighten me.”
Shilling’s gaze hardened some, becoming serious though his tone remained the same. “Should I?”
Fox held out his arm in a mirror of his earlier move. “Nothing better for us to do.”
“I’m a thief, Detective. Why would you believe anything I have to say?”
“Tell me what you think I should know,” Fox urged him. “Whether or not I believe you, in the end, is up for me to decide. Who knows, you could get lucky. Any other detective on your case would have forced you into these by now.” He slipped the pair of handcuffs he had stashed in his back pocket free and circled them around on his finger. He should have asked to borrow Nova’s earlier because they were way cooler, but he’d always carried these.
“Do you think you could take me, even with that broken ankle?” Shilling sounded more curious than concerned.
“I don’t care to find out.” The damp had completely seeped through the thick material of his pants now, chilling his thighs and his ass. He was tempted to move back into the cave, but with how comfortable the other guy looked, held himself back.
They’d developed a repertoire, sure, but it wasn’t real. Gray, just like everything else. In this moment they might not be acting like enemies, but they weren’t really friends either. As soon as they were out of here, they’d go back to being the thief and the detective. Fox had to keep some semblance of cool in this situation.
“I’m not going to tell you my entire diabolical plan,” Shilling said, clearly thinking along the same lines as Fox had been. “This has been fun and all, but it changes nothing.”
“Wouldn’t dream of you making it that easy for me.” He smiled and shifted in the sand, wishing he’d had the foresight to place his jacket down first. “Just to be clear though, you’re the one who brought it up.”
“They were driven to extinction,” Shilling told him, any sign of the playfulness that’d been there vanishing in a blink.
“That sounds about right.” Wasn’t that the cliché way of it? Didn’t matter what planet or part of the galaxy you grew up in, everyone knew the story. It left a bad taste in Fox’s mouth and he scowled. “What was the reason?”
“They were different.”
He exhaled. “So, pretty much the same old same old there as well.”
“You seem upset.”
“Aren’t you?”
Shilling watched him closely. “You didn’t know any of those people, Detective. There’s no connection between you and them.”
“I don’t have to know someone personally to acknowledge when something horrible has been done to them.” Why were they talking about this again? For all he knew, this had happened a millennia ago. “I don’t see what this has to do with why you’re stealing things.”
“I never said it did.” Shilling’s eyes glimmered some and it was obvious he felt he’d caught Fox.
In a way he had. Fox was trying to get the guy to spill details of his plan, even if it was in a roundabout way. He was using his charms to trick him into letting his guard down. Only, by bringing up this horrible story about Hild’s past, Shilling had inadvertently been the one to wiggle his way past Fox’s defenses.
“We were talking about soulmates,” the thief reminded.
“It’s a concept,” Fox said. “Nothing more. My people don’t believe in them and neither do the Hild. If this other group who used to live here did, that was for them to decide. What does it have to do with my being rejected? Since that’s what you’re so hung up on it seems.”
Shilling was playing with him.
It hit him like a dose of ice water and he stilled, jaw clenching as he tried to contain his irritation. He’d walked right into it, too. Fox had fallen into his own trap without even realizing it.
“None of this has anything to do with anything,” he accused, only to have Shilling roll his eyes.
“What happened to that trust you’d mentioned, Detective?”
“Trust should be earned.”
“No,” Shilling disagreed sharply, “trust should be kept. Everyone deserves common decency.”
“Should we count off all the priceless items you’ve stolen these past few weeks?” Fox suggested. “You’re no saint.”
“Are you?” Shilling asked. “I’m genuinely curious.”
“It depends on who you ask.”
“I’m asking you.”
“Then the answer is a definitive no.”
Shilling’s expression wavered, giving way to a partial frown. “You don’t think you’re a good person?”
“I think being good is relative.”
“Enlighten me,” Shilling parroted.
Fox almost laughed at that. No matter what the true motive, this conversation was probably the most enjoyable one he’d had in years.
“Do you mean am I good by my uncle’s standards? Or are you referring to the standards set by the I.P.F? The Intergalactic Conference? Hild?”
Shilling was quiet for a second and then, “What about good by your own standards, Detective?”
“Oh, well,” he lifted a single shoulder, “then, again, I most certainly don’t make the cut. What about you, darling thief? Do you think you’re good? Are you satisfied with yourself?”
“What do you think?” Shilling said cryptically, clearly trying to deflect. It was interesting, that he seemed so keen on collecting personal data on Fox but unwilling to divulge anything about himself.
On the outside, the question seemed like Fox was trying to pry into his private life, but of course, there was more to it than that.
“I know what you’re doing,” Fox said, voice dropping, low and husky. The sound of the crashing waves almost drowned it out, but when the other guy’s chin tipped slightly he knew he’d heard.
“I’m trying to make friends, Detective.”
“I mean,” he shook his head, “I know what you’re planning on doing with all of those stolen items.”
“Do you?” Shilling didn’t sound convinced. In fact, instead of looking concerned, that humor returned full force. If anything, he appeared more relaxed.
Until Fox continued.
“You’re trying to help someone.” It’d been a shot in the dark really, a theory haphazardly pieced together off the minuscule bit of information he’d managed to pick out from all the witty banter and meaningless flirtations. When his words caused the thief to bristle, he knew he’d hit his mark.
Now came the difficult part. He needed to make Shilling believe he knew more than he actually did. If he tipped his hand and let on this was all another act, that he was flying blind, he’d risk losing the upper hand he’d just so desperately worked to achieve.
“That’s a pretty admirable thing to do,” Fox added.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Shilling stated, tone taking on a hard edge.
His earlier assumptions that the thief was planning on building a bomb went out the window. That wasn’t a strong enough motive anymore. It didn’t make enough sense. Besides, if it was an explosive he was after, there were more than enough ways to come into contact with one without the complex heists. Hell, Shilling could have broken into one of the Royal armories instead and simply plucked a bomb out from the weapons stash.
If it wasn’t monetary gain, and it wasn’t for a weapon, that left very few other options.  Unfortunately, those options branched off into a million other subcategories.
Fox needed to narrow it down more.
“You want revenge for someone you care about,” he tried out, tilting his head when Shilling’s upper lip lifted almost imperceptibly.
He’d wanted to sneer.
Fox was wrong.
“Not revenge then. Not yet, anyway.” He hummed as he thought it over. “Are they sick?”
Shilling shot to his feet so fast, Fox practically got whiplash. “Stop. Reading. Me.”
The voice was scary and had little alarm bells ringing in the back of Fox’s head, but he ignored them and boldly snorted in the face of the suddenly pissed-off thief.
“What’s with you people of Hild? Is it the money? Has it made you all let your guard down a little too much?” He pulled away from the cave wall, staring up at Shilling. “If you don’t want to be read, darling thief, don’t make it so easy for me.”
“The nickname is cute,” Shilling said suddenly, tension easing from his shoulders. He did not, however, sit back down. Instead, he meandered over to Fox, slowly, his full pink lips turning up at the corners in a mischievous half-smile that had Fox’s instincts going haywire.
He sensed the danger, saw it for what it was, but there was excitement there too. Mystery. Against his better judgment, he wanted to see what the thief planned to do next.
“Should I do something cute in return?” Shilling asked, dropping to a crouch before him, close enough that his kneecap brushed against Fox’s left arm. He reached out, fingers aimed at Fox’s face.
Fox moved quickly, hand cinching around Shilling’s wrist to stop him. They stared at one another for a long moment, and he searched that gemstone-like gaze, gauging the rapid quickening of his own heart and the curiosity that was brewing inside of himself.
Slowly, Fox dropped his hold, letting his arm fall back to his side.
Shilling grinned at him wolfishly, a twinkle of self-satisfaction in his eyes as he delved his fingers through Fox’s hair. He cupped the base of Fox’s skull and pulled him gently forward, leaning down at the same time so his warm lips were there to meet him.
The kiss was electric. Sparks burst behind Fox’s eyes as his lashes lowered and without thinking his tongue shot forward, licking a line across the seam of Shilling’s mouth until he opened for him. He dove deep, swallowing the thief’s lust-filled pant, suddenly breathless in his own right as well.
As far as random kisses with a stranger in the dark went, this one probably went on his top ten list.
Too bad it didn’t last.
A sharp sting at the side of his neck had Fox swearing and rearing back. His palm slapped against the spot, an accusatory glare already in place when he met Shilling’s gaze.
The thief was holding a needle.
“I’m sorry, Detective,” Shilling whispered just as their surroundings started to grow fuzzy and blur. “Don’t panic. You’ll be all right.”
Fox wanted to open his mouth to curse the other guy out, but he’d already lost control of his limbs, body slumping against the wall as he struggled to keep his eyes open.
The last thing he was aware of was the sensation of those long fingers brushing through his hair again.
Then everything went quiet and still and the world ceased to exist.




Chapter 13:

As far as double-crosses went, he wasn’t even sure that could be considered one.
That was Fox’s first thought when he came too, lying down in a white room with the smell of citrus and the whirring and beeping of machines. It didn’t take a genius to realize he was in a hospital room, and he glanced down to check on his ankle, only to pause.
Jiro was asleep at the side of his bed.
The Captain was alone, perched on the edge of a stool with his head resting in his folded arms on the bed. He was asleep, his face turned toward Fox, and was still dressed in the same outfit as last night when they’d gone to the docks.
The room was of medium size with a sink and a counter stretched across one wall, and a row of windows that overlooked a beach. The jade green sands sparkled in the midday sunlight, which pooled in through the glass to bath the two of them in warmth.
Jiro looked peaceful, soft.
Cute.
Fox tried not to think it but the thought crept up on him anyway. When he wasn’t staring robotically, Jiro’s fresh-face was more apparent. He had a straight nose and a full mouth with pillowy lips. His eyes were almond shaped and his brows curved softly. If the Captain had any harsh edges, Fox would have to get him undressed to find them. There was a ring on his finger he hadn’t noticed before, a dark blue stone in the shape of an octagon set in silver and Fox was in the process of debating whether or not he should get closer when—
“Can I open my eyes now,” Jiro said, “or are you going to stare at me for the rest of the afternoon?”
Startled, Fox remained silent as those amber-gold eyes blinked and focused on him.
Almost lazily, Jiro sat up, stretching his arms over his head.
If he had any shame at all, Fox would consider the fact he’d just kissed someone else and tear his gaze off of the Captain. As it were…He couldn’t look away.
“How do you feel?” Jiro asked.
“Fine.” There were no aches or pains in his body, and he felt well-rested. When he eased into an upright position it took no effort at all. He didn’t even wince when he pulled himself against the headboard and accidentally shifted his ankle. Frowning, he pulled back the pale blue sheet that had been settled over him. He’d been changed into a white hospital gown, but there were no bandages on his foot.
“The doctors healed you,” Jiro explained. “It was a minor fracture, easily fixed.”
Sure, in empires like Hild where medical technology was advanced and everyone could afford it. His job had taken him to less fortunate areas of the universe. One time he’d caught a cold in a rundown city on Atk and there’d been no medicine for miles. He’d had to return to the Lagoon where they had a fully stocked first aid kit available.
“What happened?” Fox waved a finger around the empty room. “Where is the rest of the team?”
“I waited for you by the car for about twenty minutes before I realized something must be wrong,” Jiro said. “Then I went looking. I searched for about an hour before I finally called the others to ask if they’d seen you, just in case something had come up and you’d forgotten to tell me. With nowhere else to look, I walked the beach hoping for a sign. I found this,” he pulled a blaster from behind him where it’d been tucked out of site and placed it on the short white table at the side of the bed, “a few feet from the opening of a cave. Looked like there’d been an accident and it’d closed up.”
So that’s where Fox’s gun had gone. It hadn’t been buried after all. Lucky.
“I meant to head to the car myself,” Fox told him, “but I stumbled on our thief instead. Chased him and we ended up getting trapped in the cave.”
Jiro nodded in understanding. “You were alone when I found you.”
“Shilling gave me something.” He pressed his hand against the side of his neck. “Knocked me out.”
“So he could make his escape.”
“No,” he disagreed. “So he could keep me from figuring out what his real motive is.”
Jiro pursed his lips. “He wanted to make you shut up, you mean. I can see how being trapped with you might drive a person to that.”
“Wow.” Fox laughed. “Someone’s in a good mood today.”
“Hardly,” Jiro pulled back, straightening in his seat and crossing his arms. “I was up the whole night searching for you. Even once I found the cave, there was the matter of figuring out how I was going to get to you. There was a wall of rock blocking the way. You could have been dead for all I knew.”
“Worried for me, Captain?”
“I’m starting to wonder why,” he drawled, making Fox laugh again. “I had to call for help from some workers at the dock. Then it was a matter of waiting for a small boat to arrive so it could drive me to the other side of the cave—which was really a tunnel, by the way. You went pretty far through it too.”
“I went all the way through it,” Fox corrected. “I was waiting at the end of it. Made things easy for you. Were there any signs that I hadn’t been alone?”
Jiro shook his head. “Not even a shoe print.”
“Shilling must have cleaned up after himself.”
“Shilling?”
“The name of our thief.” Fox grabbed his multi-slate off the table, ignoring his blaster, and sent a quick message to the others. “Where are my clothes?”
“Over there.” Jiro motioned to the countertop where a pile of clothing had been neatly folded and placed by the sink.
“Can you bring my pants over?”
He frowned but did as asked. “Nova was working on your paperwork with the hospital,” he told him as he crossed the room. “Dawon took a team of forensic officers to the cave to see if there was anything I missed at first glance.”
Right, because Jiro wouldn’t have known that Fox had been drugged and would have made getting him out of there and to the hospital his top priority.
“Here.” He handed the pants over to Fox just as the door on the other side of the room beeped and slid open.
Nova breezed in, eyes scanning over him quickly. “You’re okay?”
“Perfect.” He winked at her for good measure.
She rolled her eyes and turned to Jiro. “Test results came back. He’s clean, but you’ve been pinged. They need you in Room 7 for further testing.”
Jiro gave her a curt nod of his head and turned to go.
“Wait,” Fox stopped him, “what’s she talking about?”
“The cave you spent the better part of your night in is filled with eams,” Nova answered before Jiro could. “They’re parasitic sandworms that slip through pores and enter the blood stream. They can lead to some serious illnesses if not dealt with immediately. We had the tests taken while you were unconscious and while you got out unscathed, the Captain, not so much.”
“How long were you in the cave with me?” Fox asked.
“Not long,” Jiro said. “I had the boat waiting as close as they could. I went in, did a quick vitals check, and then carried you out.”
“All it takes is contact.” Nova sent Jiro an apologetic look. “Even though he was in there longer, seems like you’re the unlucky winner.”
Jiro didn’t reply, merely nodded a second time, and then turned for the door.
“He’s a very lovely robot,” Nova joked the second the door slid shut at his back, sealing the two of them in the room together alone.
“He’s not all that bad,” Fox chided.
She came over and took his wrist, turning it so she could check his vitals. Since he’d been given a plain bill of health, he wasn’t hooked up to any machines that could do it for her. Back on her World Ship, the Olympus, Nova had undergone extensive medical training before deciding to make a career switch in the final year of med school. Her expertise came in handy more often than not, so when she was flustered and wanted to coddle him—such as now—Fox tended to sit back and let her.
“He was full-on panicking when he couldn’t find you,” Nova surprised him by saying. “I wish I’d had the foresight to record the call so I could play it back for you. I wasn’t aware he was capable of feeling emotion, let alone strong emotion like that.”
“Really?” Something twisted inside of him and he got a cheap thrill over that information. He tried to picture Jiro, worried as he raced through the docks on the comm to Nova.
“In his defense, it’d been over an hour by then. Long enough that you should have shown back up if nothing bad had happened.”
“I’m fine.”
“Unlike the poor Captain.” Nova slapped his wrist lightly, clearly pleased with his pulse, and stepped back. “He’s going to need treatment for the eams. That’ll have him even more surely than before, I’m sure.”
“What do you mean?” Fox asked.
“You’ll see.” She checked the time on her multi-slate. “Dawon has been inspecting the cave all morning—he and the rest of the officers took the preventative shot,” she answered before he could ask about their risks of catching the parasite. “You were dosed with a heavy sedative and we had no way of knowing when it’d wear off. Now that you’re awake, I’ll give him a call and see if he’s found anything.”
“Actually.” Fox unfolded the pants in his lap and reached into his right pocket. “Here.”
Nova stared at the couple strands of hair he held out to her, and then back at him.
“It’s Shilling’s,” he explained, and when that caused her to quirk a brow elaborated with, “Our thief.”
She took a closer look and finally realized the strands were dark purple and not black. Pulling a plastic baggie from her belt, she took the hairs and placed them inside. “I’ll have these run through the Zircon lab immediately.”
“Make it a rush order,” he told her. “His origin story is important, I can feel it.”
“Yeah?” She began typing up the request form as they spoke. “What else did you manage to glean?”
“Later,” he said. “When the whole team is together.”
“You mean like they should have been last night?” she replied coolly.
“You needed a break,” Fox shrugged, “so did Dawon. Besides, I went with Jiro didn’t I? I made sure I had backup.”
“Yeah, a lot of good that did you.”
“It’s not his fault.”
“Oh, on that we agree.” She sat down on the bed next to him. “I know reckless is in your blood—”
“Better than parasitic sandworms.”
She glared.
He cleared his throat. “Sorry.”
“Try to be more cautious, okay? Jiro wasn’t the only one who was worried.”
The two of them had been partners for so long, they’d become more like family than anything else. It’d been years since Nova had even taken time off to return to Vexan for the holidays, opting instead to spend her vacations with Fox and whichever teammate they may or may not have at the time.
I.P.F teams could be anywhere from two to five members. So long as there was one high classed detective and one inspector, they were considered a legal team. Most of the time they required aid from whichever police force was in main operation on whatever planet or ship their case was on. Sometimes they took on a third member, like Dawon, to help that person log their hours so they could move up the ladder.
If everything went well, Dawon could eventually get his own team to lead.
But that was a very long way off, and the kid had a lot to learn before Fox would even briefly consider suggesting him for a promotion.
Nova’s multi-slate beeped and she checked the new message. “Dawon is done. I’m going to tell him to wrap it up and head back to the inn.”
“Why not have him meet us at the station?” Fox suggested instead. “Thought you wanted to hear all about my daring cave adventure.”
She sighed. “I do, but the Captain is going to need someone to stay with him for the next few hours and I can already guess that you’re going to vehemently volunteer.”
Fox frowned.
* * *
“There you go,” Fox ran his hand down the curve of the Captain’s spine, “let it all out.”
“Shut,” Jiro slapped him away, quickly turning to shove his face back into the bowl, “up.”
He’d been vomiting almost nonstop for three hours now, so Fox understood his irritation, resting back on the edge of the bathtub where he’d been sitting all the while.
“That medicine is a serious doozy, huh.” He let out a low whistle, catching sight of Jiro’s glare when he tilted his head toward him.
Jiro was on his knees in front of the toilet bowl, his arms propped up on the rim with his face halfway inside.
Fox had suggested they get a bucket before he’d popped the first pill, but the Captain had been stubborn, and, well, here they were.
Before they’d left the hospital the doctor had explained that the medicine would kill the parasites in his blood stream and force the body to break them down and pull the particles to the stomach. There was no telling how long Jiro would throw up, but he’d keep doing so until his body was completely purged.
“I can’t believe you got a case this bad just from dragging me from that cave.” Admittedly, Fox felt kind of bad.
Jiro was covered in a fine sheen of sweet and his coloring was off. Whenever he lifted his head, there were visible unshed tears in his eyes. “I’m never saving you again,” his words echoed from within the bowl a second before he vomited more of the greenish-black sludge.
“I owe you one.” Fox had tried to offer him something to drink—because that couldn’t taste great—or a cool towel but the Captain had refused everything.
Because there were sometimes nasty side effects to the medication, the doctor had ordered that Jiro not be left alone throughout the process. If he hadn’t, there was little doubt in Fox’s mind that Jiro wouldn’t have allowed him to be with him either.
“Distract me,” Jiro growled a moment after he’d settled some.
“All right.” There wasn’t much to talk about regarding the room. The bathroom was small, with a toilet, a sink, a tub, and ugly yellow wallpaper. The bedroom, which could be seen out the open door, wasn’t much better. Just a mattress and a couple of end tables. He glanced at Jiro’s hands curved around the porcelain. “That’s a nice ring.”
Jiro grunted and then spit into the water.
“Wear it often?” Fox asked.
“All the time.”
“Significant meaning?”
“Obviously.”
Fox blew out a slow breath. “Going to need you to work with me here, Captain. What happened to the chatty guy from this afternoon?”
“I’ve thrown him up and he’s been flushed,” Jiro bit out.
“Was that an attempt at being funny?” Fox chuckled. “It worked. Now, tell me about the ring. What kind of stone is that?”
“It’s a galaxy sandstone,” Jiro said after a brief hesitation where it was clear he didn’t want to but was too miserable to screen questions. “Want to hear something truly funny?”
Fox nodded his head when the Captain glanced at him.
“It’s supposed to bring good luck.”
He snorted. “It did a shit job.”
“No kidding.” Jiro threw up again.
Fox waited until he was done and then, “You don’t seem like the superstitious type.”
“It’s not like that,” Jiro said. “For my people, the stone works.”
Fox sent him a droll look.
“Not with the luck part, obviously,” he amended.
“Obviously.” Fox thought that over. It meant there were other meanings behind galaxy sandstone. Suddenly he wanted to know all about it, but he was still stuck on the other part of Jiro’s statement. “Your people? The Hild? They don’t seem the superstitious type either.”
“I told you,” he said, “it’s not about that. There are chemical properties in galaxy sandstones that we react to.”
“I haven’t noticed anyone else wearing one.” Fox certainly would have caught on too, if most of the masses were going around sporting pretty blue stones that looked like tiny trapped galaxies.
“The Hild Empire’s natural source was stripped away decades ago. That’s why you haven’t seen it. It’s too rare, even by Hild standards.”
“And yet you have one.” Fox’s eyes narrowed. It occurred to him he’d never asked about the man’s past. Becoming a Comet Captain was no small feat.
“Relax, Detective,” Jiro said, catching onto his line of thinking without Fox having to say a word about it. “I grew up poor. I’m not a secret Royal/Imperial. One of us in the room is enough, don’t you agree?”
“Ouch.” Low blow, but deserved. Fox had no right to judge.
It wouldn’t bother him if Jiro were a Royal or an Imperial though. He’d never cared about titles, and he had no plans on starting.
“Kind of impressive,” he ended up saying, “growing up poor in an empire like Hild. I wasn’t even aware that was an option.”
“It isn’t for most,” Jiro confided.
“You’ve lived here your whole life?” Space travel was so common that Fox had visited one or two planets and World Ships that had populations made up of more foreigners than not. If it was connected to the Intergalactic Conference and therefore in a safe zone, travel was even encouraged.
Of course, there were still many places, such as Xanon and the Hild, where the majority who lived there were those born there who shared the empire bloodline.
“Yes.” Jiro spat into the bowl and then shifted onto his ass, scooting back until he came up to the wall. He dropped his head against it and closed his eyes, clearly still feeling awful.
“Do you want anything?” Fox asked. It upset him, seeing the Captain this way, irrationally so. It was his own damn fault for breaking protocol and chasing after their thief alone. He should have immediately signaled for backup first.
Jiro peeled his eyes open and stared at him blankly.
He’d volunteered to stay with him before Jiro had been able to get a word in, and it just now hit Fox that maybe the Captain would prefer someone else to be with him at a vulnerable time like this. He cleared his throat and stood.
“Should I call for the Imperial Prince?” he tried really hard to keep the edge of jealousy out of his tone but wasn’t sure how successful he’d been.
The space between Jiro’s brow dipped slightly, but it wasn’t enough to be considered a frown. “You’ve heard then.”
Fox stood there awkwardly. “Yeah. Congratulations.”
Jiro closed his eyes again. “That’s why you were acting weird yesterday.”
“I crossed a line,” Fox said. “I apologize. I never meant to make you uncomfortable. After our talk on the rooftop, I’d already decided to ease off. Then I overheard—”
“It’s not true,” Jiro cut in. “Obsidian proposed, yes, but I haven’t given him an answer yet.”
A spark of hope ignited in his chest and it was all he could do to bank it back down. “Why not?”
“Because I don’t want to marry him,” Jiro stated bluntly. “But turning him down outright would be career suicide. That isn’t a bridge I want to burn.”
“It’s not one you want to sleep with either,” Fox blurted, holding up his hands in a show of standing down when Jiro glowered.
“I feel it too, you know,” he said suddenly, causing Fox to frown. “This thing between us? It’s not just you.”
A thrill shot down Fox’s spine.
“But there’s no good reason for it, and I hate acting on impulse,” he continued. “That’s too dangerous. I’m not one to take the risky path if there’s a way around it. You,” he blew out a breath and gave Fox a serious once over, “you’re dangerous, Fox. Everything about you is everything I’ve tried to avoid.”
“Not into sexy guys, huh?” he joked, and when it fell on deaf ears, he ran a hand down his face and plopped back onto the rim of the bathtub. “Has it ever occurred to you, Captain, that that’s why you like me?”
He pursed his lips but said nothing.
“Maybe you’re tired of coloring in the lines, of keeping yourself so tightly leashed. I’ve seen it, there’s a spark behind your eyes desperate to be seen, but you always wrestle it away from the surface. Maybe a little risk is just what you need.”
“And you?” Jiro asked intensely. “What could you possibly find attractive in me? By your standards, I live a boring existence. I follow the rules and I don’t speak out. We are very different.”
Fox considered his point. The truth was he had no idea why he felt this drawn to the other guy. Even last night when he’d been talking about it with Shilling, it’d been difficult to explain. He didn’t believe in things like soulmates, but he did believe in science. There must have been some chemical reaction taking place between the two, something about their pheromones syncing perfectly or whatnot. It didn’t really matter. Jiro was right.
Fox wasn’t the type of person who bothered dwelling over semantics. He trusted his gut and acted on instinct.
“My life is extremely chaotic,” he found himself saying. “Maybe I need a little calm in my world.” Fox shrugged. “Maybe not. Who knows? Who cares? I like you. Isn’t that enough?”
Jiro scowled. “No.”
“Well,” he rested his arms on his knees and linked his fingers, “you’ve already rejected me anyway, Captain. I’ll respect your wishes. From here on out—”
“How did the thief get the jump on you last night?” Jiro changed the topic so quickly it took a second for Fox’s mind to catch up. There was something specific in his golden gaze now, something Fox couldn’t quite put his finger on.
“Shilling kissed me,” he confessed, not bothering to conceal that fact. Why should he? He’d done nothing wrong. Though, he didn’t like the idea that this could further blow his chances with the Captain. Trust went both ways, however, and Fox refused to be with anyone he couldn’t trust not to betray him or who felt like they couldn’t trust him. “I let him, and while I was distracted he took advantage.”
“Do you like me, Detective?”
“You know I do.”
“Yet you were fine kissing someone else?”
Fox ran his fingers through the short hairs at the base of his skull. “I thought you were engaged, Jiro. And even if you weren’t, you told me you weren’t interested in getting involved.”
“So you made out with a criminal?”
“Made out is a strong phrase,” he said, “and also…He’s not all bad.”
“You aren’t making things better.”
Fox cocked his head. “I wasn’t aware you wanted me to. Do you?”
“I—” His eyes went wide, cutting off whatever he’d been about to say and he rushed back over to the toilet.
Jiro threw up.
Again.




Chapter 14:

The next day the sky was bleak and gray and the four of them looked exhausted around the conference table back at Zircon station. Jiro and Fox had spent the rest of the night before in the bathroom, while Nova and Dawon had run around trying to find clues on their thief. It’d been draining and it was clear that none of them had gotten a decent amount of sleep afterward.
Unfortunately for them, that wasn’t enough to justify taking a day off. The case needed to be solved, and they’d finally gotten a leg up on it.
Fox swirled the hot contents in the mug in front of him, the nutty taste of whatever coffee substitute this empire had still coating his tongue. The lot of them had dressed down, in casual wear despite being on duty and surrounded by people in uniform just outside the room they’d taken control of. With nowhere else to immediately go, it didn’t seem like too big of a deal.
He’d started explaining to them what had happened on the beach, beginning with when he’d spotted Shilling and how the two of them had wrestled the blaster once in the cave, causing the collapse.
Nova took notes which appeared on the screen, and even Dawon seemed unusually enthralled by the series of events.
“He knocked me out because I was getting too close.” Fox was sure of it.
“Close to what?” Nova asked.
“The truth.” He’d replayed that conversation over and over again in his head, picking it apart, trying to find any hidden meaning or detail that he could have missed while he’d been freezing his ass off on a bed of damp sand with a busted ankle. “I was wrong before. He isn’t after building a bomb. I don’t think he’s trying to make a weapon at all.”
“Is that why you called us off the stakeout at the dock?” Dawon rested his chin on his palm.
They’d ditched the idea that Shilling was after xif, partly because it was incredibly unlikely their thief would make another appearance at the dock after what had happened, and also because of Fox’s new theory. They’d left a few officers there to keep their eyes peeled, but he wasn’t holding his breath.
“If he isn’t trying to build a weapon,” Nova’s brow furrowed, “then what is he after?”
“Medicine.” Fox clicked on his multi-slate, bringing up a couple of files he’d put together last night once Jiro had finally drifted off to sleep—still attached to the toilet bowl. “I readjusted my search parameters and, would you believe it, Demeter gave me a hit almost immediately.”
A list of five different types of medicines that could be created using most, if not all, of the ingredients that had been stolen thus far appeared on the screen. 
“I don’t know who it is, but Shilling is protecting somebody. He isn’t stealing for profit or to commit some act of terrorism. He wants to help someone.”
“Couldn’t it be himself?” Dawon suggested. “Maybe he’s the one who’s sick.”
“It’s possible,” Fox admitted, “but I don’t buy it. He was fine answering questions about himself. It wasn’t until I started bringing up the possibility of another person being involved that he reacted.” No, he was right about this, Fox was sure of it. “I’ve already started cross-referencing these lists with the items already stolen. Hopefully, we’ll be able to narrow down which moon he’ll travel to next. If not…”
“I have something to contribute,” Nova announced. “I got the results back on that DNA sample you wanted to run.”
“What DNA sample?” At his side, Jiro frowned.
“He stole a couple of strands of Shilling’s hair,” Nova answered for Fox. “There was enough material on them to get a hit too. Good thinking.”
“I’m not the boss for no reason.” Fox blew her a kiss then stilled when he noticed Jiro’s eyes narrowed. He straightened in his seat.
Jiro had never finished saying whatever he’d been trying to say yesterday. The two of them had left this morning with nothing solved and Fox actually with more questions about where they stood than he’d had before.
He’d thought he needed to work on forgetting about his attraction to the Captain. But he’d gotten the impression that Jiro didn’t want that, so now he wasn’t quite sure what he was meant to do.
But in the next instant, it became apparent the Captain was only concerned about the case.
“You did what?” Jiro stared. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”
“What, when you were throwing up your guts?” Fox scrunched his nose in distaste. “Wasn’t really the right time, or important. I had no idea if we’d even be able to get anything off of it.”
“It’s debatable,” Nova stated, drawing all of their attention back her way. She was frowning down at her multi-slate screen. “The results are…questionable.”
“How so?”
She flicked the device and sent the email she’d received onto the large screen so they could all see. “This claims Shilling is a Gemini.”
“Cool, old-school star signs,” Dawon said, and Fox couldn’t contain his surprise. “What? I know stuff about grandma’s galaxy too.”
It was interesting that he’d bothered learning anything about a galaxy he most likely would never visit, even if they had connections to it. Then again, one of Dawon’s charms was that he collected seemingly random information. If anyone wanted to know what the most poisonous bug on Xanon was, he was the guy to go to.
“It’s not a star sign here,” Nova corrected. “Gemini were a race long thought to be extinct. There are rumors they were wiped out but…”
“Hild would never admit to something as heinous as that,” Jiro concluded.
“Few empires would.” Nova turned to Fox. “It’s supposedly been over a couple of hundred years since the last one died—the Hild say from natural causes, who knows. Most information on the Gemini has been purged as well, though we might be able to get something from Demeter Station.”
Jiro grabbed Fox’s wrist, pinning it to the table when he went to lift his multi-slate. “Don’t even think about it. We do this legally this time.”
“Fine.” He rolled his eyes dramatically. “If you insist, Captain.”
“That’ll take forever,” Dawon complained.
“I’ll see about finding someone who may be helpful in the empire in the meantime,” Nova told them. “While most information has been removed from common Hild history books, I’m sure there’s someone out there still talking about them. They were an entire race, after all.”
“Okay,” Fox clapped his hands once loudly, “Dawon, file the paperwork to the I.P.F about Demeter Station. Nova start looking for a source nearby we can access. While you two do that, the Captain and I will be meeting with a sketch artist to compile a new one of our darling thief.”
“Darling?” Nova quirked a dark brow but Fox shrugged her serious reaction off.
“He’s grown on me.”
“For anyone else, that might be concerning,” Dawon said, standing and stretching, “but it’s not like it’d be the first time you arrested a…friend.”
The suggestive note in the kid’s tone had Jiro tensing next to Fox.
“I’m going to head back to the inn and research there,” Nova told them, following Dawon to the door. Before she stepped through it, she turned and gave Fox a stern look. “Don’t do anything on your own.”
“Yeah, yeah,” he waved her off and grinned. “Don’t worry, the Captain here won’t let me out of his sight again. Isn’t that right, Captain?” He tugged lightly at Jiro’s sleeve, winking for good measure.
As per usual, when everyone else’s attention was drawn his way, Jiro gave no outward reaction.
Nova made a sign with her fingers that she’d be watching and then exited, shaking her head as she turned the corner and disappeared.
“Let’s—” Fox got to his feet, but Jiro’s clipped words stopped him from moving further.
“You seem to have forgotten all about the part where you kissed the enemy.”
“I didn’t I just…omitted it.”
“Worried your team will judge you?” Jiro asked woodenly.
“Not in the slightest.”
“Right. Because they’re already aware of your penchant for arresting friends.”
“Careful, Captain,” Fox tilted his head, “I might start to suspect that you’re jealous, what with all the words you’re using.” He almost regretted pointing that out. Jiro had been more talkative with him today and Fox liked it. The last thing he wanted was to tease the guy back into silence.
“Your suspicions would be correct, Detective,” Jiro stated, then before Fox could say anything to that, he got up and headed out the door. His strides were steady as he moved down the hall toward the other side of the station, leaving a slightly stunned Fox forced to rush to catch up with him.
That also seemed to be happening a lot.
Not that he minded. Fox didn’t have a problem giving chase if that was the game Jiro wanted to play.
He just needed to be sure that they were both in on it beforehand.
Jiro led the way to the small room where the composite artist was already waiting for them. To avoid any leakage of the case, he’d apparently requested that it be a closed space, so it was only the three of them once the door shut at Fox’s back.
The artist was a lithe woman with claret-colored hair pulled into a loose ponytail. She was dressed in the Comet uniform, just without the armor over it, and greeted them both with the traditional Hild handshake.
Fox took a seat across from her at the small rectangular table, the only other thing in the room aside from her computer monitor and tablet. The lack of extra seating meant Jiro stood in the corner while they began.
It wasn’t hard conjuring an image of Shilling. Fox had gotten a good enough look at him during their time in the cave, especially with his flashlight practically beaming on the guy the whole time. The darling thief had also been beautiful in a rock star, bad boy kind of way, not typically Fox’s taste, but he’d try anything once. Or thrice. Either way, Shilling had certainly lacked that darkness that Fox was used to feeling around repeat criminals. There was always this air about them, this heaviness.
Shilling had secrets and they weighed on him, but he wasn’t bad—at least, Fox hadn’t gotten that impression anyway.
“His jawline is a little fuller,” Fox corrected the artist when she made Shilling’s chin too defined. “His eyes too. They’re turned up at the corner a bit more.” He hummed as he considered the rough sketch that was coming together. “The upper lip needs to curve down at the edges—yes just like that.”
Jiro snorted. “Wouldn’t want to get your favorite part wrong.”
The artist, whose name was Sprig, leaned back in her chair and glanced between the two of them questioningly.
Fox laughed awkwardly. “He’s kidding.”
She cocked her head. “Captain Jiro doesn’t make jokes.”
Of course, out of all the moons and all the sketch artists on them, they’d ended up with the one who knew Jiro and his temperament.
It was one thing for his team to know about his little slipup with their target, he didn’t want the rest of the empire to find out. If it got back to the Empress, there’d be the risk of him getting taken off the case for unprofessionalism. Not even the I.P.F would be able to insist he stay on if she got involved and ordered otherwise.
He sent a pointed look at Jiro, who dared to shrug smugly.
Fox chuckled in disbelief but got a hold of himself.
He’d find a way to deal with the Captain—this new, teasing, kind of even more sexy version of him—once they’d wrapped this up.
Then it was so on.
For now, he went back to adjusting the sketch with Sprig, though it was suddenly a lot harder for him to vividly picture the thief in his mind. Instead, that image had been replaced by that self-satisfied look in Jiro’s eyes.
Perhaps bad boy was more his style than he’d thought.




Chapter 15:

“Planning on framing it and hanging it over your bed?” Jiro drawled as he directed their hovercar into the packed parking lot of Fuchsia Fusion, the bar they’d been sent to by Nova less than an hour ago.
It was located on the South side of Zircon, a decent ways away from the station and the inn they’d been staying at. Ideally, this meeting wouldn’t take too long and they’d be able to head back before it got too dark.
Fox tore his gaze away from the composite sketch he’d been looking at, shutting down the projection so that it vanished. “Just making sure it’s as accurate as possible.” He really had been. “I’m the first one to get a good look at his face.”
“And to make out with it.” Jiro shut off the car and pressed the button that had his seatbelt unlatching. When he reached for the door handle, however, Fox rested a palm on his shoulder, holding him back.
“You’re sending me mixed signals here, Captain,” Fox said, voice firming so that the other guy could tell that he was done playing around and was serious. “I’m not going to be sure how to respond from here on out without a little more clarification on your end.”
Jiro settled back against the plush leather seat. “You make it sound like a transaction.”
“It can be, if that’s what you want,” Fox said, then immediately backtracked when Jiro’s eyes darkened in insult, “or not. You call the shots.”
Jiro hesitated. “Why?”
“Because I made it pretty obvious from the beginning that I was hitting on you,” Fox explained. “You’re the one who said you had no use for a Royal.” He licked his lips, unsure if he wanted to throw the other obvious wrench out in the open but deciding it was best to get it over with. “You’re also the one being pursued by an Imperial. Your Imperial.”
“He’s not my anything, Detective,” Jiro stated cryptically before pulling away. He exited the vehicle without so much as a second glance, leaving Fox just as in the dark as he’d been a moment prior.
Heaving a frustrated sigh, he followed after him, taking in the flashing dark pink lights that strobed through the seven or so pane-glass windows that decorated the front of the bar. A large neon sign with its name in twisty letters hung above the wide open double doors, where a burly man dressed in gold and black perched on the edge of a black stool with his arms crossed.
“What kind of place is this again?” Fox asked as they approached, noting with some discomfort that the bouncer was twice his size and could probably drop him with a single punch. Not that he planned on getting into any fights, but a person never knew how the night would end. Especially when that person was as loose-lipped and cavalier as he tended to be. “Didn’t Nova say we were meeting a professor?”
“A history professor,” Jiro confirmed, pulling his holographic badge up on his multi-slate to present to the bouncer. “He used to work at Iker on Red Beryl, it’s our top university.”
Fox held up his I.P.F badge for inspection once Jiro had made it through, feeling slightly antsy when the bouncer took an extra second inspecting it than he had for the Captain.
“Are you always so cagey around authority figures?” Jiro asked once they were both inside.
That bouncer was hardly an authority figure but…
“I told you, rough childhood. I was always getting in trouble with the grownups—rightly so, but still. Sometimes those old feelings come back.” One time, after his fifth visit to the principal’s office in a week, his uncle had informed the local pubs if they let Fox in they’d get a citation. He’d spent all summer either trying to sneak in and failing or drinking in the parking lot for spite.
Now that he was an adult, he could easily admit he’d totally deserved it.
Fox made a big show of searching the room. “Where is he?”
The bar was two levels and made up of steel and glass. Green climbing plants Fox didn’t recognize trailed around the handrail of the staircase across from them, as well as hung in crystal pots from the ceiling. The tables were clustered together so that if you pulled a seat out you’d assuredly bump into one behind it. Snappy music played, lower than Fox would have expected, more of a nice background sound than anything. The tune mixed pleasantly with the soft hum of chatter from the patrons, most of whom were seated and sipping on large, frothy mugs of a pink liquid.
Fox cased the joint, checking for exits in case they needed to make a break for it—though considering they were meeting with a professor, it seemed unlikely—and spotted a man seated alone in the far right corner.
He stood out because most people had at least one other person at their table, and Fox took a moment to try and match the face with the image Nova had sent them earlier.
The sandy brown hair and dangly diamond star earring match.
Fox tapped Jiro’s elbow and made his way through the maze of tables. He didn’t waste time asking the man’s name, sliding into the leather booth across from him wordlessly and painting his award-winning smile on his face when the man finally looked up.
Jiro wasn’t as bold, standing off to the side. “Professor Tomed, from the Dark Histories department?”
The man nodded and set down the tablet he’d been reading. “Detective Fox and Captain Jiro, I presume.”
“Thanks for meeting with us, Professor,” Fox said, reaching out to tug Jiro onto the seat next to him.
Jiro silently glared at him for it, but Fox kept his attention on Tomed.
“I was told you two are interested in learning more about the Gemini?” the professor asked. “That’s a very unique case study, may I ask why?”
“Unfortunately, that’s classified,” Fox told him. “But any information you can give us could be crucial for our investigation. I’m sure if things pan out, the Imperial family will reward you, isn’t that right, Captain?” When he didn’t receive an immediate response, he turned to see what was up.
Jiro was busy staring at the half-empty tankard in front of the professor. He pulled his gaze away and took a look around the room, probably noticing everyone else was also drinking. “I’m going to order,” he said suddenly, pushing back onto his feet and making his way toward the long bar situated to their left.
Fox frowned after him but didn’t call him back. Instead, he forced himself to focus on the task at hand, fixing his smile back in place. “Anyway, I’m hoping you can answer some of our questions, Professor.”
“I’ll do my best,” Tomed replied warmly. He seemed young for a renowned teacher, but then it’d been a million years since Fox had last attended a class of any sort.
Still…
“Can I ask how old you are?”
The corner of Tomed’s lips twitched. “Is that beneficial to your case, Detective?”
“No, sorry,” he laughed lightly to ease any tension he may have just caused and reached into his pocket to pull out the fresh deck of cards he’d grabbed from his room this morning, “just wondering is all. Your credentials are impressive for someone who’s only…?”
It was obvious what he was leading him, but Tomed didn’t seem to mind.
He chuckled. “I’m thirty-six, Detective.”
“An entire decade older than I am.” Fox cut the deck of circular cards and began to shuffle them on the table.
Tomed’s eyes glanced at them absently before returning uninterested to Fox’s face.
Not a gambler then, and not too interested in games.
Fox would have to take the direct approach.
“I’ve heard Gemini are extinct,” he said bluntly. “You believe that?”
Tomed thought it over, leaning back in his seat. “Anything is possible. And the Gemini supposedly died out due to the over-mining of Design’s natural resources.”
“The prison moon?” Fox had been certain that was the one place in this empire he wouldn’t have to deal with.
“Yes, but no one actually believes that story.”
“What do people think happened?”
Tomed pursed his lips. “How much do you know about the Gemini, Detective?”
“Not much,” Fox confessed, “otherwise I wouldn’t be here talking to you.”
He shifted closer, propping his elbows on the table and lowering his voice to a hushed whisper. “The Gemini were the only known species who could change their outward appearance at will.”
Fox blinked, certain he’d misheard. “Like…shapeshifters?”
Shapeshifters weren’t real. They were the stuff of fantasy. Some planets held species seemingly capable of magic, like Sanctum, but in reality, their capabilities were rooted in science. It was all genetics and biology—fantastical, sure, but explainable.
As far as Fox knew, while he’d heard of people able to control elements such as fire and water, shapeshifters were creatures mentioned in ghost stories and fiction novels.
“If you’re tempted to say shapeshifters aren’t real,” Tomed drawled, clearly finding humor in his reaction, “let me remind you the universe is massive and we’ve only just begun to explore it. Besides, how much do you know of the known galaxies and all of the documented species within them?”
Seeing as how he hadn’t been aware of the Gemini having ever existed, the man made a valid point.
“All right. So they shapeshift.” He could get onboard with that. “In to what?”
“Nothing all that spectacular,” Tomed said. “Each Gemini born was born with two faces.”
“Like the Awha?”
“No, no,” he shook his hand, “nothing like that. They couldn’t wear both faces at the same time. No, it was more like…two sides to the same coin. Or,” Tomed plucked one of Fox’s cards from his deck, holding it up so the front of it faced Fox, “like a card. This is one side, with one image.”
Fox glanced at it, taking in the drawing of a white cat-like creature with antlers surrounded by dark red hearts.
“This is the other.” Tomed flipped it so that the back was fully facing him now instead.
Now, he was looking at a checkered pattern of maroon and gray with gold foil detailing at the edges.
“They’re the same card,” Tomed concluded, “but they appear entirely different. Without knowing what’s on the other side, one might not even know about its existence. That’s how it was with the Gemini.”
“Two faces,” Fox mumbled, understanding.
“Precisely.” He slipped the card back into the deck still in Fox’s hand, then smiled politely as Jiro returned to the table.
The Captain was carrying two large tankards and he slid one over to Fox before settling back into his seat. He took a massive pull from his glass, draining about a third of it all at once, and then asked, “What are you discussing?”
“I’m explaining to the Detective what the Gemini were,” Tomed shared.
Fox watched as Jiro nodded silently and then chugged more of his drink. “How strong is that, exactly?”
The fact he was willingly drinking on the job aside, had Jiro forgotten how he’d spent the other day hugging a toilet seat?
“This bar is known for its alcohol,” Tomed said. “Most people can’t handle a full tankard.” He looked to Jiro as well. “How are you at handling your alcohol, Captain?”
“I can take care of myself,” Jiro told them, then motioned between them. “Continue.”
Never one to get in the way of a person needing to let loose, Fox kept his mouth shut and did as he was ordered. If the Captain said he’d be fine, Fox would believe him. It wasn’t like Jiro was known for being irresponsible. He knew his limits.
“You’re saying the Gemini could switch between two different bodies?” Fox asked.
“The same body,” Tomed corrected, “just with a different outward appearance. Everything else, like their mind, their heart, their core being, those things didn’t change no matter what face the Gemini wore. Like how you change your clothes and that can make you appear differently—when you’re in your uniform, I bet you come off more rigid and authoritative than now in leather and jeans, for example.”
“So the appearances were extremely different then,” Fox caught on.
“Yes, that’s it. Like night and day even, if my research is correct. Since this appearance of yours is blond, your second identity would most likely have darker features. Things like that. Though their core personality remained the same—switching between appearances didn’t alter their brains or anything—they were trained to present a front on the contrary.”
Jiro took another deep drag.
“Why?” Fox asked though he was pretty sure he already knew the answer.
“Their ability was a matter of survival,” the professor explained. “It allowed them to hide in plain sight. All they had to do was switch forms and suddenly they’d be unrecognizable. This was the problem, however, that the rest of the universe had with them. Especially the Hild. They feared the Gemini committing crimes and getting away with it simply by altering their appearance.  These fears were only magnified by the fact that Gemini were trained at birth to act differently depending on the face they wore. A person who always made jokes and was the life of the party in one form was most likely a sullen and quiet personality in the other.
“When the Hild, who originally came about on the Red Beryl discovered space travel and made their way to Design the Gemini didn’t openly trust them. When their abilities were finally discovered, the Hild viewed this as them having kept it a secret to use against them at a later date and were furious. Their two civilizations were actually in the midst of a war when the Dust came.”
“The what?”
“A disease,” Jiro surprised him by answering, in a voice that already stammered slightly. “It wiped out the entire population within five years. Or so they say.”
“That is the consensus, yes.” Tomed nodded, the corner of his mouth turning up in sudden interest. “I wasn’t aware you were knowledgeable in this field, Captain.”
“Not.” Jiro shook his head with a little more gusto than necessary. “Needed to research possible airborne illnesses when the palace all came down with that flu-like sickness.”
“Ah,” some of the sparkle in his eyes died down, “that’s right. The Imperial Palace was placed under quarantine a few years ago due to an unknown illness spreading.”
Fox was glad when the professor removed his attention from Jiro and returned it to him.
“No one died and everything, fortunately, cleared up rather quickly,” he filled Fox in. “But for a week or so there was a real scare that something had happened and spread in the capital.”
Since Jiro had been working so closely with the Imperial family as their protection detail, it made sense that he’d have had to look into possible sicknesses it could be. Fox already understood he was an overachiever.
“Anyway,” Tomed sighed disappointedly, “the Dust came and that was the end of the great Gemini.”
“If this disease was so deadly,” Fox asked, “why didn’t it also kill off the Hild?”
“They weren’t affected,” he said. “Something about their genetics, no doubt. The Dust only targeted the Gemini.”
It wasn’t completely unheard of, but Fox still found that oddly suspicious. He would have brought that up to the professor, however, it didn’t seem worth mentioning now. The Gemini were already dead and gone. There was nothing his prying could do to help them.
“A cure was thought to be discovered,” Tomed continued, unaware of the turn in Fox’s head, “but it was sadly too late to test it out on anyone.”
“Any idea what was supposedly in this cure? And are we positive not a single person survived?”
“If there’s still a list of the ingredients I haven’t seen it. As far as that being the end all for every last one of them…A couple of Gemini did supposedly survive. However, their species were only capable of procreating with one another.” Tomed wrapped his hands around the base of his tankard. “Sadly, the only three left alive were all female. And they were tested before being allowed to live. None of them were pregnant.”
“Well that can’t be true,” Fox muttered, leaving his deck of cards on the table to cross his arms as he leaned back in the booth.
Tomed looked baffled. “What do you mean, Detective?”
“Why do you think I’m here talking to you?” he asked. “My suspect is a Gemini.”
“That can’t be possible.” He glanced between Fox and Jiro, but the Captain seemed more concerned by the fact that his tankard was empty.
Wordlessly, Jiro slid the untouched glass he’d set in front of Fox earlier over to himself.
“There were three survivors, yes,” Tomed continued, “but this was over two hundred years ago. Their average lifespan is between 70-90. There’s just no way.”
“Unless the tests were wrong and one of them was in fact with child,” Fox said. “Or, and the more likely, a Gemini was missed. If I was part of a species that had been in the middle of war prior to everyone I knew and loved dying from illness, I certainly wouldn’t have admitted to it.”
“You think a male made it and hid?”
“Do you have any better ideas?” Two hundred years ago space travel wasn’t very common, and the International Conference hadn’t been created yet. It wasn’t like Gemini could have been visiting other planets during this time of strife on Design. Fox was certain that someone, at least one but maybe more, had done the smart thing and hidden their identity. “They must have blended in with the Hild.”
“That still doesn’t explain how procreation was possible,” Tomed pointed out.
“Science has advanced a lot since then.” Fox himself was considered a lab baby. Genetic material from his father and mother had been collected and run through a machine that had configured the best possible candidacy for offspring.
“You’re reaching, Detective.”
Jiro snorted and then took a long pull from what had originally been Fox’s beer. “You’ll find, Professor, that his instincts are annoyingly accurate.”
He was drunk.
All at once, Fox realized just how far gone the Captain already was and he glanced around the room. They hadn’t drawn the attention of anyone, but there was always the risk that a public figure that was always seen with the Imperial family could be recognized. Something told him the Empress wouldn’t approve of Jiro’s intoxicated face being splashed all over whatever Hild’s version of a tabloid was.
Not to mention what the Imperial Prince might think…
Shit.
“Aside from the Dust, did the Gemini have any weaknesses?” Fox asked Tomed. He needed to speed this conversation up and put it to an end before Jiro could finish off that second tankard. “Anything that could help me in my investigation?”
Tomed frowned. “Are you planning on harming them, Detective? If this person you’re after is truly a Gemini, they could very well be the last of their species. If that is the case, I behoove you not to—”
“I need to put a stop to their criminal antics,” Fox cut him off, “but I can assure you I have no intention of harming him.”
He meant that too. Unless he absolutely had to, he didn’t want to hurt Shilling. But he also had a job to do, and whether the thief meant to or not, people had been injured by his antics. He had to be stopped. Just, hopefully in a way that was peaceful and non-confrontational.
Even Fox knew he was daydreaming the second the thought crossed his mind, but it was what it was.
Tomed hesitated but must have seen the sincerity in his eyes. “There’s nothing specific in any of the records I’ve studied, however, it could be beneficial to keep in mind what I said about them earlier. They may be capable of having two separate physical appearances, but their hearts and their minds…those remain the same no matter what form they take. They’re trained in separating themselves, attaching different aspects of their personality to each face, but they’re still the same person at their core. If you’ve seen one of their identities, you’re already halfway to uncovering them.”
Because they were the same person.
One person.
One body.
Two identities that were actually the same.
Shilling might have another face he could hide behind, but how he acted was just pretend, in the same way Fox could convince this whole room he was the sweetest person in the entire universe if he wished it. He knew how to bolster the parts of his personality he needed to in order to get people to do what he wanted. That was relatable.
At the end of the day, no matter what he’d done or said, Fox was still going to be himself. Just because he only laughed in front of a person and they never once saw him cry didn’t mean he never shed tears.
Fox gathered that knowing Shilling’s personality meant he’d only gotten half of the story of who the man really was, but that didn’t exactly help him in the long run. If Shilling didn’t have to look like Shilling, could in fact appear as someone else entirely…Well, there was no way Fox or his teammates had a chance at catching him then.
At least he’d gotten some answers.
“Thank you, Professor, you’ve been extremely helpful.”
“Of course.” Tomed stood and extended his hand for the official handshake goodbye. “If I think of anything else that may be useful to you and your team, I’ll be sure to reach out.”
“I appreciate that.” He nodded, waiting while the professor glanced at Jiro, clearly debating whether or not to bother engaging.
Tomed opted not to. With one last friendly smile, he turned and headed toward the exit.
Fox grabbed the tankard as it was on its way up to Jiro’s lips. “You’ve had enough.”
Jiro chuckled and tried to brush his hand off, but Fox held firm.
“Come on,” Fox urged, swiveling in the booth so that he was fully facing him, “the professor has already left and so should we.”
Jiro blinked and glanced across the booth. “Oh. When did that happen?”
“You’re drunk, Captain.”
“Am I?” He snorted and gave him a lopsided grin. “That’s great.”
Fox cocked his head, perplexed. “Did you…Did you get wasted on purpose?”
Jiro waved a finger in Fox’s face, his hand getting a little too close so that he ended up tapping the end of his nose with his pointer. “Very astute, Detective.”
Fox grabbed his wrist. “Why?”
“So I could do this.” Jiro wrapped his other hand around Fox’s neck lightning quick and leaned in to capture his mouth.
Shocked, Fox went still, synapsis firing as he registered first the warmth of Jiro’s lips and then the rough, demanding press of them against his own. One second he was frozen and the next he was parting for him, letting him in, matching the stroke of Jiro’s tongue with a frantic one of his own.
The Captain tasted like sugar-infused alcohol and urgency and a bad idea all rolled into one.
Fox dropped his palms to Jiro’s waist, dragging him closer as they kissed like they weren’t currently in a crowded bar, surrounded by strangers. Like they weren’t a detective and a captain. Like they didn’t live on different planets.
Like nothing else mattered but the satisfaction of finally knowing what internally combusting felt like.




Chapter 16:

“Was it better?” Jiro stumbled, almost pulling Fox down with him as he slammed into the side of the wall next to the locked door to their hotel room.
Thank Light the Captain had thought ahead and booked them a room when he’d gone off to get drinks. Though…Fox had a funny feeling that the reason he had was more complicated than making sure they had somewhere to sleep.
It was late and the rest of the hotel was still and quiet, meaning every time they bumped into something or tripped, their curses and thunks echoed throughout the halls.
Fox adjusted his grip around Jiro’s trim waist, hoisting him back up onto his feet as he fiddled with the keycard in his other hand. He just needed to get the door open and them inside. Then the Captain could be as loud as he wanted without fear of waking anyone up. “I’ve already answered this question several times.”
Jiro pouted, and the look would have been hilarious on him if not for the frustration welling in Fox, blocking out all other sensations. “I forgot. Tell me again.”
He blew out a breath, letting out a silent thanks when the beep of the lock sounded and the door slid open. He practically dragged Jiro across the threshold, pleased when the motion sensor lights winked on at a dim enough setting it wasn’t blinding.
“Yes, it was better,” he replied as he brought Jiro over to the single queen-sized bed set in the center of the room. A quick glance around showed the only other door there led to a restroom. He frowned as he settled Jiro down onto the edge of the snow-white comforter. “Why is there only one bed?”
Jiro chortled and dropped back onto the plush mattress.
Fox shook his head and went to go lock the door, removing his jacket and tossing it over one of the two metal chairs set before the single window that took up most of the wall across from the bed. A thick, velvet purple curtain was draped over it, blocking out the view of what must have been the parking lot—he didn’t bother checking.
When he came back, Jiro was staring up at the white ceiling, eyes unfocused. The second he noticed Fox, he grinned. “Was it—”
“Yes,” he stated, “yes kissing you was better.”
Since they’d paid their bill and bumbled their way out of the bar—with Fox carrying Jiro most of the way—the Captain had been obsessed with asking the same question over and over again.
Was kissing him better than kissing Shilling had been?
“I didn’t peg you as this insecure,” Fox teased, hoping to annoy Jiro enough to distract him from this constant line of questioning.
Instead of getting offended and rising to the bait, however, Jiro merely chuckled. “Why was kissing me better?”
“Because it was you.” Fox didn’t have to spend any time thinking of the answer. That was it, plain and simple. “I’ve wanted to kiss you since the moment we met.”
“That makes no sense.” Jiro scrunched up his nose but then added, “I’ve wanted to kiss you too.”
“And you did.” Fox’s lips still tingled thinking about it. They’d probably still be in the midst of a heavy make-out session if the other patrons at the bar hadn’t noticed and started chanting and whooping. A blessing in disguise, really.
Jiro extended a hand up to him. “I want to again.”
Fox hesitated. “We shouldn’t.”
He dropped his arm, but before Fox could wrongly assume that meant he agreed, he shot up into a seated position, forcing him to retreat a step to keep some semblance of distance between them. Not that Jiro seemed to notice, too busy clicking away at his multi-slate.
“How did I know you were going to say that,” Jiro said, words slightly slurred and spoken low enough Fox had to tip his head closer to make them all out.
A further reminder that the Captain was very very drunk. Fox didn’t take advantage of intoxicated people. He’d already given into the kiss and was worried about how Jiro might react in the morning once he’d sobered up. And not only that, now it seemed like the two of them were going to have to share a bed…No, another kiss was out of the question. Fox couldn’t—
Jiro lifted his arm up to him as a holographic recording projected a few inches above the screen. It was of himself standing in the corner of some place with dark walls. The tip of a long neon green leaf brushed just over the top of his head.
He’d filmed this at the bar. Had he done that when he’d gone to get them drinks too? Was that why he’d been gone so long?
“I, Jiro Arc, give full consent to Fox Axford to take sexual advantage of me tonight—Well, I guess advantage isn’t the right word,” the holo-vid Jiro hummed in thought for a second.
During the pause, Fox glanced between it and the real Jiro, who was watching him closely, suddenly seeming a lot less out of it than he’d been only a moment ago.
“I give full consent to have sex,” holo-vid Jiro corrected. He seemed nervous, gaze constantly shifting slightly off-screen, probably to the booth where Fox had been sitting with the professor. “I, Jiro Arc, give full consent to Fox Axford to have sex with me tonight.”
The video ended and Jiro dropped his arm to his side, resting both palms on the edge of the bed as he waited for Fox to process what he’d just seen. He’d lost some of the cavalier attitude he’d carried with him from the bar, almost as if playing the video and seeing himself say those things had sobered him up.
“What—” Fox caught himself, mind fritzing out, forcing him to pause and recalculate.
“I got drunk because I knew I wouldn’t have the courage to say any of that clearheaded,” Jiro said once the silence had become too much for him. “And I filmed the video because I knew you wouldn’t agree to it otherwise.”
“You couldn’t—” He stopped again. Exhaled slowly. “Do you understand how dangerous this is?”
“Of course,” he pulled his hands into his lap and wrung them together, “again, that’s why the video. I filmed it before I’d even taken a sip. You can trust that what I said then is what I really want.”
“What if I was the type of person who would take advantage of you even without consent?” Fox snapped. He hated the thought of Jiro purposefully getting inebriated in any situation with anyone. It was foolish. “You could barely walk out of the bar on your own tonight. What if you’d been alone and run into someone—”
“I wasn’t alone,” he made a face at him like he was the idiot here, “I had you. I’m not a child, Detective. I wouldn’t have had anything to drink if I’d been there with anyone else. And don’t be ridiculous. You would never take advantage of anyone like that. Hence, again, the video.”
Jiro got to his feet, wobbling some, and when Fox instinctually reached out to help steady him he grinned triumphantly.
Fox swore and went to drop his hand, only to have Jiro grab it and hold.
“I know the danger,” Jiro told him. “I have the prince’s attention and Obsidian…Don’t let him fool you. He isn’t as nice as he wants people to believe. I know I was the one to push you away and being with me is possibly a liability to your career if Obsidian finds out…But just once
I’d like to take a risk and experience something for purely selfish reasons. It isn’t fair to ask you to be involved in that…Can I anyway?”
Briefly, Fox wondered if he’d imagined everything that had happened since waking up in the hospital. Wondered if maybe he’d actually been murdered by Shilling in that cave and all of this was a dream just before the throes of death finally took him.
He should say no and put an end to this. It didn’t matter how badly he wanted to be with Jiro, to taste him and touch him and find out how to make that usually stony expression morph and twist into one of pleasure. The only thing he should be focused on was the truth to Jiro’s words where the Imperial Prince was concerned.
Then again…
“Since when has something being risky ever stopped me?” he mumbled, mostly to himself, then before Jiro could reply he kissed him.
The kiss didn’t last very long, just enough for him to get a taste and for Jiro to let out a soft moan against his mouth. Then Fox pulled back and turned, tugging the Captain after him on his way to the bathroom.
A large porcelain tub was set on the far side and he let go of Jiro’s hand long enough to go over to it and get the water running. The panel on the side wall allowed him to easily adjust the temperature, and he tapped the button for bubbles for good measure. When he was done with that, he spun around to find the Captain watching him nervously from just within the doorway.
There was a tentative hope in Jiro’s eyes, like he still wasn’t sure Fox was going to give him what he wanted and wasn’t just messing with him or about to kick him out.
It gripped at Fox’s heart in a way nothing else ever had before, and the urge to comfort him swelled so greatly in his chest that he was across the room and taking Jiro back into his arms before he even realized he was moving.
Gently, he stroked his fingers across Jiro’s scalp, down to the base of his skull and over his neck. He kneaded the muscles of his shoulders, working on the tense knots there until Jiro was swaying on his feet and his eyes had drifted shut. Then Fox planted a delicate kiss on the curve of his left jaw, and another on the rise of his cheek bone. At the same time, his fingers got to work tugging at the zipper to the man’s shirt, easing the material open to expose swaths of tawny flesh with a tinge of silver.
Fox traced his fingers over the rise and fall of Jiro’s abs, up to his firm pecs. He stroked a thumb over one of his nipples, grinning when that caused the other man to jolt slightly in his hold. Pausing in his ministrations, Fox brought his mouth to the curve of Jiro’s ear. “Get undressed, Tain.”
He pulled back in time to see Jiro frown.
“It means sweetheart on Xanon,” he explained. “Ironic, don’t you think, Captain?”
Jiro scowled. “That is not how that is pronounced at all.”
“Does that mean you’re refusing to take your clothes off?” Fox asked, only to watch as Jiro quickly got to work on the fastening of his charcoal-colored pants. He chuckled and followed suit, though more leisurely than the other man.
Fox removed the deck of cards from his pocket and set it on the edge of the sink to his left. Then he stooped over to unzip his boots and set them carefully off to the side near the toilet. By the time he’d straightened, Jiro had already made quick work of the rest of his clothing and was standing there completely, and unabashedly, naked.
His breath caught in his throat and he didn’t even try to conceal his reaction.
Jiro was in perfect shape, his body well-defined from all the hard labor and training he’d had to endure as the Comet Captain in charge of the Imperial family. Even though they stood at roughly the same height, his legs looked like they went on for miles, and Fox couldn’t help but trail his gaze up them appreciatively.
“What’s that?” There was a small star shape on the side of Jiro’s right hip. Fox stepped closer to get a better look at it.
“It’s nothing,” Jiro said.
“Is that a tattoo?”
He covered it up, saying nothing more, so Fox decided to drop it.
“You’re gorgeous,” he told him, shifting the topic back onto what mattered. Who cared if the guy had a tattoo he didn’t want to talk about? Fox reached to cup his face but was batted away.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Jiro asked, glancing down at the clothing he was still wearing a little haughtily.
Fox laughed, liking this side of the Captain, and retreated to get back to work undoing his fly. He dropped his pants and carefully shook them out, folding them before settling them on top of the closed toilet lid. When Jiro glared, he winked.
Behind him, the water shut off, signaling that the tub was full and ready. Fox slipped out of his shirt with more haste, dropping that over the pile Jiro had made with his clothes by the door.
Jiro was too distracted to notice, his eyes caught on the space where Fox’s legs met his hips. “You’re not wearing any underwear.”
“My boxers were dirty and I didn’t have time to buy new ones today.” Fox shrugged and then motioned toward the bath.
Jiro gave no reaction.
“Captain,” Fox called, “my eyes are up here.”
That snapped him out of it and his cheeks instantly stained a deep pink.
Not wanting to give him time to dwell on the embarrassment, Fox took his hand and brought him over to the edge of the tub. Then he instructed him to get in and stand in the middle, climbing in after. The water swooshed around their calves, rising as Fox lowered them both until they were seated. He shifted until he was resting against the curve of the tub and pulled Jiro after him settling the other guy against his chest.
The water lapped at them, a few inches above Jiro’s navel, and the bubbles made quiet popping sounds as they both got comfortable. The room filled with steam and the smell of roses, soft and sweet.
Fox let Jiro have a moment, noticing how tense the Captain was as he lifted his legs to better cradle him at either side. He waited until some of that tension eased before he wrapped his arms loosely around him and reached up to tip Jiro’s head back against his shoulder. He kissed him a third time, cautiously, in case the Captain had changed his mind now that they were both naked and pressed together like this.
It took a second longer than before, but eventually, Jiro opened for him, sucking on the tip of Fox’s tongue and leaning back a little more firmly against his solid chest.
“Easy,” Fox said, pulling away when Jiro tried to quicken the pace. He traced the line of his jaw and tipped his chin up another fraction of an inch so their eyes met.
“Fox,” Jiro’s voice came out reedy and deep.
“Relax, Tain,” he promised, “I know what you need but it’s been a long day, and there’s no rush.” He reached for the sponge hanging on the wall and dipped it into the sudsy water. It’d been ages since he’d last bathed with someone. It was too intimate to be done with a random lover, and therefore not something Fox had partaken in in a long while.
But Jiro wasn’t just anybody—even if this electric thing between them couldn’t last—and Fox wanted to take care of him.
Just as he had with undressing, Fox took his time lathering Jiro’s skin, gliding the sponge over every visible inch of him, careful to avoid any of the lower parts despite the way the Captain’s breaths had begun to quicken.
This might be something Jiro wanted, but he’d felt the need to get wasted before going through with it, and that didn’t sit right with Fox. Still, it was impossible to ignore the growing length of him beneath the thinning layer of bubbles, or the way Jiro shifted between Fox’s splayed thighs, clearly trying to get comfortable as Fox’s cock hardened as well.
He felt himself pressing against Jiro’s back but refrained from rocking into the feel of him, keeping himself in check despite how tightly coiled his entire being felt. Jiro was all hard muscle and silky skin and everywhere their bodies touched Fox felt on fire.
This wasn’t about him though. Not today, anyway.
Fox set the sponge off to the side finally and then carefully brought his hand to Jiro’s right collarbone. Deliberately, he trailed lower, flattening his palm so that he could touch as much of the other guy as possible as he descended first down his chest, and then below the waterline. He stroked his fingers across Jiro’s abdomen, feeling the muscles there clench and tighten.
“Fox.” Jiro dropped his head against his shoulder again, his eyes tightly closed as he held himself still, allowing the Detective to do as he pleased. “Fox.”
He settled his face against the top of Jiro’s head and reached down, finally making contact with the part Jiro wanted touched the most.
“You’re rock hard already, Tain,” he said, impressed. Jiro’s cock felt heavy and thick, his fingers wrapping around his base and cinching.
Jiro’s hips jerked at the contact, but Fox shushed him and waited until he’d gone still once more before continuing with his explorations.
He gave one solid pump up to his flushed crown, getting a great look at it as the bubbles shifted. The Captain was bigger than he’d anticipated, long with a slight curve at the end. When he brought his fist back down he reached lower, cupping his balls, smirking when that elicited a moan from Jiro.
He was like putty in his hand, panting and mewling as he was stroked with a steady rhythm until he couldn’t hold back any longer and was thrusting up into Fox’s palm with every downward stroke of his tight fist.
Fox let him, enjoying the sounds he was making and the way his skin flushed in the dim overhead lighting. The water splashed, threatening to spill over the edge of the tub, but that only added to the allure. Watching the Captain, this man who was always so carefully put together and contained come apart had Fox harder than he’d ever been, and now that Jiro was moving, he was inadvertently rubbing back against Fox’s cock as well.
The friction had him grinding his teeth, forcing all of his focus on Jiro. He picked up the pace, his other arm coming around Jiro’s waist to hold him steady again as he pumped him. Fox settled his face on the other guy’s shoulder, leaning in some to get an even better look.
Jiro’s cock was swollen and angry, and clearly close.
“Come for me, Captain,” Fox said, wanting to watch him completely come apart in his arms. “Come for me.”
Jiro let out a gasp and reared back, hips lifting as the orgasm tore through him. Spurts of thick white flooded into the water, and he whimpered as Fox continued to stroke him through it, not stopping until Jiro had gone completely lax in his hold.
He waited for him to come down, needing that time to settle his own, still engorged member. Fox was honestly a bit surprised he hadn’t come from watching Jiro alone.
“Fox.” Jiro sounded spent and exhausted, like he’d run a mile screaming at the top of his lungs.
He hushed him a second time and reached for the panel at the side of the wall to get the tub to start draining. Then he grabbed the showerhead attachment—the lower one set in the corner within reaching distance of those bathing—and flicked the switch, aiming the spray at Jiros’s chest and legs. “Let’s get you cleaned up and to bed.”
Jiro pulled away at those words, twisting around between Fox’s thighs to give him a confused look. “But—”
“Tomorrow,” Fox promised, easing his expression into one of fondness as he brushed his thumb over the swell of Jiro’s bottom lip. “Ask me tomorrow.”
When he was completely sober.
Realization had Jiro’s expression darkening and he sent a pointed glare down at Fox’s bobbing cock. “You want me.”
“You know I do,” he agreed.
“Then—”
“I’m greedy,” Fox told him. He captured the back of Jiro’s head and roughly pulled him in so that they were a mere breath away. “I won’t settle for the version of you that needs help from a substance to want me back. To want me enough to take me without needing to make excuses. You want me to fuck you, Tain?” he dropped his tone suggestively, smirking when Jiro swallowed audibly. “Ask me tomorrow. Ask me with the same gusto you had when you filmed that video. That was so sexy, by the way. No one has ever propositioned me quite like that before.”
“And yet you’re turning me down,” Jiro said, and it was impossible to miss the hurt in his voice.
Fox brought their mouths together, once, twice, then corrected him. “I’m not rejecting you, Jiro. On the contrary. I’m telling you I’m not willing to proceed until you’re one hundred percent certain you won’t reject me either.”
“I didn’t drink because I was unsure,” Jiro argued.
“No,” he agreed solemnly. “You drank because you didn’t want me badly enough.” He quirked a brow cockily. “How about now, Captain? How badly do you want me now?”
For a poignant moment, all they did was stare at one another, and Fox started to worry that he’d taken a misstep somewhere, that the attraction he felt was more one-sided than he’d guessed.
But then Jiro licked his lips and gave a single, sharp nod, determination alighting in his golden eyes, causing them to gleam.
“Tomorrow,” he proclaimed. “I’ll ask you again tomorrow and then you’ll fuck me,” he said those last two words with enough dirty emphasis that Fox felt a shiver race down his spine. Jiro stood but just before leaving, he bent down, similarly tipping Fox’s chin so that their gazes met.
Fox’s breath caught.
“You better make it worth the wait, Detective.” Jiro grinned.
And then he stepped out of the tub, grabbed a towel, and walked out of the bathroom without so much as a second glance in Fox’s direction.
The second he was alone, Fox collapsed against the back of the tub, sending water sloshing around all over again. He heard a chuckle come from the other room and realized for the first time since Jiro had brazenly kissed him in the bar earlier...
…Maybe he was out of his league.




Chapter 17:

Jiro’s skull felt like someone had taken a sledge hammer to it.
Twice.
Groaning, he rolled over, struggling to untangle the sheets from around his legs, an effort that started small before escalating to him full-on kicking at the mattress hard enough to shake the frame. Once he was freed from their cloth-clutches, he blinked open his eyes, wincing the second he was met with harsh sunlight spilling in from the massive window directly across from the foot of the bed.
The blinds had been pulled away and he got a view of the bright blue sky and cotton candy pink clouds a moment before the noise that had woken him in the first place finally registered.
Someone was at the door.
He dragged himself up, grimacing when that caused his headache to worsen, and then glanced around the floor for something to cover himself up with. It took a while for him to recall that he’d left all of his clothes in the bathroom, which seemed way too far away now that he was looking.
Where was Fox?
Realizing that he was alone was enough to have him jolting out of the rest of his sleepy state, and he shot to his feet. Aside from the continued knocks on the door, there were no other sounds in the hotel room.
Disappointment clutched at him, tightening around his chest with a vice grip that almost had him dropping back into bed. He noticed the white robe tossed over the back of one of the chairs before he could and that got him into motion. Whoever was at the door clearly had no intentions of leaving until he answered.
He tugged the thin material on and was in the process of tying the sash around his waist when it hit him that maybe it was Fox. Perhaps he’d gone out and forgotten to bring the keycard with him.
With renewed vigor, Jiro bolted across the room, barely noticing the feel of the cold wood floor against his bare feet. He slammed his palm against the panel at the side, mouth already open to ask where Fox had gone as the door slid open to reveal—
The Imperial Prince.
It felt like he’d been dosed in ice water and for a moment Jiro stared at the prince dumbly.
Obsidian was in the process of smiling at him, but now that smile faltered, morphing into a frown. “Captain? Is everything all right?” He glanced over Jiro’s shoulder into the room, as if he’d find something there to explain Jiro’s wholly unfriendly and unprofessional reaction to his arrival.
Jiro cleared his throat and took a deliberate step back, silently welcoming the prince inside. “Nothing, my apologies, majesty.”
“Were you still asleep?” Obsidian frowned and entered, eyes drifting toward the bed and the rumbled sheets.
While his attention was momentarily off of him, Jiro worked on piecing back his usual composure, settling his features into a blank mask and straightening his shoulders as if he were in his uniform and not this entirely uncomfortable and practically see-through robe.
Obsidian’s gaze lingered on the bed a little too long, though, and Jiro found himself worrying.
Had the prince noticed the two very distinct head imprints? Had he figured out that Jiro hadn’t spent the night alone?
Jiro planned on rejecting his proposal—again—but hadn’t had the time what with the case looming over him. There was also the matter of his rejection having fallen on deaf ears the last time he’d given it.
He really didn’t think he could stomach hearing the prince tell him that he would “come around” a second time.
When Fox had asked him if he’d, Jiro had omitted that part of the truth, claiming he’d never said anything. The Detective might come off like a playboy, but Jiro could tell early on that he wasn’t a bad guy. Certainly not pushy to the point of disrespectful, like the prince was.
Obsidian had no intentions of taking no for an answer, which only turned Jiro even more off of him. A feat he hadn’t thought possible before now.
He’d have to make himself clear, but later, when there was no risk of Fox getting tangled up in his mess on top of everything else.
The Imperial Prince of Hild was an only child who had been spoiled rotten his entire life by his Empress mother who had also spent her forty-some years living in the lap of luxury. They weren’t considered hated rulers only because their people were some of the richest in the seven galaxies, and therefore spent more time chasing off their displeasure with their rulers by purchasing shiny baubles and having contests to see who could decorate their yards more flashily than anyone else during one holiday season or another.
Simply put, the Imperial family of Hild weren’t considered bad rulers only because they didn’t actually have to do much in the way of ruling. The Comets took care of all policing on the Red Beryl and the six moons. Lawyers took care of all other, private complaints between both citizens and companies, and since the only punishment ever given when a case was brought to the Imperial court was to have the accused banished to Design, even that minuscule bit of actual governing Gypsum and Obsidian had to do could barely be considered that at all.
Marry into that family?
Jiro would rather drown himself in the seas of Zircon.
That wasn’t even taking into consideration how those extreme types of cases have risen exponentially in the past six months. It was to the point that regular courts had been given leeway to order those found guilty banished to the prison planet, something that had once been reserved for the Imperial family to decide.
If they sent any more people to Design, they’d run out of room. It was disgusting.
Jiro forced his voice to remain pleasant and easy when the prince finally turned back to him. “How can I help you, majesty?”
“I’m here to help you, actually.” Obsidian reached into his back pocket and took out a small square card. He was dressed casually again today, like he’d really come all way here for a vacation and not just to try and corner Jiro like he had the other night.
Dinner had been insufferable, with Jiro wishing one or both of them would choke and put an end to it.
“Here’s what you asked for.” Obsidian held the card out, waiting for Jiro to take it. “I rushed to get this to you as quickly as I could. I thought you’d be grateful.”
“I am.” He had no idea what this was or what the prince was talking about. His lips curved slightly in the closest thing he could muster to smile in the man’s presence and he gave a slight bow. “Thank you, majesty.”
“What did you need this for again?” Obsidian slid his hands into the front pockets of his royal blue pants, giving the impression that he planned to linger.
Terrific.
“You didn’t tell me in your message.” The prince cocked his head, eyes narrowing slightly. “I know you’re more than capable, but Design isn’t a safe place for anyone, let alone a Comet Captain. They’ll hate you there even if you’re not the one who had them arrested and shipped off. The logo on your uniform will be enough. Although you're renowned throughout the empire, so I bet you have a couple of fans on staff there.”
Design? For a split second, he feared the prince had somehow read his thoughts, but then…
It clicked into place and Jiro glanced back down at the card he held. The prison planet was off-limits to everyone without Imperial permission. The card would send out a transmission as their ship approached the moon, signaling to the guards stationed there that they were allowed to dock.
Since Jiro hadn’t been the one to send the request for clearance to Obsidian, that could only mean…
He almost swore aloud, catching himself at the last second.
Fox.
“We won’t be staying there long,” Jiro told the prince. “It’s most likely a dead end anyway, we just want to be sure so we can check it off the list.”
“You think the thief is hiding out there or something?” Obsidian furrowed his brow. “That’s not possible. How would he be able to come and go as he pleased without a clearance card?”
“Nothing like that.” Jiro needed to come up with something believable, fast. “There may be another witness there, that’s all. We want to meet with them and check to see if they have any other information for us.”
Shit. That’d been too close to home. He hated how he got uncomfortable whenever he was alone with the prince like this. It made him rash.
He needed to remember who he was and what he was doing here.
He needed to make the prince leave before he said or did anything else. Or worse, Fox ended up returning to the room and outing them.
Obsidian wasn’t above playing the cliché part of jealous scorned-never-going-to-be-his-lover, and as an Imperial, he could make up a reason to have Fox arrested and thrown into a cell. By the time the I.P.F would be able to cut through all the red tape fighting with an Imperial brought it could be too late to save him.
That was the type of thing rich and spoiled people in power did.
The type of things the people of Hild did.
Jiro’s skin crawled and it took every bit of effort on his part to keep it from showing.
Gods. He hated it here.
“That’s it?” Obsidian lifted his arm as if he was about to make a call with his multi-slate. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I can have that person brought to you, there’s no need to make a trip.”
“That’s okay,” Jiro stopped him, biting the inside of his cheek to keep from glaring. “Since we’ve asked for the I.P.F’s help, it’s best we allow them to conduct their investigation however they see fit.”
It was obvious that the prince wanted to argue with that, but eventually, he sighed, letting it go. “If you insist. Just…be cautious. The prisons there can’t be trusted, they’ll say all sorts of crazy things to try and convince you of their innocence.”
“Thank you, majesty.” He bowed again, his head staying down a little longer than necessary just so he could avoid looking at the bastard’s smug face.
“Well, since business has been concluded,” Obsidian clapped his hands loudly and sidled closer to Jiro, “how about you and I go for lunch? We could—”
The blaring ring of Jiro’s multi-slate blessedly cut off whatever Obsidian had been about to say next. Jiro rushed to where it was on the nightstand, checking the message to find that it had come from Fox. He almost frowned, because there was only a period and nothing else, but pretended he’d read something super important instead.
He sent an apologetic look to the prince. “Apologies, majesty, but I’m needed for the case.”
A flash of anger showed behind Obsidian’s eyes before he masked it, understanding sweeping the emotion away as if it had never been. “Of course. Some other time then, when the case is concluded and you’ve won more of my mother’s praises.”
Jiro was going to throw up.
“Thank you again,” he held up the card, “for your help, majesty.”
Obsidian nodded, giving no reaction to the brush-off. On his way to the door, however, he stalled, turning back with a more serious expression. “Meet with this person on Design and leave as soon as you’re done. Don’t go exploring.”
That…was an entirely odd thing to say.
“Yes, majesty.” This time he kept his head down until the distinct sound of the door whooshing shut behind the prince came. Then he heaved a frustrated sigh, straightened, and turned, only to jerk and let out a yelp.
Fox was standing in the doorway to the bathroom, arms up at either side resting on the doorframe. He’d put his pants back on, but was shirtless, his golden skin on display in the bright light of day in a way it hadn’t been last night.
When Jiro had been drunk.
And receiving the best hand job he’d ever had. Including from himself.
“Were you—” he peered into the bathroom “—hiding in there?”
He hadn’t left.
Why did that cause something warm and fuzzy to burst in Jiro’s chest? He almost rubbed at the spot. Almost.
“I heard the door and saw through the screen that it was the prince,” Fox explained as he came forward, plucking the card from Jiro’s hand. “Figured neither of us wanted that particular person to realize I was here so…” He motioned to the bathroom and smirked.
“I thought you’d left,” Jiro blurted, hating himself a little as soon as the admission was out of his mouth.
Fox had the opposite reaction, grinning in that specific way he did whenever he was pleased about something. “Missing me already, Captain?”
“Feeling slighted, actually,” he shot back.
He was really determined to make things harder for himself, wasn’t he?
This kind of lack of control was different than it was with the prince, though. With Obsidian, Jiro often found himself slipping because he was too wound up, too hyper-focused on presenting the façade of a competent and loyal subject to always avoid saying the wrong thing.
With Fox, it had nothing to do with mistrust or hidden disgust. Fox made him let his guard down because he felt…safe.
He felt safe with the Detective even though he shouldn’t. Even knowing it was a bad idea.
Even knowing they could never really be anything other than this, two people stealing moments in a random room on a random planet.
“Hey,” Fox cupped his cheek then, searching his gaze with a slight frown, “where did you go?”
Jiro shook his head, not entirely trusting his voice. Thinking about this ending with the Detective—ending, even though they hadn’t even actually started—made him want to climb back into bed, curl up into a ball, and give up on everything. If he didn’t understand where these emotions came from, that idea would probably terrify him. As it were, having some inkling about his increasing obsession with the Detective and why it was happening allowed him space to take it in and breathe.
There was nothing wrong with him.
This was natural.
Absently, he touched the spot on his hip where the star tattoo was stained into his skin.
“Is it the prince?” Fox sent a dark look at the closed door. “I’m sorry, I would have texted to get him to leave sooner, but I didn’t want to make him suspicious that you were purposefully trying to kick him out.”
Imperials were used to getting their way and coming and going on their own terms. It’d been smart to wait.
“I appreciate it.” Jiro rested his hand over Fox’s where he still held his face. “But let’s talk about why the prince was here in the first place, shall we?”
Fox let out a guilty, awkward chuckle and dropped his arm, stepping back. “Are you hungry? Suddenly I’m starving.”
“Stop,” Jiro ordered when he made to move to the door. “Explain.”
He blew out a breath. “You were sleeping so deeply I didn’t want to wake you.”
“So you stole my multi-slate and sent a message to the prince pretending to be me?” Jiro had found the other man’s fearlessness attractive up until this point, but messing with Obsidian was taking it too far. “Do you have any idea just how dangerous that is?”
“More so than hacking into Demeter Station?” Fox asked flippantly, meaning for it to come off as a joke.
“Yes.” Jiro didn’t find it funny. Because it wasn’t nearly as true as Fox believed it was.
He stilled. “What aren’t you telling me about the prince, Jiro? Has he—”
“No,” he clipped out. “And he never will.”
The day Jiro could no longer avoid Obsidian’s grubby hands was the day one or both of them lost their lives.
He kept that part to himself.
“He’s been harassing you for a long time, hasn’t he?” Fox sounded pissed off by the prospect and Jiro realized if he didn’t defuse the situation things could get even worse. A person like Fox didn’t stand by if they believed there was a wrong being committed, even if that wrong was being done by an Imperial.
“I can handle him,” he said. “He’s an asshole with a god complex, but I’d hardly consider him competent. Just good at avoiding. I mean, look what he’s doing right now.”
“Chasing after you while you’re in the middle of working.”
“And shirking his royal duties in the process.” Jiro gave him a reassuring smile. “He wrongly thinks I’m his property. Guys like that are disgusting.”
Fox caught on to that quickly. “He’s done it before, hasn’t he. Punished someone who’s shown an interest in you.”
Jiro swallowed, trying not to relive the guilt that had practically consumed him back then. And he hadn’t even reciprocated the guy’s advances. Not like he did with Fox. “A waiter at a gala. He made a flirty comment at me in passing and the prince overheard. The poor man was fired and thrown into a cell for the night.”
“Under what grounds?”
“Obsidian claimed he’d been caught stealing from the event.”
“What a dick.”
“Exactly. Which is why I need you to be more cautious around him,” Jiro insisted. “I know that’s not your thing, but please, do it this once. For me.”
Fox took a moment to think it over. “All right.”
“Promise?”
“Relax, Captain,” he rolled his eyes, though it was clearly meant in jest, “I promise.”
Jiro was going to insist a second time, but Fox’s multi-slate rang interrupting them.
Fox held up both hands and retreated toward the bathroom. “It wasn’t me this time, I swear,” he joked.
“I didn’t think you’d messaged yourself,” Jiro called back as he disappeared into the room.
He came back out a moment later with his shirt on, typing away on his device. “Nova says they’re downstairs.”
“They’re here?” Jiro tried to hide his renewed disappointment. He’d been hoping for more alone time with the Detective before they were forced to return to reality.
“I called them earlier so that we didn’t have to drive all the way for no reason.” Fox finished sending his reply to their team and then glanced at Jiro quickly. “Get dressed. I’ll check us out and meet you down there.”
“We aren’t done discussing boundaries,” Jiro said. He trusted that Fox hadn’t snooped through his multi-slate and had merely sent the communication to Obsidian like he claimed, but still…
“I’ll wake you next time and have you send it yourself,” Fox told him on the way to the door.
Jiro wasn’t sure if Fox had meant for it to sound like he expected the two of them to sleep in the same bed again in the future, but that was exactly where Jiro’s mind went.
“Why are you blushing, Captain?”
Jiro cleared his throat and shifted on his feet. “Get out.”
The sound of Fox’s laughter carried out into the hall.




Chapter 18:

“There’s no place like home.” Dawon practically tossed himself onto the couch while the others poured into the main room on the Lagoon. They’d parked the ship in a nearby official loading space craft area nearby the hotel Fox and Jiro had spent the night in, that way they could travel at a moment’s notice if need be.
Fox didn’t want to waste any more time on this. He had this intense feeling in his gut that there was an urgency he’d missed before, that something was going on here a lot bigger than a mere thief, and if he didn’t put the pieces together soon…disaster.
It could be an overreaction on his part—it wouldn’t be the first time he’d been overly dramatic—but his instincts tended to be good and he wasn’t willing to risk the chance he was wrong.
Something was going on here in Hild, and he was going to find out what.
Nova shoved Dawon to the side and took the spot next to him while Fox and Jiro were regulated to the chairs opposite the small table so that the surface was between them and the couch.
The Lagoon had always felt like a safe space for Fox, so there was a mild relief at being here and knowing they were safe from prying eyes. He started the meeting rehashing everything that he’d learned from the professor, then glossed over the second portion of the evening that involved him, the Captain, and their personal lives.
“That’s fascinating,” Nova said when he’d finished. “Imagine being able to alter your physical appearance at whim.”
“Escaping asshole family members would be a hell of a lot easier,” Dawon drawled.
“Too bad he’s using his abilities to commit crimes,” Nova added. “I would have loved to pick his brain about his kind over tea.” She motioned to Fox’s multi-slate. “Show me the composite sketch again.”
Dawon snorted at her. “Like you don’t already have in memorized. Besides, you have a copy on yours too.” He tapped the device strapped to her wrist.
Fox had sent them out to all the stations in Hild as well as his team members as soon as the sketch had been completed. Now he felt a little…off about that. And he didn’t know why.
Maybe it was because of what had happened to the Gemini. He felt bad for them as a whole, and that sympathy was bleeding out into the case. It didn’t help that his interaction with Shilling hadn’t been unpleasant. If they’d met under different circumstances, he could see the two of them being friends even.
“Are you back on the weapon’s angle? Do you think that he’s planning on building a weapon to get revenge on the Imperial family?” Dawon asked then, cutting into Fox’s turbulent thoughts.
He shook his head, silent a moment as he sorted through all of the information he’d recently collected. There were major pieces that weren’t adding up.
“Why not?” Jiro ended up asking when Fox had taken too long to come up with a reply.
“Why now?” Fox propped his elbows on his knees. “It’s been two hundred years since the Dust. Even Shilling’s parents wouldn’t know anyone who’d lived during that time.”
“That doesn’t mean they didn’t still carry animosity toward the Hild,” Nova stated, but he wasn’t convinced.
“No, I still believe he’s trying to collect items that can be used medicinally. He wants to heal someone, someone close to him. He wouldn’t risk exposure like this otherwise.”
Nova thought it over. “They have managed to stay hidden all these years.”
Exactly. It was highly unlikely that Shilling would throw that away on a whim or for something as petty as revenge. And it would be petty, because it was for something that had happened hundreds of years ago to people he, frankly, had never met before.
Fox could understand wanting the people who’d harmed his species to suffer the consequences, but the Dust hadn’t been a byproduct of war. It’d been a disease that had swept through, killing off the Gemini, yes, but the Hild had had no hand in that. It wasn’t their fault they’d been immune.
“Lover or family member?” Nova proposed.
“The latter,” Fox replied and Dawon snorted.
“Just because you find the guy sexy doesn’t mean—”
“That’s not it.”
“Speaking of, actually,” Dawon flicked his wrist, opening a digital holo-file which he sent from his multi-slate to Fox’s, “We heard back from Demeter Station. Apparently, someone you know works there and when they received your request they rushed it.”
Fox glanced at Jiro who was staring back at him now. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Can’t remember?” Dawon laughed. “Makes sense. You’ve hooked up with someone in—”
Nova slapped him in the thigh, eyeing both Fox and Jiro with sudden interest. It was obvious by her expression that she’d picked up on the fact something was going on between the two of them. “If you like breathing, you probably want to stop talking now.”
“Why?” Dawon frowned at them all collectively.
“I didn’t hook up with anyone who works on Demeter Station,” Fox insisted. “That’s Jerry.”
“From Academy?” Nova seemed more surprised by that than the notion that he and the Captain had something going on. “Wow. Thought for sure she’d be a ninth-class Detective by now or a forensic scientist.”
“She is,” Fox confirmed. “She just works for Demeter instead of the I.P.F. She helps sort and document all of the information on the different genetics and biology of species throughout the universe. Which is why I didn’t ask her for help before when we were searching for lists using those stolen items. Not her department.”
“What did she say?” Jiro asked Dawon.
“Honestly, not much that you guys didn’t already just learn from the professor. There was a bit about markings and…something about genetic compatibility with different species but—”
“You didn’t comprehend any of it,” Nova guessed.
Dawon grinned at her, not in the least bit insulted.
“Send it to me,” Fox ordered.
“I got something at least.” Nova crossed her arms. “I was able to find someone in Hild with similar DNA to Shilling. There’s only one slight problem.”
“What?”
“Well,” she amended, “two problems, actually. The first is that she’s somehow been classified as Hild. So either the sample you got from Shilling was inaccurate, or—”
“Someone helped them cover up what they are,” Fox caught on.
“I’m still looking into what she did for work before she was arrested.”
“Arrested?!” Dawon exclaimed.
“Yeah, that’s what brings us up to problem two.” Nova sighed. “She was shipped off to Design.”
“The one place in this entire empire that’s impossible to get clearance to?” Dawon swore. “Also, and I’m not saying this because I’m scared or anything, but like…isn’t that considered one of the worst prison planets in the Crystal Sea? Like, serious criminals are sent there to rot, aren’t they?”
“Not entirely true,” Jiro corrected, and it was impossible to miss the thread of anger flashing behind his eyes. “That may have been its original purpose, but over the years that incentive changed. Now, you can be banished there for simply looking at an Imperial or another person of power the wrong way.”
Nova frowned. “No one speaks out about this?”
“For crimes considered less dastardly in nature, the person will be given a set amount of years to live out their punishment. It’s unknown what they’re told to make them keep quiet once they come back, but not a single returned prisoner from Design has ever uttered a word about their experience there.”
“You think they’re threatened into silence?” Fox asked, searching Jiro’s gaze.
“Most likely.”
“No offense,” Dawon said, “but your empire is kind of messed up, Captain.”
It wasn’t unheard of for ruling families to treat their citizens poorly, and unfortunately, as it was her empire to rule how she saw fit, Empress Gypsum hadn’t broken any international laws that she could be called out for since it was a punishment. If they had proof that they were abusing their power and mistreating their citizens, ones who’d broken no laws, that would be a different story. As far as Fox knew though, everything was done by the books, and that’s not why they were here anyway.
“What was she arrested for?” Fox asked Nova.
“Still looking into that,” she answered.
“Let’s go ask her then.” At her frown, he motioned toward Jiro. “I already had the Captain procure us a pass. We can head out as soon as we’re done with this meeting, assuming you know her exact location on the moon?” Design was fairly large—once designated as a planet before the Hild had taken control and changed its classification on the grounds it rotated the Red Beryl—and the last thing Fox wanted to do was waste more time wandering around blindly.
“I know which sector,” Nova said. “We’ll have to ask for help from the warden in charge.”
Fox nodded in understanding.
“What about Shilling in the meantime?” she brought up.
“If he’s hiding in plain sight,” Dawon asked, “how are we going to get him?”
“First we need to cross reference everyone who traveled to the same moons around the same time,” Jiro suggested. “I can have the Comets on that immediately. We’ve searched video footage for anyone matching first the description and later the sketch, but if he can change his appearance, we need to try again.”
“We have no idea what he looks like in his second form, which by the way,” Dawon said, “am I the only one still hung up on that?”
“No, you aren’t, and we don’t need to,” Fox told him. “We just have to search for anyone who happened to be in the same places as Shilling every time. Even if he was wearing a different face, he only has two options. That means the same version of him would have to travel on every occasion.”
“Don’t say ‘wearing’.” Jiro cringed.
“Seconded,” Nova agreed.
“You get my point.”
“I’ll have them run a facial recognition program.” Jiro got up. “I’m going to call them directly. Make sure they understand the search parameters and see how long they think it might take. Going through every security system at every entry point on all six moons, plus the Red Beryl, is a lot. It could take a while.”
“No way around that.” Fox sighed and watched as Jiro headed toward the opposite side of the room where the hallway led deeper into the Lagoon so that they didn’t have to stay quiet while he was on comms. “They can run that search while we take care of business on Design. Ideally, one of these leads will pan out. What’s her name, the woman you found?”
“Ione Zosia,” Nova said. “She’s twenty-three. I only found this out this morning, right before I got your message and packed up to meet you, which is why I don’t know more. I was going to ask—”
“Don’t.” He knew what she’d been about to say, that she’d planned on reaching out to the Comets for access to their database to look up more info. “We’re heading there anyway, we can ask her ourselves. In fact, from here on out, try and keep a lid on anything we discover unless absolutely necessary.”
They hadn’t been sharing their reports with anyone as of yet, but they’d given a status update to the Empress once already. Knowing now how trigger-happy the Imperial family seemed to be when it came to punishing people, Fox wanted to keep things on the down low until he knew for certain what was happening here.
Nova cocked her head. “What’s going on, Fox?”
“I’m not sure,” he admitted, “but something doesn’t feel right. Is it just me?”
“Now that you mention it,” Dawon chimed in, “this seems like a lot of work for a petty thief. And we still don’t know what he was doing in the Imperial Prince’s palace. What medicinal element could a guy like Obsidian have? From what I’ve gathered, he spends most of his time enjoying the privileges of his status.”
Fox hadn’t bothered looking into any members of the Imperial family because that hadn’t been part of their job. But now that he knew how much trouble the guy was giving Jiro, he was tempted.
That would be an abuse of power on his part, however. He was fine with bending the rules and breaking the law to solve cases and help people, but he wouldn’t do it out of something as foolish as jealousy.
“Seeing as how the stolen items were so random,” Nova reminded, “we can’t be sure of that. Most of the things he took aren’t even considered medicinal by the Hild.”
So far, they had a thief with no definitive motive, who belonged to a species thought to be long extinct. If Fox didn’t know any better, he’d think Shilling had outed himself on purpose. His thefts, while always successful, had been sloppy enough they’d always been noticed. The only time he hadn’t made things flashy and obvious had been on Glitz last week when he’d stolen a worthless spice from a bakery.
Why make it obvious he was taking things like lopeel flowers but try and cover up his theft of nu spice?
“We need to talk with Ione Zosia.” They needed to know for certain whether or not Shilling was after medicine like Fox supposed, or if he was reaching for straws.
Jiro came running into the room then, slightly out of breath, causing Fox to shoot up out of his seat. “There’s smoke coming from the back of the ship. I saw it through the window.”
The four of them rushed down the hall toward the exit, momentarily forgetting all about the case.




Chapter 19:

Fox tried not to mope as he picked at his dinner. Alone.
Dawon had stuck around the Lagoon to fix one of the qu-tet’s that had come loose in the rear, while Nova put together their report on the events of the case so far so they’d have it ready to send to the I.P.F at the end of all this. She was under strict order to place them in a security sealed file so there was no chance the info could be accessed without clearance from them first.
Out of the three of them, Dawon had the most training on fixing spaceships, a field he’d paid particular interest in during the Academy. Fox couldn’t help but feel like part of the reason his cousin was so into it was that it gave him something legitimate to contribute to the team. Fox himself liked flying ships and crafts. He knew the basics when it came to the mechanics, but not enough to be useful in a situation like this.
Whenever something went wrong with the Lagoon—which fortunately wasn’t too frequently—Dawon got another chance to shine. Of course, the problem this time wasn’t as simple as replacing a busted part they had on hand and moving on. It would take time, most of the night even, which left the rest of them with nothing to do but wait around.
Nova had quickly made herself scarce, easily filling her time with the report. Fox had hoped that would mean he and Jiro could do something together, but then the Captain had gotten a summons from Obsidian.
Fox had wanted Jiro to decline, but he’d claimed the order was about the case. The Imperial Prince wanted an update on their progress.
Likely story.
Fox didn’t trust him alone with Jiro, but the Captain was a grown man who could take care of himself, and Fox had to respect that. No doubt the two of them were sitting in some fancy restaurant with Jiro dodging the prince’s thinly veiled advances.
He hadn’t felt like hanging around the Lagoon twiddling his thumbs so had decided to head into town to grab something to eat. When it came to food, he wasn’t particularly picky, so had entered the first place he’d spotted. The restaurant was busy, but not overly crowded, with the steady din of chatter giving it a friendly feel.
Fox had taken a seat at the long bar that made up the left side of the two-story restaurant and had ordered the first thing on the menu. Turns out, it was really just a type of French fry and a patty on a bun that closely resembled a rec burger back on Flicker. He’d started eating and had sent a message to Jiro sharing his location, inviting him to join if he managed to escape the prince early enough but hadn’t heard back.
Although he’d always been social by nature, like everyone, Fox needed some alone time now and again. He hadn’t realized how long he’d gone until now, alone at a bar like it was a casual Tuesday and he had nowhere to be and nothing important to do. It was nice, tricking himself into that, allowing himself to relax and enjoy the warm food and tangy beer he’d ordered along with it.
Which was why he should have known it wouldn’t last.
He felt the presence approaching at his back a second before Shilling slid onto the tall barstool next to his. The man signaled the waitress on the other side and placed an order for the same thing Fox was drinking, and the moment she walked away he boldly reached over and plucked a fry from Fox’s golden plate.
“A detective who’s comfortable keeping his back toward a crowded room?” Shilling let out a low whistle. “My type of man.”
“Sorry,” Fox lifted a single shoulder and kept eating, “you aren’t mine.”
Shilling clucked his tongue. “Let’s not lie to each other, Detective. We’re genetically compatible. Can’t you feel it? I certainly can. I’ve known it since the moment our eyes first locked.”
“Highly unlikely,” Fox said. “The beach was dark as hell that night.”
The corner of his mouth twitched but he didn’t argue.
Suddenly, Fox recalled what he’d learned from the professor, and what Dawon had mentioned earlier during the meeting. His cousin hadn’t understood the information packet sent by Demeter Station and Fox had planned on checking it himself once he got back to the Lagoon, but he could guess at its contents.
“This is about your cryptic soulmate statements,” he asked, “isn’t it?”
Shilling smirked. “It’s always been difficult for my kind to procreate. Finding a genetic match is rare. Relax, Detective,” he chuckled when Fox’s eyes narrowed, “we can’t have children with same-sex partners. Besides, I’ve already had you trapped in a cave at my mercy, and I didn’t ravish you or anything.”
“You did drug me though.”
“I apologized for that,” he reminded.
“Are you waiting for me to apologize for wasting your big chance at finding your soulmate?”
“I don’t want children anyway,” Shilling shrugged it off. “Besides,” he gave him a flirty once over, biting his bottom lip at the end, “I’m not disappointed. Soulmates aren’t real though, just to clarify. It’s a romantic way of putting it, sure, but it’s not like some binding contract. Physically, I’m attracted to you more than I’ve ever been to anyone, but that doesn’t mean I have to be with you. Or that I even have to like you as a person.”
“Great pickup line,” Fox drawled. “Keep up the good work.”
“Has anyone told you you’re an oxymoron?” He sipped lightly at his beer, barely  drinking any of it before setting it aside. “You worked so hard to chase me down on the beach, yet here I am, and you don’t seem all that hurried to arrest me.”
“I’m eating.” He held up his burger.
Shilling snorted. “I wasn’t aware I.P.F agents were allowed to take breaks, of any kind, in the middle of an open investigation.”
“It’s not exactly open since I already know you’re the one behind it.” Truthfully, if Fox thought he could get away with it, he would attempt to arrest the thief, but he knew better than to assume he’d be able to one-up the other man. “Don’t get any smart ideas. Just because you kissed me when my guard was down doesn’t mean I’m suddenly madly in love with you. I won’t throw this case.”
He cocked his head. “You kissed me back, Detective.”
Fox cleaned off his hands and balled up his napkin. “That was a mistake.”
“Was it?”
“Yup.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m sort of seeing someone now,” Fox propped an arm on the table and leaned in a bit closer, lowering his voice, “and you’re a wanted criminal I’ve been tasked with arresting.”
Shilling’s coy expression never wavered. He glanced pointedly at Fox’s multi-slate. “You haven’t called for backup yet.”
Fox pulled away and pointed toward the corner of the room where a small green neon light kept a constant glow. “Don’t need to. Evidence will be there.”
He laughed. “Do you really think I walked in here without first having taken care of the security cameras? I’m not a complete idiot, Detective.”
Fox didn’t even have to pretend not to care about that revelation, because he didn’t.
Irresponsible of the thief to assume he didn’t have a backup plan in place.
No, he had no intentions of trying to apprehend Shilling right now, but he would need to eventually. Genetic compatibility? That wasn’t nearly enough to get Fox to toss aside his career and the interesting life he was able to live because of it.
Still, he wanted to see this play out. Wanted to know what Shilling had considered worth taking the chance to come here alone and confront Fox.
“Last we spoke you’d been rejected,” Shilling said then. “What happened? The guy change his mind?”
“Missed your chance, I’m afraid.”
“Meaning I had a shot to begin with?”
Fox pretended to consider it. “That depends on whether or not you were ever going to share what you’ve been hiding.”
Shilling remained silent.
“Didn’t think so.” Fox sighed. “In all seriousness, no, you’re gorgeous and I dig the hair, truly, but there was never going to be anything more between us than what there is right now.”
“Which is?”
“Why did you come to see me, Shilling?” He wasn’t delusional, even if the guy really was incredibly into him, that wouldn’t be enough of a reason for him to risk exposure and arrest. There was something else. Something more important. “You fucked with my ship, didn’t you?”
Shilling grew serious for the first time since his arrival, taking a deep drag from the beer he hadn’t seemed interested in before. “I needed to stall you.”
“Okay.” Fox didn’t bother giving into the twinge of anger he felt at that confession. The Lagoon was his baby and the idea that someone had messed with it infuriated him, but that was neither here nor there. “Presumably so you could tell me something. What is it?”
Shilling hesitated and Fox rolled his eyes.
“We’ve already established I’m not going to call my team and have you arrested. Yet. So cut to the chase before I lose my patience and change my mind.”
“My sister and I are the only ones left,” Shilling said softly, sounding entirely too vulnerable for Fox’s comfort. “You might not believe this but—”
“Show me who you are,” Fox told him, holding his gaze steadily with his own. “I’ll believe you.”
“You know what I am,” he surmised.
“I do,” Fox confirmed, “but that’s not what I meant.” He was confident they’d find out what Shilling’s other face looked like soon enough, he didn’t need to ruin this chance to get answers by pushing that particular issue right now.
What Fox wanted right now was proof why he was making the right choice by not contacting his team and having them race here. He was, admittedly, giving the thief the benefit of the doubt when he shouldn’t.
But nothing was black and white, and Fox wanted to know what type of gray areas Shilling occupied.
Shilling seemed to understand. “I want to gain your trust. But you aren’t there yet.”
“I’m still planning on arresting you, you mean.”
“Yes,” Shilling nodded. “That.”
“You were talking about your sister,” Fox reminded, “Ione.”
He gave no reaction to the reveal that Fox knew his sister’s name, quiet for a second before, “Design isn’t a place just anyone can get to. I haven’t been able to reach her since she was wrongly accused and dragged there by force.”
Shilling was bitter, that much was clear, but given the circumstances—if that were the truth and she’d been framed—Fox couldn’t blame him. He was an only child himself, but if anything happened to Dawon…
“Are you trying to convince me to help you smuggle something to your sister?” He tilted his head. “What are you planning on giving me in exchange? You going to turn yourself in?”
“Yes.”
Fox blinked at him, caught off guard. He’d been joking.
“You were right. This whole thing started because of her. She’s all I have, Detective.” Shilling stuck a hand into the inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small glass vial. It was a little over halfway filled with a silvery-gray powder. “Give this to her for me. If you do, I’ll turn myself in. To you.”
Fox stared at the vial. “How do I know that’s not poison?”
“For who?” he countered. “My only living family member, or you?”
“Either.” This was dangerous territory, even for him. Colluding with a wanted criminal? That could cost him his badge and give the Imperial Prince of Hild the perfect reason to toss him into a cell forever.
“I’m not the one trying to hurt people, Detective,” Shilling said, frustrated.
That caught his attention. “What do you mean?”
He set the vial down on the counter between them. “She’s sick. She doesn’t have much time left.”
His sister was dying? Fox had guessed that Shilling was looking for some type of medicine, and he should have been elated to have his hypothesis confirmed, and yet…
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault,” Shilling told him. “It’s someone’s, but not yours.”
“What does that mean?” He frowned. “Just give it to me plainly.”
“I will,” Shilling motioned with his chin toward the vial, “after you deliver that.”
There was no way for him to get to Design on his own, meaning Fox really was his only hope. However, Shilling’s whole plan hinged on Fox agreeing. Agreeing to help a known criminal sneak something onto a highly restricted moon. Agreeing to not toss the vial in the trash or report it and have it tested instead of given to Ione.
Agreeing to trust him, this person he hardly knew.
“You understand that sometimes people do questionable things for the right reason,” Shilling said. “I’m not all bad, Detective.”
He wasn’t all good either, but then, neither was Fox.
“You have to give me something more,” Fox declared. “You went through all this trouble and exposed yourself to get this for your sister?” He motioned to the vial. “I don’t trust words, darling thief, and for good reason.”
“No,” he hummed, “someone as good as you at twisting them wouldn’t.”
“Exactly,” Fox didn’t bother denying it or getting offended. “Actions speak louder to me, they’re harder to manipulate.”
“But not impossible,” Shilling stated. “I never intended for you to find out what I am. That wasn’t part of my plan. You aren’t someone I can properly predict. Even your actions are misleading, Detective, you’ve got to be aware of that. In this, we differ. Give me words any time of the day, I’ll decide which ones I believe and which I don’t, but if you’re so set on proving things through initiative, then use this as a chance to show me I can trust you and turn myself in.”
“Give me something to back this story that you’re just the universe’s best big brother.”
“I can’t,” Shilling told him. “You aren’t the only one taking a risk here. All I can tell you is to keep your eyes wide open on Design. Look for the things they don’t want you to see.”
“Who are they?” Considering he kept referencing people but refusing to give names, it was easy enough to suppose that they were threats to Shilling. The real question was, were they also a threat to Fox?
“I was worried,” Shilling gazed at him, “that they would send someone incompetent. I’m glad the I.P.F chose you, Detective.” He stood. “Deliver that to my sister and make sure she takes it. Then I’ll hand myself in and I’ll tell you everything.”
“You still expect your word to be enough for me?” Fox asked.
Shilling didn’t joke back like usual. “I keep my promises, Detective. Always.”




Chapter 20:

It took Fox a second to process that the person standing in his hotel room was Jiro. The motion-censored lights flickered on, casting the other man in a golden glow that had Fox blinking. After wasting another hour at the restaurant with no response from the Captain, Fox had called it a night and left.
Everyone except Dawon had gotten new rooms at a different hotel near the loading dock, but as far as Fox knew, Nova had booked them each separate ones.
“How did you get in here?” Fox asked, setting the keycard aside as the door softly clicked shut at his back.
“I told the front desk I needed to check for security reasons,” Jiro said. He was standing in the center of the living room, his hands rubbing at the thighs of his dark pants nervously.
The vial given to him by the thief felt heavy in his pocket, but he didn’t bring up Shilling. It was clear by his stance that Jiro hadn’t come here to talk about the case.
Fox clicked his tongue. “That’s called an abuse of power, Captain.” He stepped further into the room, keeping his movements relaxed and almost lazy despite the wild thumping of his heart in his chest. “You could have just messaged me. Or called. How long have you been waiting?”
“Not long,” Jiro licked his lips and blurted, “but it feels like forever.”
His brow winged up. Someone was bold tonight. He made to move a bit closer and noted Jiro shifting. Maybe not bold enough. Fox stopped and waited.
“I don’t know how to do this,” Jiro finally admitted.
“No?”
He blew out a breath. “Okay. That’s a lie. I know exactly how to do this, I’m just not sure that I should.”
“Because of the prince?” Fox tried to keep his relaxed demeanor, not wanting to spook or pressure the Captain, but the thought of the prince and all the bullshit he could have caused Jiro over dinner ignited his anger. “I’m not afraid of him.”
“You should be.”
“Why?” Fox took a single, deliberate step forward, and this time Jiro kept steady. “If he catches us he’ll throw me in a prison cell and toss away the key? So? I’ve never been in a tunnel cell before. It could be fun. A new experience.” Since his high school days, he’d been too good at getting away with things, but even that could go stale.
It wouldn’t be so bad, getting into trouble for hooking up with an Imperial Prince’s  romantic target. Especially since he knew Jiro didn’t return that interest. If nothing else, it would certainly bring to the public what Obsidian had been doing, going after a man who didn’t want him. Sure, there was little anyone would be able to do, but the gossip would spread.
People with power and money hated being talked badly about. Everything was about appearance to them. That was why his uncle hadn’t disowned him yet, because at least Fox was a ninth-class Detective, an impressive tidbit to share over cocktails at business brunches.
“He isn’t as obsolete as you think he is,” Jiro told him.
Fox paused and cocked his head. “To you or in general?”
His scowled. “He means nothing to me.”
“Then he doesn’t mean anything to me either.”
“Detective.”
“That’s my name.” He chuckled at that. “Actually, it isn’t. Remember how you called me last night?” He closed the distance between them, leaving only half a foot of space. “Do that again.”
It’d been on his mind all day, even when he should have been one hundred percent focused on the case. Even when Shilling, the literal criminal Fox was hunting, had been seated right next to him with his knee bumping against his thigh. All Fox had been able to think about was the way Jiro had arched his back last night in the tub, and the way his soft moans had filled the room sinfully.
He wanted that again. Wanted to touch the Captain and watch him completely come undone in his hands. Wanted to turn him into putty and leave him a writhing mess, with no chance to mask his emotions behind a blank expression.
“I want to make you scream,” he admitted in a hushed whisper, mouth moving closer and closer with each exhale. “What do you want?”
“That,” Jiro said. “You.” He went to bring his lips forward but Fox pulled back just enough to avoid contact, causing his expression to darken. “Sleep with me. I want it.”
“Did you drink at dinner?” Fox could tell he wasn’t drunk, so the comment was mostly teasing.
“I barely did anything at dinner but think about you,” Jiro told him. He lifted a hand and placed it on Fox’s left hip, the touch light yet electric. “Sleep with me, Fox. You promised. Don’t tell me you’re not going to keep—”
Unable to hold back any longer, Fox attacked, latching his mouth over Jiro’s in a rough, breath-stealing kiss. He stroked his tongue deep, cupping both sides of the Captain’s face to keep him in place as he plundered his mouth. The air around them seemed to crackle and pop, the energy climbing and spurring him into an almost frenzy.
This thing between them was all-consuming, taking him from zero to one hundred in less time than it took to blink. It was like the moment they touched everything else faded away, losing all importance and luster. Like the only thing left in the entire universe for him to hold onto was Jiro. For half a breath, Fox felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time.
Doubt.
He had the fleeting thought that this didn’t feel much like a game anymore, but then Jiro’s hands were delving through his hair, nails lightly scrapping at Fox’s scalp, and the rising inferno within overcame any indecision threatening to put a stop to this.
Fox moved forward, walking Jiro backward until the Captain hit the side of the bed and tumbled down onto his back. Following quickly after so their mouths weren’t parted for long, Fox shifted his long-form over his, careful not to squish him as he slipped a thigh between Jiro’s legs and pressed up against the growing bulge with his knee.
Jiro’s breath caught and he grabbed onto Fox’s arms, fingers digging into his biceps as Fox ground against him.
“You’re so sexy like this, Tain,” Fox murmured against the curve of Jiro’s jaw, using his nose to tip the other man’s head back against the milky white silk sheets. He started exploring, first with his mouth, planting a soft trail of kisses across one side of his neck, over to the other, then down to the hollow of his throat. He felt Jiro gulp and smiled but didn’t pause in his ministrations, too fascinated by every discovery he made.
His fingers danced down the center of the Captain’s chest, slowly easing open the zipper of his black long-sleeve shirt until he had him exposed to his view. Brushing the material aside, he glanced down, running both his gaze and his hand up and over the rise and fall of Jiro’s abs and pecs. He felt everywhere, leaving no spot untouched, fascinated by all that tawny skin and the quickening in and outtakes of the Captain’s breathing.
Finally, he trailed lower, deftly unsnapping the silver button at the top of his pants before slipping his palm underneath the band of Jiro’s underwear. He was met with solid heat and moisture, his flesh practically searing against the Captain’s as he cupped him, testing the weight of him in his hold, watching as Jiro’s spine bowed and his eyes glazed over.
“Fox,” it was only his name, but the demand in Jiro’s tone made what he meant apparent.
Fox shushed him and shifted onto his knees, placing himself between Jiro’s spread thighs. “I didn’t get to see your face properly the other night.”
He wanted a front-row seat. Wanted to watch, up close and personal, as the Captain came completely undone beneath him, because of him. Wanted to pull him apart and piece him back together again so he’d always know exactly what it took to make the Captain tick.
“That’s twisted,” Jiro chuckled, and Fox realized he must have voiced that last part out loud without meaning to.
He paused, halfway done with removing Jiro’s bottom clothing. “Would you like me to stop?”
“If you do,” Jiro said, “I might actually kill you.”
Fox laughed and finished pulling off his pants and boxer briefs, tossing them over his shoulder onto the ground. He left Jiro’s shirt on and open, kind of liking how it made him look somehow more debauched, being almost naked but not quite.
When he went to move off the bed, Jiro snapped upright, latching onto his wrist with a death grip that had Fox’s brows winging up.
“I’m just getting something from my bag,” Fox told him gently, carefully removing his hold. “I’m not going anywhere, Captain, trust me. I couldn’t leave you right now even if my life was on the line.”
Honestly, dying in Jiro’s arms wouldn’t be all that bad. It’d certainly be a new experience if nothing else.
Fox crossed the room to the bag he’d had delivered earlier and riffled through it for a moment before he found what he needed. He held up the bottle of lube for Jiro to see as he returned to his spot, situating Jiro’s spread legs over his thighs as he kneeled between them so he’d have better access.
Jiro’s hard member bobbed, a thick drop of precome leaking out of the flushed tip to trail down the long length of him, and it took all of Fox’s willpower not to simply stare.
He popped the cap on the bottle and smothered his fingers in a generous amount of lube, making sure he was well and coated before dropping the bottle to the side and finally allowing himself to look where he wanted.
“By Light, you’re so sexy.” Probably the hottest thing Fox had ever seen, in fact.
“Said that already,” Jiro stated, dropping an arm across his face to cover his eyes as if he were embarrassed by all the attention but too eager for more to pull away.
Fox brushed his knuckles against the sensitive flesh of Jiro’s inner thigh, grinning when that caused the other man to yelp and remove his arm.
“That tingles,” Jiro said when Fox repeated the motion lower, tracing the curved orb of Jiro’s right asscheek.
“It’s the lube,” Fox explained. “It’ll help you feel nice, Tain, although,” he tilted his head at Jiro’s still weeping cock, “I don’t think you need any extra stimulation.”
“Shut up and—” his sentence died on a gurgle as Fox plunged a single finger into his hole.
He paused and waited to see Jiro’s reaction, to gauge if it was uncomfortable or if he could take more. His muscles were tense around Fox’s digit, but after a few seconds, he relaxed enough to signal that it was okay and Fox slipped his finger free.
When he pressed forward a second time, he cupped at Jiro’s balls with his other hand, rolling them in his palm as he curled his pointer to stroke against that spot inside of the Captain that would really set him off. It took a few tries to find it, but once he had, he had Jiro panting and squeezing around him with a vice-like grip.
“I’ve barely touched you and you’re already about to come undone,” Fox said, pushing another finger past that tight ring of muscle. He scissored them a little, slowly stretching Jiro out. This time, when another glob of precome painted Jiro’s cockhead, Fox couldn’t resist.
He dropped down, taking all that solid heat deep into his mouth. His tongue massaged the bottom of his cock, tracing the thick vein as he swallowed around him. Fox coiled his fingers, bobbing his head in time with the internal strokes he was giving, spurred on further by the desperate sounds Jiro was making.
Fox glanced up and found the Captain clawing at the sheets, his head tipped back, rosy lips parted. His eyes were closed and his skin was covered in a thin sheen of sweat that had him glistening in the overhead lighting. He was glad he hadn’t thought to turn the lights off before they’d started. Shielding this view in shadow would have been a crime.
He gave one last, long pull, sucking as his slowly lifted off of Jiro’s cock, and allowed it to slip fully free with an audible pop that had the Captain’s eyes instantly snapping open.
The look he gave him was searing, and Fox felt it down to his toes.
“Naked,” Jiro ordered, voice rough with a commanding edge to it Fox hadn’t heard him use before. “Now.”
Fox got off the bed again, tugging his shirt over his head before making quick work of the rest of his clothing. He didn’t bother wasting time on a strip tease today, but he gave Jiro a moment afterward, remaining on his feet so that the Captain could trail that appreciative gaze down the length of him.
It was all he could do not to preen under all that scrutiny, a thrill racing through him to be the sole owner of the Captain’s attention.
Fox grabbed the bottle of lube and settled between Jiro’s legs a third time, squirting a generous amount onto his right hand again only to be stopped by the Captain with a curt shake of his head.
“No more fingers,” Jiro said. “I’m ready.”
Fox glanced pointedly down at himself. Jiro wasn’t small by any sense of the word, and he wasn’t trying to brag, but Fox was bigger than even him. The fit would be tight and most likely hurt if he didn’t properly prep him first.
“I’m down for just about anything, Tain,” Fox told him, “but I don’t get off on causing pain.” He didn’t think that was what the Captain was into either. Before Jiro could reply, he shoved three fingers into him in one go, noting the hissed breath that slipped past the other man’s lips. “I’ll make this quick, promise.”
He worked him fast, no longer bothering with foreplay, instead opening him up with a concentration that would have been admirable if not for the fact it was for purely selfish means. Fox had a plan for the night, and it didn’t include taking Jiro a measly one time.
Now that he had him, he was going to make this last until morning, curious to see how many times he could make the Captain come screaming his name before it became too much for him to handle.
By the time he figured Jiro was ready for him, Fox’s cock was so swollen, he started to worry he was the one who wouldn’t be able to last. He removed his hand and chuckled when that caused Jiro to make a sound of annoyance.
“Hold on,” Fox coaxed, “I’m about to give you what you want. Ready to be full of me, Tain?”
Jiro clucked his tongue and looked at him. “You’re full of yourself enough for the both of—”
Fox lined himself up with Jiro’s entrance and snapped his hips forward. The slick glide of his cock entering the other man’s tight hole had them both groaning, any witty remarks dying on their tongues as pleasure rolled over them in tidal waves.
He shuffled closer, reaching down to lift Jiro’s ass off the bed slightly for a better angle, and then eased himself out only to drive himself home all over again. The inward stroke was easier this time, Jiro’s body stretching to accommodate him as he rocked against him.
Jiro extended his arms over his head, grabbing onto the edge of the bed for leverage as Fox thrust into him, pounding at his insides with deep, steady blows. His thighs squeezed around Fox’s narrow waist, and he tipped his head to the side, exposing his neck.
Fox draped himself over Jiro, mouth latching onto his throat. He gave one solid suck as he twisted his hips, rubbing at the other man’s insides with his burning length, relishing the way it made Jiro gasp and twitch beneath him. He kissed him next, needing another taste of him, wanting to feel the possessive tangle of Jiro’s tongue.
It was aggressive between the two of them, as if they were both trying to best the other as lips and teeth and tongues met and nipped. All the pent-up attraction they’d been burying came rushing its way up, bursting out of them.
It’d never been like this with anyone before, all-consuming and desperate. Fox felt like he was starving and the only way to satisfy himself was to take from Jiro over and over and over again, all while he fed the other man his rigid cock.
Jiro’s muscles quivered around him and he moaned, capturing the Captain’s jaw in his hand so he could tip his face back for a different angle. At the same time, he used his thighs to force Jiro’s to part further, so that he was cradled more firmly against him. The taste of his salty-sweet mouth and the squeeze of him below had that pleasure within building almost to the point of discomfort.
Feeling that they were both already close, Fox shoved his hand between them and found Jiro’s cock. He swirled his thumb across his head, smearing precome down the length of him before he started stroking in time with his thrusts, working Jiro into a frenzy that had him chuckling against the Captain’s parted lips.
Jiro growled when he came, hot spurts of come splashing against Fox’s fingers, across both of their chests. His hands abandoned the bed to tangle instead in Fox’s hair, holding him close as he rode the waves of his orgasm, mewling as Fox continued to pound into him.
It didn’t take too long for him to follow, a bright burst of light going off behind his eyes as he toppled and exploded inside of Jiro.  His hips continued rolling until he was completely spent and both of them were little more than panting, sticky messes. He dropped his forehead to Jiro’s shoulder, trying to collect himself and failing.
Fox had always prided himself on his stamina, but he’d also never felt this level of satisfaction with anyone before. It felt right. He’d thought he’d escaped a boring lifestyle when he’d joined the I.P.F, but this single act with Jiro made everything else he’d done thus far pale in comparison.
He was so out of it, it caught him off guard when Jiro made his move, switching their positions so that now he was the one straddling Fox.
“I’ll give you three minutes, Detective,” Jiro told him mischievously, bringing his face down so that their noses practically touched, “then it’s round two.”
* * *
Fox wasn’t sure what to call this, but he knew he didn’t want it to end. The morning sun was starting to rise, its pale orange glow casting the sky out the window in a warmth that matched the fuzzy feeling in the center of his chest. He watched it, listening to the soft breathing of the man at his side.
Jiro had his head tucked against his neck, with Fox’s arm wrapped around him. They’d fallen asleep less than an hour ago after spending the entire night chasing as many orgasms as they could, and soon it’d be time for them to get up and return to the real world.
He wasn’t sure he wanted to. Solving the case didn’t seem nearly as important as it had yesterday.
If this was what made people enter relationships, he might have to change his stance on the matter. Fucking Jiro was definitely something Fox didn’t see himself ever getting bored of, and there were still a million and one things he could think of to do to the other guy, things it might be worth settling down for just to get the chance to try them out.
That line of thinking should have made him uncomfortable, especially since it wasn’t an attainable wish, but Fox gave in to it surprisingly fast. If given the opportunity to keep the Captain, he would.
But that would never happen, so it was a moot issue.
Jiro had a high-ranking position here in Hild and Fox spent all of his time traveling for the I.P.F. Even if long distance was something that sounded doable, he doubted it would work.
He grunted at himself and his stupidity. Did the Captain have a magic dick or something? How was one night inside of him enough to get Fox to do a complete one-eighty and fantasize about more?
“Would you forgive me if I lied to you?” Jiro’s whispered words broke the silence, shocking Fox out of his reverie.
“How long have you been awake?”
“Not long,” the Captain said. “Well?”
It was a strange thing to ask, and he wasn’t entirely sure what had prompted that line of questioning but he considered his answer carefully. “That depends.”
“On what?”
“You’re lying to me,” he felt Jiro tense slightly and instinctually stroked his fingers soothingly over his scalp until he’d settled back against him, “but are you betraying me?”
“Aren’t they one and the same?” Jiro asked.
“Maybe to some, but not to me. As long as you don’t betray me, Captain, I can forgive you any transgressions.”
Lying was a serious offense to most, but Fox had always viewed it a bit differently. It fell into that category along with most other things. Gray. He spent a good portion of his time spinning tales and creating a story, either with his mannerisms or his words, to convince people to believe him, even when he wasn’t being honest.
Half the time his friendly smiles and flirtations were faked. It was rare for him to legitimately want someone, on a level as deeply as how he wanted Jiro especially. Fox simply knew how to spin things to his advantage, and if it meant he could solve a case, he utilized that skill. Some would say that made him a liar.
He could acknowledge that, but one thing he was not was a hypocrite.
“I’m not sure I entirely believe you, Detective,” Jiro said quietly. “Maybe one day I’ll have to put you to the test.”
“Promises, promises.” Undeterred by that, Fox pulled him in closer and pressed his lips to his forehead.  He quirked a brow when Jiro glanced up and blinked.
“Your eyes,” the Captain brushed the pad of his thumb across the rise of Fox’s right cheekbone, seeming awed by what he saw, “they’ve changed.”
“Ah.” He took Jiro’s hand and kissed his fingers. “They do that in the morning. It’s normal.”
“I’ve never seen it before.”
“It only happens at sunrise,” Fox explained. “All Xanonians are like that. Dawon’s change too.”
“To the same color?”
“No.” He shook his head but didn’t elaborate, finding that he didn’t like the idea of talking about his cousin while they were both naked and satiated.
“They’re pretty,” Jiro told him, “like an orange-brown.”
“That’s how I got my name,” he said. “Some foxes on my mother’s homeworld have fur this color. I have a picture, I can show you later if you’d like. They’re cute animals.”
“That sounds nice,” Jiro’s tone changed subtly enough that it took Fox a second to catch on. His hand dipped to the edge of the sheets covering them, pulling it down to expose Fox’s bare chest. “But there’s something else I’d like to look at first.”
“Again?” Fox had to admit, he was impressed.
“Think you can manage?” Jiro challenged, and that alone had Fox hardening.
“Try me, Captain.”
“We’re way past that,” Jiro pointed out, moving to kneel between Fox’s legs. “I think it’s safe to say I’m already addicted to you, Detective.”
Was there a chance he wasn’t the only one completely enslaved by this thing between them?
“Prove it,” Fox said.
Jiro grinned and did that and then some.




Chapter 21:

“This is…” Dawon cleared his throat, not wanting to voice what they were all no doubt thinking.
It was awful.
There were over four dozen prisons setup on Design, and they stood before the largest. The building loomed over them at five stories, with rows of blacked-out windows and gray brick walls. Brown vines climbed over the siding, and it was hard to tell if the plants were dead or if that’s just how they looked, but it gave off a haunted vibe that Fox hadn’t felt since he’d been a child telling ghost stories with his cousins to pass the time at one of their parents' boring events.
The ground was packed dirt almost the same shade of gray, with the only specs of color on the planet thus far being the posters of the Imperial family that had decorated the hanger in the landing zone where they’d left the Lagoon.
“This is our long-term holding facility,” the guard who’d been tasked with leading them the short distance from the hanger to the building said, voice completely lacking the horror that Fox and the rest of his team currently felt. He’d introduced himself as Woon, and was probably in his early to mid-thirties. “The people locked up in here are mostly going to be held for life. Only the worst criminals are sent here.”
“Right.” Why did Fox get the feeling that wasn’t entirely accurate?
“It’s an honor to meet you, sir,” Woon said to Jiro, practically beaming with excitement. “You probably don’t remember me, but I was stationed on Glitz before this and was assigned to your security detail for the prince once.”
Jiro nodded to show that he’d heard him but didn’t verbally reply. His eyes roamed the building as they approached, most likely seeing the same thing that Fox was.
This wasn’t his first prison planet, and while Fox had seen worse, he’d certainly seen better. Already he could tell that the Hild treated their criminals like trash. He’d checked out the prisoner count on their trip over and had been shocked to find that Design housed over five hundred people. For a highly functioning society that supposedly had a remarkably low crime rate, that was…interesting.
“Who did you say you needed to meet with again?” Woon asked as they entered through the creaking metal doors and stepped into a practically empty foyer.
The room was separated by a guarded wall of security glass with a single door set toward the left. A counter/check-in desk was to the right with only one person sitting behind it. She was dressed in a bland uniform with a high collar and long sleeves but in the dimmest gold. Fox wasn’t sure it could even be called that. It was a far cry from the flashy outfits the Commit Police wore literally everywhere else in the empire, that was for sure.
Were the employees here treated as lesser as well then? Fox filed that away for later use and painted the flirtiest grin on his face he could muster as they approached her.
“Hi,” he propped an arm on the edge of the counter and quickly flashed the holographic version of his I.P.F badge at her, ignoring Woon. “We’re here to see Ione Zosia, Prisoner #579. She should be located in the east wing, room #436.”
The woman didn’t seem all that affected by his charms, but she also didn’t seem to care much about giving them access either. Almost in a bored manner, she typed that information out on the screen in front of her and then shook her head.
“Prisoner #579 has been denied visitors,” she told them.
“That can’t be right,” Fox said, keeping his tone amicable. “We’re under strict instruction from the Imperial family to be here. We can’t leave until we’ve spoken with Miss. Zosia.”
She frowned and clicked on the screen to double-check. “I haven’t received any notifications about that.”
Fox sighed and turned to Woon. He motioned with a curve of his finger for the man to step closer, and then tossed an arm over his shoulders, turning them away from the woman behind the counter. “You know we’re here on official business, right?”
“Of course, sir,” Woon replied, bobbing his head.
Fox took a pointed look around, grimacing at the high ceiling and the cobwebs that hung from there, already covered in dust. The place was dirty, with piles of gray caked into the stone floor, tracked in by employees, and never properly swept. The mess he could stand, but he hated any kind of spider, no matter what planet they came from.
“I bet you abhor being posted here, huh?” He felt Woon hesitate and knew he’d got him. “The Imperial Prince gave us the access codes to Design personally. He’ll be really angry with anyone who blocks our investigation—I’m sure you’ve heard all about how a thief broke into his royal palace a month ago?”
“Of course!”
“Right, well, that’s what we’re working on, and in order to continue, we need to speak with Miss. Zosia. It’s what the prince wants. And it’s safe to assume that if he’ll punish anyone that stops us, he’ll also reward anyone that helps us out…” He let his sentence trail pointedly, waiting for the other guy to catch on.
Woon nibbled on his bottom lip, but it was clear he understood.
Time to sweeten the pot.
“How about this, you help us out, and not only will I put in a good word for you with the prince, but you and the Captain here can hang back. I’m sure you have lots of questions for him. You can stay and chat and drink some—” Fox glanced at the opposite side of the foyer where a tiny station had been setup with what he assumed were meant to be coffee makers, but were filled with something green, “—whatever that is. What do you say?”
“Detective,” Jiro, who’d been standing near enough to overhear, practically growled.
Fox merely sent him a wink before turning back to Woon. “Come on. There’s no downside. Everyone gets what they want.”
Woon stared at Jiro for a moment—a little longer than Fox would have liked, even—before spinning on his heels and slapping a palm against the counter.
“Give me clearance to the east wing. Since they can’t meet with anyone officially, we can at least give them a tour of that section of the prison. That way they haven’t come all this way and no one here can get in trouble with the Imperial family.” Woon gave her a cryptic look, giving off the impression that this wasn’t the first time the staff here had bent the rules for someone.
She nodded without further complaint and pulled a clear keycard with green lines through it out of a drawer. After Fox presented the multi-slate on his right wrist, she swiped the card over the blank screen and a three-note jingle sounded. “You’re all set.”
“Thanks, Mara.” Woon smiled at her and then grinned at Jiro and waved their team along with him as he headed toward the security guard.
The guard was dressed in the same unimpressive colors, with a similar bored expression on his somewhat weathered face. His hair was buzzed short and there was a tattoo trailing up the side of his neck in dark ink that glittered silver whenever he moved.
Fox paused, pretending to wait while Woon placed his multi-slate up against the scan pad that would allow them to get through the security door when in reality he was taking the tattoo in, in its entirety.
Shout tattoo.
The memory of that time he’d gotten into a fight with that guy from Sanctum returned and he almost grimaced. What were the odds that he’d find another citizen of that planet all way out here? At least that gave him leverage.
Another thing to file away for later.
“Can you bring them to Room #436, Tansy?” Woon asked the guard. “The Captain and I are staying behind and they might need bigger muscle than I can provide in that section of the prison.”
The guard, Tansy, gave a single curt nod and then pressed his multi-slate to the scanner on the opposite side of the door so that both of them had done so. It needed two keys to unlock.
“I don’t like this,” Jiro mumbled to Fox.
“Sorry, Tain,” he leaned in and said against the curve of his ear, “I’ll make it up to you later.”
“You better.” Jiro glowered.
Fox winked.
The door buzzed and a red light flashed above it a second before it clicked open and swung inward. Tansy began to lead them down a wide corridor.
Fox glanced back once to see Woon enigmatically waving his hands around as he talked a mile a minute at the Captain, who was busy staring Fox down.
Oh yeah. He was going to have to seriously make it up to him.
He forced himself to focus on the case and not let his mind wander to all the things he could do to Jiro to get the guy to forgive him.
At first, there were only walls on either side, but after passing through a second security check, they entered the first area of the prison that housed prisoners.
Cells lined either side, thick metal doors with small square windows the only view in and out. People were standing in some of them, peering out, leering or cheering or making catcalls to them. Some were female, others male.
“They’re annoying,” Dawon drawled.
“This is where the petty criminals are kept,” Tansy explained as they headed up a metal staircase to the second level. “People who’ve committed crimes against the empire like embezzlement or repeated breaking and entering.”
“We were told only the worst of the worst were sent here,” Fox said.
“Petty by this facility's standards is what I meant,” he corrected. “The crimes committed by the people on this level resulted in at least one death.”
Okay, that sounded bad. Good to know that some of the prisoners deserved to be treated like trash.
The calls continued as they walked away until they’d gone far enough they could no longer be heard. But on the next floor, it was more of the same. And then the same again. They went up another two flights before finally turning to the left.
“This is the way to the east wing.” Tansy led them down another long corridor, only this time the cells were further apart, and slightly more spacious.
Now and again a person would watch them through the bars in their square windows, but they made no remarks like the rowdy prisoners below.
“And these people?” Nova asked. “What were their offenses?”
“Attempted murder and acts against the Royals and Imperial family,” Tansy told them.
Nova and Fox shared a look.
It was too quiet up here in comparison to those on the lower floors, the only sounds were the occasional coughing. While it could have something to do with the fact the prisoners on this level had longer sentences and were therefore feeling more hopeless and less in the “playful” mood, something about it didn’t sit right with Fox.
When he caught the eye of someone they glared at him, and it wasn’t just the type of look one gave to an authority figure because they hated authority. It was pure, undiluted loathing. Not an expression typically sent his way. There was something else on the man’s face as well, something patchy and pink.
“We’re here.” Tansy stopped them in front of a door at the end of the hall. The bars were slightly rusted and the scanner at the right looked like it was ten years old. An odd choice for someone who was supposedly such a serious criminal. “Stand on the opposite side of the room,” he sent the order through the bars and then without even bothering to check if the prisoner within was complying, pressed his multi-slate to the scanner.
“We’ll need to meet alone with her,” Nova said, and Tansy shrugged.
“Suit yourself.” Like the others that they’d seen here, it was obvious that he didn’t care much for this job posting.
There weren’t any shops on Design. When they’d flown in, Fox had noticed the barracks nearby where all of the employees got room and board. Food and other essentials were shipped to the moon, either with the arrival of new prisoners or at the end of each two-week cycle. They had to write up a list of everything they needed and have it officially submitted before then.
Jiro had explained it all to him as he’d directed the Lagoon, and it’d been difficult for even Fox to tell whether or not the Captain found those conditions acceptable. It certainly didn’t sound like a great way of living to Fox.
The cell door opened and Tansy stepped to the side, taking up residence near the single rectangular window that overlooked a gray mountain in the distance. He crossed his arms and settled into a stony expression, reminding Fox what that tattoo on his neck indicated and where the man had hailed from.
Nova and Dawon entered the room first during Fox’s minor distraction, but he followed quickly behind, pausing just within the doorway at the state of the cell.
The room itself was roughly twelve by twelve feet in its entirety, with a high square window set at the top of the far wall, close to the ceiling. Too high for any prisoner who wasn’t nearing eight feet to see out of. Murky light spilled in, highlighting thick dust motes as they flicked and swirled about while casting the woman huddled in the left corner in shadows.
She was crouched with her back to the wall, her arms wrapped defensively around her knees. A small cot was placed on the floor a foot away from her, with a single rumpled, dirty sheet.
Fox took another step in, scrunching his nose up toward the toilet which was located directly to his right, with a bucket in place of a sink filled with stagnant water on the ground next to it. He didn’t spot any soap, or any clothing aside from the set she currently had on, and they’d seen better days.
The long-sleeved tan shirt she wore was fraying at the edges of its sleeves and hem, and even without touching it he could tell it’d been made from cheap, scratchy material. Her pants were much the same, and her feet had been left bare. There was no sign of any shoes or socks either.
“Ione Zosia?” Nova asked, carefully moving closer to the woman. “We’re with the I.P.F. We’ve got a few questions for you.” Her brow furrowed when she received a cough in response. “Are you unwell?”
“Why?” Ione’s voice was rough, as if she’d been screaming for hours up until now. “Afraid you’ll catch something, Hild?”
“Take a closer look,” Dawon suggested, not unkindly. “See her eyes? She’s Vexan. None of us are from this empire. So no need to get murderous ideas.”
“I’ve never murdered anyone,” she snapped. The woman coughed again, a deep, hacking sound that echoed in the mostly empty chamber and immediately had Fox’s anger swelling.
Empires, being ruled by individual leaders, had the right to govern their realms however they saw fit. But this…This was wrong. Especially considering how rich the Hild were.
If she wasn’t here for killing someone, which he acknowledged was an unforgivable offense, Fox couldn’t see why she’d need to be treated this way.
“You can trust us,” Fox said, gaining her attention for the first time since entering.
Her hair was curly and matted, hanging down just past her shoulders. When it was clean it was probably a gorgeous ruddy brown, but right now it was oily and had bits of fluff stuck in it from the mostly flat pillow on the cot. When she tipped her face toward him, he caught sight of her light blue eyes, and unlike the rest of her which appeared worn and exhausted, those remained untouched.
She looked at him like he was the most disgusting thing she’d ever seen, and the fury swirling in her gaze was familiar somehow.
Fox had seen that same look staring back at him in the mirror dozens of times when he’d still lived on Xanon. It came from feeling hopeless and trapped.
“I have a message from your brother,” he confided, ignoring the way his team spun on him with surprise. He kept his focus entirely on Ione, inching closer as he spoke. He reached into the pocket of his jacket to pull out the tiny vial. Up until this point, he hadn’t been sure he was going to deliver it, but seeing her… “He wanted me to give you this.”
Fox dropped into a crouch mirroring hers and stretched his arm out, offering the vial. For a moment, no one moved, and he waited patiently, watching the splay of warring emotions morph her features as she considered.
Finally, her hand shot forward in a flash of motion and she tore the vial from his grasp, clutching it protectively against her chest as if afraid he’d try to take it back.
“We have a few questions for you,” Nova repeated, though it was obvious by the glare she sent Fox’s way that she also had things to ask him now as well. She’d wait until they were out of this room and back on the Lagoon, however, used to him throwing a wrench into an investigation and already keen on how to proceed.
They couldn’t risk talking about Shilling and how he’d met with him here. If someone overheard…He was already taking a chance by making that comment with Tansy less than five feet down the hall.
“I was told you were wrongly accused,” Fox said to Ione. “What of?”
She snorted derisively and leaned her head against the wall. “Aren’t you the detective here? Finding that out should be your job.”
“Your files are sealed. No one can access them.” Which was…frustrating. “Technically, we’re not even allowed to be here.”
Something in her gaze shifted, homing in on those words. “Breaking the rules, Mr. Detective?”
“My name is Fox,” he told her. “Fox Axford. Id’s say it’s nice to meet you, but that has yet to be determined.” He gave her a lengthy once over, and she stayed quiet while he did. “You’re ill.”
“You don’t sound surprised.”
“Your brother told me.”
“Which brother?”
“As I’m aware, you only have one.” This was a test. She was trying to see how much they knew about Shilling—and his other identity. Fox could either play along and see if that got her to spill something he didn’t already know, or he could opt for the direct approach. It wasn’t his typical style but… “I’ve only seen one face.”
“Hair?” She held herself perfectly still while she waited for him to answer.
Nova’s fingers twitched, clearly eager to jot down in her notes that the two identities must have very differing hairstyle choices, but holding herself back. They didn’t want to make it obvious since they were getting her to talk.
“Long,” Fox replied. He kept the purple detail to himself in case Tansy could overhear them and knew about Shilling’s look. He should. As far as Fox was aware, that sketch he’d had made had been sent to Red Beryl and all six moons.
Not that it’d do them much good, seeing as how he’d never reported their discovery that Shilling was a Gemini.
Ione seemed relieved by that revelation, the corner of her mouth tipping up slightly. “You’ve met the fun version.”
“If you consider a flirtatious daredevil fun.”
Her smile widened. “You do, apparently.”
“Guilty.” He flashed her a grin of his own.
“I can see why he likes you.”
Fox quirked a brow. “I don’t recall mentioning he likes me.”
“He trusted you enough to give you this,” she held up the small vial. “He’s the fun version, but my brother, no matter how he looks on the outside, doesn’t trust easily. Or ever, really. For good reason.”
“What were you framed for?” He noted that there were maroon blotches across her golden brown skin. There weren’t any on her face, so it’d been harder to see before.
They were on her hands, up the side of her neck mostly hidden from her mop of hair, and on her feet, between her toes. Some were small, others wider. The skin wasn’t just discolored either, it appeared to be dry and flaking. Did it itch? She hadn’t scratched anywhere since they’d entered the cell, but that didn’t mean anything.
“If my record is sealed, you probably don’t have any idea what my job was before I was tossed in here and left for dead, do you.” It wasn’t a question, and she grunted before he could answer. “I worked my ass off to become Red Station’s top DNA analyst. I’m so good in fact, I had my own building with a private lab in it to make it easier for all of the Comet branches to send me case evidence.”
Fox didn’t know what he’d been expecting to hear, but that hadn’t been it. She’d worked for the government? Analysts had an important job, and in a low crime empire such as this one, he doubted there were very many of them. It was a lengthy schooling process, and on Hild, with not many cases and everyone having grown up rich, it was most likely considered too grueling to bother with.
Not that anyone would be able to guess that whole low-crime thing from standing within this packed prison. Jiro had mentioned that the arrests had increased as of late, however…
“You discovered something you shouldn’t have.” That was the only explanation here.
Ione nodded. “I was working a case with Westwick Station—they deal with all crimes that happen on the Upper West side of the capital. There’d been several strange deaths in the area over the course of two months and the chief wanted me to figure out if anything was strange about them after the coroner kept coming back with nothing.”
“Was there?” Nova asked.
“There was something in their blood,” she told them. “An unknown substance. I was able to match some of it to a rare mineral found here on Design and concluded that they’d most likely ingested something. But that was as far as I could figure things out on my own. I filed the report and went home after spending a week in the lab on it. My head had barely hit my pillow before my apartment door was forced open and I was hauled from bed and told I was under arrest for treason.
“They made up some bullshit charges in court, and provided doctored evidence from my lab that I’d been altering cases for monetary gain. They even had some of my coworkers there to testify against me, people I’ve known for years. People I thought were my friends.”
“They were threatened,” Fox figured.
“Or paid off.” Ione lifted a shoulder. “It doesn’t matter. Betrayal is betrayal, and they lied, whatever their reasons.”
“You seem pretty okay with that,” Dawon said, “considering their lies are what helped get you locked up in a place like this. I’d be furious.”
“Most people would,” Nova agreed.
“I don’t know,” Fox thought it over. “I could get over being lied to if the circumstances made sense.” He wasn’t in any way suggesting that Ione forgive her coworkers, but he had to admit he understood where some of them may have come from. If they’d been relatively decent people before that, people she’d considered friends, it made sense that they’d been forced to comply with whatever asinine charges had been brought against her.
Unfortunately, as much as they all liked to deny it, the world wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. For many, it was still eat or be eaten.
Ione searched his expression. “You mean that.”
“I do.” Fox knew what it was like to lie to protect himself, to have no other choice but to do what others expected of him with a happy expression plastered on his face all while he screamed in outrage on the inside. It’d taken him months to plot out how he was going to get away with signing up for the I.P.F. During that time, he’d had to lie to everyone he knew, friends and family alike.
Was he excited about joining the family business and getting an official title?
Of course, he said with a bright smile.
Was he looking forward to entering university and studying law?
Absolutely!
Could he wait to become an active member of the Imperial family?
Man, did he wish he could do so right that second.
He’d had to make everyone believe it. There’d been no other choice.
“Talk is cheap, Detective Fox,” she said, “and I get the impression you’re used to using that silver tongue of yours to say things you don’t mean without batting an eyelash.”
“Picked up on that already, did you?” Dawon drawled, then held up his hands when Fox sent him a dark look.
Not that it wasn’t true. But still.
He cleared his throat, not wanting this situation to get away from him before he was able to collect all the answers he needed. “I like to view the world as it is.”
“Oh?” Ione quipped. “And how is it?”
“Gray.” It was ironic that they were currently on a moon where literally everything around them, including the sky and these damn cell walls, were in fact that actual color. “Nothing is black and white,” he continued. “Only people who still believe in fairytales buy that nonsense.”




Chapter 22:

“You don’t believe in happily ever after?” Ione gave nothing away in regards to how she felt about that notion.
“Of course I do,” Fox said. “Those things aren’t mutually exclusive. You don’t have to be a knight in shining armor to get the happy ending. Many villains live to a ripe old age surrounded by wealth, power, and enough happiness to choke on.”
“Sounds like you’ve met a few,” Ione guessed.
“We all have.” Fox sighed. “We’re all just trying to survive. That’s all anything is about.”
“I don’t think that’s what you’re doing at all.” She didn’t sound displeased, instead looking upon him in a more favorable light.
“I’m all about adventure,” he shrugged. “As long as things are interesting, that’s all I care about.”
“And if you die?”
“Death could be interesting too.” Fox didn’t want to die, of course, but he wasn’t as afraid of it happening as most other people tended to be.
“Did your brother know about the report you wrote?” Nova asked then, bringing them back on topic.
“They’d completely wiped all trail of it from any systems. Even the chief on the case who I’d sent information claimed it never existed and he’d received nothing from me. I managed to tell my brother the one time I got to see him before they shipped me off Red Beryl. I couldn’t go into detail, was just able to tell him enough that he knew I wasn’t guilty like they claimed. I didn’t want him to think his only living family member was an actual criminal. I wouldn’t have put us at risk like that.”
“Because you’re Gemini,” Dawon surmised, “and drawing attention like that to yourself means possibly drawing attention to him.”
“Yes. Fortunately, they were in such a rush to have my case expedited, they didn’t bother running a new DNA test on me or anything. No newly collected blood samples to add to the system.”
“Which is why when I looked into it I read that you were Hild,” Nova said. “Your handy work?”
“No, my grandfathers.” Ione hesitated for only a second, clearly realizing there was no point in not trusting them. It wasn’t like things could get worse for her from here. She was already sentenced to life and from the sounds of that cough and the blotches on her skin, she wasn’t doing too well. “This is sort of a family business. We all have jobs that help protect the clan. Of course, my brother and I are all that are left now, and to keep us safe our parents raised us separately and documented us each as only children.”
“How many of the Gemini actually survived the Dust?” Fox wondered.
“Twenty,” she surprised him by answering. “That’s how we were able to last this long. But it grew harder and harder for us to find compatible genetic matches. Some of them tried to mate with Hild, but it never resulted in pregnancy. That’s why all the other lines died out, and why we’ll most likely be the last.”
“You don’t seem too upset by that notion,” Nova pointed out.
“Why should I be?” Ione held out her arms, indicating her surroundings. “Look where being Gemini has gotten me. I couldn’t even properly defend myself at the trial because the Imperial family was present.”
If she hadn’t allowed them to speed the trial up and get the guilty conviction they’d wanted, they would have looked deeper into her past to try and dig up irrefutable dirt, and they may have discovered what she really was. She’d been trapped by two impossible choices: fight, and risk discovery, or give up and spend the rest of her life locked up.
Shilling wasn’t just a good brother. He had a good sister too.
“I’ve come to terms with my lot,” Ione told them. “Does it suck? Yes. Do I wish things were different and the Gemini could return? They’re my people. Of course I do. But species die out, and even the Intergalactic Conference has refused to recognize crimes against a people that took place before their founding.”
Fox cocked his head, lips pursing. “I thought the Gemini all died from the Dust?”
“Sure,” she agreed. “But the only reason the casualties reached extinction levels was because the Hild refused to send aid. We were already in the midst of a war with them, so it didn’t come as a surprise to anyone, but still. They had ships. They could have gotten some of us off the planet once it was discovered the Dust came from broken down versa particles.”
“What’s versa?”
“A mineral found deep below the moon’s surface,” Ione explained. “Some of it was discovered just before the Dust happened. It was mined and turned into a powder used in what my people thought could be an herbal remedy. As you know, it’s pretty common in this empire. Most minerals are used that way. Sadly, they were wrong. Disease spread quickly and by the time they figured out the cause and sealed the cave they’d been mining from, it was too late. The stuff was in the air.”
“The Hild didn’t want to risk that they’d be affected as well.” Fox shook his head. “It wasn’t that they were immune, they just never came into contact with it.”
“They aren’t immune,” Ione said with conviction.
“How do you know that?” Dawon asked.
She turned to him. “I didn’t realize it until I got here, but isn’t it obvious?”
“You came into contact with the Dust.” Fox felt the color drain out of him.
“If only the world were in black and white, right, Detective?” She reached below the collar of her shirt and pulled something free, a necklace. He couldn’t make out what it was since she clasped it between her fingers and pulled it back and forth on its silver chain as she spoke. “I was forced into contact with it, as I imagine all those bodies in the morgue I tested were.”
That was how she knew the Hild weren’t immune. They’d caught the same disease she had.
“How can—” Nova began but was swiftly cut off.
“I wasn’t exposed to it until after I was brought here. I filed that report on my findings, that the substance most likely came from here, because I’m an idiot, thinking that no one knew. I didn’t want anyone else accidentally catching it. Not knowing what it did to my people. Turns out, all I did was make things worse for myself. They tossed me in here to keep me quiet about what had happened. They exposed me to the Dust to ensure I stay quiet. Permanently.”
If Ione knew she’d been forced to ingest versa, it was safe to assume she also knew who had given the order, or at the very least could point them in the right direction.
Things had taken a serious turn, far surpassing Fox’s expectations. He’d already concluded that there was more to Shilling’s story, more behind what he’d been doing all these months and why, but this…
“You’re saying someone has illegally been mining versa from Design and forcing it on unsuspecting victims?” He was trying to understand how that was possible, and how it had gone on for so long without anyone finding out. But then again, if whoever was in charge of this operation had enough power to frame and convict her of treason…“They’re either a Royal or an Imperial or they work closely with them.”
“You should speak with my brother,” Ione suggested. “I’m sure by now he’s discovered more about that.”
“How were you given the versa?” Nova pulled up her multi-slate now, already typing away as she waited for a response.
“It was given to me in pill form,” Ione said. “I was forced to take it. At the time, I was told it was a vitamin that all the prisoners had to take to help prevent a cold. The thing is, we’re allowed to spend time in the yard three times a week. During the period before we were given the pills, I didn’t notice anyone showing signs of major illness. But after…It’s not all of us either. It was easy enough to figure out that only some of us were given it.”
“Let me guess,” Fox drawled, “you’re all located in the east wing.”
She’d been testing bodies prior to her own arrest, which meant people had been dying from the Dust already. It was safe to assume that there were others, possibly many, locked up here that were in similar situations as hers and had merely had the misfortune of stepping on something they shouldn’t have.
“How long were you here before you guys were given the pills?” he asked.
“A little over three months.”
“They didn’t intend to kill you from the beginning.” If whoever was behind this had, it would have been smarter to dose them as they arrived, allowing the prisoners to die off little by little. “You’ll all die around the same time at this rate. That’ll draw suspicion.”
“Someone would have to have enough power to not need to worry about that,” Nova said. She glanced between Fox and Ione. “I don’t think this is the right time, but…I may have found something that fits into this theory.”
“Tell me about it when we get back to the ship.” Fox motioned with his chin over his shoulder toward the cell door. It wasn’t that he didn’t want it talked about in front of Ione, it was Tansy he was thinking of.
“So, at first,” Dawon tapped his chin, “anyone who found out something they shouldn’t have about the Dust was sent here and held specifically in the east wing.”
“Less of a chance we’ll run our mouths to the wrong person if the only people we near already know,” Ione confirmed, “or, at least know some of it. I wasn’t the only one who ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time. Turns out there are also a lot more bodies than just the few brought to the Comet’s attention. It’s just that they’re dealt with discreetly.”
“Have you spoken with any of the other inmates who were given the pill?”
She nodded. “I’m only allowed near the ones who are also kept on this level, and many of our stories are similar. A lot of these people are analysts or desk clerks at hospitals and morgues. Some of them are morticians themselves, or even officers who were stripped of their badges. One, in particular, was working a case despite his commanding officer taking him off of it. He was able to find out that there was a drug trial taking place. It looks legit on the outside, but it’s illegally operated. They lure people in by telling them the new drug is certified and will supposedly help with things like hair growth and clear skin. It was also free to participate in, so most people who were asked joined without much thought.”
Fox knew a lot of people personally who wouldn’t mind joining a trial like that. It helped too that the Hild were so used to the mining and consumption of their empire’s natural resources, trying another wouldn’t have seemed odd to them.
“They all thought it was a legitimate trial, government approved,” Ione finished, “but he found irrefutable proof it wasn’t.”
“Can we speak with him?” Nova asked.
“I’m afraid you’re over a month late,” she stated solemnly. “He died.”
Which meant he’d known something big if he’d been killed off so much sooner than the rest.
“And he wasn’t able to tell you anything else? Any clues on who is really behind this?” It was obvious by her tone Nova already knew the answer.
“If he’d gotten any specifics about the people who pitched the trial, nothing must have stuck out enough to remember.”
Whoever was behind this was smarter than to show their own face.
“Can I ask you something now?” Ione turned to Fox.
“Sure.”
“What does any of this have to do with my brother?” she sounded worried, so much so, she was unable to completely mask her expression. “He hasn’t…He doesn’t have Dust too, right?”
“No,” Fox shook his head, “we were called in to capture him for theft.”
That caught her off guard and she blinked. “What?”
“He’s been busy,” Dawon told her, “since you’ve been away. Flying all over the empire breaking into various facilities to steal. It drew the attention of the Imperial family who then contacted the I.P.F for help. We actually came here to talk to you about him in the hopes you would be able to help us find him.”
“He did all of that for you,” Fox stated, speaking up quickly before Ione could dwell on Dawon’s last comment. He pointed to the vial still clutched tightly in her right hand. “To give you that.”
If anything, that only caused her confusion to grow, momentarily throwing Fox off.
“This?” Ione held up the vial. “You can buy this at any corner store on literally every moon. And it’s cheap. Why would he need to steal for it?”
“Wait.” Fox felt the pieces of the puzzle slipping away from him again. “Isn’t that a cure?”
“A cure?” She seemed to realize what he meant and her eyes widened. “Oh. You thought this was to save me? Detective, sorry to break it to you, but there is no cure for Dust sickness. This,” she shook the contents of the vile, “will make my rashes less itchy, but that’s it. That’s the best I can hope for. Considering the stage I’m in my best guess would be…” she glanced off to the side as she calculated in her head, “a week?”
“For what?” there was dread in Dawon’s voice and written all over the rest of their faces now.
“Living,” she clarified bluntly. “I’ll probably only have another week. But thank you for this.” She popped the lid off the vial and inhaled, smiling. “He added nu spice.”
“What?” Fox stiffened.
“Nu spice,” she repeated. “It’s—”
“I know what it is.” The item that had been stolen on Glitz, that’s what.
“Whenever I had an allergy attack as a kid, my brother would get me this medicine and add nu spice to it to help mask the bitter taste,” she said fondly.
“I was told a cure had been discovered during the Dust,” Fox frowned, “but that no one had been around to try it…” That single detail was what had bolstered Fox’s hypothesis that this was about medicine for Shilling.
“My brother might have attempted to find one,” Ione said after some thought. “But as far as I know, there is no cure. That was just another fib told by the Hild to cover up the fact they’d left the Gemini to die alone.”
“They claim they’d been spending all that time doing research for a way to save them,” Nova caught on, “but were sadly just too late.”
“That’s it.” Ione downed the contents of the vial in one go and sighed. “While a cure would be lovely, trust me when I say even this is a blessing. They feed us, but they’re not allowed to provide us with any type of medicine. If you’re on the upper levels of the prison, you’re denied medical assistance of any sort, including mild pain killers and anything that may provide relief.”
Fox heard her, but couldn’t reply. His mind was racing a mile a minute, going over all of the information again in his head, trying to sort through it and make it make sense when he’d thought this whole time he’d had the picture already put together.
If Shilling hadn’t stolen all of those items to make medicine for his dying sister, and he hadn’t been building a weapon—because Fox still didn’t buy that angle—what had he been doing?
Was Ione right? Was it a desperate attempt to try and find anything that could work against the Dust? Fox couldn’t see how that was plausible since there wouldn’t be anyone that Shilling could test his homemade medicine on.
Their multi-slates beeped at once, indicating they’d received a comm in the group chat, but Fox was still too dazed to check it himself.
“It’s Jiro,” Dawon filled them in, glancing at his screen. “He says we’re taking too long. Woon is starting to get antsy about being caught once guard duty changes rotation.”
“When is that?” Nova asked.
“Apparently in the next ten minutes.”
“He must really trust you,” Ione said then, and it was obvious that she meant the words mostly for herself, “to send you all the way here. To not even come himself.”
“He couldn’t,” Fox told her and she grunted.
“Are you defending him, Detective?” She rolled her eyes but stopped him before he could say anything to that. “I understand the circumstances. He knows it’s too late for me. Knows what’s important at this stage.”
“What—”
“Can you tell him something for me though?” she interrupted, and all he could do was nod in the affirmative. She shifted onto her knees, kneeling before him suddenly so that she could lean closer. “Tell him I love him. And tell him he was right. He knows me well.”
“What?” He’d heard just fine, but something else had captured his attention, and he was struggling with focusing on both it and her, his brain now trying to make sense of yet another surprise piece.
Of course, Ione couldn’t know that’s what he was going through, so she answered plainly. “My life is already over,” she stated, “he can’t save me. I choose vengeance. Tell him to give them hell.”
She pulled back, but his gaze remained locked on the spot just below the hollow of her throat.
At the small blue gemstone dangling from the thin chain of her necklace.
Fox had seen a stone like that before.
“Galaxy sandstone,” it slipped past his lips in barely a whisper, but she caught it.
For a brief moment they stilled, tension building between them before the corner of her mouth tipped up ever so slightly, a knowing glint entering her gaze.
Ione shifted and returned to her spot pressed against the corner, though she let her legs stretch out this time, more comfortable around them than when they’d first entered. Her eyes remained on Fox, that almost teasing look aimed in his direction.
“I’m glad we aren’t the same. I don’t think I could ever forgive my coworkers, despite them having good reason. Remember what you said before, Detective Fox,” she said, in a voice practically dripping honey. “Time to put your money where your mouth is.”
He’d said nothing was black or white.
He’d said he could get over being lied to if the circumstances made sense.
But did they?
Did any of this?
Inadvertently, his eyes strayed back down to the blue stone.
Identical to the one Jiro always wore on his finger, right down to the shape and size.




Chapter 23:

It took a lot to shake Fox up; he’d always prided himself on that fact. Not only did he typically roll with the punches, he was even known to go in search of them now and again. Accidentally caught in an acid rain storm on AnEm? Oh well. Wait it out. Injured in a cave filled with sand parasites and a thief? Just make the best of it.
But this…Fox was struggling to come to grips with this and he was not a fan of indecision.
On the one hand, all of those tiny, insignificant details were starting to add up in a riveting way that caught his attention and held. How Shilling had managed to steal the nu spice while the whole team searched in the opposite direction. Why he’d been there that night on the beach at the exact same time Fox had been.
On the other hand…
Jiro had lied to him from the very beginning and he wasn’t sure how to feel about that.
“Someone here has a deep connection with the people in power, meaning they were dealing with a Royal or an Imperial. But who?” Nova quietly posed the question to Fox as the three of them, accompanied by Tansy, made their way back down to the main level.
He shook his head, not trusting his voice at the moment, or what might come out of his mouth if he attempted to speak. There was far too much swirling around in his head, and only part of it had to do with the culprit behind framing Ione.
“What do we do now, cousin?” Dawon asked, coming up to his other side to match the same low tone as the Inspector. “This isn’t the case we were assigned but…”
But they couldn’t just walk away and pretend like they didn’t know someone in Hild was committing murder.
Fortunately, they’d made it to the first floor and had arrived at the locked barrier separating the prison from the foyer, saving Fox from having to answer. When he peered through the glass to the other side, he could see Jiro still over by the drink station, standing across from an animated Woon.
It didn’t appear as though Woon was as antsy as the Captain’s comm message suggested. He was smiling so wide at Jiro, it was a wonder his mouth didn’t split at the seams. His hands were waving around wildly as he talked, clearly deep into some story that the stony-faced Jiro gave no reaction to, not even a nod or a twitch of his brow. Woon didn’t seem to notice or mind if he did.
Fox had been aware that Jiro had a reputation. It wasn’t easy to become a Comet Captain, it was an incredibly impressive position to obtain, especially for someone as young as they were. But it was obvious that Jiro had amassed a small fan group, no doubt led by Woon.
What would the guard think if he found out—
“Finally,” Jiro snapped the second they’d walked through the door and he spotted them headed his way. He turned from Woon, silently dismissing him like they hadn’t been in the midst of a conversation. “Well?”
“We need to speak,” Nova glanced between the Captain and Woon, “privately.”
“The meeting room tends to be empty,” Woon said, pointing over his shoulder toward a door set at the side of the drink station.
Fox grabbed onto her arm before she could take a step in that direction. “No, thank you. We’ll head back to our ship for now. We might need to return later. Will you still be here?”
“My shift ends soon,” Woon sounded disappointed, probably for the first time since he’d been stationed here. He nibbled on his bottom lip and then snapped his fingers. “But Tansy will still be here! He’s doing a double today.”
Fox looked over his shoulder toward the guard who’d retaken his post next to the door. They shared a brief nod and he figured that was as good as settled. He needed to get the fuck out of here before he said or did something stupid. He turned back, ignoring the Captain in favor of Woon, and flashed a friendly smile. “Thanks. Maybe we’ll catch you later.”
“Don’t forget—”
“Don’t worry,” he cut him off, feeling his insides twist and bile rise up his throat as he spoke, “I never break a promise.”
It was so tempting to meet Jiro’s gaze then, to challenge him to deny everything. But Fox refrained. Now wasn’t the time. He hadn’t decided what he wanted or how he needed to proceed. Keeping it to himself was the best idea at the moment.
As they exited the prison and made the short trek across the gray-packed dirt toward the hanger where they’d left the Lagoon, Nova and Dawon filled Jiro in on what had transpired with Ione. Fox was too busy trying to make it to the safety and comfort of his ship to pay them much attention, only catching words here and there.
Could he be wrong? Jiro had said that galaxy sandstone was rare but that didn’t mean he owned the only piece in existence. Ione could very likely have one herself and have no connection to the Captain whatsoever.
Except, the stone on her necklace wasn’t just similar. It may as well have been an exact carbon copy of the one set in the ring Jiro always wore. He’d like to believe it was mere coincidence, but a connection between the two of them made sense. More than, even, it wrapped all the loose ends with a tight, pretty bow.
To help hide their identities, Ione had taken a job as a top analyst who could easily fudge their test results whenever they came up.
Shilling had become a Comet Captain. And not just any captain, but Captain Jiro Arc, a person close enough to the Imperial family he’d garnered the attention of the prince. He’d most likely taken that position to keep them safe, yet when his sister had been accused of a major crime, he’d been powerless to do anything to protect her.
The problem with being Jiro Arc was he was known for being above board.
But Shilling hadn’t been. Shilling probably hadn’t been known for anything at all.
The two of them had only ever been seen in the same room when it’d been Jiro giving the witness account. He’d seen Shilling run from the building on Glitz and had lost him. He’d caught him in Tanz but was bested in a fight.
He’d been with Fox at the docks.
Fox hadn’t been able to find him and he’d assumed that was simply because he was still checking around. But Jiro wouldn’t have had to bother casing the joint since he’d clearly never intended to steal anything from there in the first place. He’d just been following Fox’s lead to help burry the truth.
What about his elaborate story about how he’d waited for Fox at the hovercar?
He thought it over and felt like an idiot. Nowhere in that story did Jiro say he’d only waited a certain amount of time, and none of them had checked. Sure, he’d waited by the car for twenty minutes.
Probably after he’d knocked Fox out in the cave, high tide had rolled in, and he’d made a break for it first.
Then it’d been an hour before he’d gotten help from one of the fishermen. That wasn’t the questionable part. When had he asked for aid? That’s what they needed to know. Fox had never checked because he hadn’t seen reason to but now…
Jiro had been infected by parasites even though Fox was clean.
Shilling had been resting on the other side of the cave for most of the night…
Shit.
Fox rubbed a hand down his face as he ascended the steps leading to the entrance to the ship two at a time. What was he doing?
What was he going to do?
They filed into the Lagoon and crowded around the low table in the dining area, everyone plopping onto one of the round stools, aside from Fox, who continued to stand with his arms crossed and a perplexed look on his face.
He was so lost in his thoughts, it took the others a few tries to get his attention, and by the time he’d snapped out of it and realized they’d been calling him, they were all giving him concerned stares.
“Are you all right?” Jiro rested a hand on Fox’s elbow, the emotions swirling in his eyes appearing to be real.
Could he trust it?
Fox forced a soft smile to his lips but then gently shifted on his feet, the move effectively easing himself out of the Captain’s hold. He sighed. “Did you set the security lock?”
“All blockers have been activated,” Nova confirmed.
He’d wanted to wait until they’d made it to the ship not only because it was the one place in the entire galaxy that he felt at home in, that could ease his rarely occurring anxiety, but also because they had full control over all signals that went in and out. The blockers created an invisible shield around them that prevented all transmissions from getting through, meaning there was no chance anyone was listening in on them right now.
Their trip here should have been kept as highly classified information but there was always the chance someone had found out. If it was known they were here to speak with Ione, the culprit could get nervous and send a spy.
It was obvious none of the workers stationed here wanted to be. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine they could be bought off with a few coin.
“What do you want to do?” Jiro asked. He’d taken the stool directly to Fox’s right, with Nova across from him and Dawon sitting next to her.
Fox stood at the head of the table, which was more a kitchen island than anything.
“We can’t let them get away with this,” Nova stated before Fox had a chance to come up with a reply. They all turned to her. “What? We were all thinking it.”
“Dealing with illegal medical testing wasn’t our purpose for being here,” Dawon pointed out.
She scrunched up her face in disgust. “You can’t seriously mean that.”
“Relax,” Fox exhaled, trying to relieve some of the tension from his body as he did, not that it worked, “he isn’t saying he doesn’t think we should help.”
“Of course we should,” Dawon confirmed. “I’m merely reminding everyone present that it’s not within our job parameters. Until we hear from headquarters, we won’t have backing. Anything we do from here on out is on us.”
“How quickly do you think you could update them on the situation?” Jiro clasped his hands together and placed them on the counter.
“Not quickly enough,” Nova said.
“We could bring this to the Imperial family’s attention,” Dawon suggested. “This is technically their problem, after all, and with their permission—”
“They won’t give it,” Jiro stopped him.
Fox tilted his head. “You sound so certain.”
“I am.” He met his gaze and then dropped it. “I can’t speak for the Empress, to be honest, but Obsidian…He won’t do anything to stop this.”
“I agree with him,” Nova said. “That’s what I wanted to tell you back in the cell. We got back the search results from the security footage, the ones recording days Shilling most likely arrived at each moon. He must use his other form more often because we only caught him on camera twice. But there was someone else who always seemed to make a convenient trip to whichever moon was about to be robbed.”
“Who?” Dawon asked.
“The Imperial Prince.”
He gasped. “You can’t honestly think he’s Shilling, can you?”
Fox glanced at Jiro, trying to read his expression, but it was blank. Was there a chance he was wrong after all and those sandstones really were just incredibly—
“No,” Nova shook her head, dashing any of Fox’s hopes with the motion, “can’t be him. This is one of the two times we caught Shilling on the feed. He arrives ten minutes after Obsidian. Tanz is so small that they don’t separate regular landing zones from royal ones, so they’re both on the same security footage.”
“I’m confused,” Dawon pursed his lips. “If you don’t think he’s Shilling’s other form, then why is his being there important?”
Fox was more focused on the after part of that statement. Obsidian had gotten there first, then Shilling.
Nova rolled her eyes.
“We’re looking for someone high up who could be involved with these illegal drug tests,” Fox reminded. “How much higher in station can you get than a prince?”
“Also explains how whoever is illegally mining versa was able to get it off of Design without being flagged. The security on that moon is no joke,” Nova said.
Fox hummed in agreement. “Shilling wasn’t even able to find a way to sneak on.”
“He’s the Imperial Prince though,” Dawon reminded them. “An Imperial disregarding the safety of his own people? More than that, one who is actively using them as test subjects? That’s a bold claim.”
“And one Shilling wouldn’t have been able to make on his own.” Fox hated how neatly this was all coming together. For the first time in his life, he almost would have preferred being left in the dark. “I assume you checked the rest of the prince’s whereabouts?” he asked Nova.
“Yes,” she confirmed. “He wasn’t there for the first two thefts, but after that, he always arrived on the moon a day or so before a robbery took place.”
“What if Shilling was seeking out a cure at first,” Fox surmised, “but once he realized it was a dead end, changed tactics? What if Obsidian has been the real problem here all along?”
“You’ve spent the most time with him,” Nova turned to Jiro. “Is there something you’re aware of that we aren’t, Captain?”
Jiro picked at the cuticle of his right thumb nail.
Had he always been this fidgety? Had Fox been so distracted by wanting to see through the man’s enigmatic expressions that he’d completely missed all the other signs of nervousness? Or was Jiro merely at his limits now and tipping his hand?
“I don’t have any proof,” he began tentatively as if afraid they wouldn’t believe him, “but I’ve overheard him before talking about how he thinks it’s a waste, leaving Design in this state. He’s always wanted to mine its resources, but the law set in place after the Dust prevented him from being able to. I’m unsure if he’s ever brought this to his mother, but if the Empress was asked to lift the ruling, she denied him.”
“So he’s a spoiled Imperial who complains about not having enough things to play with,” Dawon lifted a single shoulder, “sounds like half the people we’ve met.”
“It’s certainly not enough to prove he’s behind this,” Nova agreed.
Jiro deflated in his seat, subtly, but enough that Fox caught it.
Did he know more than he was letting on and just keeping quiet about it to help conceal his identity? Or was this just an assumption on his part? How much weight should Fox be putting into this theory of his? How much should he risk on the word of a person who had them all fooled?
Who’d had him fooled?
He’d even slept with the man…
What was real between them? Was any of it? Or was their relationship built on some construct he’d made up in his head that Jiro had simply let him believe? He’d flirted with the Captain first, after all, he’d been the one to set the tone between them. He’d been the one to push for attention.
“What do you think, Fox?” Nova asked, and he almost blurted that he thought he was going to implode.
Instead, he held those twisting emotions inside of himself. One problem at a time.
“Obsidian checks off most of the boxes on the culprit we’re looking for. We just need to be certain and find viable proof. I have a plan,” he said. “Obsidian wanted you to return as soon as we’d spoken with Ione, correct?”
Jiro nodded his head.
“Call him and tell him that there’s been a problem with the Lagoon and we’re stuck here until morning.” Putting these pieces together was easy, much more so than trying to piece together all the things that had happened between him and the Captain these past couple of weeks. “Gauge his reaction. Let’s see what he does. And be sure to mention that we’ve spoken to Ione.”
“If he knows who’s behind this, or has a hand in it himself he’ll recognize her name.” Nova hummed her approval.
“Whoa, I’m sorry but are we seriously suspecting an Imperial Prince right now?” Dawon shook his head. “That’s way above our paygrade. And if we’re wrong—”
“More of a reason to weed him out as a suspect,” Fox told him.
“You don’t think he could be behind this?” Jiro sounded hurt, at least, as hurt as someone as talented at concealing his emotions, right down to the inflection in his voice, could.
“I don’t know what to think about anything anymore,” Fox said honestly, meeting his gaze and holding it for the first time since discovering the Captain’s secret.
Jiro searched his expression, but it was clear by the slight furrowing of his brow he couldn’t read anything there.
The Captain wasn’t the only one with a good poker face, it was just that Fox preferred to mask his feelings behind a flirtatious grin. He could do stoic when he wasn’t in the mood, however, like now.
“Dawon, whatever you did to repair the ship earlier, undo it. We’ll have to show a staff member here that there’s really an issue to avoid suspicion,” Fox ordered. They’d logged that there’d been a problem, so there was official documentation, meaning it would be believable that it happened again. They needed to cover themselves legally since they’d been ordered not to linger on Design, this way, no matter what they found, the fact they’d stayed couldn’t be used against them.
“What are we going to do in the meantime?” Nova questioned, knowing him well enough to know that couldn’t be the entire plan.
“No matter who the culprit is, we need proof,” Fox declared. “Dust sickness has pretty obvious symptoms if what I saw was correct, and according to Ione, she isn’t the only one locked up here who has it. We need to get them on camera.”
“You want us to film the prisoners in the east wing?” She pursed her lips. “That will be difficult. We barely got in the first time, and Woon’s shift has ended.”
“How do we know we can trust him anyway?” Dawon said. “Him or any of the other guards stationed here for that matter? Let’s say it’s not Obsidian, so he doesn’t take the bait when Jiro talks to him. What if one of the officers works for the real mastermind behind all of this and tips them off?”
Fox cocked his head.
“That’s what you’re hoping for,” Nova drawled, catching on from his silence. She clucked her tongue. “That’s a risky play, even for you.”
“We don’t have time to twiddle our thumbs and wait,” Fox told them. “If Jiro’s fishing with Obsidian doesn’t work, now we have a backup plan. Which is why we’re going to go back in there and openly bribe whoever is currently sitting behind that desk to let us in. Say you forgot something, lay your job on the line. They hate working here, if they’re sympathetic, they’ll understand your fear of being demoted.”
Her eyes narrowed. “And what, pray tell, will you be doing while I sneak in there to film a bunch of sick inmates?”
“Working Tansy.” Unlike the other guards, it was clear that Tansy acted purely as muscle. People tended to forget about guys like that, the ones who spent all of their time silently standing in the corner. If anyone in here knew anything of import, it would be him. Not to mention… “He’s from Sanctum,” Fox explained. “Let’s hope when he lived there he was more invested in that planet’s gambling hub and not their red light district.”
“And if it’s the latter?” Dawon teased. “Gonna suck his dick?”
“Of course not,” he stated, then noticed Jiro tensing in his seat and turned to tell him, “No. I’ve never gone that far. He’s joking.”
Why was he comforting the Captain at a time like this?
He tore his gaze away.
Fox needed to dismiss them and get this moving, needed to be left alone for a moment so he could figure out what he actually wanted to do next. They couldn’t operate as a team if he didn’t trust the Captain, and…
It wasn’t love. They hadn’t known one another long enough for that, but whatever was between them, it was certainly stronger than simple like. Whether he wished to continue down that path or cut the cord with the Captain, he needed to decide now. Before things got messier.
“This is a shitty plan,” Dawon said and then stood. “But you’re the boss. Just putting it out there but has everyone forgotten about our actual target? What do you want to do about him?”
“Shilling will find us when he needs to,” Fox stated, which had Nova slapping a palm against the table.
“That’s right! You have some serious explaining to do about that vial.” She glared at him. “When did you meet with Shilling and why didn’t you tell us?”
“Later.” He sighed and ran his fingers through his blond hair. “I promise,” there were those words again, “I’ll fill you in later.” He turned to the others. “Nova will drop the blockers in a minute, then you make the call to Obsidian, and you go take care of the ship.”
Dawon mumbled something about still not liking the idea but left to follow orders.
Jiro, however, hesitated.
“Later,” Fox gave him the same line he’d just fed Nova, then added honestly, “I have some stuff I need to figure out first.”
It seemed like Jiro wanted to argue, but in the end, he gave in. “All right.”
“The blockers are down,” Nova informed them.
“Meet back here when the call is done,” Fox said, and then the Captain turned on his heels and headed down the hall in the same direction Dawon had gone. Fox watched him go, unable to tear his gaze away, even as his heart cinched painfully in his chest.
“It’s sad, isn’t it?” Nova propped her hip on the edge of the counter, angling her body toward his.
“What?”
“Shilling and Ione’s lives,” she stated. “They must have been so scared, so lonely. And now, after surviving all this time, he’s about to lose his sister, and she’s going to die in this awful place with her name forever tarnished. It never gets less disgusting, does it? We see that a lot doing this job, how awful people treat each other. It never gets any easier to see.”
“You feel bad for them?”
Nova was his moral compass, always had been. It was why they were such an amazing team and why he’d made it clear on more than one occasion to their bosses that he wouldn’t work with any other Inspector but her.
He wasn’t ready to tell her what he’d discovered back in that cell, but if she could shed some light on the things he was feeling without knowing the whole truth, he’d take it.
“Don’t you?” She looked at him incredulously. “You better than most know what it’s like to be forced into a lifestyle you don’t want. Isn’t that why you’re here?”
Fox had lost his best friend because of the lies he’d told leading up to running away to join the I.P.F. It sucked, and he’d carried that hurt for a long time, feeling both like a horrible betrayer and yet also betrayed. Because shouldn’t the person closest to him have understood why he’d needed to do things the way he had?
“Not to mention all the others who are now suffering the same fate,” Nova continued. “Drug trials are so common in this empire it’s no wonder they believed it was safe to participate. Before a trial is allowed to make it to the market there are several testing stages performed. There still needs to be legal clearance, a stamp of approval stating that there were no major side effects of the drug before it’s allowed to be tested on living lifeforms, and that includes species that aren’t even Hild citizens, like animals and plants. After that stage, that’s when it’s finally released to the market for trial runs.”
“That’s a lot of red tape.”
“Of course it is,” she agreed. “This is serious stuff. What if the concoction someone makes in a lab for hair growth actually causes hives? That tape is there to prevent stuff like this, like what’s happening to Ione and the others. Though it’s even worse for her I suppose, considering she never willingly participated in anything.”
She’d been forced to take the drug.
Someone had framed her, stolen her life, and poisoned her.
And her brother knew all about it.
“If she were your sibling,” Fox found himself asking, “what would you do?”
“Anything.” Nova’s multi-colored eyes flashed with a deep-rooted fury. “If anyone harmed the people I care about, I would do anything to make them pay.” She rested a hand on his arm. “That includes you. Come on, wouldn’t you do the same?”
He’d broken rules for far less to solve a case and inadvertently keep someone safe.
She was right. If the roles were reversed and that was someone close to him slowly dying in that dusty, cold cell the way Ione was, Fox would do anything and everything he could to seek justice for them.
Even lie to the other people he cared about.
“What do you plan to do about Shilling?” Nova asked him then. “If he wasn’t stealing to create a cure for his sister, and none of the items he’s taken match with any known weapon ingredients you found from Demeter Station…Well. There’s only one explanation I can think of.”
“He did it to get us here.” Fox nodded. He’d already been contemplating that angle. It was the one that made the most sense when everything else was taken into consideration.
“Meaning he knows who the culprit behind this is,” Nova concluded, “but they’re too powerful for him to take on on his own.”
“He couldn’t gain access to Design,” Fox pointed out.
“And everyone who’s ever heard or seen these tests conducted are locked up here. If he couldn’t find a test subject anywhere else before they succumbed to the illness, this is the only location where gathering proof is possible,” Nova caught on. “You’ve decided to help him.”
That caught him off guard and his gaze snapped to hers, frown deepening.
She smiled at him kindly. “I know you, Fox. I know you act without stopping to sort through your personal feelings, but it’s so obvious that’s the decision you’ve made I’m surprised you haven’t realized it yourself yet. If Shilling did all of this to gain attention from the Imperial family and force them to call for a team from the I.P.F, that means we’ve been playing right into his hands this entire time.
“You could be pissed about that, call the whole thing off, and leave this mess to someone else. Or you could have arrested him when the two of you met up privately behind my back—I’m not letting that go, by the way. You didn’t do that either. You kept it a secret. Even from me.”
“It’s not—”
She waved him off before he could finish. “I know it’s not that you don’t trust me,” she said. “You’re just trying to solve the case. You’re an extremely private person. Just because you’ve convinced the rest of the world otherwise, doesn’t mean you’ve convinced me. It’s okay that you’ve kept information to yourself. You’re the boss here. I trust you, too.”
He blew out a breath, suddenly extremely uncomfortable in front of her.
She chuckled and straightened from the table. “So, we help Shilling flush out the culprit, and then…what? I can contact the I.P.F and fill them in, but they’ll most likely tell us to bring it to the Imperial family, and if Obsidian really is a part of all this…”
“I know what I have to do,” Fox told her. “I just really don’t want to do it.”
He hated that she was right. He had known what choice he was going to make this entire time, he just didn’t like it. Helping Shilling uncover an illegal scheme was one thing.
Helping him get out of this with his life still intact was a whole other feat entirely. And ensuring that Obsidian, if he was the culprit, actually paid dues for what he’d done? There was only one angle Fox could think of that could accomplish both of those things.
No matter what he did, he was going to have to give up something.
Stupid gray universe.
Nova wanted to ask him to elaborate, it was obvious, but she didn’t. “Trust your gut. You always do.”
He was too deep into this to walk away now, and, in actuality, he didn’t want to.
So what if Shilling and the Captain had kept a major secret from him? So what if part of him felt a little played, if his ego was a little bruised? Knowing all that he knew, how else were they supposed to pull this off?
After a lifetime of hiding of course that’s the route they—he—would have chosen here.
Fox wanted to blame him because he felt betrayed, but it hadn’t been personal. And since it hadn’t been personal, he hadn’t even really been betrayed at all. The more he thought about it, the more certain of that fact he was.
Shilling had needed to work him to get him to investigate far enough to discover the illegal drug testing. He hadn’t needed to hit on him or make conversation, could have simply dropped the hint to visit Design and been done with it.
And Jiro…Jiro had tried his best, in the beginning, to distance himself from Fox. He’d only changed after Fox’s first encounter with Shilling in that cave. It was safe to assume something he’d said while stuck there had resonated with the Captain enough to get him to start trusting him. He hadn’t needed to do that for his plan to work either.
Maybe he was wrong and a fool, but at that moment, Fox chose to believe he was right about all of this. That he was right about the Captain and the feelings between them.
Which meant it was real, and Jiro was a person that he cared for.
Meaning Shilling was a person that he cared for as well.
No one messed with his people and got away with it. He’d do anything to be sure of that.
Anything.
Even if it cost him the one thing he’d spent all this time desperately fighting to obtain.
Fox lifted his multi-slate and clicked a few keys, sending Nova a private video message that popped up on her screen a second later.
She watched it, eyes widening as the short clip played. When it ended, there was no judgment in her eyes, only a steely resolve that no doubt matched his own. “Tell me what you need me to do.”
“You’re going to tip off the prince,” Fox ordered.
“You sure that’s wise?”
“No.” Making an enemy out of Obsidian was a bad idea if he wasn’t the culprit, and a horrible idea if he was, but there was no other way around it. “Do it anyway. If he reacts the way I think he will, it’ll all make sense later.”
“What you’re saying is this is all very dangerous and the less I know the better.” She sighed. “You’re going to go off on your own and do something stupid again, aren’t you? I really hate when you do that.”
“But you trust me, remember?” He winked at her and she rolled her eyes.
“I’m going to regret saying that for the rest of my life, I can already tell.” She sobered quickly, back to business. “What are you going to do while I’m doing this?”
The absolute last thing Fox ever thought he would do.
“I have a call to make.”




Chapter 24:

Jiro rubbed at his arms as if he could get the ick of having to talk with Obsidian off of him. Even through the communication device, the prince’s voice had sounded saccharine and yet possessive.
The prince wasn’t sweet. And he didn’t have any claim to Jiro.
He growled low in frustration as he slapped a palm against the control panel at the side of the bedroom he’d been assigned on the Lagoon, stepping into the small rectangular space only to come to a halt the second his eyes caught sight of the Detective.
Fox was standing on the other side of the room between the bed pressed lengthwise against the left wall and the small desk set against the right. His back was to the door, and he didn’t initially turn even though he had to have heard Jiro entering.
He’d taken the time to change since their first trip into the prison and was now wearing black skin-tight pants tucked into ash-colored boots, and a large jacket with a wide dark wool collar. He looked good. Really good.
Jiro wondered if after all of this was done, he’d be gifted the chance to feel that hard body on top of his again. Even if it was just the once, he wanted it. Desperately. Maybe even enough to beg if it came to it. But he couldn’t allow himself to get distracted by thoughts of sleeping with Fox, not with everything else currently going on.
Not when he was so close to finally putting an end to this.
“Detective?” He was sure to keep his tone light, curious instead of suspicious. He hated that he felt that latter emotion, but he’d be an idiot not to. After all, Fox had just come from speaking with Ione. He hadn’t exactly let on he knew more than he should, but he was certainly acting more distant.
Ione wouldn’t have told him anything. Jiro was sure of that. He had to be overthinking things.
He took another step into the room, allowing the door to swish shut behind him so that it was just the two of them in the small eight-by-five space. The metal walls were painted white, and there was a crisp smell to the air, coming from the vents that filtered oxygen throughout the Lagoon. Design was a breathable moon, but the system kept running no matter where they’d landed, just in case.
Finally, Fox turned, angling his body slightly so that Jiro got a glimpse at what he’d been looking at.
The small glass jar he’d stuffed into the drawer of the nightstand. He froze.
“Sands from Zircon?” Fox held up the bottle to the single florescent bulb set in the center of the ceiling, sending the sea green grains within sparkling. “When did you collect this?”
That night on the beach when the change had overcome him and he’d momentarily lost his mind, Jiro thought but didn’t say out loud. Instead, he cleared his throat and moved to take the bottle, glaring when Fox pulled it just out of reach.
“Come on, Captain,” Fox flashed him that mysterious grin of his, the one that always had Jiro’s spine tingling and his toes curling in his standard-issue boots.
He felt a rush through his blood despite knowing that he shouldn’t, felt his cock twitch behind the tight confines of his pants, and was forced to adjust his stance for comfort. Fortunately, it didn’t seem as though Fox noticed his body’s reaction, so at least there was that going for him.
Defeated, Jiro dropped his arm back at his side. “Fine. It reminded me of your eyes. Happy?”
“Very.” As if to prove it, he handed over the bottle, laughing when Jiro snatched it from him and instantly shoved it back into the drawer out of sight.
“Did you think about me?” Fox asked then, voice dropping into a husky drawl. He took a deliberate step closer so that they were practically nose to nose with Jiro trapped between him and the nightstand. “When you looked at that beach on Zircon?” He brushed his knuckles feather-light against Jiro’s stomach. “Did you want to keep a piece of me with you?”
“Detective, what are you doing?”
“It’s a test, Captain,” Fox stated, and Jiro searched his gaze for any hints at what he actually meant, but couldn’t find any. “How badly do you want me?”
Was he acting this way because they were winding down to the end of the case? Was he considering how things would turn out between them once it was finished? If only Jiro could tell him—No. No, he couldn’t risk it, for either of them. It was too dangerous. After they’d caught the culprit and put a stop to the illegal drug testing, Fox would leave the Hild Empire with the rest of his team.
Getting romantically involved with the Detective had been a mistake, one he desperately wished he could take back, but also one he wouldn’t if given the chance. It was a contradiction, but he was used to those, used to warring with himself over his decisions.
It sort of came with the territory.
The one thing both sides of himself seemed able to agree on was how badly they wanted Fox.
How badly they wished there was a way to keep him.
He might be willing to do anything, in fact.
“This is embarrassing,” Jiro whispered, but Fox didn’t give any ground, forcing him to either answer the question or refuse. He couldn’t do the latter, that would draw a line in the sand he wasn’t yet prepared for. He was selfish. Every second with the Detective he could get, right up until the last, he was going to take. “I’ve been to beaches on Zircon dozens of times and I’ve never looked twice at the sand, even when everyone else spoke about how beautiful it was.” He swallowed and just went for it. “Until it reminded me of you.”
“Come with me.”
At first, Jiro thought he’d misheard, but when Fox didn’t repeat himself, his eyes widened and he pulled away, bumping back into the nightstand so that it rattled. “What?”
“Once the case is solved,” Fox reiterated, “come with me. Leave the Hild Empire, Jiro. There won’t be anything left for you here anyway.”
Had…Had the Detective somehow read his mind? It wasn’t possible, Xanonians weren’t capable of telepathy, but it was still a little crazy how on the nose Fox was. Still, despite his thoughts, Jiro hadn’t considered leaving the Hild Empire. He wasn’t even entirely sure that was going to be a possibility once this ended.
He frowned and opened his mouth, but Fox cut him off.
“Not now,” he said. “Don’t answer now. Later, when I ask you again, that’s when I’ll need an answer.”
Jiro wanted to tell him he couldn’t, wanted to explain that either way, things couldn’t end well between them. Amicably was the best he could hope for, but end it would. He could only see this going one of two ways. Either Fox discovered the secret he’d been keeping and hated him, or Fox didn’t discover it. If he didn’t know, Jiro had to let him go, for Fox’s own safety.
He’d already put the other guy’s career at risk by getting involved with him knowing how closely Obsidian monitored his interactions with other people. And even then, he’d only finally given in because the prince hadn’t seemed invested in the case or the people running it.
The prince never cared when it came to Jiro’s work because that would mean he’d have to care about his subjects and Obsidian did not.
“I—” He was silenced a second time by Fox’s mouth, planted firmly and suddenly over his.
Without meaning to, Jiro sighed into the contact, going lax as Fox’s arms banded around his waist and eased him in against his solid form. All of the guilt and the worry faded as their tongues tangled and their breaths mingled.
If he could freeze time and stay in this moment forever, Jiro would.
But that wasn’t possible, and too quickly the kiss was over, with Fox pulling away from him despite his initial sound of protest.
“I want you, Tain,” Fox dropped his forehead to Jiro’s, “so badly. More than I’ve ever wanted anything before in my entire life. I want you. Remember that.”
His confusion returned, but Fox wasn’t done.
“I came in here to give you this.” He pulled something from his back pocket, a thin silver chain dangling suddenly from his pointer finger between them.
At the end was a thick silver circle pendant, and within it was the depiction of a small creature with a bushy tail and pointed ears that Jiro didn’t recognize. A gem in an orange rust shade sat just beneath the creature’s nose, against its metal form.
“It’s a fox.” He brought it around Jiro’s neck, leaning so his face was momentarily tucked against the curve of his throat as he did the latch.
The pendant wasn’t very large, not even an inch in diameter, but it hung heavy against Jiro’s chest.
“My mother gave it to me,” Fox explained, staring wistfully at it. “It’s the only thing she has from her home planet. You can’t lose it.”
Jiro rested his palm against it, feeling the metal begin to heat against his flesh.
“Promise me you won’t take it off,” Fox said, “ever.”
He hesitated, torn over whether or not he should refuse the gift. It was clearly very important to the Detective. Was it right of him to accept?
“I need you to take it,” Fox told him insistently. “Trust me.”
Jiro wasn’t entirely sure what trust had to do with this, but he found himself nodding anyway, his finger tracing the small creature fondly. At least now he’d have something more than a tiny bottle of sand to keep with him when the loneliness inevitably got to be too much.
“You won’t take it off,” Fox reminded.
“Ever,” Jiro agreed.
The relief that spread across Fox’s face was instantaneous. He gave him another kiss, this one fast and more a peck than anything, then turned toward the door. “Good. Let’s go, the others are probably waiting for us to head back to the prison.”
“Wait.” Jiro didn’t budge from his spot against the nightstand, even when Fox gave him a questioning look. “You haven’t asked me how things went with Obsidian.”
“Oh, that.” Fox shoved his hands in his front pockets and rocked on his feet. “Let me guess, you told him you were stuck here, he said he’d send someone to rescue you. You declined and said it wasn’t a big deal. He tried to insist. You kept saying no. Eventually, he agreed but ordered you to let him know as soon as you were leaving and to tell him exactly where you’re heading next. Am I close?”
“Uncannily so.” He hadn’t realized Fox had read the prince that deeply already. But then, he probably should have. The Detective read every one, right down to the guard standing in front of the prison entrance, the one most people wouldn’t have given a second thought to. “How do you do that?”
Fox didn’t need him to elaborate to know what he meant. “The devil’s in the details.”
There was a moment where they merely stood there and stared, and the air was so weighted Jiro almost gave in and asked how much Fox thought he knew about him. But then the moment shattered and everything went back to normal.
“Let’s go.” Fox motioned with his chin over his shoulder, and in the next instant, he was opening the door and exiting the room without so much as a glance back to see if Jiro was following.
* * *
Jiro knew what Fox was doing.
He quietly watched as Fox doled out the cards from the square-shaped deck in his hands, noted the way the guard sitting across from them seemed to brighten and come alive.
They’d arrived at the prison and had separated, with Fox somehow convincing Tansy to take a break and relax with them in the tiny breakroom that appeared just as neglected as every other part of this damn place. He’d made it seem like he was doing the guy a favor, like getting him off duty for a bit was an easy task for Fox and there was nothing for Tansy to worry about.
“Been a while since you’ve played?” Fox asked now, directing a look of challenge toward the guard. “Fair warning, I’m pretty good.”
Considering how many decks the man owned, he better be. Jiro had yet to see him play a thing, however. Fox had pulled cards out numerous times before, but never to start an actual game—at least, not one with a clear set of rules that both players knew they were playing.
He hadn’t asked about it because he’d picked up on the trick early on. It helped that he understood Fox’s basic instincts, his need to read and suss people out the second he met them.
Jiro hadn’t ever thought of using that trick himself, but he had to admit, it was a good one because even if they weren’t aware of the game, people always played right into Fox’s hand. All Jiro had to do was sit back and watch the show.
Turned out, you could learn a lot about someone just by witnessing how they reacted to a deck of cards. Fox used them as a distraction, like when he’d interviewed the injured worker the first day they’d met. That man had been nervous talking to someone of such high standing authority, and Fox had sensed that and gone out of his way to get him to relax. By absently shuffling the deck, he’d given the impression that he was unconcerned, and if the man in charge of the case wasn’t worried, neither should anyone else be.
He’d used them again with the professor, and while Jiro had gotten pretty wasted that night, he’d been sober enough at the start to understand Fox had had a different motive then.
It’d been a test. He’d been gauging the professor’s interest. They were at a bar, drinking, a place where playing a round would have been more than acceptable. He’d wanted to see how seriously Tomed was taking things, if he could break his concentration and catch him in a lie.
Fox hadn’t initially trusted what the man was telling him.
He was smart like that.
What was the angle here? Jiro glanced between him and the burly guard, trying to glean from their posture what the play was.
Fox and Tansy seemed to be having a standoff, both of their shoulders pulled back, their mouths twisted in a silent dare. Fox knew something Jiro didn’t, something about the guard, that much was apparent.
But what?
And why did he find that so damn sexy? Why did he find how clever the Detective was so hot?
“Where did you learn?” Tansy sorted the cards in his meaty hands, all the while keeping his brown eyes locked on Fox. “Have you been to Sanctum?”
Jiro’s ears perked up.
Fox snorted. “Absolutely not, and I don’t plan on it.”
“Can’t blame you.” Tansy made the first move, dropping a card to the center of the shaky wooden table between them. The breakroom was barely larger than Jiro’s room back on the Lagoon, with only the single table set in the middle and a mini fridge tucked in the corner humming softly.
The card he’d played had blood-red edges and a picture of what Jiro could only guess was a bird with no eyes.
Fox tossed a card over it with little hesitation, covering the bird creature with an image of a howling tree…thing. “How’d you get away?”
Jiro gave up trying to understand. There wasn’t much he knew about the planet Sanctum other than it wasn’t a place anyone ever willingly went to. Located in another galaxy, it was supposedly run by criminals known as the Brumal Mafia. They were one of the few planets that had refused to sign the treaty with the Intergalactic Conference—the organization that protected the entire universe from…well, itself—but no one had bothered attacking because there was supposedly nothing there worth taking.
“I used my family’s entire fortune to buy myself a single ticket off world,” Tansy replied coolly, plopping another card onto the growing pile. Now and again one of them would place a card and then swipe the stack and mix it with the deck in their hand. “It barely got me a ride on a junker ship that I swear almost fell apart as we left Sanctum’s atmosphere.”
Fox won another round, then motioned with his pointer finger at the side of his neck. “I like your ink.”
Tansy paused with a card hovering above the one Fox had just placed, but then chuckled. “For a man who’s never been, you seem to know quite a lot about my home, Detective.”
He shrugged like it was no big deal. “I was a bored kid, did a lot of reading. There was a long period of time in my early teens when I was obsessed with super powers.”
“It’s all science,” Tansy corrected, though he never lost the twinkle of humor in his eyes. “Sorry to disappoint.”
“Oh, I know that now,” Fox said. “But still. The Shouts are fascinating.”
“We are a dying breed.”
“I know a few of those.” Fox may have sent a brief sideways glance in Jiro’s direction, but he couldn’t be sure, and in any case, less than a second later he continued speaking. “That your only tattoo?”
“Why?” Tansy won a hand and grinned. “Afraid I’ll use my magical powers against you, Detective?”
“Could you?” Fox sounded intrigued, not at all concerned.
Tansy thought it over and then held out his palm. The air above his skin swirled and then took the form of tiny water droplets before they solidified into ice crystals. He curled his fingers around them and squeezed, and when he opened it again, the ice was gone as if it’d never been.
“That’s the most I can do, I’m afraid,” Tansy told them. “One of the major reasons it was worth selling what is the equivalent of a fortune on my planet to a grimy trader who almost got me killed on his rusted hunk of metal.”
Jiro frowned, and Fox must have noticed because he shifted so that their knees bumped under the table and explained.
“Shouts can manipulate the elements,” Fox said. “But the level of their power varies, and there’s a lot of infighting.”
“This came from the ashes of my father,” Tansy looked at Jiro and pointed to his tattoo. “We can magnify our abilities by inking the ash of our family line into our skin. It has to be our direct bloodline, and it has to be freely given. When the family head of the Snow line changed suddenly, my father gave his life so that I could have the chance at a better future.”
“There’s one other way to gain power, isn’t there?” Fox played another card, pulling Tansy’s attention off of Jiro and back on the game.
He nodded. “If you find a Whisper they can increase your power without having to kill your own kin. The blood from a still beating heart can be collected and consumed.”
“Like a vampire?” Jiro asked, only to have Tansy’s brow furrow.
“What the Light is a vampire?” he asked, but Fox waved him off and he shrugged and let it go.
“So, Whisper’s, they’re kind of like soulmates, right?” Fox rearranged his deck, ignoring when Jiro’s gaze snapped his way.
Why was he bringing that up now?
“I’ve recently discovered another species that feel a similar pull to genetic matches, so I’m curious,” Fox explained, though he said it to Tansy.
The guard thought it over and then played a card. “If a Shout is lucky enough to find a Whisper, they tend to mate for life. If the blood of a Whisper is consumed by one Shout, no other Shout will be able to gather the same potent effect, so it makes sense. Others can drink from them, but the boost they’ll receive will be weakened. Not that many care about that nowadays, since Whisper’s are even rarer than my kind is.”
“Do Whispers have a choice?” Jiro couldn’t help but think it didn’t sound like it.
“In the past? Yes. Of course, there was always a time or two when one was forced, but it wasn’t common. Choice, while not as necessary as when receiving from a family member—most likely due to the fact it won’t cost the Whisper their life the same way—still makes a difference. The power exchange works better, flows more thickly.”
“You don’t have to mate with your Whisper though, do you?” Fox took the pile.
“No,” Tansy confirmed, pursing his lips in mild displeasure at having lost another round.
“Ah, sounds kind of similar to this other species I mentioned. They feel a strong physical attraction, but they’re not forced to act on it or anything.”
“It’s been my experience that urges such as those are merely there to help ensure our species collective survival,” Tansy said. “It is the natural way of life, to want to further our kind. Having ingrained instincts and urges such as wanting a Whisper or finding oneself extremely attracted to another person makes that more likely. The universe knows what it’s doing.”
“And so do you, it seems.” Fox smiled and clicked his tongue as Tansy took the pile this time. “Speaking of nature, I noticed there were a lot of sick inmates in the east wing. Nothing we can catch, right?”
There it was. Now that he’d eased him into a steady flow of conversation, Fox was finally going to talk about the real reason they were here sitting in this dank room.
The Detective absently adjusted the strap of his multi-slate, and if Jiro hadn’t been so attuned to him, even he would have missed when his finger flicked lightly over a button on the side.
He’d just activated camera mode.
“Don’t worry,” Tansy told them. “What they’ve got isn’t something you can catch accidentally.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Fox kept his tone light. “Now you’ve got me curious.”
“It’s best if you’re not.”
“Come on,” Fox dropped a card and propped his elbows on the edge of the table, “the not knowing will keep me up for days. Don’t leave me in suspense. If it’s not something you can catch, how did all of those people end up with it?”
Tansy leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking beneath his weight, and fanned the cards in his hand for a moment. It was clear he was debating whether or not telling them what he knew was worth it, or if it was something that could get him in trouble.
“Come on,” Fox repeated, “I’m an I.P.F agent, anything you tell me I can write off as classified and no one will bother arguing. It’s your move, by the way.”
He spent another moment selecting a card and then finally, “I don’t know much, but I’ve overheard some things. The east wing used to be the section meant for hard criminals, the types that publicly act against the Imperial family and whatnot. But lately, the people being brought in…I know what guilty people look like. They aren’t it. And then all of a sudden they all got sick. The rash makes it obvious but the constant coughing doesn’t help.”
“I saw those splotches,” Fox shuddered. “Gross.”
“Itches like the devil apparently,” Tansy said. “I’ve seen grown men cry toward the last stages, right before we end up finding them dead in their cell.”
“From?”
“Asphyxiation. If I had to guess, because they won’t tell me anything, the rash isn’t just on the outside of their bodies, but inside as well. Eventually, it constricts the lungs or blocks the airways.”
“That’s a pretty on-the-nose assumption,” Jiro noted.
“My father was a doctor for the head family on my planet. Mafia get hurt a lot. He was teaching me to take his place when the war happened and, well, leaving became safer. I never completed my training, but that’s what it looks like to me.”
“How do you know they aren’t arriving already sick?” Fox suggested.
“We were ordered to give them these small pink pills one night randomly. Only those who took it have gotten ill. I’m no genius, but I’m not a dummy,” Tansy said. “They’re also treated differently, like they aren’t allowed to mingle with anyone who isn’t also kept in the east wing. We’ve never had rules like that before.”
“They know something and whoever has them sent here doesn’t want them running their mouths.”
“Most likely,” Tansy agreed.
“None of them try to talk to you or the other guards?”
“We’ve been instructed to take away privileges if they attempt to.”
“Such as?”
“They starve them,” Jiro stated. “That’s against the law.”
“The Imperial family makes the law,” Tansy said with a shrug.
“What do they have to do with this?” Fox latched onto that tidbit, but they’d pushed the guard as far as he was willing to risk going.
Tansy dropped his cards and stood. “I lose. You’re right, Detective, you are very good at this game.”
“Well,” Fox drawled, keeping his winning grin, “you haven’t played in a while.”
“Once you’re done meeting with the prince you should come back, try me again now that I’m warmed up.”
Both Fox and Jiro stared.
Tansy feigned ignorance and tilted his head. “You did say you were meeting with the Imperial Prince, didn’t you?”
Tansy’s poker face was much better than either of them had given him credit. Just who had been playing who here?
“Yes,” Fox said. “Yes, I did. Thank you for remembering.”
“Even the mafia on Sanctum know their first duty is to protect their own people,” Tansy stated.
Jiro slumped back in his seat, a wave of relief flooding through him.
Obsidian was involved.
Now they just had to prove it.




Chapter 25:

“You’re sure this is where he is?” Dawon asked as their team exited the Lagoon and stretched, taking a long look around at the open hanger they’d landed in.
They’d left Design a day ago and made the long trip to the moon Painite, where Obsidian had told Jiro to meet him. Most of the ride had been spent going over the footage Nova and their youngest member had collected, as well as the discussion Fox had had with Tansy. The consensus by the time they’d touched down had been the same all around.
It wasn’t enough. Not nearly.
Tansy had given them a clear indication that Obsidian was involved, but he’d done so in such a roundabout way that it’d never been plainly stated. Safe for him. Bad for them. The footage of the sick inmates wasn’t worth anything on its own either. People were sick? It happened. The video didn’t show evidence that someone had made them that way.
Jiro nodded in answer to Dawon’s question. He’d been extra quiet since they’d walked out of the prison, and more than once Fox had caught him fiddling with the necklace he’d gifted him.
He was glad at least that the Captain hadn’t taken it off yet. Hopefully, he listened and never did.
“I’m still not clear on what we’re hoping to achieve here,” Dawon confessed. They were alone in the hanger, not even an employee in sight despite the fact it was midafternoon and the sun was hanging high in the light purple sky. “It’s not like we can walk up to him and go, ‘hey, prince, are you committing horrible atrocities against your own kind, yes or no?’.”
“We don’t even have enough proof yet that he’s actually involved,” Nova said. “It’s all hearsay at this point. No one will listen, and it’s certainly not something we can bring to the Empress.”
“Who can we bring it to?” Dawon scratched at the top of his head. “Seriously? Who? This isn’t within the I.P.F’s jurisdiction, and if we do collect evidence it’s Obsidian, do we really believe the Empress is going to do anything? He’s her only heir.”
“She won’t do anything,” Fox replied. “He’ll get a slap on the wrist and they might put a stop to the program, but within a couple of years, he’ll start it back up again. That’s always how it goes.”
“And what about the victims?” Jiro’s anger was palpable.
“This whole thing will be buried,” Dawon grunted. “They’ll get nothing, or, I guess I should say their families won’t because…yeah.”
They’ll all be dead if they weren’t already.
“That’s if Obsidian is even involved,” Nova reiterated. “This is a big claim. We can’t make it lightly, especially since this is not at all why we were brought here.”
“It’s not too late for us to find Shilling, do our job, and get out of here,” Dawon suggested, and when they all set glares his way he threw up his palms. “Fine, fine, sorry I like breathing and freedom and all that jazz.”
“So do the people of Hild,” Jiro told him.
Fox wished there was time to have a proper talk with the Captain, but…Jiro would have to stay angry a little longer.
And then he’d probably be even angrier, just at Fox instead of the prince.
“We’re a team,” he found himself saying despite his thoughts. “We do this together or we don’t do this at all. It’s risky. I need to know how far you’re all willing to go.”
“As far as it takes,” Nova said without skipping a beat.
Dawon sighed. “I’m complaining, but yeah, I agree. You didn’t see those other prisoners, cousin. There were so many of them…It was horrible. And every single one of them is going to die...”
“We might die,” Fox stated bluntly. “We’re going up against an Imperial Prince. Make no mistake, this could cost us our lives. I need to know if that’s a risk you’re willing to take.”
“Yes,” Jiro answered, meeting his gaze head-on.
Both Nova and Dawon nodded in agreement.
He wanted to press them further, to be positive that they understood he wasn’t joking around, but they didn’t have time for that.
He shook his head and turned to Nova. “You remember my order?”
“Yes,” she bumped Dawon a little more roughly with her elbow than she needed too, “the two of us are going to run another search, this time to see if we can match up the locations of the people sent to Design’s east wing and Obsidian’s trips.”
If they could prove that the prince was on the same moon when at least most of the arrests had taken place, that was a start. Proving that he’d been there at the same time as Shilling did nothing for them, but this would be actually useful. Though, Fox wasn’t entirely convinced they’d be successful. It was more likely that Obsidian had lackeys working for him that did the dirty work, but it wasn’t really about finding more evidence.
It was about keeping the rest of his team distracted while he put his actual plan into motion.
Because Nova and Dawon were both right. They didn’t have nearly enough to go on, and while Fox was certain the prince had a hand in everything, that wasn’t enough to constitute an official investigation, let alone an arrest.
He’d been told as much even.
At least there’d been something in the conversation with Tansy that Fox had been able to use. It’d further proved something was going on here. Something worth looking into.
“Jiro will help you.” Fox needed to give him a task he could easily avoid if he so wished, but also one that sounded legitimate.
The Captain frowned. “What are you going to be doing?”
“I have something to take care of before we move forward,” Fox said, keeping that statement vague on purpose. He waited, wondering if Jiro was going to argue and insist on going with him, but unsurprised when instead he gave in.
“All right,” the Captain shifted on his feet so that their arms brushed against one another.
“That’s it?” Unlike Fox, Dawon seemed disappointed with that reaction.
His cousin had never really bothered learning to read people the same way Fox had. When they’d grown up amongst the family, he’d been further from the center of it all than Fox and it hadn’t been as necessary.
Nova, however, was more attuned to the people around her, and what’s more, she knew Fox. She must have picked up on something in either the way he was carrying himself or his tone, because she tugged on Dawon’s sleeve and pulled him toward the exit where the hovercar they’d scheduled to meet them was parked.
“We’ll meet you at the station later,” she said to Fox, motioning for Jiro to follow behind as she continued to drag their youngest member. There were no other ships currently docked in this particular landing bay, so they didn’t have to worry about keeping up professional appearances so she pulled him like one would an annoying little sibling.
“Captain,” Fox held him back a moment. “You mean it? Last chance. Are you really willing to risk dying for this?”
“Of course I am.”
Maybe he could tell him after all…
“Are you willing to risk my death as well?” he added, just to be certain.
Jiro frowned. “Absolutely not. My life is one thing. Detective, if you’re about to do something stupid—”
“Relax,” he said reassuringly, hating that he was lying through his teeth. “It was just a question.”
If he were being honest, Fox wasn’t willing to put Jiro’s life on the line either, and if he’d been less than ninety-nine percent positive that either a. there was no other option and b. his uncle would come through, he wouldn’t be doing this now. If he thought he could get away with it, he’d take the Captain and make a run for it.
But that was selfish, and not only would Jiro be opposed, deep down Fox would be also.
Jiro hesitated but Fox gave him a confident smile.
“I’ll see you soon,” he promised, hoping that he’d foreseen this whole thing correctly. If he’d misjudged any of the key players and their motives, his whole plan could fall apart, leaving them with nothing.
He thought about the conversation he’d had over comms with his uncle back on Design before they’d left and almost shuddered. His stomach twisted in knots every time his mind went back to it, and the decision he’d been cornered into making. It’d been a long while since he’d last spoken with his uncle and he’d briefly feared that his call would be ignored. The fact that he’d been well received should be enough to satisfy him.
Fox may have stumbled into this job as a means of escaping his fated path, but he’d grown fond of being a detective, and of helping those who couldn’t otherwise help themselves. Right now, that was Jiro and Ione and all the other Hild people who’d been wrongly experimented on without understanding the true dangers.
Fox could forgive a liar, sure, but he couldn’t forgive betrayal, and what Obsidian was doing to his people? That was the biggest kind of betrayal Fox had ever seen.
Once he was alone he looked up the nearest bar and typed it into the GPS program on his multi-slate before setting off on foot. He needed the time to think, and was aware the others involved in this secret plan of his would need time to get their stuff in order as well.
He felt like maybe he should feel guilty for taking things this far without involving Jiro since it was going to affect him so much, but…Fox could only hope that Jiro would forgive him for keeping secrets the same way he forgave Jiro. Then again, he knew he wasn’t exactly reacting the way one would normally to this type of situation.
He’d never been normal though. While most of his other cousins focused on studying and earning their uncle’s praise, Fox had been in the corner making paper planes out of his study sheets. Becoming a part of Emperor Non’s master plan had sounded dull and like a total and complete waste of his life. Fox had always longed for more, for adventure.
These past few years working for the I.P.F had certainly gotten him a ton of that. His name was well known throughout many political social circles thanks to his shiny track record, which had worked in his favor since even his uncle had seemed impressed by his accomplishments.
Maybe that was why he’d been so willing to negotiate with Fox when he’d called to ask for assistance regarding the case he’d stumbled on. At first, his uncle had obviously been opposed to getting involved with something that had no actual evidence, not to mention something that Fox hadn’t officially been assigned to investigate in the first place. But he’d won his uncle over, probably for the first time in his entire life, and had walked away from that conversation with an agreement and a goal.
Get Obsidian.
Then get Jiro and get out of this shitty empire.
That was if the Captain wanted to go with him. And if he didn’t, well, Fox was pretty sure his heart would be broken, but he’d already thought ahead and had another out for Jiro in mind.
He sensed the presence following him almost as soon as he stepped away from the landing bay, but he kept moving, not bothering to glance back to try and catch sight of his would-be stalker. This was part of the plan too, after all. Fox had hoped there’d be a tail on him, and now that he had one, the last thing he wanted was to shake them loose.
So he took his time as he went, pretending to find interest in everything the city had to offer.
The streets of Painite were as glamourous as the ones on Glitz, with pathways made of glittering gold and white marble and buildings with embellished awnings and columns carved from a similar stone. The main areas were bustling with daily life, Hild people coming and going to work, shopping, or taking a stroll. Everything appeared wholesome and picturesque; certainly not the type of place Fox would suspect illegal medical trials to happen.
His GPS brought him down a side street to a single-story building that had an open front looking into a mostly empty bar. The building had a wall on the opposite side, but there were two doors there that had been pulled open, giving a view of a field of caramel-colored flowers with long yellow stems and bushy leaves.
Fox walked up the two steps that led inside and shoved his hands into his pockets, taking in the menu that’d been handwritten on the black wall behind the long stretch of the bar counter. He couldn’t recognize any of the names there, but it didn’t matter anyway. He wasn’t here to drink.
He ordered water so that he wouldn’t be kicked out, and then took his glass and headed to the back. Another set of steps wrapped around the entire perimeter of the bar, leading down into the field, and Fox moved away from the doors and then sat.
And waited.
It was tempting to overthink his plan, pick every last detail apart until it drove him mad, but logic told him it was too late to bother with that particular type of self-torture. Instead, he rested his head back against the stone building and let his eyes drift shut, enjoying the heat from the sun as it warmed his face.
The Hild Empire was located a medium distance from their galaxy’s sun, receiving just enough of it to keep things alive and flourishing, without having to worry about any major heat strokes. He’d dressed in a light black jacket and a plain t-shirt, though he probably should have considered putting his uniform on.
He was too used to avoiding wearing it, however, and even though he was aware of who he was going to meet today—ideally—it wasn’t enough to prompt him to do so now.
A shadow passed over him then, blocking out the sun, and he frowned even knowing exactly who it was he was going to see once he opened his eyes.
Sure enough, Shilling stood there, staring down at him with a blank expression on his handsome face. His long purple hair was pulled back in that low bun, and he was dressed in dark colors, same as Fox.
That familiar tingle, the one he got whenever he saw the thief or Jiro, raced up his spine, only this time Fox allowed himself to enjoy it, sighing into the pleasant sensation in a way that threw the other man off for a beat.
Shilling’s brow twitched.
“It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it, darling thief?” Fox made a big show of closing his eyes once more, knowing that it would put his present company on edge. He wanted Shilling to see that he wasn’t worried about being alone with him though, wanted to show him, even when he couldn’t say as much, that there was trust here.
“What are you doing, Detective?” Shilling asked in that familiar deep rumble, so different from the voice Fox was used to hearing come from the Captain.
Now that he was with Shilling again, it took his brain a moment to come to terms with what he knew. It was harder to believe when the thief was there in the flesh, looking and dressing and speaking so differently from the person Fox spent most of his time with.
Until he looked deeper.
The easy, almost cavalier way Shilling stood with his weight on his left foot, hip slightly cocked. It was similar to how Jiro conducted himself when the two of them were alone and teasing one another. The sharp, intensity of his gaze too, with a layer of heat at the end when Fox held eye contact for a little too long.
He’d seen that look given by the Captain.
“I’m fishing,” Fox replied, holding out his arms. “What does it look like?”
Shilling gave a pointed glance around. “There’s no water for miles.”
“It’s a figure of speech.”
Shilling contemplated that and then, “You were waiting for me.”
Fox grinned. “See? You got there eventually.”
“Why?” he didn’t bother masking the hint of doubt from his tone, but Fox pretended not to pick up on it.
“Why?” he repeated, getting to his feet in one swift motion that forced the thief to retreat a full step. “Because of our deal, of course.”
“Our deal,” Shilling said dumbly.
“Don’t tell me you forgot. I delivered your package to your sister, I upheld my end. Now it’s your turn.”
The flash of anger, followed swiftly by hurt in Shilling’s eyes had Fox rocking on his heels.
“What?” He grunted. “You didn’t really think I’d head to Design, find out about the medical trials and just let you walk away, did you? Come on, darling thief. You have to know me better than that.”
“I apparently don’t know you at all,” Shilling stated, hands fisting down at his sides.
“Not true,” Fox took a deliberate step closer, smirking when Shilling held his ground despite how the other man wanted to back away, “I think you know me better than anyone.”
“Clearly I don’t,” he insisted, “if after everything you found out you still want to hand me over to the Empress—”
“Whoa.” Fox held up a hand, stopping him. “Who said anything about the Empress?”
Shilling faltered. “Our deal…”
“I deliver that vial to your sister,” Fox captured the rest of the space between them catching Shilling’s chin between two fingers, “and you deliver yourself. To me. Those were your words, Shill, not mine. Remember?”
He’d said he would give himself to Fox.
It was obvious Shilling understood now, but was still suspicious, however movement out of the corner of Fox’s eye proved they were out of time. He didn’t have the luxury of teasing the thief any longer.
“Keep your promise,” Fox told him, “give yourself to me.”
What he truly wanted was for Shilling to have the chance to confess, to tell him the truth himself, but…With their audience nearing, they didn’t have time for that either.
Even knowing he’d allowed the tail to get this close, Fox found himself annoyed now with his stalker. Whoever it was, they were still a good distance away, no doubt waiting for backup, but Fox had spotted the top of his head peeking from behind the thick trunk of one of the trees.
It was kind of amazing no one had caught the prince already if his people were all this terrible at their job. His guy couldn’t even tail someone properly.
Shilling opened his mouth but the guy behind the tree stepped out from his hiding place at the same moment, forcing Fox to act.
He pulled Shilling flush against himself, capturing his mouth in a deep kiss that was all tongue and teeth and silent promise. While he had the other guy distracted, Fox slipped his hand around the back of Shilling’s neck, relieved when he touched the chain of a necklace.
Fox kissed him with an even greater frenzy.
Subtly, he slipped the necklace out from where it’d been hidden beneath Shilling’s shirt and then bound his arms around his waist so that he could reach his multi-slate. As soon as he clicked the button he needed to, he couldn’t contain his small sigh of satisfaction.
Part one complete.
Now on to the rest of the plan.
He picked up on the sounds of approaching footsteps before Shilling, who was a little dazed from the sudden onslaught, tore his mouth away and brought his lips to the curve of his ear.
“Play along,” he breathed, and the way the thief shivered against him was so familiar any lingering doubts he may have still had vanished, “Tain.”
Shilling stiffed in his hold, but he was reacting to the wrong thing.
Fox’s words weren’t what he should be focused on here.
The prince was.
Fox pulled away, giving a curt shake of his head when Shilling went to speak. Though he kept his eyes locked on the thief, silently urging him to trust him, when he spoke next the words were clearly meant for someone else. “What an unpleasant surprise.”
He turned to stare at the new arrivals, two men—presumably one of them being the guy who’d followed him here—that he didn’t recognize and Obsidian Sard, Imperial Prince of the Hild Empire.
His royal dickhead in the flesh.
Years of practice made it easy for Fox to bury his disgust and paint a cavalier grin on his face. “Your majesty.”
Obsidian glanced between the two of them darkly. “Shoot them.”
Both of the men at either of his side lifted blasters, aiming at them.
Shilling went to rush forward but Fox grabbed onto his wrist, pulling him back.
“They’re set to stun,” Fox explained. “He’s not going to kill us.”
“Not yet, in any case,” Obsidian confirmed. Then he motioned with two curled fingers and the blasters went off.
The shots hit them both at the same time, one each, and Fox hissed at the electrical shock that raced through his body. He dropped to the ground, head lolling to the side to watch Shilling jerking uncontrollably as well.
This wasn’t exactly how he’d intended things to go but…Roll with the punches.
Fox wanted to say he was sorry, but the darkness swooped over him before he had the chance.
He passed out, praying he hadn’t miscalculated this next part and inadvertently gotten them both murdered.




Chapter 26:

Fox had called him Tian.
Him.
That was Shilling’s first thought when he came too, head muddled, muscles achy from having been basically electrocuted. He was pissed, gritting his teeth as he peeled his eyes open and blinked against the bright light.
“Decided to join us, darling thief?” Fox’s voice pulled him the rest of the way out of his stupor and he turned, intent on asking him what he’d meant by calling him by that particular nickname. But when he saw him he froze.
Fox was seated in a chair next to him, one made of dark cherry wood. There were metal cuffs around his wrists and ankles, securing him to the chair with an electric force. Gravity cuffs were only used against serious criminals and were not available to just anybody. Only those high-ranking within the Comets had access.
A similar set of cuffs kept Shilling stuck to his seat as well, and even knowing it was futile, he tested them, trying to pull his arm free and not even managing to budge half a centimeter. Their multi-slates were gone as well.
He swore.
And recalled that the kiss and the nickname should be the least of his concerns at the moment.
The prince.
He looked up just in time to see Obsidian straighten from where he’d been perched against the back of an ivory couch that was turned the other way. They were in a massive open space, with a kitchen area on the far side of the room, and a living space between them. The walls were decorated in gold and ivory striped wallpaper, and a chandelier decorated with lopeel crystal flowers dangled from a domed ceiling. 
A set of glass doors to the right led out onto a balcony shaped like a half circle, and all the walls were made of windows that gave an amazing view of the sprawling city below.
They were in a high rise, still on Painite, so most likely the Ry, the prince’s personal favorite, and off limits to anyone else. The bar they’d been at was approximately a thirty-minute drive from here, and since the sun was still out, Shilling guessed they’d only been unconscious for an hour.
Not nearly long enough for the rest of Fox’s team to come looking for either of them.
“So,” Fox drawled in a flippant tone that wasn’t appropriate for the level of screwed they both currently were, “now that we’re all awake, what’s the plan, O?”
Obsidian’s gaze snapped to his and he crossed his arms.
Fox turned to Shilling and gave a single-shoulder shrug. “Guess he isn’t fond of nicknames.”
“I don’t think you’ve quite grasped the predicament you’re in,” Obsidian said, only to have Fox hum in disagreement.
“No, I’ve got it. I’m pretty quick.” He winked.
Shilling let out a small growl, wanting the Detective to shut up before he got himself in even more trouble. Though, that probably wasn’t possible at this point.
Fox didn’t even have the decency to appear concerned however, comfortably leaned back in his chair as if his arms and legs weren’t bound and they weren’t alone in a room with a known killer.
Because that’s what Obsidian was. A murderer. He’d knowingly drugged those people, and when his experiments hadn’t led to desirable results, he’d tossed those people aside. No, worse than that. He’d thrown them in prison, robbing them of at least being able to die comfortably, surrounded by their loved ones. Not everyone who’d ended up on Design had discovered his secret accidentally. Some of them had been test subjects in the beginning. When Shilling had made that discovery he’d been even more mortified by the prince’s actions.
Obsidian was a monster.
And now he had Fox.
The Detective might not have good enough sense to be afraid, but Shilling did. Not for himself, he’d long since come to terms with this being where he’d end up, but for Fox.
It’d taken months to uncover who was behind the illegal drug tests, and once Shilling had, he’d been furious. He’d almost stormed into the prince’s palace, intent on shooting him in the face and being done with it, but if he did that, Obsidian would get away with it.
If the prince wound up dead, he would have been written down in history as the poor assassinated prince and Ione…
Shilling’s sister’s name would be tarnished forever.
He couldn’t save her, no matter how badly he wanted to, but he could at the very least get her justice.
For a while now, that was all Shilling had wanted, all he’d had on his mind. Revenge had been all-consuming, there when he ate, when he slept, when he breathed.
Until the Detective arrived.
Shilling was only allowed to be this version of himself when he was wearing this face and donning this name. But Fox, Fox was true to his nature one hundred percent, around the clock. It just so happened that his nature was as a trickster.
If Fox wanted someone to think he found them funny, he laughed. Upsetting? He frowned. He rolled his eyes. Sure, half of those reactions were a façade, a mask Fox wore to keep people at bay and prevent them from deviating from the narrative he’d formed in his mind, but Shilling hadn’t been repulsed by that fact.
On the contrary, he’d been incredibly turned on by it.
Maybe finding someone good at manipulating people attractive was a fatal flaw, one that Shilling should have fought harder against. But he’d picked up on other things as well, like the fact Fox only used those types of tactics when it came to work, to further a case, and never in his private life. He was real with his teammates, Nova and Dawon.
And with Jiro.
Truthfully, Shilling hadn’t wanted to try harder to fight against this connection to the Detective. With Fox, he’d felt understood, no matter which form he was in.
He’d never felt accepted by anyone aside from his immediate family before.
When he’d accidentally changed on the beach on Zircon, he’d thought he was a goner. Fox had chased him into that cave and Shilling had been certain he was about to be shot, but the Detective had surprised him. Instead of taking it, he’d saved his life instead.
And when he’d told Shilling that he knew he wasn’t out to hurt anyone…
“Is this where you usually do it?” Fox said then, making a disappointed sound as he took in the luxurious room. “Doesn’t really scream ‘super-secret evil laboratory’ but to each their own.”
Obsidian narrowed his eyes. “I was wondering how much you knew, Detective. Guess that answers that question.”
“Feel free to ask if you have others,” Fox replied, “I’ve got all day.”
He was stalling.
Why?
Fox was usually flippant, but he wasn’t an idiot. He had to understand that their lives were very much on the line here. Which meant, he had something up his sleeve.
Shilling replayed their conversation outside of the bar, trying to pick up on any clues he might have missed during. They hadn’t spoken for very long, however. Things had felt very rushed toward the end there even.
Fox had known they were being watched.
Fishing.
Shilling had assumed he’d meant he’d been waiting for him, but what if Fox had been talking about the prince?
Or both of them?
He tried to glean something from Fox’s expression, but it was too relaxed, that almost coy mask so firmly in place that even he couldn’t glimpse past it. The last thing he’d told him had been to play along. But play along with what?
And why had he been so convinced that those blasters had been set to stun?
“Does Jiro know that you’re out gallivanting with the enemy?” Obsidian asked, sending an absent look in Shilling’s direction before returning his attention to Fox.
“I figured you knew what was going on between the two of us,” the Detective stated. “You seem like the type. You know, the creepy kind who can’t take no for an answer. How long have you been stalking him anyway?”
Shilling sucked in a breath, but Fox wasn’t finished.
“For an Imperial Prince, you’re kind of desperate. Not a good look.” Fox slowly leaned forward as far as his cuffs would allow. “No wonder the Captain doesn’t like you.”
Obsidian shot forward so fast Shilling almost couldn’t track his movements. He struck Fox across the face with an open palm, the cracking sound echoing throughout the massive room. He was fuming, nostrils flaring as he glared down at the Detective with a wild look in his eyes.
Shilling struggled against his bonds, only stilling when the sharp bark of Fox’s laughter cut through the tension like a knife.
Even Obsidian seemed caught off guard by the reaction, his hand, still raised as if to deliver another blow, wavering in the air as his dark brow dipped into a frown.
Fox’s tongue darted past his lips to lick at the small drop of blood at the corner of his mouth, but aside from that, he seemed entirely unfazed by the fact he’d just been hit.
“Act smug all you like,” Obsidian said, “the second Jiro finds out you’ve been cheating on him—”
“Oh no,” Fox cut him off, interrupting himself with a chuckle before continuing, “please tell me that’s not your whole plan, majesty? Even if Jiro found out I was sleeping with someone else, you’d be the last person he’d turn to for comfort. You have to know that. You’re many things, O, but moron isn’t one of them. A stupid person wouldn’t have been able to pull off all that you have thus far. Framing an innocent person? Cold.”
Obsidian cocked his head, inspecting Fox a moment before stepping back, seeming to collect himself. He had an explosive temper, but he’d still been raised as royalty. “When Jiro told me you wanted to visit Design I knew nothing good could come of it.”
“Yet you let us go anyway,” Fox pointed out. “You were hoping we wouldn’t be allowed in.”
“I underestimated how easily bought the Comets working on that moon could be. That will be remedied, of course.”
“I don’t blame you,” Fox said. “I wouldn’t keep around an employee who can’t do his job properly either.”
Shilling glowered. Without those Comet’s help, he never would have been able to slip in and speak with Ione.
Fox glanced in his direction, but only for a second, not even meeting his gaze but staring at a spot on his chest instead. Then he settled more comfortably in his chair and asked, “So you tell Jiro that I’ve been making out with our thief here, and then what? What happens when he discovers all the skeletons in your closet, majesty? Of the two of us, who do you think he’s most likely to forgive?”
“He won’t be finding out any of this,” Obsidian snapped.
Fox grunted. “He’s on my team, remember? I don’t keep secrets from my teammates.”
The prince tipped his chin in Shilling’s direction and the Detective clucked his tongue.
“Touché.”
“He’s already told me you met with the analyst alone, and when I spoke with him this morning, he’d made it clear you’d discussed nothing of that meeting with him yet. Now you’ll never get the chance. And even if your teammates are telling him now, it won’t matter. The tests have been an absolute failure,” Obsidian said. “I thought with trial and error we’d be able to make something of versa, but alas, it seems like a failed experiment.”
“Well, the fact that it was done illegally is something at least,” Fox made it sound like he was on his side, understanding even.
“Yes,” he agreed, “much easier to cover up. Everyone who was involved with the project needs to be killed, of course.”
“Means you won’t have to waste any of the versa you’ve already spent all that time and money mining.”
The corner of Obsidian’s mouth tipped up. “You’re right. You are quick. It’s unfortunate that you had to get in my way, Detective. We could have worked well together.”
Fox shook his head. “Money isn’t really an interest of mine.”
“I’m not doing this for money.” He scowled. “I’m an Imperial Prince, and of Hild no less. I have more money than I could spend in several lifetimes.”
“If this isn’t about money,” Shilling joined the conversation, waiting until he finally had the prince’s attention, “what is it about?”
Admittedly, it made sense that the prince, the richest man in the empire, wouldn’t be doing this for monetary gains. But there weren’t any other logical reasons that Shilling could think of either.
“Fame,” Fox answered for him, smiling when Shilling frowned at him.
“We’re one of the wealthiest empires in all of the known galaxies,” Obsidian confirmed, “but you know what people talk about when they mention the great Hild nation?”
“Goods,” Fox replied easily. “They talk about your trades and what you have to offer the rest of the universe, naturally.”
“Precisely,” Obsidian nodded, “they don’t talk about my mother, and my name certainly doesn’t come up in casual conversation. You’ve met my mother before, Detective, at the Great Collective eight years ago. What do you remember about her?”
Fox had been at the Great Collective?
It was an honorable event that many dignitaries were invited to. Shilling had heard that security was tight and the event was always held at a different location, divulged only to those Royals and Imperials who were allowed to attend. Had Fox gone because of his position as fifth in line on Xanon?
If it was eight years ago, it would have been just before he’d signed up for the Academy behind his uncle’s back.
“I didn’t—” he paused, and it was hard to tell if he was playing along now or really hadn’t recalled. “Oh. Was she the one in the diamond dress?”
“It was made out of lopeel petals,” Obsidian motioned up at the chandelier, “but yes, and I believe my point is made.”
“Are you seriously complaining that no one cares about your name, only your wealth?” Shilling could think of a million problems way bigger than that, like, say, for example, having a hang nail.
“They’d care if he discovered something new,” Fox said. “If my information is accurate, there hasn’t been a new natural resource discovered in the Hild empire in over a decade.”
“My grandfather made a great contribution to the universe when he discovered bliss,” Obsidian told them. “I’m sure both of you have used it even.”
Bliss was a flower that had been discovered deep in the mountainous region of Tanz. The late Emperor Ool stumbled upon it while out hiking with his royal party. They’d brought some of the flowers back, roots and all, at first intended as a gift for his empress. After some study, however, it’d been discovered that drying the petals and grinding them down into a tea helped ease muscle pain and headaches.
Now, it was one of the most common pain relievers available in the Crystal Sea. The flowers were easy to grow and could survive in most climates, so the blooms were sold to other empires early on. It was rare to find a planet now that didn’t harvest its own supply, even most World Ships had them.
Emperor Ool was probably the most famous Hild in history.
“You’re forgetting an important detail,” Fox stated. “Your grandfather isn’t popular because he got lost in the woods and found a flower. People still talk about him because of the good he did. He sold bliss bulbs to other empires for cheap when he could have hoarded it and forced them to buy bottles of the stuff at an obscene price.”
“I’m not sure he’d appreciate the course you’ve chosen,” Shilling added.
“Right?” Fox nodded at him. “Poisoning his people doesn’t sound like the type of thing Emperor Ool would do.”
“You have no proof.” Obsidian walked around the couch and picked something up from the coffee table.
Shilling couldn’t make out what it was from where he sat, but he instantly had a bad feeling.
“It was a waste to leave Design untouched,” Obsidian told them.
“The reason it was made illegal to mine versa was because it was a known cause of the Dust,” Fox reminded. “Which just makes me wonder what the hell you thought you were going to achieve here?”
“You must recall that the Dust took place hundreds of years ago,” he said. “I knew the same stories as everyone else, that the Hild were unaffected while the Gemini got sick and died out. I hired chemists to work with it first, of course, I’m not a complete monster. They gave me the all-clear after running some tests. I sincerely believed it was safe.”
“You told everyone who signed up for testing a different story,” Fox mentioned. “An aid for hair loss to older men and women. Better skin to the younger ones. What was it really?”
“When we tested it on trea—those are small rodent-like creatures, in case you weren’t aware, Detective.”
“Thanks.”
“Trea responded amazingly. A dose of versa led to cell regeneration. We were seeing elderly members of the species seemingly regaining their youthful appearances. It would have been revolutionary had it worked out the way we’d thought. All of the tests we ran through the computer seemed solid.” He shook his head, though despite his words he didn’t seem all that bent out of shape about how things had turned out.
“I’m no scientist,” Obsidian walked back over, and Shilling got a look at the glass pill bottle in his hand, “but if I understand it all correctly, apparently instead of regenerating cells, it’s breaking them down. Their immune systems start going to war with their own cells, eventually leading to death….or, something like that. I don’t know. I’d tell you to ask one of my scientists, but they’ve already been dealt with, and honestly, you won’t be around too much longer yourselves so. There’s that.”
“That’s why you were traveling so much recently,” Fox caught on, and that flippant mask of his finally slipped a fraction, giving Shilling a glimpse of the unbridled horror he felt at that notion. “You weren’t going around looking for more test subjects. You were getting rid of everyone who was involved and could link it back to you.”
“My mother would be livid,” Obsidian explained.
“But that’s all,” Fox sounded incredulous. That was clearly not something he’d anticipated.
Shilling hadn’t known about it either, but he was less surprised by it. He’d known for a while now the kind of person the prince was.
“That’s true,” Obsidian said absently, popping open the bottle and shaking out a couple of long pink pills into his palm. “She probably would have helped me cover it up even, but I didn’t want to disappoint her. She’s all I have. And since my father’s passing, I’m all she has too.”
“How sweet.” Shilling wished he could punch him in the face.
With a bullet.
“You’re saying Empress Gypsum had no idea you were doing this? None, whatsoever?” Fox asked.
“Of course not,” Obsidian confirmed. “If she’d known do you think I would have stooped to testing our subjects illegally? If she’d had a hand in this project she would have allowed me to conduct it in the open like all our other tests are done. She was too insistent that the law remain the same and Design be kept a prion moon only.”
“So you went behind her back.”
He blew out a breath. “I’m sorry, what about this aren’t you getting, Detective? Why are you suddenly acting stupid?”
Fox shrugged and settled in his seat. “Just wanted to be sure, that’s all. I couldn’t find anything to tie her in, you see. I hate loose ends. Couldn’t stand the idea of her getting off scot-free if she helped you.”
“In that case, I wouldn’t worry your pretty little head about it.” Obsidian took a single step closer to them. “You aren’t going to live long enough to file your report.”
“Don’t.” Shilling struggled again, watching as the prince approached Fox. They all knew what that pill was, and what taking it would do to them. It’d be a slow, horrible death.
“Since you’ve already killed everyone involved,” Fox said conversationally, seemingly unfazed by what was happening, “I’m guessing you destroyed all the files too, huh?”
Obsidian snorted. “Obviously.”
“Even the ones on that?” Fox jutted his chin out toward the prince’s multi-slate on his left arm.
He hesitated, glancing down at it.
That was all the answer they needed to know that he hadn’t yet. Maybe he’d even forgotten, since the device never left his person and had a biometric scanner, stopping anyone else from being able to access its stored information.
Not that any of this mattered anymore. Since they were literally about to die and all.
“You can’t kill him,” Shilling blurted. Even if Fox didn’t care about his death, he did. There was no way he was going to just sit here and watch the man that he—love was a strong word. Maybe it was best not to go there yet. Seriously cared about. That sounded more accurate. He wasn’t going to just do nothing while that happened. “He’s the fifth in line for the Xanon throne.”
“What are you doing?” Fox practically growled, showing more frustration in that one moment than he had the entire time they’d been trapped here.
For a second, Shilling merely gaped at him, shocked that he’d have the audacity to be annoyed with him and not the prince, who deserved that ire.
“Fifth in line means there are four others above him,” Obsidian said. “They’ll be fine. And when someone comes looking, I’ll just tell them the same story I plan on telling everyone else.”
“Which is?” Shilling demanded.
“I was killed in the line of duty,” Fox bit out, glaring at him. “By you.”
It was on the tip of his tongue to argue that no one would believe that, but then he remembered.
He was Shilling right now. Shilling, the allusive thief who’d been running all over the Hild Empire stealing. That was the case that Fox and his team had been assigned. That was the only official record written down in any of the databases. Information on their multi-slates? That shit could be erased. Hell, for all they knew, Nova and Dawon had already been dealt with and—
He couldn’t allow himself to go there, not when they were already in their own impossible situation. Shilling needed to think. How could he get them out of this?
“How are you going to explain the room?” Fox wondered aloud.
“Officially? I invited you here to discuss the case, Detective,” Obsidian replied. “Unfortunately, we were attacked by the very thief who you’d been tasked with finding. You died valiantly, protecting me, and then I was able to get the jump on him.”
Shilling dropped his gaze back to the pills still held in the prince’s palm. He was a fool after all. Of course that wasn’t versa. Why would the prince risk killing them slowly?
Obsidian met his eyes knowingly and popped the two pills into his mouth, swallowing mockingly and then shrugged. “I have a headache.”
Asshole.
He slipped a blaster from his back pocket.
“The unofficial story,” Fox said, drawing his attention back away from Shilling before Obsidian could lift his weapon at either of them, “the one you’re planning on telling Jiro, is that you brought me here to discuss the cheating, and when I found out you knew—”
“You summoned your secret lover and tried to take my life,” Obsidian concluded. “Exactly. He’ll feel indebted to me because I was injured defending myself from the likes of you, a man he trusted, so when I ask him to stay with me and help while I heal, he won’t be able to say no.”
Fox blinked at him. “That’s…crazy. And manipulative as all hell. What? How are you even coming up with this? You aren’t even—”
Obsidian turned the blaster on himself, pressing the barrel against his right thigh and pulling the trigger before Fox had a chance to finish his sentence.
They all jumped, Fox and Shilling do to the loud sound and the shock, and Obsidian because of the pain.
He swore and dropped to the ground, grabbing at his leg with both hands to press against the instant blood flow that seeped out of the open wound. He shuffled until he came up against the back of the couch rocking as he continued to curse.
“I—” Fox let out a low whistle. “I wish I wasn’t cuffed to this chair so I could applaud you, I sincerely do.”
“Shut up,” Obsidian ordered tightly.
“No really, you just shot yourself in the leg. What did you think that was going to feel like? Does it hurt more than you imagined? Even with the pain meds you just took?”
Had Fox known from the beginning that those pills hadn’t been versa, Shilling wondered.
He gave a mock shiver. “Gross. I’ve been shot before and it totally sucks, so I feel you, majesty. I’ve got to give it to you, I did not see that coming. Brilliant move.”
“I told you to shut up,” he growled. Sweat was dripping down Obsidian’s brow, and there was a small pool of blood beneath him now. He’d shot himself in the side of the leg, avoiding anything major. He wouldn’t die from the injury so long as he got medical attention soon.
Which meant he had to wrap this up quickly.
Shilling stared at the blaster resting on the white marble less than a foot away from the prince.
“You accidentally poison your own people, murder everyone involved to avoid disappointing mommy dearest, and now you’ve shot yourself.” Fox blew out a slow breath. “Seriously, I’m impressed. You thought this through. Tell Jiro I shot you, you defended yourself and somehow managed to get the jump on both me and my darling thief here, and then you and the Captain ride off into the sunset together.”
“Don’t forget about your other teammates, Detective,” Obsidian said, forcing a laugh out past the obvious pain.
“Oh,” Fox grunted, “I’m sure you’ll get them in a hovercar accident on the way to the morgue to ID my body, or something like that. Can’t be too soon, not before you report my death. That would be too suspicious, and we’ve already established you’ve plotted this out to the best of your abilities.”
Obsidian struggled to pull himself back onto his feet then, keeping one palm pressed against the wound in his thigh. He hobbled and leaned against the couch, smearing blood all over the ivory upholstery, before bending to pick up the blaster from the floor.
He aimed it directly at Fox’s head.
“You missed something though,” Fox said calmly.
Obsidian hesitated.
“You couldn’t hack into our notes because our multi-slates have the highest level of security in the universe,” Fox began. “Which means you haven’t heard the amazing news yet.”
Shilling frowned, struggling to keep up with what the Detective was saying. They’d kept pretty much all of the case on the down low, even when giving reports to the Imperial family. There’d been information that had been left out, things that Fox had ordered them to keep tight-lipped about.
But Shilling wasn’t sure how any of that would help them here.
“You’re stalling,” Obsidian accused.
“Well sure,” Fox admitted, “but that doesn’t mean I’m lying. Don’t you want to know?”
“Tell me.”
“Should I? It’s kind of hard to focus with a blaster aimed at my head like that.”
Obsidian paused and then shifted his arm to the left until the weapon was pointed at Shilling instead. “How about aimed at your lovers instead?”
Shilling felt himself sigh in relief. At least if he was shot first, he wouldn’t have to see Fox die. Wouldn’t have to live with the guilt, for even a second, that it was his fault.
He was the one who’d gotten the I.P.F involved. He’d thought they’d be able to accomplish what he couldn’t, reveal Obsidian’s true nature to the world and get him punished for his crimes.
He’d been ready and willing to give his life for it, but he’d certainly never anticipated that both of them would be on the chopping block because of his decisions.
“Fox,” he meant to say that he was sorry, to tell him that it was all right, but the Detective didn’t give him the chance.
All at once, Fox dropped the mask entirely, and what was left in its place didn’t just have Obsidian faltering.
The words shriveled up, forgotten on Shilling’s tongue.
The untampered rage burning behind Fox’s sea-green eyes was so intense, it was an actual wonder that Obsidian didn’t burst into flames on the spot. Gone was the teasing, playful Detective who didn’t care about anything. Who rolled with the punches and smiled.
“Touch him,” Fox’s voice was low, filled with a threatening edge that even given their current circumstances, with the two of them tied up and the prince standing free, sounded believable, “and I’ll tear you apart.”
For a moment, it looked like Obsidian was actually afraid, but then he must have come to his senses, his pride bruised by his own reaction, and held the blaster more steadily.
“If he dies,” Fox stated, “the Captain dies too.”
Shilling froze.
Obsidian frowned. “What do you mean? What have you done to Jiro?” Before Fox had the chance to respond, he lowered the weapon, pressing a few buttons on his multi-slate to connect a call with someone. A high-pitched beep indicated it had gone through, but he didn’t give whoever was on the other end time to talk either. “Where is Captain Arc? What—”
The line went dead.
The prince stared at the device and then looked back over at Fox.
Fox took in his pale expression and angled his head toward Shilling, clearly addressing him. “What do you say, Captain? Now that you’ve seen how devoted to you he is, have you miraculously fallen for him?”
He’d called him Tain.
Him.
It hadn’t just been a slip of the tongue or him calling someone other than Jiro by the pet name—a concept that had pissed Shilling off.
But no. He hadn’t been calling someone else sweetly.
He’d been calling him.
Fox knew.
At his silence, the Detective turned to him.
And winked.




Chapter 27:

Part two of the plan had gone smoothly...enough, but Fox was starting to get irritated by how long this was dragging out. He’d been able to handle it up until the point where the blaster had been turned on Shilling, but that was where he drew the line.
From the shock written across Shilling’s face, it was obvious he’d finally put two and two together and realized that Fox knew who he was. He’d sort of hoped the guy would have picked up on when he’d kissed him earlier, but considering how much they’d been through since…whatever. All that mattered was Shilling had trusted him enough to keep the conversation here flowing.
Fox shifted his gaze from Shilling’s face down to the pendant dangling from his neck. The small gemstone set in the circular charm appeared every bit as flashy and brilliant as the chandelier did, and he smiled fondly.
Noticing his line of sight, Shilling looked down. “Oh.”
“Slipped it free while we were making out,” Fox explained.
“You knew I was wearing it.”
“Made you promise not to take it off.” He’d been operating on the assumption that just because a Gemini’s outer form changed, that didn’t mean all the stuff they had on them changed as well. That wouldn’t make scientific sense, after all. When he’d thought back on it, the clothing Shilling had been wearing that first time they’d run into each other at the beach had looked awfully familiar because Fox had seen it hanging in the dressing rooms in one of the fishing buildings.
Jiro must have changed suddenly and snagged whatever clothes had been nearby so that Fox wouldn’t notice Shilling dressed as him. He’d have to ask later to be certain, but that also led him to believe that there was a time limit on how often he could shift between forms, otherwise, Shilling would have simply changed back into Jiro and not gone through all the hassle.
He’d played with the idea that it’d been a setup from the start, that he’d purposefully put himself on that beach just as Fox was walking by, but that didn’t add up for multiple reasons. Their first encounter had been just as unplanned for Shilling as it had been for Fox, he was sure of it.
Shilling had brought him here to help get justice for his sister and the other victims, but he’d never intended to get involved with an I.P.F agent. That meant this thing between them was real. He’d wanted his aid, but he’d never meant to use him. Seduction wasn’t part of some long-term scheme in order to get Fox to do what he wanted.
Shilling—Jiro, whatever name he went by—he’d lied to Fox, sure. But he hadn’t betrayed him.
“You…” Shilling shook his head as if in disbelief, “aren’t mad?”
“Show me who you are,” Fox said. “I’ll believe you. I’ll always believe you.”
“What—” Obsidian began, only to be cut off by a still pissed-off Fox.
“By Light, keep up, majesty,” Fox stated. “The thief you had us after is a Gemini. Shilling is a Gemini.”
“But,” he blinked, “the Gemini died out.”
Fox had figured the prince hadn’t bothered starting to track them until he’d walked into their hotel room the night after they’d met with the professor. He wouldn’t have known where they’d been or who they’d been with. Most likely, Obsidian still hadn’t given into his suspicions—after all, Fox had hidden the second he’d realized who was at the door, and the only evidence had been two used pillows on the bed.
That’s why he’d had Nova leak some footage, just enough to pique the prince’s interest. Shilling had thought he’d taken care of all the cameras in the restaurant that night he’d caught Fox there alone, but Fox had already planned for such an occurrence. His multi-slate had been recording the entire time.
Nova had sent the clips to the prince, claiming that she was concerned yet unable to look into it herself since she was his partner. This way, Fox ensured both she and Dawon wouldn’t be immediate targets. She’d peppered the message with comments about how he’d kept her and the team in the dark and none of them knew what was going on with the case, and had casually mentioned how close he and Jiro seemed to have gotten.
For someone as conceited as the prince was, someone used to everyone making things easy for him and bowing down whenever he walked into a room, he’d taken her at face value.
Fox imagined the overwhelming feeling of jealousy Obsidian had no doubt experienced at being told that Jiro was interested in someone else probably helped add that extra layer of fog, clouding his judgment to the possible dangers of listening to Nova without question.
“You’re lying,” Obsidian said, aiming the blaster at Fox again. “If this is the bullshit you wanted to tell me—”
“It’s true.” Shilling waited until the prince was staring at him, and then the air around him began to shift, almost like waves of heat vibrating around his body.
The change itself was strange, hard to look at in a way Fox surmised was done on purpose as a defense mechanism. Staring made him dizzy and he was forced to drop his gaze, blinking past the discomfort. By the time his vision had cleared and he turned back, it wasn’t Shilling confined in the chair next to him.
It was Jiro.
His clothing fit the same, though for the first time Fox noticed that this form might have slightly broader shoulders. The set of his jaw and the steely resolve in his golden gaze as he stared down the shocked prince was the exact expression Shilling had been wearing a second prior. Nothing had changed. And yet, at the same time, everything had.
Obsidian gasped and leaped back.
Fox breathed a sigh of relief and flashed Jiro a reassuring smile. Then he said, pointedly, making sure all the frustration he felt could be heard loud and clear, “You can come in now, unless you’re actually hoping I get shot.”
Before either Jiro or Obsidian could ask him what the hell he was doing, the door to the room burst open.
A rush of soldiers dressed in protective gear from chest armor to helmets flooded the room, blasters raised and set on Obsidian. They surrounded the area, fanning out until there wasn’t a wall left that didn’t have at least a half dozen of them blocking out some of the sunlight.
The last person to enter was dressed differently from the rest, in a military-style uniform in forest green. It had a high collar and lapis-colored trim, with a line of silver and golden buttons down the center and a circular pin over his heart. The pin was white and gold, split down the center at an angle, with a pattern of small stars and planets on one half, and a flower with eight petals on the other.
The Peacelife Lily. Better known as the symbol of the Intergalactic Conference.
“About time,” Fox said.
The older man sent him a brief warning glare, his eyes a similar shade to Fox’s. His hair was thick and blond as well, yet aside from those two distinct features, they had nothing else in common. Even still, it was kind of obvious with them both in the same room that they were related.
Yay.
Although, Fox knew he should be more appreciative. Since the whole reason they weren’t about to be shot in this fancy penthouse suite was because of his ties to his uncle. Ironic, that after all his insistence that he didn’t like nepotism or his uncle’s boring job, Fox would cash in on both.
“You are aware that we were waiting for your signal, correct?” his uncle reminded coolly.
Fox had wanted to wait until Jiro had changed forms. It would be a lot easier to explain to people that he and the Captain were kidnapped. While the agreement had included Shilling, this was still the safer play all around.
He didn’t bother to explain.
“You.” Obsidian glared daggers at Fox.
“Me.” Fox blew him a kiss.
In hindsight, that was probably a mistake.
Before he could process what was happening, Obsidian lifted the blaster and fired.
Jiro toppled himself over, chair and all, managing to shift Fox an inch out of the way in an impressive move that honestly shouldn’t have worked. But it’d probably helped that the prince also had terrible aim.
The bullet sailed past, nicking Fox’s ear.
All hell broke loose.
Some of the guards started shooting, and by the time his uncle managed to be heard shouting out an order to cease fire over the loud popping, it was too late.
Obsidian’s bullet-riddled body lay on the ground by the back of the couch, his head turned their way. His eyes, though they were set on Fox, were empty.
Fox and his uncle both swore.
Jiro, who was on his side stuck to the chair on the floor, let out a low growl that instantly drew Fox’s attention away from the body. “You just couldn’t control yourself, could you.”
“Like this is my fault.”
“No,” Jiro deflated. “It’s mine.”
Fox felt an ache pierce through his heart. “Someone unlock me now.”
One of the guards moved over to the prince’s body, completely undeterred by the fact it was still warm and grabbed him by the wrist before dragging it over.
“Oh come on,” Fox gave him a look of disgust, “seriously?”
“They’re bio-locks, Royal Fox,” the guard explained, before pressing Obsidian’s thumb against the center of the thick metal around his left wrist. It clicked and fell away, clattering to the ground. The others came off just as easily. Though it made him extremely uncomfortable to be handling the body of a prince, Fox took Obsidian’s hand out of the guards and moved to undo Jiro’s bindings himself.
Once the Captain was freed, he pulled him into his arms, finally feeling like he could breathe again since entering this room.
“Thank the Light you’re all right.” He tightened his grip when Jiro went to pull away. “None of this is your fault. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you about my plan.”
“You’re bleeding.” Jiro planted his palms against Fox’s chest and forced him away so he could get a better look at his ear. “Are you hurt anywhere else?”
“Is that a joke?”
Jiro frowned.
“I just told you I knew all of this was going to happen,” Fox said. “We almost died here.”
“You wouldn’t have put us in this situation if you weren’t at least ninety percent sure we’d make it out of it alive,” Jiro said so flippantly that Fox pulled back some more. Noticing his reaction, the Captain clicked his tongue. “I’ll scold you later, Detective, when we’re in private.” He motioned with his chin over Fox’s shoulder.
His uncle was on comms with someone, his voice low and commanding as he delivered orders to whoever was on the other end of the line. He flicked a finger at Obsidian’s body with a sneer and the guards still circled the room immediately lowered their weapons and began heading out. Two broke off from the rest and came over, hefting Obsidian’s body and carrying him out along with them.
Within a minute, the only sign anything amiss had taken place in the room was the puddle of blood and the bullet hole in the wall.
The chandelier twinkled brightly above them.
“You two,” his uncle snapped his fingers at them, “the rest of your team has already been secured along with your ship and are on their way to Red Beryl. We’ll be leaving to join them, and upon our arrival you’ll have fifteen minutes to make yourself presentable before we meet with the Hild Empress and the rest of the I.C council.”




Chapter 28:

“Stop fidgeting,” Jiro scolded from the corner of his mouth as they stood in the Imperial Chamber, waiting.
Fox shifted his shoulders one more time, trying to ignore the appreciative look his uncle sent the Captain’s way—as if he thought there was finally someone who could keep his nephew in line.
He wasn’t entirely wrong…
He’d wanted to wear his basic uniform, but since they were meeting with the I.C, had been ordered to put on the flashier version. The jumpsuit was made out of a much thinner material, all-black silk with a wide sash tight across his waist. It was sleeveless, the second part of the uniform underneath it a long-sleeved charcoal turtleneck. The collar was itchy and Fox hated it, but he stilled under Jiro’s scrutiny.
For now, he was willing to take any kind of treatment from the Captain. There was no telling how much longer it would last.
They’d lied to each other, sure, but Fox’s scheme had been elaborate and dangerous. Many wouldn’t forgive him for keeping them out of the loop, and he wholeheartedly understood why. He was just sort of hoping that Jiro would see where he’d been coming from.
Although, he glanced at his uncle just as the Empress finally entered the room, his plan thus far was only partially complete.
There was still part three to get through.
The Imperial Chamber had been altered since the first time they were here, set up to accommodate the I.C members and the materials of their case. A half-circle table had been placed across from the thrones, four members of the council were already seated there. As part of the Intergalactic Conference, the council held a higher station when judging. They didn’t rise when the Empress arrived, remaining in their seats. It was a power move, a reminder of why they were here.
Emperor Non had informed them on their way over from Painite that he’d left ahead of the rest of the council members assigned to this case. He’d promised Fox that he would be on planet and at the ready for whenever things with Obsidian went down, which was why Fox had been so confident that they had backup available.
The deal had been that his uncle would track them as soon as Fox activated the hidden camera, and just to be sure that they were still a go, Fox had contacted Non the second they’d landed on the moon. As soon as his uncle had confirmed he was also there with a squad ready, Fox had dispersed the team to do their separate tasks.
Fox recognized all of the other members of the Intergalactic Council, though he’d never personally met with the three seated furthest away from where he stood at the end with Jiro, closest to his uncle.
The woman on the opposite end had fire-red hair left loose around her shoulders. She wore a stern expression, as did the rest of them, and clearly wasn’t pleased that she’d had to leave her homeworld to come all this way. The Empress Ako of Eeen.
On her right was a slender man who appeared to be in his mid-sixties. His hair was combed back, silver with streaks of bronze, and he had eyes the color of rubies. He fit in rather nicely with the metallic decorations popular amongst the Hild. Fox had seen him at a gathering his uncle had held once when he’d been much younger, so knew he was Emperor Jun of the World Ship Spring.
The Empress Sary of Boardila was next, sable-colored hair pulled into a tight braid at the back of her skull.
And finally, his uncle, the Emperor Non of Xanon.
The Intergalactic Council was made up of several branches of power. His uncle’s station was fairly high up, as an acting representative in the Crystal Sea galaxy. His position allowed him certain amenities others didn’t get, and because of this, whenever he entered a room people tended to stare, either out of fear or mild curiosity, or both.
Empress Gypsum, even having just been delivered the news of her son’s passing, wasn’t unaffected by the disconcerting presence of the four council members. She held herself ramrod straight in her throne as she sat, but her hands trembled slightly in her lap.
Fox felt a wave of guilt over his part in things, even though he’d never intended for it to end up this way.
“We shall begin,” Empress Sary announced. She held out a hand for Non.
He lifted a small black device and clicked a button. A projector that had been set on the floor between their table and the throne flickered to life, a large screen presenting a slew of information, including case notes and proof collected by Fox and his team.
“We are gathered here today to place Hild on trial for crimes against their own people.” Video footage of the sick prisoners on Design played.
An image of Ione passed over the screen and Fox subtly reached for Jiro’s hand, linking their fingers. When the Captain didn’t pull away he squeezed comfortingly.
They listened as his uncle ran through the case, explaining to the other council members what Dust sickness was, its history, and how the people in the video had caught it. There were questions now and again—to be expected considering how serious of an accusation Fox was making—but his uncle handled them as if he’d been the one to solve this whole thing.
Fox was grateful that he’d taken it seriously, that the time they’d spent apart with Fox ignoring him and avoiding all of his communications hadn’t made his uncle petty toward him.
Of course, his uncle was also getting something out of all of this himself so…
“An Imperial Prince is dead,” Emperor Jun reminded. “That cannot be taken lightly. Surely you have more proof than this about Obsidian Sard’s involvement. Empress Gypsum seems to believe that the real culprit in all of this is the wanted criminal Shilling.”
“He’s one of those Gemini,” Sary pointed out. “It adds up that he’d want revenge against the Hild for his people.”
“People that have been dead for centuries,” Fox drawled, only to have his uncle give him a warning look.
“Fox Axford,” Empress Ako turned that intense gaze his way, “we were told in the basic report sent by your uncle when he submitted this trial request that you have befriended the thief in question. Is this correct?”
“Yes.” He held his ground, refusing to give them the benefit of cowering when he was in the right here.
“And you don’t think that comes off as suspicious?” Sary asked. “That there might not be a concern that all of this,” she waved at the screen still projecting information on the case, “is a distortion of the facts conducted by you to get your friend off the hook?”
“You are known for your elaborations,” Emperor Jun stated. “However, your reputation as one of the I.P.F’s top agents has also proceeded you. Going through your personal file, I see that you’ve arrested acquaintances in the past.”
The man was scrolling on a tablet in front of him, but the fact he was looking at Fox’s sealed records from the I.P.F reassured him more that things would work out in his favor.
“We’ve collected information directly from Obsidian’s multi-slate,” Fox told them and his uncle brought up images of the files they’d spent the brief ride from Painite to the Red Beryl sorting through. “He was in the process of destroying all of the evidence but hadn’t yet bothered with his own system. It’s all here, notes on the first trials, his personal goals for the projects, even a list of the scientists and doctors he’d had working for him. We’ve checked and all but three of them are already dead. Recently killed, either in an accident or by Dust.”
“And the three that are still alive?” Sary read the information off the screen as he spoke.
“Soon to be dead as well,” Fox said. “They were framed for crimes they didn’t commit and sent to Design. They’re sick. I’m told it won’t be long and it’s too late to move them, otherwise, I would have requested they be brought in as witnesses. As it is…”
“Yes,” she hummed in agreement, “best not to make their final moments even more unbearable for them. Adding everything you’ve gathered with the rest of the case you’ve put together, it looks as though you’re onto something, Detective.”
“If a crime is committed, there needs to be a suitable punishment,” Fox said, glad to hear she no longer suspected him of covering things up for a friend. “With that in mind, I ask that you all remember the reason behind Shilling’s thefts. He purposefully put himself in the limelight to force the Imperial family of Hild to involve the I.P.F. His true goal was always for us to contact the Intergalactic Conference and request an investigation into this case.”
“This is the Gemini in question.” His uncle hit the button again and the image shifted to a picture of Shilling. It’d been taken from their impromptu meeting at the restaurant that day he’d handed Fox the vial for Ione, though Fox had been cropped out. “And this is his other identity.”
Jiro’s ID photo took place of the image of Shilling.
The only gasp came from Gypsum, a clear indicator that his uncle had already filled the rest of the council in on this little detail as well. To save them all time, he’d prepped them as best he could beforehand, both on their way to Hild and when they’d been waiting on him to arrive from Painite. As leaders of their empires, they must also hate involving themselves in the governing of others. It most likely felt like an overstep.
That’s why Fox had needed to collect so much information so quickly. His uncle was able to fast-track this trial because of his high-standing position, but they only had one shot at convincing the council to actually come through. When he’d called him the other day, he’d also sent a piece of coded information directly to Non containing the video footage Nova had collected as proof that there were sick people here, and all the circumstantial evidence against Obsidian.
It hadn’t been enough. His uncle had told him he could get the council on a lightship headed this way, but that if Fox couldn’t come up with more solid evidence by the time they entered the Hild empire, there would be nothing more he could do.
That’s why Fox had reverted to sneakier tactics and taken the massive risk of possibly getting murdered.
Time constraints really blew.
“Captain Jiro Arc,” Sary addressed him, “can you confirm Detective Fox’s claims? Do you admit that you indeed stole from various locations in the empire?”
Jiro kept his composure.
On their way over, Fox had taken a moment to explain to him what was going to happen here and apologize for the fact he’d had to share information on what he was. Jiro hadn’t been upset by that, stating instead that if Fox hadn’t told them, he would have. Shilling was an important piece to all of this, after all. Without him, no one would have even known to look into Obsidian.
Telling them instead of trying to hide it was smart. At least this way, Fox was able to present Jiro and Shilling in a positive light.
“It’s true,” Jiro said firmly after he’d collected himself another moment. “I targeted random facilities and stole an assortment of items to make it impossible for them to figure out what I was after. This helped to ensure that when I, as the Captain of the Comets, suggested that they involve the I.P.F, the Imperial family wouldn’t have any other options but to agree.”
“And your sister is one of the infected?” Jun asked.
“She is.”
“She won’t make it much longer.”
His jaw clenched. “No.”
Empress Gypsum had remained oddly quiet this entire time, and when Fox turned her way, it was to find that she was glaring at Jiro. But she still didn’t speak.
“There were a few injuries caused during your thefts,” Ako mentioned. “You’ll have to take responsibility for that, as well as for the financial loss of each company you stole from.”
“The items are being kept in a safe room in Primer bank,” Jiro told them. “It’s all there. I’ll willingly give you the account information so it can all be returned. I’ve also already paid for the medical bills of everyone who was harmed by me. Those payments were made anonymously. You can check my bank statements however to be certain I’m not lying and merely taking credit for something I didn’t do.”
The council grew silent a moment, typing away on their tablets. When Non checked his it became apparent that they were using them to privately discuss amongst themselves.
“Your punishment has been decided and will be announced at the end of this trial,” he stated then.
Jiro bowed his head.
“You will however need to agree with being cataloged into the Intergalactic Conference’s species database. Do you comply?”
Every known creature in the universe was documented in their database, so it wasn’t anything all that surprising to hear, but Fox worried that Jiro might reject the notion considering he’d been brought up with the idea that he needed to remain hidden to survive.
The Captain did hesitate, but only for a split second, and then he seemed to realize, as Fox had earlier, that this was the best and only solution. “Yes, I comply.”
“Now,” Fox’s uncle clicked to change the images on the project once again, “onto the biggest piece of evidence.”
Another video started to play, and at first, it was impossible to tell what it was of because there was nothing but a fuzzy black image. But then things shifted, and Fox appeared on the screen, an embarrassing dopey love-filled look in his eyes as he stared over the top of the camera that was filming him.
“This is—” Jiro dropped his hand over the pendant still around his neck.
“I’m sorry,” Fox leaned in and whispered against his ear. “I swear I only turned the camera on right here. I didn’t use it to spy on you prior or anything. And I’ll remove it. Obviously.”
That was if Jiro even wanted to keep the necklace after all of this. He might not.
They could be over.
“I believe we can skip past this part, Non,” Sary said with an edge of displeasure.
“Yes,” Jun agreed, though he cleared his throat, clearly not finding it nearly as distasteful, “we did already see this the first time around.”
Fox had known his uncle would be standing by, already in the hotel since he’d followed the tracker also hidden in the necklace. But he’d been told that the rest of the council, who’d still be on their way, had been given links to the video feed so that they had also watched it live when it had happened. As soon as he’d turned the device on, it’d sent footage straight to them.
They would have all already seen it, but Gypsum hadn’t, and it was important for them to reevaluate now in front of her.
His uncle fast-forwarded through Obsidian’s arrival and the two of them being knocked out—since that could easily be explained as him simply arresting a wanted criminal and the rouge detective who’d been aiding and abetting him. He stopped the footage at the place where they’d both woken up and were discussing things with Obsidian.
Everyone in the room watched with rapt intensity as the events of earlier played out, until there were no longer any doubts that the claims Fox and Jiro were making were correct.
The verdict at the end was a unanimous guilty vote.
“Obsidian Sard will be stripped of his title as Imperial Prince and his claim to the Hild throne, post mortem, as of this day,” Non’s voice carried across the expanse of the chamber, and while Gypsum flinched, she made no arguments. “His estate will be divided and evenly distributed to all of the victims, and the families of the victims should they have already passed. An I.C officer will be stationed in Hild for the next three years to oversee the inner workings of the empire, as previously agreed upon.”
Basically, they were keeping tabs on the Empress. Fox figured that had to sting for someone used to being in control of everything.
It was the last part of that statement that explained how she was keeping so calm and collected during the hearing though. His uncle must have given her a courtesy and met with her ahead of time, probably during those twenty minutes he’d given Fox and Jiro to prepare. He’d laid all of this out for her already.
Everything had already been decided before any of them had stepped foot in this room.
This trial was all for show.
If Fox hadn’t figured as much beforehand, he might have slipped up and snorted. All this production just so they could write down in the official records that it was done by the book.
“The Intergalactic Council will now read charges to Captain Jiro Arc, also known as Shilling,” Ako stated.
Part four. Fox held his breath.
“This council, with authority stated by the Intergalactic Conference, orders that all information discovered about Jiro/Shilling shall be kept confidential. All parties currently present in this trial are hereby expressly forbidden from ever mentioning that he is a Gemini, or even that there is a Gemini still in existence. Is that clear to all parties?”
A resounding yes echoed through the room from all of them at once, including Gypsum and Jiro.
Fox had done his best to make sure that was a stipulation in the agreement he’d made with his uncle. He may have had to expose Shilling’s other identity in order to help support their claims against Obsidian, but he understood how horrible that made him. No one should have the right to take that choice from the Captain, at least this way he could give as much of that right back as he could.
But even that had come with stipulations.
“In return for this anonymity and as punishment for his crimes,” Ako continued, “Jiro Arc is ordered to give up his position as Commanding Comet Captain and join the Intergalactic Police Force, where he will spend the next five years working under Detective Fox Axford.” Ako glanced over at Fox warningly. “You’ve been approved for this because your uncle has vouched for you, Detective. If at any point you fail to keep an eye on him, if he uses either of his forms to commit any other illegal acts, you will be held responsible. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Fox said. He couldn’t bring himself to look at the Captain. Had no idea what the other man was feeling about all of this.
“Good, it has been decided, unless,” she set her attention on Jiro, “you want to reject the council’s decision, Captain?”
“No,” Jiro stated firmly, and he sounded believable if nothing else. “I’ll accept the decision, Empress.” He bowed and then addressed the others at the table and repeated the motion. “Council.”
“Then allow me to officially end this trial.”
Fox’s uncle came up to him as the others began to collect their things, and he was grateful to have his attention for once because it meant he could put off having to look at Jiro a little bit longer.
“You and I need to discuss a few things,” Non told him, leaving no room for argument. “The Captain is free to go.” He turned to Jiro. “You’ll be given a week to set your belongings in order and prepare to transfer to Flicker, which is where Fox and his team all live when they aren’t on a case. I’ve been told that’s as long as your sister has left.” He had the decency to look apologetic about that. “My deepest condolences, Captain.”
Jiro thanked him, and then Fox’s uncle was walking away.
“Detective—” Jiro lifted his hand but Fox stepped out of his reach.
“Later, Captain,” he said, staring off after Non. “I can’t keep him waiting.”
Fox walked away, feeling for the first time in his life like a complete and total coward.




Chapter 29:

It was well past midnight when someone knocked on Fox’s hotel room door. He’d spent over an hour discussing things with his uncle before he’d finally been able to escape and find his other teammates, minus Jiro, who was presumable tying up his life in the Hild Empire as ordered. Dawon had been pissed that he’d been left in the dark and had already gotten most of the explanation from Nova.
He hadn’t been able to tell her everything, but Fox hadn’t completely left his team in the dark either. To ensure that she and his cousin remained safe while he lured Obsidian out, Fox had had to give her some of the details about his plan. Not all of them, but enough that she’d known it was legitimate.
After an hour, Fox had left feeling even more anxious. If his cousin was angry, how much more so would the Captain be?
They’d been given rooms in the fanciest hotel in the capital and Fox had gone straight to his to handle the rest of his plan.
Part 5, the final play.
If he felt guilty about the fact he hadn’t filled Nova or Dawon in on that either, he buried it deep and pretended not to notice. He couldn’t get them involved, it would cost them their jobs and quite possibly their freedom.
It was more work than he’d anticipated, and he’d spent hours combing through different systems, rewriting data, creating programs that would spread the information he wanted and delete the information he didn’t. He’d been just about finished when the pounding at the door caused him to jolt in the plush red velvet seat of the chair nearest the main window in the room.
His head was still so distracted by the data, he got up and opened the door without much thought. It wasn’t until he glanced up and found himself face to face with a furious Jiro that he recalled he was actively trying to avoid the man.
“Hi,” he blurted, but that only made things worse.
Jiro pushed past him, entering the room and taking in the small round table across it by the bay window with the open tablet projecting holographic displays over the far wall. Then he spun on Fox, shoving him back against the now closed door, his hands fisting in the collar of his shirt.
Fox didn’t struggle. “I know you’re mad—”
“Mad?” Jiro practically growled.
“Upset then,” Fox corrected, then before the other guy could argue, took his wrists and eased his hold off of him. He headed over to the table where he’d been working, explaining as he went. “I get it, I do. But it was the only thing I could think of and Obsidian wasn’t going to give us more time to come up with a better plan.”
The fact that Obsidian had allowed them to go to Design was proof enough of that. Fox had assumed from that alone that it meant the prince had already started destroying evidence. If they’d had even a prayer of catching him, they’d had to work quickly.
“Do you prefer this face or the other one?” Fox asked, and turned to find that Jiro had followed him.
“What?”
“This face,” he circled a finger around his own mug, “or the other one? Jiro or Shilling? Black hair or purple? I’m wiping both images from all known databases, but it’ll be easier to create the fakes if you just choose one. I personally don’t have a preference, you look hot either way, but since you’re the one who’s going to have to live with it on your ID—”
“Stop.” Jiro rubbed at his temples, and though he was still clearly livid, there was a thread of confusion in his gaze now as well. “Explain.”
Fox straightened from the table. “You didn’t honestly think I’d make an agreement with my uncle that left you trapped, did you? I know there’s nothing I can do to make up for blowing up your life here, but I can at least prevent you from having to live under the I.C’s thumb. I hid a program in the data I sent Non at the beginning of all this, it’s allowed me to access his network. I’ll wipe all information of you from the system before he has a chance to bring it to the I.C—he and the other council members are working on the report right now—” he could see as much on the minimized screen in the corner, “and then I’ll set you up with a new identity. You can take the Lagoon, sell it on Emi, you’ll get a good price there and no questions asked, and then—”
“Stop,” Jiro demanded a second time, and Fox fell instantly silent. He exhaled slowly, as if in an attempt to collect himself. “What do you think you’re doing, Detective?”
“Getting you out.”
“Out?”
“If it’s what you want,” Fox clarified. He’d set everything up, but he hadn’t hit the start button just yet. “I have no intention of taking this choice from you as well. I just want you to know that it’s an option. You have options.”
“What about you?”
“What about me?”
Jiro heaved a sigh of frustration and set his hands on his hips. “You were ordered to take responsibility for me,” he reminded. “If I up and disappear on the council, how do you think they’re going to react?”
He’d considered that already. “I’ll be stripped of my badge and sent back to Xanon. My uncle will take me, although I’ll most likely have to spend a couple of years in lockdown to make up for embarrassing him. We’ve already agreed that I would take his position on the council once he retires in twenty or thirty years, so that’ll most likely also be out the window—the council won’t want someone with a record and being fired from the I.P.F counts as having one—but he won’t disown me, so there’s that. It’s not a big deal.”
Jiro gaped at him. “What part of everything you just said isn’t a big deal?”
Fox shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”
“You did everything you could to get away from Xanon and that life,” Jiro reminded. “Now you’re saying you made a deal that puts you right back there? No matter what choice I make next?”
“It’s worth it.” Fox didn’t care about any of that anymore, not Xanon, not his uncle, not the boring desk job that awaited him. Jiro was alive and not behind bars and Obsidian was finished.
“What about leaving with you? You said you were going to ask me again.”
“I assumed you’d be too angry. And I—”
“Are you trying to get back at me?” Jiro asked then, and Fox froze. “Is all of this because you can’t forgive me for being Shilling, because if so, there’s no need to destroy everything you’ve worked for just to get rid of me. If you want to break up I can—”
“Are we together?” Fox waited for Jiro to reply, but the Captain went quiet. “We’ve never discussed it before,” he pointed out.
“Yeah, well, we were both operating on the assumption that this,” Jiro waved a finger between them, “had an expiration date. You were going to leave the second the case was solved, and I was going to end up either in prison or dead.” He dropped his gaze sheepishly. “That’s why I tried so hard to resist you in the beginning. Then you had to go and be all understanding when we were trapped in that cave and I—”
“You kissed me.” Fox couldn’t help but grin thinking about it. “I felt awful about that for days, by the way. Thinking that I’d made out with some other guy and hurt your—this you—feelings.”
“Good,” Jiro stated, but he could tell he didn’t mean it.
“Why did you change that day?” Fox had always wanted to ask, ever since he’d realized that Jiro and Shilling were one and the same. “It seemed like an accident.”
“It was.” He ran a hand over his buzzed hair. “I was thinking about you too much and it ended up triggering me. I can typically control my shifts, but,” he tugged up the end of his shirt, showing the small star-shaped tattoo Fox had noticed before, “then this appeared.”
“Appeared?”
“It’s a mark that shows I’ve met a perfectly compatible genetic match. Apparently, it doesn’t give a crap that we can’t procreate. If we get distance, eventually it’ll fade on its own.” He dropped his shirt back down. “I’d felt a weird pull toward you from the beginning, but that was the moment I realized how strong our connection actually was.”
So that coupled with the fact Fox hadn’t been a complete asshole to Shilling was what had caused Jiro to open up to him.
“I figured we could enjoy it while it lasted, but the longer it went on the more awful I felt. I hated lying to you,” Jiro told him.
“I know the feeling,” Fox admitted. “It didn’t sit right with me, keeping you in the dark about my plan.”
“Why aren’t you upset?” he asked. “I’m really angry with you. Aren’t you mad at me? I lied, Fox. And it was a pretty big lie too.”
“Sure,” he lifted a shoulder, “but you didn’t betray me.”
It took a second, but it was clear the moment Jiro recalled the conversation the two of them had had in bed after their first time together.
“I understand why you felt you couldn’t tell me,” Fox added. “You were worried that it would put me in harm’s way, right?”
“You saw how Obsidian reacted to catching us together,” Jiro confirmed. “He was going to paint you as a traitor. If I told you and you accepted me, you’d try and go easy on the case. People would have noticed, you have a perfect track record, after all. And if I told you and you didn’t accept me, even if you’d turned me in yourself there was the chance they’d investigate further and discover that we’d—”
“Fallen for one another?” Fox interrupted.
“I was going to say participated in a less than professional relationship, but yes.”
“So, basically by the time you trusted me enough to want to share, it was too late to do so without implicating me in one way or another?” Fox hummed. “Makes sense. I kept my plan from you for the same reason. Well,” he rolled his eyes, “a similar one, anyway. If I told you I’d made an agreement with my uncle—”
“A man you’ve actively been avoiding for your entire adult life,” Jiro drawled.
“—you would have said something like that and tried to convince me there was another way. You certainly wouldn’t have let us both walk into danger the way that we had.”
“We could have died, Detective.”
“I weighed the options and trusting my uncle was our safest bet.”
“You were shot.”
“Barely,” he folded his ear to show the slight nick, “it’ll be healed by the end of the month.”
“What if I hadn’t worn the necklace?” Jiro asked. “Or what if I didn’t come to find you at the bar and you ended up captured by Obsidian, alone?”
“Then it would have only been my life on the line. I was okay with that.” A part of him had even secretly hoped that’s how it would go, that Shilling wouldn’t show and Obsidian would just take him. “Everything still would have worked out. I’d already spoken to my uncle, he was just waiting for irrefutable evidence. If I’d gone missing, or if my dead body was found later, he would have immediately suspected Obsidian. Non wouldn’t have let him get away with it. The results would have been the same.”
“You would have been dead!”
“But you would be safe. He’d already promised that he would do his best to ensure that you weren’t thrown in prison and that your identity would be protected. Regardless of what happened to me, you would have been okay and Obsidian would pay for his crimes.”
“Why didn’t you just wear the camera yourself?” Jiro frowned. “Why give it to me?”
“Because if you weren’t there I could have turned the camera and the tracker on once I got kidnapped and then my uncle would have known we weren’t together. You would have been safe at least because he would have found you. But…I knew you’d show up,” he said. “I hoped otherwise, that you’d stay with Nova, that she’d be able to keep you back.”
“She tried to stop me from leaving.” Jiro put the pieces together.
“I didn’t tell her about you being Shilling, but I did tell her to try and keep you there. Obsidian could have reacted one of two ways,” he explained. “Either he heads straight to me, or he goes straight to you to tell you that I’ve been fooling around with Shilling behind everyone’s backs. Giving you the necklace ensured you’d be safe in either scenario.”
“I wouldn’t have let him get away with making claims like that,” Jiro said darkly and Fox gave him a pointed look.
“I know that, Captain. Look at the lengths you were willing to go to for your sister. Nova had the access codes to the camera in the necklace and was under strict instruction not to use it unless you went missing for a long period—just in case Obsidian got the jump on me and I couldn’t turn it on. I only had one camera so…it went to you.”
“What if you’d been wrong about all of this?”
“I wasn’t.”
“Fox.”
“I’m good at guessing games,” he reminded. “That’s why I have a perfect track record, why I’ve never left a case unsolved. None of this is important anymore though, because it’s already over. You still haven’t answered my question.”
His quick change of topic confused Jiro.
“What are we, Captain?”
Jiro stared at him for a drawn-out moment and then sighed. “Right. I supposed since we’ll be spending the next five years in each other’s company, we should get this settled.”
Fox tried not to let his disappointment show, because that didn’t sound at all promising, but for once he wasn’t sure he successfully masked his emotions. “So you’ve decided not to take my offer?”
“To turn myself into a wanted criminal and you into the guy who helped said wanted criminal escape?” Jiro snorted. “No. No, I’ll pass on that offer, thanks, Detective.”
He scowled at his computer. “All that work for nothing.”
“If you’d come to me after talking with your uncle and explained what you had in mind,” Jiro scolded, “I could have saved you the wasted time.”
Fox had wanted to have everything in order before speaking with Jiro, that way he could show him that he was serious.
“You can glance at a person and figure out exactly what their next three moves are going to be,” Jiro said, “I get that. But we’re not the same. Honestly, most people aren’t like that either, at least not to that extent, but whatever.”
It was stated casually, almost teasing, and Fox couldn’t help but chuckle. It did away with some of the coiled tension in his shoulders, cluing him to the fact that Jiro had made a joke on purpose.
“I grew up on the teaching not to trust everything we saw,” Jiro continued. “That our eyes could deceive us.”
That made a lot of sense when he took into consideration that he and his family all had two different shapes. Fox had been raised in a different setting entirely. Everything he’d learned about people, he’d had to glean from their body language. Politicians rarely wore their true hearts on their sleeves.
“Words, Detective,” Jiro said. “That’s what I need from you. Give it to me plainly. We both kept secrets from one another before, and we both had good reasons for it? Accepted. Neither of us was comfortable putting a label on this thing between us because we didn’t know how the case would end? Also accepted. But Obsidian has been dealt with, the I.C is watching over how the victims are treated from here on out, and I’ve been reassigned to the I.P.F, specifically as a member of your team. They’ll allow me to use both of my forms during investigations and aren’t restricting me at all, though Jiro Arc will be the name on my badge. When it’s all laid out like that, I’m pretty sure we won. So, where does that leave us?”
“Together?” Fox laughed when Jiro glared. “Right, words. I like you, Captain, a lot. I like you as Jiro and I like you as Shilling. No matter how you look on the outside, I like you. Full disclosure, I’ve never been in a relationship before, but if you’ll have me I’d—”
Jiro was on him faster than he could blink, arms wrapping around his neck, forcing him forward so that their mouths could meet. He kissed him like it’d been a thousand years since the last time they’d touched, like he’d been afraid, just as Fox had been, that they’d never get to do anything like this with each other again.
“I like you, too,” Jiro pulled back, just far enough to get the words out before he nipped playfully at Fox’s bottom lip and dove back in for another scorching kiss that had them both rocking on their feet. “Fair warning though, if you’re certain about wanting to be with me, all of me, I’m never letting you go.”
A thrill skittered down his spine at that possessive statement and he smirked. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Captain.”
“Oh.” Jiro eased away a second time, lifting his hands to cup Fox’s face and keep his gaze locked on his. Then he started to change, his form slowly shifting until amber eyes had turned to an onyx mixed with pinkish-purple, his jawline had sharpened, and his brows had become more angular. It was hard to look at, but less than a minute later, Shilling stood there, holding Fox close, grinning at him in a delicious way that had Fox’s gut tightening. “I always keep my promises, Detective.”
“This is never going to get boring,” Fox stated, already thinking of all the fun they were going to have. All the fun the Captain was going to have now that he didn’t have to hide what he was.
“Did you mean it before?” he asked. “You don’t have a preference?”
Fox shook his head. “You’re you no matter what. Although,” he grinned, “I’ll admit it’s nice you’re so hot either way.”
“Good,” Shilling lowered his mouth, grazing it teasingly against Fox’s, moving away when Fox went to deepen the kiss, “because I’ve been wanting to feel you pull my hair for days.”
“Yeah?” Admittedly, Fox found that thought appealing. “Kinky, darling thief.”
“This is just the beginning.” Shilling walked forward, forcing Fox to move back until he hit the edge of the chair and dropped into the plush velvet, a mirror of their first time back in the hotel that had them both grinning like idiots from the memory.
Fox stared up at him as Shilling moved to yank his shirt over his head and clicked his tongue in appreciation. He may be an ace at predicting people’s moves, but he never would have been able to guess at the start of all of this that this was where he’d end up, getting naked with the man he’d been sent here to arrest, feeling more at home with him than he’d ever felt anywhere or with anyone before.
He’d run from Xanon to avoid a boring life. If the man currently unbuckling his pants in front of him was any indicator, that wasn’t something Fox was ever going to have to worry about again.
Fox hooked his ankles around the backs of Shilling’s thighs and tugged him in until he’d toppled partly over him.
This was just the beginning?
“Promises, promises.”




Epilogue:

One Year Later
“Harder,” Shilling growled, pushing back into Fox’s thrusts, seemingly uncaring about the fact they were already rocking the bed so much it was knocking against the wall.
If Nova and Dawon didn’t know what they were doing in here, Fox would eat an entire deck of cards.
He held onto a handful of Shilling’s silky purple hair, tugging at the strands lightly now and again in the way the man liked, pulling just hard enough now that it forced his head to tip back. Fox trailed open-mouth kisses across the cut of his jaw and down his neck, making sure not to falter in the movements of his hips. His strokes were deep and rough, and if the wet spot on the sheets beneath Shilling was any indicator, he was about to bring his darling thief to orgasm.
Again.
A half hour ago they’d done it with him as Jiro, but as Fox had long since come to learn, once was never enough to satisfy his Tian.
Fox was perfectly fine with that. More than, in fact.
They were currently in their shared bedroom on the Lagoon, docked on Flicker. They’d been told they were getting a new case and had gotten to the ship before their other team members, so had opted to utilize their time…well. Doing what was important.
Each other.
Shilling was bent over on the center of the bed with Fox taking him from behind, and neither of them cared that they’d heard the distant chatter of Nova and Dawon—indicating that they’d arrived—at least five minutes ago.
Fox picked up the pace and reached around to wrap a hand around Shilling’s swollen cock. A couple of tight strokes and a few more pounds of his ass and that was all it took to send Shilling toppling over the precipice.
He cried out, dropping down so that his face fell into the pillow, mewling as Fox chased after his own release, driving home with the same hard pace so that Shilling skirted the edge of over-sensitivity.
With one last shove, he buried himself to the hilt and lost it, light flashing behind his eyes as he came hard enough to momentarily forget where he was.
Until a sharp knock on the door snapped him out of it.
“I swear to the Light if you guys start another round I will shoot you in the head with my blaster,” Nova’s threatening voice filtered through the thin metal.
“Which head?” Fox called out, and Shilling shushed him and rolled out from beneath him.
He pinned Fox to the bed, straddling his front, and slapped a palm over his mouth to keep him from saying anything else to piss off Nova. He couldn't contain his laughter, however, though he struggled to keep it quiet enough that she wouldn’t be able to hear.
“We’ll be out in a minute!” he promised her, shushing Fox again when he struggled to remove his hand. “Don’t cause any more trouble.”
“That’s rich,” Fox said as soon as he managed to get free, “coming from the guy who was just screaming the word ‘harder’ loud enough for the whole team to hear.”
Shilling made a face at him, grin still in place, and shoved himself off the bed. He started to quickly get dressed. Over the past twelve months, he and Nova had developed a close friendship that allowed them to joke and mess around in a similar way Fox always did with her. On the flip side, that also meant that Shilling knew better than to piss her off right before a case.
“Did you read the report?” Fox asked as he rolled out of bed, even though he’d prefer to stay there and bask in the afterglow a little longer.
“Of course.” Shilling zipped up the standard issue white jumpsuit uniform that signified him as an I.P.F agent and paused. “You did too, right?”
Fox shrugged.
“Seriously?”
“I was going to when we got here,” Fox said.
“You came on to me!” Shilling laughed incredulously.
“It’s not my fault you’re so hot.”
Shilling rolled his eyes and then went still, indicating he was about to change. Sure enough, a moment later the air around him shifted and when Fox looked back it was the Captain’s form standing there.
Jiro stepped closer and hooked a finger in the belt loop of Fox’s jumpsuit. “Say that again, Detective.”
“You are insanely hot, Captain.” He let out a low whistle for good measure, which earned him a laugh.
Jiro playfully shoved him away, shaking his head as he went for the door. “Let’s go before one of us starts something and Nova ends up shooting us.”
Fox made a big show of covering his junk, shrugging when Jiro entered the hallway, turned, and saw what he was doing. “What? We both know that’s what she meant.”
“Hey, maybe it’ll get you off the hook with your uncle,” he playfully suggested.
“Shut up.” Fox laughed.
“What, too soon?” Jiro asked, grinning. “He still pissed?”
Yes would be an understatement.
Fox had spent the better part of four months “catching up” with his cousin Uce, Non’s second daughter. Who would have guessed that she was interested in inheriting her father’s position on the Intergalactic Council.
“I still can’t believe you made that deal with him knowing it was never going to happen.” Jiro clicked his tongue. “I actually felt bad for you too.”
“Always have a backup plan.” Fox shrugged. To be fair, he hasn’t known for certain if his cousin was still interested in the I.C because they’d been kids when they’d last spoken about it, but Fox had figured, given the short amount of time he’d had to formulate a plan, agreeing to take the position in thirty or so years still gave him plenty of wiggle room to find a way out.
When Uce had gone to Non upset he’d been forced to acknowledge that she was also more than qualified for the position already. He’d called Fox with a new arrangement, one that had Fox agreeing instead to remain with the I.P.F. Which…Fox intended on doing anyway. The only other catch is agreeing to attend the Great Collective every year. Fox had agreed the second he’d been told he could bring the Captain with him.
“I still can’t believe that was all it took,” Jiro said.
“Uce is the only one he has a soft spot for.”
Fox stopped him at the end of the hall and reached forward to adjust the chain around Jiro’s neck. He’d kept the pendant, but had added the small galaxy sandstone that had once belonged to his sister.
Ione had succumbed to the Dust sickness only a day after her name had been cleared. She and Jiro had gotten to meet one final time, but she’d been too ill to be moved from Design. Instead, she’d spent her last moments in his room on the Lagoon with him, because at least that was better than a cell.
It’d taken Jiro a while after that to cope, and he was still mourning, but he was getting by, and Fox was sure to give him whatever he needed to help him, whether that was space or a distraction.
They found the other two waiting in the cockpit. Nova was busy programming in their next destination, while Dawon was seated off to the side with a pair of massive headphones on.
The second he spotted them he tore the headphones off. “All right, guys, seriously, when is the honeymoon phase going to end? I literally never needed to know what kinds of sounds my cousin makes when he comes.”
Fox grinned, and Jiro merely clicked his tongue.
Since both Nova and Dawon knew that he was a Gemini, Jiro had been working really hard on letting himself be natural in front of them, no matter which form he was currently in. The results were a blend of Jiro’s seriousness and Shilling’s flippant responses.
Fox had realized early on that in at least some ways, Jiro had already dropped those shields around him that night after the cave. He just hadn’t noticed because he hadn’t known what to look for. All those times he’d felt certain there’d been a missing piece, like something was off around him, it’d been because of that.
In all the universe, Jiro and Shilling were the only man Fox had ever met who was capable of standing toe to toe against him in a verbal duel.
“I’m serious,” Dawon whined as they moved over toward the pilot and copilot seats, “I’m scarred for life over here!”
“We’ve been ordered to Larah,” Nova said at their approach, inputting the last of the coordinates into the navigation system before turning to them. “There’s been a theft problem they could use our help with.”
Jiro smirked when she gave him a pointed stare.
“Larah? That’s only thirty-six hours away if we zip,” Fox said, making to take the pilot seat only to be yanked back.
“I’m flying,” Jiro told him.
“No, no, no, you flew last time.”
“You’re forgetting he’s the pilot,” Nova told him and then walked away.
Dawon stood and gave him a smug look as well. “Captain Jiro Arc of the Lagoon, and you’re the one who got him the job, too. That’s gotta burn.”
“I hate you,” Fox stated bluntly. “Get out.”
“Already on it,” Dawon turned toward the exit and waved a hand, mumbling just loud enough they could hear, “Like I want to stick around and listen to the two of you flirt.”
“We are not flirting,” Fox stated, spinning back around to find that Jiro had already taken the pilot seat. “Get up.”
“You know, you’re a serious baby when it comes to this ship.”
“I love this ship. It’s my ship. So I should get to fly my ship at least once—”
“I’ll blow you later.”
Fox plopped down in the co-pilot seat. “Take us to Larah, Captain.”
Jiro chuckled and shook his head, already in the process of turning dials and getting them prepared for takeoff. There was nothing more attractive than a man flying a heavy piece of machinery.
“You know,” Fox propped his elbow on the armrest of the chair and leaned in closer to him, “I love you more than this ship or any ship, right?”
He snorted. “You love my mouth on your cock.”
“That too.”
“Buckle up, Detective,” Jiro said. Then he caught his eye and smiled. “I love you, too.”
“More than this or any ship?” Fox urged.
“Don’t push it.”
“That’s not what you were saying ten minutes ago.”
Jiro reached over, and grabbed onto the front of Fox’s jumpsuit, pulling him in for a possessive kiss that told Fox all the things he wasn’t currently saying with words.
I want you.
I need you.
I love you.
They were both out of breath by the time the Captain seemed to get a hold of himself. He pushed Fox back into the seat and licked his swollen lips to get Fox’s attention—as if he didn’t already have it.
And then Jiro Arc winked.
If you enjoyed this book, please consider taking the time to leave a review! Thank you!
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